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The long meadow grasses kissed the side of Caitlin’s jellied legs and brushed their prickly points across the still-tender skin. She wrapped both arms around her knees. Dropping her head back, the bright sun above lit her closed eyelids in shades of white, yellow, and orange. But she wasn’t ready to face the light. Not yet. Not while the now familiar constriction in her chest still held tight. It would fade, that she already knew after leaping across the centuries multiple times. Just a little longer until that plastic wrap was gone completely. Until then, she’d just as soon keep the wobbling world out of her already cluttered mind. 

Her fingers poked at the dirt as Caitlin pulled a couple of shallow breaths. Getting easier now. Just a few deeper pulls of the warm summer air. The fresh oxygen circulated through her tender nerves until, slowly, she inched her eyes open to stare up at a clear sapphire sky. Even slower, she lifted her head to look across a field she knew well. The trees were older than the last time she’d seen them, and some were gone, likely lumbered for timber or removed for building sometime throughout the years. But still, she could see the ghosts of slave homes, could nearly hear Matilda’s voice call after Henry. And something inside Caitlin’s chest ached as she turned her head to see all that remained of the family she came to know—the trees, the grass that danced in waves with the passing breeze, the rock pile standing as the only testimony to Mitilda's life and the lives of her household. 

Back in Charleston. But that meant...

She lifted one hand to shield her still adjusting vision against the sun to stare at the face of the man standing before her.  She squinted, at first unable to focus and then unable to believe that who she saw was real. 

Couldn’t be real. 

Sean stepped closer. “Planning on getting up?”

Her breathing hitched and tears threatened to spill onto flushed cheeks. “It’s you. It’s really you.” Caitlin struggled to push through the fatigue of time travel as she scrambled to her feet, then threw both arms around his neck. “I can’t believe you’re here. Or that I finally made it back.”

“Caitlin,” he wrapped one hand around each of her wrists and firmly pulled her arms away. “I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about. Back from where?”

Her brows knit together as he released his grip and took one step backward, confusion etched across his face. Confusion and maybe a little annoyance. Caitlin’s mind raced through each circumstance of her travels. When she had separated from John to end up on the Titanic, the passage of time had been a far different experience for them both, yet he had still noticed her absence. And she had been gone for far less time than she’d been absent from the twenty-first century. 

How could Sean not have realized she had vanished and reappeared? Just how long had it been since she’d first taken the rock from his hand? 

Caitlin scanned the field once more. It didn’t hold any clues, in fact, nothing seemed to have changed: no sudden housing developments, no new highway, no decimation of society. She pushed a hand through her tangled, dirty curls with fingers that narrowly avoided becoming trapped in the mass. Maybe there was no butterfly effect after all, which, she couldn’t lie, wouldn’t hurt her feelings. But still, even the lack of catastrophe didn’t explain how Sean was oblivious to her absence.

At some point, all these random circumstances must begin to click. Archeology was a form of science, and she fully believed that everything made sense if studied and examined. Some knowledge was lost in time and needed to be dusted off, uncovered. But in the end, events and lives always clicked. Why didn’t it now?  

A shiver ran through her spine, the spasm stinging the still raw carvings left on her back from an angry whip. Caitlin clenched her jaw tight, waiting for her body to show a degree of mercy. 

You deserve none, growled the voice inside. 

Her heart pounded in response, and a tremble rode through her once more. 

But the internal beast was wrong. There was no longer any need for guilt. She was home, it was over, and what happened in the past was once again trapped there. 

But if it doesn’t matter, why do you dig to discover the past? You dig because you know it matters, just like you know what you’ve done matters. Murderer. 

Without giving her a chance to prepare and steady herself, Sean moved forward and wrapped her in a tight embrace, pressing hard against the welts and pinning her arms at Caitlin’s sides. Fear closed her throat and pain flooded her eyes. She stiffened both shoulders, struggling to lift her arms between their bodies until, with a wince, she finally managed to press a hand against his chest. But instead of obeying her gesture, Sean’s embrace tightened, choking the air from Caitlin’s lungs. 

She let out a forced giggle and pushed harder until Sean finally released her and took a step back. An indecipherable haze muddied his eyes—angry or unkindness?—she couldn’t decide. Why was her friend acting so bizarre?  

