
  
    [image: BEGUILED]
  


  
    
      BEGUILED

      THE BECQUERELS

      
        SERIES VOLUME TWO

      

    

    
      
        KATHRYN KALEIGH

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To learn more about Kathryn Kaleigh, visit

      

        

      
        www.kathrynkaleigh.com

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        When Lightning Strikes

      

      
        Storm of Time

      

      
        Midnight Storm

      

      
        When the Moon Falls

      

      
        Stormborn Angel

      

      
        Time Tempest Preview

      

    

    
      
        Also by Kathryn Kaleigh

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: When Lightning Strikes]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hannah Sinclair tilted her head back and stared up at the really, really tall clock.

      She'd never seen a tall clock like this. Never in her eight years of life.

      She watched the pendulum swing steadily back and forth, the deep rhythmic ticking echoing through the foyer.

      It was a big clock in a big house.

      Hannah didn't know why she was here with her mother. She didn't know why her mother was talking to the nice older lady in what the lady had called a parlor.

      They'd left the door open, but Hannah could only hear a murmur of their voices, not their words.

      There were live rose buds in a vase sitting on a table across from the clock. Hannah knew they were live because they smelled like the flowers in the grocery store.

      They never had enough money to buy any, but the one time her uncle came to visit, he'd brought a bouquet with live flowers. White and pink daisies. Mamma had let Hanna keep them on her nightstand.

      Hannah lived with her mother in a trailer house about fifteen minutes from here. Her mother called it a manufactured home, but Hannah knew it was a trailer.

      She knew because she'd heard the other kids on the school bus complaining about how long it took to drive through the trailer park.

      Hannah gasped when the clock started chiming. It chimed ten times.

      It was ten o'clock in the morning.

      Hannah stood perfectly still through all ten chimes.

      Then the rhythmic ticking started again.

      An older man, older than her grandfather, came down the wide wooden stairs.

      She watched him until he reached the floor and stopped.

      He smiled at her. "Can you believe that clock is over two hundred years old?"

      Hannah's eyes widened. "That's really old. How do you know?"

      He tilted his head to one side. "That's a really good question. My father told me and his father told him."

      Hannah looked toward the parlor. Her mother and the lady were still talking.

      "My name is Jonathan Becquerel," he said.

      Hannah nodded. "This is your house, then."

      He grinned, his faded blue eyes bright. "It used to be, but I gave it to my wife." He nodded toward the parlor.

      Hannah turned her gaze back toward the clock. There was a jagged rip across its face. She tried to wrap her head around why a man would give a house to his wife, but it made no sense.

      "What happened to it?" she asked.

      "There was a war," Jonathan said.

      Hannah was a good student. She remembered everything she learned in school. "The Civil War," she said.

      "That's right," he looked pleased that she knew about it.

      She smiled at him. "Were you a soldier in the Civil War?"

      Jonathan laughed. "I was a soldier, but not in the Civil War." He sat down on the stairs. "I'm not quite that old."

      Hannah nodded. "It was a long time ago."

      Before he could answer, Hannah's mother and the lady of the house came out of the parlor.

      "I hope she didn't bother you," Mamma said, nervously.

      Mamma had been nervous on the drive over. She kept reminding Hannah to keep her hands to herself. To say yes ma’am and no ma’am if she said anything at all to the lady who owned the house.

      But the older lady frightened her and Hannah just looked at her without speaking.

      "Not at all," Jonathan said, standing up. "We were just getting acquainted."

      "That's good," Mamma said. "Hannah, say bye-bye. We can go now."

      Hannah held up a hand. “Bye-bye,” she said to the nice man.

      As Mamma slipped an envelope into her large purse, Hanna noticed that Mamma's eyes were red-rimmed.

      The only other time that Hannah had seen Mamma with red-rimmed eyes was after her uncle who brought the daisies left.
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      Hannah Sinclair turned the knob and pushed open the door to the old mansion.

      Becquerel Plantation.

      She stepped inside, shook off her umbrella, then pulled it inside behind her.

      The old house had been grand once. A big two-story mansion built sometime back in the 1700s.

      The house had caught on fire years ago, but the part of the house that had burned — the parlor area — had been recently rebuilt and it wasn’t even noticeable if a person didn’t know where to look.

      It was three o'clock in the afternoon, and the grandfather clock standing in the foyer chimed the hour.

      Hannah tilted her head to the side and watched the clock as it chimed three times.

      Someone was keeping it wound.

      Perhaps it was Jerry, the caretaker.

      As far as Hannah knew, Jerry only came in once a day.

      She was impressed by Jerry’s attention to detail.

      Most people wouldn’t have bothered to wind the clock unless they knew someone was coming by. And as far as she knew, Jerry hadn’t known that Hannah would be coming.

      She hadn’t even known she was coming.

      Hannah leaned her umbrella against the door and decided that she really didn’t know all that much.

      The house smelled like an odd mixture of Lysol and… old. Old books maybe. Or old furniture. With a hint of coffee.

      Maybe it was just the old walls.

      Hannah ran a hand along the wall, covered in faded wallpaper in yellow flowers and green foliage. Her fingertips snagged against a seam in the textured paper. It wasn’t original, of course, but it wasn’t exactly new either.

      This old house had seen so much in its more than two — three — hundred years. More than Hannah could even begin to fathom.

      She stood in front of the grandfather clock and looked up. It was a big clock. She was five feet four inches and it towered over her. The clock was easily over six feet tall.

      There was a rip in the dial between the numbers six and seven.

      She knew the story.

      The clock had been damaged during the American Civil War.

      Charles Becquerel had nearly lost his leg when the Union army had attacked the house.

      There were other things to the story, but Hannah hadn’t decided how much of those stories she believed.

      Right now it didn’t matter whether she believed them or not.

      That wasn’t her task.

      She turned her attention to the wide mahogany staircase that went up to a landing with a window before splitting off to the second floor.

      That window there on the landing still had the original glass. It was wavy and a little bit hard to see through.

      Hannah looked to the right into the parlor and she could almost hear her mother talking with Vaughn Becquerel. But that had been years ago. When Hannah was still no more than a child.

