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Foreword



by J.R. Rain







Hi there and welcome to the Midlife Spirits Series!



J.R. Rain here, and I’m so excited to introduce you to the world of Peyton Clark and all her ghostly happenings!



The Midlife Spirits Series is written by my friend and co-author, H.P. Mallory. If you love paranormal women’s fiction and our series taking place in Haven Hollow (Poppy’s Potions and Wanda’s Witchery with more coming), I know you’ll love this one!



Get ready for lots of New Orleans history, twists and turns that will keep you guessing, action, adventure, and romance that will stay with you long after you’ve put the books down.



I’m so thrilled for you to start this series and lose yourself in the world H.P.’s created for Peyton and the gang.



Happy Reading!



—J.R.





 



Ghostly Gatherings











Chapter One







“Hello, Doctor,” I replied as calmly as I could manage.



I’d been in the room for less than a minute and already felt like sprinting toward the door as fast as my legs could carry me. His unconcealed, lecherous stare made my skin crawl.



“I don’t want you to feel nervous,” he began, examining me microscopically with his probing eyes. “Many women come to me asking for assistance. I have plenty of experience. I can make you very comfortable.” His voice was high and thin and he prolonged the “s” sound at the end of words, making it sound like a whistling hiss.



“Thank you,” I answered nervously.



“Sit down,” he said with another flick of his lizard tongue over his lips. He gestured toward the bed. Only then did I realize I’d been clutching the window frame so hard, my knuckles had turned white.



“I don’t want you to feel nervous,” he said again. He leaned against the counter with all the vials. The vials and jars made a few clinking sounds as his weight settled. I found myself staring at the door, wondering how difficult it would be to overpower him and escape. Disgust rattled me, and my heart wrenched for Dorothy.



He watched me with amusement, entertained by my obvious discomfort.



“How did a pretty girl like you end up here?” he asked.



I debated whether to play along or just ask him straight out about Dorothy. I needed all the information I could get, but I also valued my life. I hadn’t seen another soul inside this “hospital” except for the peculiar nurse.



“No need to be shy,” he said, instantly misinterpreting my far away look.



“My friend said you help women who have… blockages?” I said, struggling to remember the word Lola used. “Maybe you remember her? Her name is Dorothy.”



His smug smirk vanished, replaced by a dark, menacing scowl. He straightened and moved away from the desk, which nearly fell over, making the vials clink again as they tipped precariously.



“I don’t know anyone by that name,” he replied sharply. Then he seemed to compose himself and coolly resumed his relaxed posture.



Clearly he’d tried to conceal his reaction to hearing Dorothy’s name but there was something undeniable there. I refused to accept this was just a dead end. Assuming she arrived at the “hospital,” Dorothy was here just yesterday; yes, he was definitely concealing something. I just didn’t know how to uncover the truth. I had to find out pretty quickly though—Drake and I were running out of time. But I dared not risk bringing up Dorothy’s name again for fear of his reaction. He might become more irritated than the first time I mentioned it.



“I do what I can to help a lot of young women, Mrs. Montague. I can’t remember everyone’s name; so many consult me for assistance, I’m sure you understand.” He smiled suggestively at me again, his tongue flicking in and out from behind his pointed crocodile teeth. “Although I have to say I’m sure I’d have a hard time forgetting someone like you.”



I had to fight the shudder that threatened to expose my true discomfort. I remembered what Drake said: no self-respecting doctor would perform such an operation.



“How long have you been a doctor?” I asked.



“I can assure you, my dear, I’m more than experienced,” he hissed, his voice dripping with lurid suggestion. “Although I must admit some surprise at seeing you here. I rarely assist married women who come to me. Although it does happen, of course. But most married women are overjoyed and grateful when they learn they are with child. You should be grateful too. What you’re carrying inside you is truly a gift.” He looked pointedly at my midsection.



I had to shelve the thought of having Drake’s baby because it left me feeling completely perplexed.



“Well…” I hedged, trying to think of a plausible excuse. “Now just isn’t the best time for my husband and me to raise a child, you see. My husband recently lost his job and we have no permanent place to live at present.” The lie felt beyond obvious and I waited anxiously for him to call me out.



“I see.” He took a big breath. “Your last name is Montague?”



Fuck!
 I thought to myself and inwardly shrunk. Of course he’d realize the Montagues were beyond wealthy. Why hadn’t I thought of that earlier? “Yes, but my husband is the black sheep of the family,” I said, searching for any explanation I could.



“I see,” he said again.



“Is this procedure dangerous?” I asked, eager to gather clues about what happened to Dorothy, if she got that far.



“It can be difficult at times. It is not always easy to determine how a woman’s body will react. Of course, much of it depends on how long the blockage has been in existence. Many times, it’s as easy and painless as your monthly bloodletting. Other times, it can become more complicated.”



“Has anyone ever died because of it?”



He paused to scrutinize me for a long moment.



“Yes,” he started, “unfortunately, it does happen. However, I can assure you not to worry; you have nothing to be nervous about.”



“What happens when they die?”



“Those questions are not becoming from a young lady! You need not concern yourself with such thoughts of morbidity, rest assured!”



I was beginning to realize that this conversation was futile. And the longer I spent in the year 1910 without getting any answers, the more difficult it would become to return to the present. The thought of facing Jill and Ada empty-handed haunted me. But this situation with this slimy doctor was going nowhere.



Yes, my best course of action now was to find Drake and come back with a better plan. I could ask Thomas what he knew since he should have certainly remembered driving away with a woman and her baby, or not! My mind stilled at that thought. Maybe it was a normal event for Thomas Dickerson to leave the ominous building with an empty backseat? The doctor said there had been previous deaths.



My only accomplishment so far was uncovering a litany of more unanswered questions. I was in way over my head.



“Of course, we must discuss my payment. You’ve been apprised of my price, I trust.”



I saw my first opportunity. “Well, after my husband lost his position, our budget has become much more limited in scope. At least for right now. I’ll need a bit more time… I must confess he doesn’t know I’m here.”



The
 doctor
 seemed instantly upset.



“You have to understand, Mrs. Montague! I am in a dangerous and very vulnerable position by providing this service to women such as yourself. I only want to help, of course, but I must confine my services to those that are, shall we say, ready and able to pay. And, of course, secrecy is of the utmost importance. My specific talents are rare and costly.” He took a deep breath. “I’m more than willing to help you but my price cannot be reduced under any circumstances.” His murky eyes left my face and trailed down to my bust as he added, “Of course, my compensation does not always have to be in currency. There are plenty of other forms such as real estate and human services.” His tongue flicked across his salacious lips, leaving them raw and shiny.



“I, um, I didn’t realize,” I replied quickly, suddenly claustrophobically desperate to leave the too small room. Every second I stayed in the room felt like one more opportunity for something bad to happen.



“Payments can take many forms of currency,” he said with a lascivious smile.



“I’ll discuss payment, ahem dollar payment, with my husband first,” I replied, hoping that was enough to grant me passage out of the too small room. I could not wait to reconvene with Drake. Where was his cab?



“Ah, yes,” he said, unaware of my intention to end our meeting. Or maybe he had no intention of letting me go. “If not, we’ll work something out.”



“Thank you,” I said, although I didn’t want to stick around to hear any more of his ideas.



He leaned away from the desk again and approached the bed, placing a feeble, bony hand on my knee.



I stood up quickly, reacting almost violently to the contact of his skin.



“I really should be going,” I said, taking a step back from him.



“But I haven’t examined you yet, and seeing as this is just a consultation, am I correct in assuming you brought your first payment today?”



He came toward me with an evil gleam in his eye. Just then, a loud, piercing cry echoed from somewhere outside the room. It ended in a series of short, spluttering coughs, but it was unmistakably the sound of a newborn infant! My eyes widened in disbelief and I immediately imagined Dorothy’s baby.



“What was that?” I asked the doctor.



“Nothing. Just another patient. Now then, Mrs. Montague,” said the doctor, suddenly looking very anxious. “Now let’s have a good look and see how far along you are, shall we? You can’t be more than two months, judging by your slender waist and lithe figure. That’s good.”



He returned to the desk with the vials and opened a drawer from beneath the table. Dorothy was somewhere in this
 hospital
 with her baby! I was sure of it now; he was definitely hiding that. But why?



“I have to use the restroom first,” I lied.



He sighed but didn’t turn away from the drawer. “Very well,” he said. “Go back to the main floor and the nurse will point it out to you.”



He walked over to the door and opened it, tapping his foot impatiently until I hurried out. I started for the stairs but once he closed the door, I stopped and listened hard for another cry. I hoped that the baby was with Dorothy. Then it occurred to me that maybe Dorothy was already gone? I hadn’t heard a woman screaming, just the baby. Complications during childbirth happened all the time, even in my century. A disconcerting silence stopped me in my tracks and I was unsure of what to do. Then I noticed one of the doors in the hallway was slightly open. At the far end, I spotted the door that was ajar.



Ever so slowly, I edged along the hallway towards the door. My black heels clacked against the hard, cold hospital floor and I prayed that the doctor wouldn’t hear me. The hallway seemed to go on forever, like a bad dream, but I finally reached the end of the hall and peeked through the crack in the door.



Inside was a room very much like the one I just left, but the curtains were drawn shut on the window. That made the room unnaturally dark for this time of day.



Sitting on the bed with her face partly obscured in shadow, I saw the long nose, dark hair, and elegant features of a woman. She was holding what looked like a bundled blanket and propped up on a high stack of pillows. She was wearing a white nightgown. Our eyes met and I shivered with immediate understanding. Her resemblance to her granddaughter was uncanny. I stood rooted where I was, unable to move an inch, as I stared into the unflinching, and very much alive, eyes of Dorothy Arnold.



Dorothy clutched the bundle a little tighter to her chest, but her gaze remained steady, although somewhat unfocused. Her skin was pale and damp with sweat. Her hair was unkempt and wild around her face. I felt drawn to her when our eyes met and for a moment, we just looked at each other. She didn’t seem like a woman of the past at all, but very real, and so alive. It rattled me to predict very soon she wouldn’t be.



Drake’s warning about interfering echoed in my brain, and I felt guilty. He would surely discourage me from speaking with Dorothy. Anything I did would be directly viewed as meddling with the past, but when our eyes met in that drab, empty room, my heart ached for her. Almost out of habit, I thought the words to shut Drake out but then realized I didn’t have to. I was here… alone. I made my choice and slowly opened the door before slipping inside.



“Hi, Dorothy,” I said, unsure of how to greet her. How could I help her if nothing had happened yet? Did she realize she was in danger?



“Who are you?” she asked, and a tone of trepidation crept into her young voice. She slurred the words slightly, as if she were very weak. I found her remarkably beautiful and my heart sank at the thought of her dying so young and not being able to raise her child.



“I’m…” I struggled to think of my identity. “I’m someone who only wants to help. I know all about the baby.”



She clutched the bundle even tighter and stared down at it. For a moment, she said nothing and when she looked back up at me, her somewhat glazed eyes were glistening with tears. I came closer and offered her a compassionate expression to convey a sense of safety.



A tear rolled down her cheek and she stared into the bundle before replying quietly, “Did Junior send you?” she asked, and the fear was evident in her voice.



“Junior?” I replied, instantly confused. “No, I’m a friend of your family.”



“Oh,” she said, leaning back in her seat, her eyes sagging.



“Dorothy, what happened?”



“He can’t know, he can’t know,” she chanted incoherently. As I watched her, I realized she wasn’t quite with it. Her pupils were fully dilated and she looked like she couldn’t quite focus on me or anything else in the room. The more I studied her, the more I realized she was fading in and out and I couldn’t make sense of her words. I was unsure what sort of stress having a baby puts you under, but Dorothy’s confused state seemed heightened somehow. I looked into her wide pupils and concluded she most likely had been drugged. I didn’t know how much time we had left and I needed coherent answers.
 Fast.



Casting a nervous glance back at the door, I walked to where she was sitting on her bed and knelt down in front of her, placing a hand on her knee.



“I only want to help,” I said.



She nodded and sniffled before her tears became no more than a few sporadic hiccups. The bundle at her chest remained silent. I couldn’t see the baby.



“Junior,” she said wearily, her head lolling slightly as she leaned back on the pillow, looking exhausted. “He doesn’t know the truth. He didn’t want it. He didn’t want it. He wanted it to go away. He’ll kill us, I know.” She began softly crying again.



“Dorothy, who will kill you? The doctor?”



“Just tell him, please! Just tell him I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Please.”



She looked at me with sudden lucidity—and her eyes were full of hurt and anguish. I felt my own eyes welling with tears. I just didn’t understand what she was going on about. Junior? The doctor? Who was she scared of?



Sobbing quietly, she looked down at the bundle. “I thought it was when I lied to my family and spent that week with him, but that was before. That’s why it was too late. But I couldn’t lose her; she’s my baby. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she wailed into a sobbing frenzy.



“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I whispered, looking over my shoulder to check the door once more.



I patted Dorothy’s knee, trying to get her to calm down.



I had to collect my thoughts but I needed more information. “Where can I find Junior?” I began with new urgency, desperate for her to tell me any lead I could follow. “Do you know where he…” All at once, my words were interrupted by the creaking door behind me. I whirled around to see the quiet nurse carrying in a tray with a bowl and some rags. Her eyes widened when she saw me. I stood up quickly.



“What are you doing here?” she asked in a shrill, harsh voice.



“I was looking for the bathroom,” I replied unconvincingly. Her eyes squinted at me suspiciously. She set the tray down on the table in the room and turned back to me.



“Follow me,” she said coldly. I trailed her out of the room and looked back one last time at Dorothy, risking a short, encouraging nod before filing out behind the nurse.



The doctor looked out from behind the door when we passed. He quickly turned to see the direction we were coming from, and anxiety lines appeared on his forehead. He ushered me forward with a thin index finger, and a long fingernail. I had no doubt he was hiding Dorothy. How could he say he didn’t know her when she was barely three rooms away?



“What were you doing?” he asked in a high voice, and his lizard tongue darted out between his lips, placing a fresh gleam of saliva on them.



Now that I’d been caught with my hand in the cookie jar, a renewed sense of anger boiled up from inside me. Why were they hiding Dorothy? What did they intend to do to her?



I glared at the doctor. “I was looking for the bathroom and I ran into my friend.” I’d already said that I knew Dorothy so he couldn’t have been too surprised to see me talking to her.



“You must confine your movements to this end of the hall and resist any urge to explore the hospital,” he said coldly. “The security and safety of our patients is mandatory You cannot violate standard policies. Dorothy is much too ill presently to receive guests.”



“So you do know her name then?” I replied with unmasked accusation. He seemed instantly annoyed, and his eyebrows furrowed ominously.



“You should realize by now that absolute secrecy is paramount to my work. I’m not at liberty to give out any of the names of my patients. If you only came to snoop around my hospital, Mrs. Montague, I must kindly ask you to leave.”



I froze with panic. I couldn’t leave Dorothy; not when she was about to meet her demise.



“But what about the examination?”



The doctor studied me for a moment.



“Eager, aren’t you?” he asked with a raised eyebrow and another flick of his reptilian tongue. His suspicion seemed to evaporate. “Fine, we will postpone that until tomorrow. But only because I am a charitable man, Mrs. Montague. You’d be wise to remember that the next time you decide to poke your nose into places where it doesn’t belong.”



“Thank you,” I forced the words out of my mouth and had to swallow down the accompanying acidity. He took a few steps toward me and peered down his long nose at me, trying to look as menacing as he could which was pretty menacing.



“If you say anything to anyone about what you saw and heard here today, I can make your life very difficult. Your discretion is not only valued, it is
 obligatory
 . A name can be a powerful thing, Mrs. Montague, but it’s also very vulnerable to smearing. Don’t think I won’t take advantage of that if you should proceed unwisely. I understand your husband is the black sheep of his family, as you mentioned, but I imagine you would not want his name further tarnished?”



“Understood,” I gulped, wanting nothing more than to get the hell away from him.



“We’ll continue the examination tomorrow,” he said austerely.



At first his threats were meaningless and silly to me, but the more I thought about it, the more insecure I became. Even though Drake would be long gone by the time we returned to my time, I’d never choose to tarnish his family name. Regardless of his feelings toward his family, I didn’t question the good doctor’s potential for harm, not for a moment. The complacency with which the doctor spoke sent shivers down my spine.



It was obvious to me that he knew I’d been up to no good when I sneaked into Dorothy’s room. Something was going to happen to Dorothy, something big. I couldn’t just leave her alone, not when I was so close to finding out the true story. The doctor and nurse kept eyeing me suspiciously. For the second time that day, I longed for Drake’s guiding voice in my ear.



That’s who I needed most of all. Drake. Maybe I could come back with him. I could claim that my husband learned about the baby and wanted to negotiate a fair price. That way he could create a distraction while I searched for any evidence of Dorothy. I couldn’t shake the dread that something unthinkably cruel was about to happen to her, and I blamed the doctor entirely for it. There was no reason for him to hide her. Even though I wasn’t allowed to tamper with history, I couldn’t sit back and let the poor woman be murdered.



“The driver will pick you up at three p.m.! Don’t forget to bring cash,” said the doctor. “Oh, and Mrs. Montague?”



Yes?” I replied with a growing sense of apprehension.



“I needn’t repeat to you that your discretion and caution are essential. Your famous name cannot protect you at all times.” The last sentence was his attempt to intimidate me, and he did; my heart jumped into my throat.



He eyed me with a sinister expression. Worry dried out my mouth and left a dark, empty hole in my stomach. The doctor smiled, knowing his words achieved their desired effect. He waved at me from the doorway of the room as the nurse urged me toward the stairs. I turned back to see his sharp teeth and tongue as it flicked out to lick his lips once more.



The shrewish nurse didn’t speak as she led me toward the main landing. When we reached the ground floor, she didn’t immediately go to the entrance. Instead, she stopped in front of a door I hadn’t noticed when I came in. She stood dutifully beside it. I stopped beside her, unsure of why we were standing in front of the door. It didn’t look particularly important, but I was in a house of horrors. I didn’t know if I had the stamina to face any more surprises.



She nodded toward the door, making it clear I was supposed to open it.



“What’s in there?” I asked.



“The powder room,” she said and merely smiled silently and nodded toward the door again. Taking a deep breath, I tentatively reached out toward the handle. “You said you needed to use it, remember?”



“Yes, yes I do,” I answered instantly as I pulled it open. Inside was a small bathroom. An ancient faucet hung over a rudimentary drain. A toilet stood on the other end. I cocked an eyebrow and turned back to the nurse. “Thanks,” I muttered awkwardly. I walked into the simple bathroom and closed the door behind me. Looking at the scratched and faded mirror that hung lopsided over the faucet, I tried to settle my frazzled nerves.



I couldn’t relieve my guilt for leaving Dorothy. What if something happened to her while I was away? I recalled the man she told me to find. I ignored the warning that bringing him here would be direct interference with the past and I would be rewriting history, but I couldn’t get the look in her eyes out of my mind. The thought that Dorothy’s disappearance had been voluntary was ridiculous. The girl was scared. Something cruel and unthinkable was about to happen to her and I had no doubt whom the responsible party would be.



That awful doctor.



There was a glimmer of a chance that Junior would be my only way to get back in…



Suddenly, a piercing wail interrupted my thoughts. My head jerked up toward the ceiling and the source of the sound. The wailing was quickly silenced and followed by a sharp, loud rap on the bathroom door. I jumped.



Turning the faucet on to perpetuate my lie, I rinsed my hands before turning off the water and wiping my hands on my skirt. I exited the room. The nurse greeted me with a curt nod and led me towards the front door. Once there, she removed the key from her apron pocket and unlocked the door wordlessly. I stepped outside into the frigid air. Taking a deep breath, I shook off the anxiety that hung around my shoulders like an unbearable weight.



Outside, Thomas Dickerson was reading a newspaper in the front seat of his car. His wool coat apparently provided adequate protection against the cold, since he made no complaint at having to wait outside in the icy December air. I watched him crank the lever by his feet again before the car roared to life and we started off down the bumpy drive and away from the forlorn building. I stuck my head out of the window, getting one last look at it. Staring at me from the window of her second story room, I saw Dorothy’s somber face. I only glimpsed it for a moment before she disappeared behind a curtain. My heart ached to leave her behind but I knew I had to get back as soon as possible.



Morose images filed into my head, one after the other as I scanned the deserted road for any signs of Drake’s cab. But it wasn’t there. Where was he? What had happened to him? Was the other cab driver an accomplice of Dickerson’s? Did he realize all along that we were being followed? An ever-growing uneasiness began to envelop me. My body ached from holding in so much tension all day. I was sure the residual hangover didn’t help either.



About five minutes down the main road, we passed Drake’s cab. Relief washed over me and I instantly felt calm. The cab started up shortly after we passed it and the release of tension was almost palpable. I was elated to see Drake but I couldn’t imagine what he’d been doing. Why hadn’t he followed me like we planned? What had happened to cause him to steer off course?



My thoughts were a jumbled mess on the drive back to the hotel. I couldn’t stomach the thought of leaving Dorothy behind but I didn’t have any other options. Of course it occurred me time and time again that by the time I returned there, she could already be dead and gone. That was an outcome I had to forcefully push back.



When we arrived at the hotel, I nearly fell on my way out of the cab. I couldn’t wait to surrender to the safety of Drake’s strong arms, but I stopped myself because I didn’t want Dickerson to realize Drake and I were together. Instead, I watched Drake exit the cab and make his way toward me on the grimy side street. I walked inside the building and Drake followed me shortly after that, our distance far enough that it didn’t look like he was following me. Seeing the tense expression on my face, he shrugged his shoulders in confusion.



“What, ma minette? What happened?”



“Let’s go to our room,” I said, being sure to keep my face turned away from him just in case Thomas Dickerson was still watching me.



Once we were safely back in the hotel room, I sat down on the couch. Finally, I could allow myself to unwind. The traumatic encounter came back in a string of memories and images that made my skin crawl.



Drake looked at me with undisguised worry.



“I saw Dorothy. She’s at the hospital and the baby’s there too.”



“She’s with the baby? Already?”



“Yes. I heard a baby crying at least.”



He nodded, putting the pieces together.



“I talked to her. Drake, she’s terrified! Where were you? And why didn’t you follow us?”



He looked concerned; “I was worried that the cab might arouse suspicion. I continued on foot and observed everything from outside, but I didn’t see much. What did Dorothy say?”



“She asked me to find ‘Junior.’ I have no idea who he is or where to find him, but I think he’s the baby’s father. Whatever we do, I have to get back there as soon as possible. I don’t think we have much time left. The doctor is beyond bizarre and weird.” I took a deep breath. “I think he’s the one who kills her.”





 



Chapter Two







Drake stared at me, his expression turning thoughtful.



“You believe she was murdered?”



“Well, I don’t know. But I can’t stop thinking how I felt in that room. I suppose it’s possible she tried to run away with the baby… Why? To find Junior on her own? I just don’t know. Regardless, she definitely isn’t safe there.”



“Mon chaton, you know we can’t save her,” he reminded me gently.



“But we have to! She’s alive; we can still do something! I promised her I would.”



“Who’s to say that finding the father of the baby is a good idea?”



“I need an excuse to go back there before three p.m. tomorrow. If we convince Junior to go to the hospital, maybe I can sneak in. Worst case, Junior could know something about why she’s being kept there. Right now, we’re on the verge of losing her. We have to think of something.”



“Peyton. You remember what we were told before coming here. We can’t do anything that might change the past.”



“You didn’t see her, Drake! She’s real. She’s here. And if her spirit is stuck and can’t travel to its proper destination, she must be about to undergo something terrible. We have to stop it!”



My passion ignited me with a renewed sense of determination. The powerlessness that emerged from my relationship with Drake seeped into my resolve; I needed to change it. I needed to save her if I could. Her baby was doomed to grow up without a mother. Her soul was relegated to spending the next century repeating the same tragic (and still unknown) demise over and over and over again. I couldn’t just watch it happen, I had to do something. So much was out of my hands, but not that. Not while there was still time.



“Peyton, we can’t change the past, you know as well as I do. Without Dorothy’s death, Ada and Jill might never exist for all we know! We can’t alter history. We’re just here for some answers.”



He was right, of course. But how could I just sit back and watch her die? Especially at the hands of that horrible, slimy doctor! How could I sit there and do nothing? I couldn’t imagine a worse version of hell. Drake seemed to understand me at least. I knew he didn’t like it anymore than I did, but as always, he was the voice of reason. Still, I longed for a compromise and an alternate option we just hadn’t considered yet.



