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PROLOGUE

2nd of May

Wellesley, Floride

 Le Royaume d’Amérique

Halley Aldwych was surprised and delighted when the honor of making Jillian’s wedding veil fell to her. It was the stuff of fairytales, embroidering at the royal command of Joséphine, Queen of America. True, the life of Halley’s best friend Jillian Applegate had always been a bit of a fairytale because of the friendship that existed between the American royal family and the Applegate family. The queen, recently widowed and not wishing to travel, had decreed that Jillian and Everett were to be married at the Chapelle Royale in New Orleans. The queen had also insisted on providing Jillian’s gown, and with Halley out of the running for that, Jillian had insisted—well, respectfully requested—that Halley be allowed to sew the wedding veil. 

Neither Halley nor DaVinci (the third of the trio of best friends) were on the guest list. It had never been a long list, but now it had been considerably shortened. The royal widow was not in a mood for revelry, and besides, as she’d reported sadly to Jillian’s mother, marriage was a sober business. 

The timing was terrible, DaVinci had remarked, wishing the king could’ve had the decency to die after Jillian’s wedding.

Still, it was an honor to work on the veil. Halley threaded a fourth needle with the silk thread that had been delivered last week by royal courier, along with the veil fabric. The fabric was from the Napoleonic era, beautifully preserved and far too valuable to have been risked with a common carrier.

Three previously threaded needles stuck out from Halley’s favorite beeswax disk. She wanted to be ready to go as soon as the pearls arrived later today, coming more prosaically by FedEx to the humble Florida abode Halley shared with her husband Edmund and daughter Felicity. 

Halley tapped the app on her phone for the umpteenth time: the delivery was still “en route” from the nation’s Capital, New Orleans. Smiling, she shook her head. Pearls from the coffers of the palace. It defied belief. Halley mused that it would look nice on her résumé: stitcher to Her Majesty the Queen.

Now that the wedding was happening privately, Halley, DaVinci, and Jillian had been making the best of things. They had to. It was the price one paid for having royal connections. 

Jillian’s fiancé Everett had connections to the American royal family as well. In 1894, his mother had served as a lady in waiting. Everett, like Halley’s own husband Edmund, had arrived in the twenty-first century by means of time travel. A duplicate version of himself had arrived, that was. Spacetime created duplicates of any object—or person—who was pulled forward in time, out of the time where they “belonged.” Everett had come forward from 1903. Halley’s husband Edmund had come from farther back—from England in 1598. And then there was DaVinci’s boyfriend Quintus Valerius Posthumos. As his name suggested, he was Roman. Ancient Roman. Quintus had had to adapt to more than the rest of them combined, traveling forward two millennia from 53 BC. 

Quintus had been impressed by the honor conferred on Halley when she was chosen to work on the royally sponsored wedding. “You will speak of this to your children’s children,” he had said gravely. 

Halley’s own husband had been less impressed. Even though he’d been a loyal servant of her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the First in 1598, it turned out that Edmund had a democratic streak to him. He admired neighboring Canada for the way in which it had formed its own government with an elected head of state rather than an inheritable royal title.

Halley usually shook her head and said nothing when Edmund got on his high horse about politics. She didn’t think things were so bad in the kingdom d’Amérique. The royal family of the twenty-first century was thoroughly modern, with no interest in wresting actual power from the Assemblée Nationale created over a hundred years ago. The royals were figureheads. Plus, for a costume designer like Halley, royals-watching was a fabulous pastime. Even her four-year-old daughter Felicity loved watching “Who Wore What to Where?” at the end of each week. The Famille Royale never missed a beat when it came to rocking the fashion world.

Halley wished she knew more about the gown that the wedding veil would be paired with, but it was being kept secret. The royal family loved its secrets. She’d had to sign six separate documents promising to reveal nothing of the embroidery design she would undertake for Jillian’s veil. It wasn’t the first big costuming secret Halley had had to keep under wraps. Her technical training at L’Université de Californie had included an entire course on how to fool the media (and one’s own family members) when working for high-level clients. Not that Halley was keeping things secret from her family. Although Felicity was verbal for her age, in English and a smattering of French,  she was too young to know words like broderie anglaise. And as for Edmund? His honor would never allow him to betray state secrets, however little he admired the Famille Royale itself.

A noise at the front door pulled Halley’s attention from her needle. She could hear Edmund tapping the dirt from his boots before leaving them on the front porch. The clunk-clunk-clunk would probably wake Felicity from her nap. Halley sighed. 

“I’ve told him and I’ve told him about being quiet during naptime,” she muttered.

A moment later, Edmund entered the bungalow, barefoot and glowing from another day spent under the Florida sun. Halley looked up with an appreciative smile. There was no denying he wore a tan well.

“I need to scrub my hands,” murmured Edmund.

“I need a kiss first,” replied Halley.

He obliged and Halley shivered. Edmund’s mouth tasted of salt and citrus and sunshine. He finished the kiss with several smaller ones deposited along her collarbone.

“Edmund,” murmured Halley, recalling something that would interest him, “did you know Dr. Littlewood and Everett traveled to the past recently?”

Edmund pulled up from kissing Halley’s shoulder.

“First I’ve heard of it, my love,” replied Edmund. He frowned. “Are you certain?”

“They just got back. Evidently they visited 1737 for four days,” said Halley. 

“Whatever for?”

“‘Research’ was all I could get out of Arthur when he called.”

“And how was 1737?”

“He said it was a false lead and that no one aboard the HMS Thrush knew anything about time travel, which I gather was the reason the two of them went in the first place.”

“To have a look-out for … time travelers?”

Halley shrugged. “It’s some new project. Checking historical references to time travel to see if, you know, someone besides us might be visiting the past.”

“The plan hath merit.”

“Has,” Halley said automatically.

Edmund nodded. “Has,” he repeated.

“Oh, and Everett texted. He said he tried calling you, but your phone went straight to voicemail.”

Edmund withdrew his phone from a pocket. “Hmm. Quite empty of charge.”

Halley smiled and kissed the hand that rested on her shoulder, murmuring, “You’ll never learn, will you? Anyway, Everett said he’d be coming by. And Arthur, too.”

“I know one person who will be very happy to hear that. Felicity has been missing Arthur terribly.”

“She’s probably awake after that racket outside just now.”

Edmund frowned and turned to the front door. “But I oiled the hinges—” He broke off with a sigh. “My boots. I made a clatter with them. Again.”

“It was time for Felicity to wake up anyway.” Halley began gathering assorted veil-making bits and pieces, intent on securing them from tiny fingers that seemed always to be sticky or mud-streaked. “And thanks for oiling the hinges.”