She struggled past the fear and confusion and found her voice. "I can't tell you how good it is to see you." The words cracked, and Caitlin dropped her eyes, blinking away the tears that threatened to divulge the pain from the whipping at a comte’s hand and a shoulder still tender from the scalding water spilled as punishment in a chateau cloaked in secrets and danger. Slowly, she lifted her head to meet his eyes once more. “I’ve missed you more than you could guess.”

"What are you talking about, Caitlin? And what's with the hug?"

"I...” she stammered. Hadn’t he just hugged her? She hadn’t imagined that. Her back still screamed in testimony. “How long have I been gone?” 

"Gone? What's the matter with you? Have you lost your mind?" 

“Lost my...” She shook her head, unable to finish. Her mind was too tired, her body too weak. She had neither the strength nor the clarity of mind to decipher Sean’s attitude. A muddled brain needed rest.  

“Really, Caitlin. I don’t understand what your problem is today,” he pressed. 

“Didn’t you realize I wasn’t here? Didn’t you notice anything strange?” 

“You mean how you’re acting? C’mon, Caitlin. You tripped and fell. Maybe you hit your head on a rock but that doesn’t mean we’re best buds when you stand back up.”  

She stopped, instantly cold. Her partner, her college friend, someone she’d known for years. "Aren't we?"

"Aren't we what?" he asked, voice dripping with annoyance.

A breeze swept across the meadow, teasing the freed curls of hair around her ears as it danced with the wildflowers. She carefully brushed a handful of hair from the base of her neck and away from the welts that were still angry at the neckline. Her nose curled at the pungent, musky odor—was that her? Of course it was. The last time she showered or bathed was... Right then, she wasn't even sure. Embarrassed, Caitlin dropped her arm and hoped he hadn’t smelled the stench. "Never mind." 

She shifted her focus back to the large meadow and the trees beyond it before circling back to the parking lot just visible beyond the stretch of the natural landscape, barely remembering the moment she’d arrived, antsy with the anticipation of discovering a new archeological treasure. It seemed like hundreds of years ago. 

An itch prickled her skin and thoughts tumbled around in her brain as she searched the tall grasses once more, realizing there was one question she’d forgotten to ask. “Have you seen anyone else come through here? Maybe a man named John?” 

Beside her, Sean adjusted his backpack’s nylon strap against his shoulder. He met her with a hard, angered glare. "I don't know what in the world is going on with you. I don't even want to know. But there's no John here, and if there were, I wouldn't know it. Besides, weren’t you dating some loser named Tony?”

Her eyes darted back to her partner, mouth hanging open as Caitlin met his stare. The rock in her stomach grew larger. His attitude and doubt in her—perhaps she’d been right to worry about a butterfly effect after all. Perhaps it explained why Sean was acting so differently. 

Another deep breath of fresh South Carolinian air carried a sense of comfort. Works of fiction often painted a picture of toxic industrial fumes or landscapes of near inhabitable civilizations when writers portrayed the concept that one simple change could have a broader, even universal, impact on the world. But could the ripples of time travel truly make such a change? Could fiction be a reliable guide map for what she was to expect? Or was it a good sign that the world wasn’t a desolate wasteland? Maybe it was only Sean affected by her absence in such a peculiar way, and if so, wasn’t that in itself a lot to be thankful for—one altered relationship in place of a ruined world? She swallowed hard. It remained a steep price to pay. 

“Never mind. Wait.” Another thought carried a heavier load. “Have you seen my bag?”

An annoyed sigh rushed from his lips. “Wouldn’t it be in the trunk?”

Her mind hurried through the pages of her fractured memories, sorting through the jumbled mess left by the jumps between centuries. She couldn't be completely certain, but the doubt seemed far less than fifty percent. At the moment, that seemed good enough. "No. I carried the backpack with me when we first arrived."

Sean wrapped his forehead with two fingers. "Okay, listen, I haven't a clue what your deal is, but I didn't choose to work on your team for the stimulating company. Whatever your problem is, you are definitely not on your game. Let’s just head back to the hotel and start up again tomorrow.”