He pulled me toward him and once again, I allowed his warm body to soothe me. I’d done my best to keep my distance since our kiss. I’d forcefully plastered my mind with images of Ryan, but it did little to relieve the constant ache that I felt when I was around Drake. The burning desire to touch him—or look at him—pervaded all of my senses. I could still feel his soft kiss on my parted lips when I closed my eyes. But the thought of the doctor’s flickering tongue and his suggestion of other forms of compensation suddenly interrupted my thoughts of Drake and turned my stomach.



Drake continued to hold me. My thoughts were more like somersaults and I couldn’t handle the growing sense of guilt I felt toward Dorothy. All alone in that empty hospital with no one but a lecherous doctor, a mean nurse, and a newborn baby to comfort her.



Drake released me and watched me thoughtfully. The fading afternoon light accentuated his curly hair and broad shoulders. He was absolutely beautiful.



“I suppose we have to find Junior,” he said with a sigh and a shrug as he stretched his long legs out before him. “Even if we just get some answers for Ada and Jill. You’re correct though, there’s no way I will allow you to go backto that hospital, not on your own.”



I was glad he was finally on my side, and I wanted to throw my arms around him and kiss him, but I resisted the impulse.



“I don’t even know where to begin looking,” I admitted. “I tried to ask Dorothy where Junior lives but she was too upset to tell me anything.”



He shook his head. “She had a boyfriend, correct? I can’t recall anything about the name
 Junior
 but perhaps it’s the same man?”



“Going by a nickname?” That made sense. I couldn’t imagine any decent woman from this time period dating more than one man. Keeping it a secret would have been nearly impossible. I wracked my brain to think of the name I read in the article. “George” I said at last, “George Griscom. But even if he is the same person, I have no idea where to find him. I didn’t look it up when we left and my map just shows the places where Dorothy went.”



“We’ll have to return to the public records building,” he said.



I nodded and stomped my foot in a moment of frustration as I took out the pocket watch.



“Shit! 4:50! They close shop in ten minutes, we’ll never make it in time.”



I cursed 1910 for not having Wi-Fi.



Drake was thoughtful for a minute before a dark idea clouded his handsome features.



“What?” I asked.



“There
 is
 someone who might know where to look.”



“I don’t think I have it in me to visit anymore escorts or prostitutes or hookers or ladies of the night or whatever the hell else you call them.”



“Ma minette, your jealousy is quite becoming,” Drake said as he patted my thigh and I frowned at him.



“I’m not jealous.”



“Oui.”



“Non,” I argued and crossed my arms against my chest. He was about to speak so I beat him to it. “So… whom are we going to visit now?” I asked apprehensively.



The smile dropped from his lips entirely. Drake’s eyes had a somber expression that extended to all of his features.



“My brother.”







***







The sun shone bright orange on the horizon as we pulled up to an impressive block of buildings near the west end of town. Anger and confusion dominated my emotional state as I stared at Drake with a deep frown. There was so little I knew about him and I felt more foolish than ever. He knew every aspect of my life. Everything there was to know about me: my thoughts and my history and my relationships; he knew all of it. I had no secrets where he was concerned (minus, perhaps, the depth of my attraction toward him). And yet I knew absolutely nothing about him. His family and the relationships he pursued as well as the sort of person he’d been were all mysteries to me. I suppose some of my anger was directed inwards for not trying harder to press him for details. I’d been so distracted with my own life, I overlooked everything in his—an intensely complicated history that he kept a secret.



“I didn’t know you had a brother,” I said, trying to conceal the hurt in my voice.



“I don’t,” he replied darkly. Then in response to my confused facial expression, he amended, “it’s complicated, mon amour. There’s much more to it than I care to explain.”



“You’ll have to try,” I said, swiveling in my seat to face him directly. “I’m not going in that house without an explanation, Drake.”



He sighed.



“I was sixteen years old when I lived here. I was also a different person then.”



“What were you doing here?”



“My brother and I came to live here with my uncle and his family. My father thought it might toughen us if we lived in the city. But really, we just had more freedom than ever before. I didn’t deal with the freedom particularly well, but Lucien handled it even worse.”



“Lucien? He was your brother?”



“Oui.”



“What was he like?”



“He’s… he’s much more than I can put into words. I loved him; he was my only brother, but from the time we were children, we wanted different things. When we arrived here, we grew even further apart. He started drinking and gambling, and spending excessive amounts of time in disreputable establishments. My uncle, of course, became furious. He built an empire for himself here and my brother was more or less squandering his money and his good name. Remember when I told you how important people’s images are? My uncle was no better, and just as twisted and dishonest as Lucien, but he, at least, had the good sense to hide it. We came from money and we acted like it. I blush with shame when I remember some of my regrettable actions while I was living here,” he said.



It was the most Drake ever shared about his past with me. I listened with rapt attention; the cab driver lit a cigar. Drake tapped his shoulder. The driver turned in his seat and Drake held a few bills out to him.



“Could you give us some privacy?” he asked.



The driver shrugged and exited the car. We watched as he walked over to a nearby tree, his shoulders raised to block the cold air. He took another drag from his cigar. My attention resettled on Drake; I was eager and more than ready for him to return to his story.



“One night, Lucien went off on a bash, and I saw him out at a hotel in the center of town. He was surrounded by women, of course, and he could have had his pick of them but Lucien had peculiar,” he paused, “…and specific requests and indulgences.”



“What do you mean?”



“Just that he desired a certain level of deviancy in his intimate relationships… deviancy that cost him a steep price. Rumors spread about the sort of encounters he paid for and most of the higher end escorts refused to entertain him. One in particular denied her services to him and he became… obsessed.”



“With the escort?”



“Indeed. And you, ma minette, have already met her.”



“Lola Reilly?”



“Oui.”



“What did he do?”



“Well, nothing at first. He was all talk and no one paid him any attention. But on this one particular night, he was exceptionally inebriated. At the hotel, he was boasting about some of his wildest adventures and his bragging turned to anger when her name came up. She’d rejected him and he refused to accept it.”



“Sounds like he was a little too big for his breeches,” I said with a frown.



Drake nodded. “I will not attempt to paint you a false picture of my behavior at that age; and I was no saint but Lucien made me nervous. I think my debauchery stemmed from a place of entitled elitism mixed with naive youth. But he came from a place of real evil. When he spoke about her that night, I heard in his voice that something changed. He fully intended to cause her actual harm. I didn’t know Lola yet, but I knew whoever she was, I knew she was in very real and imminent danger.” He took a deep breath and I continued to watch him, unable to keep myself from admiring his strong profile.



“Go on,” I encouraged him.



“When he left the hotel, Lucien was so drunk, he could barely stand. He muttered a string of curses and the name Lola over and over. So I followed him. I trailed him all the way to her house, but he was too intoxicated to notice. He wasn’t granted entry because she already removed his name from the privilege list and he began arguing with the man at the gate. I hung back, assuming he was too drunk to do any real damage.



“But Lucien began fighting as soon as he realized he had fists. I learned from a young age to avoid him whenever he was angry because nothing could stop him. The shouting turned violent, and by the time I could get there to do anything, the man was already unconscious. I tried to revive him but I heard a scream and the sound of something shattering from above me so I ran upstairs and followed the sounds of the struggle. When I got to the room, he had Lola pinned to the ground. Blood was all over the floor from where he’d broken a glass over her head. He had a hand around her throat and was about to… I can’t go on… it’s unspeakable.”



Drake breathed heavily, and his eyes glistened in the setting sun. I put a reassuring hand over his. My belly was in knots watching him relive what had obviously been a very traumatic night for him. “It’s okay, Drake,” I said with a soft voice. He turned to face me and smiled almost as if he were embarrassed that he was having such a difficult time explaining the story.



“I pulled him off her and hit him repeatedly. We fought… and I wasn’t quite so adept in my pugilistic skills then. I could see his eyes and he had every intention of killing me that night. It scared me. I always knew he was dangerous, but I never imagined him turning into something so inhuman.



“Thankfully, Lola regained consciousness and managed to hit him over the head with a full bottle of whisky and that knocked him out. Lola was badly hurt but alive. We left him there and I took Lola to the nearest hospital.



“When my uncle found out what happened, he was beyond irate. Not at Lucien, but at me! He was more concerned about strangers seeing me helping an escort at the hospital rather than dealing with his nephew accosting one. He hypocritically claimed it would shame the family to assist anyone of her low rank and occupation. Everyone just turned a cheek if they caught us paying for a lady of the night for her services, but my uncle would have become the town joke if any word got out that a Montague treated one with the respect and honor any woman deserves.



“Naturally, I was enraged. I remained in New York just long enough to make certain she was okay. We became quite close after that. I’d like to be noble and say our relationship remained platonic, but she was my first real love and she taught me how to love a woman.”



I swallowed hard and even took a big breath at the thought of them together—of him loving Lola and her teaching him how to love a woman. Of course there was a part of me that absolutely wanted to know what it would be like to make love to Drake. I’d thought about it more times than I could count but each time I’d pushed the thoughts away with angry discouragement.



“Because I loved Lola, I had it out with my brother, telling him I’d kill him if he ever approached her again. He remained in New York, and I returned home. I was disgusted by the wealthy family that raised me and their stark lack of character. Lucien knew I was serious in my threat and in all the times I returned to see Lola, she never saw or heard from him again, and none of the other escorts did either. I wasn’t even sure he was still in New York until after my uncle died and I learned he was living in the family house. Sparing a few formal letters regarding the passing of other relatives and estate information, I haven’t spoken to him or seen him since then. From what I hear, he did quite well. A real socialite, mind you, but I’ll never forgive him for what he did to Lola.



“And now, mon chaton,” he finished with a long sigh, “you know everything there is to know about moi.”



Realizing only then that my mouth had fallen open, I hastily made a valiant effort to recover. I didn’t know what to say, and no response seemed appropriate. If anything, I had more admiration for Drake than ever before. I’m sure it couldn’t have been easy to essentially disown your family. Or disassociate yourself from an identity that was inextricably linked to unlimited wealth during that time period.



“So if he did all those terrible things, why are we going to see him now?” I asked finally. “How would he know anything more than we do?”



“My brother’s business depends on knowing people. If this George Griscom is anyone of importance or wealth, Lucien will know where to find him.”



Drake looked at my hand still resting on top of his and his mouth twitched. I quickly pulled my hand back and placed it in my lap. Outside, the sun had almost finished setting and a waning orange glow filled the back of the open car.



“Shall we start the family reunion?” he asked.





 



Chapter Three







I followed Drake down the slick road coated in sheets of ice. We stopped at the door of a large five-story townhome. Rosebushes, thorny and barren from the harsh December chill, lined the front of the tall stoop. My apprehension about the unannounced meeting faded momentarily as I looked up at the stately building. Its creamy white exterior reflected the last of the glowing sunset. The home was an homage to Neoclassical architecture. I remembered reading about said architecture at the library and it made me smile as I observed the building in living color, and unworn by time. Large, tall windows denoted each level and delicate trim framed each of them. The front door looked ominous: painted black with a cathedral arch nearly ten feet high. Light came from behind a window on the second floor and I wondered what Drake’s brother was like.



I naturally hoped Drake’s mysterious brother could provide us with a few more pieces to the puzzle but I couldn’t shake my dread. Approaching the house, I was repelled to know that the person who lived there had done what he did. Never mind the added threat of another violent brotherly brawl! What if Lucien just refused to help us? Even more plausible, what if he had no idea of where to find George Griscom?



My optimism returned when I remembered Dorothy on her walk down Fifth Avenue. She seemed to know everyone she met, and seeing how everyone recognized the name Montague, the New York of the past felt almost quaint. Even so, Drake’s assurances and my own feeble attempts at pacification did little to soothe my nerves. Doubt plagued me.



As Drake rapped loudly on the large, black door, I had half a mind to tell him to give it up, and we’d just have to find another way. We could go back to the hospital and devise a way to talk to Dorothy, if she was even still alive at this point. At the thought of seeing the smarmy doctor again, however, I shivered and it had nothing to do with the dropping temperature.



Whatever we did, I felt certain that coming here was a huge mistake. Not just because I thought Lucien wouldn’t help us, but because if this meeting were anything like the last one Drake had with him, we were potentially jumping out of the frying pan and into the flames. In other words, we could be in danger. More than anything else, I didn’t want to see Drake get hurt.



I turned to Drake to express my doubts. But before I could open my mouth to say anything, a tall man in a pinstripe suit opened the door. I could instantly see the resemblance. Lucien was clearly older and taller than Drake but he sorely lacked his brother’s toned physique. The buttons on his coat strained to contain the width of his distended stomach. He had a thick, brown mustache that was waxed on the ends and heavy bags beneath his eyes. It astonished me when I saw how remarkably similar Lucien’s eyes were to the soft brown eyes of the man standing beside me. If Lucien were shocked at seeing his missing brother after eighteen years, he didn’t show it. His face remained expressionless. His eyes flicked to me and then back to his brother.



“I suppose I should invite you in.”



I thought it was an unusual opening line. But coming after a drunken brawl and a string of formal letters, Drake seemed nonplussed. We entered the large home and I was immediately taken aback by its opulence. We followed Lucien through an oversized entrance hall, going past a reception room and into a huge living room. A lit fireplace crackled and took up most of the far wall while the rest of the room was elegantly appointed with antiques and other custom pieces of stately furniture. A desk that was remarkably similar to my recently acquired replica Wooton occupied the corner.



Light from the flickering fire cast eerie shadows on all the walls. The room was painted a pale yellow and the intricate crown molding only enhanced its grandeur. The house was undeniably impressive. Its warmth and ambience were a welcome change from the frigid temperatures outside. My attention turned back to Lucien. He was a study in contrast: much icier than his striking domicile.



“When was the wedding?” he asked Drake. It took me a moment to realize he was referring to our wedding. Seeing my confused expression, Lucien smiled coyly at me. “You’ll find word travels fast in this town. And the Montague moniker makes news travel even faster.” He winked at me. Then he faced his brother.



“She’s a good looking woman,” he said as if I weren’t still standing in the room. “You did good, little brother.”



My eyes quickly landed on Drake. Drake’s face adopted a thoughtful expression as he regarded his brother. For a moment, I wondered if he’d heard.



“July,” said Drake without hesitation.



“Ah, then I suppose a congratulatory drink is in order.” My stomach knotted at the thought of alcohol; I was still recovering from the previous evening.



“No, actually, Lucien, we haven’t much time,” Drake said hurriedly. “I only came to ask for your help.”



“Well, in that case, we’ll definitely need a drink.” he said more seriously and without a touch of humor. I was well beyond confused by the exchange that I saw unfolding in front of me. Lucien, the beast of a man, wandered off and left Drake and me alone in the large, drafty room.



“Is this normal? Is he always like this?” I whispered to him.



“I do not know, ma minette,” he replied softly, draping his arm around me for comfort as I relaxed my body and pressed it into his. I nearly startled myself at the carelessness of my intimate response and shifted away from him awkwardly. He noticed and frowned at me so I gave him a weak, apologetic smile.



Lucien reentered the room with a glass decanter full of amber liquid and three tumblers. He looked at us and said nothing. Lucien merely raised an eyebrow before he sat down on a high-backed, red sofa and stared up at us expectantly. He gestured to the two chairs on the other side of the small, dark coffee table. We took our seats and the room descended into silence. I watched Lucien fill the three glasses before he relaxed into his chair, regarding us both for a long, protracted moment.



“So, what brings you to New York?” he asked. Drake and I left our glasses untouched on the table. Lucien took a hearty sip from his.



“We’re looking for someone,” Drake said simply.



“Ah, I see. Well, don’t let me waste any of your precious time catching up,” he said disdainfully. I stiffened slightly in my seat. Drake only chuckled in response and bent forward to retrieve his amber-colored glass from the table.



“Will you help us?” I asked, growing impatient and uncomfortable.



For the first time, Lucien seemed to see me. His familiar brown eyes rested on mine. My breath caught when I stared into the eyes I knew so well, so much like Drake’s, but these belonged to a stranger, a man I just met. Although the years were not generous to Lucien, and his face lacked the youthfulness of his brother, it was clear that handsome men ran in the family. Lucien’s beauty, however, was somewhat harder to see. The heavy, purple bags beneath his eyes were the only source of color on his pallid face. The man was clearly haunted by something, maybe what he’d done to Lola or maybe it was because he was still in love with her? Whatever demons plagued him, they had certainly taken their toll.



“You know I wouldn’t come here unless it was important,” said Drake. Lucien’s eyes didn’t leave mine.



“More important than abandoning your unconscious brother in a whore’s bedroom?”



“Oh,” I said without realizing it as I reached for my glass and downed the liquid in four burning gulps. Drake faced me with surprise before he turned to his brother and shook his head.



“That was years ago, Lucien.”



I was worried about what I was witnessing between the two of them. It seemed like I should have been more emphatic about my desire to leave when we still had a chance. Although a certain level of friction was naturally expected, given the situation, the calmness of Lucien’s delivery put me on edge.



Drake continued to shake his head while his brother downed his drink and poured another. He relaxed again in his seat and regarded us coolly.



“I was wondering if you would come here to pay me a visit,” Lucien started. “I heard you were seen at a bar last night talking to Miss Walsh and Mrs. Flynn.” My eyebrows rose in response to that. He continued, “Could that mean that you’ve finally outgrown your puerile obsession with Ms. Reilly? What did your new bride think of your former entertainers?”



Again, it took me a moment to realize he was referring to me. I frowned at his question. Drake remained quiet.



“I didn’t come here to discuss my wife and me,” Drake said finally.



“What did you come here to discuss then?”



“I came here because I thought you might be able to help me.” Drake took a deep breath. “And I hoped you would.”



Lucien glared at Drake for a long moment. I held my breath. Finally, his expression relaxed and he seemed curious.



“I can’t guarantee it,” he said, “but very little happens in this city without me knowing about it,” he replied boastfully. Considering his timely knowledge of our location last night, he must have been speaking the truth.



“I’m trying to find a man,” Drake said. “His name is Griscom. George Griscom.”



Lucien stared blankly before finally repeating the name “Griscom… Griscom…” over and over he said it again, like he was tasting the word with his tongue. His low voice trailed off. He stared at the ground and his eyes roamed from side-to-side in thought. “I know that name,” he said, evidently still trying to place it.



My shoulders, which were already nearly next to my ears with all the palpable tension in the room, rose even higher and I leaned forward in my chair.



“Not a George, though. No. It was… I know! Andrew! He was that young fellow who jumped to his death off a cruise deck. The news ate it up. Sad story, of course, but it only goes to prove that love can make us do the oddest things.” He winked at me and I shifted in my seat.



“I don’t think that’s the one. You’ve never heard of a Griscom around here then?” I asked, visibly deflated. “There’s a chance he could go by the name, Junior?”



Lucien was deep in thought again. He absentmindedly twirled the ends of his moustache. Finally, his eyes lit up.



“I’ve seen the family Griscom at events near the marina. The family certainly likes their yachts. I vaguely remember the old man mighta been called George, but I don’t know anything about a Junior.”



“Old man?” I asked, all hope draining rapidly.



“The man you’re looking for is old.”



“How old?” I asked. I had no right to judge Dorothy’s taste in men. I suppose I just assumed Alice’s father would be roughly the same age as Dorothy, twenty-five.



“I don’t know… Seventy? Eighty? I haven’t seen them around recently though.”



My eyebrows rose in surprise. If he were out impregnating twenty-five-year-old girls, he must have been pretty macho, but still! I had to refocus.



“You mean he’s not in New York?” I asked, disappointed. The doctor’s face came to mind. It was becoming clear we weren’t getting anywhere. We were wasting our precious time; we needed a new plan.



“No. Although I don’t know him well enough to say for sure.”



Suddenly, I started to remember snippets of my first conversation with Ada and Jill. Didn’t they mention George’s parents liked traveling? He stayed home because he was sick. George Griscom could have been Junior’s father. Things were starting to fall into place. I apologized internally to Dorothy for daring to imagine she’d entertain such an elderly, mature gentleman.



“We are on the right track,” I said to Drake, excitedly. “George is Junior’s father.”



Drake smiled at me in a way that said he was proud of me. His eyes were warm and his lips were so plump… I forced myself to look away from him and settled my eyes on his brother who was still watching me.



“Where do the Griscoms live?” I asked Lucien.



Lucien looked annoyed, “I’m not a directory, mon chaton.” It threw me when he used Drake’s term of endearment for me and it sounded weird coming from another man’s mouth. Drake frowned but remained silent.



I looked at Drake. At least we had a good place to start, the marina. Hopefully, they’d have a record of his address there.



Lucien didn’t skip a beat; “Is that all I can assist you with this evening? Any letters you want me to send? Future meetings you’d like me to arrange?” His words came out with cruel sarcasm. A malicious smile tugged at his lips, and in that moment, he looked nothing like Drake.



With the main mystery solved, I couldn’t wait to get out of Lucien’s house. Even though he helped us, the entire exchange was cold and tense. My chest hurt from watching all the glares the two brothers exchanged. The fire crackled, but its heat couldn’t compete with the extreme chill that settled over the room. Lucien lifted Drake’s untouched drink. It was time to go.



“Thank you for all your help, Lucien,” I said to him as I stood up. “It was nice to meet you.”



Lucien ignored me, fixing his eyes on Drake. “How long are you in New York?” he asked with a sneer.



“Not long, maybe another day at most.”



“What do you want with the old man anyway? He doesn’t seem like your type.” For a moment, my head flashed to Drake’s insistence that I shield him from “homosexual encounters.” I almost laughed but managed to hide my inappropriate amusement behind a cough. Neither man seemed to notice.



“He knows someone we need to talk to,” said Drake vaguely, also rising and standing. Lucien shrugged.



“Does this mean I’m going to see more of you?” Lucien asked apathetically.



“I wouldn’t say that,” answered Drake. It wasn’t quite the family feel-good moment I hoped to witness but at least, no one threw any punches. If we could leave the house unscathed, I’d call our mission a success.



Lucien nodded slowly and walked back to the entrance hall where he opened the door.



“Thanks for dropping by,” he said without any sincerity.



Drake stepped out on the stoop and looked at his brother one final time. “Nothing has changed with Lola and my threat still stands,” he said ominously. He fixed Lucien with a hard stare and my heart lurched in my chest. I realized with sadness that it wasn’t because of the threat to his brother but the effect it had on me. He still felt so protective over Lola, the candor of his words hit me like a sucker punch to the stomach. Even after all these years, he was still protecting her. My own jealousy made me ashamed.



The black door closed in response and we stood facing each other in silence on the stoop.



“Well, that was charming,” I said trying to ease the tension.



Drake ignored me and his eyebrows knitted together. He placed his hands in his pockets and started down the steps. I had a feeling his response had little to do with his brother and more to do with his undying love for Lola. I trailed desperately after him, and cursed my stupidity for feeling so hurt.





 



Chapter Four







Drake was silent as he got back into the cab. The driver was in his seat and waiting for our instructions. Darkness finally descended.



“Are you okay?” I asked Drake.



I was worried about him. Yes, it hurt to realize how much he still cared for Lola but, if I were being honest with myself, I wouldn’t have expected anything less from him. He was a protective man, and his very existence in my house proved that. If anyone had a right to be jealous, it was him, not me. I reprimanded myself for my childish emotions. None of them mattered anyway. Our lives were very different and this was his reality. I had mine with Ryan and he had his with Lola.



“Can you take us to the marina, please?” Drake asked the driver. The car lurched forward with a loud clang.



“Drake?”



Finally, he turned to me, his eyes were pained. “This time, ma minette, I’m sorry but I need to shut you out.” He swiveled back in his seat and stared out the window. I watched him, utterly shocked.



My mouth turned sour. He was giving me a taste of my own medicine and yet again, I was stunned into silence. I knew he wasn’t doing it to punish me, but the hurt I felt at his words made my eyes sting with tears. It worried me that he was withdrawing so far into himself so often, we didn’t have time to fall apart. We had to be a team, but it was hard to focus on that because all I cared about in that moment was the man I loved…



I stopped myself. I thought the word so easily that it floored me for a moment. I knew it was true, of course. I did love Drake. I’d said as much to him the last time I traveled back to his time to defeat the Axeman. But the easiness with which the word came to my mind now sprouted new seeds of doubt that irritated the lining of my stomach.



Was it possible to love both Drake and Ryan? Ryan was real and alive and I cared for him deeply. Never in a million years could I imagine being so lucky to have someone as safe and dependable as Ryan by my side. And, somewhere, only one hundred and eight years into the future, he was by my side now too.



