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Millicent
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A COOL BREEZE MOVED across the lake, water rippling as it passed. The night was quiet of all manmade sound. Buds of early spring, hanging off green branches, were ready to open any day now. This chateau was my home, the place where Jack and I would live for many years to come. Never had I been so at peace, so happy. Annecy was the perfect refuge for all of us. There was no more need to skulk about the world, lost in my heavy grief.

The charming city I chose with its close streets and waterways offered enough distraction to keep us all occupied should we tire of tranquil evenings in. Our chateau, the perfect project, was far enough away from town to provide us the seclusion we needed. This home was nearing completion as work continued around the clock to restore it to its former glory with the modern touches I required. The kitchen and bathrooms were masterpieces of the finest materials, the bedrooms and living spaces the perfect blend of old meets new. 

My long melancholy was over, replaced by a joy I never dared hope for before Jack came into my life. We spent our intimate moments lost in one another, our public moments never far apart. Even now, my ginger-haired love was on the phone inside, within calling distance. 

I wasn’t the only one who had found their happily ever after. Annie recovered her lost love from an unimaginable torture, ending his incarceration and slipping his ring back on her finger. A secret she kept from everyone, including myself. Her joy was mirrored in my own. 

Alexandre too had found love. Where that man was concerned, I still felt unsure. How could I not? Still, I was happy for him and the life he was carving out for himself. It seemed he found a woman who challenged him, exactly as he needed.

“Mills, what are you doing down there by yourself?” Annie leaned from the balcony outside the room she shared with Thayer. Her auburn locks spilled forward as her jeans and sweater-clad body bent over the railing. I loved having them here, and together, we were complete. My hope was that Annie, once a wandering soul, felt satisfied enough to stay put. We now had everything we’d ever wanted. 

I shifted on my feet as I inclined my head up toward my friend. “Out for a little late-night stroll. The earth smells of endless possibilities in the spring.”

“Without me? Wait right there.” Annie bustled back inside, the terrace door closing with a thud, cutting off the light that a moment ago streamed outside. Busy Annie never had the time to shut doors properly. They were always slammed in her haste. This habit used to drive Alexandre crazy; I laughed to myself at the memory of his bellow sounding throughout the hall of our Savannah home as Annie burst in and out of our antique doors.

A small pang zinged in my chest. There were moments from our life in the south I missed. Alexandre and I used to while away the evenings in our beautiful living room, each of us with a book in our hand. I missed perusing the stacks of my gorgeous and over-the-top library. I missed the haunting city itself, the Riverfront, the peaceful squares, Forsyth Park. I even missed Tess, and her luxurious little shop where Annie and I found all our treasures.

I had yet to sell the house. Instead, I left it as it was. At first, all I wanted to do was rid myself of the burden. But the house wasn’t to blame for any misfortune. The more I thought about it, the more I wanted to keep it. For now, anyway. You never know what the future can hold.

I looked back over the water. The scene was not the same. A moment ago, all was still, with only the gentlest of breezes to disturb the surface. Now, the water appeared blacker, the light that shined from the stars above, somehow gone. A single cloud moved over the lake. There was a tingle in the air as if an electrical storm was brewing. 

The breeze picked up and whipped around me so fast it knocked me back a pace or two, like an ocean wave. Odd. I squinted my eyes against the wind as it continued to build until I was enveloped in a frenzy of whirling air.

Was this how Dorothy felt amid the dreaded tornado? It was so fast, so strong, I was powerless against it. This type of weather was common in the Midwest of the United States, not Annecy, France. I fell to my knees, my hands grasping at the blades of grass in a futile effort to remain fixed where I was. My eyes shut tight against the assault; I couldn’t see what happened. I hoped Annie wouldn’t be swept away.

As quickly as it began, the wind died down. I was left shaken. I fell back on my rear end, trembling hands clearing my long hair away from my face. “What the hell was that?” I murmured. 

