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Violet Sinclair might have stayed home if she’d known she’d end her dream date running for her life. It would have been a tough choice. Tony Solomon, the man she’d pined for for years, had asked her out.

Tony slowed to navigate a curve on the dark, deserted street, and her belly fluttered with excitement.

A traffic jam on the way to the opera had forced them to take back roads. The snow that had started that afternoon was beginning to stick and get slippery, slowing them further.

Tony shot her a wan smile that she could barely see by the dashboard lights. “Looks like we’re going to be late.”

“It’s all right.” The opera didn’t matter, even if it was never performed in Dayton again. She doubted she’d remember it afterward anyway—

The car jerked, throwing her forward.

“What the hell?” Tony whirled around.

Violet twisted to see out the back window. A black SUV—a big, military-styled one–closed in on them. “Did he hit ice?”

“I didn’t.” The truck’s headlights glimmered in Tony’s glasses and magnified his round eyes. The SUV drew close again. Violet doubled over as it impacted with a grating crunch.

Tony swore and dug into his pocket as the truck pushed them for several yards. He jabbed at his cell phone. The car bumped and jounced as it went off the right shoulder of the road and slowed to a stop. “What do you mean, no service?” He tossed the phone down.

Outside Violet’s window, a thin, red light slashed the night. “What was that?”

Something burned through the Buick’s roof with a sizzle. “Holy fuck!” Tony ducked as a line of red light speared through the hole. Laser.

A man leaned out of the SUV’s passenger window and pointed a narrow object at them. A red beam burst from its end, and the back window shattered.

Violet grabbed the door handle. “That shopping center we just passed! It should be on the other side of the woods, he won’t expect—”

“Get out!” Tony threw open his car door and tumbled out. Violet did the same.

Behind them, car doors clicked open. Violet stumbled down the road’s shoulder and bolted into the trees. A red beam sliced the air inches from her head. She looked back as two men hopped out of the truck. One raised a weapon. The other man staggered into him and both crashed to the ground. Violet turned and ran. Muffled curses punctuated the night behind the crunch of her and Tony’s footfalls in the frozen vegetation.

He panted as he glanced behind them. Before Violet could follow his gaze, he shoved her in the back, slamming her into the snowy leaves face first. Beside her, a red beam sizzled into a tree trunk, smoking where it struck.

Violet slowly raised her head. Her heartbeat thudded in her throat.

Tony grabbed her arm. “Come on!”

He dashed to a clump of bushes a few yards away. Violet’s sharp puffs of breath rasped in her ears. She scurried after him, her pumps sticking in the frozen leaf cover, until something tripped her and she tumbled to the ground.

Snapping branches and crackling undergrowth heralded their pursuers’ closing distance. She clawed her hair out of her face, then fought to free her foot from a root. Tony hurried back and pulled her up. “You go that way, I’ll go...” He dropped her hand and darted for a stand of bushes to his left. Violet clambered up a rise toward where the strip mall should be, her legs already growing leaden. She gulped in the numbing, cold, February air. Tomorrow. She’d start exercising–and get back on her diet. If I’m alive. Nothing like running from maniacal killers to drive home the danger of being overweight and out of shape.

She fled for the other end of the gully, branches slapping her face. A laser shot singed the earth near her feet. The crisp smell of burnt vegetation stung her nose. Though the moon was full, she could barely see. She inhaled as if she’d been gagged and bound, and each breath made her bonds tighter. Where was the shopping center? She feared her trembling legs wouldn’t hold her much longer.

Behind her, something crashed to the ground. She risked a backward glance. The tree that the men had shot had fallen. A shouted curse, the snapping of branches, and crashing in the leaves told her one of the gunmen had been caught in the fallout.

She pushed onward, her lungs burning, her stomach churning. Even if she lost the men, they’d see her footprints in the snow. After an eternity, a building appeared at the gully’s edge. She stumbled onto a strip of snow-covered, crumbled asphalt and the bottomed-out feeling in her belly lifted.

She dashed under a rust-stained, unlit sign on a high pole that read Paradise Motel. Not a strip mall, but the kind of place she’d seen on television, where people took prostitutes and conducted drug deals. Despite its seedy appearance, it would be a welcome haven. 

When she topped the rise and beheld the building, her belly turned to stone.

Holes gaped where doors and windows had once been. Moonlight filtered through the long-gone ceiling to reveal a snow-dusted carpet of leaves on the rooms’ floors. Black charred the walls, and soot had settled into the etched date—1958—of a once-white cornerstone.

Laser fire whizzed behind her. Violet bolted for the nearest door. As she tumbled through, a red blaze missed her leg by inches. She slipped on a mat of leaves and pitched forward, but before she hit the ground strong hands gripped her arms and yanked her upright. She screamed. A hand clamped over her mouth.

“Violet! It’s me!”

She drew back.

Tony released her. “Are you okay?” The moon lit his concerned face.

“I- I think so.” Though she was sweating, she trembled.

Tony leaned against the wall and panted. The impression of his fingers lingered on her arm. The acrid smell of something burnt broke through the motel’s musty scent. Violet looked down, then jerked straight. A charred slash rent her black dress’s hem.

In the distance, a man shouted. Tony pressed his back into the wall, palms flat. Fear crashed over Violet in waves, suffocating, drowning.

There was no place to run. If they’d stayed in the car, they’d be dead. If they’d kept running, they’d be dead. If they ran now, they’d be dead. By ducking into the motel, they’d only delayed the inevitable.

The shouts grew louder. She inched closer to Tony. She had to do one thing before she died. “Tony, there’s something I have to tell you—”

“Not now. Maybe we can get out of this alive.” He clamped a hand around her arm, then turned her to face him. “These guys are after me, not you.” Violet drew back, stiffening. “Turn around. Don’t look at me. If I disappear—”

“Disappear? Like you did in Mexico?”

His jaw tightened. “Yeah. Now turn around.”

“But—” With a hand on both her shoulders, he spun her so her back was to him, then released her. “1959,” he mumbled. “1959...”

Violet’s fear solidified. What on earth was he doing? What had he done to draw those men’s wrath? How would he make himself disappear? She started to turn, but he held her shoulders. “Stay there. Don’t look at me for... a slow count to ten. It’s our only chance, okay?”

“Are you sure... those men are after you?”

“Positive. Now turn around.”

She wet her lips. Why would those men be after him? What if he was wrong?

Trust him. She didn’t know where that came from, but—

“Violet?”

“All right.”

“When you turn around, I’ll be gone—”

“How?”

“Do it!”

The shouts and footsteps drew nearer. Tony let go of her. “When I’m gone, they’ll know you’re alone. You’ll be safe. God, I hate this, but there’s no other way. Okay, count.”

She tried not to consider the possibility he was wrong. Or crazy. One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three—

Vertigo blasted through her, and she stumbled backward into Tony. She barely felt him catch her through the dizziness and the sense of the ground beneath her disappearing. Even the dizzy spells she’d had earlier that day hadn’t been as strong. She grabbed Tony, but instead of steadying her, the dizziness intensified. 1959. A year after the motel was built. Why had he said that?