      Her mother had told her then that Vaughn was a great lady and that Hannah had to be on her best behavior while they were here in the house.

      Hannah smiled at the memory.

      She wondered what her mother would think about her now.

      Hannah was twenty-three years old now. Five four, one hundred pounds.

      Fresh out of graduate school.

      So different from her mother, yet so like her father.

      Or so her mother told her.

      Hannah had never actually met her father.

      Sometimes she wondered if he even existed.

      Perhaps her mother had gotten him from a sperm bank.

      But that was neither here nor there and in the great scheme of things didn’t matter.

      Hannah stepped into the parlor. The fireplace was huge by today’s standards.

      It had to be, of course. Since it had been built for more than just ambiance.

      It had to be used for heat back in the day.

      The furniture in here was old, too. Old, but obviously of good quality.

      She stopped in front of a roll top writing desk and slowly slid open the lid.

      What was concealed beneath the roll top could have been from a page in history.

      An inkwell and quill stood next to a piece of thick vellum paper.

      Though the paper was blank, it was turned as though someone was about to begin writing. A letter perhaps.

      She heard a sound overhead, like someone dropping a box and quickly closed the desk top.

      She returned to the foyer and looked upstairs.

      A door slammed.

      She must have caught Jerry in the house.

      “Hello,” she called out.

      No answer.

      It wouldn’t do to have him think she was an intruder.

      She could stay down here and wait or she could go upstairs and let him know that she was here.

      It would be easier to go find him and introduce herself.

      Aware now of the sound of her high heeled pumps against the mahogany floor, she went to the foot of the stairs and called out his name.

      Balancing one hand on the rail, she climbed up to the landing. With just the soft ticking of the grandfather clock, it seemed so quiet now in the house.

      Perhaps it was partly due to the rain coming down outside. It had suddenly gotten dark outside and thunder rolled over the house.

      She felt an intense pull, a sudden urge, to turn and go back downstairs.

      The air itself seemed to push her to go back.

      She turned, but before taking the first step down, she froze.

      Piano music drifted from below. A classical tune.

      Then she heard people talking. Men and women talking and laughing.

      If she didn’t know better, she would have thought there was some type of party going on downstairs.

      When she heard footsteps approaching the foyer, she wrapped a hand around the post at the top of the bannister.

      A man, crossing the foyer, stopped at the foot of the stairs and gazed up at her.

      He was a handsome man. About her age, maybe little older. His dark hair brushed his collar and a stray lock fell over the side of his forehead. He was wearing black formal attire with a white shirt and white ascot and he held a glass in one hand.

      His expression was a bit perplexed as hers probably was.

      She jumped and blinked when a flash of lightning shot through the wavy glass quickly followed by a crashing bolt of thunder.

      As the thunder echoed into the distance, she looked back, but the man wasn’t there.
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      Martinique Laurent looked down at the glass in his hand.

      His cousin’s family imported their bourbon from France.

      Perhaps it was a bit stronger than the Virginia liquor he was accustomed to.

      His little sister Julianna’s fingers paused on the piano and there was a lull in the conversation, leaving only the ticking of the grandfather clock.

      He would have sworn on his life that there had been a girl standing on the landing.

      A lovely girl with shoulder-length hair secured with a band and pulled over her left shoulder.

      She was dressed in a most unusual manner.

      Men’s trousers. Tight trousers. In a dark blue.

      And she wore an untucked white button-down shirt. Also man’s attire.

      But he was certain she was a girl.

      He knew feminine curves when he saw them. Besides that, her features were delicate. Her lips red and plump.

      It wasn’t just her manner of dress, though. It was that she was standing there one minute, then she was gone the next.

      Martinique had not blinked. He was certain of that, too.

      He stood there until Julianna started playing the piano again.

      A minute. Maybe two.

      Long enough for the girl to reappear.

      She didn’t, however.

      Martinique’s cousin, Reginald Becquerel, came up behind him.

      “What’s wrong, Martin?” he asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Martinique ran a hand over his face and shook his head. He glanced down at his glass.

      “Just a trick of the light,” he said, with one more glance up the stairs.

      Reginald clapped him on the shoulder.

      “Good,” Reginald said. “Thought for a minute there you were going to take after Uncle Nathaniel.”

      “Let’s hope not,” Martinique said with a little laugh.

      But he glanced back up the stairs one more time.

      She looked so real. So incredibly real, he would have staked everything on it.

      But real girls didn’t just disappear. Not even girls dressed in a man’s clothing.

      “Ready for a cigar?” Reginald asked.

      “Absolutely,” Martinique said, following his cousin and friend out to the veranda.

      Reginald pulled two cigars and a portable tinderbox out of his front jacket pocket.

      They stood at the edge of the veranda looking out over the moonlit lawn while Reginald lit a cigar and handed it to Martinique.

      “Have you come to your senses yet?” Reginald asked.

      “About what?” Martinique took a puff on his cigar. Good Louisiana Territory tobacco.

      “About giving up hopes that that farm up in Virginia will ever amount to anything,” Reginald said, lighting the other cigar for himself.

      Martinique blew out cigar smoke, not bothering to answer. They’d beat this conversation into the ground long ago.

      “And moving here where the land has limitless opportunities,” Reginald added.

      “So you say,” Martinique said, leaning against the nearest wide white column and studying the glowing end of the cigar.

      He looked down the road toward the river and wrinkled his nose. “No promise of wealth is worth living with such putrid air.”

      Reginald laughed.

      “Mark my words,” he said. “Indigo is on the way out. Sugar cane is the future.”

      Martinique shrugged. “Maybe,” he said. “But I prefer my farm.”

      “Suit yourself,” Reginald said. “But you have to admit, we do have the prettiest girls down here.”

      Martinique took a puff of his cigar and contemplated his cousin’s words.

      This was one conversation they hadn’t had.

      And he had to agree with Reginald on this one.

      Girls of the deep south were the prettiest.

      And the prettiest girl he’d ever seen had stood inside the house on the landing.

      In men’s clothes.

      And then disappeared.

      Maybe Uncle Nathaniel wasn’t as mad as people said.
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      Hannah stood on the landing, staring at the empty floor space below.