“I beg your pardon, my lady?” a woman spoke in French somewhere behind me. The voice was familiar and didn’t belong to Annie.

With my hair tucked behind my ears, I opened my eyes. This was a hallucination, it had to be. I was no longer on the grass in my backyard. The marble floor I sat on was covered in a hand-woven rug embroidered with rosebuds and vines. I remembered the day this rug was delivered. I was a new bride, still hopeful my life with my husband would be the dream I longed for. This rug had gone up in flames, along with the rest of the chateau where I lived my mortal life with Charles as his Marchioness.

The blood in my veins turned to ice water. “I must have hit my head,” I whispered as I explored my scalp with the tips of my fingers. No lumps or bleeding wounds were discovered.

“My lady, you’re frightening me. Are you all right?” 

The voice came from my lady’s maid. Her name escaped me after so long, but I was sure the high, clipped voice was hers. My heart began to thud, and a flutter of nausea wound through my stomach. I closed my eyes and pressed my fist to my chest. My heart didn’t beat, it hadn’t beat since...

“Please leave me.” I remained as I was on the floor. Quick steps jogged to the door which opened and closed behind me. This couldn’t be happening. Tears threatened to well up, but I fought them back. I wouldn’t be afraid, and I wouldn’t cower. There had to be an explanation for this.

I pushed myself to my feet, legs wobbly like jelly. How could I be here, in this room? 

Something had pushed me back in time. As farfetched as it seemed, this was the only logical conclusion. But what? And why? This seemed like some horribly sick joke. Most terrifying of all was that I was surely human. In this state, I was vulnerable. Anything could happen. It was imperative I keep a clear head.  

A loud bang on the door startled me so much I jumped a foot off the carpet. “Millicent, what is the meaning of this? You’re frightening people. Are you unwell? Do I need to call for the doctor?” The voice of my mortal husband, hard and cold, sent a wave of shock through my body. So much was going on so quickly, it was hard for me to ground myself.

I remembered his fear of illness. This was something that would buy me some time. Time I dearly needed in order to get my bearings. “I’m a little sick, Charles, but there’s no need for the doctor. I’ll be fine if I’m left alone to rest.”

Charles. Charles stood on the other side of the door. I turned to face it, disbelief whirling through my head. He was the last person I ever wanted to see again. What would I do if he pushed his way through the door? Run and hide?

“I’ll have Liza come check on you, later.” Liza, that was the name of my maid. Charles retreated from the door, his footfalls echoing on the marble outside. Charles wouldn’t come near me if I played the sick card. 

I chewed on a fingernail as I surveyed my surroundings. The room was the same as I recalled. Light glinted off the crystals of the opulent chandelier which hung over the center of the expansive space and threw dancing rainbows over the pale-rose walls hand-painted with golden birds. I loved those birds so much, I had gold hair combs fashioned in the same way. The enormous, gilded, four-poster bed sat in front of the far wall, panels of gauzy tulle floating down the sides.  

I spent two years perfecting this room after I moved to the chateau. This room was my sanctuary, the one place I was able to retreat. Charles was not here often, and when he did visit, it thankfully wasn’t for long. Improving the décor gave me something other than my horrendous union to focus on.

My clothes would have to be changed, and fast. I wondered if Liza had observed what I wore. She was shrewd, she would notice. Skinny jeans were not a popular clothing choice in the eighteenth century. The thought of again forcing my body into a corset made me cringe. My tight denim at least had some give. While I played sick in my room, something casual and comfortable would suffice.

I pulled off my pants and blouse, stuffing them underneath the mattress of my feather bed, and changed into a blue silk dressing gown. I would have to do something about the clothes. My life wasn’t my own as Liza and the other servants were often in here cleaning and changing linens. 

The terrace would be a good place to think. I padded across the floor in bare feet and cracked open a glass door. Carefully, I poked out my head. No one was around down below, so I walked all the way out, the fresh air welcome. I plopped myself onto a chair as my gaze swept the back of the property.

