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      "If you're going to kill me, do it now."

      Lightning flashed and thunder shook the earth. Vaughn Dupre cowered among prickly brambles beneath the branches of a hickory grove and squinted through the blinding rivulets of rain washing over her.

      An ancient white-bearded Indian dropped to his knees in front of her and stared into her eyes. His breath brushed her skin.

      She clenched the valise holding her carefully folded wedding dress. She had been on her way to Fort Rosalie to meet the man who would marry her when they had been attacked.

      As she had watched in horror, the Indians had killed those in her traveling party, one by one. Only her best friend and companion had lived nearly so long as she. But now she could see Mary's brutalized body several yards away.

      "Please," she pleaded, "do it quickly."

      The old man shook his head and spoke slowly - deliberately. "There is only one way you can possibly survive. You must travel - through time."

      Vaughn took a deep breath, fear searing her throat.  He spoke in French and she understood him. He was trying to help her. Though he was dressed like the Indians, his skin tone was lighter and his kindly features were more like those of the French familiar to her.

      "I can run," Vaughn whispered, her throat closing as she spoke.

      "It would do no good. The Natchee will seek you out and slice your throat as they did the others."

      An image of her childhood home in the countryside of France flashed through her mind. It was followed by a memory of the orphanage where she had spent the last ten years of her life. There was nothing to leave behind and no one to miss her. The man awaiting her would find another wife easily enough. There were many more desperate girls on their way to take her place. She could only pray to God that they would fare better than she and Mary.

      Though it was incomprehensible that she could be sent to another time by this man or anyone else, the alternatives were bleak, at best.

      She knew only one thing - she did not want to die.

      "I beg you, do whatever you can to help me."

      Now that he had her permission, the old man hesitated. "There is no guarantee. I know not where you will go or for how long. You may not even live through it."

      Looking back at the carnage of her friend and former traveling companions, she grasped his sleeve, ready now, to have it done. "If you don't try, I am certain to die."

      "I have seen strange things since I've lived with the Natchee." He spoke slowly, as though his native language fell unfamiliar on his tongue. "Very well. I think I can help you, but we must act quickly.

      "Once the rip in time is made, it may take centuries for it to heal itself. Not only you, but those of your blood may pass through it and possibly without warning. I warn you to be prepared."

      "How will I know?"

      "You won't."

      Suddenly the French Indian lifted his arms and stretched toward the Heavens. He chanted words she couldn't understand and didn't want to. The wind whipped around them in a fury. He held his arms high and yelled indiscernible words to the sky.

      Vaughn looked around her. The Indians would find them now. There was no doubt. The old man's incantation had to work.

      The wind picked up and howled around them. The clouds swirled angrily. Thunder crashed over their heads. He was unaffected by the rain or the wind. His robe made of deer hide swirled around him, but he stood firm.

      Vaughn closed her eyes. She was going to die. She should never have come to this new world. Should never have listened to the call of adventure in her blood. Only by a twist of fate would that very blood not be spilled upon the ground of this untamed territory.

      Her ears rang, blocking out the commotion. Then a curious sensation pricked her skin. It was sunshine. She opened her eyes. There was no sign of rain or wind... or the strange Indian.

      Her clothes were soaked and her hair sodden. Her valise with the wedding dress was still in her hands. She stood up slowly and turned around.

      She gasped.  A young gentleman on a large black horse towered over her. He was smiling.

      "You seem to have had some sort of mishap. My name is Nathaniel Becquerel. Perhaps I can be of assistance," he said, stretching his hand out to her.
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      The minute she walked through the door, Erika Becquerel knew something was wrong.  Chandelier lights reflecting off the polished mahogany floor blended with the musty odor of the house to bring back a deluge of jumbled memories.

      But the silence struck her like a cruel blow.

      The grandfather clock stood with a blank expression.

      Silent.

      "Jonathan?" she called out, but a rumble of thunder drowned out her voice.  As the noise faded, she set down her bag and dripping umbrella and called out for her grandfather again - louder this time. "Grandpa?"

      No response.

      Frowning, she stood in front of the nearly black rosewood clock and looked up into the faded dial.  Its case was decorated with ornate columns.  The clock’s face wore a battle scar from the Civil War in the form of a jagged rip between the Roman numerals six and seven.