      Then she realized her cell phone was ringing.

      She recognized the ringtone she’d given her employer. It sounded a bit like an alarm going off.

      Pulling her phone out of her back pocket, she silenced it and decided she needed to change that particular ring tone.

      Somehow it just didn’t sound right, especially not here in this old house. It sounded completely out of place.

      Her phone in one hand, her other hand on the rail, she slowly made her way downstairs. Somehow holding her cell phone gave her comfort.

      Like it was going to protect her from the man she’d just seen. Man. Spirit. Ghost.

      Whatever he was.

      She reached the floor and took a deep breath.

      There was no one here. Just the grandfather clock ticking away. The rain falling outside. The thunder rumbling.

      She turned to go into the parlor and jumped, her feet literally leaving the floor, when the clock began to chime.

      Again.

      She looked up into its face.

      Just before she’d gone up the stairs, it was three o’clock.

      And now the clock was chiming the seven o’clock hour.

      Seven o’clock.

      The clock wasn’t in such good shape after all. It was jumping time.

      She walked into the parlor and sat on the sofa.

      The roll top on the desk was up.

      Hadn’t she closed it back?

      She pressed her hands against her brows.

      Perhaps she wasn’t in any better shape than the grandfather clock.

      She played the message Martha Black had left.

      “Hi Hannah,” she said, her voice bubbly as always. Hannah sighed. “I hope you made it to the house ok. It’s been a while and I haven’t heard from you. Let me know. Thank you.”

      Geez. Martha wasn’t giving her much room to breathe.

      She’d just gotten here and already she was dogging her.

      Hannah closed out the message center and stared at her phone.

      She needed to call Martha back.

      But her hands were still trembling from seeing that man.

      She looked toward the empty foyer.

      After it stopped raining, she had to go outside and get her luggage.

      It might be a bit hard to sleep with worrying about someone being in the house.

      She tapped her phone to light up the screen.

      And froze.

      Three minutes after seven.

      Seven.

      She’d gotten here just before three o’clock.

      She unlocked her phone and checked the settings.

      Surely something was wrong with it.

      But everything looked to be in order.

      She checked her email. It loaded up everything since three o’clock. Three o’clock until seven o’clock.

      Hannah swallowed.

      She had jumped time.
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      About an hour later, Martinique stood on his balcony and looked out across the fields of Becquerel Plantation.

      He leaned both hands against the cold iron rail and took a deep breath.

      Sometimes, like now, the indigo didn’t smell. Either that, or he was getting used to the scent of rotting vegetation.

      Martinique was used to the fresh air of the Virginia fields.

      Not the putrid combined scent of the murky Mississippi River water and fermenting vats of indigo.

      Granted, the Becquerels did have a nice place here, but at what cost?

      The plantation took all their time.

      Why, Reginald had told him tonight that the ball they had planned for the end of the month was going to be their first social event in two years.

      Two years.

      Martinique didn’t ask questions. He didn’t want Reginald to get the idea that he was actually interested in moving here and starting his own plantation.

      Martinique came out here every two years with his mother, father, and sister.

      The original plan was for the Becquerels to travel to Virginia the other years. But the Becquerels were much too consumed by their plantation to travel.

      So the cousins only saw each other every two years instead of every year as their fathers originally planned.

      Martinique went back inside the bedroom. He needed to get some sleep.

      The Becquerels got up early. A habit they’d developed to help them get through the hot summers.

      Martinique took off his shoes and sat on the edge of the bed.

      Just before he blew out the candle, he heard something sliding across the floor on the other side of the bed.

      Standing up, he held the candle high to better light the room.

      His trunk was sliding across the room, stopping in front of the door.

      He took a step toward it and saw her.

      She was bent low over the trunk sliding it across the floor.

      “Hello,” he said.

      The girl seemed much smaller now than she had standing on the stairs. For one, she wasn’t standing over him like she had been earlier. And for another, she was barefoot.

      She was still wearing the men’s clothing, but her hair had come loose and fell all around her shoulders.

      She stood up and looked right at him.

      He caught his breath.

      Mon Dieu. She was beautiful.

      Soft southern features. Dark hair falling in loose curls.

      “I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced,” he said.

      She took something out of her back pocket and held it up to her ear.

      She spoke, but made no sound.

      And though she looked right at him, she didn’t seem to actually see him.

      Tilting her head to the side, she squinted, then shook her head and looked down.

      She started pacing toward him. He braced himself. But at the last minute, she turned and walked back the way she’d come. Back toward the door and the trunk she’d slid in front of it.

      She continued to talk. Silently.

      Martinique was not deaf, though he would have thought he’d lost his hearing if he hadn’t clearly heard an owl hooting outside in one of the oak trees.

      He also heard footsteps as someone passed by in the hallway outside his door. Behind the girl.

      Baffled, Martinique decided to take things into his own hands.

      He took a step toward her. Two steps.

      He would get her attention one way or another.

      She moved the thing from her ear and looked right at him.

      Her eyes widened.

      Then she was gone.
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      Using her umbrella against the misting rain, Hannah had brought her luggage in from the car.

      Rain droplets on her dark gray Toyota sedan glinted in the pale evening light. Black clouds gathered in the west. More rain?

      She dragged the suitcase upstairs and closed the door.

      The room she’d chosen had obviously been elegant at one time. It had a large four poster bed in the middle. A large armoire on one side and a dressing table on the other.

      There was no overhead light, so she turned on the little Victorian lamp next to the bed.

      The furniture suggested it had been a lady’s bedroom.

      But lately, it seemed to be used as a storage room. There were several cardboard boxes stacked in one corner.

      She sat on the bed and stared at the door for a few minutes.

      Then she noticed a trunk on the far wall that she hadn’t noticed before. It was faded black with missing metal trim on one corner.

      Though it was silly and she knew it, she slid the trunk over in front of the door.

      There. Standing up, she acknowledged the false sense of safety.

      A trunk in front of the door wouldn’t keep out an intruder, much less a ghost.

      Her phone rang.

      She really needed to change that ring tone.

      It was Martha Black.