A little time to gather her thoughts and an attempt to make sense of the impossible might help. Give her a chance to understand the changes in Sean and to check the news. If other subtle changes existed in the world, it might help to know. The idea of a good, long shower, along with a warm bed was far more inviting than she’d like to admit, not to mention the chance to nurse a body still suffering from Aristide's cruelty. All good points of consideration as she learned to acclimate herself to the home she’d left behind. 

"You’re right. It has been a long day, after driving all the way here, checking out the site, falling," she agreed, then steadied her voice in an attempt to wear the professionalism he must expect. "I agree the ruins left behind by the slave cabins are worth further study. Let’s check in, have dinner, and get some rest, then begin work tomorrow morning. Have you been to the hotel yet?"

"Yes, of course."

"Then I'll follow you since I haven't had the chance. Where will we be staying?"

"Carriage Hall. It's about fifteen miles from here on the historic side of town."

"Not too expensive?"

"Within budget."

She nodded. "That will work, then, until we set up a central camp. Right now, though, a shower sounds wonderful. It feels like I haven't had one in ages." Instead of waiting for his reply, she turned for the parking lot. 

In a few easy strides, Sean fell in step with her. "Did you party last night? You're not much of a lightweight but maybe you got some bad brew."

"Party? You know I don't party, especially on a job."

"Oh yeah? Since when?"

Caitlin's brows furrowed. "Since forever, Sean. Listen, just forget it. We've got a plan for now. Let’s just leave it at that.”

"Yeah, sure. Whatever works for you." 
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They stepped onto the graveled parking lot where only two cars waited, neither of which Caitlin recognized as hers, or Sean’s, for that matter. But she didn’t dare ask. Better to play along and see what he did and said, and maybe he’d give her a clue as to how she was supposed to respond. 

Sure enough, he reached into a pocket and pulled out a car remote, handed it to her. “You’re going to want this back,” he grumbled. 

Caitlin turned the remote over in her hands, still unable to place the vehicles with her fractured memories. “I had you hold on to my keys?”

“No,” he answered with an impatient clip. “They dropped from your pocket when you bent over to pick up the rock. Man, you really are fried out today, aren’t you?”

Not one word he spoke matched a single memory of the events that played out in the moments before she was pushed back in time. And worse, it didn’t match what years of training and experience at dig sites taught her. Placing keys, a phone, or anything of importance where they could easily be lost was careless, and that was one thing she’d never been. 

But instead of bothering to point that out, she pushed the button on the remote, then curled her nose as the Toyota Prius flashed its taillights in response. A Prius. What could she have possibly changed in the past to cost her the comforts of an SUV? Sure, some people might love small vehicles, but she was not one of them. And a car of any shape was simply impractical in a job that often required driving across open fields or other rough terrains. 

Sean had already hinted to her acting unprofessionally through drinking, carelessness, and now, in basic job readiness. 

She sucked in a breath. Apparently jumping through time changed the car she drove, which she didn’t appreciate. And it changed the way Sean acted, which she didn’t understand. Hadn’t being terrorized, committing murder, and witnessing death been adequate punishment for plucking the rock from its resting space? Surely, now that she was home, whatever debt she owed for traipsing through time was settled. 

The road north led away from the site and passed more than she expected. Away from the field, tiny details had shifted with her travels. A company she distinctly remembered was now gone. A row of historical buildings now stood where a Wal-Mart had been. She drummed her fingers against the steering wheel as doubt flickered in her mind. It’d be easy to be turned around, to have forgotten these little details with a mind so muddled. Could be suffering from the same forgetfulness as Elizabeth had been. It had been more than clear that jettisoning through the centuries was not without its ailments. How could the past change a store or a factory? Maybe she was suffering memory loss... 

She weighed the possibility and decided it was a reasonable consideration given the circumstances of jettisoning through the centuries. 

Caitlin followed Sean over one low-lying bridge, through a field of lush trees, and to the right to another bridge over a bay off the river with small sailboats moored in the waters. Still the road curved to the right until they crossed into a historic district with large grand oaks. Horse-drawn carriages carrying tourists along the shaded streets past brick walls and wrought iron gates. A charming part of town and one visited often by tourists, though try as she might, she couldn’t place the name. An area where hotels would be far above their meager budget for a typical location stay. Her team rarely stayed anywhere more than a hundred a night and most accommodations offered no more than most basic amenities located in often questionable surroundings. Sean would know that, but already this neighborhood boasted far better than they were used to. 