“Violet!” He tried to shove her away.

“No!” She clutched harder, pulled at his coat with both hands, the vertigo so bad it was like her head spun on a dozen different axes. Then the world faded to black.
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THE FIRST THING TONY noticed when the dizziness wore off was the smell of vinyl.

And warmth.

The blackness faded from his vision. A vertical crack of light bisected a curtained picture window. All he could make out were the hulking shapes of a bed, a dresser, and a small, square table with two chairs.

The motel. Before it burned. He’d made it! He pushed himself off the cool, tile floor—

“Tony?” 

His blood froze as his warp-befuddled mind registered warmth and pressure against his side. “Violet?” No way. No way. No way.

She moved away. Her voice trembled. “What happened? Where are—”

“Oh my God... How did— you shouldn’t be—”

“Where are we? Where are those men—”

“Gone. We’re safe for now.” Holy hell, what had he done? How had she come with him? He lurched to his feet and walked to the door, his footsteps clacking on the floor.

She pushed herself up, then straightened her dress with a sharp tug. When she spoke, her voice regained its firmness. “Where on earth—”

“The Paradise Motel.” He gave a wry half-laugh. “Look.” He yanked open the door. The sign in the parking lot glowed brightly. Beneath it, a pink neon “Vacancy” welcomed them.

“Oh my word.” Violet drew up beside him. “What—? How...?”

Crisp stripes marked parking spaces in the smooth, black asphalt. In a few of the spaces sat cars with huge fins and bulging headlights. She blinked.

“Welcome to 1959,” Tony said. Shit, shit, shit!

“Ninetee— Good heavens! Do you mean to tell me we’ve traveled back in time?” She leaned on the doorframe, and touched two shaking fingers to her lower lip. “It’s—surely I’m dreaming.” She pinched the back of her hand, then jerked her fingers away. “Ouch!”

“‘Fraid not.” Dread gripped Tony in a bear hug. Months ago he’d sworn he was through with time travel. Never again. Yet here he was.

Though there was no snow, a chill breeze blew dry leaves between the cars and chased them back inside. He shut the door.

“What are we going to do?” Violet fumbled with a lock of her blond hair. “Where are those men? Will they find us here?” Her voice rose with each question. “Who are—”

“I don’t know.” Tony moved closer, laying a hand on her elbow. “I have no idea why they’re chasing us, but there’s not much chance they’ll find us here, now.”

“But... are we stuck here?” Her words came fast. “I don’t want to be in 1959! What will—”

“It’s okay.” Tony pulled her into his arms. “We’ll be able to go home once we get the Pull—when our mental energy builds back up. But that probably won’t happen for a few days.”

“What about...” She rolled her lower lip in and bit it. “...when we go back? Will those men be there?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. You warp in time, but stay in the same physical location. All I can think of is to jump home from someplace else. And pray they’re elsewhere—elsewhen.” He stroked her hair.

“What will people at home think? This is what happened when you disappeared, wasn’t it? Mercy, I can’t afford to lose my job—”

“I’ll talk to Keith.” Tony rubbed her back. She calmed, though she still trembled. “I do have a little pull around there, you know. As for the rest...”

What would he tell his daughter? Or his parents? Last time, he’d told them he went on a cruise and he’d never had a chance to call home. He’d hated to say it, the lie burning his mouth, but the truth was too strange.

Thankfully, Keith, his boss and CEO of the company, had accepted Tony’s claim of not remembering where he’d been, but would he force Tony to go on leave of absence again? “We’ll figure out something,” Tony said. “I’m not thrilled to be here either, but it beats the alternative.”

Violet covered her face with her hands. “I’m sorry, it’s not like me to prattle on so—”

“It’s okay.” He pulled her closer, trying to give—and take—comfort in her nearness. “I’d worry if you weren’t freaked out.”

Guilt blanketed him. When six months went by with no sign of the snipers, he’d thought it was okay to go back to work, to resume normal life, never mind the flashes of death he’d seen, felt, lived, ever since he’d jumped back three years in time to make Bethany leave that party. Just hallucinations. Nightmares. Memories of being shot, stabbed, beaten to death. Memories. That never happened. He’d spent his leave of absence working out, building his strength. He’d bought a gun, learned to shoot, and re-learned martial arts, hoping he’d never need any of it.

Too bad he’d left his gun at home; then again, a lot of good it would do in the dark, against futuristic laser weapons.

Bad enough those guys had shot at Violet, too, forcing Tony to do something he never wanted to do again: jump into the past to escape. But how the hell had she come along? Was physical contact all it took? Or what if—

She could time-travel too? Because she was Charlotte? Charlotte had been able to—

It’s impossible to travel into one’s future. And Charlotte was dead. Violet must have come with him because she’d grabbed him as he warped. Simple proximity. 

She slumped against him. “I’m... exhausted. Not just from running, but...”

“Recovery.” Tony was growing fatigued, too. “Once it kicks in, nothing will keep you awake. It’s like being in a coma.”

“What’s—”

He walked her to the bed. “Lie down. Once recovery hits, you can’t fight it.” She sank onto the bed, then struggled to shrug off her coat and purse. He grabbed them and dropped them on one of the padded vinyl chairs, then his gut dropped.

There was only one bed.

It doesn’t matter. Not when neither would have the energy to move, much less take advantage of the situation.

Violet slouched against the headboard, oblivious to the cleavage her black, v-neck dress revealed.

Tony snatched his glasses off, then rubbed them with his shirttail. He wasn’t typically attracted to big girls, yet there was something about her. Something had made him ask her out, and not just her resemblance to Charlotte.

He jammed his glasses on. She’d be attractive even if she didn’t look so much like Charlotte, she could be her older, heavier, blonder twin. Not model-gorgeous, but with an inner grace that transcended society’s definition of beauty, just like Charlotte. She carried herself with the same quiet confidence Charlotte had. Even her voice bore the huskiness of a longtime smoker—like Charlotte.

And Charlotte had been able to travel in time. The Saturn Society insisted it was impossible to jump into one’s own future, but what if they were wrong?

Tony’s heart curled in on itself at the memory of the woman from the past he’d loved more than he’d thought possible.

She’s. Not. Charlotte.

Charlotte died in 1933. Why had he tortured himself by asking her modern double on a date?

Because he liked Violet. Still, her words were Charlotte’s. Mercy. Good Heavens. What on earth. Too much coincidence—

“Tony?” Her voice jerked him out of a past better forgotten. “What if someone comes in here while we’re... sleeping?”

“Damn, you’re right. I guess I’d better go check us in before I drop.” He grabbed his wallet. Bills and loose change plinged onto the dresser, along with business cards and a joke from his friend Bernie—a condom. Shit. It wasn’t funny now. He crammed it back into his wallet, hoping Violet didn’t think he’d asked her out expecting to get laid.