      “Did something happen?” Martha asked. “I thought I would have heard from you hours ago.”

      “No,” Hannah said. “I had some trouble with my cell phone.”

      “Oh,” Martha said. “Anyway. Jerry, the caretaker we talked about, is going to be coming by tomorrow. I wanted to give you a heads up, so you’d know.”

      “Tomorrow?” Hanna echoed. She looked across the room. The window was open and she could see the wind blowing in the oak trees outside.

      The sky was darkening. She couldn’t tell if it was just getting dark or if it was about to storm again.

      “Yes,” Martha said. “Said it’s been two weeks since he’s been able to get out there, so he apologizes if anything’s amiss.”

      “No,” Hannah said, putting a palm over her cheek. Two weeks. But…

      Martha interrupted her thoughts. “Is it the way you remembered?” she asked. “I know you said you’d been there as a child.”

      “A little,” Hanna said. “But things do look different than they did from a child’s perspective.”

      A rumble of thunder told her it was about to storm again.

      Martha laughed. “I bet. Well… get settled in. Get some rest.”

      “I will,” Hannah said, watching as an oak tree limb scraped the window.

      As she disconnected the call, she watched as a bolt of lightning flashed, lighting up the room.

      It was him.

      The man she’d seen earlier.

      Standing right here in the bedroom.

      Then as the lightning faded, so did the man.

      Hannah dropped onto the trunk.

      She’d lost it.

      There was no other explanation.
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      Martinique woke early the next morning. He’d worried himself to sleep last night.

      Waking this morning, he convinced himself that the events of last night were all in his head. Just a dream.

      Sitting up, he put his feet on the cold floor.

      And stared at the door.

      The trunk was still there.

      He ran a hand through his hair.

      He’d never heard of any ghosts who moved trunks around. Or anything else for that matter.

      He slid the trunk out of the way, got dressed, and headed down stairs.

      There had to be an explanation. He just needed some time to figure it out.

      Martinique’s memory had served him well.

      The Becquerel family got up before the chickens.

      He wasn’t sure why that stood out to him, since he did the same back in Virginia.

      Reginald was in the dining room, dressed in his riding attire.

      “I waited for you,” Reginald said, turning away from the window and handing a plate to Martinique.

      The sideboard was loaded with scrambled eggs, bacon, biscuits, and a pitcher of fresh orange juice.

      “How did you know I would be up?” Martinique asked, scooping eggs onto his plate.

      “I remembered you people from Virginia like to get up early,” Reginald said, putting three biscuits and a scoop of butter on his own plate.

      “So that’s how you remember it?” Martinique asked, laughing at his cousin and friend.

      “Of course,” Reginald said with a perplexed expression.

      “Say…” Martinique continued. “Do you happen to know where Uncle Nathaniel is?”

      “Right now?” Reginald took his plate piled high with food and sat at the blackened oak table big enough for at least twelve people. “Why do you ask?”

      “He’s been on my mind. And… you know… he’s getting up in age.” Martinique sat down across from his cousin.

      Technically Uncle Nathaniel was Martinique’s great uncle, but an uncle was an uncle, after all.

      “I’m sure he’s at his cottage,” Reginald said, looking a bit bewildered. “What do you need to speak with him about?”

      “Nothing in particular,” he said. “I’d just like to see him.”

      “I understand, of course,” Reginald said. “I’ll send word that we’re stopping by.”

      The rest of their conversation was mundane. His family’s trip down. The weather.

      Allowing Martinique’s thoughts to wander back to the girl.

      He’d seen her twice now.

      Once on the stairs and once in his very bedroom.

      “Who normally sleeps in the bedroom I’m using?” Martinique asked, interrupting Reginald in mid-sentence, talking about the indigo plants.

      Reginald laughed. “You really have an aversion to indigo, don’t you?”

      “No,” Martinique said. “I’m serious. Who’s sleeps there?”

      “No one. It’s the guest room. Reginald got up to refill his glass of orange juice.

      Martinique sat back, leaving his breakfast half finished.

      He was sleeping in the same bedroom he always slept in when his family visited.

      It had never occurred to him to consider who normally slept there.

      But then, he’d never seen the girl before.

      It didn’t matter anyway. It wasn’t a question a man could ask without others thinking he was daft.

      Was that what had happened to Uncle Nathaniel then?

      If Martinique remembered correctly, Uncle Nathaniel had been married briefly. Then something had happened.

      He shook his head.

      He couldn’t remember.

      No one talked much about it.

      Over the years, Uncle Nathaniel had been become reclusive, spending all his time in the cottage. In fact, Martinique had barely even seen him last time they’d visited two years ago.

      The urge to talk with Nathaniel was strong.

      But Martinique didn’t know what he was going to ask.

      He couldn’t just walk in there and talk to the man about seeing a girl dressed in men’s clothing who didn’t exist.
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      Hannah woke, sprawled sideways across the bed.

      She’d barely slept.

      She had lain there for what seemed like hours. Staring at the window where she’d seen the man standing.

      The door was no longer a matter of concern.

      She’d been right there looking toward the window when the man had appeared.

      And when he’d promptly disappeared.

      He’d been wearing dark colored pants and a white shirt.

      Much like she was dressed, except that his pants were loose. Definitely not blue jeans. And his shirt had ruffles at the sleeves.

      Very old fashioned.

      She’d again been struck by how handsome he was.

      And he looked right at her.

      He could be a ghost.

      But he didn’t look very ghostlike.

      At least not how she’d pictured a ghost to look.

      It wasn’t like she’d ever seen one.

      That she knew of.

      By the time the clock had chimed the Midnight hour, she’d questioned everything she knew including whether or not she’d ever seen a ghost.

      The man standing in her room looked like a regular person.

      Except, of course, that his clothes looked old fashioned.

      Other than that, he looked as real as any man did.

      Of course, she’d only seen him for the briefest of moments.

      Perhaps she’d hallucinated the whole thing.

      Unfortunately, psychology wasn’t her area.

      Hannah had just graduated with her master’s degree in tourism and hospitality.

      When the job for hospitality host came across in a mass email to all the students in her master’s program, Hannah had immediately dialed the number and set up an interview with Martha Black.