“I shall rouse our daughter,” said Edmund. “We can go over her history lesson together.”

Halley smiled wryly at Edmund’s obsession with early education.

“Oh, you’ll love this,” Halley said. “Apparently Arthur needs history lessons as well.”

“Indeed?”

“When he called to say they were back, he asked me the date of the founding of l’Amérique. ”

“For a man with such a keen interest in the past, he has notable gaps of knowledge,” replied Edmund.

Just then, Felicity came toddling into the room dragging a wooden sword and a Princesse Royale doll.

“My summer sunshine!” said Edmund, scooping up his daughter.

“I know when l’Amérique borned,” she said. “When King Napoléon taked it from King Burr and King Jeffison.”

Halley released a snort of laughter which Edmund ignored as he kissed his daughter. 

“Not King Jefferson,” Edmund said. “Can you remember Jefferson’s and Burr’s titles?”

Felicity’s brow furrowed in concentration. At last she declared, “Papa read a book to me? Then I remembereth.”

“Remember,” murmured Halley as Edmund chased Felicity toward the bookshelf.

From outside, Halley heard the distinctive spew of gravel that meant Everett Randolph had just pulled into their drive. He parked like he flew: with entirely more flair than was necessary. Halley was in hopes he’d brought Jillian along, but when the door swung open, it was Everett by himself.

“Knock, knock,” he said unnecessarily.

“Good to see you,” Halley said, rising to give him a hug. “Welcome back, I guess?”

His skin looked tight and dry and more tanned than she remembered.

“Thanks,” he murmured.

“Good trip, then?” Halley asked, smiling.

Everett had begun pacing behind the sofa. 

“Not exactly,” he replied, running a hand through his hair. 

“Everett?” she asked softly. “What is it?

“Something’s wrong,” he said. “With history. We … we changed things somehow. I don’t know what we did, but the consequences …” He broke off, shaking his head as if at a loss for words.

Edmund reentered the room with Felicity and a stack of books.

“Everett!” called Edmund, his right hand held out for a hearty shake.

“Everett thinks he and Arthur altered the past,” Halley said tersely.

Edmund took in the situation rapidly and turned to Felicity. “My love, will you play by yourself while Papa and Mama talk with Uncle Everett?”

“I play wedding,” Felicity replied, racing over to Halley. “I needs Auntie Jilly’s veil. Auntie Jilly ne care pas.”

“No my love,” said Halley. “No veil. Even if Auntie Jilly didn’t care, Queen Joséphine definitely would.”

Felicity’s mouth curved down. “Me not like queens.”

Everett threw his hands up. “There’s not supposed to be a queen in America,” he said helplessly.

Edmund and Halley stared at Everett, speechless. Felicity, however, seemed delighted at the pronouncement.

“No queen! No queen! I can has the veil now?” she asked.

“You can’t wear the veil, ma chérie,” murmured Halley. “We have to keep it nice for Auntie Jillian’s wedding.”

“Wedding?” asked Everett, darting a glance at Edmund and Halley. He closed his eyes as if to compose himself. “Would someone kindly tell me who Jillian is marrying?”

“That’s not funny, Everett,” Halley said softly.

“Jilly marry you, silly,” piped up Felicity.

“I see,” muttered Everett. “I see …” 

He crossed to the kitchen table and gripped the back of one of the chairs as if he expected it to sprout wings and fly away. 

After taking a shaky breath, he addressed Edmund and Halley. “Jillian broke off our engagement last week.” He struggled a moment for composure. Regaining it, he added softly, “In the historically correct past, she ended things just before I left with Arthur to visit 1737.”

“Oh?” asked Edmund, looking anxiously at Halley.

“But that’s not all,” said Everett.

“Breaking up with Jillian in some alternate past sounds plenty grim to me,” Halley said. 

“It wasn’t an alternate past,” said Everett. “It was the correct past.”

“Everett, what is ‘the worst of it’?” Edmund asked gravely.

“It would appear,” Everett said quietly, “that Arthur and I erased the United States of America.”

The room was quiet for a count of three before erupting with sound, everyone speaking at once. 

 




ONE MONTH EARLIER

 




Chapter 1

ONE MONTH EARLIER

Southern California

United States of America

Robert Duval awoke in a panic, kicking at his sheets.

In his nightmare, he’d been kicking someone’s shins. The shins of the man who had banned him from Disneyland when he’d been a child of eight. The dream mirrored what had actually happened; in dream as in reality, Robert had been kicked out of Disneyland by a man who wouldn’t listen. All Robert wanted was to see how the Pepper’s Ghost effect in the Haunted Mansion had been created. He wanted to understand how it worked. If they didn’t want people to be curious, why had they built the attraction in the first place? 

Robert grabbed his twisted sheets and threw them off, trying to shake off the anger and frustration the dream had created. 

I just want to understand it!

Robert had repeated the phrase over and over in his dream. Even when he had wished to say other things, only those words came out. In the dream, as in his actual past, he’d been apprehended after shimmying under the restraint bar to have a better look at the waltzing ghosts. 

“It was just a stupid dream,” he said aloud.

It was a dream he’d been having, with slight variations, ever since he’d made Disneyland disappear. Well, he’d almost made it disappear. After vanishing, it had later reappeared, and that was when the recurring dream had begun. 

Robert got out of bed. He supposed that a few nightmares were a small price to pay in order to uncover the secrets of the universe.

Except that he wasn’t uncovering them particularly well, despite his being an acknowledged once-in-a-century genius. In his waking hours, he felt nearly as frustrated as his eight-year-old boyhood self. He still wanted to see how everything worked, but spacetime, just like the man at Disneyland, wasn’t yielding secrets. Fortunately spacetime couldn’t ban him from additional exploration.

It might be time to admit he needed another mind to help him work the problem. He’d located only one living candidate: Dr. Arthur Littlewood. Dr. Jules Khan would have been preferable, but he was dead, and perhaps that was just as well, given the man’s reputed violence.

Dr. Littlewood, unfortunately, taught and resided in Florida, far from Robert’s abode in Los Angeles. Florida meant flying. In an irony not lost on him, Robert, the world’s only (living) time traveler, hated flying. He preferred travel that involved wheels and combustion engines or, alternatively, quantum theory and bolts of blue energy. He would need to fly, however, in order to consult with Dr. Arthur Littlewood; it was too far to drive. The professor had written theoretical papers related to spacetime. Robert had considered launching himself to visit Florida by means of his time machine, but traveling to the past to consult with Littlewood would present its own risks. 