      The first thing Jonathan did each morning was wind the two hundred year old family heirloom.  It was one of his prized possessions.  His ancestors had brought it with them when they left France to settle in the colonies.

      Something was wrong.

      A sense of panic gripped her.  Jonathan could lie here for days before anyone discovered him.  He could die and no one would know.

      She started toward the kitchen, but a sound on the stairs caught her attention.  Relief washed over her.  Jonathan was alright.  She, however, was the victim of an overactive imagination.

      She turned with a smile, but the smile quickly faded.

      Stepping briskly into the foyer, a woman in a loose flowered kimono glared at her through a pair of narrow glasses.

      "Who are you?" Erika asked.

      "That's a good question.  Who are you?"  the woman echoed, folding her arms across her ample chest.

      "Where is Jonathan?"

      "I will not discuss Mr. Becquerel until I know who you are."

      Erika took a deep breath and slowly let it out.  Her leather ankle boots resounded as she walked across the hardwood floor toward the woman and stopped inches in front of her.

      "Where is he?" she demanded, looking down into the woman's cold dark eyes.

      The woman retreated back a step, her gaze darting toward the stairs.  Erika immediately closed the gap between them.  Her hands clenched at her sides as the tension and fear for her grandfather returned, stronger than before.

      "I want to know who you are and where my grandfather is."

      Jerking her head up, realization spread over the woman's face and her skin blanched to a deathly pallor.  For a moment Erika thought she glimpsed fear in her eyes.  Then she blinked and the harshness was back.  "I'm Mable," she said, "Jonathan is upstairs in his bedroom.  I'll bring your luggage in, Erika."

      Erika didn't respond.  The woman's sudden change worried her.  Yet even more disconcerting was the fact that this stranger knew her name.  She’d never known Jonathan to hire help.

      Erika sprinted up the stairs, turned left, and stopped in front of her grandfather's bedroom.  A weak cough answered her knock.

      Pushing the door open gently, she stuck her head around the corner.  Darting past her feet, Smokey, her grandfather's large gray cat, pounced onto the bed.

      Jonathan Becquerel lowered the handkerchief from his nose.  He blinked and a smile spread across his wrinkled face, lifting for a brief instant the veil of sadness in his silver-gray eyes.  Almost immediately, it settled back into place.  As she hurried to his side, he struggled to push himself up on the pillows.

      "Ah, Erika," he said, "you do look so much like my Vaughn."

      His words sent a stab of pain through her heart.  Vaughn.  Her grandmother - her friend.

      "Are you sick?" she asked, kneeling on the floor beside the bed, pushing threatening thoughts of her grandmother back into the shadowed depths of her mind.

      In the six months since his wife's death, Jonathan had seemed to grow old quickly.  Instead of months, he seemed to have aged years.  The sparse hair on his balding head was silver and his eyes were lackluster.  Even his skin had taken on an ashen shade.

      "No.  No.  Just a bit under the weather," he said with a smile that seemed more like a lopsided frown.

      "Who is that woman downstairs?"

      "Mable?"

      She nodded.

      "She's the one your mother hired to take care of me," he said, studying her curiously.

      "Really?"  Erika replied, forcing a calmness into her voice she didn't feel.  She placed her wrist against his forehead.  His skin was cool.  "What do you mean she's taking care of you?  What's wrong?"

      "I can't seem to shake this darned flu.  It's probably just old age settling in."  He paused to squint into her eyes, as though to read her thoughts.

      "I didn't know you were coming," he added suddenly.  "You haven't been to see me since the... since Vaughn..."

      "I know.  But I'm here, now.  I'll take care of you."  She stood up and leaned over to place her arms around his thin, feeble shoulders.  Swallowed the lump in her throat.  He'd grown so frail since she'd seen him last at the funeral service.  I should have come sooner.

      He patted her back and reached for his handkerchief.  "The doctor is coming on Monday. Until then I’ll be ok. And Mable is here.  Your mother and you and Bradley all have lives of your own.  I don't want to be in your way."  There was no self-pity in his voice.  She knew he was just stating the facts as he saw them.

      At Vaughn's memorial service, he had been in good physical condition for a man of seventy-three.  The deep sadness in his eyes had been there, though.  It had become a part of him.