      Hannah remembered the house. She’d grown up just a few miles from the Becquerel Estate.

      And her mother had taken her there one time. To meet the owner.

      Hannah remembered Vaughn Becquerel clearly. But mostly, she remembered Vaughn’s husband Jonathan.

      Jonathan had been very kind to her. And hadn’t seemed to judge her in the least.

      Sitting up in the bed, she grabbed her phone from the nightstand and, holding her breath, checked the time.

      It seemed to be right. It was showing that it was the next day and that it was seven o’clock in the morning.

      It seemed like it should be seven in the morning. Sunlight was streaming in through the window, hinting of a warm May day in Natchez, Mississippi.

      It was a relief that it wasn’t storming.

      Somehow, the old house seemed scarier during a storm.

      At night.

      Today she had things to do.

      The house had been put into a trust. The board of directors was exploring whether it should be a bed and breakfast or if they should open it up for historic tours.

      They wanted her opinion.

      But either way, she had a job.

      And a home.

      The job of hospitality host came with a room. And a rather large budget to get everything set up and then to run it.

      They were looking to her for a recommendation on which way to go. Bed and breakfast. Or historical tours.

      Hannah toyed with her phone and thought about calling her brother — technically her half-brother — but they were close.

      Her brother, Wyatt, was a psychologist practicing in Houston, Texas. He worked in the locked ward of a mental hospital.

      On second thought, maybe she wouldn’t call him.

      She didn’t need him showing up at her door with a straight jacket.

      Besides, she couldn’t hide in the bed all day.

      Not even at the risk of seeing one of those life-like ghosts.
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      Martinique stepped inside Uncle Nathaniel’s cottage and took a seat on the sofa in front of the fireplace.

      Reginald hadn’t come with him. He claimed he had to check something about the crops, but Martinique had the distinct feeling that coming here made him nervous.

      Uncle Nathaniel had had the plantation house built himself, living in this cottage during that time.

      The cottage was down a little path through a grove of oak trees, their limbs dripping with gray moss. The cottage was shaded by a large oak on either side.

      Martinique had never understood why a man would build a big plantation mansion, then live in a little cottage several yards away on the property.

      Uncle Nathaniel had let his brother and his family move into the big house he’d built.

      And he’d never explained to anyone why.

      But everyone remembered the woman who’d been there for a time.

      Martinique had never met her, of course. It had been many years ago.

      The cottage had a distinctly comfortable feeling to it. In truth, it was far cozier than the main house.

      When Uncle Nathaniel came into the parlor, Martinique stood up to greet him.

      “Martinique,” Uncle Nathaniel said. “It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

      “And you,” Martinique said.

      He instantly liked Uncle Nathaniel. He didn’t see anything odd about him, despite what everyone said.

      Uncle Nathaniel sat on the chair and straightened his sleeves.

      “What brings you to my little cottage?”

      Martinique sat back down and scratched his chin.

      “I was wondering if you’d tell me about Vaughn,” he said.

      “Vaughn?” Uncle Nathaniel was obviously caught off guard. There was something reverent about the say he said Vaughn’s name.

      “Yes,” Martinique said. “I’ve never gotten the chance to hear about her from you. And… well… as I’m sure you know, there’s a certain level of mystique surrounding her.”

      Uncle Nathaniel studied Martinique with a frown about his brows.

      “There’s not much to tell,” he said, then studied Martinique for a moment. “You do know that no one talks to me about her, right?”

      “No,” Martinique said. “I didn’t know that.”

      Uncle Nathaniel smiled a small wistful smile. “It makes people nervous when I talk about her.”

      “I don’t feel nervous,” Martinique said.

      “All right,” Uncle Nathaniel said with a little nod. “What would you like to know?”

      Martinique hadn’t thought this far ahead. He honestly hadn’t expected Uncle Nathaniel to talk with him about her.

      “Where did you meet her?” he asked.

      Uncle Nathaniel ran a hand over his face.

      “Would you like some coffee?” he asked.

      “Certainly,” Martinique said.

      “I’ll be right back.” Uncle Nathaniel left the room.

      Martinique went to the window and looked outside. Looking past the oak trees, he could just see the top of the plantation house from here.

      He’d lost his chance. Uncle Nathaniel wasn’t coming back and now Martinique would be on his own with mysterious girl. Uncle Nathaniel was the only person he had any chance at all of talking with about her.

      But much to his surprise, Uncle Nathaniel came back minutes later with a tray.

      He poured coffee into two cups and held one out to Martinique.

      “I was out riding,” Uncle Nathaniel said, staring into his cup. “It was beautiful day.”

      Martinique had a sudden chill go down his spine. He sipped the warm coffee, but it did nothing to ward off the chill.

      Uncle Nathaniel tapped his cup.

      “She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.”

      “So…” Martinique said slowly. “she was out riding, too?”

      Uncle Nathaniel was shaking his head.

      “She was just there,” he said. And she was soaking wet.” He looked into Martinique’s eyes. “And it was a beautiful sunny day.”
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      Hannah spent her morning walking around with a clipboard making a list. She went room by room.

      There were six bedrooms upstairs. Downstairs, there were two parlors, a study, a music room, a dining room, and a kitchen. But this morning, she focused on the bedrooms.

      Bathrooms had been added in, making many of the rooms smaller.

      The rooms still had furniture in them, though it wouldn’t hurt to get some new mattresses.

      The room she’d claimed as hers had a decent mattress, so five mattresses.

      That meant there were five bedrooms available for a bed and breakfast.

      If they went with tours, she could set up at least one or two of the rooms with period furniture.

      But one thing she could tell was the house had been lived in. Lived in and loved. As time went by, things had been updated. Bathrooms added. Electrical outlets added.

      Furniture had been replaced.

      The house had definitely been a home. Changed and adapted over the years.

      As she went room by room, she’d finally gotten over being jumpy about seeing a ghost.

      She got caught up in imagining the house as a bed and breakfast.

      With five bedrooms, it could be quite profitable.

      When the grandfather clock chimed eleven times, she remembered that she had a meeting with Jerry in about two hours.