Robert had been thinking about risk a lot lately. Six months ago, he’d awoken in a panic—one that had nothing to do with his recurring nightmare. What if he someday traveled to the past and made changes to his timeline that precluded his ever inventing a time machine? Journeys to the past were much like plane flights in that there was a departure and a return. However, if no machine existed to bring him back to the present, how would Robert get back? Would he simply cease to exist once his allotted visit to the past zeroed out? There were so many things he didn’t know …

He might not know, but he wasn’t taking chances. He was not about to risk getting stuck in the past with no “ride” home. To preclude this, he had designed a portable version of his invention. If his “ride” vanished from some mutable future, Robert would still be sent home via a focused singularity. He hoped he was being overcautious, but it was good to have an insurance policy, given the seeming irritability of spacetime.

At times spacetime seemed almost sentient, thwarting Robert’s efforts. It was ridiculous to assign volition to something that didn’t have a brain or body, but what spacetime lacked in those areas, it made up for in unpredictability. It behaved like a bratty toddler in fact. The inexplicable “corrections” to Robert’s changes to the past were a needling example. Were there things in the past that simply could not be altered? Did spacetime prevent some changes? Was history like a sinuous stream flowing down from a mountain lake in one direction, in accordance with laws as rigid as the law of gravity? It seemed this way. It seemed as if Robert’s “diverted stream” had meandered back to it original, preferred course. 

Though Robert had many questions, he had discovered much about spacetime already. He had posited that there were temporal locations where change ought to be possible. He’d gone back to one of these “bifurcation points” in order to get rid of the series of events that had led to the creation of Disneyland. It had worked briefly. Thus Disneyland’s reappearance puzzled Robert more than anything else. What did it say about bifurcation points? Was the historical timeline like a rubber band that, when stretched too tightly, simply popped? Or was it more like a self-healing rubber band?

He rolled his eyes at himself. Spacetime was not a rubber band. Still, it had, apparently, healed itself. Robert had done away with Disneyland. He’d ensured the park wasn’t built, returned to the present to find it gone, and then awoken two days later to find it back again.

This was illogical in and of itself, but there was also the fact that some changes he’d made to the past seemed permanent. His mother, for instance, exhibited changes that remained. She used to complain that he didn’t visit, so as an experiment, Robert had gone back in time to visit her. After he’d completed six separate “visits,” the complaints vanished. In fact, he’d overheard her bragging to friends about what a good son he was, always visiting. 

And then there was the incident with the restraining order taken out by his former advisor. Dr. Chadwick had not taken out a restraining order in the original course of history. But when Robert had tried to go back in history to fix a mild estrangement between himself and his advisor, Robert had returned to a present-day where Chadwick had gone nuclear and gotten a court order to keep distance between them. The restraining order, like his mother’s satisfaction with his visits, hadn’t “snapped” back. 

So why had Disneyland reappeared? Perhaps the changes with his mother and his advisor had “stuck” because they were too small for spacetime to fuss over? He grimaced at himself for anthropomorphizing again.

Robert tried and failed to stifle an enormous yawn. Between the bad dreams and worrying the spacetime problem round and round, he’d been losing sleep. Yes, it was probably time to admit that things were bad enough to warrant air travel to Florida, where he could ask questions. He only hoped that Dr. Littlewood could help him find answers. 




Chapter 2

1802

Palais des Tuileries

Paris, France

Joséphine Bonaparte kept her eyes closed that morning when she awoke, trying to hold tight to a dream. She’d had it before. She could still see the forest: vast, rolling on and on, interrupted by a prairie of gold that was sliced through by a muddy brown river. The prairie backed into mountains that thrust to the heavens like knives. Her dream declared this to be the inheritance of her heirs. Her offspring would bring concord through marriage into the nations of prairie Lords, hunters of buffalo and deer. She had seen how her husband would arrange it all, swiftly bringing peace and plenty where lesser men would have brought hunger, want, and war.

She rubbed a hand across her face as the images faded, but then something else drew her attention. Her low belly was cramping painfully, just as it had with last month’s new moon, and the one before, and the one before. 

She exhaled softly. This time, she had thought perhaps she felt the stirrings of life within her. An heir for la France, and perhaps for the far-flung kingdom of forest, prairie, and mountain. But not today. Today, both were mere dreams, evanescing with the light of day.

Soon she would be forty, although she acknowledged only thirty-six of those years. The record of her baptism was lodged in far away Martinique. Who would seek it out to contradict her, now that she was married to the First Consul of France?

She gestured with her hand, and a serving woman scurried forward.

“Madame? Shall I send for the doctor?”

“No. My courses have begun again.”

Again. 

“Bring my necessaries,” commanded Joséphine.

Was the fault with the First Consul, or with her? She feared it was with Napoléon. She had borne two children to her much-despised previous husband Alexandre, Viscomte de Beauharnais. The children had been the only good thing from that union. How she had loathed Beauharnais! There had been neither time nor inclination to mourn his execution by guillotine, what with her own execution having been ordered as well. Yet friends and the Bon Dieu (she crossed herself) had preserved her life. Had Robespierre not fallen … She shuddered with the memory, a mere eight years ago. But she had survived. She had married the greatest general of all time, at whose side she, the wife of the First Consul of France, now led a nation in matters of taste, art, and dress.

It was time to rise and don the trappings of state, however little inclined to it she felt. At times like this, she yearned for the Abbey of Pentemont, where she had sheltered after her lawful separation from Beauharnais. There, when her monthly courses came upon her, no one expected her to rise and go about duties of state. She’d had no duties, apart from her children, dear Eugène and sweet Hortense. Her children were grown now, her daughter just married to Napoléon’s brother Louis. No, for Joséphine, there was no respite to be found anymore behind Abbey walls.

She rose, sliding her feet into the slippers her lady in waiting presented on bended knee. It was a new month. A new chance. Perhaps before the next new moon, the Bon Dieu would smile upon her at last with the gift of a child, and through that child, smile upon all of France. And perhaps even those far-off prairies and forests, the fading dream that she revisited in slumber.

Today, however, she had work to do. Her lord was in Paris instead of the field of battle. Tonight, there would be a fête to celebrate the birthday of her dear daughter Hortense. However much Joséphine might yearn for rest, she must oversee preparations for the party. The Palais des Tuileries must outshine all other royal residences, even as Napoléon outshone any sovereign the world had known or would ever know. It must be, and Joséphine would see that it was so. 




Chapter 3

15th of April

Santa Barbara, California

United States of America

Dr. Arthur Littlewood had a duty to mankind. Several duties. But they all tended to the same end: preventing the unscrupulous from discovering the secret of time travel. The once unprincipled Dr. Jules Khan had been able to unravel the mysteries of the spacetime singularity, and that meant others might be able to as well. Fortunately, Khan had reconsidered the direction of his life after friends had been willing to take a bullet for him. In the years since, Khan had become a valued colleague and ally, and last year he had even started seeing one of DaVinci’s sisters.