Her mind shifted again, carrying her back to a sea of anxieties and considerations which triggered a headache that toyed with maturing into a full-blown migraine. But after being swept away to Shady Oak Plantation, traveling to the Peak District, voyaging on board the Titanic, and being whipped in a French chateau, she guessed she should feel lucky she had a mind left at all. 

Maybe the real issue was the changes she’d made. Her presence in the past could have triggered the little changes she witnessed now. But hadn’t she been careful? 

Sean pulled into a parking garage, stopped in between the nearest pair of white lines, and Caitlin followed to the space beside him. Nodded to herself. She had been cautious in every way not to make too many slips or leave anything behind. Not to talk to anyone unless absolutely necessary. No real changes, no lasting impressions. 

But the ache in her heart confirmed that wasn’t entirely true. Standing up to an overseer in front of every slave that lived on the plantation would surely have made a lasting impression. 

And what about the Chinese man who found the backpack on Titanic, an item that hadn’t been invented yet? 

A sword fight in the Peak District? 

And what about Aristide and Lena’s death? 

A chill ran up her spine. All those things left an impression on someone, somewhere. A passing word, a chain of gossip. A single event, just one difference, couldn’t it change the world? History was full of ripple effects. A war, a death, a king or queen rising to power that shifted grains too easily manipulated by a single choice. She bit her lower lip. Surely, crossing through time couldn’t compare to momentous historical events like wars that stretched across continents and cultures. In her heart, the reasoning had a certain truth to it, yet guilt continued to prick her. Sean’s change of attitude couldn’t be explained away or dismissed. There was no one else to take responsibility—it rested on her alone. 

A knock on ’he window and Caitlin jumped to meet Sean's expectant gaze. "You coming?" he shouted through the metal and glass.

She nodded and opened the door as he took a step backward. “Sorry. Just mapping the site out in my mind. You know me. Always working.”

“Yeah. Right.”

Caitlin nodded again. Only temporarily, she thought as she climbed from the car. Soon, somehow, everything would return to as it should be. Because, she decided, if she didn’t hold on to that hope, there was nothing else left. Healing only was a matter of time—her healing, Sean’s—being home would allow time to right itself. All that happened would fade away and life would become, once again, what it was. 

Sean and Caitlin followed the arrows to the pedestrian exit of the garage to look across the street at a building shaded in coral. The pretty shade was accented with black plantation-style shutters and white-railed balconies surrounding a central courtyard. A modern reflection of the hotel she’d stayed at with John. The harmony between this hotel in the present and that from the past caused a wave of heat to roll over Caitlin, and beads of perspiration chilled her neck. A coincidence, maybe. But she couldn’t dismiss the stark coincidence poised by the reflection. 

“What are you going to do? Stare at it all evening?” Sean’s clipped voice remained somewhere in the background of her mind, distant and edgy, until he gave her a firm nudge on the arm. “I said, are you planning on sleeping out here?”

“No, of course not,” she mumbled. 

“Glad to hear it,” he snorted as he trotted across the one-way street. 

The feel of heavy lead weighed her down as she struggled to will them forward. One step, then another, off the curb. 

To the left of the courtyard sat a check-in office steeped in historic décor. A young woman stood from behind a wood desk, dressed in a black polo shirt with khaki pants, her hair bobbed at her shoulders. She was the exact opposite of the woman who manned her narrow writing table in France. 

“Can I help you?”

Sean stepped in front of Caitlin. “Yeah. We have two rooms, one for Sean Taylor and one for Caitlin Benoit.” 

The woman settled back into a beat-up leather chair, typed something into the computer, and nodded. “Yes, of course. We’ve been expecting you both. I will need credit cards for each room to secure deposits for any incidentals.” 

Sean pulled out his wallet from a back pocket, pulled out a card, and handed it to the woman. “Both rooms will be charged to this card.”