      That gave her just enough time to get some lunch and make a quick run through downstairs.

      In the morning, she’d start going room by room downstairs and take a good inventory. Downstairs was going to take longer.

      As she went down the stairs, she stopped on the landing and looked out the window.

      There was a field of plants below stretching as far as the eye could see. Indigo plants, perhaps? The flowers were a deep purple color.

      There shouldn’t be any plants here. Had she missed them yesterday when she’d driven in? It had been raining, so it was quite possible.

      She shook her head and continued downstairs. She held her breath as she stepped onto the floor in the foyer.

      She paused at the ticking grandfather clock.

      She went back into the kitchen and made herself a cheese sandwich. Martha Black had been kind enough to stock the refrigerator ahead of time.

      She sat at the little kitchen table and put a note on her paper to thank her for doing that.

      It saved Hannah a trip into town.

      After lunch, she went back into the parlor to wait for Jerry.

      But she didn’t have long to wait. He was early.

      She watched Jerry get out of his new pickup truck and walk up to the door.

      “It’s nice to finally meet you,” she said, holding the door open as he stepped inside.

      Jerry was a lanky fellow. Middle-aged. A pleasant looking man. He was wearing blue jeans and a loose-fitting gray t-shirt.

      “Yes, you too,” he said, but his gaze was drawn to the clock.

      “I see the clock is ticking,” he said, with a bemused expression.

      Hannah looked at Jerry. “I assumed you wound it the last time you were here.”

      “It has to be wound every day,” he said. “And I have the only key.”
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      Martinique left Uncle Nathaniel’s house feeling more perplexed than he had been before they visited.

      It was unfortunate that he’d waited so long to talk with his uncle.

      Uncle Nathaniel presented as fragile and in something of a daze. Surely he wasn’t always like that.

      Martinique walked along the path that led back to the house. A gust of wind hinting at cooler weather gusted through the trees, blowing the gray hanging moss.

      A flock of birds flew out of the trees as he walked past.

      The wind must have been blowing in a favorable direction since he couldn’t smell anything hinting of the indigo vats or the Mississippi River. Instead, the air smelled fresh and clean.

      If it was always like this, Martinique would have no problem living here. In fact, it was quite pleasant.

      Uncle Nathaniel hadn’t told him anything else about Vaughn.

      He’d excused himself and left Martinique sitting there.

      Martinique had given him about fifteen minutes to return, then decided that he must not be coming back this time.

      It was most unusual.

      But in Martinique’s opinion, his uncle was struggling. Perhaps against an aging mind.

      His living there alone could not be helping his condition.

      He debated whether or not to tell his cousin, but it didn’t seem right to betray Uncle Nathaniel’s privacy.

      There was already some conflict between the two sides of the family — between Uncle Nathaniel and Martinique’s grandfather Jameson—the Becquerel side of the family.

      Fortunately, that conflict hadn’t affected the younger generation.

      It probably helped that Martinique’s family lived in Virginia near his father’s people.

      Reaching the back of the house, he stopped and looked up toward the second floor. Toward his room.

      The window was open, the white curtains fluttering in the breeze.

      The house was quiet this morning. Last night’s festivities no more than a distant memory.

      He should go inside. Check on his sister and mother. Their mother hadn’t taken the trip down here very well.

      In fact, last night, she’d gone to bed early, just after supper. Claiming fatigue from the trip.

      His parents were older, nearly forty, and travel was becoming more and more difficult. Martinique wondered how many more trips they’d be able to make.

      A movement in the upstairs window caught his attention.

      There. Standing in his bedroom window.

      It was her.

      The girl he’d seen standing in his room last night. The one who’d moved his trunk. He’d had to move it back this morning, so he had no doubt whatsoever that she had been there and actually moved it.

      He watched, waiting for her to disappear.

      But this time she didn’t.

      She fisted the curtains in her right hand and looked down at him.

      Her hair, tousled in the breeze, whipped across her face and she swept it away with her other hand.

      He smiled at her and she blinked.

      Martinique had never seen a ghost, but by all accounts, ghosts didn’t have hair that fluttered in the breeze or thick lashes that blinked at a smile.

      Martinique was fairly certain about one thing.

      The girl was not a ghost.
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      Jerry went up to the attic to move some things downstairs.

      One thing about Jerry, he made a lot of noise.

      Hannah went into her bedroom and opened up her iPad to look up the history of indigo plants, but Jerry was making so much noise stomping around upstairs and moving things around, that she gave up after a few minutes.

      The large French window was open.

      But she didn’t remember opening it.

      Airy white curtains fluttered in the breeze.

      She went to the window and gazed out over the fields.

      Indigo fields. Fields of deep purple indigo flowers.

      The same flowers she’d seen that morning from the landing.

      She rubbed her eyes. No one was living here. And this wasn’t a working plantation.

      She needed to talk to Martha about it.

      Perhaps someone else had planted the land.

      Or maybe it was part of the whole working plantation thing.

      It was still rather odd. From what she remembered of history, indigo as a crop had been replaced by sugar cane, then by cotton. Centuries ago.

      A movement below caught her attention.

      She shoved the white curtains aside.

      It was him.

      It was the man she’d seen standing in her room last night.

      He looked just as real as he had standing on the stairs and standing in her room.

      She blinked rapidly, waiting for him to disappear.

      The breeze ruffled his hair.

      Then he smiled at her.

      Hannah fisted her hands in the curtains to steady herself.

      She blinked again.

      He was dressed the same old-fashioned way he had been last night. But other than that, he looked like a regular guy.

      A regular very handsome guy.

      If she hadn’t seen him last night standing in her room, then disappearing, she wouldn’t have thought much of him being here.

      A neighbor maybe.

      Or maybe someone who worked here.

      Maybe Martha had forgotten to mention him.

      That was it, she decided.

      Martha had just forgotten to mention him.

      She smiled back.

      The man’s eyes widened as though he hadn’t expected her to react.

      Like he’d seen a ghost.

      Maybe she’d imagined seeing him standing in her room.

      She was in a strange place. It had been storming outside and it had been late.