But what if someone else discovered the secrets of time travel? It was a fear always uppermost in Littlewood’s mind. He attempted to mitigate the danger in several ways. He kept his attention on relativistic chaotic dynamics by reading papers and attending conferences in the field, as well as other spacetime-adjacent fields. He gave talks at annual conferences. He attempted to create interest in areas that would gently steer research away from the study of spacetime. Occasionally, he might misdirect those who drifted too close to critical knowledge.

Recently, he had begun a project Jillian had proposed, searching for other possible time travelers. Why not search through mentions of “time travel” in historical documents? Her idea was that people mentioning time travel in their writings could be visited in the past in order to determine whether the “visits” had been genuine or not. Littlewood agreed the idea held promise. Two such visits had been made just before what DaVinci referred to as the “Disappearance of Disneyland Debacle.” This unfortunate event, caused by the group, had made them cautious. Lately, rather than making actual journeys, they’d focused on searching for documents mentioning time travel.

Today in fact, Littlewood was on his way to a “Physics for Poets” type of conference taking place in Santa Barbara, California He would deliver a talk he’d given at other such conferences, explaining to laypersons the several reasons time travel was highly unlikely. This wasn’t lying; time travel was highly improbable. Just not impossible.

His real interest in the conference, however, was in making the acquaintance of Dr. Petra Ladislaw, a literature professor who researched historical references to individuals claiming to have received supernatural knowledge of the future. Much of it was religious in nature, prophets and the like, but the professor had also gathered records of supposed “time travelers.” This category of report would be the subject of a talk she was delivering today at the conference. Littlewood had arranged a dinner meeting to demonstrate his interest in her work and to learn what he could from her.

Her talk proved to be lively, engaging, and informative. Littlewood took furious notes on one Samuel Madden, a cleric who in 1733 published a volume called Memoirs of the 20th Century. Madden had had ten children, one of whom had perished on a sea voyage to the West Indies in 1737. This detail caught Littlewood’s interest because it met a criterion he’d put forward to his coterie of time traveling friends: Visits to the past should only be made to those who are about to die. This reduces the chance that they will alter the future by reporting us to others or otherwise being influenced by meeting us.

The proposal, made just before his trip to Santa Barbara, had split the group down the middle. Halley, Everett, and Quintus had thought it was a sensible suggestion. Edmund, Jillian, and DaVinci had found it, well, repugnant. In hindsight, Littlewood reflected that he could have couched the suggestion in less grim terms. When he’d called Jules Khan to report how the suggestion had been received, Jules had laughed and amended it to: Make no visits to those who will have the opportunity to alter the future because they have met you. It came down to the same thing, but it didn’t sound quite so bad the way Jules put it.

Regardless, the existence of Samuel Madden’s doomed son caught Littlewood’s attention. He clapped heartily at the conclusion of Dr. Ladislaw’s presentation and then began texting Everett as the room emptied out. Lots to discuss. I have a possible location in 1737. 

~ ~ ~

Robert had been on the point of undertaking the dreaded flight to Florida when he learned that Dr. Arthur Littlewood was coming to Santa Barbara to present a paper at a humanities conference. Robert was delighted; he could drive to Santa Barbara in two hours, traffic permitting. Much better than flying to Florida!

Thus, on the fifteenth of April, Robert found himself standing in a noisy hall before a tiny room in which Dr. Arthur Littlewood was the presenter.

After the presentation, which was as brief as it was uninspiring, Robert stood off to the side, waiting for the line of people wanting Littlewood’s attention to dwindle. 

When they had all departed, Robert stepped forward.

 “I’m Dr. Robert Duval. We need to talk. This room will do.”

“Ah, hello. I don’t believe we’ve met, have we?” Littlewood said.

“No.”

“No, I didn’t think so.” Littlewood glanced at his watch and then looked up. “I have a dinner … I’m sorry, can you tell me your name one more time?”

“Robert Duval.”

“Yes. Of course. Like the actor.”

Robert’s mouth pulled into an annoyed expression.

“Apologies,” said Littlewood. “You must hear that all the time. So, ah, what can I do for you, Dr. Duval?”

“I read a paper you wrote in 2006 concerning relativistic chaos, and I want to know where you’ve gone with it since then.”

Littlewood blinked several times, resembling a rudely awakened owl. He shifted his weight from one foot to another. Then he seemed to notice he was doing this and dropped his gaze to his feet. Finally he opened his mouth as if to speak, only to close it firmly shut.

“You published the paper, did you not?” asked Robert.

“Oh. Well. Yes. That is …” Breaking off, the professor grabbed a tuft of hair and began tugging it. “I mean to say … I’m sorry, what did you say your name was again?”

“Dr. Duval.” Robert grabbed a dry erase marker and wrote it on the whiteboard beside the speaker’s podium.

“Oh. Of course. And how very, ah, kind of you.” Littlewood gestured to the whiteboard. “I am bad with names. And faces. Quite bad, or so I’m told.” Here he frowned as if in disapproval of himself. “I do try, of course….” He drifted off again, examining the name on the whiteboard.

“You haven’t published in the area of temporal chaos since then,” Robert said. “Why is that?”

“Yes. Well. Ah, no I haven’t.” The hair tugging increased. “I, ah, that is … I went as far as I could, you see.”

Robert frowned. “You’re telling me that in over fifteen years, you’ve produced nothing new?”

“Well, when you put it that way …” Littlewood offered an awkward smile. “My students, you see, they keep me busy. The University of South-Central Florida isn’t really known for research. Of course we try. We do try. But the teaching load there is such that, well, there isn’t the time. Not really. And I’m tenured, of course, so …” He gave a tiny shrug. “Less pressure to ‘publish or perish,’ you know.”

“Can we discuss your 2006 publication? I have questions about bifurcation—that is, in relation to strange attractors.”

Littlewood chose a new section of hair to tug. The former section now stood on end, giving him a dog-eared appearance. At last he spoke.

“Strange attractors. Fascinating. There’s been some good work in chaotic dynamics in one of the Princeton groups, I think. Where did you say you took your degree?”

“I didn’t. Why are you stuck at an insignificant university in Florida?” asked Robert. “Your work was superior to anything else in the field in the early 2000s.”

“Ah. It was good. I was good. Just not … good enough. Anyway, there it is. I’m sorry to be rude, but I have a previous engagement. Perhaps we might, ah, correspond in the future?”

“I have questions about bifurcation theory—”

“So you said. I’m afraid I can’t be of any assistance there. A bit of a blind alley, if you ask me.”