      "Maybe you could stay until Monday though," he said, his face brightening with the thought.

      "I'll try," Erika said softly.  She sighed.  There was no need to tell him now; she didn't have to leave until Sunday afternoon.  Perhaps with two days of her care, he would be able to get up and around.

      He reached over to the nightstand and picked up a key.  "Would you mind winding the clock for me?  This silence is driving me crazy."

      Erika smiled.  "Of course."

      Slipping the key into her pocket, she left him resting, and stopped by the room that had been hers since she could remember.  Mable had been true to her word.  Her luggage stood in front of the wardrobe.  She felt a twinge of guilt at having the woman bring it in for her, especially in the rain, but she quickly shrugged it off.  If she knew her mother, Mable was being paid well enough.  If Erika had her way, Mable would be dismissed as soon as possible.  The woman gave her an eerie feeling.

      Something was wrong.  But then nothing had been the same for the past six months.  Looking up, she studied the portrait on her nightstand.

      Her grandmother, Vaughn, had been so full of life.  Even though the black and white photograph had been taken when her grandmother was still a young woman, Erika pictured her clearly.  She saw the slender, beautiful woman staring back at her with a smile that spread upwards to touch her sea-green eyes and a fragile oval face framed with long midnight curls.

      Except for her straight, shoulder-length hair, Erika was a mirror image of Vaughn Becquerel.

      Her mind, still spinning in confusion, returned to the situation at hand.  Who was Mable?  Why didn't her mother tell her about hiring this woman?  They talked often enough; surely she would have mentioned that Jonathan needed someone to help care for him.  Determined to find the answers and confront Mable, she got up and started back downstairs.

      Halfway down, she stopped on the landing.  The dark clouds had drifted off toward the horizon, and a patch of pale evening sunlight streamed in through the wavy glass in the eight foot window.  Placing one hand on the thick indigo French brocade draperies tied back on either side, she leaned her forehead against the smooth wooden frame and rested her eyes.  Suddenly dizzy, she fought to steady herself.

      The soft ticking of the grandfather clock drifted upstairs.

      Clouds wafted over the sun and a cool wind whispering through a young oak tree lightly brushed her cheeks and played about her hair.  At the sudden loss of the sun's warmth, she opened her eyes.  Had the window been open moments before?

      She shivered.

      Beyond the well-tended garden area to the left, fields of sturdy cotton plants stretched to the horizon.  There, a wagon stirred up a cloud of dust.  Like mounds of new fallen snow, the gray-white cotton covered the land.  Workers in straw hats, brightly dyed shirts, and burlap sacks trailing along behind them, bent as they pulled cotton from the open brown shells and dropped it into the sacks.

      Dazed, Erika stared out the window.  A movement to the right of the house caught her attention.  A girl, not more than ten, sitting beneath an oak tree, was playing with a calico cat.  A doll fell unnoticed from her lap.  There had been no children here since Erika and her brother, Bradley, had grown up.

      She was startled out of her daze by a flurry of activity below.  A black horse cantered into view, chased by two baying red hounds.  Coming to a halt beside one of the outbuildings, the tall dark-haired rider slid easily from the saddle and tossed the reins to a black boy who had run out to meet him.

      Absently, the man brushed dust from his white cotton shirt, black riding trousers, and tall black boots.  His arms and chest visible beneath his shirt, unbuttoned at the throat, revealed a healthy tan.  He was a trim man, trim, yet sturdy.  A stray lock of black hair, slightly faded from the sun, fell across his forehead.

      He strode toward the house, stopped directly in front of the window, and stared up at her.  The man held her gaze for a moment before his clear, intense eyes slowly slid down the length of her.  A shiver tingled up her spine as the wind brushed a stray wisp of hair against her cheek.

      A frown briefly crossed his features and he ran a hand through his hair, sweeping it off his forehead.  He blinked and his eyes came back to hers; his lips slowly tipped up in an arrogant smile.  Despite the arrogance, he was ruggedly handsome.   Bowing slightly, he started toward the front of the house.

      The contact was broken with a jolt.  Erika's heart raced and her body trembled.  She took a deep breath, commanding herself to be calm and in control.  It had always worked in veterinary school.