But, regardless of where my real body lay, Drake was the only reality that mattered to me now. I wasn’t in a modern New York hotel room; I was sitting in a rumbling automobile next to the literal man of my dreams. Drake was nothing like Ryan—he was dark and brooding and troubled. I cared for him with an unrivaled intensity that made my cheeks flush. And now, with him sitting beside me, I actually had to strain to remember Ryan. The features of his face came less readily now, even after only two days! The world I’d left behind felt less and less real with the more time I spent in this one.



For a moment, I wondered if my condition were the result of being outside my tangible body. I reassessed the weakness that plagued my body; it felt unnatural. I struggled to remember my real life. My energy flagged almost at once. The realization sent icy bolts down my spine. I didn’t know how much longer I could stay in the past before I forgot about my real life entirely.



Christopher had warned me about spending too much time away from the physical world when he said “the longer your body and spirit are on different planes of existence,” the riskier it becomes, but he hadn’t warned me about this.



I looked back at Drake. Regardless of the effects the time travel took on my physical and emotional state, he undoubtedly must have been feeling this way for months. For the first time, I began to realize how painful it was for Drake to live his life through the eyes of another person.



I eyed Drake with concern, but granted his request for silence.







***







When we arrived at the marina, Drake and I exited the cab. I stood stock still, feeling totally unsure of where to go. But Drake started off confidently toward a large building on the far end of the busy lot. The full, white moon shone on the surface of the water and provided so much light to the scene, it looked almost like daybreak. Drake’s long legs carried him swiftly past the docked boats. I shuffled along quickly after him, my eyes widening at the larger ships I saw looming in the background. People bustled around, as if it were any other evening. I stayed close to Drake’s heels, afraid we’d become separated.



When we made it to the building, Drake turned right and headed toward a small, white one-room building. The sign read, “Banana Docks Mariner’s Club.” Music sounded from inside and oil lamps hung from the walls.



I followed Drake past the lighted entrance and edged around several elegant tables. We made our way to a desk occupied by a young man in a nice three-piece suit and a top hat. I felt slightly winded from the briskness of our walk.



“Do you know this place?” I whispered as low as I could when we approached the desk.



“I’ve only been here once; my uncle was a member,” he murmured back before greeting the host with a beaming smile.



“Good evening, sir,” said the young man. “Can I have your name please?”



“Montague,” said Drake, somewhat impatiently. The man raised his eyebrows and smiled.



“Two for dinner, sir?”



“No, thank you, I actually came here to ask about someone on your guest list.” The man raised his eyebrows again and looked back at Drake expectantly. “The name is Griscom. George or possibly, Junior?”



“Are you expecting them, sir?” the man asked.



Drake just nodded quickly and watched as the man took a book out from beneath the desk and started to leaf through it. A foghorn reverberated through the building and I took a step closer to Drake. I saw his body relaxing slightly when my arm grazed his. My cheeks flushed with relief. Hopefully, his cold shoulder was coming to an end.



“Ah, yes. Griscom. George Senior, George Junior, and Mary.”



“Yes, that’s them. I was hoping you could give me their address please?”



“Ah, I’m so sorry, sir. We’re really not allowed to divulge any personal information from our members, I’m sure you understand.”



I couldn’t accept that. Not after we’d come so far. I stood directly in front of the man and put on my best doe-eyed expression.  “Oh, please, couldn’t you bend the rules just a little? We’re visiting all the way from New Orleans and we’re so looking forward to paying a visit to our dear friends.” I batted my eyelashes at him as convincingly as I could. “We planned a big surprise for them. They don’t know we’ve arrived.”



The man looked uncertain. I glanced quickly at Drake who was busy concealing a smirk. I returned my eyes to my target and placed an elbow on his counter so I could rest my face on my hand as I gazed up at him in what I hoped was an imploring and compassionate expression.



“Well, I suppose so. If you are old friends,” he wavered.



“Thank you, darling,” I said with as much girly flare as I could muster. In truth, I was feeling much more relaxed after sensing the slight shift in Drake’s demeanor. Once again, I had to resist the urge to touch him.



The porter slid the book towards me so I could see the address that followed the Griscom family names and membership numbers. I nodded slightly to indicate I committed the address to memory, then winked at the young man. He smiled at me with a dopey expression, but after he caught Drake’s watchful eyes, he began to cough as he straightened. I couldn’t help but smile as we walked away.



Finally, things were moving in the right direction. Now we just had to hope Junior, whoever he was, could give us some information regarding the circumstances that led to Dorothy’s trip to the hospital. If we could find out why she went there, maybe we could learn why she couldn’t leave.



We resumed our brisk walk as soon as we exited the club, but this time, Drake linked his arm through mine. “You never told me what you saw when you were exploring the grounds today while I was in the hospital with Dorothy,” I said hesitantly, loath to receive the silent treatment again. “The nurse keeps the front door locked. Did you happen to see another way in?”



“No, I never made it to the hospital,” he said, in a hushed tone as he continued his brisk walk back toward the cab.



“What? I thought you said you saw something?”



“I’m not exactly sure what I saw, but in the forest behind the building, I think maybe I found a cemetery.”



“A cemetery? But no one lives out there.”



“Well, if that’s what it was, it certainly wasn’t a public one. There was a fenced off area with six plots delineated by rocks. One of them looked fairly new. Whatever it was, I imagine it belongs to the hospital.”



I shivered as I remembered the doctor telling me about the women that died there—and I imagined Thomas Dickerson driving away with no one in his back seat. If there had been deaths, then the doctor had to have done something with the bodies, and it would have been very hush hush so an impromptu cemetery behind the hospital made sense. What a terrible: alone, ashamed, and hiding. They had to spend their eternities in unmarked graves. Then, a worse thought occurred to me: if Dorothy were, in fact, still alive, then some of the deaths may not have been accidents.



“I left before I had a proper chance to investigate,” Drake continued. “I heard a crack, that sounded like a breaking twig and I sensed someone else was there. I couldn’t see anyone, so it was probably just a trick of my imagination, but I figured it was time to leave anyway. I wanted to be back to the cab by the time you left the hospital.” He cleared his throat. “I was worried about you and was moments from coming after you.”



“It’s a good thing you didn’t because that would have definitely blown our cover,” I said even though I was grateful all the same.



My desire to return to Dorothy intensified. What if we came back to seven plots? Drake looked similarly thoughtful, but it occurred to me that maybe his pensive expression wasn’t about Dorothy. The green-eyed monster reared its head once more, but I was beginning to put everything into perspective.



“Drake?” I asked hesitantly.



“Yes, ma minette?”



“I just wanted to apologize.” I took a deep breath, choosing my words carefully, but trying to let him know I fully understood his change in demeanor.



“For what?” he asked me quizzically.



“For the first time, I’m starting to realize how it feels to be you, trapped in a world you don’t understand and deprived of the things you desire. I’m sorry for not being more empathetic.”



He smiled sadly, and his face was fully illuminated in the pale moonlight. The bustling sounds around us seemed to fade as I stared into his chocolate brown eyes.



“You have nothing to apologize for, mon chaton. I much prefer haunting you than your house,” he finished with a laugh.



“Our house,” I corrected him.



He nodded and smiled sadly. “Oui, our house.” Then he took a big breath. “Let’s double our efforts on finding Junior and getting back to the hospital. Remember what Lovie said: the longer we stay here, the harder it will be for us to get back.”



I nodded in agreement but part of me indulged the prospect of not going back. I felt the warmth of Drake’s arm on mine, and smelled the thick, masculine scent of him. Even though it wasn’t my reality, the thought of staying here with Drake was more than seductive and it enticed me. Those thoughts worried me, but I couldn’t shake them once they entered my mind.



Our faithful cabby was leaning against the side of his vehicle. When he saw us, he opened the back door and we both climbed in. I gave the driver Griscom’s address and we started off in pursuit of what I hoped wouldn’t become another wild goose chase. It was only keeping us from Dorothy. Worry made my stomach roil once more. It didn’t help that I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. Anxiety wore me out and the lethargy pulled at my eyelids. I rested my head on Drake’s shoulder and kept it there despite seeing Ryan’s face when I closed my eyes.







***







We came to a stop in front of a house that was much less impressive than Lucien’s. Ivy crawled up the dark brick exterior. It was a handsome townhome, to be sure, but nothing compared to the stateliness and elegance of the Montague property.



Drake led the way up to the front door and knocked—everything looked a different shade of gray in the surreal light of the moon. There was no response to his knock. I couldn’t see any light coming from the windows. Drake knocked again, but already, my spirits had fallen. There was no one home, and apparently, the whole mission was a giant waste of time.



Just as I was about to open my mouth to speak, a short, balding man opened the door a crack. He eyed us suspiciously.



“Who are you?” he asked in a sniveling, demanding voice. He was fully dressed in a tweed suit and a pair of nice brown leather shoes. Maybe we’d just managed to catch him on his way out. He stared up at us suspiciously through the narrow crack in his front door. I could see beads of sweat through the thinning hair on top of his head.



“George Griscom?” Drake asked as he eyed the man narrowly.



“My father’s away on holiday. He won’t be back until January,” he answered. He began to close the door but I reflexively reached out and stopped him.



“Junior?” I tried again.



He squinted at us through his small, beady eyes. His face was remarkably rodent-like. “Who are you?” he asked again. “And how do you know my name?”



“We’re friends of Dorothy’s, and actually, we came here to see you.” My hand remained on the door, and I feared he’d try to close it again.



“Well, I don’t want to see you,” he said snidely.



“Mr. Griscom, we think Dorothy’s in trouble,” I continued. If the news came as a shock to him, he made no indication of it. He just continued to squint angrily up at us. I don’t know what I expected from our meeting, but it certainly wasn’t this.



“I’m not well, this isn’t a good time,” he said and he began to shut the door again. I pressed harder.



“I’m afraid this really can’t wait!” I nearly yelled to him.



“I need to rest, I’m much too sick to entertain strangers. If she’s in trouble, so be it! It’s her own fault,” he stated angrily. “Now kindly remove your hand from my door so I can return to my bed.”



“Mr. Griscom, please,” I begged, my voice bordering on desperate. “We need your help.”



“Good day!” he replied hotly. With one last beseeching look, I had to remove my hand from his door. It closed with an echoing slam. I stared at the door in disbelief, my mouth agape.



“Well, he was charming,” Drake said with an expression that showed he wasn’t surprised.



I shook my head, utterly bewildered. How could he not care? Did he have any idea as to the sort of trouble Dorothy was in? I should have never left the hospital! I should have stayed there with her! Now we’d taken one step forward and two steps back. I raised my hand to knock on the door again but Drake gently reached out to stop me.



I stared at him hopelessly. What could we do?



“Leave now! Or I’m calling the police!” came Junior’s voice from inside.



“Let’s go, Peyton.” Drake whispered. “I’ve spent enough time as a police officer to know when a source refuses to cooperate.”



“But we’ve come so far,” I said, almost shaking with frustration.



Drake offered me his hand and I took it with depressed defeat. Gently, he led me back to the car.



“We have to go back to Dorothy,” I said once we were inside the cab. “Right now! We can’t waste any more time.” I eyed the moon with dread.



“Mon chaton, wait, we need a better plan.”



“We don’t have time to think of a better plan! We’ll have to find a way to break in… I can’t believe him! Who does he think he’s kidding? He definitely isn’t sick. Who spends a sick day in good leather shoes? What did he not understand about Dorothy being in trouble? She’s pregnant with his baby, the least he could do is show some concern!”



“I don’t know. But I agree, something was off about Junior. I can’t think of what he’d have to hide though. Maybe he’s worried that people will find out about the baby?”



“Is there a single person in this town not obsessed with their social image?” I asked.



“Now do you understand why I left?” Drake somberly joked.



“Okay, so what do we do?” I said trying hard to formulate a plan. I was beyond exhausted and much too emotional.



“It’s too risky. Like you said, something horrible is about to happen to Dorothy and if we try to break in, we might meet the same fate. You can’t help anyone if you’re dead.”



While I knew he was right, the idea of leaving 1910 without learning anything wasn’t acceptable. I’d be letting down not only Ada and Jill, but Dorothy too. I couldn’t imagine what she was feeling, or, in good conscious, abandon her in her time of need. She already had one disappointment in her life and from what I’d read, her parents certainly didn’t offer her any support or love. She was alone in a world that she would soon leave. That was, of course, if she were even still alive.



“Then we go together and knock.” I suggested. “You distract the doctor, I’ll find Dorothy.”



“And then do what, exactly?” asked Drake.



I didn’t have a good answer to that question. I just stared into Drake’s soft brown eyes and wished I had a plan to get out of the mess we created.



Then I noticed movement behind Drake’s head. Our cab was partially obscured from Junior’s house by a row of tall hedges, but I could just make out the front door. Junior stuck his head out like a mouse peeping out of a hole.



He looked up and down the street before he left his house with a large bag under his arm. I couldn’t quite see it from our less than ideal spot behind the hedge. He set the bag against the door and turned to lock it. Looking around covertly one more time, he picked it up and started down the steps of his house. He didn’t seem to notice us sitting in the back of our cab behind the hedges. The greenery almost entirely blocked my view but after a few minutes of watching the spot, he disappeared before I heard the familiar sounds of a 1910 car engine firing up.



“Told you he wasn’t sick,” I said, nudging Drake. He was sitting rigidly alert beside me, both of us craning our necks to see beyond the bushes to Junior’s vehicle.



Drake leaned forward and tapped the driver, “Don’t take off straight away, but I want you to follow that car,” he said as he pointed to the bouncing black vehicle that slowly pulled out from behind the hedge and started off down the moonlit lane.



After a moment, our cab followed Junior’s car before it rounded the corner at the end of the street. We kept a safe distance as we followed Junior’s car away from his dark home. Gradually, the roads widened and we drove onto the more populated streets of the city. Our driver, now a crucial part of our team, spluttered along after him, keeping just enough distance to see his next move. Tall buildings rose impressively on both sides of the streets. Junior drove somewhat erratically, skirting around the horse-drawn carriages and other slower vehicles that peppered the evening streets.



After some near collisions with trucks and pedestrians, Junior’s vehicle sped on and the road began to clear. We saw fewer pedestrians, drivers, and horses. The ride started to get bumpy and we passed fewer and fewer cars as we made our way out of the city. Drake’s face had an intense expression.



“What?” I asked him.



“We’re on the same road we took out of the city earlier,” said Drake.



I looked around and realized he was right. The evening light made the scenery look different, but we were driving past the same brown, rolling hills and barren trees we passed only seven hours previously. My breath hitched. If Junior were heading toward the hospital, then he must have known where Dorothy was all along! Maybe my words meant something to him after all! Then I remembered he was dressed before we arrived with the message of Dorothy. The pieces still weren’t fitting together.



Dread settled in the bottom of my hollow stomach, and I feared the scene we were about to come upon.



Maybe this was the moment all three of us would find out we were too late.





 



Chapter Five







We watched Junior’s car disappear around the final bend that marked the private drive leading to the hospital’s front door. Drake asked the driver to stop on the side of the road



“Why are we stopping?” I asked.



“Well, we can’t exactly just stroll in alongside him, can we? We’ll have to sneak up from behind—the same way I went earlier today—and see if we can find a good spot to observe him.”



“To observe him?” I asked, my voice trailing off.



Drake was right, of course. But I’d been so ignited by the events of the day I still struggled with my role as spectator in the mission. My job was to solve the mystery, but if I were already here now, why couldn’t my job change? I thought of future Jill and Ada and their full lives. I owed it to them to not distort their present reality. But what was Dorothy owed? Somewhere, her tormented soul was unable to rest for a hundred years. What if she were still alive inside the ominous brick mansion? I could not stop seeing the image of her eyes, so wide and terrified. Didn’t I have a duty to help her too?



Drake eyed me watchfully and saw right through me. I could tell. For now, I’d follow his advice, but if the situation took a turn for the worse, I wondered if I could restrain myself from intervening.



The moon’s glare caught the branches of the leafless trees and cast long, forlorn shadows on the ground. Dead brown leaves, trampled by animals and saturated by passing storms, were scattered across the forest floor. Drake took my hand and led the way through the grove. I was thankful for the light of the full moon, but my heartbeat still raced as I took in our spooky surroundings. A cold clamminess crept over my fingers, so I interlaced them in Drake’s.



The wind picked up and rattled the brittle branches of the slender trees. The forest was silent except for the sounds of our feet trampling over the ground. An owl hooted and I leaned into Drake, thankful for his protective presence beside me. Fear drained the last of my reserves and my eyelids felt strained with the basic effort it took to keep them open. My body flagged; being separated from my physical body for this long was definitely starting to take a toll. My brain was sluggish and my legs ached with the effort it took to lift them. It felt almost like I were walking through water but I pushed forward.



My mouth was dry and my eyes throbbed from being on high alert for so long. I looked around anxiously but saw only the same scene of pale gray trees in every direction. Drake was silent beside me. My heart skipped a beat a few times while staring at the eerie shadows of the trees when I saw movement within them, but it was probably only a trick of the light. Finally, after about ten minutes of walking, I could make out the dark shape of the house through the forest. As we approached the back of the hospital, I spotted something in the foreground that I hadn’t noticed before. Our steps were almost silent in the night, and I realized we were coming up to a fence. As we got closer, I could see what Drake described earlier.



We crept up to the fence and sure enough, six plots marked with plain, round stones delineated the graves. Each plot stood out fairly obviously from the trampled forest floor surrounding it. The dirt within them was darker and looser. Most were packed down with leaves and twigs partially covering them. But two looked like they’d been recently dug out, possibly within the last few weeks. Only a few leaves and twigs were visible on the tops of them. The earth was piled up in soft, rounded mounds, unleveled by time and climate. As if the new plots weren’t intimidating enough, something else caught my attention. I pointed to the far end where the ground looked untouched from the surrounding forest floor. But upon closer inspection, the color was slightly different there too. Drake’s eyes followed my finger and stopped when he saw two more plots that looked identical to the other six. He stiffened.



If we were right, and I felt with an ever-growing sense of certainty that we were, that would mean eight bodies. Eight women were lost in time, eight different families whose hearts ached just like Ada and Jill’s, eight mysteries as to where their daughters, sisters, wives, and girlfriends disappeared to. My mind flashed with burning hatred toward the doctor and his slimy, lizard tongue and sallow eyes. I shook my head as the sadness of the scene overwhelmed me. I couldn’t bring myself to look away.



“Come on,” said Drake gently, taking me by the arm and breaking my morose thoughts, “we have to hurry. I can see Junior getting out of his car.”



Sure enough, beside the dark form of the house I could just make out the shape of someone stepping down from an old car. The squat figure heading toward the house now was none other than George Griscom Jr., presumably coming to rescue the mother of his child. Hope swelled in my chest despite the future proof that Junior’s heroic efforts tonight would be in vain.



We made it to the back of the house just in time to hear a loud knocking from the remote property. Our backs to the wall, we slunk around the exterior perimeter of the building and made our way to the side of the house, near where Junior had parked his car. I peered around the corner and saw Junior standing in front of the door. He was holding a gun. My mind flashed to the bag he left the house with. I stared at the gun with shock and disbelief.



“He has a gun!” I whispered to Drake.



Drake tapped my shoulder and I switched places with him so he could peer around the corner too. He looked back at me with wide eyes. I nodded, with the same expression of shock.



“Should we do something?” I asked.



“Non, ma minette. We have to wait to see what happens.”



“Let me in, you slime!” shouted Junior from the porch. Junior’s words faded in the crisp winter air. Silence descended over the scene, broken only by the soft hoot of an owl.



I had to find a way to see if Dorothy were still in her second story room, but we were stuck at the opposite end of the building.



“I know you’re in there, Dorothy!” More knocking echoed around us, but the green hedges absorbed the sound. Suddenly, Drake’s arms pushed me to the ground when a deafening gunshot rent the air. It left my ears ringing, and the few birds that were perched nearby scattered with a cacophony of panicked caws and hoots. I switched places with Drake once more and nervously peeked around the corner of the house.



Junior was now kicking the door, and from inside, the baby started to cry. Its shrill wails were punctuated only by the nerve-wracking, steady thump of Junior’s foot pounding on the heavy door.



Another voice came from a high window at the front of the house.



“Leave now, Junior!” yelled the high, loathsome voice of the doctor. He screamed over the sound of the infant’s screaming. The kicking stopped. My heart was beating so fast, I feared it would burst from my chest. We needed to get to the other side of the building. I tapped Drake on the shoulder and pointed back the way we came. He nodded and followed me as I edged alongside the house.



“Come out and face me, you worthless sack of shit!”



“You’re not welcome here!” returned the voice of the doctor. The words rang clear and true in the still night. We continued along the back of the building. I was careful to remain as silent as possible as we moved towards the building’s opposite end.



“You can’t protect her anymore!” Junior yelled back. “I’ve been made a fool of long enough!”



I stopped in my tracks, wondering if I misidentified the voice that had just spoken the last sentence. I turned back to face Drake, and his face was also frozen in surprise, confirming my suspicion: it was Junior who had just spoken.



Then, the realization dawned on me; and clammy heat smothered my chest. I remembered my conversation with Dorothy with renewed shame. When she said he would kill her, I naturally assumed she was talking about the doctor. But she wasn’t referring to the doctor at all. He only kept her here to protect her! Everything was falling into place with sickening clarity. Except one thing. Why would Junior want Dorothy dead? I couldn’t imagine that having a child without marriage was such an insurmountable issue—not so significant as to make someone angry enough to commit murder? It seemed too extreme. My reverie was broken by the doctor’s reply.



“You. Are. Not. Welcome!” His words were interrupted by another deafening shot. This one was accompanied by the sound of splintering wood, breaking glass, and a woman’s scream. The birds had already vacated their perches, so this time, the silence that followed the gunshot was more deafening than the initial cacophony. I picked up speed and rounded the corner onto the right side of the house. Drake followed on my heels. Dorothy’s room only had one window that was visible from the front of the house. There was no way I could enter her line of sight without tipping off the armed maniac.



Inside, the baby started to cry again. When I got to where the front of the house met the side, I looked around the corner once more. Junior was still standing at the front door, the gun balanced on his shoulder menacingly. He took a step back from the door, and smoke came from where I assumed he just blasted a hole. A well-aimed kick at the damaged entrance splintered the wood and the weakened door surrendered to his powerful blow. He aimed another kick. The baby continued to cry; and the sound was coming from above us. The third kick resulted in a loud crunch and I watched Junior’s body lurch forward as the last of the wood gave way.



I turned back to Drake with a worried expression and began to round the corner along the front of the house. Drake caught my shoulders and pulled me back.



“What are you doing?!” he asked in an urgent whisper.



“He just went inside! We have to follow him!”



“You want to follow the deranged maniac with the gun? Peyton if you die here, you’re gone… For good! You won’t wake up to your former life. It’s all over, do you understand that?” he practically hissed the words.



“What are we supposed to do, just stand here and listen to her being murdered!?”



I heard another scream from inside. Drake looked at me desperately.



“We’ll sneak in, come on. Nothing’s going to happen to us.” He shook his head emphatically, but I turned away from him and rounded the corner a second time. He cut in front of me, his back still pushed to the wall even though we were now facing the driveway. He put a finger to his lips in an unnecessary reminder to remain quiet. I cast a glance up at Dorothy’s window but the curtains were closed. We had to hurry.



We carefully tiptoed to the front steps. I went first this time. The door was still closed but the large hole made it easy to enter. No noises came from inside the house. I looked through the door but couldn’t see anything except the large room lined with beds. I motioned for Drake to follow me and clambered as silently as I could through the sharp spikes of wood from the door. I turned to watch Drake struggling to fit his large frame through the gaping hole.



I saw no sign of anyone in the house. Silence descended once again. I started towards the stairs. As we got closer, I could hear two voices: the doctor’s smarmy, high-pitched tone and Junior’s raspy voice, now raw from all the shouting. The voices came from the upstairs hallway, outside of Dorothy’s room. I couldn’t quite make out what they were saying so I started up the steps. On the second stair, the wood creaked beneath the weight of my foot and I froze. There was a brief break in the conversation before it started again, and this time, I could make out the words.



“…expected me to believe it was my child,” I caught the tail end of Junior’s sentence. “But that little whore forgot one very important detail.”



“Junior, please,” begged the doctor. I couldn’t see them, but I knew they were in the hallway, just a few rooms away from Dorothy and her baby.