“Dr. Jules Khan worked deeply in this area.”

At Robert’s mention of the name, Littlewood frowned.

Had the two ever collaborated? Did Littlewood know that Khan had focused the spacetime singularity and traveled to the past? There was one way to find out.

“Did you work with him?”

At this, Littlewood sighed. “Dr. Khan perished in 2017. Or 2016? Violently. He was a … troubled individual. Given to acts of aggression.”

“I heard he carried a firearm,” Robert said, hoping to draw more out.

Littlewood’s frown deepened. “Yes. He once pulled a gun on me.”

“Protective of his research?”

“Very. Young man, I’m sorry. I wish I had something better to offer, but in my opinion, relativistic chaos is not an area of much promise. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have an engagement.”

With two long strides, Littlewood was out of the room and into the hall, now bustling with conference attendees.

“You won’t help me?” Robert said, following Littlewood into the hallway.

“I cannot, I regret,” Littlewood said over his shoulder.

Robert scowled as Littlewood strode away from him and joined a colleague down the hall. The visit had been a waste of time.

So that was that. Khan was too dangerous to visit in the past, and Littlewood was a bumbling idiot. Robert was on his own. He could only proceed as he had before: alone. He would have to attempt to reproduce the experiment, examine the data, and see where it led him. 

His drive home gave him plenty of time to consider his options. It wouldn’t make sense to literally repeat his experiment. He would need to locate another object to eliminate from history. Not something small, such as his mother’s complaints that he never visited. Disneyland had not been small. He considered other possibilities. Monuments, perhaps …

The Space Needle in Seattle? The St. Louis Gateway Arch? 

Some ideas, such as the Great Wall of China and the Taj Mahal, he rejected because they involved languages he didn’t speak. This led him to consider languages he did speak, and he hit on an idea: La Tour Eiffel. It was significant in a major way, like the Disney parks. And thanks to his French-born mother, Robert’s French was excellent. Perhaps a bit rusty, but his accent was flawless.

This would be it: the second test of his hypothesis. An opportunity to determine if Disneyland’s reappearance had been a fluke or an instance of some not-yet-understood quirk of utilizing bifurcation points to change the past. 

In the case of Disneyland, he wasn’t exactly certain how his trip to 1935 had gotten “rid” of it; July 1935 had been a bifurcation point, which seemed to have done the trick. But it was worth asking how one might stop the Eiffel Tower from being built. He would need to travel to a bifurcation point before the Tour Eiffel had been constructed. The key would be to convince someone to build something else there instead, something that precluded the tower. Something no one would dare to tear down. But what sort of thing would that be? And more critically, to whom might Robert appeal to act as its builder?

To whom, indeed, he mused on the traffic-clogged 101 South.

It was somewhere just past Malibu that Robert solved his problem. He released a single laugh. It was so obvious. He would make his appeal to a man so iconic in France’s storied past that the French people would never dream of removing anything the man built. Just as soon as he could locate a bifurcation point, Robert was going to pay a visit to Napoléon Bonaparte.

 




Chapter 4 

23rd of April

Wellesley, Florida

The United States of America

“I think the Earth Day party went well,” Jillian said with satisfaction. She and Everett had just said goodbye to their last guests. 

“The place feels more like a home now that we’ve had a proper party in it,” said Everett.

Jillian’s parents had bought a handful of properties as “investments” when real estate values had tumbled in Florida, and they now rented this one to Everett for a nominal sum. Jillian and Everett were back to living in Florida, following the dissolution of Everett’s short-lived private flight service from Florida to the Bahamas. Although people were finally traveling again, he’d started his business at the worst possible time, when no one had wanted to fly. After losing money for months, he and Jillian had finally called it quits. Jillian knew he was more disappointed than he let on. They’d poured everything they had into it, even postponing wedding plans.

At least that was over. They would tie the knot in less than a month, and this would become their first home together, once Jillian moved out of her apartment.

“One left,” said Everett. He was grabbing the single remaining iced cookie, decoratively frosted to resemble the planet. He smiled and took a large bite.

“Oh no,” said Jillian, “that was supposed to go home with Felicity.”

“Halley overruled you on that, old girl,” replied Everett.

Jillian’s normally composed expression fell slightly. “It’s not fair. DaVinci is allowed to give Felicity paintings and art supplies, but as soon as I try to give her a cookie or a cupcake, it’s a no-go. Felicity is going to grow up thinking Auntie Jilly is no fun.”

“You know,” said Everett, “if you opened that bakery you’ve always dreamed of, then Felicity and everyone else would gather there. Her mother would have a harder time forbidding free treats in a public setting.”

“You underestimate Halley’s stubborn streak,” Jillian replied, sidestepping a discussion she wasn’t ready for. 

Jillian knew he wanted to get her talking about her dream. Her own bakery, a place for community and camaraderie. But she had enough to worry about with the wedding. And … she just wasn’t ready yet. What if she opened her dream bakery and no one came? Her parents would smile placatingly and avoid saying, “We told you so,” but she would hear it anyway. Her throat tightened. Sometimes it was better to let your dreams remain just that: dreams.

“Sorry for bringing it up,” Everett said gently.

“It’s okay,” Jillian said.

“Regarding Felicity, however,” Everett said, reverting to the earlier topic, “I think you’re about to zoom past DaVinci as most-favored auntie. DaVinci isn’t making Felicity her flower girl who gets to wear the most hideously sparkling dress known to humankind.”

“True,” said Jillian, brightening. “She’ll love me forever for that!” She gave Everett a quick kiss. “You always know the right thing to say.”

“It comes of growing up in a home where one’s papa and mama were always saying the wrong things,” quipped Everett.

Though he said it in a breezy manner, both he and Jillian knew the darker inferences. Originally from an ultra-wealthy family, Everett had known a home life that was terrible, with a mother who took laudanum to make life bearable and a father who ignored both wife and son. Everett had left home at eighteen, pursuing an obsession with human-powered flight which had eventually led him to Jillian and the twenty-first century.

“Speaking of sparkly gowns,” Jillian said mischievously, “Halley said she needs me for a final fitting tomorrow, so you’re on your own for dinner.”

Everett’s gaze was fixed on the half-cookie he held, the muscles of his jaw drawn tight.

She crossed to stand beside him. “That was a prompt. You’re supposed to say that my gown better not sparkle.” She slipped an arm through his. “Hey, is everything okay?”

“Sorry,” Everett said, giving his head a little shake. “I genuinely pray your gown isn’t sparkly.”

It was the response she expected, but his heart wasn’t in it. His gaze remained fixed on the cookie.