      It didn't work.  She couldn't slow her racing pulse.  She was at a loss to explain her trembling hands and light-headed feeling at the bold perusal of this man.  This stranger who seemed familiar somehow.

      What was happening to her?  Did she know him?  Of course not.  He wasn't the kind of man a girl would easily forget.

      Her heartbeat pounded loudly in her ears, blocking out the steady ticking of the grandfather clock.  She leaned against the window frame and closed her eyes.

      The feeling of light-headedness swept over her once again and then was gone.  The silence of the house rang in her ears.

      A door opened downstairs, jarring her back to her senses.  She hurried down the stairs and turned just in time to see Mable step through the back door with her purse and raincoat.  At least she and Jonathan would be left alone until morning.

      Erika sighed in frustration and turned around to check the time.  She stood face to face with the silent grandfather clock.

      The clock!

      Jonathan had asked her to wind it, but she hadn't.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and thought back through the last several minutes.  It had definitely been ticking.  She knew the sound as well as she knew the voice in her own head. Reaching into her pocket, she squeezed the clock’s key.

      Suddenly she felt very tired.  Maybe she shouldn't have taken on teaching that zoology class at the community college, but with just one more semester of internship before becoming a licensed veterinarian, she had decided not to pass up the school's offer.  It was good experience.

      This Thanksgiving holiday was the first time off she'd had since Vaughn's accident.  All the hard work would pay off next summer when she could finally open her own clinic.  She looked forward to specializing in cute, cuddly pets, not the large farm animals her employer catered to.

      Trying to keep her thoughts focused, she wandered into the parlor and found herself in front of the arrangement of portraits displayed on the wall.  Jonathan and Vaughn were there as well as her mother and father.  She and Bradley were the last ones added to the group.  At the far end were William and Abigail, the ones who built the house in the early 1800s.  Scanning the row of faces, she paused somewhere near the center.

      Feeling a tingle at the base of her spine, she focused on the man's familiar face.  A face was far too familiar – yet shouldn’t have been.

      Of course it was familiar, she thought, frustrated with herself.  She had seen these paintings hundreds of times.  She used to come here as a child and study them.  Then why did this one stand out now?

      She warmed her cool fingertips against her palms.

      Suddenly fear and disbelief collided in her mind.

      It was him!  It was the man on the horse.  This painting was well over a hundred and fifty years old.  How could she have just seen him, living and breathing?

      Disconcerted, she went back up to the landing and stood in front of the now closed window.  Wondering briefly who had closed it, she realized that if the rider had entered the house, she would have seen him.  Taking a deep breath, she pulled the heavy curtain aside and peeked out.

      Her grip on the soft fabric tightened and her breathing came in shallow, quivering gasps.  Where were the rows of cotton that had been there minutes ago?  Familiar pine seedlings and briars had taken over the fields that had been neatly plowed only moments before.  One of the two remaining outbuildings had caved in and was no more than a heap of rotten lumber.

      The child was gone, too, and there was no sign of the cat or the doll.  But, the oak tree...  The tree the girl had been sitting beneath was no longer a young sapling.  It was a full grown tree with its limbs stretching skyward.

      She turned and numbly continued to the top of the stairs.  A breeze stirred and cooled her sweaty palms.  It was like someone had flipped a switch and for a moment she had seen a page of history.  Perhaps she had wished for things to be the way they had been when Vaughn was alive so much that she had hallucinated.  She shook her head.  Impossible.  Her imagination was much too vivid.

      At the top of the stairs, she stopped with one hand clutching the rail.  Her vision wavered and she blinked, trying to regain focus.  Her entire world careened in front of her and she grabbed the rail with both hands.

      Then the world righted itself and was still.

      A soft ticking sound drifted from downstairs.

      It can't be the clock.

      She had the key.  In a panic, she reached into her pocket and wrapped her fingers around the small, silver key.

      "Excuse me, Miss?  You must have come in while I was out."

      Erika whirled around, startled.  A tall, heavy set man in a black cloak and hat towered over her.  In a state of confusion, she studied his kind honest face and tried to block out the clock's incessant ticking.

      With an embarrassed chuckle and a grin that flashed his white teeth, he swept the hat from his head.  "I'm sorry, Miss.  I just came in from the smoke house.  We didn't expect you so soon."

      This was not her imagination.  She swallowed and closed her mouth, dry with the onset of panic.