My breath caught in my throat. Over 250 years had passed since I’d seen the light of the sun fall over anything. Rays of bright yellow stretched out over the green of the back grass, getting lost over the hedges, and picking itself up again to play off the surface of the water in the fountain like dancing prisms of light. There was no denying the awe for such natural splendor.

Unfortunately, this wasn’t my home, nor was this who I was anymore. I felt like a prisoner here. Now was no different. Chateau Mirabeau was arguably one of the most beautiful estates in France with an endless, rolling lawn, perfectly graveled paths that wound through trimmed hedges and rose bushes, and statues of Greek gods. Any woman should have been happy here. At least, that was what I was told all my mortal life. I was never happy, only listless, apathetic. 

What on earth was going on? More importantly, how the hell was I supposed to get back home? I thought of Annie as she bounded out of the back door to meet me by the lake. What did she find, I wondered. Had I disappeared into thin air? I knew she would search for me. They all would. 

Just when I had everything I always wanted, I was torn away, thrown back into the hated past, away from Jack. Jack. What would he do? Tears pricked at my eyes. He would be beside himself trying to find me. I could only hope he and the others were safe.

I thought about the strange wind that picked up as I turned toward the lake. It was an ominous wind, in no way natural. My musing ran to Alexandre and his demon hunting. I didn’t know anything about demons. All I knew was he had fought some sort of death demon and then lost his immortality.

Alexandre was always a little too close for comfort in my mind. It stood to reason this was connected in some way. No other scenario could come close to explaining what was now happening. In what way my maker was involved, I would have to puzzle out. I could think of nothing else that made sense.  

Alexandre. If I was here, why shouldn’t he be? If his story was to be believed, he had built his little cabin in the woods after spying on me at my wedding. He should be there now, asleep under its very roof at this exact moment. Even if this Alexandre was the old one, he should be able to help me. He’d be able to turn me into an immortal while we figured out how to get back, so at least I wouldn’t be so vulnerable. If I died here, there would never be a way to get home.

My stomach constricted. Wait. I needed to wait and be smart. Even if Alexandre was out there, would he help? At the time, he was singularly set on one thing; acquiring me. He wasn’t yet the self-actualized man he’d become in the future. He’d be the old Alexandre, obsessive and terrifying. 

Another thought almost caused my heart to stop. In any time-travel movie I’d ever seen, any change of events, no matter how small, could cause irreparable damage to the future. This would mean if I didn’t get back, I was cursed to re-live everything as it happened more than 250 years ago. 

Suddenly, I was tired, weary to my bones. If there was no way for me to get home, I would have to re-live my marriage to Charles, the affair with Julien, Julien’s murder, and then my long, painful immortality with Alexandre. Not to mention, Kathryn Hart would die all over again, and Jack would have to take Alexandre’s head. My own head began to spin. I didn’t want to be here in the past, not when everything was perfect as it was.

I stumbled inside and crawled into the bed. If I couldn’t be helped, I was in trouble. In order to make sure I would end up with Jack in Annecy, I would have to do it all over again, silent to the fact that I had already lived this life. I couldn’t tell Julien, Alexandre, Annie, or Jack until I was right back in the same spot at the lake. And what was to say it wouldn’t start all over again? An endless cycle of pain and torment? My head started to pound.

No, such a thing was impossible. There was no way anyone was strong enough to endure the pain I had not once, but twice. I needed to figure this out and get myself home. If I didn’t, I would surely go mad.  
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Annie
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WHERE ARE YOU, MILLICENT? All I could see in my mind was Mills as she stood by the lake, her smile radiant and her black eyes warm. 

The days had been joyful. The four of us were very much suited to each other. Mills and Thayer shared jokes about her noble heritage and his ties to a royal family. He called her my lady, and she called him Czar Thayer. They would cackle with laughter over a jest no one thought particularly funny but them. I realized quickly how alike they were both physically and otherwise; their figures, tall and lithe, their personalities, aloof and introverted, but sweet like teddy bears when you moved past the masks of their exteriors.