Her gaze flicked from the offending item to the money. “Surely that’s plenty—” Her eyes fixed on a ten with the twenty-first century, large portrait. “Oh, dear, that won’t work, will it?” She stifled a yawn. “Hand me my purse, I have a bunch of singles. Maybe together we’ll have enough.”

Tony gave a rueful snort. “Hope no one notices the dates.”

They came up with twenty-six dollars in ones and older fives. Tony slipped the money back into his wallet. When he reached for the business cards, his hand paused.

On top was Chad Everly’s Saturn Society card. Tony grabbed it and shoved it into his wallet, a chill rushing through his body.

He wasn’t exactly on good terms with the time travelers’ organization. The last time he’d spoken with Everly, six months ago, Everly had left in an uneasy truce.

In 1959, Theodore Pippin would be running the Dayton Saturn Society House. It was unlikely that Pippin’s vendetta against those he considered Enemies of Time had diminished—and one of those enemies was Tony. Yet with recovery setting in, there wasn’t a damn thing he could do.

“Tony?” Violet called as he gripped the doorknob. “What’s the Saturn Society?”
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“FORTY HOURS?” VIOLET repeated as she dropped the bag of food on the motel room’s little square table. “We slept for almost two whole days?” Her fingers twirled on the burger’s paper wrapper.

Tony shrugged and looked away. “That’s nothing.” He took a bite of hamburger, the sound of his chewing oddly loud in the motel room, even though he wasn’t eating impolitely. “Go back further, and you could sleep for weeks.”

“Goodness! But how?” Even as she voiced the question, the knowledge felt familiar. But she had to keep up a good front.

Tony gave a half-shrug as he reached for the fries. “They say it’s sort of like animals in hibernation. All I know is I’m glad you went for food.” Luckily, two dollars and forty-five cents was more than enough to buy a couple of burgers and fries from the motel restaurant. The woman who’d taken her order had stared at Violet like she’d grown a second head when she’d ordered a Diet Coke, belatedly realizing it didn’t exist in 1959.

She and Tony both focused on their food, though it could have been greased paper for all Violet tasted. This was all her fault. Those men—whoever they were—were after her, and she had no idea why. All she knew, was that after six years, her unknown past had finally caught up with her. It only surprised her that the gunmen hadn’t come after her sooner.

Apprehension fell over her body like a bucket of chilled water. Right before they’d reached the motel, Tony had pushed her away and run in another direction. Why on earth had he done such a thing?

Then she remembered. Tony thought those men were after him, he’d told her that, when they’d first run into the derelict motel. But why? “Tony? Who were those men who were shooting at us?”

“I don’t know,” he choked out, his face in a funny twist.

He was lying. Did he know about her past? “And why were they chasing us?”

“You wouldn’t believe—”

“Try me.” Violet squeezed a fistful of her dress.

“They’re from the future. Our future.”

Violet wrinkled her nose. “What?”

“I told you you wouldn’t believe me.”

Fear cooled into firm resolve. Her logical mind slipped around the concept and found no purchase. It went against every fiber of her being, yet...

She let go of her dress. She and Tony had somehow jumped back to 1959. As illogical as it seemed, the evidence was hard to dismiss. So why couldn’t others come back from the future, too? Tony’s face had gone slack. He wasn’t lying now. Maybe all those times he’d disappeared, he’d gotten mixed up with something bad.

She tried to avoid looking at the bed in which they’d both slept. Her belly twitched. She should have had the propriety to lie on the floor—or ask Tony to.

Nothing happened. She wouldn’t have, even if she hadn’t slept like the dead. They might have shared a bed, but as much as she longed to, they hadn’t touched.

She yearned to find out if the reality lived up to her dreams. She knew exactly how he’d feel in her arms. The way he’d feel as he moved inside her when they made love—

Her face heated. Violet! For shame! On a first date, for crying out loud!

She cast an abashed glance at him, but he was engrossed in his food. She was not that kind of woman. She might not remember her past, but this she knew. Never mind that other women, including her roommate Stephanie, took men to their beds all the time and few thought the worse of them.

She still couldn’t believe Tony Solomon, the man every unattached woman in the office wanted, the man who never dated, had asked her out. She’d wondered if he’d kiss her goodnight afterward, had wondered if she’d have the nerve to invite him in. Tony had said she looked fantastic when he’d come to pick her up, and the way his eyes lingered on her told her he’d meant it. She’d wondered if perhaps there would be more than a goodnight kiss.

Only to wind up sharing a motel room with him—in 1959.

That’s crazy!

Yet she knew it wasn’t.

She dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “Mercy, I don’t think I’ve ever been so hungry.”

“Recovery’ll do that to you.”

“Recovery from what?”

“Time travel.” He wadded his napkin into a tight ball. “You haven’t done this before, have you?”

She stared at the edge of the table, squeezing her napkin. A sensation of doom settled over her, heavy enough to push her through the floor, and realization trickled over her skin in a cold sweat. The familiar dizzy spells. She’d always known that they were something frightening, so much that every time one hit, she gripped the chair, her desk, the wall, anything, to stay grounded. Because she had traveled in time—before. Before that day six years ago.

The day something terrible happened. Something so terrible she had no memory of it. Something to do with Tony. And there was no way on earth she could tell him. Not when there was a good chance she’d killed someone. 

“No.” She wiped her mouth, though it was already clean. “But... how did this happen? How did we go back in time?”

“We thought about it. For people with this... ability, that’s all it takes.”

Her head spun. Not like the time travel dizzy spell, but like she’d climbed on an amusement park ride that was spiraling out of control. A high-pitched roar filled her head.

Because she knew this.

She forced herself to speak. Sound surprised. “When—how... have you always been able to travel in time?”

“No.” He rose and paced to the door, but didn’t open it. “Last year. When I fell, in Mexico. I died. Or almost did.” He faced her, his head canted to the side. “You ever heard about people having near death experiences?” She nodded. “Well, that’s what happened to me. I saw my dau—people I knew who’d died. Then something pulled me back. That’s how you get the ability. If you’re near death and someone who can time-travel touches you.”

It hit her like a blow to the ribs. She’d been there, thanks to winning a spot on the executives’ company trip a year ago. She’d touched him, when he’d fallen and almost died.

Then he’d disappeared, only to reappear a half hour later, and still near death.

She’d done this to him. And now someone was after her for reasons she couldn’t remember, and because of her, they were after Tony, too.

The food in her mouth solidified.

He couldn’t know. If he did, wouldn’t he have contacted the authorities?

He turned around and wiped a hand through his short, spiky dark hair. “You must think I’m insane—”

“Then I am, too.” She stood and met his eyes. “Because I believe you.” The cars in the parking lot made it hard to refute. So did the old-fashioned telephone beside her (with a dial!), and the news she’d heard on the ancient-looking radio at the restaurant.