“I had an accident when I was young. She didn’t know that, of course; I never told her. But I’m sterile, doctor. That baby isn’t mine… all her lies about how much she loved me? Ha! She didn’t love me. I was going to marry her! Did she tell you that? Did she tell you that she wanted to marry me? She never wanted me. She didn’t want the baby either. I would have taken her back too. I would have in a heartbeat. But you had to make it difficult, didn’t you?”



“I didn’t make anything difficult,” the doctor argued.



“All you had to do was remove the blockage!” Junior yelled at him.



“Junior, please, calm down,” the doctor beseeched.



“You had to complicate it, didn’t you, Dorothy? You never wanted me; you lied to me!” Junior’s voice became hysterical. Then he spoke again, “Well, now the joke is no longer on me!”



“Please, please, Junior,” begged the doctor as he started to sob. “Please!”



But the only response he received was the ear-splitting crack of the third bullet.





 



Chapter Six







The floor of the stairs shook beneath our feet. At the sound of the gunshot, a woman’s scream reverberated through the walls of the hospital. A deep, echoing rumble rattled dust off the stairs and, too late, I recognized the sound of fast moving footsteps.



Suddenly, the nurse appeared at the top of the stairs. Drake and I didn’t have time to duck out of sight but it didn’t make any difference. She continued to scream as she bolted past us. Her eyes were wide in terror and her already pale skin had lost any remaining hint of color. She looked as gray as the moon. I wasn’t even sure she realized we were there.



Her kerchief floated off behind her, revealing a greasy mop of blond hair. When she got to the door, she ignored the large hole in the center and reached into her pocket for the keys. Fumbling slightly, she finally succeeded in opening the lock and wrenching the door open. With a final, haunted look back at us, she hurried through the door.



I turned to Drake and gulped audibly. He stayed quiet. The echoing noise of the gunshot, crying baby, screaming nurse, and thundering footsteps gradually died down. Now, everything stopped in an eerie quiet. I stared up at the doorway to the hallway, wondering what would happen next?



Without thinking, I steeled myself with unflagging determination, and grabbed the railing as I started up the stairs after him. Drake grabbed my arm before I could even take a step and hissed, “Peyton, no!” beneath his breath.



I stopped, but not before the weight of my foot settled on the creaking step. I heard a shifting weight on the landing above us. Then a heavy, booted footstep. Then another. Panic flooded me. Drake’s eyes went wide as well.



As quietly as I could, I removed my foot from the stair, but it creaked again. We heard another heavy footstep from upstairs. They sound was definitely moving towards us.



“We need to get out of here,” Drake said in an urgent whisper. The heat of his breath made me jump. He took my hand and we started to tiptoe down the hallway, listening intently to the sounds coming from above us. I pointed at the doorway to the restroom I’d entered earlier in the day and he nodded. Risking one last glance toward the sound of a fourth footfall, he slowly and silently opened the door to the small bathroom and gently pushed me inside.



The stairs creaked beneath Junior’s weight and my breath came in short, labored gasps from my chest. Fear coursed through me and suddenly, my legs collapsed. Drake caught me as I gracelessly fell to the floor of the bathroom. He sank with me, holding me up because I couldn’t muster any reserves of strength. Taking me with him in his strong arms, he dragged us toward the door and pressed his ear up against it. I couldn’t hear anything. Finally, the baby’s screaming interrupted the harsh silence. And the footsteps started back toward the room. I breathed a sigh of relief.



From the sound of his footsteps, Junior had to be in the hallway. He was headed toward Dorothy’s room and I knew what was going to happen next. The thought of sitting here while it happened was almost too much to bear, but I knew I was no match for Drake. Sensing that I might try to run after Junior, he grabbed me again and pulled me away from the door. My body was too weak to fight him.



“Drake, he’s about to kill her,” I pleaded lamely from my exhausted stupor on the floor.



“I know, mon chaton. It’s hard for me too, but we must wait and see what happens. Remember, this has already occurred in history. We’re just objective observers to it.”



My body was still propped against his. Warmth emanated from his neck and the smell of his cologne lingered but now it mixed with a muskier smell. I wanted so badly to rest my head on his strong, sturdy chest, and close my eyes for just a moment. I forced myself to snap out of it.



Cracks ran along the walls of the bathroom and I could clearly hear the footsteps above us as Junior finished his journey through the hallway to Dorothy’s room. I was worried we lost our good spot to hear, but the bathroom must have been directly below Dorothy’s room because when Junior spoke, it sounded almost as though he were right next to me. I jumped.



“Hello, Dorothy,” I could hear him say menacingly.



No response, but I heard softer footsteps, Dorothy’s probably, as they backed away from him.



“Your valiant hero is dead,” said Junior.



There was nothing I could do. I knew how this ended. I was about to hear the murder of Dorothy Arnold, and all I could do was sit in a bathroom while it played out above me. The weight of the moment crashed down on me like a giant wave. I fought to stay alert, knowing all I could do now was listen for as many details as possible. The least I could do was gather more information to tell Ada and Jill. I focused on that one hopeful prospect, which was just enough to keep me from feeling overwhelmed and powerless. I wanted to run upstairs and save Dorothy, or escape into the night like the nurse, anything else but sitting still and enduring the torment of the moment.



There was another, heavier footstep and then the baby started crying again. I heard a desperate shushing sound from Dorothy.



“Junior, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to have the baby. It wasn’t my fault; we were just too late. Just leave us alone, please!” she pleaded over the whimpering infant. Her voice was low and pitiful. The tragic voice of a woman who lost all hope.



“Leave you alone? You think you can go off with another man and expect me to leave it alone? You lied to me! You insisted the baby was mine, when you knew the truth the whole time. You disgust me, Dorothy.”



“Please don’t hurt the baby,” she said desperately.



“There shouldn’t even be a baby! It was supposed to be just you and me, Dorothy. You told me you’d take care of it. I tried to be reasonable.”



“Junior, I tried, but I couldn’t. I was too far along by the time I decided to stop it; please understand that. There was nothing the doctor could do.”



“How dare you talk about him in front of me?” Junior spat over the sounds of the crying baby



Dorothy’s voice became slightly hysterical as she began to cry, “What was I supposed to do?”



“You were supposed to love me.”



“I did! I do! I made a mistake, I’m sorry. Just please, let me get her somewhere safe and then we can be together. I promise.”



“I’m done with your empty promises!” he yelled. There was another footstep before the baby’s crying intensified. Then a gasp from Dorothy.



“No! No! Don’t hurt her!” The baby howled as another heavy step was followed by a lighter one stepping farther back. I imagined Dorothy pressed up against the far wall upstairs in her too small room. I remembered Junior’s rodent-like face with mounting hatred.



Drake was no longer holding me; he was just staring at the ceiling in stunned silence. I sat rooted where I was, paralyzed by my fear of what was to come. I knew Dorothy’s ending was here; there was no other way this could go. Even though I knew it was coming, the fourth bullet shook me more than any of the others. A large thud followed the soul-shattering bang. I’m sure it was Dorothy’s body hitting the floor. The loud report of the gun rang in my ears. The baby’s crying rose to a shrill scream.



“No!” I couldn’t help shouting at the sound of the thud, and my hand flew to my mouth to grab the word before it could escape. But the damage was already done, and I was sure Junior must have heard me. I imagined Dorothy’s soft, pale face, her dark hair splayed out around her and a puddle of blood slowly spreading around her white gown. The image made me sick, but as the silence fell around me in the big, empty house, a new emotion took hold of my stomach: dread.



If Junior suspected someone else in the house before, there was certainly no doubt about it now.



“Who’s there?” came a shout from upstairs.



Moonlight streamed in from the high, glazed window in the bathroom and I could see Drake’s expression of dread and fear with perfect clarity.



“Peyton, we have to go now,” he said urgently.



Upstairs, the baby cried.



The large footsteps sounded again. They were coming towards the stairs. I was frozen with fear, my body pinned against the back wall of the bathroom, just listening to the heavy footfalls.



“Peyton!” Drake shouted, not even bothering to whisper anymore. “We have to leave… now!”



But I was paralyzed. Through the haze of exhaustion, I could barely think. What’s worse, Junior was about get away with it! His brutal, senseless murder went down in history unsolved and the young girl upstairs was tortured for a century because of it. I shook my head in Drake’s direction. Maybe I still hadn’t recovered from the shock of what I heard, but I couldn’t stay powerless while Junior escaped. He was about to get away with it, but he didn’t have to. But what could we do? We were unarmed, hiding in a bathroom, and waiting to be shot like fish in a bucket!



Drake took me forcibly by the hand as he swung the door open and started to run. I tried to follow him, but my legs buckled beneath me and I crashed loudly and painfully onto the floor.



I looked toward the stairs just in time to see Junior’s shadowed outline appearing on the wall below. I barely had time to get my feet beneath me before he made it to the bottom of the stairs. When I saw him, I froze. Almost as if he flicked on an invisible switch, my exhaustion vanished at the sight of the gun. The murderous look in his eyes was visible from all the way down the hall, and the hair on my arms stood on end. Drake’s words from earlier in the evening came back to me as if he were saying them inside my head… if I die here, that’s it. Well, we didn’t know that for sure, I supposed. Although it occurred to me that we’d soon find out.



Junior’s face was surprised and I watched him try to place us.



“You!” he yelled finally from the foot of the stairs. “What are you doing here?”



I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out. Junior aimed the barrel of his gun at us and all at once, my frozen legs sprang to life. I ducked and rolled just in time to miss the ear-splintering shot when it echoed through the house. Drake ran over and grabbed me. We took off in a crouched run toward the door. I cursed myself for being so stupid. I knew I put both of us in danger, but I wasn’t thinking clearly. All I could see was Dorothy and how I failed to protect her. Now I was about to fail her again. We made it to what was left of the front door, but Junior was faster. He bounded across the remaining section of hallway and aimed his gun at us again. Upstairs, the baby wailed.



“You shouldn’t have come here,” he said.



Drake stood up straight and pushed me until I was standing behind him. We stood like that for a moment and it seemed longer than eternity. Silence descended on the house once more. Both men were looking at each other, but Junior did not fire the gun. I didn’t know what stopped him, but for the moment, I was glad for his decision.



“Why did you do it, Junior?” Drake asked, breaking the thick, hostile silence between us. I stared at Drake in horror. Could he not see the gun that Junior was still clutching? Drake seemed as cool and collected as ever. Policeman Drake was on the scene and I felt grateful. However, I was far from safe, seeing as the gun was still smoking from its last shot and two people lay lifeless upstairs. Junior seemed trigger happy. Maybe we still had the element of surprise on our side, even if it felt less than adequate as a shield.



“The whore took everything from me,” said Junior without lowering his gun. “She tried to leave me.” He acted as though that sufficed for an explanation.



I couldn’t see Drake’s expression, but Junior seemed thoughtful. He spoke again, “I asked her father for his permission to marry her at her request! The humiliation I endured for her! And then, after she got herself pregnant, she had the audacity to claim the baby was mine! I could have killed her then. But she’d never have learned her lesson that way. She needed to suffer, and I had to scour every last bit of that terrible doctor from the lining of her stomach. I wouldn’t take her back until she did. But instead, she ran away—and told me she didn’t need me. All she had to do was remove it! Now, I’ll do that for her.”



I thought of the baby Alice upstairs, alone, and hoped she was still unhurt. That was one part of the story that didn’t make any sense. If Junior planned to kill the baby, who could have saved her? Was Dorothy still alive upstairs? I heard the thud that sounded like her body hitting the floor but I didn’t see her body. Or the doctor’s. Did the nurse come back? Or did Junior’s evil killing spree spare the lives of infants? I couldn’t imagine killing an innocent child (to be fair, I couldn’t imagine killing anyone); but did Junior feel remorse? Enough to bring the baby to safety?



There was one thing that definitely wasn’t true of this grim winter’s night in 1910. It did not involve a Louisiana police officer and a Minnesotan divorcee. I cursed my former stupidity. I hadn’t saved anyone. All I’d done was put Drake and me in very real danger. I looked at Junior’s gun with dread and foreboding. Fear and guilt rooted me behind Drake. My eyes traveled between the two of them but they were locked in a staring contest.



Drake spoke again, but as he did, he took a few steps away from the door. Junior’s gun followed us and I noticed Drake was making sure I was standing behind him. He was basically shielding me with his body.



“So why did you kill them? If you wanted Dorothy so much, why did you end her life?” Drake asked. “That doesn’t make any sense.”



“She wrote me a letter,” said Junior. Drake continued to sidestep down the hallway. “A few days ago, she told me she was too far along to do anything about the baby. She wanted to have it. She chose that, that thing over me—his child over our future! That’s when I knew she already made her choice and rejected me.”



“But why would you kill them?” Drake was still edging along the hallway. I realized he was making his way toward a stand on the far wall. An empty glass vase sat on top of it. I had my hands pressed to his back as I moved with him.



“Have you ever been rejected by someone who said she loved you?”



Drake stopped moving.



“Yes,” he said. “Yes, I have.”



My cheeks flushed despite the terror of the moment.



“Then you must understand why I had to do it.”



I saw a few glaring holes in Junior’s argument. But we didn’t have time to say anything because suddenly, several things happened at once. Drake lunged for the vase and threw it at Junior’s head. The gun went off again and I dived for cover beneath the table. Luckily, the shot hit the ceiling rather than one of us and the impact of the vase hitting his head caused Junior to drop his weapon. He was lying a few feet from it on the floor.



“Argh!” he yelled angrily.



Drake didn’t miss a beat. He sprinted to the gun and grabbed it just as Junior lunged for it. Drake was faster and managed to stand above Junior pointing his own gun directly at the sad, rat-faced man. When he realized his sudden impotence without the weapon, he covered his face pathetically and began to whimper.



I wondered if Drake could fire the weapon. There were two options: kill Junior or let him live. Drake’s face didn’t give any indication of which one he’d choose. Junior looked up at him uncertainly. I received some satisfaction in watching his fear, but it couldn’t undo the horror of Dorothy’s final moments.



Finally, Drake ended his torture. I was surprised to hear him speak.



“You will leave now,” he said seriously, his finger on the trigger. “You will never attempt to find Dorothy’s baby. You will not tell anyone what happened here tonight and you will forget you ever saw us.” His voice was calm and commanding. I felt myself shrinking at the intensity of his words.



I stayed silent. Junior merely nodded from his place on the floor. He dissolved into tears, relegated to being no more dangerous than an earthworm without the aid of a weapon. Drake gestured with the gun toward the door and Junior collected himself before sprinting out as fast as his squat legs could carry him. Outside, we saw Junior getting into his vehicle and taking off down the road, leaving only a cloud of dust.



Neither of us said anything.



“Drake, I’m so sorry I screamed. I never meant to… it’s just… I knew he was going to kill her, but I didn’t know it would be that terrible.” I took a breath. “And he gets away with it.”



I stopped for a second when I thought about the fact that the nurse had definitely seen Junior and by all accounts, it appeared like she survived the ordeal. Maybe she just never alerted the authorities that it was him? For all I knew, maybe Junior hunted her down and took care of her later so there wouldn’t be any witnesses? Not that that was a mystery I needed to solve but it did still make me wonder.



Drake’s hard gaze softened somewhat and his shoulders lowered slightly, “I know, mon chaton. You wouldn’t be you if you hadn’t tried to help. But he has to get away with it. It’s history now.”



He took me into his arms then and I realized I was shaking from the shock of the evening. Wrapped in the warmth of his embrace, I allowed myself to relax and the adrenaline petered out of my tired and emotionally spent body. He kissed my forehead and I melted against him. Leaning back, I looked up into his eyes and my chest swelled, but before I could say anything, we heard the baby utter a low, long, coughing sob. Both our heads jerked towards the stairs.



I knew I was ill-prepared for the scene that was up there, but what about the baby? If Junior had taken her in, what would have happened to her? It hardly seemed plausible to me that a man like that could have undergone a change of heart… Did the nurse come back? When she fled the scene, I doubted she was keen to return.



“Peyton, no!” said Drake, reading my thoughts even before I could make sense of them.



I realized I’d just put him in very serious danger because of my insistence on interfering, but the newest predicament now demanded our involvement.



“But Drake, what if we’re not ‘meddling with history’? What if we were here all along?”



My words gave him an expression of confusion. I carried on, realizing what I was saying as I said it. “Think about it. What if we rescued Alice? There’s no one else here to save her. The nurse is gone, Junior is gone, and Dorothy and the doctor are dead. If we don’t rescue that baby, no one else will. You said it before. History dictates what happened: the baby has to live.”



“We just have to trust that someone else will come to save it.”



“But what if we’re wrong? What if we’re the ones who have to save the baby?”



“Peyton, you’re not making any sense,” said Drake.



“That’s because you’re not listening to me!” I said in frustration. My brain was so foggy, I was having a difficult time explaining myself. “Listen. I’m saying maybe its part of history that we went back in time and scared Junior away before he could kill Alice. We have to save her this time because we saved her before! Don’t you see? It was us all along, Drake!”



Finally, he seemed to register what I was saying.



“But if you’re wrong, then we could be interfering with and possibly altering something that’s supposed to happen on it’s own.”



“Look at it this way, worst case scenario is: I’m wrong and we save the baby before the nurse comes back. Not only is it unlikely, but I’m sure she’d do the same thing we’re about to.”



“So your plan is to abduct a baby, Peyton? How do you plan to explain that to the cab driver?”



Another soft, rattling cry from the second floor again. I walked over to the door and looked out across the grounds. There was no sign of the nurse.



“Jill said her grandmother was abandoned at a hospital. Surely, the cab driver can’t object to us rescuing a baby.”



“So in your grand plan, we emerge from the forest holding a newborn infant and ask to be taken to the hospital? And this all works out seamlessly because, in your mind, it’s all happened before?”



Hearing him say it back to me didn’t exactly strengthen my argument; in fact, it seemed the opposite was true. I wondered if my thinking were completely ludicrous. But I didn’t see any other way. I nodded stubbornly. I was still shaking slightly from the events that just transpired, but I clung to this one hope. Maybe something good could still come out of tonight. Maybe we could help in some small way after all. Drake shook his head.



“Well, in that case, I suppose it’s time to go upstairs,” he said somberly. My heart sank to my stomach. Cold dread seeped into my fingers. I didn’t know what horrific scene awaited us at the top of the stairs, but whatever it was couldn’t be good. I tried to swallow but my mouth was too dry. I began to walk towards the stairs, following the sounds of Alice’s whimpers from the floor above.



I nodded, but Drake shook his head. “No, you shouldn’t go up there. That isn’t something you should see.”



“You’re not going up there alone,” I said defiantly. I knew he was just trying to protect me, but the scene upstairs wouldn’t be any easier for Drake to see than me.



“Peyton, I don’t think you understand. Seeing death like that changes you. You shouldn’t have to live with those images.”



“I don’t think you understand,” I countered. “Where you go, I go. We’re in this together, Drake.”



He hesitated, but finally gave a resolute nod and we headed toward the stairs.





 



Chapter Seven







The bottom stair creaked beneath the weight of my foot but this time, I continued up the old wooden stairs. When I reached the first landing, I had to steady myself against the railing.



Drake touched my arm. “Mon chaton, are you okay? Are you sure you want to go up with me? I cannot stress it enough that the sight will not be pretty.” He took a deep breath. “I would prefer to go alone.”



I nodded resolutely but remained rooted in fear, clinging, white knuckled, to the railing. “I have to go. For Dorothy.”



“Then let me go first?” he suggested. I nodded. Taking my hand in his, he started up the second flight of stairs. With a shaky breath, I followed him.



When we made it to the doorway at the top of the stairs, my heart stopped. Lying face down in the middle of the hallway was the doctor. Blood pooled around him, and he did not move. His front arms were pinned beneath him, like he might have been on his knees and fallen forward when he died. I shuddered at the thought and pried my eyes away. The door at the end of the hall was cracked open, but it was too dark to see inside. Light from the moon illuminated the hallway, but the dim glow made the whole scene even spookier. We followed the sound of the whimpers.



As we passed the doctor’s body, I sandwiched myself as close to the wall as I could. Blood looked black in the dim of the night as it seeped out from beneath him onto the floor. I stepped over the sticky pool and concentrated on Drake’s hand, which he wrapped reassuringly around mine. I kept my gaze fixed on his back. Once we passed the doctor, I breathed a sigh of relief. That was quickly eclipsed by dread when I remembered the worst was yet to come. I shook my head and tried to rid my imagination of what awaited me in Dorothy’s room.



“Ma minette,” Drake started in a deep and concerned voice as soon as he opened the door to Dorothy’s room. He turned around to face me and took each of my upper arms between his large hands, forcing me to face him. “Please do not do this.”



I stared up into his beautiful face and slowly shook my head. “I have to.”



He just looked at me for a few more seconds before he released me and stepped aside. It was worse than any image I could have dreamed up. Dorothy’s body twisted awkwardly beneath her. Her eyes were still open, staring blankly at the ceiling. Her beautiful, porcelain face was no longer visible. A grotesque concoction of blood, skull fragments and hair was splayed on the floor. My hand instantly rose to my mouth and I tried to stop the rising bile from escaping. I was glad I hadn’t eaten all day. Lying on the floor next to Dorothy I spotted a bundle of blankets. The baby’s cries diminished to a soft hiccup. My heart broke for the tiny girl lying next to her lifeless mother, her blanket speckled black with her mother’s blood. Baby Alice.



Tears came to my eyes and I was forced to back against the wall of the room just to steady myself. Drake moved mechanically. He swooped down and grabbed the baby before taking her over to the bed and unwrapping her many layers. Once the baby saw she was no longer alone, she cried with renewed fervor. Drake checked over her small, helpless body while I looked on in horror. All I could do was watch him, my eyes drifting uneasily from the body on the floor to Drake and the baby, then back again.



He was right. I shouldn’t have come into the room because I knew I’d never forget what I’d just seen.



Drake stripped the sheet from the bed and used it to re-swaddle Alice. He handed her to me and I numbly extended my arms to accept her.



“Are you okay, ma minette?” asked Drake. I tried to nod, but my eyes were fixed on the hideousness behind him. Even Alice’s thin wails took a moment to reach me. I felt like I was under water or vaguely remembering a dream.



The baby’s cries sounded less desperate. I looked down at the bundle in my arms and saw the baby girl for the first time. Her pale skin was translucent white. I detected small, blue veins beneath her paper thin skin. Her head was crowned with a downy layer of blond hair. Her eyes were big and blue and wide, staring up at me in silent fascination. She was only one or two days old, and her delicate features were so miniature, she looked almost like a rare doll. She was not yet to the phase when babies become “cute,” but to me, Alice was beautiful. My chest stirred when I thought she’d never know the murdered woman lying on the floor. But I felt slightly reassured that she’d never remember the horror of this moment either. I envied Alice because Drake was right. What I saw was an image I could never forget.







***







I followed Drake numbly out of the small doctor’s room, feeling more fatigue than I’d ever felt in my life. I kept my eyes firmly riveted on the baby. The second time we passed the doctor’s body, I wasn’t quite as rattled. My nerves were fried and I ignored the grotesque scene in a state of temporary apathy. All I cared about now was getting Alice to safety.



Drake and I didn’t speak when we descended the stairs. I suddenly became terrified at the thought of Junior returning to finish the job. After the baby quieted, however, the house was completely silent. The stairs creaked below us as we made our way sluggishly toward the wide open door. Outside, dawn was breaking and the gray night surrendered to a softer, lighter blue. A few birds chirped as a shiny layer of frozen dew sparkled over the greenery.



We made our way across the front yard, our shoes leaving footprints in the frost. My ears and fingers ached in the cold, but I barely noticed. Maybe an alien force was propelling me forward, but I felt like I was outside my body, watching myself drift along the crisp, white grass behind Drake’s silent figure. When we finally reached the main road, my shoulders deflated. I couldn’t see the cab anywhere. My legs ached and my arms were sore from holding Alice.



She was so small, so easy to cradle in my arms. Drake gave me a worried glance. He held out his hands and offered to take Alice. I gratefully handed him the warm bundle. She was light, but at this point, I didn’t trust my legs to carry me, let alone, an infant.



“Where is the cab driver?” I asked. I couldn’t keep the exhaustion from my voice.



“He’s about a mile down, we walked quite far. That’s a good thing, I don’t think it would have helped us if he heard the gunshots.” My brain turned to ice at that thought; the baby was suspicious enough. Coupled with the gunshots, we could wind up in prison before we ever managed to get Alice to safety. Drake showed no concern, however, so I tried to push the worry from my mind.



Finally, after what felt like weeks of walking, I caught sight of the cab—a small speck on the side of the dirt road. Seeing the cab was still there created some warmth inside me that spread into my shocked limbs. With our destination in sight, I quickened my pace. My body had other ideas, however, and no sooner did I start to hurry before I was doubled over, struggling to keep myself from hyperventilating.



