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Archaeological Dig Site, near Castries, St. Lucia, March 2026

The air at the dig site was a humid, breathless weight, thick with the scent of damp earth and verdant decay. Dr. Genevieve, known as Vivi, Moreau, a French archaeologist with a penchant for lost things, wiped a bead of sweat from her brow, her gloved hands sifting through the soil with practiced care. Below her, the foundation of what was once the grand eighteenth-century Dubois plantation house Habitation de la Rose lay buried, a skeleton of stone and forgotten history on the vibrant, volcanic shores of St. Lucia.

Genevieve had dedicated her life to uncovering the past. The present, with its dizzying technology and impersonal conveniences, had always felt like a distraction. It was the thrill of touching something centuries old, of piecing together the lives of those who came before, that made her feel truly alive. The island, with its tumultuous history of French and British control, offered a treasure trove of stories waiting to be told.

Genevieve was born in 1995 in a small, ancient village nestled in the Dordogne region of France, an area famous for its prehistoric cave art and Roman ruins. Her childhood was spent exploring the very land her ancestors had walked for millennia. Her grandfather, a retired local historian, would take her on walks, pointing out fossil imprints and fragments of pottery, sparking a fascination with the stories the earth held.

The pivotal moment in her life came at age twelve when, while exploring a lesser-known grotto near her home, she stumbled upon a remarkably well-preserved Bronze Age burial site previously unknown to local experts. The feeling of uncovering a secret lost to time was intoxicating 

This discovery solidified her life’s ambition. She pursued her education with fierce determination, attending the Sorbonne in Paris, specializing in Classical Archaeology and receiving her Ph.D. with honors. Her research focused on the trade networks between Gaul and the Roman Empire. The artifacts she found as a child inspired her to become an archaeologist.

Now at the age of thirty, Genevieve was a respected field director and professor with a focus on rescue archaeology—the urgent work of excavating sites before they are lost to modern development. She was known for her pragmatic approach, a touch of dry wit, and her preference for field boots over city shoes.

She was relentlessly curious and had an almost intuitive sense for where to dig. Having spent much of her career in male-dominated fields and remote locations, she was fiercely self-reliant. She preferred to work late into the night, meticulously cleaning and cataloguing artifacts while the rest of the team slept. She always wore a faded, red silk scarf her grandfather gave her on the day of her first major discovery, a personal reminder of her roots and her initial passion.

Her mentor, Dr. Alain Petit, had been obsessed with the legends of St. Lucia. He had spoken of a lost indigenous civilization, one with a unique knowledge of the island’s geothermal energy, and an ability to manipulate the earth itself. The rest of the academic community had dismissed his theories as fanciful, and his reputation had suffered for it. When he’d gone missing years ago, most assumed he’d simply become lost in his own fantasy. But Genevieve, his most brilliant and loyal student, had always believed there was more to his disappearance. She had come to St. Lucia not just to excavate, but to finish his work.

Her life was a blend of demanding fieldwork, lab analysis, and academic work, involving travel to diverse locations, using advanced technology, and potentially dealing with gender biases while pursuing specialized research areas. Her daily life included a mix of on-site excavation, lab-based artifact analysis and conservation, computer work like GIS and 3D modeling, and writing grants and research papers. She was also an active member of the international archaeological community, participating in conferences and collaborating with colleagues from around the world. 

She was a woman who had given up everything. Her work dominated her life, often with personal sacrifices impacting relationships and work-life balance. Work and research took precedence over social commitments. 

Her physically and mentally demanding career required a high degree of physical fitness, mental resilience, and emotional fortitude to endure the challenges of both fieldwork and the academic world. 

She listened to the distant sound of her team, their chatter and the rhythmic scrape of their tools a stark contrast to the mystical atmosphere surrounding her. 

Her team, a small and dedicated group of graduate students, had been working for weeks, and the midday sun was beginning to wear them down. 

“Dr. Moreau,” one of her students, Marc, called out, his voice laced with fatigue. “Anything yet?”

Genevieve shook her head, but a glint in the soil caught her eye. She leaned closer, her heart thrumming with anticipation.

“Hold on,” she murmured, her voice barely a whisper. Carefully, she brushed away the last of the stubborn dirt. It was a silver locket, intricately carved with a small, unidentifiable symbol. Her breath hitched. The craftsmanship was exquisite, almost otherworldly. It was the first sign of a personal story on a site that had, until now, only yielded evidence of a brutal, industrialized plantation system.