But most of all, it was the way the knowledge had clicked into place. Picture a bygone era to go there, focus on the present to stay put. The knowledge, the dizzy spells, the fatigue—all familiar. From before. Just like that planet Saturn with the three stars on that business card in Tony’s wallet. Some guy he’d met in the parking garage, he’d told her. She’d sensed there was a lot more to it, but she’d fallen into recovery by the time he’d returned from checking in.

She forced herself to breathe. Inhale. Exhale. One thing at a time. First, they had to figure out how they’d live while in 1959, then—

“All I wanted was a nice, normal night out.” Tony stared at his hands.

“It’s not your fault.” His stricken expression made her try to inject some levity. “Unless you’d planned for us to get run off the road and shot at.”

He gave a mirthless laugh. “Sure, that’s all it was, a fancy scheme to give me an excuse to bring you to a dumpy motel in 1959 and...” He swallowed. His expression changed to the strange look she’d often seen when he passed her in the hall at work. The same way he’d looked at her last summer when she’d visited him in the hospital, after he’d disappeared (time traveled?) for three weeks. An expression of pain, sadness, and something else.

Flutters battered her ribcage. She’d never been able to identify what else but it came to her now. Yearning.

The setting sun’s light coming in through the window brought out the hollows in his face. Could he think of her the same way she had about him for so long?

He paced back to the window and the expression faded.

If it had been there at all. She joined him at the window. He rested his forehead against the glass. “Jeez, I’m sorry.”

“I’m the one who grabbed you. And,” she took a deep breath, “I have no family. No one will miss me except my roommate Stephanie. And work, of course.” She pressed her lips together. It wouldn’t be hard for a potential employer to check her background and find she had none. All she had was the faked birth certificate and Social Security card Stephanie’s ex-husband had obtained for her. “What we need to do now is make the best of this crazy situation and figure out how we’ll eat for the next few days. And where we’ll sleep.” She squared her shoulders. “Is there any way to find... others like you? Someone we could explain our situation to, who might be able to help—”

“No.”

She drew back. “You don’t know any—”

“Not in this time.”

Her eyes flicked to the dresser where he’d emptied his wallet. She’d seen the symbol on that business card before. The words meant nothing, but words never did. Even Tony’s name hadn’t.

But when she first saw him, his face had made her belly leap in recognition. The logo of the planet Saturn and three stars did the same.

That symbol had meant something to her in her old life. Something important. Something she needed to find out.

Something Tony wasn’t willing to share. If that Saturn organization was part of her past and she asked him about it, she’d raise suspicion.

Outside, the Paradise Motel sign flickered to life in the deepening twilight. Tony moved away from the window, shaking his head. “I wasn’t ever going to do this again. And now I’ve dragged you into it—”

“We’ll manage. Tomorrow I’ll ask if they could use help with the cleaning. Or in the restaurant.” She stared down at herself. Though modestly long, her filthy dress with its laser-burnt hem would hardly impress a would-be boss.

Tony started to say something, but she dropped her hand to his arm, silencing him. “Don’t blame yourself.”

Her gaze climbed his body until it reached his eyes. The sign illuminated him in a spectral glow, making him appear not quite real, but more the stuff of dreams.

His arm slid around her back, and he traced his fingers up her shoulder blade. Her skin tightened in the line he touched.

He tilted his head, his gaze a caress. “You’re an amazing person. Anyone else... my ex-wife would be hysterical if she went back in time. Hell, the first time I did, I spent half the time trying to convince myself I was imagining it. But you...” He slipped his other arm around her waist. “You just accept it all, crazy as it must sound.”

Her insides were a quivering pile of jelly. She gave a jerky nod behind her. “All of this is pretty convincing.”

He pulled her closer.

She barely dared to breathe. A lightness swelled in her chest. Lost in the light of his eyes, she moved into the heat his body radiated, the ache to mold herself to him overpowering.

He lowered his face toward hers. 

Her stomach bottomed with desire. He was going to kiss her.

She stretched up, and her lips met his, moved with his. Her eyes drifted half-closed. Heat flooded her as their mouths moved together, the reality as heavenly as she’d known it would be. She slid her arms around him, reveling in his solidness, his taste, the roughness of his day-old beard, the gentle pressure of his tongue meeting hers...

He pulled away. “God, I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.” He dragged a hand over his face.

Violet’s mouth moved wordlessly. She ached for his touch. The same constant ache that plagued her whenever she saw him, worse now that she’d tasted what she’d been missing. “Don’t be sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t try to stop you.”

She should leave. It was the proper thing to do.

But she had no money, no place to go.

Hang it all, she was tired of being proper. A doctor’s exam had confirmed that she was no innocent. But it had been years since she’d lain with a man—and whenever it had been, she had no memory of it. Or him.

Tony’s gaze roved around like he feared he was doing something dishonest.

She would allay those fears. Stephanie said men liked it when a woman let them know what she wanted.

Violet thirsted for Tony’s arms around her, for the knowledge, for the answer to the question that had haunted her since the first time she saw him.

What had he meant to her in her forgotten past?

She slipped her arms around his waist. His hands trailed down her sides, then slipped around her back. The heavens opened, drenching her body in a deluge of sparks. He drew her against him, crushing her breasts to his chest as he once again lowered his face to hers and their lips met in a searing join.

This was what she’d been missing. Two years of having to be content to talk to him on the phone when he called the helpdesk, or passed her in the hallway and said hello. 

His mouth never leaving hers, he ran his hand up and down her back, then slowly moved it around her side. Her skin prickled in jittery delight at his touch, her dress the only thing between them. Heaven help her, but she wished it wasn’t.

Mercy, he could kiss her forever. His hand brushed the side of her breast. She gasped.

He snatched his hand away. “Oh hell, I—”

“Don’t.” Her voice was firm. She was not going to let him apologize. She didn’t want him to be sorry.

“I was going to say, I need a shower,” he said. “A cold one,” he added under his breath.

Violet’s strength sapped, she sank onto the bed. She looked at her dirty dress. “I’m... a bit worse for the wear myself.” She met his gaze, her breath ragged.

“You can go first.” He backed toward the table.

Not what she wanted to hear. The words she longed to say lodged in her throat. She had to know now, or never know.

Need nagged her in Stephanie’s voice. Be bold. Men like it when the woman makes the first move.

“I- I’m usually not this forward, but...” Violet met his gaze and gave him her best demure smile. “We could share.”

His shoulders flattened, and his voice was strained, as if he was choking. “Violet, we’re both under a lot of stress. I don’t want to do anything we’ll regret.”

If she let him go, she might never have another chance to gain the knowledge she craved. To experience heaven.

He’d kissed her with fervor and passion. She’d seen enough, heard enough around the office to know Tony Solomon never said anything he didn’t mean. He wanted her as much as she wanted him.

And it might be her only chance to be with him, and find out what he’d been to her before.

It’s not proper! her inner voice shouted.