“I think I need to sit down,” I said to Drake’s worried face between choking gasps. He nodded, raising his eyebrows and looking concerned. He shifted the baby to one arm and took my elbow with the other. We made it to the shoulder of the road. Drake sat beside me, his face a composed expression of care and concern. Slowly, my breathing returned to normal, but my eyelids felt so heavy, and my limbs were numb and lifeless. Something was wrong.



“I think you’re in shock,” said Drake in a deep voice. I nodded because he was right. I felt so much worse than anything I’d ever experienced. Shock would have been a welcome relief to the pain and concrete heaviness in my body. Drake’s chocolate eyes met mine, and the anxiety carved lines into his forehead. My heart melted. That coupled with the sleeping baby now snuggled in his manly arms were just about enough to slay me. Even with exhaustion anchoring my limbs, I still fought the urge to lean into him. I trained my attention on baby Alice instead. I was a little worried if I kept looking at Drake, I might start to hyperventilate again.



The baby began to whimper and I took a moment to adjust the blanket around the soft, delicate skin on her head. She almost glowed in the early morning light. The sky turned white and the road appeared to stretch on endlessly. I breathed slowly and pushed myself up from the ground. My legs cramped in protest as I watched Drake struggle to stand beside me. He looked the way I felt. His head hung lower than normal and his face lacked its usual color. Thick stubble darkened his cheeks and gray bags hung beneath his red-rimmed eyes.



The journey into the past wasn’t kind to either of us, but my stomach knotted at the thought it would soon be coming to an end. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye, not yet. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to Drake mostly.



As we approached the cab, I saw the driver inside with his head resting against his seat, and his eyes closed. I could only hope he slept through the chaos of the last two hours. Had he heard anything? What about Junior’s car speeding past him in the opposite direction? Worry immobilized me and my head throbbed in response.



He had his coat wrapped tightly around him and I made a mental note to give him every last bill we had. This man had singlehandedly allowed our entire mission over the last twelve hours to become possible. I looked down at Alice again, growing a little wary about how our explanation would fly. How could we explain the baby?



Luckily for us, when Drake knocked on the driver’s window, he started up the car without question. Maybe my coat was large enough to conceal my midsection and the driver just thought the baby was mine. I learned very quickly that he hadn’t fully realized that we added a third member to our party yet. As soon as we entered the car, he whipped around in his seat. For the first time, I looked at our driver. He was a slender man, with thinning, dirty blond hair. His watery eyes were a light blue and his yellowish cheeks sunk slightly beneath his prominent cheekbones. His face stared at us in an expression of confusion and shock.



“Okay, whoa! Whoa! Whoa! Where did that baby come from?” he demanded, eyes wide.



“Please don’t ask us any questions,” Drake started but the man shook his head.



“I’ve indulged you two all night, but this is way too much. If the police question me, I’m not going to jail. I have a family!” he huffed angrily.



My eyes widened and I turned to Drake. His expression was thoughtful. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a thick bundle of bills. Silently, he handed the wad to the driver.



“Take us to the nearest hospital please,” Drake said.



The driver’s eyes grew wider and he cocked his head to the side as if considering the pros and cons of accepting it. He exhaled a long, slow breath and his mouth became a perfect “O.” Finally, he concluded the bribe was worth his cooperation and extended his hand with a resigned whistle. After accepting the bills, he turned in his seat and put the car into gear. Even though he cast us an exasperated glance before turning the car around, he was polite enough to keep his thoughts to himself.



I leaned in to Drake and whispered in his ear, “Wasn’t that the most suspicious thing you could do?”



Drake shrugged. “I am not concerned. I asked him to take us to the hospital which doesn’t seem so conspicuous.” The more I thought about it, the less it continued to bother me. Even if the driver reported us to the police, we’d be long gone before they could find us. At the thought of returning to the present day, my stomach ached and churned.



The car responded the same way: it choked and wheezed for a few moments before finally rolling away. Alice’s eyes were closed and she leaned against the warmth of my chest.



I glanced over at Drake and noticed his thumb and forefinger pinched the bridge of his nose. I’d rarely seen Drake look so tired. The only other time was after he battled a powerful demon.



“Are you okay?” I asked him.



“No, I’m very tired.”



“Drake, do you think it affects us? Being here, I mean? Maybe I’m being overly dramatic, but I feel like I’m, I don’t know… dying.”



“Oui, ma minette. I feel it too. Although, like Lovie and Christopher warned, it is affecting you more than me. The sooner we return, the better you will feel.”



Drake confirmed my suspicions but that only made our upcoming goodbye weigh even heavier on my mind. I stared at his tired face, so handsome despite the unflattering white light and his obvious exhaustion. His eyes met mine and the soft, chocolate brown irises seemed to warm when he looked at me. My heart began to beat faster. I stared at him longingly, trying but failing to stop the moment from passing so fast. I wasn’t sure but it looked like he was trying to do the same.



The car bumped and banged along, I held my hand to Alice’s cheek to make sure she was okay. Knowing next to nothing about infants, her silence worried me. I was sure this level of excitement and chaos were not normal or maybe even tolerable for a baby. I hoped she didn’t get hurt when she fell with Dorothy. I worried, What if I’d gotten it wrong? What if we weren’t supposed to take her to the hospital? Maybe my presence interfered with all kinds of history. Was there a chance we’d be returning to a different future? As I gazed maternally at Alice’s waxy complexion, my anxiety paralyzed me. What if we’d made a huge mistake?



I must have dozed off for a minute because I was startled awake when the vehicle came to a jolting stop. Back in the city, we arrived outside a large building on a grimy road just as people started to get busy with their day. A large, iron gate rose ominously in front of us. Large block letters reading “St. Francis Hospital” were carved out of the black metal. The light of day didn’t differ too much from the night. The sky was a light gray that reflected the snow in the rare parts that weren’t mixed with black soot and dirt. The hospital was huge, much larger than the makeshift mansion that served as the abortion doctor’s headquarters. The gate was fixed to a large brick wall on either side. The driver exited his seat and opened the back door.



I stepped out onto the walk in front of the hospital. The cab driver made no comment, but arched an eyebrow at the sight of the baby. Alice was asleep, and her fleshy, pink-hued face was turned into the sheet, her delicate fingers curled beneath her chin.



I tried to smile innocently at the cab driver, hoping our next stop wouldn’t be the police station. Drake nodded to the driver and walked to the gate and pushed it open.



He stood at the entrance but I hesitated, unsure of what to do.



“If we go inside, won’t they ask us questions?” I asked him.



“I don’t know, mon chaton. I’ve never abducted a baby before,” he raised his eyebrow and smiled dryly at me. I was so overwhelmed at the events of the day, that it took me a moment to realize he was making a joke. My brain was slow and sluggish, I could barely keep my eyes focused on his face, let alone, register the words he was saying.



I tried to smile, but when I saw Drake’s frown, I realized that I failed.



“Well, should we tell them that we time traveled from 2018 as freelancers for ancestry.com in an effort to solve a century-old mystery and we decided to take the baby back as our souvenir?” The question was supposed to be humorous but Drake’s brows furrowed and he appeared seriously concerned. Trying to lighten his mood was like trying to push a car without any gas up a hill, in a blizzard, with a broken foot! Oh yeah, and the car is filled with lead bricks. There was no place for jokes after what we witnessed and our minds were still recoiling from the bleak images we exposed them to. Considering the possibility we changed history by taking the baby, it was possible we also destroyed everything we expected to return to.



Everything, said a nasty, ominous voice inside my head. Regardless, we couldn’t exactly go back in time and change it. No, we couldn’t go back in time again.



“I guess we’ll just say we found her?”



“Where?” asked Drake.



My temples started throbbing with a headache, no doubt from the exhaustion.



“In an alleyway?”



Drake hesitated at first but then nodded. “Okay, let’s go.”



I slushed through the wet, gray snow and entered the gate. Drake followed close behind. We made our way to the front of the hospital. I wondered what time it was, and guessed it couldn’t have been later than seven a.m. The air was still cool from the lingering nighttime temperatures. Icy, white fog left my mouth with every exhale.



We came to a large set of doors and Drake opened them for me. Inside, it looked nothing like any of the hospitals I knew. A dim hallway seemed to extend forever in either direction. Windows let some of the light from the outside in, but the hallway remained eerily dark. I couldn’t see anyone. Should we just leave the baby here? Someone would surely find her soon, wouldn’t they? That way, we wouldn’t have to answer any questions.



From down the hallway, I heard voices and I turned to Drake to tell him my plan.



“Can we just leave her here? I hear voices talking; someone’s sure to find her soon?”



He seemed hesitant. I didn’t care much for the idea of ding-dong ditching a baby either. But as far as 1910 New York was concerned, Drake Montague and his wife didn’t even exist! The fewer people we interacted with, the better. Especially when an orphaned mystery infant was concerned.



I looked down at Alice, sound asleep in her bundle of sheets. I wondered what kind of a life she’d have. She would never know who her mother was or why she was abandoned at a New York hospital on a fateful morning in December. It bothered me that she died without ever getting the answers she sought but I was happy for the legacy of women who succeeded her and loved her dearly. She lived a long, full life. Maybe we had something to do with it. Now, I only hoped the future we returned to was the same one we left.



I didn’t have the heart to leave little Alice on the floor by the entrance. It was wet with trampled snow. The low lighting and emptiness made the scene look like something out of a horror movie rather than a place of recuperation and security. To be fair, I hadn’t a clue about what to expect. My introduction to early twentieth century hospitals was minimal. Everything about this was alien to me. Like Drake pointed out, I didn’t know the proper protocol for stealing babies and relinquishing them to old, scary hospitals. The voices got louder from what must have been an adjoining hallway, one that I couldn’t see from where I stood at the entrance. Two men wearing white-collared coats with high necks rounded the corner and stepped into the hallway. They were dressed entirely in white with the exception of a black bowtie tied around each of their necks. One of them was wearing spectacles.



They looked from Drake to me, and then to the baby.



The spectacled one spoke first as soon he was close enough, “Can we help you?”



“Yes, um…” I stuttered.



Drake interjected, “We found a child outside here and we don’t know whom she belongs to.”



Even in his confident voice, the sentence sounded ludicrous. Who stumbles over a child outside a hospital? The spectacled man seemed to share my doubt. He took off his glasses and rubbed them against his white coat. Putting his glasses back on, he stepped closer to Drake and me. I tried to look as innocent as possible, but my flagging energy was already challenged and I could barely keep my legs from collapsing.



“You found her?” he asked skeptically.



“Yes, not far from here, in an alleyway.” My voice came out in a strange falsetto that I almost didn’t recognize. “We couldn’t just leave her there.”



I saw the other doctor’s eyes flickering to my midsection, but it was too hard for him to see beneath the tangle of sheets I carried. I’m sure he thought the baby was mine and I was trying to get rid of her there.



“Was anyone else there?”



“No one that we saw…” I trailed off, our pathetic story sounding less and less true.



The non-spectacled doctor spoke now, “What were you doing in an alleyway so early in the morning?”



He seemed overly nosy with that question but then again, we were trying to abandon an unidentified infant. If there were an appropriate time for prying, I’m sure this would have been it.



“Um, well,” I replied, hoping our interrogation was nearing an end. “We heard the baby crying when we were leaving our hotel and we followed the sound…”



“Listen, we’re sorry to turn this mystery over to you, but we didn’t know what else to do. It was cold and we thought we should get her to safety. Can you please take her? Make sure she’s okay?” Drake cut in and I threw him a grateful glance.



The doctors looked at one another. One gave us an almost microscopic nod. My shoulders dropped from their uncomfortable position by my ears. The doctor extended his hands and I transferred Alice with tenderness and care to him. With a clearer view of my midsection, the second doctor seemed to relax slightly. I calmed down too, but was still unsure if they believed us.



“We’ll need your names and information; would you follow us please? What hotel were you staying at?”



I blinked at him and panicked. We couldn’t exactly give our names and information! In a very short time, we would be very hard, if not impossible, to contact. I cast a worried look at Drake who seemed nonplussed.



“The Steffield Inn,” he said. The doctor nodded, like that was exactly what one might expect to find behind the Steffield Inn. I’d never heard of it but I figured it was good enough that the doctor had. I smiled stupidly, hoping my innocuous expression would mask my sense of utter uselessness.



The doctors started down the hallway and Drake wrapped his fingers around my hand. His hand felt warm. Casting a glance back at us, the doctors proceeded. As soon as both the men were facing forward, I felt a yank before Drake was pulling me back the way we came. Our fast moving feet clacked along the hard tile flooring.



“Hey!” came a shout from the doctors as we pushed open the entrance doors and nearly launched ourselves out into the cold morning light. Exhilarated, we ran down the snowy front path and back through the gate. I looked over my shoulder to see if they were chasing us and saw one doctor standing in the doorway. He was holding the door open, but no one ran after us.



When we were far enough away, we rounded the corner and got into the cab as quickly as we could. I couldn’t deny my impatience while waiting for it to start up again. When it finally roared to life with a series of squeaks and grinding clanks, I let out the breath I’d been holding inside my ribcage.



“Where to, sir?” asked the driver. I looked at Drake, a little crestfallen. There was only one place left to go.



Home.





 



Chapter Eight







Judging by the surprised expression on his face, I think the remaining wad of bills we handed the driver was adequate compensation for his unflagging cooperation. He tipped his hat to us as he clambered back into his trusty vehicle and took off, the exhaust spluttering out behind him in a stream of white clouds. I watched the back of the cab somewhat forlornly, but also with a fair amount of relief. My body ached when I remembered all the places and things we’d done today. My stomach, long past the point of hunger, had been relegated to a constant state of nausea. The cold, anxious sweat I’d been living in for the last two-and-a-half days did not mix well with the fabric of my dress and my mouth tasted sour and felt dry.



Part of me was eager to get back to something familiar. I wanted a long, hot shower and some mind-numbing television. But as I looked sideways at Drake’s dark, serious face, a deep sadness overtook all the other emotions of discomfort. My other life—my real life—seemed more like a figment of my imagination. Standing on the vibrant streets of 1910 New York, the world we intended to return to seemed drastically different, and much more like a half remembered dream.



“I guess it’s time,” I said to Drake. His mouth was pressed into a thin line, and he didn’t say anything, but merely nodded.



“So what do we do?” I asked, suddenly realizing that despite all of our careful preparations, we hadn’t spent enough time discussing our journey back.



We’d been warned the longer we spent in the past, the harder it would be on me physically. That much was certainly true. I never felt more drained. I could barely find the strength to swallow anymore. I struggled to remember exactly what Christopher and Lovie had said before we left, but my mind failed to recall the conversation. It was like trying to remember a scent from your childhood that always lingers just beyond your grasp. I only wanted to sleep. My eyelids drooped but I forced them open and ignored my dry eyes when they protested.



I didn’t know how it would work, but I knew that I still had the potion in my clutch… For a moment, I legitimately feared my heart would stop. My drooping eyelids snapped open. All other thoughts vacated my brain and a sinking panic paralyzed me. I tugged hopelessly at the pockets of my dress.



The clutch was gone!



A dry tickle slowly crept up my throat and I had to put my hand on Drake’s strong chest for balance.



“What? Mon chaton, what is it?” Drake instantly spotted the change, possibly by the widening of my eyes. He took my elbow and guided me into the caf we were standing in front of. It was small and non-descript, but I could barely take in any details. I sat down on the seat nearest the door and tried to steady my breathing. When was the last time I saw it or held it?



“Peyton, what’s wrong?” he asked with a heightened intensity.



“Drake, I think I left my clutch in the cab.” That realization made my already throbbing head scream with pain, “So we have no way of getting home!”



In response to my fears, Drake’s expression went from worried to mildly amused. His lips turned up into a smile and his brown eyes sparkled. I didn’t see anything funny about the situation. Although part of me was relieved at the prospect of not going back; although I remembered Lovie and Christopher’s words with solemn reluctance. No one knew what might happen if the spiritual body were separated from the physical body for longer than a few days. Now we were pushing it and I might not be able to take Drake back with me. The thought of losing him was almost too much to bear. I caught my head in my hands, feeling bruised and defeated.



Drake opened his coat, and pulled my purse out from a deep pocket in the lining. I exhaled a sigh of relief, and my wave of panic left as quickly as it arrived. But now there was something new to bother me. Having the potion now, there was nothing else to keep me from returning to my time. Overwhelmed by a multitude of emotions, the worst one surprised me. Disappointment. After that was guilt for being disappointed, but I truly was. Maybe I wasn’t ready to stop being Drake’s wife!



“What do you think will happen if you take it in here?” Drake asked, glancing around the sparsely filled caf. “Think we’ll just disappear?”



“It’s probably better to go somewhere more private. I don’t know; I’ve never taken it before. Last time, we had Samuel to guide us.” I replied, still distracted by my clashing emotions.



“So we don’t have to go back to where we started?” Drake asked. “We don’t have to return to the hotel room?”



“Maybe we should,” I started.



Drake nodded somberly and we stood up to leave the caf, but I got up too fast and lost my balance. Drake caught me and I sagged against him. Wherever we went, we had to go there fast. I didn’t know how much time I had left. Drake’s face mirrored my concern.



“I don’t think you have it in you to go much further, so the hotel is out.” He glanced around and then honed his attention on an area at the rear of the caf. “It’s more private down the back,” he said, mostly to himself. Instead of leading me out the front door, Drake wrapped one of his strong arms around my waist and helped me towards the rear of the caf. A few people looked up from their newspapers and coffees to eye us curiously. Drake smiled at them politely. I didn’t even have the strength to do that.



At the back of the caf, there was a small reading room that split off in two directions. To one side was a swinging door with a window that looked like it led to a rear kitchen. The other was a closed door with a broom resting on the wall beside it. Drake tried the handle of the room, which was unlocked.



Inside was a large supply closet. Shelves filled with rags and buckets and miscellaneous jars and bottles occupied the space. There was just enough room for us to squeeze in beside a broom and a mop. Something orange and sticky stained the floor, but I didn’t care. I was beyond any ability to register disgust. Drake looked at me apprehensively, I shrugged. It would have to do. My feet and hands were prickling like pins and needles to let me know they were asleep. The rest of my body was dead weight. Although acutely aware of all my limbs, I doubt I could have moved them if I wanted to.



It reminded me of being chased in a dream where you have to run but your limbs don’t respond so you sluggishly try to move your body. That was how I felt, and no longer in control of myself. It was a strange feeling that I was not at all fond of. We awkwardly waddled in, Drake supporting all of my weight as my numb feet shuffled uselessly beneath me. He looked quickly behind us to make sure we weren’t followed and shut the door to the closet. With the door closed, the room was shrouded in darkness. I sank to the ground, slouching against the back shelf and barely managing to keep my eyes open.



“Almost there, Peyton. Just hang on a little bit longer,” said Drake reassuringly in the dark. I hated that our final moments together featured me as lifeless as the mop I leaned against. My legs were splayed out in front of me. I wished I could see Drake one last time. My eyes struggled to see in the blackness that enveloped the room. Slowly, his face came into focus, but his features remained vague.



“Drake, what if we waited too long and you can’t come back with me?” I asked, giving voice to my biggest priority.



“I’ll stay with you ma minette, I promise.”



I was too tired to argue or adequately express my doubts. There was so much I wanted to say to him, but it was probably better that I was too tired to say it. The thought of waking up to Ryan made me nauseous again. I missed him and wanted to see him, but the intensity of my emotions toward Drake over the last couple of days made me feel like I would be betraying him. In more ways than one, I suppose I had. I’m sure Drake and I reached levels of intimacy Ryan would never be comfortable with—I remembered our kiss with a sharp pang of regret. The regret wasn’t because it happened, but rather for how badly I wanted it to happen again! I shut my eyes and tried to brace myself for the next onslaught of negative emotions.



Drake shook me awake.



“You’re almost there, mon chaton.”



I opened my eyes again, still unable to completely make him out in the darkness of the closet. I felt his hand on mine when he handed me the potion.



“Don’t you need to drink it too?” I asked, barely lucid.



“Non, I don’t think so. I don’t have a physical body to return to, remember?”



I nodded and used my final vestiges of strength to raise the potion bottle to my lips. “Here goes!” I halfheartedly mumbled in a mock attempt at cheers. I tilted the bottle back and nearly gagged when its acrid contents burned their way down my throat. When I emptied the bottle, I had one last mournful look at the slightly darker spot that I assumed was Drake’s face, my body felt heavy.



“Peyton,” his soft, affectionate voice softly started to say, “I need you to know,” he started but his face began to blur as the room started to swirl around me. “I love—”



But I didn’t hear him finish. Just then, the world of 1910 and everything in it—Drake, the cleaning supply closet, the erratic thoughts still colliding in my foggy brain, everything—all of it went black.







***







I was falling. Falling, falling, falling. I couldn’t see my body, but I felt an intense, burning, white light all around me. The light beat down inside me—a pulsating kaleidoscope of colors and shapes, like a fireworks show. Then a dull brown framed a moving collection of crawling, blue worms and explosions of tiny, orange dots. I craved the darkness again, but had to settle for the collage of fast-paced images that came next: Drake, dark and brooding, looking over his shoulder in a sepia-toned street. Baby Alice, her translucent complexion exposing the delicate blue veins that ran beneath the surface of her skin. Dorothy, her skull splintered and raw, lying on the hospital room floor. Guarda, her hooded eyes so menacing, I tried to cover my eyes with my hands. I wanted to stop the flow of images but I couldn’t find my hands or move them.



Panicked, I looked for my body, but all I could see in every direction was light. I could still feel everything, including an intense pressure pushing on my fingers; but all around me was only a vaporous white. My neck hurt and my throat burned with parched thirst; my stomach groaned with hunger. I could hear something, like someone shouting to me underwater, but my vision was black. Then, in the distance, I saw a pair of white glowing eyes. I stared at them for a moment, but they vanished as quickly as they appeared. My vision swirled and suddenly, I was staring at my house. Drake was there again too, and this time, he was walking up the steps to the front door. But he was dressed in a modern suit. Something was different about him but I couldn’t quite make it out. I stared at the man who was Drake but also wasn’t Drake. But before I could take a closer look, my vision swirled in colors again. The underwater sound got louder and louder until I forced my ears to hear it. I realized I knew the voice. It was the Lao, standing in front of me, and his face contorted into a knowing smile, while his eyes were a glowing white.



I could see my body now so I held my hand to my face. There was still a strange pressure on two of my fingers: the index and middle. But nothing was holding them.



“Good to see you, baby!” he called out. I looked up from my hand. He stood before me, and his face began to change, softening his features. His white, painted skin turned to a sun-darkened bronze, his hat became sandy blond hair. But the eyes were glowing and white and they stayed fixed on me. His smile grew bigger but I was no longer staring at the Lao, he was Ryan. He called my name. By now, the pressure left my fingers and I felt a weight on my shoulders. It was like an earthquake. I was shaking, but Ryan and his glowing white eyes stayed where they were, unmoved by the tremors. Somewhere, someone was screaming. Ryan called me again, “Peyton!” The screaming continued.



My eyes snapped open and I gasped at the bright rush of light. Ryan was standing over me, his thick arms pressed down around my shoulders. My mouth shut and suddenly, I realized I was the person who’d been screaming. Ryan’s face was alarmed. As my vision gradually focused, I could make out Lovie behind him. Her eyes are wide with concern too.



When his eyes met mine, Ryan nearly melted onto me.



“Oh, thank God you’re all right!” he exclaimed, enveloping me in his massive arms.



I was back.





 



Chapter Nine







“I was so worried,” said Ryan when I’d finally gotten comfortable on the hotel room bed. I was propped up with three fluffy pillows but my body still felt weak. I couldn’t focus on anything; my mind was reeling from the oppressive silence. I was palpating my temples and I screamed for Drake, but got no response. Looking sheepishly back at Ryan’s worried, caring eyes, I nearly shuddered with guilt. Lovie made me some tea and I was sipping on the bitter liquid, readjusting to twenty-first century lighting and modern dcor. Ryan took my hand in his and smiled at me with open sincerity, and I felt my cheeks go red with shame. He seemed rattled by my lack of response.



To be fair, I hadn’t said so much as a word since waking up. I mumbled my thanks to Lovie upon being handed the tea, but beyond that, I couldn’t find the energy to speak. The assault on my senses was so severe, I was still feeble from my return to the present. My refusal to speak, however, had less to do with my new surroundings and more to do with a more urgent silence: Drake’s. Twenty minutes had elapsed since I woke up in the hotel room bed and yet, my mind remained too quiet. I’d been screaming his name in my thoughts non-stop since I discovered his absence. Panic made my fingers icy. I turned to Lovie.