As she picked it up, a strange sensation, like a sudden drop in a fast elevator, made her stomach clench. The air grew still, the cicadas’ chirping fell silent, and the heavy humidity vanished. A wave of dizziness washed over her, and the world seemed to ripple, blurring at the edges. The sound of her own heartbeat was suddenly deafening.

She had spent her life dedicated to history, but only the parts she could hold, measure, and carbon-date. The intangible, the magical, she had left for others. Yet, as she stared at the silver locket she had just unearthed, she couldn’t deny the feeling of being called, of standing on a precipice not just of time, but of understanding. 

She clutched the silver locket in her fist. She was a scholar, not a seeker of magic, but its pull was undeniable. The silver artifact she held in her hand seemed to grow hot and thrum under her touch and it glowed and pulsed brighter, its light illuminating the dig site around her in a brilliant, golden dance. A sudden, sharp earthquake-like tremor shook her world. She lost her balance and hit her head, slamming it against a rock on the ground, and the brilliant light engulfed her completely.  The ground beneath her feet vanished, and a feeling of falling, like a stone, dropped into an endless well, consumed her. Her last conscious thought was a fleeting moment of regret, a wish that she hadn’t left her research notes in the camp tent...
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Tropical Rainforest near Dubois Plantation Habitation de la Rose, St. Lucia, March 1786

When the world righted itself, the air was different. The heat was still there, but it carried the fragrant aroma of sugarcane and a faint, smoky undertone. The rustle of leaves and the low murmur of voices replaced the drone of modern machinery. Disoriented, Genevieve pushed herself to her feet, the silver locket still clutched in her hand.

The dig site was gone. Where her students had been working, a field of towering, emerald-green sugarcane stretched to the horizon, swaying in the breeze. She looked back toward where the coast should have been, but an expanse of lush, untouched forest had replaced the dig site. Panic began to claw at her throat. This was not a hallucination. This was ... impossible.

The world coalesced around Genevieve with a brutal clarity. The acrid smell of woodsmoke and damp earth filled her lungs, a far cry from the sanitized, familiar air of her archeological dig site. The jarring sensation of landing had left her sprawled in a patch of mud, her denim jeans and cotton shirt—so out of place—soaked and clinging. She pushed herself up, blinking against the late afternoon sun that filtered through a dense canopy of unfamiliar leaves. Her head swam with a dizzying rush of impressions—the chirping of unseen birds, the rustle of large, verdant ferns, and the unnerving, profound silence where the sounds of heavy machinery and modern life should have been.

Her mind, trained to categorize and analyze, struggled to process the overwhelming data. The flora was not of the right period for her site. The air was heavy, humid, and scented with something sweet and alien. A prickle of cold fear ran down her spine. This wasn’t a time-slip. This was a jump, a violent, irreversible displacement. She clutched the small, silver locket that had been the catalyst for her trip. It was no longer a priceless artifact. It was a curse. 

A sound nearby made her freeze. The snapping of twigs. Her heart pounded in her chest. She backed away, her foot catching on a thick root, sending her stumbling into the path of a man on horseback who sat silhouetted against the bright sun, his golden hair shining beneath his black tricorne hat and dark blue coat stark against the vibrant landscape. He was French, unmistakably. He was also impossibly handsome with a face carved from granite and a pair of piercing blue eyes that studied her with a mixture of suspicion and surprise. She felt an instant attraction to him. Why am I imagining him making love to me? I have never met him before!

The horse reared, whinnying in protest. The rider, a broad-shouldered man with sun-darkened skin and the intense gaze of a predator, held the animal’s reins with an ease born of long practice. He was dressed in linen breeches and a simple, open-necked shirt, the fabric stained with the sweat of hard labor. He looked utterly out of place in her imagined past, but perfectly at home here, in this raw, untamed landscape.

“Qui êtes-vous?” he demanded in a low, gravelly voice. Who are you?

Relief, pure and absolute, flooded through her at the sound of French. She had been so afraid of language barriers, of being truly alone. “I ... I am Genevieve Moreau,” she stammered, her voice raspy. “I-I think I’m lost.”

The man’s brow furrowed, his piercing light blue eyes scanning her from her bizarrely clad feet to her disheveled curly shoulder-length hair the color of burnished copper.

“Lost? Dans la forêt? This is no place for a woman to be alone.”