      Hannah had a healthy imagination.

      That was it.

      It had to be it.
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      It was time to figure this thing out once and for all.

      Martinique tugged his gaze from the girl and headed inside.

      As he passed, Julianna ran out of the library and grabbed his arm.

      “There you are,” she said. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      Julianna was what everyone called a bubbly child. She wasn’t like most sixteen-year olds. She wasn’t a bit distant or morose.

      She was quite happy. All the time.

      Personally, Martinique thought she was a little spoiled.

      She was six years younger than Martinique. His parents had given up on having a second child when Julianna came along.

      And Father doted on her.

      If Martinique hadn’t felt the same way about his sister, he would have felt cheated out of his father’s favoritism. But Julianna was a girl everyone loved.

      Martinique looked down the hallway, then sighed and gave his sister his attention.

      “Good morning,” he said. “What’s happened?”

      “Madeline is going into town today to get cloth for a dress,” she said. “For Saturday’s ball. Mother says I can go if you’ll take us.”

      “All right,” Martinique said. “I just need to go up to my room for a minute.”

      “Wait,” she said, grabbing his hand and tugging him into the library.

      “Look at what Madeline did,” she said.

      Madeline, Reginald’s little sister sat at a little drawing desk, a pencil in her hand.

      Unlike Julianna, Madeline was already distant and sullen. And she was just fifteen-years-old.

      Julianna picked up a sketch of herself and held it up to Martinique.

      It was really quite good and he told Madeline so.

      “Thank you,” she said, primly, sitting up straight in the chair. Martinique wondered if Madeline had ever really been allowed to be a child.

      “Maybe she can draw you,” Julianna said. “We can give them to Mother as a surprise.”

      “Yes,” Martinique said. “That sounds like a grand idea.”

      He set the sketch down. “Now,” he said. “If we’re going into town, I need to run upstairs first.”

      He left the girls and headed down the hallway to the foyer.

      The grandfather clock chimed ten times.

      It was a fine clock. Uncle Nathaniel had sent for it from France where it had been hand made.

      That was one of the advantages, such as they were, to putting up with the smelly indigo vats.

      He dashed up the stairs and headed down the hallway to his room.

      He stopped at the door and steadied himself.

      He didn’t know what he’d find on the other side of the door.

      The girl may be there.

      Or she might not.

      He was afraid she would be there.

      And he was afraid she wouldn’t.

      If she was there, Martinique might have to admit that he took after Uncle Nathaniel. A man going mad. Seeing a girl who was there, but out of place.

      Like Vaughn who’d just appeared, soaking wet on a beautiful sunny day.

      But if she wasn’t there, then he had a whole different set of issues to worry about.

      He was seeing people who weren’t there.

      And even more importantly, he would be disappointed.

      He wanted her to be there.
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      Hannah turned away from the window, her hands shaking.

      The man was coming inside.

      She turned around and stood facing the door expecting the man to walk through the door at any second.

      The seconds ticked past. Five... Ten…

      She crossed her arms and her gaze strayed from the door.

      The trunk was still there. She scrunched her brows. It looked… newer. Must be a trick of the light.

      Still… she maintained that the color was black, not faded black, and there was no missing trim.

      But that wasn’t the only thing.

      The quilt on the bed was a light blue. She could have sworn it was a darker gray.

      She looked back toward the door.

      She was being silly.

      The man wouldn’t be coming up to her room anyway.

      She shook her head.

      And turned around.

      She’d left her iPad on the chair.

      But it wasn’t there.

      In fact… she looked around… none of her things were here.

      Her suitcase wasn’t next to the armoire.

      Her cell phone wasn’t on the nightstand.

      She’d left her hairbrush and make-up bag on the dresser.

      They weren’t there.

      A vase of white daisies was there in their place.

      And next to the vase of daisies was a silver pocket watch.

      A pocket watch?

      She picked up the watch and opened it. It was steadily ticking off the seconds.

      She set the watch back down with trembling fingers.

      The wrong room.

      She was in the wrong room.

      Somehow she’d stepped into the wrong room.

      But…

      She’d just been using her iPad.

      She took a deep breath.

      For whatever reason, something was off.

      She opened the door and stepped into the hallway.

      It was pleasantly cool in the hallway and it smelled fresh… like… lemons.

      Not dusty like it had earlier.

      She needed to find Jerry.

      If anyone knew what was going on, it would be Jerry.

      She reached the door that led to the attic stairs and turned the knob.

      It was cold in her hand.

      She went up the stairs and stepped into the attic.

      Sunlight streamed in through the window.

      She looked around. It was nothing like she expected.

      No boxes. In fact…

      She squinted against the sunlight.

      Not only was there was no sign of Jerry, but…

      This was a bedroom.

      There were prom dresses tossed all over the four-poster bed. Long full-skirted prom dresses in bright blue. Yellow. And maroon.

      She had the distinct feeling that she was intruding upon someone’s space.

      She turned to leave.

      And came face to face with two young ladies.

      Both wearing long prom dresses. One in lavender and one in a light brown.

      They froze and stared at her.

      And he stood right behind them.
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      Martinique stood just inside the attic door, behind his sister and his cousin.

      Julianna had asked him to come upstairs where she was sharing a room with Madeline. Something about moving her trunk.

      They’d caught him in the hallway, before he’d had a chance to even go in his room.

      Of course, he couldn’t in good conscience tell them no, so he’d followed the girls through the attic door.

      They’d all gone upstairs quietly.

      Even Julianna was affected by Madeline’s sullen countenance.

      Then they’d stopped, both of them, and stood completely still.

      Martinique looked past them to see what could have their attention.

      It was her.

      The girl he’d seen standing in his room.

      “Madeline?” Julianna whispered to her cousin.

      “Is she with you?” Madeline asked, her voice low, too.

      “No,” Julianna said. “I—”

      “There you are,” Martinique said quickly, stepping past the girls. “You must have gone the wrong way.”

      He held out his hand toward the girl.

      Time seemed to stand still as he waited for her to put her hand in his.

      Is she could put her hand in his.

      If she was a ghost… which she could be, even though the girls saw her too. Anyone could see a ghost, of course.