“I can’t hear Drake anymore,” I said, not even trying to conceal the hysteria in my voice. Ryan was deflated, and I’m sure it didn’t feel good to have your girlfriend wake up only to ask about another man. But this wasn’t supposed to happen. Drake was supposed to stay with me.



Lovie nodded. “I was wondering if that would happen.”



“What does it mean? Where is he?”



“Peyton, you were under for a very long time—I’ve never seen anyone stay in another realm for that long. We had no way of knowing the full effects on your body. Hosting a spirit takes energy, and you probably used every last drop of energy you had to get back. With no one to host the spirit, you essentially had to exorcize yourself.” Lovie told me with a shrug, as if it were no big deal.



“So he’s gone?” Ryan asked, his voice sounding light and hopeful. I barely had enough time to conceal the scowl I gave him. He coughed to cover up his elated tone.



I ignored him.



“
 Is
 he gone?” I asked Lovie, my voice now thick with fear. Ryan looked at me uneasily.



“Well, Peyton, he’s been gone for a hundred years.” She gave me a meaningful look. I knew she was tacitly telling me to tone it down in front of Ryan, but my palms were slick with sweat from worry. A chill crept up around the nape of my neck. I stared at her, urging her to explain. “If I were to guess, I’d say his spirit has probably returned to inhabiting your house.”



“Probably?”



“I suppose we don’t know for certain,” admitted Lovie. “This goes beyond my area of expertise.” It took everything I had not to run screaming from the hotel room right then and there.



Ryan took my hand, probably determined to steer our reunion back in the direction he initially envisioned and hoped for. “Don’t worry, Pey. I’m sure he’s fine.” His Southern drawl and dimpled smile brought me back to a kind of sanity and I managed a nod, trying to silence the panicked thoughts.



Lovie approached the bed and gave my leg a comforting pat. I was far from feeling comforted, but I settled back into the pillows knowing I’d have a hard time getting anywhere with these two. Suddenly, I realized Drake wasn’t the only one missing. I scanned the room, and noticed Christopher’s frowning face was absent.



“Hang on,” I said. “Where’s Christopher?” I’d have been lying if I said I was sorry that he wasn’t part of the Wake Up Brigade; but he’d been there when I started the journey.



“He was called away on business,” said Lovie offhandedly. I looked at Ryan to see if he’d offer more of an explanation but he just shrugged. My mind immediately returned to Drake, I was still calling his name inside my head with a desperate fury.



“So… what happened?” Ryan asked, his warm hand enveloping mine.



I stared at Lovie, then Ryan and back again. Before I could stop it, Dorothy’s mangled body flashed in my mind. The vile image, paired with the stress of my return and my anxiety at discovering Drake’s absence nauseated me. I didn’t even have time to cover my mouth before my belly lurched all at once and I threw up all over Ryan’s blue jeans.



Luckily for Ryan, the only thing in my stomach was tea. I stared in horror at the dark spot on his jeans. Even though it was mostly bile, the odor didn’t exactly suggest I was even alive. He gave me a tight-lipped smile and shook his head.



“Missed you too,” he said sarcastically. I looked at him sheepishly and he replied with a low chuckle.



“Sorry!” I cried, and my unused limbs began struggling to spring into action. I looked around the bed for something to mop up the dark spot on his lap. Thankfully, the mess stayed relatively isolated and there wasn’t too much to clean up except the yellow, foamy puddle seeping into his pant leg.



“No, it’s fine, I intended to change.” He got up from the side of the bed and awkwardly duck-walked to the bathroom. I felt the heat rising in my cheeks again. I looked back at Lovie, but her expression was hard to read. She seemed vaguely amused but there was something else evident too; judgment? I ignored the look and chose to take advantage of Ryan’s absence; I turned my body toward Lovie.



“Samuel?” I said.



She raised her eyebrows.



I continued. “He can communicate with the spirit world, right? Couldn’t you send him to make sure Drake is okay?”



“Let’s focus on making sure you’re okay first, Peyton,” said Lovie in a motherly manner. There was a bit of a reproach in there too, or maybe I was a little too sensitive. “To be honest, I haven’t seen Samuel at all while you were under the last four days.”



I shook my head, “Four days?” I asked, more than shocked.



“Well, yes…”



“That means I was asleep for an entire day?! Drake’s been missing for an entire day?!”



She saw my drained, uneasy face and added in a softer tone, “I’m sure Drake’s fine. And don’t worry about being asleep, spiritual communication always takes a huge toll on the body.”



I nodded, less sure. My breathing was still uneven.



I heard the shower start in the bathroom and looked guiltily after Ryan. I knew I was supposed to be happy to see him, and I was. But Drake’s face was the last thing I saw before I blacked out and woke up here. His arms were the last arms to hold me; his lips were the last to kiss me; his words the last to comfort me. I loved Ryan, but I just spent three days with Drake. I could remember so acutely what it felt like to touch him. And the magic electricity that jolted me whenever our eyes met, the sound of his voice, the way the energy in a room changed whenever he entered it, the shape of his nose, the feel of his mouth moving over mine… I could still conjure those feelings with such striking clarity, it seemed more like the reality and this more like the dream. Nothing in my brain made sense anymore. There was no world in which I felt I genuinely belonged. I had become a ghost, trapped between the past and beyond, stuck forever between the man I loved and the man I lost.



Lovie was watching me with growing curiosity. I’d been lost in thought, staring into my tea.



“What happened with Drake, Peyton?” I knew she wasn’t asking me as my local voodoo priestess, but as my friend.



I opened my mouth to speak, but, just then, the bathroom door opened and Ryan came out. He had on a blue, collared shirt that clung to his body and tiny droplets of moisture seeped through where he hadn’t quite finished drying. He changed into my favorite pair of blue jeans. His muscular body filled out the clothes in all the right places, but his eyes were sad. When they met mine, I looked away awkwardly.



He returned to his post beside the bed, this time sitting a little farther away, just outside of vomit range. I gave him an apologetic smile and he returned it. My heart melted at the sight of his dimples. Even though worry tinged my thoughts, I tried to force it away for the time being. I was happy to be back with Ryan. I had to remember that.



“How are you feeling?” he asked, an eyebrow raised.



“Tired and dirty,” I replied honestly.



“Still nauseous?” he countered playfully.



I gave him an appreciative laugh. “I think I’m okay now, thanks.”



He nodded and scooted his chair a little closer to the bed.



“Try to give me some warning next time, okay? I love you but not enough for two showers. I only packed enough for three days.”



I didn’t respond to his joke, but instead tried to reply with as much sincerity as I could muster, “I love you too.” Drake’s chocolate eyes sprang to my mind, but I ignored them.



Ryan smiled whole-heartedly and took my hand in his again.



“So, did you find Dorothy?” he asked, giving me a squeeze. Lovie looked on expectantly.



“Yeah, we found her,” I said. My stomach interrupted with a growl that would have embarrassed an elephant seal. “Think we can continue this conversation over lunch?” I asked hopefully.



Ryan looked nervous, “Did you not hear me say I don’t have anymore clean pants?”



I laughed. Lovie smiled at us.



“Yeah, let’s get you cleaned up and find some food,” said Ryan, happy to have me back to normal. “I’m starved too. Lovie?”



“Lunch sounds like an excellent idea,” she said encouragingly.



After a shower and a change into a fresh outfit, I felt much more normal. In the warmth of the water, I managed to slightly allay my worries of Drake. My brain still returned to worry often, no matter how much I tried to stop it. I couldn’t help it even though I hoped he was probably back where he belonged in our house in Louisiana. I didn’t dare think of an alternate possibility. The truth was: I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to his presence in my head yet. I knew I’d be forced to choose eventually, but I hoped to postpone the fateful decision for as long as possible. The absence of Drake inside me now felt like part of my mind were missing.



Then I remembered the man waiting outside the bathroom door. A man who was living, and loved me. We’d be home soon. Until then, I needed to remember who I was. First and foremost, I was a girlfriend. And my boyfriend wasn’t a long dead French police officer. I brushed my teeth and hair, noticing how long the bleached blond strands had grown since I first chopped it off into a short bob. That was after my divorce. So much change had taken place within those few inches of new growth! Scooping my still wet hair back into a low ponytail, I exited the bathroom.



“I missed you,” said Ryan appreciatively when he saw me. I walked over to him, staring up at his golden hair and sun-tanned skin. I wrapped my arms around his large body and allowed myself to melt into him. He held me protectively.



“Let’s eat!” I said as my stomach interrupted with another low rumble.



When we exited the hotel, I was blown away by how starkly modern New York contrasted with its 1910 version. Car horns blared, and people filled every square inch of sidewalk, while the skyscrapers made it impossible to see in any direction. The hotel we were at was the same building that was there in 1910, but every other building was different. I didn’t recognize a single one. Having become somewhat familiar with the New York of the past, I tried to recognize the different parts of town as we rumbled past them in the back of our 1910 automobile. I felt at ease amid the undeniable changes of modernity, but there was quite a bit I missed about the grimy streets and the well-dressed citizens of old New York.



Ryan pulled up a local burger place on his phone and walked to the street to call an Uber. My senses were overloaded with sights, sounds, and smells. Having just woken up from an unusual visit one hundred years in the past, I still felt lightheaded and overwhelmed.



Our Uber slowed to a stop in front of us. Ryan waved Lovie and me toward a silver Prius, and the three of us squeezed into the back seat. The driver was a man with dreadlocks and a dark, oblong face with severe acne.



Ryan gave him the address and when the driver registered his accent, he turned around to get a better look at us.



“First time in the Big Apple?” he asked with grating enthusiasm.



“Yeah, but it feels like I’ve been here for a hundred years!” I said for my friends’ benefit.



Lovie and Ryan chuckled, but the driver thought I was snubbing his city and turned to face the front again. He didn’t seem too offended, however. Soon he was rambling away about the city and his cat and whatever else he could think of to fill in the tensely silent space. Lovie indulged the driver’s inane attempts to start conversation but I tuned him out and stared out the window at the quickly moving scenery. My mind struggled to keep up.



“You okay, Pey?” asked Ryan, squeezing my hand.



The annoying driver was telling a story about a man who cut him off yesterday and boasting how he was a better driver than everyone else in New York. Of all the differences between 1910 and now, I most missed the silent taxi drivers.



“Yeah, I’m just tired,” I replied, squeezing his hand in return. “Ryan, when are we going home?”



“As soon as you want. Are you sure you’re okay? What happened?”



Even though I knew Ryan was beyond anxious to hear about my last seventy-two hours, I looked up to see the Uber driver eyeing us nosily in his rearview mirror. I shook my head and returned to staring out the window. Ryan shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Undoubtedly, he was eager to get home too, but I suspected not for the same reason.



When we arrived at our destination, I sucked my cheeks in at the long line of people who were waiting outside to eat. There were people everywhere. They occupied every square inch of the sidewalk; and their cars were stalled to a stop in the streets. Everywhere I looked, I could see people: groups of teenagers on their cellphones, well-dressed business men and women hurriedly walking past, shabby beggars wading through the streets with shopping carts and worn out donation cups. My mind reeled at the noise and the overload of visual stimuli. It took all I had to force myself out of the car.



My empty stomach churned violently. Worried I’d be sick again, I forced myself to stare at an unmoving spot on the ground. Ryan placed his hand on my back and I straightened my posture, trying to ignore my nausea and anxiety. It was just lunch. If I couldn’t handle lunch, the rest of my life would become quite a struggle. I wondered what it felt like to lose your mind.



Ryan looked at me like I was about to explode. His hand was still positioned lightly on my back, “I’m going to ask how long the wait is,” he said. “You okay?”



“I’m fine.” I snapped. “Please stop asking me that!” I struggled to keep the frustration from my voice. He hesitated for a moment, but removed his hand and walked to the front of the long line. Lovie smiled at me politely. I knew I was acting like a total freak, but they had no idea what I’d just seen—and experienced. I was completely and utterly alone, the only person who understood me was an MIA ghost. I shook my head, trying to exile the negative thoughts from my mind.



“There’s a thirty-minute wait,” said Ryan, startling me out of my reverie. “Wanna try somewhere else?”



I shrugged. I was so past the point of hunger, my stomach was an acidic mess of emptiness and doubt. It was surreal to me that I could return from one of the most harrowing experiences of my life to a classic game of “No, where do you want to eat?” My head hurt.



Finally, we decided on a Chinese restaurant a few blocks away. My stomach did another flip-flop when we entered. The restaurant was stuffy and hot despite the chilliness outside. It smelled like cat litter and old grease, but I was so grateful to be away from the crowd, it was a welcome relief. Even though I appreciated the silence of the restaurant, it occurred to me that the burger place probably would have been a better choice as far as drowning out our conversation. The stuffy dining hall was almost empty except for an older gentleman with a bad comb-over to hide the baldness on top of his head. He seemed to be pondering his egg drop soup as if it contained the secrets of the universe. My throbbing headache intensified into a head-splitting migraine. My vision got blurry. I sat down in a red booth and stared blankly at the black plastic menu without actually reading any of it.



An awkward silence descended and there was growing pressure to see who would break it first. Luckily, our waitress did that job for us. She had silky black hair pulled into a tight bun on top of her head and dark red eye shadow that reached all the way up to her sparse eyebrows. She took us in with unmasked curiosity. When she looked at Lovie, her eyes traveled from the priestess’s beautiful dark complexion to the bright gold and purple scarf she tied skillfully around her head. After staring for a moment, she shrugged and her curiosity was replaced with boredom. She looked at us impatiently. I didn’t even bother to choose a meal; I just repeated after Ryan and instantly forgot what I ordered. The woman shouted something in Chinese back to the kitchen and ungraciously lifted our menus before stalking off. She sat down on a folding chair near the front door and pulled out her phone and earbuds. The man with the egg drop soup remained immobile.



Ryan and Lovie turned to me expectantly. I knew I had to report my findings.







***







I didn’t tell them everything, of course, I tactfully left out the part of my drunken nighttime “bash” and the kiss from Drake. I spared them the gory details of seeing the doctor and Dorothy dead. I felt so ashamed when admitting how I’d been duped by the doctor. He seemed like such a nefarious, slimy man, so I just assumed. But in reality, I actually sought the help of Dorothy’s murderer without even realizing it.



“You couldn’t have known, Peyton,” said Ryan reassuringly.



Lovie remained silent, her lips pressed into a thin line. I ignored her. I was sure she’d disapprove of Drake and me taking Alice to the hospital. But what else could we do? After I finished, I stared miserably at the condensation droplets forming around my water glass. My mind was still on Drake and the abject silence in my head.



The ill-tempered waitress interrupted us again. She set our food in front of us without so much as a word and returned to her post by the door when she finished. I ignored my meal and took out my phone to start checking for flights home. I noticed I had eight missed calls and I scrolled to see who they were from.



The screen changed and I scrolled through all the messages with the dark blue dots next to them. One was from an unknown number, I had two missed calls from my realtor, and five missed calls from Jill. I dreaded the information Jill wanted to share, but it would have to wait until later. I went back to the home screen just as a text from Jill came through. My stomach dropped; I nudged Ryan and showed him the phone.



“What is it?” Lovie asked.



“It’s Ada,” said Ryan, still reading the message. “She’s in a coma.”



Lovie inhaled sharply.



“I’m too late,” I said after the information sunk in. My shoulders were nearly crushed under the weight of the news. I wouldn’t be able to help her in time.



“Not necessarily,” said Lovie thoughtfully. “Sometimes coma patients are actually accessible through the spiritual world. The cases don’t have any real consistency, but there’s a chance we could contact Ada the same way we contacted other spirits.”



“They’ll want to know everything you just told us,” said Ryan. “But what about Dorothy’s spirit? Shouldn’t we go to the hospital here first to see if we can contact her?”



The thought of prolonging my time here made my two mouthfuls of rice churn in my stomach. I felt the liquid in my veins turn to ice. If we tried to find Dorothy, it would be even longer before I could see if Drake were okay. I had to get back to New Orleans immediately. Nothing else mattered to me.



I took my phone back from Ryan and clicked the Safari tab again. Scanning the flight departure times, I found one leaving at four p.m. If we left immediately, we’d probably have enough time to make it.



“Can you remember the way to the hospital, Peyton?” asked Lovie, interrupting my rapid typing. Clearly, she was not on the same page.



“I can’t do anything without Drake,” I said. Ryan tensed beside me. I quickly added, “He’s my link to the spirit world. I won’t be able to communicate to anyone without him.”



Lovie looked thoughtful. “Now that your mind is used to opening up to that world, you might be able to do it without Drake’s help. And your residual spiritual energy is all over the hospital now; it should be much easier this time. Think of Drake as a set of training wheels.”



“But even you need some link to communicate with that world.” I said, thinking of Samuel. I wondered if it were common for Lovie to not see him for a few days.



“You just need a spirit, Peyton. You mentioned some graves outside the hospital? There’s a chance some of those spirits will still be near there. If they’re still active, they’ll be relatively easy to contact and we can use them to find Dorothy.”



Ryan and I wore twin expressions of confusion.



“The more active spirits communicate with the physical world all the time. And hospitals are usually rife with active spirits,” she explained.



“Well, it wasn’t even a real hospital,” I argued in protest. My chest felt tight. “It was just a mansion that they converted. There probably wouldn’t be anyone there. I think we should go home and talk to Ada and take it from there. There’s a flight that leaves in two hours.”



“I think Lovie is right,” said Ryan. “We’re here now. It can’t hurt to try.”



“Drake, you’re not listening—” I started before I realized my mistake too late. I wished I could have reached out my hand and caught the name that escaped from my lips. But Ryan’s eyes had already hardened and his jaw was clenched. “Sorry, Ryan,” I shook my head. “I’m just tired.” I stayed silent and stared at my uneaten food.



“Peyton,” Lovie began more gently. “From the sounds of it, Ada is very sick. If we’re going to do anything for them, we have to do it now.”





 



Chapter Ten







I knew Lovie was right. We didn’t have time to go home and start again, not with Ada in the hospital. If I intended to ease her soul in the days before her passing, this was how I’d have to do it. I agreed to help, and barring personal reservations, this was my responsibility now. Even though my chest ached to find out what happened to Drake, I knew I was being selfish. Still, I obsessed over him. What if he wasn’t there when we finally managed to make it home? I should have left sooner, and not bothered with getting Alice to the hospital. Someone would have found her. Probably. Instead, I wasted all my energy in getting her to safety and didn’t have enough to take Drake back with me. Did spirits suffer from traveling physical distances? Would the journey back have hurt him? I thought anxiously of what Lovie and Christopher had told me in our initial meeting about the strange disappearances of other spirits around New Orleans. My eyes watered and I exhaled slowly. If Drake were gone, it would be entirely my fault.



“I think I can remember how to get there,” I told them while banishing my concerns about Drake temporarily. Indeed, the backs of my retinas were cauterized from the strange journey I’d taken during the past few days. But I had no way of knowing how much the scenery would have changed in the last hundred years. “Who knows what it looks like now? I highly doubt much land was left untouched this close to New York City.”



Lovie nodded. “It may be a fool’s errand, but at least you could face Jill and Ada by saying you’ve done all you could.”



I nodded. I called Jill from the restaurant. She sounded tired and worried. I passed along my condolences. “I’m still going to do everything I can; we’re on our way to try to contact Dorothy’s spirit now.”



Jill sounded grateful. Even in her tired, worried state, her voice cracked with emotion. My resolve hardened; I had to help them if I could. We left the restaurant and hailed a cab.



“Can we start from the hotel?” I asked. “I know the way from there.”



Ryan gave the driver the hotel’s address.



“That old place?” asked the driver. “I’ve heard it’s haunted.”



Ryan flashed me a look, but I didn’t have the strength or will to find his remark even a little funny.



I directed the driver as best I could, but everything was so different. None of the buildings were the same. One of the roads I remembered Drake and me taking led us directly into a park. Finally, as we made our way further out of the city center, the route became slightly more familiar. The same trees that lined the road remained, and their branches were even more impressive and farther reaching than in 1910.



We took a few more turns before finding the paved road that wound through the trees. I marveled at how smooth the road was, and how silent and comfortable the car seemed, not to mention, how much faster we went. Gradually, the trees thinned out and the area turned more residential. Modern buildings lined the road on either side and I worried anxiously we wouldn’t be able to find it. All of a sudden, on the right side of the road, I spotted the same turn I’d taken earlier with Thomas Dickerson.



“Here!” I shouted and the driver stomped on the brake. We all tumbled gracelessly forward. He turned on the road and when I saw the building in the distance, I was bursting with pride, which soon turned to dread.



The old house looked exactly the same as it did in 1910. The only difference now was its neighbors: huge, modern mansions with elaborate fences and manicured shrubbery. The dark brick of the mansion stood out in stark comparison. The house was a classic tribute to late nineteenth century architecture. I stared at the second story window, and my heart instantly began to race. I thought I saw a pale face staring back at me through the window, but when I blinked, it was gone—probably just a trick of the light. Behind the house I glimpsed an impressive back yard with some of the same trees Drake and I had emerged from just last night. My teeth began to chatter.



Ryan looked uneasy and opened his mouth but after my previous reaction to him when he asked if I were okay, he had the wisdom to stay silent.



“So… what do we do?” I asked. “How do I contact these active spirits? Assuming, of course, there are any? Look! There’s a car in the driveway,” I pointed to a white SUV in front of the house, “Whatever they’re using this place for now, it sure isn’t a hospital.”



“Let’s try the truth,” said Lovie.



“What?” Ryan and I chorused.



“People love a good ghost story,” said Lovie. “If there are active spirits here, chances are, the owners will be more than eager to tell us.”



“True,” I admitted. “Although knocking on the door and saying, ‘Hey, we just stopped by to see if you’ve got any ghosts?’ seems like an unusual introduction, to say the least.”



“Well, maybe we won’t say it exactly like that,” said Lovie without humor.



We made our way up the front steps. My back hurt from the tension I was holding inside and my body screamed for me to turn around. Of all the places in the world I wanted to be, this was the absolute last. But then I thought of Dorothy lying on the floor and her final moments of terror. If she were stuck reliving the grisly scene of her death, then my own qualms about coming back to this place paled in comparison.



Ryan gave a hearty knock on the door. The noise echoed with a heavy timbre.



A few moments later, a middle-aged man opened the door. He was dressed in a checkered, collared shirt and khakis; he was pale, of small stature and wore glasses. He looked us over briefly, clearly waiting for us to tell him what we wanted. Lovie and Ryan remained quiet.



“Hi,” I said, breaking the silence with the most upbeat tone I could manage, “Hi,” I started again, “this is maybe a longshot, but we we’re trying to solve a century-old mystery that ended in this house. I’m trying to contact the ghost of Dorothy Arnold, and I have reason to believe this was her final resting place. You see, we came all the way from New Orleans. We know her granddaughter and her great granddaughter and this is very time sensitive. Today, we have a chance to finally make contact, which I realize probably sounds totally crazy, but if you’ve ever seen any sign of ghostly activity, maybe you could help us.” I took a big inhale, realizing I hadn’t breathed until I ended my speech. The man stared at me blankly. I swear, I almost heard him blink. I tried a new route, “So… got any ghosts?”



Lovie put her face in her hands.



The man didn’t respond and, for a moment, I thought he would close the door in our faces, but instead, he just rolled his eyes. Then he turned his head, and hollered back into the house.



“Nidhi!” he called. “It’s some more of your ghost people.”



The man left the door open and turned to walk back into the house. I looked at Ryan and Lovie. Ghost people? They shrugged.



A woman replaced the man at the door. She raised her eyebrows when I plunged into the explanation a second time. I was lightheaded after reciting my long-winded account.



“Oh!” she said enthusiastically, “Come on in!”



We entered the large, ornate house and I shuddered, remembering the main hall all too well. Now, instead of rows of beds, the large front room featured a beautiful collection of antique furniture. The floors were the same wood, only now it was highly polished. The stairs to the right had been replaced to match the rails and the flooring material. They were painted black with a glossy finish. The whole place was a classic expression of good taste. The woman beamed up at us. Her skin was a beautiful caramel color and her shiny, black hair cascaded down her back. She looked young, maybe in her mid-twenties, and she was even shorter than her small husband. She wore a beautiful, vibrant orange dress that accentuated her glowing complexion. Her large, owlish eyes took us in. She stopped when she got to Ryan and stared for a second too long at his looming frame. He was easily two feet taller than her. She looked impressed.