His voice was laced with suspicion. 

“And your clothes ... they are peculiar.”

Genevieve knew better than to argue. The truth would sound like the ravings of a madwoman. Instead, she chose a half-truth. “There was an accident. My party... I was separated from them.”

His gaze didn’t soften. 

“An accident? There are no roads here. What sort of party was so careless as to lose a woman so deep in the woods?” 

He dismounted with a fluid grace, the movement powerful and economical. He was taller than she had realized, a commanding presence that made her instinctively take another step back.

“I am Jean-Luc Dubois,” he stated, his voice a low command. “Proprietor of the sugar plantation that borders this land. Now, explain yourself, mademoiselle. I do not appreciate trespassers.”

The mention of a sugar plantation snapped her out of her stupor. This was real. The heat, the man, the colonial French. She had not slipped back decades, but centuries. St. Lucia was a contested island in the eighteenth century. The British and French fought over the island. It was a prize to both nations. This man, this Jean-Luc, was part of that volatile history. The weight of her anachronistic knowledge pressed down on her, an unbearable secret.

“I-I am an archaeologist,” she blurted out, the word feeling utterly absurd in her mouth. “I was ... studying a site.”

Jean-Luc laughed, a short, sharp sound devoid of humor. “An archaeologist? In the jungle? You are lying.” 

His hand moved to the hilt of a sheathed blade at his waist. 

“Speak the truth, or you will find yourself in much greater trouble than being ‘lost.’”

Genevieve’s mind raced. The blade was a stark reminder of the dangers of this era. She had to convince him or at least stall him. 

“I am telling the truth! My equipment ... my things are gone. The storm last night must have washed everything away.”

His gaze held hers, an unnerving silence stretching between them. He finally let go of the hilt, though the tension didn’t lessen. 

“There was no storm last night, mademoiselle.”

Genevieve’s face fell. Her lie was exposed, her flimsy excuse in tatters. She could feel her modern self, her rational, scientific mind, unraveling under the weight of his suspicion and the impossible reality of her situation. Tears welled in her eyes, born of terror and utter helplessness.

Jean-Luc’s expression shifted, a flicker of something unreadable crossing his face. The rigid posture relaxed slightly. It was as though he saw not a liar, but a frightened, bewildered woman, as if he knew the jungle, knew its dangers. As if he knew a broken spirit when he saw one.

He gestured with his head toward his horse. 

“It is not safe for you here. My plantation is close. You will come with me.” 

It was not a request.

Genevieve hesitated, but the alternative—the unforgiving wilderness, alone—was worse. She nodded, her throat too tight to speak.

He led the way, his movements confident and sure, and she followed, her mind spinning. The path opened onto a dirt road, and soon, the cloying sweet smell of sugarcane replaced the scent of woodsmoke. Row upon row of the tall, green stalks stretched across the landscape, an occasional cluster of palm trees broke the verdant carpet. In the distance, she could see the sprawling manor house of the Dubois plantation—a grand, French colonial-style building with Creole influences designed to take advantage of the climate, featuring a wide, shaded veranda, large shutters instead of glass windows to allow for airflow, and heavy wooden structures. She knew that the main house was the center of the estate, which also included numerous other buildings for the plantation’s operation and the enslaved workers’ housing. She admired the veranda, a central feature—large, sheltered, and wrap-around to provide shade and a place to cool off. She also saw that the plantation had a sugar factory, a mill, a rum building, and buildings for processing crops like sugarcane, cocoa, and coconuts. 

As they drew closer, the noise of the plantation became a clamor—the clang of metal, the shouts of men, the rhythmic, oppressive sound of the sugar mill at work. A group of enslaved people worked in the fields, their faces glistening with sweat under the harsh sun, their movements heavy with exhaustion. Genevieve’s heart clenched. The history books had described it in clinical, detached language. Seeing it, feeling it, living it, was another matter entirely.

Jean-Luc, seemingly oblivious to her distress, led her toward the main house. A serving woman, older and dressed in a simple but well-made cotton dress, stepped out onto the veranda. “Monsieur Jean-Luc! Mon Dieu! Who is this you have brought to the house?”

“A trespasser, Margeurite,” he said, the word a flat, harsh pronouncement. “And a liar, from the look of her clothes. She says she was lost, but I believe she is hiding more.”

The woman’s gaze softened as she took in Genevieve’s frightened, tear-streaked face.