Likewise, Jack and Thayer were similar in some respects, but completely different in others. Jack was also introverted, but there was no mask, only a genuine heart. He’d never needed to create a façade the way Thayer and Mills had. Thayer was stiffer, more militaristic than Jack, who was a creative, able to go with the flow in almost every circumstance. 

The two men bonded over their mutual interest in architecture as they discussed this chateau and their plans to build a mini Greek rotunda on the back of the property. The two usually silent men would talk for hours about which type of column would be most suitable. This led them into other discussions until they became quite close. 

Everything was perfect. Until it wasn’t.

Now, we had visitors we hoped could help in our quest to find Millicent. 

“Maybe she took a powder because she’s over Jack.” Alexandre, now human, but still an ass, sat across from me at the pedestal table in the back of the chef’s kitchen. The room was all gleaming marble and spotless chrome, a human’s dream. I never understood why Mills spent so much money in here when none of us ate actual food. But she wanted the house perfect, so it would be.

The hour was late. Alexandre’s pregnant fiancée, Bria, slept upstairs. That was all kinds of weird, but the only thing I could focus on now was Mills.

Thayer consoled Jack on the back terrace. The man was a wreck. He hadn’t changed his clothes since the night she vanished, and his burnished hair was mussed all over from his nearly constant pulling and tugging. We all waited for the imminent arrival of Alexandre’s sister, Selene, and her witch boyfriend, Tash. More weirdness.  

I rolled my eyes, in no way in the mood for Alexandre’s digs. “I thought you weren’t jealous anymore?”

Alexandre leaned back, his arm propped on the table like he hadn’t a care in the world. I knew better, though. His eyes were drawn. He was terrified we would never find her. Alexandre was as distraught as Jack, although he attempted to keep his feelings to himself. “I’m not jealous. I’m very much in love, thank you. I just don’t like him.”

“I probably wouldn’t like someone who chopped off my head, either.”

Alexandre chuckled, gazing down at his hands. “Where the hell could she be, Annie?”

All I could do was shake my head, heavy sadness hanging around my shoulders. I wanted to change the subject, if only for a minute. “Your parentage is crazy, right? I’m kind of mad you never felt you could share it with us.” My disappointment in Alexandre was nothing new. I never felt he cared much for me, only changing me at Millicent’s behest so she would have another playmate.

Alexandre gazed at me, his eyes tired but warm. “I’ll probably be apologizing for the rest of my life, which is going to be much shorter now. If I could go back and do things differently, I would, Annie. I was so fixated, so...”

“Obsessed,” I interrupted. 

“Yeah.” He nodded sadly. “You received my letter?”

“I did. It was nice to read. I’m glad you’ve found happiness. I really am.” I didn’t think I could say more than that, not yet. “Alexandre, if she were...gone, do you think you’d know? Like how we knew something happened to you?”

Alexandre’s brow wrinkled; his mouth turned downward. “I don’t know, but I think I would.”

This made me feel a little better. The thought that Mills was dead crept in and out of my thoughts. I did everything in my power to push it away. “What’s it like to feel the sun on your skin, again? Tell me about it.” I tried to remember the heat of the sun and how it warmed cold skin, but I couldn’t.

“It’s delicious. My favorite thing to do is to wake early, pour a cup of coffee, and sit on the back porch to watch the sun rise. The colors, Annie, I had forgotten the colors. The yellows, the oranges. Not only that, but the color of everything touched by the rays; the bright green of the trees and grass, the deep red of the roses. It’s magnificent. I sit there until the beams bathe me in their light, until it’s too bright, or until Bria yells at me from inside.”