But she wasn’t a woman of the fifties. Propriety was overrated. And she needed to know him, now. She rose and crossed the room, then stopped at the bathroom door. “I won’t regret it.” She began to unbutton her dress.
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Charlotte... Tony moved toward her.

What the hell are you doing? Logic faded in the clamor of desire. He was lost. Lost in the triangle of creamy skin she was slowly revealing. Lost in his need.

He slid his arms around her back and pulled her against him. She tipped her face up and ran her tongue along her upper lip, not in a flirty way, but as if her mouth had gone dry. He lowered his face to hers and reveled in the soft, moist heat of her kisses.

He needed her warmth, her closeness. Even while he was married, loneliness had ruled his life. Violet offered escape. He hadn’t realized how empty his existence was until his brief sojourn with Charlotte.

He tipped his head to the side and his tongue wrangled with hers. Her tentative explorations warmed him like a fiery hearth on a winter day.

She was so like Charlotte. The way she walked. The way she held her cigarette in the office smoking area. Her eyes, the color of golden honey. Her voice, low and throaty. The way she caught herself when she’d started to freak.

So much like Charlotte and yet... He drew back, breaking the kiss. She’s not Charlotte!

Question and hunger filled Violet’s eyes. “Tony?”

“I don’t think this is a good idea.”

She gripped his elbow and drew him into the tiny bathroom. “I do.” She slid her hands up his chest in a tantalizing, light touch. When she loosened his tie and began to unbutton his shirt, he struggled to remember why it wasn’t a good idea.

She paused, eying the scar above his heart, the one from the Mayan priest’s knife when Tony’s first, unintentional trip back in time had taken him a thousand years into the past. She traced the raised line. Tony inhaled through his teeth. She looked up. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay, it doesn’t hurt, I just don’t like—”

“This happened while you were... gone, didn’t it?”

“Yeah.” He steeled himself while she ran her hand over the scar again, then her gaze lit on the one ringing his neck.

Where the ancient Mayans had beheaded him, and he’d hurtled back into the present upon his death. “That one, too,” he said.

She leaned up to press a kiss to his lips, then resumed unbuttoning his shirt. She reached for his belt buckle, but he captured her hands, brought them to his mouth, brushed his lips over her smooth fingertips. She’s not Charlotte. Surely her skin couldn’t be as soft.

He pushed her unbuttoned dress down and brushed his fingertips over her satiny shoulders. Wrong. She closed her eyes and lifted her face, and her soft sigh almost made Tony come undone. So like Charlotte.

But she wasn’t Charlotte, and this wasn’t fair to either of them. Violet deserved better.

He closed his hands over her wrists. “Violet... we can’t.”

Her head jerked up. “Why?”

Her drawn face, brows pressed inward, the little vertical crease between them was so Charlotte, it cut like the ancient Mayan priest plunging a dagger into Tony’s heart all over again.

But he couldn’t tell her about Charlotte.

“I’m not ready for a relationship.” The truth. Because Violet sure as hell didn’t strike him as a woman who went for one-night stands.

She drew away, her back stiff. “Who said anything about a relationship?”

“You’re not the kind of—”

“No strings.” Her voice was firm. Charlotte’s don’t-argue-with-me voice. “Just tonight. That’s all I ask.”

Hell. He combed his mind for another excuse, but couldn’t keep his gaze from drifting to the lacy edge of her bra and the round tops of her breasts. Her shoulders drooped, the dejection on her face as clear as the motel’s neon sign.

Realization settled over him like a lead curtain. She thought this was about her weight.

He didn’t care about that. She was curvy and soft and powerful, beautiful in a way beyond guy-talk at the bar, or the media’s notion that only thin-and-willowy could be attractive.

Hell and damnation. He brushed his lips across hers. “Go start the water.” He dashed to the dresser and dug into his wallet for the condom.

He ran his thumb over the foil wrapper. No strings, she’d said.

She’d just stepped into the shower when he got there. Fog already obscured the mirror, the air hot and damp. “Tony?” Her voice came out like a squeak as she drew back the shower curtain. Beads of water glistened on her smooth shoulders. He wanted to lick them dry, wanted to—

He held up the condom.

Violet exhaled, touching her fingertips to a spot above her cleavage. “Good heavens, I’d forgotten...” Her voice died away as he set the package on the sink and slipped his shirt off. Mercy, he was handsome—not overly bulked up, but lean and strong. Just right. Her knees ready to give out, Violet leaned against the shower wall to steady herself. Had she been wearing a blouse, she’d have sworn it was suddenly too tight when he dropped his slacks, then pushed his drawers down. She finally collected her wits enough to realize she was staring and withdrew behind the shower curtain.

When he slipped into the shower, the sensation of the water beating on her skin faded. The absence of his glasses bared more than his lack of clothing, and his face held the same look of pain she’d seen in the hospital. Haunted. Yearning.

She folded him into her arms and pressed herself against him. Whatever hurt he bore, she’d do anything to wash it away. He leaned down and took her mouth with his. She sighed into his kiss, the water sealing their bodies together.

His hand slid over her back, up and down, around the sides, over her shoulders. With every touch, he brushed away her fears. He rubbed her back in a light, feathery caress and heat blazed between her thighs. Oh, Lord have mercy, she’d wanted this for so long. At last, all those questions she’d never dared to ask would be answered.

Her body thrilled as his hand glided up and down her back. She realized he’d grabbed the soap when he started lathering her spine then drew his hands over her shoulder blades. Her skin prickled at his every touch—heavens, she’d never known her back was an erogenous zone. He soaped up her sides, then slid his hands around the contours of her breasts. She arched into him. He turned her around so she faced the showerhead, her back against his chest.

The water massaged her breasts as he ran his soapy hands over them. Tingles mingled with chills when he rubbed his fingers over her nipples, so taut they could cut glass. The warmth below flared into fire.

They had done this before. It was all familiar. His hands cupping her bottom. The splashing water. His hands skittering over her body with the soap. Not a familiarity that bred boredom and discontent, but comfort, security, and knowing.

He dropped the soap with a clunk on the tub’s edge. “I think you’re clean enough.” He yanked the shower curtain aside and leaned out to grab the condom.

“But you haven’t washed...” Violet trailed off at a sense of familiarity so strong it stole her breath. Before. She seized the soap and twirled it in her hands. His face stretched into a grin, igniting a warmth in the center of her body that spread outward.

He flung the condom onto the soap dish. Starting with his back, she rubbed all over his body. The feel of his slippery skin beneath her hands confirmed the knowledge that she’d savored this sweet torture before. Her fingers explored his chest, splayed through the delightful texture of hair on muscle, then moved lower, to his stomach—

Another scar? “My goodness, you—”

“Never mind that.” His voice came out a low growl. He took the soap from her and tossed it onto the soap dish.