Jillian tapped the blue-frosted Atlantic, and said, “What’s so fascinating about this cookie?”

“I was thinking about John Madden,” he said. 

“The son of that cleric who wrote about time travel?”

“Yes,” replied Everett. “The boy’s ship sank about right here.” He pointed to a spot west of the African coastline depicted on the cookie.

“That’s a gloomy thought,” she said.

Everett looked up and smiled. “So it is. Please forgive me. You were saying?”

“Just that I won’t be here tomorrow for dinner. It’s the final fitting for my gown.”

“I’ll eat leftovers,” he said, popping the remainder of the cookie in his mouth.

Jillian surveyed the cluttered surfaces throughout the room.

“Well, these dishes are not going to wash themselves,” she said at last.

Everett gathered an armful of platters and serving utensils.

He seemed pensive as they stood at the sink, working side by side. Jillian’s first inclination was to give him time to bring up whatever was bothering him. Her own upbringing, though not grim like Everett’s, had included possibly unhealthy doses of “Let sleeping dogs lie.”

She accepted a priceless Sèvres-style platter from Everett, patting its surface dry. Setting it down, she bit her lower lip. And decided not to let sleeping dogs lie after all.

“It seems like you’re distracted. Is this about me not opening a bakery?”

“What? Oh. No, old girl. Not at all.”

He pasted on a smile that didn’t reach his Caribbean-blue eyes.

“Okay,” she said, grabbing the next platter. 

What was he holding back? Why wouldn’t he tell her?

With a directness that would have all her Applegate relations rolling in their graves, she addressed her real fear. “Is it about us? Are you … are you getting cold feet about the wedding?”

Everett looked at her as if snapping out of a reverie.

“Holy Moses! Of course not. My feet are not cold. They’re solidly room-temperature and ready to march up the aisle with you.”

She gave him a sidelong glance. “Room temperature?”

Was he feeling lukewarm about their impending nuptials? Was he having second thoughts but was too much of a gentleman to say so? In his day, people went through with their commitments, sometimes when they shouldn’t have. His parents’ match was a perfect example of an engagement that should have been broken off but wasn’t, out of a sense of duty. The century of cultural differences between them had never seemed more marked.

“I take the back room-temperature comment,” said Everett, who had turned to face her. “My feet are the precise temperature of a man who thinks no more perfect woman exists than you and who longs to wed you.”

Jillian smiled and he leaned down to kiss her. 

“It’s always been you, darling girl,” he murmured as their lips parted. 

They kissed again. His mouth was warm and gentle against hers, exactly as it had been the moment that their touching lips had brought him through time with her into the twenty-first century. He ran a hand along her neck, tilting her head to deepen the kiss. She felt herself relaxing, but then he released her from the kiss. His hands slid down her arms and he grasped her hands.

“There is something, though, Jills, old thing,” he said softly.

Jillian’s arms felt cool where the air conditioning blew on damp skin.

“Tell me,” she said simply.

Everett released her hands. Instead of returning to the dishes in the sink, he was looking out the window. 

“Can we get some fresh air?” he asked.

Jillian’s brow creased ever so slightly. “Okay.”

“I mean walking. Are you too tired, or …?”

“A walk is fine,” Jillian said. 

She was feeling it again, the flutter of doubt from a recent disagreement. A month ago, they’d argued about Everett’s aspirations. After she’d called it a deal-breaker, he’d agreed to give up applying to the Air Force. She knew it was cruel to make him choose between her and a possible career, but she also knew she couldn’t live with the uncertainty that being a military spouse demanded. She would always be thinking of that duplicate Everett, the one who had remained behind in 1908. The one who had gone on to sacrifice his life as a pilot in World War I. 

Everett chose a route they didn’t usually walk after dark, leading through the orange grove beside the house. The small bungalow adjoined one corner of Halley and Edmund’s property. The ground between the rows of orange trees was uneven and the branches stretching toward the center sometimes made it impossible to walk side by side.

Was this choice purposeful?

“I’ve been talking to Quintus and Arthur,” Everett said after a minute had passed in silence. “And we’ve agreed Quintus is too much of a risk to send to 1737 to consult young Madden on that English ship.”

“Why?” asked Jillian.

“Quintus looks Italian, not English. Not remotely English.”

“I see. Well, there’s Edmund. He’s actually English,” said Jillian.

“Edmund has the groves. And Felicity. He can’t go.”

Jillian’s lips pursed. She didn’t like where the conversation was heading.

“And you and I have the wedding,” she said. She tried to keep her tone matter-of-fact, as if to reinforce the fact that there was no way either of them could get away. Not when they were getting married in two weeks.

“Well …” began Everett.

“No,” snapped Jillian. Closing her eyes, she forced herself to say with more calm, “If you’re going to suggest what I think you’re going to suggest, we’ve already discussed it, and we agreed the answer was no.”

Everett stuffed both hands into his pockets, something Jillian knew he did when he balled his hands into fists. She wondered if he was aware of this.

“I know you still have the gown and flowers and the whole kit and caboodle,” said Everett, “but I don’t have any of that.”

“You promised me you wouldn’t go running off. You asked what I wanted for a wedding present and that was what I asked for. A year without you running off to the past at the drop of a hat.”

“Technically we aren’t married yet,” began Everett.

“You’re not seriously … You can’t be …” Jillian broke off, too upset to speak. She began counting to ten. Before she’d gotten halfway there, Everett spoke again.

“You’ve got Halley and DaVinci to help with the wedding,” said Everett. “I don’t see how it would hurt if I did this one thing. Besides, it’s for Arthur, Jills, old girl. It would mean a lot to him.”

“He’s not the person you’re marrying in fifteen days!” Jillian felt her face flushing with heat. She’d raised her voice at Everett. Applegates never raised their voices.

One, two, three, four, five—

“I know you’re under a lot of pressure right now,” Everett said gently, “but I’d like to do this one thing before we get married.”

Jillian felt hot, angry tears forming behind her eyes. “And … after we’re married? Am I supposed to just smile and say okay every time Arthur needs a time travel partner with light hair and blue eyes?”

“Jills, come on. I’ve promised you an entire year without a single adventure. Nothing dangerous or exciting for a whole year.”

She turned her head so he couldn’t see the tear that had spilled over her lower lid. She wasn’t going to swipe it, either, because then he’d know she was crying. Applegates didn’t cry. They counted to ten and carried on. Another tear. She heard him beginning to pace back and forth, like some caged animal wanting its freedom.

A whole year without a single adventure. Nothing dangerous or exciting.

Was that how he saw their impending marriage? As a sentence placed on him?