      But it also meant he wasn’t the only one who could see her. Which meant he hadn’t completely lost his mind.

      He looked into her eyes, silently pleading with her to put her hand in his.

      She was even more beautiful up close than she had been from a distance. She had the most beautiful green eyes he’d ever seen. Eyes frames by thick dark lashes.

      She looked at him as though she wasn’t quite sure that he was real. Her brow was furrowed and her full pink lips parted.

      He wanted her to be real.

      And if she was real, she needed to be extricated from this situation.

      He had a feeling that Madeline was not happy to have a stranger in her bedroom.

      This could be a serious problem for this girl who may or may not be a ghost.

      Then she put her hand in his.

      All manner of thoughts and emotions collided in his head, leaving him feeling a bit dizzy.

      She was real.

      And her hand was so soft.

      It fit perfectly in his.

      Could one hold hands with a ghost?

      Mon Dieu.

      He’d no more decided she was real, than he looked for reasons to validate his thought that she might be a ghost.

      He shook off his doubts.

      “My dear,” he said. “I’m afraid you’ve gotten lost. Allow me to show you to your room.”

      Even as he said the words, he had no idea where he was taking her.

      If she would even go with him.

      But she did.

      She looked a bit… dazed.

      She went with him though.

      She put her hand in his and allowed him to lead her from the room.

      His sister and cousin stepped aside and looked at her as though she was the strangest thing they’d ever seen.

      She barely seemed to look at them.

      Instead, she kept her gaze on him as he led her from the attic.
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      Hannah allowed the man to lead her down the attic stairs to her bedroom door.

      At least what she thought was her bedroom door.

      She wasn’t sure about much of anything right now.

      His hand felt real.

      Quite real, in fact.

      He held her hand firmly, yet gently.

      And the man was even more handsome up close than he had been from a distance.

      He had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen.

      His skin was clear with a light healthy tan and he had a kind smile.

      His spoke gently to her, as though he was afraid he would startle her.

      He paused at the bedroom door.

      Then squared his shoulders and, after releasing her hand, turned the knob and shoved it open for her to go inside before him.

      She stepped through the door into the same room that she’d left minutes before. The same room that she thought was hers, yet her things weren’t there.

      They still weren’t there.

      He closed the door behind him and leaned against it.

      “Hello,” he said. “My name is Martinique Laurent.” He spoke slowly as though he wasn’t sure she would understand him.

      She smiled a little.

      She probably seemed a little daft.

      “I’m Hannah Sinclair,” she said, holding out her hand.

      He looked curiously at her hand, then took it gently in his, bent his head, and brushed his lips over the back of her fingertips.

      It occurred to Hannah then that he must be playing a role of some kind, though for the life of her, she couldn’t imagine what that role might be.

      She really needed to call Martha.

      If only she could find her cell phone.

      “Do you live here?” he asked.

      Martinique had an interesting accent.

      Only a slight tinge of southern, but quite formal. More eastern than anything else.

      Did she? Live here?

      “Yes,” she said. She did live here, technically. At least for as long as she had this job. “I work here.”

      He nodded as though things suddenly made sense to him.

      “Of course,” he said. “What is your position?”

      “I’m the hospitality hostess.”

      He frowned. “Of course.”

      A lot of people didn’t know what a hospitality hostess was.

      A lot of people confused her title with the person at a restaurant who seated people.

      Of course this wasn’t a restaurant, but still, he looked quite confused.

      She decided to let it slide. It wasn’t really the most important thing right now.

      “I don’t think this is my room,” she said. “My things aren’t here.”

      “Well,” he said, keeping his gaze on her. “Do you know where your room is?”

      She shook her head. “I only arrived yesterday.”

      “I only arrived yesterday, too,” he said.

      That was unexpected.

      Somehow they’d both arrived here at the house at the same time.

      That could explain some of the confusion.

      “I’m a guest here,” he added. “This is my cousin’s home. His family’s home, to be exact.”

      “Oh.” She wrapped her fingers around one of the bed posts. “What is your cousin’s name?”

      “Reginald Becquerel.”

      “Becquerel.” She nodded. The house had belonged to the Becquerels forever. She didn’t know Reginald, but she didn’t know the whole family.

      That was part of her task. To learn more about the history of the house.

      “You know him then?” he asked.

      A little slice of panic slid through Hannah.

      She did not know Reginald.

      Or anyone here. Other than Jerry.

      But Jerry had gone quiet.

      She shook her head.

      “I don’t know anyone,” she said. “except for Martha and Jerry.”

      “Martha and Jerry…” He pushed off the door and came to stand closer to her. “I don’t know them.”

      This was quite unusual.

      They were in the same house at the same time and didn’t know any of the same people here.

      “You don’t know Martha?” she asked. “Martha Black?”

      A tendril of alarm shot through her. If he didn’t know Martha, then… perhaps he wasn’t supposed to be here.

      Was he some kind of intruder?

      She felt faint.

      Clutching the bedpost, she swayed.
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      Martinique knew when a woman was about to faint when he saw one.

      He’d certainly seen his share.

      He was at Hannah’s side in an instant.

      In fact, he was pretty sure that he knew she was going to faint before she did.

      She fell gracefully into his arms.

      She was a small girl. Light as a feather.

      It was certainly easier to catch a fainting girl wearing pants than it was a girl wearing a dress with hoop skirts.

      He gathered her in his arms and carried her to the chair where he settled her on his lap as he would his sister.

      Hannah smelled like a flower garden. An elegant flower garden.

      Oh, but she was not his sister and he was quickly aware of that.

      This young lady had curves. Curves that had only been hinted at beneath her men’s garb.

      Her eyes closed, she rested her cheek against his chest.

      Why would a young lady dress herself like a man? He could think of many reasons why a lady would try to pass herself off as a male; however, it seemed as though she would also try to disguise her hair.

      Hannah had not bothered to so much as pull her hair back. Instead, she let it fall over her shoulders.

      Perhaps the pants allowed her to work more freely.

      He’d often wondered how women did much of anything while wearing dresses, much less dresses with hoop skirts.

      Perhaps this girl was
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