The woman nodded. “Very well, then. I have each of you for two weeks at two hundred twenty-five a night.” 

Caitlin’s jaw dropped, and through narrowed eyes, she glared at the back of Sean’s head. That was most certainly not within the set budget, and he never stepped outside of lines that would surely come with a stern reprimand from the powers that be. At the very least. “Sean?”

He held up a hand to silence her and the urge to kick him in his bad attitude punched Caitlin in the gut. But before she had a chance to react, the paperwork was signed, and the keys were handed to him. Sean turned for the courtyard and Caitlin trotted after him. 

As they stepped into the southern sun, she grabbed his arm. “Sean, since when has more than a hundred a night been approved for lodging?”

“Since when have you cared what was approved or not approved?” he asked with a snort. “You hate flea-bag hotels, as you so affectionately call them. I found one that was more to your liking, and now you complain?”

“Sean, that’s ridiculous! And why the attitude? We’re not like this with one another.”

“Whatever you say, princess.” He chuckled and shook his head. “Listen, we both know you do what you want when you want and mostly get away with it. This hotel is just another one of those things that fall into that category. So go enjoy it. We’ll talk later and maybe then you’ll make more sense.”

He left her with her mouth hanging open, standing alone in the open courtyard, her heart hurting. She’d missed him while she was traveling, missed having her friend to confide in and work with. Instead, when she should be overjoyed to be standing in the courtyard after spending just two hours at home—or was it longer?—she missed the friend she knew even more. 

Pulling in a deep breath to hold back persistent tears, she headed for the parking garage and hoped a change of clothes and bathroom supplies were where she left them. In the other car? With a roll of her eyes, Caitlin shook her head. That’s where it was the last time she’d seen the overnight suitcase but with a little luck (and she was more than certain that was asking a lot), time would have been at least kind enough to leave the bag behind where she could find it. 

She pushed the button on the remote once more, causing the car lights to flash. She stared at it for a moment, shook her head once more, then circled around to the trunk and popped it open. Caitlin leaned forward, her brows furrowed as she examined the contents. The small tool bag was where it was supposed to be, but her backpack was still nowhere to be seen. Elizabeth had once said items didn’t travel through time like people did and Caitlin guessed the backpack could have ended up anywhere. That wouldn’t have mattered much except her journal should still be inside and that, she thought with a smirk, would prove to be an interesting read for anyone who happened to pick it up. They’d likely attribute her entries for poorly written fiction or the musings of a crazy person. Either way, here, it’d be easily dismissed and discarded. The idea brought a small measure of relief.  

With a deep breath, she shifted the tool bag to one side and found a small overnight bag in the back corner just where she hoped to find it. 

She slid it closer, unzipped the canvas, then smiled. Underwear, jeans, a t-shirt. She pulled at the small inner netting that held a travel first-aid kit. A few band-aids and the treasure of all treasures—Neosporin and Tylenol. Finally. Modern help for her injuries. 

“I might feel like a whole new person,” she muttered. 

Caitlin pulled the overnight bag from the trunk, then closed the black metal and stepped back to consider the car once more. It wasn’t her Jeep, but everything that belonged in it was where it should be, sans the backpack. That much was a win.

Returning to the hotel, Caitlin glanced down at the small white folder in her hand that housed the key. The room number had been scribbled on the front of the folder in blue ink. She glanced at it then lifted her eyes upward to the white railings overhead. Somewhere up there, on the third floor more than likely, was her room.  

A short, open-air hall connected the courtyard to an open piazza beneath an expansive wooden trellis woven with outdoor lights and delicate vines. To the left, a coral wall afforded the piazza with privacy from the neighborhood outside, and to the right, a white staircase led to the guestrooms above. Somewhere up there, a warm shower and a bed waited—a real bed in a room with air conditioning. Everything else could be up in the air but at least modern amenities would allow for a moment to rest her mind and body. There was a lot to be said for both. 

After a quick climb, she stood at the juncture of the stairwell and a walkway traveling to the east and west of the building. With a quick glance at the card folder in her hand and the signage on the wall, Caitlin turned to the west to stop between two doors, one matching her room number, and, she guessed, the other being Sean’s room. Since their first onsite dig, they made it a practice to room side-by-side, allowing for the convenience of late-night studies and conversation amongst them and the rest of the team. That was when she came to know his wife, Karen. It was over laughter and food that their friendship was forged, through respect and trust that their partnership grew. 