“I’m Nidhi,” she said warmly, extending a hand. “That was my husband, Mark. He’s not really into this stuff, not as much as I am, but as long as he humors me, I guess I’ll keep him around,” she said with a nervous laugh as she turned to shake my hand as well.



“Sorry,” said Ryan while she hung onto his hand with undisguised fervor, “what stuff?”



“Oh!” she exclaimed, her hand flying to her mouth. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean any offense. I know your work is so much more than stuff. I don’t know much about the, you know… the spirit world,” she said with a dramatic inflection in her voice. “Shoot! I did it again. Really, I mean no disrespect. I just didn’t even believe in ghosts until we moved here. And now, well, now I have to.” She laughed again.



Lovie went into work mode, and I saw the shift in her shoulders. She glided confidently into the house. “What do you mean when you say now you have to?” she asked. I was grateful for Lovie’s ability to instantly go with the flow. We apparently had great timing, although I wondered whom Nidhi was actually expecting.



“Well, it all started about three months ago. We’d been living here for barely a week and I kept having dreams about… well, about babies. I didn’t think much of it, of course, Mark and I had been trying to have one for some time, so I just figured it was my subconscious playing on my daily thoughts and anxieties. But then it happened, even when I was awake, I’d hear sounds of babies crying and a woman screaming that I’d stolen her child… crazy stuff… in the house! I thought I was losing my mind.”



“You weren’t losing your mind,” I cut in. My fingers were buzzing, if what the woman said was true, that would mean the house was still active. There was a ghost of a chance we could save Dorothy. The woman turned to me and I said, “A woman did give birth to a baby here and she was brutally murdered only days after her daughter’s birth. Her daughter was named Alice.”



Nidhi nodded eagerly, somewhat set at ease by the conviction of my statements. She plunged ahead, “Well, anyway that went on for about a month and the dreams started getting more and more intense. I got pregnant for the first time and then I suffered a terrible miscarriage. I was depressed for weeks afterwards, and I was convinced it was because of the house. I was hospitalized for a short time and then Mark and I decided to go on vacation to get away. He just thought the city was getting to me. Dark time. And then, while I was gone, we started the renovation out back. That’s when they found them; while they were putting in the pond.”



“Sorry?” said Lovie, “found who?”



“Well…” Nidhi took a shaky breath. “Sorry. It’s still a little hard to talk about.”



My mouth went dry. I struggled to swallow. “Graves,” I finished for her.



“Yeah,” she said lowering her head.



“How many were there?” I asked, already knowing the answer.



“Eight,” said Nidhi somberly. “All women. All were pregnant.”



I shuddered and nodded. “This house was once a kind of hospital. A doctor performed illegal abortions here, and some of the young women met their tragic ends in the rooms upstairs.”



Nidhi looked both horrified but undeniably intrigued, and seemed happy to finally have some answers surrounding the strange events that kept happening in her new home.



“Have you had any contact with other spirits in the house? Or just the dreams?” asked Lovie.



“Oh, yes! Lots of things have happened. I don’t know which are caused by the spirits and which come from my overactive imagination. Sometimes, I think there could be more than one… but only one is actively hostile, the one who screams I stole her baby. Still, my husband and I both had buyer’s remorse. All of our money is currently tied up in other investments so we can’t move. Mark agreed to let me bring in some professionals from the ghost world, although he says he doesn’t believe any of it. I’ve talked to a few people from shows about the paranormal and I’ve been doing a lot of research! I read everything I could find about the occult. You three are the second group to come through. For all their fancy gadgets and gizmos, the folks from the show didn’t find much. Where did y’all say you were from again?” She smiled up at us.



“New Orleans,” said Lovie proudly.



“Well, you probably need to get to work. Let me show you upstairs. I just made some iced tea, can I offer you some?”



“Yes, ma’am, that would be lovely,” Ryan piped up.



“Great, follow me!”



She walked toward the steps that led up to the second landing hallway. I marveled at how familiar some of the property was. The house was in even better condition today than it was in 1910. We followed her up the stairs, and this time, they didn’t creak at all under our weight. I was still struggling to get my heart rate to slow down, and my anxiety mounted as we made it to the second floor. I half expected to see the doctor’s lifeless body lying there. Thankfully, it was all freshly painted and covered with pale green carpet. We followed her down the hallway. Too late, I realized we were heading for Dorothy’s room.



“The man from the show said this is where he felt the most energy, but he also said there was something wrong with the spirit. He couldn’t communicate with it. Hopefully, you’ll have more luck?”



“Thank you,” said Lovie kindly. She stepped toward the door and nodded, “I can certainly feel it more strongly here than I did on the main floor.”



“I’ll go get the tea!” chirped Nidhi like we were about to have a Tupperware party. She ambled off toward the stairs. I started to feel dizzy. It was getting hard to breathe. The last time I entered through that door, I saw one of the most horrifying sights of my life. Nothing could erase that ghastly image from my memory.



Lovie turned to me, “Is this where it happened, Peyton?”



I couldn’t speak. So I just nodded. “I thought you said we needed the help of a more active spirit. Won’t we have to find one that’s already interacting with the physical world before I can cross the boundary between the two?”



“Can’t you feel it?” asked Lovie.



“Feel what?” Just as I said it, the temperature of the room dropped and I felt pressure on my chest. We experienced a pretty severe shift in the energy when we came up to the landing. I thought it was just my own anxiety about returning to the horrible scene. But it was more than that, like a draft swept through the room. I nodded, realizing that Dorothy’s spirit wasn’t the only one that lingered here.



“Well, I don’t feel a thing,” said Ryan unhelpfully. “But it is a beautiful building.”



He reached up and felt the doorframe of Dorothy’s room. The ornate wood siding was indeed beautiful, but I couldn’t calm my uneasy thoughts long enough to appreciate it. Lovie cast him a dark look. She slid her large bag over her shoulder and started to unpack the candles and supplies right there in the hallway. She handed me a small, drawstring, black bag. The tight space was quickly filled with the scents of candles and aromatic herbs.



Nidhi reappeared at the top of the stairs with a pitcher and a tray holding three glasses. She set the tray down and peered at the candles and supplies on her floor curiously.



“Wow, the people from the show never used any of those,” she said. “Do you have more equipment?”



Lovie looked deeply offended. “Contacting another realm is a deeply spiritual act, one that cannot be subverted by gleaming screens and recording devices,” she huffed.



Nidhi smiled apologetically and watched Lovie shake a green glass bottle, causing droplets of liquid to fall on the floor. She lit three candles and set them in a triangle in front of her.



“Peyton,” said Lovie, ignoring Nidhi, “Lie down please.”



I followed her instructions and lay down on the floor. Lovie took a book from her bag and started to recite from its pages. She paused occasionally to sprinkle more water over me before she plodded on. I started to feel dazed, like a fog had slipped over the room. Ryan stopped feeling the doorway and came over to sit beside me. I could feel him next to me but I could no longer see him; the corners of my vision were black.



“Okay, Peyton, I need you to focus on your breathing.”



I did as she said and pulled my attention toward the slow rise and fall of my chest. I started to feel the way I did in my dreamscapes with Drake. I’d gotten so used to closing my eyes to speak to him, I didn’t even realize I could speak to someone else and not him. I always assumed he created the space, not I. But as my eyes fluttered closed, I sensed that my surroundings had changed.



I heard whispering but it wasn’t anyone I recognized. I could still hear Lovie but her voice assumed a new quality. The sound was distorted and muffled, like she was at the other end of a tunnel. The whispering got louder and I opened my eyes. Lovie and Ryan were no longer by my sides. Instead, the hallway was back to the way it was when I first saw it. My throat constricted with fear, and Lovie’s voice got louder. I was terrified, but I knew this was the only way to help Dorothy’s spirit. I focused on my breathing again and Lovie’s voice moved farther and farther away. The scene around me came in clearer and I could make out the source of the whispering now. It was coming from behind a door I never entered. There were four doors along the hallway. The first was my examination room and the fourth was Dorothy’s bedroom. Now, the door to the third room was open, and from behind it I could hear a woman’s voice.



I sat up, shivering with the change in temperature.



I looked out the hallway window. Out on the grounds were spectral images of people, men and women, roaming aimlessly by the forest’s edge. I made it! Scanning the hallway, I first felt surprised. I thought there would be more spirits living in the house than outside it.



As if in response to my thoughts, the ghost of a girl in a knee-length, yellow dress appeared.



“You shouldn’t be here,” she said to me.



“Sorry, but what?”



“You shouldn’t be here,” she repeated emphatically.



“I need your help,” I said, unsure of where her warning was coming from.



The girl stepped a little farther away from her door and looked up and down both ends of the hallway. She was young, maybe seventeen at most.



“Can you help me?” I asked. She motioned me toward her, still looking up and down the hallway anxiously.



I stood up, my head suddenly very light. I walked over to her door and followed her inside the cold, drafty room. This one was larger than the others. I saw the same furniture I’d seen in the other rooms but the bed was positioned under the window and it had a pink blanket draped over it. The effect was decidedly less chilling and cold than the examination room and Dorothy’s bedroom.



“I’m looking for Dorothy,” I tried again when the girl remained silent. Her long hair fell in pretty, golden ringlets away from her face and her big, blue eyes snapped to mine when she heard the name. She raised a finger to her lips.



“Shhhh! She’ll hear you!” said the young girl.



“Who will hear me?” I asked but my question was interrupted by a shrill shriek. From next door I heard a scream so bloodcurdling, my whole body shivered. I locked my eyes on the girl whose face was frozen in an expression of terror.



“MY BAAAABY!” came the spooky wail from the next room over. It was followed by another wail. I knew the scream well, having heard it only twenty-four hours previously. It was the cry of Dorothy Arnold.





 



Chapter Eleven







The golden-haired girl and I stared at each other, listening in abject horror to the cries next door. Suddenly, I realized why all the other ghosts were outside. Nidhi’s words came back to me, “only one of the ghosts is hostile.”



“She’s deranged,” the girl whispered.



“Her spirit is trapped then?” I asked, crestfallen. If Dorothy were continuously reliving the scene of her death on an endless loop, there wasn’t much I could do for her. As Christopher explained, those ghosts existed on a different plane entirely. I couldn’t make contact with Dorothy even if I wanted to.



“Trapped?” asked the girl, her eyes flicking nervously to the door of her room.



“Her spirit. I mean, I won’t be able to talk to her like I’m talking to you. She’s blocked, isn’t she?”



The girl shook her head. “I already told you,” she said, her whisper even lower and more intense. “She’s not trapped. She’s just deranged.”



Her eyes left mine as her head snapped in the direction of the door. Her already wide eyes grew even larger. I followed the line of her gaze until I saw what was making her back away slowly.



Dorothy was standing in the doorway, but she wasn’t the Dorothy I’d seen in life. Her hair was a disheveled heap piled on top of her head. Her eyes were wide and glazed. Her lips were pulled back from her teeth in a snarl. She was a ghostly white and her skin glistened with moisture. Her nightgown was stained with blood.



“You!” she screamed when she saw me. Her nostrils flared and I looked back at the girl for an explanation. She was pressed up against the corner of the room.



“You took my baby!” screamed Dorothy in the same bloodcurdling screech from before.



“What? No!” My mind flashed to taking Alice from the hospital. Then it occurred to me that she wasn’t really seeing me, and her eyes were unfocused. Nidhi said she heard those same screams.



“She can’t hear you,” said the girl. “She won’t listen to anyone. Not even me.”



Dorothy nearly growled, her eyes now deadly. I didn’t need to be told the woman was dangerous. She looked nothing like her former self. She rushed me and before I had time to step aside, her hands found my shoulders and the whole weight of her crashed into me, causing both of us to fall to the ground. If Ada’s contact with Dorothy during the moments when she died at the hospital weren’t enough to extract her from her deranged state, what could I possibly say to make her listen?



Dorothy’s hands found my neck. I wrapped my hands around hers, trying to pry her off. She was surprisingly strong for a ghost.



“My baby!” she wailed, pressing her fingers tightly around my throat.



With all of my strength, I bucked my hips forward and Dorothy tumbled off me.



“Help me!” I yelled to the girl. She came over and looked at me apprehensively. I had Dorothy pinned beneath me now and was trying to hold down one of her hands. The other was still flailing wildly, groping to find my throat. The girl knelt down beside Dorothy. She was clearly terrified but she managed to take hold of Dorothy’s wildly swinging arm and pin it down on the floor.



Dorothy’s eyes were inhuman. I couldn’t even see a spark of the woman she’d been before in life. I had no idea how to get through to her. She stared back at me without really seeing me, and just grunted and moaned, struggling to get free. Her head rocked back and forth tirelessly. She was feral, animalistic. I looked at the girl who seemed just as terrified as me.



Dorothy started spluttering now, “My baby, my baby, my baby,” she cried over and over.



I continued to hold her down, wracking my brain for a way to get through to her.



“Dorothy,” I said calmly. Her eyes stayed unfixed but she quieted slightly and looked up at me. “Dorothy,” I repeated slowly. “I have your baby.”



She screamed and her whole body lurched forward and contorted so violently, I almost lost my grip on her. We clung to her tightly, until my arms and legs began to ache with the strain of holding her. Slowly, her writhing slowed. Her chest rose and fell in large, shuddering gasps. She stared up at me, tears in her eyes.



“You took my baby?” she said. Her voice was lower now. Her eyes still weren’t seeing me but at least, her body had calmed down somewhat. She still struggled, but her arms were not moving in all directions; now they just reached for my throat.



“She’s safe, Dorothy. Your baby is safe.”



“They want to kill her! He’s going to kill her!”



“No one killed her, Dorothy. Junior is gone. No one can hurt your baby.”



At the sound of Junior’s name, something shifted in her expression. Her watery eyes began to focus. Her body began to still. The blond girl looked up at me, and her eyes were wide with amazement.



“She… she… Keep talking!” said the girl, her facial expression instantly morphing from fear to hope.



“Dorothy, your baby is safe and she’s looking for you.”



Dorothy’s head was moving from side-to-side across the hard wooden floor. Her dark hair was tossing in both directions and a few strands clung to her face, moist from the exertion.



“My baby?” asked Dorothy again.



“Alice. And your granddaughter, Ada. They need you, Dorothy.”



Dorothy’s head stopped and her closed eyes opened. For the first time, I recognized a semblance of the beautiful woman that once occupied the space behind them. Finally, I was talking to Dorothy. I didn’t know how long she’d remain sane, but I was sure one hundred years of searching desperately for your lost child wouldn’t work any wonders in regard to your mental health.



“Do you understand what I’m saying, Dorothy?”



Dorothy nodded. The girl gasped.



“She’s never talked to me before,” said the girl. “She’s never even seen me. She just screams at me that I stole her baby. She won’t listen to me, even though I’ve been trying to tell her the truth.”



“The truth?” I asked her.



“I’m Alice,” said the girl.



I had to catch myself before I released Dorothy’s still restless body. “You’re? What? How?” I spluttered, unable to form a coherent question.



“Well, I came to find her but I haven’t been able to communicate with her because she doesn’t see me.”



“But you’re, you’re…” I looked at the blond hair, the young complexion. She was not how I imagined “Memaw Alice.”



“Young?” Alice asked with a smile. “Blond?”



I nodded, struggling to swallow.



“I guess Dorothy’s looks skipped a generation. Ada was my mother’s spitting image. I suppose I look more like my father, but I never knew who he was. As for my age, I didn’t exactly want to spend all of my ghostly existence looking like an old woman who died of kidney disease.”



I thought of Drake in the dreamscapes, his cologne and different clothes, the thickness of his facial hair. I guess it never occurred to me that ghosts could alter their appearances. I stared in wonderment at Alice. Then the shuddering frame of Dorothy beneath me snapped me back to reality.



Alice shifted her grip on Dorothy’s body and her hand brushed against mine. I gasped as my body felt like it was immersed in an icy pool of water. I saw a flash of a vision. Alice was lying on a hospital bed with a younger Jill and Ada standing beside her. I felt the love and the sadness of that moment, along with Alice’s sadness at not being able to communicate with her bereft mother’s spirit.



“Dorothy, it’s time for you to find your family.” Cautiously, I loosened my grip on Dorothy’s arm and unstraddled her thin body. She drew her limbs into her chest and heaved a great sob. “Alice is looking for her mother, Dorothy.”



Dorothy’s whole body shook. The young girl got up and crouched down next to her sobbing mother. She rubbed her back.



“Mommy?” she tried and Dorothy raised her miserable head to meet the eyes of her daughter. As if seeing her for the first time, her eyes opened wider as she took Alice in.



“My baby?” she asked. I heaved a long sigh of relief.



Alice nodded, tears in her eyes. “It’s me!” she said with a wet laugh. Dorothy wrapped her arms around Alice. Alice turned to me and smiled in an expression of heartfelt thanks. I wasn’t sure what I’d done exactly, but whatever it was, I was glad to see the reunion of the two women. Their souls could finally be at peace.



I walked back to the hallway and rested my back against the wall. I suddenly felt exhausted, but also more than a little proud. I wished for a moment I could walk outside into 1910 New York again and find Drake rather than returning to the present, and my real life. That thought was followed by a flood of guilt. I took a deep breath and looked around the hallway.



Sitting down on the floor, I shut my eyes tightly, trying not to hear the low murmurs in the next room. I remembered what Lovie said and focused as much as I could on the rising and falling of my chest. I listened to my breath and concentrated on doing slow inhales and exhales, as the voice from the tunnel returned slowly. My vision started to fade and I listened as hard as I could to the voice. Slowly but surely, it got louder and louder, until I could make out the clear, velvety timber of Lovie’s recitations. I let my eyes close, and my head grew heavy. I clung to Lovie’s words, letting them pull me back to the hallway. I could feel people around me, and I also sensed the two ghosts in the room next door, but I knew somehow that I’d returned. I opened my eyes. The lighting in the room had changed and it was dark outside. Ryan’s hand was wrapped protectively around mine.



When I opened my eyes, Lovie stopped speaking. She looked down at me with keen interest. Ryan, who’d been resting his head against the wall behind him, stirred. I breathed a hearty exhale.



“We did it,” I said smiling. Ryan and Lovie smiled back.







***







On the road back to the airport, my anxiety surrounding Drake returned. I was exhausted from my latest forays into the spirit world, although I was pleased with all that I managed to do. I would never have known I was capable of that. Any positive emotions, however, were dulled and numbed in the face of my growing fears about Drake. If we went to the house and he wasn’t there, what then? Worse still, if it were possible for me to connect to the spirits without Drake, what excuse did I have for needing him?



Again, I suffered guilt for my thoughts. It was wrong to even think them regardless of whether or not Ryan could hear. I turned on my phone and checked the emails from earlier as a distraction. I responded to the clients and deleted the spam before opening the second of the two messages from my realtor. She’d written “URGENT” in the subject heading, but I could hardly think of what could be urgent regarding the house; the title and all the paperwork had been processed months ago. Now, our only contact was me deleting her chain emails that she forwarded every few days.



I opened the message expecting to find another invitation to an open house; but instead, I read a terse message from the woman urging me to contact her immediately.







Peyton,



I’ve been trying to call your cell for two days now but it keeps going to voicemail. There’s an issue with your aunt’s will that affects your ownership rights to the house. I need you to contact me as soon as possible.



Mela Abderman



Abderman Realty







I looked up from the phone, feeling slightly dizzy. I had no idea what it meant, but the email contrasted so sharply with the events of the last twenty-four hours that I couldn’t even wrap my head around it. An issue with the will? It stated pretty clearly that the property was mine. Mela did have a tendency towards histrionics. It was nothing that couldn’t wait until I had a chance to go back and rest at least.



Confused, I passed the phone to Ryan.



“What do you think she means?” I asked.



“I don’t know,” he sounded worried. My brain was too fried to know how to interpret the information. “Are you going to call her?”



“I will tomorrow,” I said, my voice sounding tired. And I felt it too. Even if I slept an entire day after my adventure into the past, today’s escapades didn’t exactly leave me in a rested or rejuvenated state. Besides, there were more pressing issues than contracts. Right now, the only thing I cared about with regards to my house was whether or not it was still haunted. I put my phone back in my bag and my eyes settled on Ryan. He’s been uncharacteristically quiet for the entire ride. Our relationship was rocky, to say the least. I knew he had his own baggage to sort through; we were each grieving for someone who was no longer here. I felt closer to him knowing that he at least somewhat understood me, even if we could never discuss it. I made a mental note to be a better girlfriend.



As soon as the plane wheels touched the ground, some of my anxiety diminished. I was so close to being home, and finding out if Drake were safe. Even though I made a pledge to be a better girlfriend, Drake saved my life on more than one occasion and I would always care for him even if I couldn’t be with him. That’s what I kept telling myself.



By the time we got back to New Orleans, I was beyond exhausted. It was just Ryan and I, since Lovie had to leave to join Christopher on the job he ran off to do.



I slept the whole car ride home. The large, heated seats in Ryan’s big pickup truck were all the invitation I needed to shut my eyes.



When we pulled up in front of my house, Ryan didn’t turn off the car. He gave me a long, somber look.



“Do you want me to come in with you?” he asked.



I ignored the question and said what I’d been thinking the whole journey home. “Ryan, thank you so much for being here for me through all of this. I’m so lucky to have you and I’m sorry I haven’t been the best at communicating that. I promise things will go back to normal soon but after everything I saw, I’m still a little thrown. I need a moment to calm down and reorganize myself.” I looked at him apologetically.



He nodded, his mouth flattening into a contemplative line. He strong jaw was speckled with the beginnings of a beard. The adventure hadn’t been easy on him either. I reached across the large seats of the truck and wrapped him in a hug. As I pulled away, our eyes met and my stomach flipped. Staring into his eyes, I felt such unbridled passion and love, it made my heart swell in my chest. I truly loved this man.



“I’ll come check on you in a few hours, okay?” he said. I kissed him, grateful for his swift understanding. Ryan’s mouth opened eagerly in response to mine and it took everything I had for me to pull away from him, but I couldn’t relax until I found out what happened to Drake.



I exited the truck and made my way up to my front door. Terrified by what was about to meet me, I unlocked the front door with a shaky hand and stepped inside.



My shoes echoed as I made my way across the hard floor. The Wooton replica was still sitting unmoved in the front room. My chest tightened.



“Hello?” I called out. “Drake?”



In response, a large gust of wind tore through the house. It whipped my hair around my face and slammed the still open front door. My body melted with relief. Drake was here!





 



Chapter Twelve







I gasped when I saw Drake again in the dreamscapes.



I quickly fell asleep on the bed in my guest bedroom and no sooner did my body slip into unconsciousness before I was reunited with Drake’s in his magnificent abode from the 1900s.



“Ma minette,” he said with a coy smile. He was dressed in his police uniform and standing against the bar, his posture instantly manifesting his boyish charm. I ran to him, wrapping my arms around his strong body. Relief washed over me and, for the first time since waking up from the broom closet, I felt like myself again. I sighed when he wrapped his arms around me and bear-hugged me back. I inhaled the intoxicating scent of his cologne, and became temporarily distracted by its potency. Then, remembering my pledge to be a better girlfriend to Ryan, I released him.



“What happened?” I asked him. “Where did we go wrong?”



“I do not know, mon chaton. We were separated. I tried to find my way back to you but I couldn’t manage to do it in time. I woke up here.”



“I’m so happy you’re okay,” I said, flopping down on one of his large armchairs.



I told Drake everything that happened during my return trip to the hospital.



“So that’s why Ada couldn’t communicate with Dorothy the first time?” he mused. “She was past the point of reason?”



“Can you believe that torment?” I asked, feeling so happy to finally discuss it with someone who knew all the intricacies of what happened.



“Non, the final moments of Dorothy’s life were tragic, to say the least. To die in that much terror, I can’t imagine a worse fate,” he said, swirling the whisky in his glass with a pensive expression.



I relaxed further into the chair. Drake looked worried.



“What is it?” I asked.



“Nothing, it’s just that when my spirit returned to the house, something tried to stop me.”



I sat straight up in the chair. “What do you mean?” I asked him with more than a little concern.



“Well, I don’t know exactly. I couldn’t actually see anything, just a glowing pair of white eyes. The figure was black, and he was grabbing onto you. I had to let go of you to fight him. That’s why I didn’t come back with you. By the time I escaped, you were already gone.”



I remembered the pressure on my hand that filled me with dread. Something, or someone, prevented Drake from coming back with me. Maybe they were trying to stop me from coming back too. I shuddered at the thought.