He massaged her shoulders, trailed down her breasts, glided his hands over her belly. Then lower. He slipped a finger into the fire between her legs, and explored the soft folds of her skin. Her insides tensed. Then he rubbed over the spot where her flesh burned hottest. Her thighs clenched. “Tony...” she whimpered.

He grabbed the condom and tore it open. Seconds later, he gripped her hips and guided her onto him.

She moaned as he slid inside. Her dreams, reality. But the dreams were a dim comparison, like watching television wearing sunglasses, or viewing a solar eclipse through smoked glass.

This was foregoing the safety of the darkened lens and risking the burn. A risk she’d never be sorry she’d taken.

They moved together endlessly, as past, present, and future condensed into one. She barely noticed goose bumps forming on her arms as the water grew cold, until Tony reached around her to shut off the taps, then jerked the shower curtain open. “I say we finish in bed.”

In half a minute, she lay beneath him and he was back inside her. She barely noticed his weight, noticed nothing but his clean, soapy scent, their mouths joined, their bodies touching in every way possible. She lifted her hips to match his rhythm, a celebration of pleasure and love.

She did love him. She wouldn’t say it—how she wanted to, but she’d heard enough from Stephanie to know that word was guaranteed to send a man running. Being with Tony now was heaven enough to last her a lifetime. Lightness swelled inside her like a hot air balloon.

He whispered in her ear, his breath ticklish and hot. She couldn’t hear his words, but words didn’t matter. He licked a line down the side of her neck, and chills coursed through her. Down low, she constricted around him as he moved faster, and she tightened until she was sure she would force him out. Then her body squeezed and pulsated. Shards of pleasure burst through her.

She shouted his name, and he pumped faster. His body went rigid as he reached completion. “Charlotte!”

Violet’s soaring, balloon-y feeling popped. Charlotte?
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IT was her.

Tony gripped the bathroom sink, as if it would settle his turbulent thoughts.

The feel of her body moving beneath his. The way she traced down his chest in a light touch that drove him crazy. Her cries of passion, her whimpers of desire, her sighs of satisfaction. After he’d returned from 1933, he’d concluded Violet’s resemblance to Charlotte was pure coincidence. Supposedly everyone had a double.

Too much coincidence.

His eyes burned, his body wound so tight he could snap. Why had she deceived him? And how? Had Everly lied about jumping into the future, or had Charlotte discovered some trick no one knew? What if she hadn’t meant to kill him that night in the river, and her true intention was to ensure he didn’t escape Pippin? Or had she come forward in time to bring him to justice?

He couldn’t shake the image of her curling into the blanket after he’d called her Charlotte, her eyes shining with unshed tears, the quaver in her voice as she said it was all a big mistake and ran to the bathroom to grab her clothes.

But why the false identity?

Or was it? Had he hurt a wonderful woman he’d long cared for as a friend?

He pressed his palms to the wall and leaned over the sink.

He felt as if a stack of weights pressed down on his chest. He had to do something. Say something. Try to ease her hurt.

But there was nothing he could do, nothing he could say.

He sniffled and blinked in tight squeezes. Ironic. A mere thought could take him back in time decades, even centuries, but he couldn’t go back five minutes. It didn’t work that way.

His ears pricked at the sound of Violet’s voice. He straightened, listening, but couldn’t make out the words. Who was she talking to?

With a sigh, he went about getting rid of the condom, but as he reached for it, his stomach dropped to his toes.

God, no. Weight pressed in on him from all sides, sucking the air from the tiny bathroom, his throat trapped in a giant hand’s choking grasp. Oh shit oh shit oh shit!

The rubber had broken.

His mind turned to molasses. “Yes, thank you, operator,” Violet said from the main room.

Her voice kicked him back into reality. He tossed the condom and snatched his underwear off the floor.

He yanked his slacks on. He’d have to tell her. As if getting shot at and being forced to warp back over fifty years wasn’t enough. He threw on his shirt and fumbled with his belt. How could he face her? With this, after what he’d done?

His fingers slipped on this belt buckle as he tried to force it closed, until he failed for the third time to slide the prong into the hole. Fuck it. He dropped the damn thing, the clang of the buckle striking the tile surprisingly loud. He’d ask Violet—Charlotte—if she had something to tell him. See if she’d admit her subterfuge, now that he knew.

He tucked his shirt in, then untucked it and wiped his glasses on the shirttail.

He was healthy, he’d gotten checked out after he’d caught his wife Dora running around on him. Since his divorce there had been no one but Charlotte.

Who’d claimed she couldn’t have children. Tony shoved his glasses on and jammed his shirt into his waistband. Even if Violet wasn’t Charlotte with her female problems, the odds she’d get pregnant were slim. No point in asking for trouble. The weight lifted, if only a little. He straightened his shirt, slipped into his shoes, and opened the door.

Violet perched on the bed, disheveled but dressed. “Yes, I’ll do that.” Smoke drifted up from the cigarette she held in one shaking hand while she gripped the phone in the other. “Thank you, Mr. Pippin.”

Tony couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. Couldn’t think.

She looked up. The nightstand lamp’s dim light shone in her wide, red-rimmed eyes as she tossed the phone onto its cradle as if it had suddenly grown hot.

Tony’s brain kicked in as a burn rose up his throat. “What the hell are you doing?”

Violet shrank away from him. “The symbol. On that card.” She glanced at Everly’s business card, which had fallen out of Tony’s wallet when he’d retrieved the condom. “I- I’ve seen it somewhere before, and I thought maybe they could help—” 

“I should have known.” Tony’s mind drained of all other thought.

She straightened. “Known what?”

She’d betrayed him again. “You planned this all along.”

“Planned what? Tony, what are you talking about?”

“Like you don’t know!”

“I only wanted to get help!”

“Yeah, help doing me in!” Reason slammed him like a sledgehammer to his skull. He had to get out. Fast, before Pippin arrived.

He shoved his shock, his fear, his hurt to the back of his mind as he grabbed his coat and bolted for the door. As he yanked it open, he turned to her, unable to ignore the knife in his heart. “If you have a shred of decency left, don’t come after me. Don’t tell him—”

“Tell who? What? Tony, I—” She jumped up and moved toward him, but he dashed out, slamming the door in her face.

He was barely conscious of his feet slapping the asphalt. He almost collided with a parked car. “Tony!” He ignored her and kept running. His eyes stung. He blamed the cold and wind, though he hardly felt either. All that mattered was getting away. Away from Charlotte and her treachery.

He ran beneath the Paradise Motel sign, the neon Vacancy buzzing as if it was about to burn out. He ran across the parking lot and onto grass, the frosty blades crackling beneath his feet. He was dimly aware of stepping onto pavement again and took off down the road, slowing only when he noticed the rough asphalt had become a concrete sidewalk.

He scanned the homes lining the road, typical fifties-era Cape Cod houses, like the one his mom had lived in as a kid. She’d driven him by it a few times when he was growing up, and it wasn’t far from the motel, if he remembered correctly.