“She looks half-starved. Please take her to the kitchen, Monsieur.  We must get her something to eat.”

****
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Jean-Luc Dubois, Vicomte de la Croix, was of aristocratic lineage and limited prospects. He was born into a minor noble family in Normandy, France, a region that supplied many early Caribbean colonists. The Dubois family, while possessing a noble title, had seen their fortunes wane over generations. Their ancestral lands were modest, and their income was insufficient to maintain the lifestyle expected of their rank in the rigid French society of the Ancien Régime. Jean-Luc, as the eldest son, inherited the burden of the family’s dwindling prestige and significant debts. He received a classical education and a commission in a naval regiment, as military service was a respectable path for the lesser nobility.

Jean-Luc grew frustrated with the lack of opportunity and the stifling social hierarchy in France. He heard tales of immense wealth being generated in the French West Indies, particularly in Saint-Domingue, the Pearl of the Antilles. 

The promise of making his own fortune and restoring his family’s name drew Jean-Luc to St. Lucia. He secured a grant of land on the more unsettled, but strategically important, island, which was a French possession. St. Lucia offered opportunities for those without massive capital, especially in growing coffee and cocoa, which required less initial investment than sugar.

Upon arrival in St. Lucia, Jean-Luc established his plantation, naming it La Habitation de la Rose. He used his remaining funds and connections to purchase enslaved Africans to clear the land and cultivate coffee. His aristocratic background gave him immediate status among the white colonial elite, but he still had to work hard to build his wealth from the ground up. He adopted the social practices of the established planters, importing fine furniture, porcelain, and books from France to project an image of European refinement and success. He also became involved in the local militia, a common practice for planters in the war-torn Caribbean. 

With a desire to restore a fading name, Jean-Luc Dubois was driven to leave a stagnant old world for a brutal new one, only to find himself a relic of an old regime in a colony that his greatest rival now owned. He was a shrewd, resilient, and morally compromised figure, whose aristocratic ideals clashed with the harsh realities of plantation slavery and the turbulent politics of the Caribbean.

Jean-Luc stood calmly watching as the captivating woman was led away. His fascination with Genevieve Moreau had not vanished, but for now he would content himself with following his housekeeper Margeurite’s command. As the kitchen door swung shut behind Genevieve, he allowed his mind to wander back to the strange, lost woman. 

Her words, “I am an archaeologist,” echoed in his mind. 

The word was unfamiliar, absurd, yet she had spoken it with an almost desperate sincerity. What secrets did she hold, this strange woman who had appeared from the depths of the jungle, her clothes as baffling as her story? He did not know, but he was somehow deeply attracted to her. From the moment she had suddenly appeared before him in the rainforest, he had known that his life was over, and a new one was just beginning. He was not a man to fall in love at first sight, but to his great surprise, that was exactly what had just happened. He would solve this mystery, for Genevieve Moreau was an anomaly he would not tolerate. He would bed her, lay claim to her, unravel her, piece by piece, until he found the truth.
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Chapter Two
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The air in the bedroom was heavy with the scent of jasmine and the steam from a washbasin. Tropical light filtered through wide windows, illuminating dust motes dancing in the air. Emilie, a ladies’ maid with quick, knowing eyes, fussed with an intricate set of undergarments.

Genevieve sat on a plush stool, her expression a mix of awe and anxiety. Her body and this new time felt foreign, but the soft linen shift Emilie had just helped her into felt comforting.

“There, Madame. We’ll begin with this. I know it seems a fearsome instrument, but the corset brings out the best in the bosom and cinches the waist to a proper figure.”

Genevieve took a deep breath, the soft folds of the shift rippling against her skin. 

“I’m not sure I’m meant for such things,” she said, her voice low. “ I prefer to ... breathe.”

Emilie’s nimble fingers moved to the laces, a gentle smile playing on her lips. 

“But of course, Madame breathes. A lady must always have a measure of air, or how will she faint at the proper moment?”

Genevieve laughed, a slightly rusty sound.

“Faint? Oh, I don’t think I’ll be doing much fainting.”

Emilie’s gaze sharpened, her eyes meeting Genevieve’s in the large dressing mirror. 

“You are strong-willed and have spirit, Madame,” she said softly, her voice losing its maid-like cheer. 

Genevieve’s eyes darted away, her fingers nervously plucking at the linen. She was a historical scholar
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