Breath held, she softly knocked on the door and managed a smile as he opened with obvious indifference. At least that much was better than the disgust and annoyance he’d greeted her with thus far. And the room next to hers signaled that some things remained intact. Or was she simply reading too much into a simple circumstance? 

“I’m going to get cleaned up, change into some different clothes. Did you want to meet for dinner or wait until breakfast in the morning?”

He shrugged. “Gotta eat anyway. Might as well do it together. There’s a restaurant next door, I figure that works as well as anything else.”

“See you at six, then?”

“Works as well as anything else,” he repeated with a shrug and closed the door, leaving Caitlin to stare at the white barrier. 

“Well, that’s something I suppose.” She turned to her room, slid the key, and walked inside to find a single queen-sized bed. She nearly squealed with delight. Dropping on the edge of the mattress, she focused on the blackness of the small television. Her eyes moved to the light switch and then to the air conditioner. For all the complaints, it was staggering how much people in her time took their lifestyles for granted. A world full of luxuries.

Caitlin ran a hand across the soft cover then rose to her feet and made her way to the bathroom where a wide grin lit her face. A bathtub, a running toilet, a real, actual sink. Biting the inside of one cheek with eager anticipation, she crossed to the sink and turned the knob. Water fell in a steady stream from the curved silver metal. Cupping both hands beneath the flow, she watched it pool, then splashed the clear liquid on her face. The tickle in her stomach traveled to her toes. Caitlin turned the faucet until the stream stopped, then reached over and flushed the toilet. The clear water spiraled down only for the basin to refill once more. No more stinking chamber pots, no more piles of straw soaked in stale urine. 

The image of Aristide's dead body and the cracking sound of a whip echoed in her mind, chilled her body. Caitlin closed her eyes. What happened in France no longer mattered. She was home and everyone she’d met in the past was long dead. 

Including John. 

A couple of steadying breaths and a couple of steps later brought her to the bathtub. Another turn of a knob brought water from the faucet in a cascade to the ivory basin below. She turned it off once more. Who knew a bathroom could feel or sound so wonderful? And just then, why Sean was acting the way he was or why she was back home without any hint of explanation no longer mattered. 

The cluster of emotions tangled inside would need to wait. 
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After a good long shower, Caitlin stood with her back to the mirror and stared over one shoulder as she struggled to see the angry red welts crisscrossing her back. Fresh scabs wrinkled the scars and further pulled the delicate skin already disfigured from the whipping at D’Belleau. It’d be some time before they would heal. She winced as she reached for the tube of antibiotic ointment, turning the cap until the plastic fell to the floor so she could squeeze a dab on one fingertip. She felt like a contortionist as she made her best attempt at applying medication to the wounds within her reach. Finally, exhausted, she faced the mirror and examined both arms. Not as serious as the marks on her back. Superficial at best. As for the burn, she thought as she leaned closer, that was beginning to heal. 

Physical injuries appeared to heal in real time—no matter how much jumping around she did—but the salve couldn’t do any harm. 

Caitlin attempted to rotate her shoulder, then ran one hand gently over the fading red scales left behind by the scalding water. “Not too bad,” she murmured, “but it’s still going to leave a permanent scar.” She raised the shoulder stiffly against her ear and dropped it once more. “And that’s going to need some work and maybe a little more time before I have easy movement again.”

Shaking her head, she fetched the cap from the floor and covered the tube once more, then carried it back to the bed where her tiny suitcase waited. After dropping the medication inside, she pulled out a pair of jeans and a shirt and dressed. Then, retrieving a brush from the bag, she got to work on untangling the knots clustered amongst her curls.  

Finally satisfied, Caitlin dropped against the mattress—a real, normal mattress—and a soft giggle escaped from her lips. Maybe she didn’t have to understand. Just accept. She was home, it was over. The nagging doubts and the agonizing guilt would fade until, eventually, both would be forgotten. After a return to a routine, Sean was sure to start acting like the friend she adored. It’d be like nothing ever happened because that’s how it was in life. Time passed and the oddities passed with it. 