“Do you think it had anything to do with the disappearing souls and Guarda?” I asked with visible apprehension.



“I have no idea. That was my first thought too, but whatever tried to stop me from returning with you didn’t stick around long enough to fight. My spirit awoke in the house.”



I yawned. Even though I was technically asleep during our meetings, they weren’t exactly restful.



“Get some sleep now, mon chaton,” said Drake, “We can discuss this in more depth later.”



“I never thought I’d say this, but things were actually easier when you lived in my head.”



He nodded, “I agree, and it takes a lot of energy for me to contact you like this.”



For a moment, we both looked sad, each ruminating on what we’d lost. Neither one of us acknowledged it, however, not to each other anyway.



“Goodnight, Peyton,” said Drake. In a flash of black, he was gone.







***







I woke up to the smell of bacon and the sound of whistling. Groggy and disoriented, I stumbled from bed.



Ryan was in the kitchen standing over a collection of pans. Smoke drifted up from the stovetop and the enticing smells caused a low growl to emerge from deep within my stomach. He was wearing a tight-fitting, gray t-shirt that allowed me the perfect view of his tapering back muscles. My heart fluttered inside my chest.



“Good morning, Sleeping Beauty,” he said, flipping the bacon. I walked up behind him and gave him a hearty squeeze. He turned to face me and planted a kiss on my forehead. I smiled into his shirt, inhaling his clean smell. I had to admit my appreciation at not hearing the voice of a complaining Frenchman, cursing me for not shutting him out and making him bear witness to the moment. It was just Ryan and I now. Suddenly, the fire beneath the pan flared up and Ryan and I jumped back with a collective yelp. I rolled my eyes. Even if he weren’t in my head, the cranky Frenchman still occupied my house. Maybe it was worse to have him loose now. If he were still in my head, I could at least control what he saw. Ryan leaned down to give me another kiss, but this time, I just gave him a short peck and felt suddenly anxious.



“Am I right to guess we have an audience?” Ryan asked. I resented his chipper mood but I knew he was more than happy to have Drake out of my head, even if we had to be more careful regarding fire hazards!



“Grab some plates?” Ryan said, ignoring my sudden shift in mood and the fire flare-up.



I offered him my best smile as he resumed whistling and carefully turned off all the flames.



At the table, things began to feel more natural again. I was happy to be home.



“So, when are we moving that beast of a Wooton you have in there?” he asked.



“A Wooton replica,” I corrected him with a coy smile.



“Oh, sorry, Ms. Expert. You know, there’s another piece of furniture I was hoping to move this morning,” he said with a playful wink. Even though my stomach flipped nervously, I laughed along with him.



“Insatiable!” I yelled affectionately. He came around from his side of the table and kissed my neck.



“It’s good to have you back, Pey,” he said sincerely.



I looked up at him from my place in the chair. His dimpled smile delighted me. I must confess my weakness for that smile. I was just about to suggest going to his house when our moment was interrupted by a loud knock on the door. I wondered who it could be, thinking maybe it was Jill. I knew she’d be coming to ask about any news we had. I was waiting for Lovie to tell both Ada and Jill what we found; and to let them know that Dorothy and Alice were finally reunited.



Shrugging off Ryan’s curious expression, I pushed the chair away from the table. I made my way to the door and opened it, expecting to find Jehovah’s Witnesses. It was not Jehovah’s Witnesses, however, nor was it Jill. My jaw dropped and I had to grab the door to stop myself from fainting. Standing on my doorstep, in the flesh, in 2018, wearing a suit, and staring at me with those familiar chocolate brown eyes that I knew so well, was Drake Montague!



“Peyton Clark?” he asked, but I just continued to stare. The previous vision from before, when I woke up in New York came back to me. It felt like the most extreme case of dj vu I’d ever experienced. Just like before, there was something off about Drake. I gaped at him, my brain reeling. There was no French accent, but I recognized the same low voice, and the same dark hair and chiseled jaw. His chest and arms were as broad and imposing as I recalled. I heard Ryan behind me. He placed a hand on my shoulder. I remained silent, just staring.



“Hello,” Ryan said politely, “can we help you?”



I looked on in shock as Ryan smiled amiably at the Drake doppelganger on my porch, seemingly unfazed. Then it dawned on me Ryan had no idea what Drake looked like.



“Yes, actually, I think you can. You could start by leaving my house.”



Ryan moved to step in front of me, because I was still staring at the man with my mouth open in disbelief. I couldn’t close it. It was impossible for the man to be Drake. Now that I looked closer, I realized he wasn’t. The eyes were the same but this man’s hair was much lighter, sandier. His nose was crooked in a few places and his mouth was fuller too. He did, however, possess the same strong chin and the unmistakable, soft brown irises.



“Excuse me?” asked Ryan, his voice less than polite.



The man opened up a briefcase he’d been holding and pulled out a manila envelope. “In accordance with Louisiana property laws, this house rightfully and legally belongs to me. It was purchased unlawfully and therefore, you have no claim to it. This house belongs to the Montague family. It was left to my grandfather. Since it sat empty for more than five years before exchanging hands, it rightfully belongs to the next of kin. No one claimed it, but I did some digging. After I found some papers in the attic, I looked into it some more. This house originally belonged to my great uncle, which makes me the rightful owner. Seeing as how you’ve been ignoring the calls from my lawyer and your realtor, I figured it was time that I paid you a personal visit.” If I weren’t still so shocked by his appearance, I might have heard more of what he said. But I just continued to stare in disbelief and confusion. Luckily, Ryan managed to keep his head.



“Hold on,” Ryan started, “Montague? As in Drake Montague?”



“Indeed. He was my uncle. My name is Luke,” he held out his hand to shake Ryan’s.



My breathing turned ragged. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. All the events of the last week came crashing down around me and my arms started to shake. I couldn’t catch my breath.



Luke passed Ryan the manila envelope.



“Look, I think you should leave,” said Ryan, casting a wary glance at the envelope and then at me. He wrapped his arm around my heaving shoulders and helped me sit. Luke stayed standing in my doorway.



“I’ve been waiting for days to speak to Ms. Clark. This happens to be time-sensitive.”



Ryan’s brows furrowed menacingly. “Get the hell out of here before I call the police,” Ryan’s voice boomed.



“You’ll be hearing from my lawyer,” said Luke from the doorway. “Next time, I suggest you answer your phone.” Ryan angrily moved toward him but before he could close the space between Luke and him, a great, rattling wind tore through the house. It slammed the door in Luke’s face. My heart surged with appreciation for Drake. Gradually, my breathing returned to normal but I couldn’t deal with the shock of the unexpected meeting. I hadn’t even begun to process what he said about the title to the house. When I saw his eyes, they were Drake’s eyes, and that’s all that stuck with me. I thought I might be sick.



Ryan stared at the documents he pulled out from inside the packet and let out a low whistle.



“There’s no way this can be right! Your aunt lived here her whole life! He can’t just swoop in like that. I have a buddy that works down at the zoning commission: he’ll know all about inheritance laws. I’ll give him a call.”



I didn’t really process anything that Ryan said. He looked at me with more than a little concern. I wondered if he knew I was worried about much more than just the ownership of the house, and judging by the look in his eye, I suspected he did.



“He looked just like him, Ryan,” I said shakily, still recovering.



Ryan nodded and opened his mouth to speak but before he could say anything, my phone rang from inside my pocket.



Startled by another interruption, I pulled the phone out. It was Jill. Casting an apologetic look at Ryan, I slid my finger across the screen to answer.



“Hello?” I asked, my breathing still irregular.



“Hi, Peyton, it’s Jill,” her voice sounded tired and scratchy. “I just wanted to call to tell you…” her voice trailed off and she took a deep, shaky breath, “Mom’s passed.”



My heart sank at hearing her words. Now I couldn’t tell Ada that we reunited her mother and grandmother. She died without ever solving the mystery. Ryan looked at me with a raised eyebrow, and I knew he was watching my expression carefully.



“I’m so sorry, Jill. I hoped to speak to both of you about what we found out. I actually contacted Dorothy yesterday.”



“You did?” Jill’s voice raised somewhat. “What time?”



“Oh, gosh, I don’t know. Late afternoon probably? Maybe a little after five o’clock?”



I heard a sniffle on the other end of the line.



“Are you okay?” I asked, wishing I could be with her in person to reassure her after her mother’s passing.



Jill sniffled again, when she spoke her voice was wet with tears, “Mom passed yesterday at exactly five-twelve p.m.”







***







Later that night, as I drifted off to sleep, I dreamed of Drake’s study.



“You’ve had quite a day, ma minette,” said Drake as his familiar image formed completely out of the smokiness.



I stayed quiet and pensive in the chair. I needed so badly to escape from everything. It was all becoming too much: the house, Jill and Ada, Drake and Ryan. My brain was on overdrive and my body was still recuperating from all the exhausting events of the week. I struggled to categorize everything, but I was too overwhelmed with new questions and utter confusion. It was all too much. On top of my own personal issues, the gnawing guilt that I let Jill down persisted. What if I hadn’t done enough?



I lowered my face into my hands and started to cry. Hot tears fell from my eyes and all of my recent worries came spilling out with them. They splashed onto the leather armchair. Drake sat down next to me.



“I’m sorry,” said Drake. “I know I’m partially to blame for how you feel.”



“You never told me Lucien had a son! Or that you left him the house in your will… You never told me anything!” I nearly shouted at him.



“I didn’t know! I promise you. I hated my brother. I wouldn’t have left him my toothbrush. In fact, I never even wrote a will.”



I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter now,” I said drearily. “None of it matters.”



“Of course it matters! Look at you, ma minette! I apologize that any descendant of mine dared to cause you any anguish.”



“Oh, Drake,” I sobbed pathetically, “I’m not crying because of the house.”



“Then why are you crying?” he asked, his expression softening.



I shook my head, “I’m crying because he looks exactly like you!”



It took everything I had to let go of Drake. Even so, I still refused to release my thoughts of him. The only reason I had to abandon him, one which I clung to for dear life, was that Ryan was real. He was alive. Drake was a ghost. But seeing him in the flesh again, even though he was only Drake’s nephew, really rattled me. The familiar chocolate irises stirred something deep inside me, something Ryan never touched, despite how lovely and amazing he was. I was feeling so vulnerable. I no longer knew which way was up. My mission into the past solved nothing. All I’d done was confuse my heart into potentially doing irreparable damage to the man I loved.



Drake let me cry and it wasn’t a pretty affair. My shirt was wet with tears and he was very careful to give me more space—the constant gentleman.



“I want to show you something,” he said. Unsure if I could handle anymore excitement, he offered me his hand. I placed my trembling fingers into his sturdy palm. His hand was warm.



The scene around us instantly changed. The room began to spin and swirl to black. Slowly, I saw a bright, well-lit corridor forming. The long, white hallway stretched on almost infinitely and led to a brighter light-filled doorway. Standing halfway between Drake and me and the door were three women. I squinted until I recognized the dark hair and fragile features of Dorothy and Ada. Standing between the two of them with her hands clasped tightly around their hands, was Alice. When they saw me, all three women turned to me with glowing smiles. They waved and kept walking down the hallway until they were absorbed by the light at the end of the corridor. A surging wave of love and warmth and relief flooded me. The anxiety and tension faded as I stared at the light, knowing the three women had finally found peace together at last.



When I awoke the next morning, I felt a little more like myself. Still adjusting to the silence in my head, I rolled over in bed and turned on my phone. In the Google search bar, I typed in the name “Luke Montague.” My breath caught when the images came up. Staring out from the colorful, twenty-first century screen were the very real, very much alive, chocolate brown eyes of the man who ignited all of my passion, the man I couldn’t join because he wasn’t here. But suddenly, hope grew in my chest. I hated myself for what I was thinking, but I couldn’t help the small glimmer of elation from entering my fantasies. I stared down at the screen into his warm, dark eyes, lost in thought, when suddenly, I jumped as the screen changed. Ryan’s name appeared at the top of the phone. My thumb hovered over the answer icon, but I couldn’t bring myself to answer it.



It seemed like I’d always been moving toward this singular moment. Even though I never envisioned all the layers of complexity, I knew it was coming ever since my first adventure into the past. There couldn’t be two men in my life, as much as I longed to never have to choose between them. It was easy enough to delay when I thought it meant choosing between the man I loved in my head and the man I loved in real life. But the events of the last week cast everything into sharper focus: thinking I lost Drake forever made me realize how important he was to me.



I knew I wanted Drake back inside my head. I wasn’t prepared to lose him yet; the simple truth was: Drake was part of me now. I also knew I had to be a better girlfriend to Ryan. But a heavy weight settled on my shoulders when I realized that being Ryan’s girlfriend might not matter after I told Ryan the truth.



And the truth was: I couldn’t let go of Drake.







The End
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Chapter One







The northeastern current always runs strongest this time of year. Usually, it’s a pleasant undercurrent of chill that prompts fish migrations and promises a hearty winter to those who don’t seek warmer climates.



For me, it’s not a comfort.



Not this year, anyway.



I sit and stare into the deep expanse of Corsica, the trench I call my home, to the glowing lights of bioluminescence coating the city walls—bioluminescence that allows us to see, even in the darkest pits. Not that I necessarily need the extra light. I’m capable of picking out movement and details in mostly black water, but the lights have always been pretty: a leftover remnant of our mer ancestors before we evolved better vision. Regardless, I’ve always enjoyed coming out here to sit with myself and look at Corsica, the caves surrounding it, and simply enjoy the silence and the cool undercurrent that flows at my back.



My tail flicks lazily in the weak current, shifting back and forth, a sheen of silver against the black cliffs. The scales reflect a rainbow of colors as my fins catch the light of my lamp that sits beside me.



I know there’s an anglerfish hive somewhere nearby. They use lights similar to mine in order to lure fish. And once those fish see the angler’s giant pale eyes and long, sharp teeth, it’s too late.



I like to employ a similar hunting strategy—at least, when I’m allowed
 to go hunting.



Allowed.



It’s a strong word, and one I’ve hated all my life. Even now that I’ve reached my fortieth year, suffered two miscarriages, and outlived my husband, it’s still a word I find myself subjected to. And if I hated the word in my youth, I hate it even more now… in my
 second youth
 .



Yes, my second youth—that’s what I call it, anyway. It’s a chapter that began the moment I turned forty. In mer-culture, when a woman is in the process of moving beyond her childbearing years, she’s considered useless. Well, I don’t subscribe to that logic. In fact, I think it’s a bunch of guff because I know myself better today than ever before. I’ve had enough experience to understand valuable life lessons. And life under the waves is no trifling matter—it’s fraught with enemies—with hungry creatures and severe plants. Those of us who make it to our fortieth year are the heartiest, the most capable of surviving. And it’s for that reason that I celebrate this accomplishment.



I just turned forty today.



Sighing, I put my elbows on what would be my knees were I to assume my land-shape, and put my head in my hands. This is the last free day of the rest of my life. Tomorrow I will be wed for the second time. And life as I know it will be over.



Even though I lost my first husband to a hunting accident, I’ve enjoyed my solitude. Unlike most mermaids, I’ve had it pretty good. Not having a husband for the better part of a year, I’ve had no one to answer to, other than myself.



Well, until now.



I glare at my surroundings as my emotions echo the angry thoughts traveling through my head.



It’s so unfair!
 I yell to myself.
 Cullen already has six wives, what does he need with one more?



Cullen could have twenty wives and he’d still want to claim you,
 I remind myself.



And that’s the truth.



Cullen has wanted me for over twenty years. When I was seventeen and introduced to society as a ripe female, ready to be wed, Cullen courted me. I didn’t like him then, and I like him even less now. Anyway, it was maybe a month or so before Cullen’s older brother, Evard, took notice of me. And as Evard was the older of the two brothers and next in line to the throne, he had his first choice in wives.



And he chose me.



My life with Evard wasn’t perfect, certainly, but he treated me with respect and kindness. Though I never loved him (or any other merman, for that matter), he was certainly in love with me and we developed a strong friendship. As I mentioned earlier, we suffered through two miscarriages and when it was determined I couldn’t carry offspring, Evard was forced to take another wife, Mara. He enjoyed many children with Mara and though most mer wives fight amongst each other, I always liked Mara. In fact, she became my closest friend.



With Evard’s death, Mara was remarried to Cullen, and I was left to my own defenses. As I had no children, the citizens of Corsica pretty much left me alone. And I was happy. Well, that is until Cullen took the throne and then petitioned the elders, claiming I was his property, as handed down through his brother. It took the better part of eight months for the elders to decide that Cullen did have a claim to me, much though I fought that claim as hard as I could.



But there wasn’t much I could do. With the order decreed, my fate was sealed.



And it’s still sealed.



As much as I can’t stand Cullen and I’d rather suffer a fish hook through my eye than become his wife, I have no choice in the matter. And it’s not as though I can just leave either… the mer community is tight-knit. If I were to flee to a bordering city, it would only be a matter of time before I’d be returned to Corsica, and then I’d have to pay the price for leaving.



And as far as the shore is concerned… that’s a risk I’ve never considered taking. Yes, I possess land-legs, but no I’ve never been to the human world—a place of horror, at least according to those of my kind who
 have
 walked among the humans… and lived to tell of it. So, no, escape is out of the question.



Perhaps the most ridiculous part of this whole situation is that, according to other mermaids, I should be grateful that Cullen still wants me. Now in my fortieth year, I’m considered past my prime as far as my people are concerned. Blended with the fact that I’m curvier than I used to be, I’ve also been labeled ‘overweight’. Not that I give two shells. I’m happy with myself and always have been. I’ve never much cared what other people thought.



But, think they do and, unfortunately, they also open their mouths and give voice to those thoughts.



According to them, I should be thanking the oyster’s pearls that Cullen, the king of Corsica, with wealth that stretches far and wide, still wants me.



Well, the oyster can choke on his pearl for all I care.



Not only is Cullen known for his wealth and his title, but he’s also known for his handsome face and physique. Cullen is forty-five years old, and he’s objectively handsome, I guess, but most mermen are. He’s muscled and strong and has a shiny black tail to match his long, black hair, a winning smile, and emotionless eyes. All his current wives, including Mara, seem relatively content with him, so I figure I should be too, right?



Except I’m not.



A stir of movement catches my eye, and I look down, my gills flaring on the sides of my neck and my hips. As I focus, I catch sight of a tiny flicker below my tail, a slight catch of scales and large eyes in the glow of my lamp. I push off the rock ledge, letting the current bring me down until I see the staring, open-mouthed face of an eel looking back at me. The eel is halfway from its hole in the side of the trench.



I smile to myself, pleased at the discovery. Eel is my favorite food. I swim back up and grab my short hunting knife where I left it on the ledge. Spinning around, I curl up on top of the eel’s hideout, settling down to wait.



And I wait.



I’m so lost in my concentration, waiting for the perfect moment to strike, that I don’t hear the approach of another until a hand wraps around my arm and yanks me up. I yell out in shock and whirl around, ready to strike the offender, but my eyes widen when I see my visitor is none other than my soon-to-be husband.



“What are you doing here?” I demand, yanking my arm away and baring my teeth at him. He smirks, his eyes a brilliant green in the light of my lamp. But, I’m not concerned with his eyes at the moment. It’s that smile. It’s wide enough to reveal his sharp canines and there’s something… chilling about it.



The light from my lamp sharpens the edges of his muscled body and powerful tail. He’s easily twice my size. And owing to the superhuman strength inherent in mermen, they are definitely a force to be reckoned with.



“I could ask you the same, Eva,” he replies, swimming close to me. “You are late for the pre-nuptial festivities.”



He wraps his tail around mine, strong enough to hold me still, and plucks the knife from my hand with a too-tight grip on my wrist, forcing me to loosen it. I watch in anger as he tosses the blade, and it sinks to the bottom of the trench, soon disappearing from sight.



“That was mine!” I insist, glaring at him.



That cool smile just broadens and I want to slap it right off his smug face. “A pretty little thing like you has no business hunting. You should know better and leave such things to the men. You could get hurt. ” He pauses. “Besides, you know you aren’t
 allowed
 to possess weapons.”



There’s that damned word again.



His voice makes my skin crawl, and the brush of his lips against the arch of my ear makes me squirm. I do my best to wriggle free of him, grunting with the effort, my fins crushed in the grip of his powerful tail.



“You should learn to mind your own business!” I yell at him as I struggle to breathe when his hands flatten over my hips, making it impossible to inhale through my gills.



“As you are to be the newest of my wives, you
 are
 my business.” There’s no trace of a smile left on his coldly handsome face.



“Let me go, Cullen,” I demand, turning to glare at him over my shoulder. But, there’s something in his expression—something that hints to the fact that he wants to claim me. Yes, it would be against the rules to do so before I become his wife, but I don’t think Cullen cares. And, furthermore, I don’t think he’d be punished for it, either. After all, wives are just chattel. And soon-to-be-wives are no different.



“I am meant to escort you to the festivities,” he demands. “As you are well aware… and yet, you are out here, wasting time.”



I go still, biting my lower lip. I wasn’t wasting time. I was hunting. Regardless, I’m well aware my presence is expected, but that doesn’t change the fact that I want no part of the festivities or Cullen or my wedding tomorrow.



“I can escort myself!”



He shakes his head. “Apparently you and I have different ideas of what an engagement should entail.”



His hands sweep inward, covering my flat stomach and sliding down my hips to where my skin merges into my scales. His hands feel huge, mermen are usually much larger than their female counterparts, and the fact that he’s holding me so tightly upsets me. We’re far enough away from Corsica that if he wanted to jumpstart the claiming process, no one would be able to stop him.



Least of all me.



Dammit, I wish I still had my blade.



You must behave, Eva,
 Mara’s words ring through my ears.
 Don’t bring shame to Evard’s name.



Evard… how I wish for his kind smile and docile manner. He was so different from his brother…



Evard, like Cullen, was handsome, headstrong, and stubborn. But, unlike Cullen with his five (or is it six?) wives, Evard truly understood what it meant to love and to take care of another person. Cullen is a playboy—he’s always been more concerned with chasing tail (literally) than he has been with his duties as a husband and his duties as king.



And whatever this obsession he has with me…



Cullen isn’t anything like Evard and I hate the idea of marrying him, but since he’s the king, it doesn’t matter what I think. It doesn’t matter that I don’t love him, that I can barely stand him, that the thought of his hands on me makes me want to dive into the deepest, darkest hole and never come out again. None of that matters, because females don’t matter. We’re simply wives and mothers, and if we don’t have children, we’re nothing.



Looking at Cullen now, I suddenly wish I could join the ranks of the nothing. Living alone definitely beats living with Cullen and having to see his smug face everyday.



“I shall give you a word of advice,” he says as he looks down at me. He grips my arm and we start swimming back towards Corsica.



“I don’t want your advice.”



“Well, I’m going to give it to you, anyway.” His grip around my arm tightens. “There is no place in my home for a rebellious woman.”



“Then don’t invite me into your home,” I spit the words back at him as I struggle to release myself but he only holds me tighter. “I don’t want to marry you and you know that!”



“What you want doesn’t matter,” Cullen responds, glaring down at me. “You belong to me and you always have. Now I am simply claiming you.”



“The only man I ever belonged to was your brother.” Though I resent the idea of belonging to anyone, I say the words because I know what sort of response they’ll get.



“My brother is dead!” Cullen rails back at me. “And that means you are mine, whether you like it or not!”



“I don’t like it!” I scream at him as I fight against his hold in earnest, but he keeps me pinned beside him. “I hate it and I hate you!”



“You should not say such things to your king, Eva,” he says in a confidential tone, frowning down at me as if he’s a displeased parent. “I could have you killed for doing so.”



“Then have me killed!” I rail back at him. “In fact, I’d rather die than marry you.” That’s
 almost
 true.



He throws his head back and laughs. “You are the envy of every female in Corsica.”



“They can all have you.”



“And perhaps they still will.” His sneer is angry and unbelievably ugly.



“Lucky for me.”



“Lucky for you.”



Cullen’s fingers lace with mine tightly, as though daring me to let go. It’s hard to keep up with him—I’m fast, but he’s much larger and I have to swim twice as hard to keep from falling back.



As we approach Corsica, the reality of everything that’s about to happen becomes so much more real to me, so much more tangible.



I look over at my husband’s brother, and suddenly I want to cry.



I’m going to spend the rest of my life with someone I hate.



And even worse, I’m never going to be able to leave Corsica again. Wives don’t leave their houses, their nests, or their mates unless they’ve been cast out for disobedience or disloyalty.



From this point forward, I probably won’t ever see even so much as the city border.



And I didn’t even get to hunt that eel.
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