      "Who are you?" she asked, her voice cracking in mid-sentence.

      A flicker of hurt swept over his face.  "Don't you remember Villars?  But of course, you're wore out from the trip.  I'll show you to your room so you can rest."

      The clock began to chime the half hour.  Erika started and nearly tumbled down the stairs.  Grabbing her elbow, Villars caught her as her left foot slipped off the top step.

      "Be careful, Miss Sierra," he warned as he steadied her.

      Erika leaned against the banister.  The color drained from her face.

      Sierra?

      "Are you feeling all right, Miss Sierra?"

      Erika looked up into that unknown face and fear suddenly grabbed at her heart.  He had set out to confuse her in order to rob them or murder them - or both.  She took a step backwards.

      "What are you doing here?" she asked.

      "I'm the butler, Miss," he said with a puzzled expression.

      "Sure."  She took another step backwards.  "You're no more a butler than I'm Sierra."

      "Please, Miss.  Let me send some vittles up to you.  We have some fresh bouillabaisse."

      Erika turned and ran like a fleeing rabbit to her grandfather's room.  Instinctively she wanted to protect him from this intruder.  She slammed the door behind her and frantically turned the lock.

      Leaning against the cool wood, she listened to her erratic heartbeat pounding in her ears.

      She feared for them both.  She had to warn Jonathan and call the police.  Taking a deep breath, she turned with an explanation on her lips.

      Her mind soundlessly screamed.

      The bed was neatly made up.  Jonathan was not in the room and there was no sign that he ever had been.  She felt like she'd fallen into an episode of the Twilight Zone.

      Loosening her grip on the door knob, she walked to the bed and sat down.  What had the man done with Jonathan?  Could he really be a butler?  She didn't know what to think anymore.  Her life had somehow crashed and lay crumbled at her feet, ripping reality to shreds in the process.

      She looked out the bedroom window at the setting sun.  There was the garden, then a row of frame shacks.  The cotton fields spread as far as she could see.  She definitely wasn't where she'd started when she arrived not much more than an hour ago.

      She couldn't stay here in this room forever.  She had to confront Villars - and whatever was happening to her.

      Steeling herself, she went to the door and unlocked it.  Villars stood where she had left him.

      "Who lives here?" she asked, keeping one foot safely inside the bedroom.

      Understanding dawned on Villars' face.  "I'm sorry, Miss Sierra.  I forgot you hadn't been here since you were a child.  There's Mister Richard, and Mistress Rebecca, and Miss Andrea, and Mister Charles.  You've never met Miss Andrea, but you remember Mister Charles, don't you?"

      Glancing down at her sweater and jeans, she ran her hand along the fabric, convincing herself that they, at least, were real.  Trying to appear casual, she stepped out into the hallway.

      "What year is this?" she asked hesitantly.

      "I believe it's 1837.  But it could be 1836.  I don't rightly know."

      Erika had the fleeting thought that she had died.  She glanced toward the bottom of the stairs, and released her breath in a jagged rush when she didn't see her body crumpled on the pale cream rug.

      What difference did it make whether it was 1836 or 1837?  In fact, he may as well have said 1436 or 1437.  The only thought focused clearly in her mind was that Jonathan was sick and he needed her.

      "Would you like to go to the guest room, now, Miss Sierra?"

      "Yes, I suppose so."

      Erika followed Villars to the closed door of her room.

      "If you need anything, Miss, just pull the bell cord."

      She reached for the doorknob.  It seemed to take forever.  Her head spun as she felt the knob's coolness in her hand.  She grasped it in an effort to steady herself.

      Upon opening the door, relief swept over her.  Her luggage stood neatly next to the wardrobe.  She turned quickly back to Villars, but instead faced an empty and silent hallway.

      She ran down the dimly lit hall and threw open Jonathan's bedroom door.

      Groggily, Jonathan opened his eyes.  "What's wrong?"

      Suddenly there was a lump in her throat and her eyes stung with tears.  Sniffing, Erika shut the door behind her and wiped at her eyes.  She didn't know what stroke of fate had brought her back, but she silently blessed it.

      "Nothing's wrong.  Are you asleep?"

      "Not anymore."  Sitting up, he switched on the lamp on his nightstand.