Except when they don’t, that tormented voice inside reminded her. 

Caitlin ran one hand down her face and shook her head. The ghosts from the past would fade. Nothing lasted forever. But then, after what she experienced, she couldn’t be altogether sure of that anymore, either. 

She glanced at the clock. Time for dinner. Then a good night’s rest. After that, well, she’d figure it out. 

As she snatched the room key from the cheap, particle board dresser, Caitlin understood she couldn’t let go of her visits to the past. The puzzle demanded to be solved, even if only in her own mind, if she was ever going to find any peace. She may not understand much of what was going on, but she was certain of one thing. She was far from done with dealing with the past. 

*
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Caitlin paused at the bottom of the staircase, glancing at the young couple in the center of the piazza. They leaned across the glass of a black iron table, holding one another’s hands. Something he said made her giggle and blush. Caitlin turned away, her thoughts shifting briefly to John. What happened to him? Did he return home safely and live out his life? Was he caught up in the civil war and killed? She ran her tongue over her suddenly parched lips. The answers to those questions may never be answered and there could only be one solution: push him out of her mind or risk driving herself crazy. 

Turning away from the couple, Caitlin headed down the short hallway that led to the empty main courtyard. She stepped into the lobby to find a teenager had taken over the post at the desk. The girl didn’t bother to lift her eyes from the tablet resting on the desk, its video barely audible despite holding the girl’s attention so intently. Not that it mattered. Caitlin had only hoped to find Sean. No luck.  

Brows furrowed, she returned to the courtyard in time to catch a glimpse of a woman heading toward the piazza. A chill gripped Caitlin. The woman’s walk and mannerisms so closely resembled her friend, perhaps her only one. Caitlin angled to one side, unable to get a better look. Trotting after the woman, her mind raced. Could she have brought Elizabeth back through time with her, or did the Comtesse travel on her own accord? 

“Elizabeth!” Caitlin grabbed the woman’s arm. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

The stranger spun around with shock shining in her scornful blue eyes as she jerked free from Caitlin’s reach. “Excuse me?”

“Sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

“Clearly,” the woman said sharply, then marched away to meet up with a man, saying something to him as she shot an angry glance back at Caitlin. 

Her stomach turned in spectacular fashion, her equilibrium off-kilter, her ears ringing. Caitlin placed a hand on a nearby chair, covered one ear, and waited. Wondered. Elizabeth had suffered memory loss, seemingly a result of the many leaps she’d taken through time. And, Caitlin reminded herself, even she had dealt with headaches and nausea. But the motion sickness? She winced as the tinnitus grew louder. This was new in a world-spinning-off-its-axis kind of way. The floor beneath her grew wavy, and she lowered herself into the chair. Closed both eyes. 

“Are you ok? Is there something I can get you?”

Caitlin opened her eyes and offered a forced smile at the man standing in front of her. Though he was older than William and didn’t look anything like the duke who’d been so kind to her, something in this man’s eyes reminded her of him. The memory tightened her throat, and she found herself clearing the knot that had formed. “No, thank you. I think it’s passing.”

“Gotta be careful out here in this heat. It can really wipe a person out, especially if you’re not used to it,” he gently warned. “How about I get you some water?”

“No, really, I think I’m okay.”

“Okay, then. Have a good one.”

“Yeah, you, too.” He walked away and Caitlin dragged a light breath through parted lips as she pushed the memories away and fought to stay in the moment. 

Slowly, the ringing eased, the world stood still, and she pushed against the table to find her footing once more. 

Caitlin returned to the lobby, still wobbly on her feet. Somewhere in the background, the dulling ring continued to trace circles in the back of her head. She scanned the room once more. Still no Sean. 

“Can I help you?” the woman at the counter asked. “Is everything in your room satisfactory?”

“Yeah, yeah it’s fine.” Her eyes traveled to the clock on the wall. “Just looking for my friend, thought he might be waiting for me here.” Ten after six. Strange for Sean to be late, especially when they were talking food.

“No, I’m sorry. I haven’t seen him.” 

“Yeah, I see that.” Maybe he was waiting at the restaurant. It
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