I laughed. “That’s wonderful, Alexandre, truly wonderful.” The scent of human blood wafted in, interrupting my train of thought. “They’re here. I can smell them outside.” I jumped from the table, Alexandre on my heels, and sprinted toward the door. 

The witch, Tash Allerton, and his daughter were the first to arrive. Grace was young, too young to be in a room with vampires. Although she knew what we were, she wasn’t fazed in the least. Her education in the bizarre must have begun early. Grace and I sat at the kitchen counter, while her dad spoke with Jack at the table behind us. Tash was a strong man, inside and out. He rivaled Alexandre in the beefy department. Tash mentioned his lineage was a long one. His line could be traced all the way back to the Salem witches of the late 1600s. An interesting story for another time, I was sure.

Selene came in not long after. I liked her immediately. This was a strong woman, with a bearing that reminded me of myself. She was a fighter. I began to feel hopeful, more hopeful than I had since Mills disappeared. 

We wasted no time and gathered by the lake. Tash pulled out a map and some other witchy stuff to perform a locator spell. I had never seen this sort of thing before. Terror and excitement churned in my belly. All I could think was find her. 

Tash performed the spell. When he said she was near her old chateau, I raced to get there. I wasn’t hopeful to find her, as Jack, Thayer, and I had already looked, but I had to check. We couldn’t afford to leave any stone unturned. There was nothing. When she said she’d torched the place, she wasn’t kidding. One quick look at the creepy stone cabin where Alexandre stalked her also turned up zilch.

I returned and it was surmised she had been pulled through time. Selene mumbled something about an Egyptian goddess she’d summoned while in Romania who pulled Selene backward in time, leaving her nowhere to be found. Why this goddess would come after Mills was what I wanted to know. Tash’s spell worked; Millicent was at the Mirabeau Chateau, all right, albeit in the late 1700s. How we would get her back was now the question. At least we knew she still lived.

Before we could get any further, something happened that I couldn’t explain. A tornado-force wind blew up out of nowhere, knocking me flat onto my back. I covered my face to protect it from the dirt and debris that flew around me. I tried to yell out, to reach out for Alexandre or for Tash who sat not far from where I stopped after my jaunt to the old chateau. I worried over the mortals being picked up by the gusts and thrown into the water of the lake. I didn’t have to worry long. As quickly as the gale wound up, it died down.

“You guys, seriously. What was that? Did your witchy spell go all haywire?” I sputtered out the words, bits of leaves stuck to my lips. No one answered. Everything around me was dark. “Tash? Alexandre?”

I blinked my eyes open and closed to adjust my sight. Instead of grass underneath me, I felt something soft, like a feather mattress. As my vision adjusted to the dark, I realized with a start where I was. 

The subtle scent of dried cinnamon and apple skins from the chipped china bowl sitting on my windowsill brought it all back. I was in my old room at Mrs. Greaves’s boarding house. I was dreaming. This was a dream. Somehow, I had been knocked unconscious, like the time Alexandre threw me against the trunk of an ancient oak tree and almost crushed my skull. My heart skipped a beat.

“What?” I pressed a hand to my breast. I breathed; my heart pounded. The room swirled around me. Do not pass out, Annie Monroe. Maybe this wasn’t a dream, after all. 

Mills was in the past, and so was I. Thoughts of what happened spiraled in my head. I couldn’t grasp a single thread. 

I lay flat on my back in my jeans and a t-shirt. It was a good thing I ended up in my room in what appeared to be the middle of the night. Materializing on the street in these clothes would only land me in the asylum.

Leaning up on my elbows, I attempted to think rationally. Here I was, once again, in the eighteenth century. The thought of being human filled me with dread. I hadn’t cared much for it the first time around.

Millicent was, no doubt, experiencing the same thoughts. Had I replaced the old Annie, was I the old Annie, or was there another Annie who would walk in at any moment and find me lying in her bed? I’d never traveled through time before. I tried to think about the episodes of the time travel fantasy Alexandre used to watch. I
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