      "I'm sorry.  I just..."  She faltered.  What was she supposed to say, I've been traveling through time?  I've been back to the year 1837?  "I just wanted to check on you."

      "I'm fine," he said, reaching over to scratch Smokey.  "Are you sure you're okay?  You're awfully pale."  He picked up a jar of Mentholatum from the nightstand and dabbed some under his nose.

      Erika sat on the edge of the bed and fought back the tears.  Her heart twisted in misery at the sight of his bald head and wrinkled skin.  Why did people have to grow old?

      When he hadn't been here a few minutes ago, she realized even more how empty her life was going to be without him.  That emptiness was inevitable, and the knowledge left her with a heavy heart.

      He knew she was troubled.  He always knew.  Yet she couldn't bring herself to tell him.  The whole idea that she talked to a butler and saw cotton fields covering their land was preposterous.

      She, Vaughn, and Jonathan had often walked around the grounds and halls of this big, old house and talked about the history of the once grand plantation and their ancestors.  Jonathan told her the stories he was once told by his grandfather.  Hadn't he mentioned a tall, kindly butler that worked for their family for an extraordinarily long period?  Perhaps that had been Villars.  She shook her head.  She was a professional with a firm grasp on reality.  She was tired, that's all.

      "I'll go now so you can get some rest."  She stood up and quickly hugged him, biting her lip to fight back the sobs.  "What would you like for supper?  I'll fix you something good," she said.  Not waiting for an answer, she pulled away and started for the door.

      "I'll see you in a little while," she said with forced cheerfulness over her shoulder.

      "Erika?  Wait."

      "Yes?"  She paused and, with considerable effort, lifted her chin and smiled.

      "I want to give you something while I'm thinking about it."

      She wiped at her eyes and took a deep breath before walking back toward him.

      He opened the drawer to the nightstand and took out a small square box.  "After my wife, you mean more to me than anyone ever has in my whole life."

      "You mean a lot to me, too."  She returned to his side and sat on the edge of the bed, trying to ignore the sense of dread concerning what he was about to tell her.

      "What I'm saying is, I don't want anyone else to end up with this.  I want to make sure it goes to you."  He placed the box in her hand, his bony fingers brushing her smaller ones.

      "Why are you talking like this?"  She cautiously lifted the lid on the box and recognized the cream cameo brooch that lay on black silk lining.  Jonathan was frightening her.  He was giving away his most precious memento of his wife - the wedding gift he had specially crafted for her.  The cameo was a likeness of Vaughn.

      She swallowed the lump in her throat and met his gaze.  She felt the tears spilling from her eyes, but couldn’t stop them.

      "I can't take this from you," she said softly.  "It was Grandma's.  You should keep it."

      "Nonsense.  I've kept up with it for six months.  It looks so much like you.  I want you to have it now.  Please.  Make an old man happy."

      "All right."  Forcing a smile, she brushed at the tears and kissed him on the cheek.  "I'll take good care of it."

      "That's better," he said, patting her hand.  "Keep it with you at all times.  It'll bring you good luck and keep you safe.  If Vaughn had had it with her that day we went fishing on the river, she wouldn't have... maybe she would still be here."

      He yanked a tissue from the nightstand and hastily dabbed at his eyes, then loudly blew his nose.

      It must have been hard for Jonathan to stand by and helplessly watch his wife's life end.  She had tried hard to stay too busy to think much about the accident.  Now was not the time to dwell on it either.  She had to be strong for her grandfather.

      "Okay."  She placed the brooch back in its box.  "Thank you.  It's a gift I'll always cherish."

      "You'll let me know if anything is wrong."

      She tilted her head to one side.  "Of course."  If it's possible.

      "You get some rest now."

      "Jonathan..."

      His deep gray eyes met hers.  "Yes.  What is it?"

      "I love you!"  She blurted and buried her face against his shoulder.

      He patted her back. “I love you, too, Kitten. I’ll be alright.”

      Fleeing from the room, she hurried down the hall to her own bedroom.  She couldn't bear to see her grandfather like this.  She would find a way to be here Monday when the doctor came.