That’s it. He’d go to his grandparents, tell them he was Grandma’s brother Bob, who’d disappeared when his mom was ten.

With the plan solidified, his mind raced back to Charlotte.

How could she? She’d worked at LCT for over three years. Why now, after all this time?

How had she managed to jump into the future, and when? How had she obtained a drivers’ license, gotten a job?

It didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting away before Pippin showed up, and pray that the obsessed, Society nut case didn’t find him.
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VIOLET STOOD NUMBLY by the motel room’s door. Charlotte. Was that her real name? Words and names never evoked any memories—Tony’s hadn’t, only his picture had—but the stricken look on his face, the hurled accusations—of what, she had no idea—she’d seen him like that, he’d yelled at her like that, before.

What had happened? What had she done, on that long-ago day she didn’t remember, when she’d been Charlotte? Whatever it was, it must have been as terrible as she’d feared, (killed someone) considering the blood all over her that day, when she’d woken in Stephanie’s garage—

Someone knocked on the motel room’s door.

Violet jumped. Wiping her eyes, she hurried to the window and peeked around the curtains.

A colored man in a staid, black suit waited at the door, a fringe of curly, white hair showing beneath his fedora. Mr. Pippin.

Exactly how she’d pictured him when she’d heard his smooth, cultured voice. “Just a minute!” She ran to the bathroom and splashed water on her face, trying not to look at Tony’s belt on the floor.

Before they’d jumped in time, she’d almost told him she loved him. Fool. Thank heavens he’d stopped her.

When she opened the door, the man’s teeth flashed white in his dark, shadowed face. Like Tony’s taut, angered expression, Mr. Pippin’s smile settled into her mind as something she’d seen before. “Miss Sinclair, I presume?”

“Yes.” Somehow, his smile made everything a little less horrible, and her belly unknotted. She tried to smile back.

The man extended a hand. “I’m Theodore Pippin. May I come—”

“Oh! Of course.” She stepped aside.

He walked in, his steady stride belying his white hair and lined face. “You said there was also a man?”

“Yes, but...” Violet gripped a wad of dress. “He left. He didn’t want to take charity from your Society.” Her belly re-knotted, but she forced herself to let go of her dress. Charlotte. My name is Charlotte. 

But she couldn’t say it. Not when she still hadn’t an inkling of what she’d done. Not with her suspicion that Mr. Pippin was a friend, but he was also a threat, someone else she might have wronged.

She motioned at the table. “Please, sit down.” Her misgivings at Tony’s reaction to Mr. Pippin’s name warred with a sense that Mr. Pippin was kind and good. Because like Tony, she knew him—from before. She took the other chair.

“Tell me, Miss Sinclair, where—or I should say, when—are you from?”

Violet grabbed her purse and fingered the strap. “I- I can’t believe I’m saying this...” Charlotte. Was that her name? Did Mr. Pippin know?

“Relax,” he said in a soothing voice. “The Saturn Society is here to help.”

“That’s what I was hoping. I... I’m from the early twenty-first century. I have money, but I doubt it would be accepted here. I mean, now. So until I can go back...” She turned up her hands.

Mr. Pippin gave her a gentle smile. “My dear, that’s what the Society’s for. No matter where you are—or when, the Society can provide lodging, food, and clean, appropriate clothing.”

Violet stole a glance at her laser-fire-torn dress.

“When you return home, your contemporary Society will help you explain why you’ve been away. They can help if financial difficulties result from your absence.”

“I’ve no doubt they will, as I fully expect to be unemployed when I return.” This Society sounded like a godsend. The man’s promises aside, her intuition—or buried memories—told her she had nothing to fear and much to gain, making Tony’s reaction to her contacting the Society even more of a mystery.

Her stomach growled loudly. Violet clapped a hand over it. Mercy, it hadn’t been that long since she’d eaten!

Mr. Pippin’s gaze dropped to her belly. “Why don’t we go back to the House, and get you some supper? My housekeeper prepared a roast, if that suits your tastes.”

“That would be wonderful.” Violet let go of her belly.

Mr. Pippin stood. “Shall we, then? Perhaps we’ll run into your friend along the way.” Violet rose, snatched her coat off her chair, then followed him outdoors.

An old-fashioned car—from the thirties, Violet guessed, and also eerily familiar—gleamed dark red (like blood) in the neon sign’s pink flicker. Mr. Pippin opened the passenger door and motioned her inside.

Have you no more sense than to get into a car with a stranger? her logical side warned. For all you know he could be a serial killer—

She met his eyes. Kind. Trustworthy.

He was no stranger.

Another knot in her belly loosened.

But the familiarity Mr. Pippin exuded was not what she felt with Tony. She and Tony had been lovers. This man was more like a favored uncle, a revered teacher, a friend. “Mr. Pippin? I have to ask... do you know anyone... like us, named Charlotte?”

Mr. Pippin’s lips pressed together tightly before he answered. “No. Someone you know?”

Violet mimicked his actions. “No. Just... heard about.”

Was her intuition wrong, and she hadn’t known Mr. Pippin before? Or had Tony simply called her by another woman’s name?

Her heart plummeted at the thought. If she wasn’t Charlotte, then who—

“Miss Sinclair?”

She climbed into the car. Are you crazy? Are you sure you know him?

The certainty slipped over her like a warm coat. “Thank you, sir.”

He shut her door then slid behind the wheel. Her stomach let out another loud grumble.

“Supper is but a short drive away.” He chuckled. “The Society takes care of its own, and you’re one of us.”

“It sounds too good to be true. What’s the catch?”

“Catch? There is none, my dear. All we ask is that you abide by the Society Code.” He started the car.

She picked at her coat hem. “What’s that?”

“The rules are simple, Sh- Miss Sinclair. Never discuss the Society, and our gift, with linears.”

Her heart caught in her throat. “What did you say?”

“Linears. Those who lack our gift. Normal folk.”

“You- you started to call me something else.” Like Charlotte.

“A slip of the tongue, my dear.”

Or was he lying to her?

But why would he do that? she argued with herself.

He turned onto a street lined with small brick and frame houses, some with warm lights glowing in dormer windows. Ordinary houses—one even had a white picket fence—for an ordinary world where there was no such thing as time travel or a Saturn Society.

She chewed her lip as Mr. Pippin shifted gears, then pointed into the air. “Secondly, you must attempt to blend in to the prevailing culture as much as possible, by appearance, word and deed. Every Society House keeps a variety of contemporary clothing, so our visitors don’t draw undue attention.”

“What’s the third rule?”

He braked at a stop sign, peering sideways at her. The dim glow of a streetlamp caught the whites of his eyes. “Never, ever, change the past. Especially for personal gain.”

Fear cast an anchor down her throat. “But how do you know if you’re changing something? What if it’s unavoidable?”

“That’s one thing. But intentionally changing the past can have severe ramifications. And in some time periods, using your knowledge of the future to change things bears harsh punishment.”