Her most recent conversation with Halley and DaVinci came rushing back. She’d told them how little Everett seemed to care about what they were going to serve for their wedding dinner—something that mattered deeply to her. 

“Marriage is a compromise,” Halley had said with a shrug. “You can’t expect to be equally interested in all the same things. And that includes culinary arts.”

It had seemed like a very unkind thing to say at the time. Why would you marry someone you didn’t share interests with? Wasn’t the whole point to share the important things?

DaVinci, ever practical, had said, “Jilly, if you’ve got second thoughts, now’s the time to say something.”

Jillian had quietly replied that of course she didn’t have second thoughts. 

But did she?

Everett spoke again, bringing her back to the present. 

“The journey would only be four days, so I’d be back in plenty of time.”

Jillian wasn’t sure what to say. Several things flashed through her mind.

It’s not about the time.

I need you here more than ever, right now.

How can you even think of doing this?

You made me a promise.

It was this last one that she said aloud, her voice shaking slightly as she spoke.

Everett had stopped walking. She could see his face, partially lit by a distant streetlight. His hands were still shoved in his pockets.

“I promised I’d abstain from time travel for a year,” he said softly, “after we got married. To give us a chance to … to …” He pressed his lips together. “Holy Moses, Jills! I still don’t understand what it’s supposed to give us a chance for. But I promised anyway, didn’t I?”

She stood perfectly still. How was she supposed to explain something so basic?

“You did promise,” she said at last. “We shouldn’t even be having this conversation. I’ve always known you as a man of your word, Everett.”

“I gave my word for after the wedding,” he said.

“It’s the same thing,” said Jillian. “It’s splitting hairs.”

“It is not the same thing. My word matters to me, Jillian, and my vow was that I would give up all adventures after we wed.”

There it was again: he saw this as ‘giving up.’

“So this is a sacrifice you’re making?” Jillian asked.

“Of course it is. One I’m willing to make because I love you.”

“I didn’t realize you saw it that way,” she said quietly. “I thought … I thought this was something we were doing for each other. I didn’t know you felt as if you were giving up something valuable.”

But she did know. Deep inside, she’d known. She just hadn’t been willing to face it. Everett had always leaned in to adventure. It was what had drawn him to chase the Wright brothers around the world. What had led him—in an alternative life—to enlist and fight in the First World War. It was what had led to a death that could have been avoided. 

She’d known all along, if she was honest with herself. And no amount of sugar-coating was going to make this easier to swallow. Everett wanted to marry her, sure, but would he spend their first year of marriage counting down the days until he could go off and do dangerous things? Would he come to see marriage as something that stood in the way of doing what he wanted?

He spoke again. 

“Plus, gosh darn it, Jillian, I think it’s a poor way to repay Arthur, backing out on him just when he needs me most.”

“You … you already told him you’d do it?” she asked in astonishment. “So you’re just telling me what you already decided?”

Everett nodded.

For a minute, neither of them said anything.

At last, Jillian spoke.

“You need to figure out what you want in life. I’m not sure anymore that it’s me.”

“Aw, Jills—”

“No,” she said, cutting him off. “I won’t marry someone who isn’t one hundred percent sure that I’m what they want more than anything else.”

“Jillian … what are you saying?” asked Everett.

“I can’t marry you, Everett. Not until you figure out what you want.”

“Come on, old girl,” he said, his tone tinged with wretchedness. “You can’t mean it.” 

She did, and he knew it.

“I’ll … I’ll give it up then,” he said, “so we can get married. I won’t go to 1737. Not if it means that much to you.”

“That doesn’t change things, Everett,” she said, her voice shaking. “This is about you figuring out why going means so much to you. Why it means more to you than I do.”

“How can you say that?” he said. 

She couldn’t speak anymore. Tears were running down both cheeks. She turned so that Everett wouldn’t see them. Then she strode down the grove between the orange trees, pushing branches out of her way as her heart broke.

 




Chapter 5

23rd of April, Midnight

Wellesley, Florida

United States of America

“I’m sorry Everett,” DaVinci said, standing at the door of her apartment. “You just missed Quintus.”

“I already tried his place—”

“No, he’s not there either. He picked up an extra shift tonight. He’ll be off work at 8:00 in the morning.”

Everett hung his head. He’d been counting on Quintus’s advice.

“Hey,” said DaVinci. “Come inside.”

He stared mournfully at the threshold. 

“Come on,” she said, gently. “I’m a great listener and you clearly need someone to talk to. Besides, Jillian won’t tell me anything except that the wedding’s off.”

Everett hesitated.

“Inside. Now. Talking is happening,” insisted DaVinci.

Everett passed inside the apartment, tiny and stuffed with easels and art supplies. He wasn’t even sure where to sit, given the state of the place.

“Ignore all this,” DaVinci said. “We’ll sit in the kitchen. I’ll make tea.”

Everett crossed to the kitchen table, a half-moon shape shoved against the wall with two painted (and very mismatched) chairs. He sank onto one. DaVinci began preparing tea.

“So,” said DaVinci, “what the heck is going on?”

Everett smiled in spite of himself. DaVinci was the polar opposite of Jillian. Jillian would have spent five minutes dancing around the question. DaVinci was brusque and straightforward. A little like Quintus, actually, although of course she was a woman. Maybe she would make a better confidant than Quintus….

“She said she won’t marry me.” Everett said dejectedly. He couldn’t think of a single joke to lighten the mood.

“Okay,” said DaVinci. “So she broke it off. Huh. Didn’t see that coming.”

“Me neither.”

“So are you going to tell me why?”

Everett hesitated. He didn’t want to paint Jillian in a bad light, but he couldn’t see his own actions as wrong.

“We had a disagreement,” he said.

DaVinci’s left brow arched. 

“Yes. That would be a given. This is going to take a lot longer if I have to ask follow-up questions every time. How about you tell me everything all at once.” She leaned towards him. “I am on no one’s team here. Well, I’m on team ‘get them back together.’ I mean, assuming that’s what you want?”

Everett nodded miserably and then told her everything.

DaVinci sighed at the end of his tale.

“That is just so Jillian.” She stood to retrieve the tea, pouring some for each of them as she continued speaking. “I’m sorry, dude. She is a stickler for promises. I know, I know. In your mind the promise hadn’t started yet. The thing is, in her mind it had already started. And that’s problematic, because, well, if you hadn’t noticed already, Applegates can be a little inflexible.”

Everett released a bitter laugh.

Almost immediately, however, he murmured an apology.

“It’s one of the things I treasure about her,” he said. “My own mother … well, let’s just say her word was worthless. I was promised more trips to the zoo than I can count, though we never went once.” 

“Yikes. And your dad was okay with that?” DaVinci asked.