      Hanging her clothes in the tall cedar wardrobe, she decided to take a quick nap before fixing supper.  She searched unsuccessfully through her things for a nightgown.  Giving up, she chose an old red plaid flannel shirt.  It came to about mid-thigh in the front and back, but had side slits that gaped open a little higher.  After rolling the long sleeves up to her elbows, she removed her barrette and used her fingers to fluff her hair.  Wistfully pinning the brooch to the nightshirt, she climbed into bed and closed her eyes.

      Within minutes she had drifted off to sleep.

      Noises from outside the room woke her.  She strained, but couldn't make out what was going on over the music.

      Music?  She got up, walked through the darkened room, and stepped into the hall.  Her shadow wavered beneath flickering candlelight as she made her way toward the banister leading to the stairs... and the increasingly louder music and voices.

      And a faint ticking noise.

      She stopped just below the landing and could see into the smoke-filled library off to the left.  Finely dressed men stood there, talking among themselves.

      The clock began to chime.  She grasped the banister and breathed in sharply.  It had happened again.  This was no dream.  No figment of her imagination.  She was certain of it now.  Shivering, she watched the pendulum swing back and forth as the clock chimed nine times, echoing throughout the house.

      Erika slowly moved down along the banister until she could see into the parlor.

      Playing a lively tune, a six-piece orchestra sat at one end of the room.  Dozens of couples either waltzed about the crowded floor or watched from the chairs and sofas that had been slid up against the walls.  Dressed in the finest fabrics she had ever imagined, they seemed to float on a delicate cloud of satin and lace.

      Erika was so engrossed in watching the dancers, she didn't notice Villars coming up the stairs.  He was now almost beside her.

      "Miss Sierra," he said, backing away from her and studying her suspiciously.  He cleared his throat and continued.  "I'm sorry you're missing the dance, but Mister Charles say to let you rest.  And that's good because I didn't know where you got off to anyway."

      "What's going on?" she asked, leaning over the banister, one bare foot dropping over the edge.  Why was his expression so odd?

      "Why, it's the Harvest Moon Ball," he said proudly.

      Of course, the annual ball.  A Becquerel tradition that lasted all the way to World War II.

      "I think you better go on back up, Miss.  It wouldn't be proper for you to be seen dressed like this."

      Villars had no more finished speaking when, as though in response to his words, the music drifted away in mid-strain and the whispering became louder.  The violin bows grew still and the soft flute became silent.  The dance room seemed to have frozen and there were entirely too many eyes turned in her direction.

      Erika scanned the room of faces - faces she had never seen before.  Several pale skinned women stared at her from behind their open fans and others from behind crystal goblets poised at their lips.  A couple of men blew cigar smoke into the air as they watched her.

      "Who is she?"

      Their whispered words, spoken by voices unchecked, drifted clearly to Erika's ears.

      "Hardly dressed at all."

      "A man's shirt."

      "Of all the nerve."

      "You'd expect this kind of thing under the hill, but how did that hussy get in here?"

      What were they talking about?  Her eyes paused on a man in the back of the room whose darkly tanned face stood out from the others.  His eyes locked with hers across the crowded room.  She breathed in sharply.

      It was him!  It was the man she had seen riding up on the black stallion - the man in the portrait hanging in the parlor.

      Once again he was staring at her with that intensity that made her hands quiver.  The passion in his gaze frightened her.  His eyes slowly caressed her body down to her bare feet and slid back up to imprison her eyes.

      He weaved his way across the ballroom, then started up the stairs.

      He spoke.  But she couldn't make out his words.
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      The room had suddenly grown warm - much too warm.  Releasing her hold on the stair railing, Erika tugged on the sides of the flannel shirt, but realized with frustration that she only succeeded in lowering the unbuttoned neckline.

      She was trapped.  She shouldn't be here.  All these people staring at her as though she had grown stripes made that clear enough.  Villars, the only friendly face she'd encountered had gone about his original errand and left her here.  Alone.  She was on her own in this unfamiliar world.

      She thought of Jonathan.  Where was he?  What had happened to his world?

      She had to remember the stories he and Vaughn had told and the people they spoke of.  That was the key to survival.  Frustration built as her memory went blank, but her mind raced with frantic thoughts.

      What now?  She could flee this house, but there was no where to go.  She couldn't even begin to imagine what unfamiliar terrain lay beyond the grounds of this house.