Though the car’s interior was warm, a chill washed over Violet, and when she thought about Tony her unease grew into jittery, jumpy feelings that portended nothing good.

Far ahead, a figure—a man—passed beneath a streetlight at a fast walk. Despite the darkness and distance, she couldn’t mistake his stance or his hurried stride. Tony!

Mr. Pippin punched the accelerator, and Tony’s parting words struck her. If you have a shred of decency, don’t come after me. What was he talking about? What did he think Mr. Pippin would do?
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TONY DIDN’T KNOW HOW far he’d run, and he’d lost his sense of direction in the near darkness. The gibbous moon lent no familiarity to the street or the cookie-cutter houses, or the nineteen-fifties cars that parked along the curb. Clouds obscured all but a few stars.

He stopped at an intersection. Which way led toward his grandparents’ house on Fairmeyer Avenue?

What the hell. He turned right and continued down the deserted sidewalk. A picket fence bordered the yard he strode past. From somewhere behind him, brakes squealed as a car slowed to turn the corner.

He tried to empty his mind, but his thoughts wouldn’t leave.

Is she Charlotte, or isn’t she?

They both smoked. 

So do a lot of people.

Charlotte had had brown hair—

Violet’s not a natural blonde.

He’d seen that in the shower. Violet’s heavier—

Which made sense if she’d come from a life where she walked everywhere, in a time where there was no such thing as fast food—

Charlotte had a gap between her front teeth.

Easily fixed.

Violet’s older—

But how long had she lived in Tony’s time?

You can’t jump into the future.

Another intersection. Tony stopped to think. Wasn’t Fairmeyer Avenue farther to the west? In the present, I-75 would be just past the road the motel was on, and he remembered his mom driving a little ways when they got off the highway, so yeah...

He turned to cross the street. An engine revved, and he whirled around as a pair of blazing headlights bore down on him.
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Violet screamed. Mr. Pippin stomped on the brake. Tires squealed. Too late. In the instant before her head slammed into the dash, Violet saw Tony go down, crumpling like a paper doll.

Ignoring her sore head, Violet jumped out. “Tony!” As she bent to peer beneath the vehicle, a fierce wave of dizziness stole her balance and she crashed to the ground.

The vertigo subsided. She pushed herself up, and crouched low, searching for Tony, even though somehow, she knew he wouldn’t be there. How she knew this—and why she’d think something so illogical—she hadn’t the foggiest idea, but this, too, was something she was certain she’d seen before.

On the pavement in front of the car, only a dark splatter on the road’s surface indicated Tony had been there, been hit, been hurt. “What on earth?” Something sparkled in the light of the car’s headlamps.

“Your companion has returned to his own time,” Mr. Pippin said from behind her.

The gap beneath the car loomed in her vision, threatening to swallow her, a yawning empty space that shouldn’t be.

His glasses. That’s what was sparkling. She reached for them—

“Miss Sinclair?”

She grabbed Tony’s glasses and tore her gaze from the street. “Y- yes?”

Mr. Pippin tipped his head to the side, though his posture remained stiff, straight, mechanical. “Perhaps we should get out of the road, lest we meet the same fate—”

“Where did he go?” Hysteria bubbled up inside Violet. Her head whipped back and forth between Mr. Pippin and the splash of Tony’s blood. “You- you’ve killed him! You—”

“I did no such thing. Please, let me explain.” He held out a hand, motioning Violet to the car.

She didn’t know why, but she felt compelled to obey. Slipping the glasses into her coat pocket, she followed him to the car’s passenger door.

Time travel. Tony’s accusations. Now, his disappearance. Her life had become a thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle, its pieces scattered, several missing.

Pull yourself together. Maybe she could at least assemble the puzzle’s edges. “Mr. Pippin, what’s going on here? What happened? Where did Tony go?”

“His death has returned him to his own time, alive.”

“But how?”

His eyes closed, then opened, a slow blink. “How can one die before one is born?”

Violet stared at the road as if Tony might magically reappear. In an odd way, Mr. Pippin’s words made sense.

As much sense as any of this bizarre time travel did. A bubbly, queasy feeling rose in her belly, and she feared she might vomit.

“Miss Sinclair? There’s nothing you can do for your friend. Please... get in the car.”

How could he be so glib? Yet the knowledge clicked into place that the man spoke the truth. Logic agreed, and her swirling thoughts settled. With no body, there was nothing she could do. She climbed into the car, swallowing a sob.

Mr. Pippin drove away. “You mustn’t worry over your friend, my dear. I’m sure he’s fine in his own time.”

“How do you know?”

“Recovery does more than restore the mental energies drained when you jump, it also heals physically. His contemporaries will care for him if they reach him first, otherwise he may be taken to a hospital where he’ll sleep for a few days, and the doctors will be unable to find anything wrong.”

Just like the other times Tony had disappeared. She stared at her lap, then an idea struck her. If death returned one to the present, why couldn’t she join Tony?

She needed to explain. Needed to make him see that in calling Mr. Pippin, she’d meant no harm. All she needed now was a quick, un-messy way to die.

Her belly twitched. “Mr. Pippin? Do you park in a garage?”

“Yes, why?”

“I- I appreciate your offer of hospitality, but... I want to go home. Now. Perhaps you could leave the car running. With me in it. Will that—”

“Out of the question.” He spoke sharply. “Suicide is permanent. Yes, you’ll go back. Dead. Is that what you want?”

Violet rubbed her skirt. “Of course not—”

“Then unless something unfortunate sends you back—and not by your own hand—you are indeed stuck here, at least until the Pull takes you.”

“What’s... the Pull?” Tony had mentioned that.

“It’s the force connecting us to our own present, that automatically returns us there, once our temporal energy has replenished itself.”

Of course one wouldn’t stay in the past indefinitely. As the concept filtered through her brain, she realized she knew this, too. “But what about Tony? He’s hurt! What if no one finds him until morning?” Would he lie on the road all night? Heavens, what a horrible thought! And what if the gunmen were still in the area?

Mr. Pippin’s mouth twisted at the corners. “He’ll be fine.”

“But...” How could he be so certain?
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TONY WOKE TO WARMTH, starched sheets, and a squawking TV somewhere in the distance.

Unease trickled over him like sprinkled sand. Where the hell— His gaze flicked to a blank, white ceiling. White sheets. White sunlight blazing through the windows opposite him, so bright he had to look away.

Hospital.

Squinting, he took another look around. No TV, but a window facing him, through which he could barely make out barren treetops without his glasses.

But what kind of hospital didn’t have TV in the rooms? And now that he thought about it, no smell of antiseptic or ambiguous, institutional meat-and-vegetable mush?

Tony half-coughed, his mouth suddenly dry. Not a hospital. The fucking Saturn Society House, in present-day Dayton.

At least he didn’t feel half bad, considering he’d been roadkill, last he remembered.

Blood rushed in his ears. Pippin. He’d been driving that car, and Violet had been beside him, in
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