      If she left these people, she would doubtlessly be far worse off than she was now.  Most importantly, she had no money, no means of survival.  Whatever their reaction and subsequent treatment of her, she would have to survive until she could get home.

      She would have to make sure no one realized she was an imposter.  Here, at least, she would have food and shelter until she could figure out what to do.  This house was obviously the gateway to getting back to her own time.

      If the gods were with her, she would soon be swept back to her own time.  Yet, something was different this time.  Things were... less hazy.  But she couldn't worry about that now.

      She had to stay in the house.  There was no other choice.

      The man stood next to her, now, studying her curiously.  He shielded her from the gaping strangers.

      "Put this on and come with me, Sierra," he repeated, placing his dress coat over her shoulders and gently placing his hand on her elbow, led her back up the stairs and down the hall.  The coat, nearly dragging the floor, swallowed her.  He must be nearly six feet tall.

      She didn't resist and soon found herself upstairs and alone with the man.

      "You're creating quite a stir down there.  Villars told me your trunks haven't arrived.  Why don't you wait in your room until I've spoken with Mother.  She'll find something appropriate for you to put on."

      Erika looked into his eyes and her breath caught in her throat.  They were a clear slate blue.  If it were possible, he was even more handsome up close.

      Her disturbing thoughts were interrupted when a woman with silver-streaked, but still blonde hair, curled and stylishly piled high upon her head, came into the hallway.  Erika recognized the woman from the portraits in the parlor.  She regretted not bothering to learn the names of her ancestors when the timing wasn't so crucial.

      "Charles," the woman asked, "what's going on?"

      "Here's your Aunt Rebecca now," he said, releasing his hold on her.  "It seems Sierra arrived before her trunks. Do you think you could find her something to wear?"

      “Of course,” she said, kindly, shooing her son away.

      Erika watched as he walked down the hallway to rejoin the other guests.  The music was playing again.  Hopefully they had forgotten about her.

      "Mon ami," Rebecca said, "J'sais vous?"

      "What?"  Erika's history was bad enough, but her French was worse.

      "Pardon," she said with a slight accent, "I'm sorry.  But you do resemble the Creole.  My dear, do I know you?"

      "No," Erika said and began walking with her along the upstairs hall toward her room.

      "Well, we both know you aren't Sierra.  What's your name?"

      "Erika."

      "Erika," she echoed, seeming to test the unfamiliar name on her tongue.  "Where are you from?"

      They reached the guest room and went inside.  Erika tensed as she watched the older woman, elegant and sophisticated in her mushroom brown ball gown.  She liked her immediately, yet was afraid of her.  Somehow she sensed that if she met this woman's approval, she would have no problem staying here.  On the other hand, if Rebecca decided she wasn't welcome, she could give up any thought of remaining in the house.

      Unfortunately, she was balanced on a precarious ledge.  Rebecca, as well as all those stuffy guests downstairs, no doubt thought she was here as Charles' prostitute.  Her curiosity about this man was increasing.

      "Have you been here long?" Rebecca persisted.

      "No," Erika answered, choosing her words carefully.  "I only arrived this afternoon."

      "You're a friend of Charles'."

      "No," she answered swiftly, "I'm really not sure how I ended up here."

      Rebecca looked immensely relieved.  She sat down on the blue velvet settee at the foot of the bed.

      "Did you come with someone?"

      Taking a swift glance around the room, she swallowed hard.  The only light came from a short, thick candle burning brightly on the nightstand.  She hadn't noticed it earlier.  Villars must have lit it while she was downstairs.

      "No, but my grandfather told me to wait for him here."  She didn't know how much more of this interrogation she could survive.  Her stomach churned in knots of nervous panic.  The primitive world outside this house terrified her.  At least here, she had a chance to get back to her own time.

      "Now, are you going to tell me who your grandfather is?"

      "Jonathan Becquerel"

      Rebecca frowned.  "I'm sorry, Dear.  I don't know all my husband's family," she said, now speaking in a gentle voice.  "Enough of this, let's get you properly dressed so I can introduce you to our guests.  I have just the thing for you."

      In a whirlwind of silk, Rebecca was gone from the room.  Alone again, Erika went to the wardrobe and opened it.  It was empty.  She had no clothes.  She had nothing but this inane flannel shirt.  And Charles' jacket, she was
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