“My father?” Everett felt a little surprised by the question. “He was … well, he kept his word. When he promised a thrashing for misbehavior, he delivered.”

DaVinci grimaced slightly. “Did he at least follow through on trips to the zoo?”

“My father didn’t believe in trips to the zoo. Or seaside bathing or carriage rides through Central Park. He believed in hard work.”

“You’re a hard worker. That must have pleased him.”

A shadow crossed Everett’s face. “Nothing I did pleased him.”

“Your sacrifice in World War I made him very proud,” she said gently. “We all read about that online.”

“That wasn’t me, though, was it?”

DaVinci frowned. “I was just trying to point out that he may have been proud of you but really bad at showing it. Until it was too late, I mean.” DaVinci lifted the tea pot to pour herself more tea. “Oops. Empty. You want a second pot?”

“No. I’m sorry. I should go.” Everett rose. “I’m keeping you up late and wasting your time. This isn’t your problem—”

“Sit back down!” ordered DaVinci. “Don’t even think of leaving. This is my problem because you are my friend and Jillian is my friend, and the two of you are completely perfect for each other, and this needs fixing.”

Everett sank back into the chair wondering where DaVinci’s optimism came from.

He thought of himself as an optimist, always looking at the bright side, seeing possibilities. But in this case? He was at a complete loss. One minute he’d been engaged to the finest woman of his acquaintance, and the next minute it was off.

“Everett, can I ask you a personal question?” 

He shrugged. “Ask away.”

“Your parents. It sounds like maybe their marriage sucked. Am I right?”

He squared his shoulders at the intrusive nature of the question.

“Hey, you don’t have to answer,” said DaVinci. “We can talk about other stuff. It’s just … sometimes our parents can influence us in ways we’re not aware of.”

“Their marriage was an unfortunate one,” he said stiffly.

“Do you think that might have left a mark on you? Like, you’re feeling scared you’re going to be just like them or something?”

Everett recoiled. “Of course not. My mother had no idea who she was marrying. She married a man who took her to the opera and the theater and showered her with gifts. She thought that he would devote himself to her happiness in marriage. He did not, and she took laudanum to escape. He was disgusted by her weakness and tried to break her habit. She came to see him as … I don’t know. Her jailor, maybe?”

“Why did he marry her?”

Everett laughed gruffly. “That’s easy: for her money and for an heir. He built an empire with her money, and he wished for a son who would carry it on.”

“Everett, why does it matter so much to you to go on this trip to 1737 with Arthur Littlewood?”

Everett was surprised again by the quixotic change of subject. He attempted to give an honest answer.

“It’s one last hurrah, I suppose. I was giving up adventurous activities—what Jillian would call dangerous activities—for a year.”

DaVinci blew all the air out of her cheeks. “This is about how Jillian is super cautious and you’re not. I had no idea she didn’t, you know, admire your sense of adventure. I mean, I think it’s admirable. But that’s not the point. I guess the real question is whether you can live without bungee jumping and sky diving and all that.”

“I promised her, didn’t I?”

“I know, I know,” DaVinci said soothingly. “But do you maybe resent that she asked you? No judgment here, by the way.”

“I made a vow and I intend—that is, I had intended to honor it,” he said formally.

“Yeah. I know. And you told her you’d give up the trip to 1737 if it mattered so much. I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on.” She stared into her empty tea cup for a long minute. 

“Edmund yearned to sail to the New World. Quintus battled alongside the greatest general of all time,” Everett said, breaking the silence. “I should like to … I wish to …” He paused, struggling for words to describe the feeling inside.

“Do you, like, need proof that you’re capable or brave or fearless or something?” asked DaVinci.

Everett’s jaw tightened. This wasn’t about proving himself. The suggestion was diminishing. This was about wanting to do something great. Something meaningful. Something big and lasting, like he had been on his way to doing with Wilbur Wright at Kitty Hawk.

“Because that would be totally normal,” DaVinci said. “That you would, like, want to show your dad that you’re made of the right stuff or whatever. Except that your dad’s, well, dead. You won’t ever be able to prove to him what kind of man you are.” 

She thought this was about his father? That was ridiculous. The whole conversation was a disappointment. He should never have come inside.

As he was thinking this, DaVinci yawned.

Everett rose. “I have taken up enough of your time. I should go.”

“Oh, it’s okay. Really. You can stay. I think we were finally getting somewhere.”

Everett made a slight bow. “You have given me a great deal to think about.” It was the politest thing he could think of to say. He should have waited to speak with Quintus.

DaVinci tried to cover another huge yawn. “Okay. Sure. Good. You go do some thinking.” 

DaVinci walked over to the door and held it open for him. “Listen, I’m here anytime you want to talk, okay? I believe in you and Jillian. I’m sure you’ll work things out. Here. Give me a hug.”

Everett accepted a quick hug, breaking away as soon as he politely could. 

“Goodnight,” he said.

“Ni”—DaVinci covered another yawn—“Night,” she managed to squeak out.

Everett jogged down the apartment stairs. 

He drove back to the bungalow but didn’t get out of his car. Jillian was gone. Back to her apartment, no doubt. Not that he had expected to find her here. Whose property would this be now? Her parents’? He would have to move out. 

How had things come to this pass? Jillian’s rejection of him had come out of left field. 

Or had it?

Had the signs been there all along, but he’d chosen to ignore them? What if he and Jillian were fundamentally incompatible? The thought made his chest feel too tight, as though he couldn’t breathe. She was the only woman he would ever love. She was it for him. But she had rejected him—even when he’d offered not to go to 1737, if it meant that much to her. She hadn’t been satisfied with that offer. What had she said? That he needed to figure out why it mattered to him. What kind of question was that? 

He’d understood the other thing she’d said: that she would only marry someone who was certain she was what they wanted. 

Well, of course she was. No other woman could compare to Jillian.

And yet … that wasn’t the way she’d put it. She wanted to know that he wanted her, not just more than anyone else, but more than anything else.

Everett let his head fall forward onto the steering wheel. 

He wanted Jillian, and he wanted adventure. He wanted to do something important and bold and brave. Was that so wrong? But how was he to bear losing Jillian? A choked sob lodged in his throat. He cut it off at once. He was not a child, and he wasn’t going to cry like one. 

A memory surfaced, of his father, berating him for tears when the doctor had said Mama might not recover. 

Stop that sniveling at once! Be a man, Everett.

It had been the last time he’d shed tears at home. Not that his father had noticed. The man had been impossible to please. He expected what he expected, and heaven help you if you didn’t measure up.

Everett lifted his head, frowning at the steering wheel. Was it possible DaVinci had been right? Did he still wish to please his father, somehow? His father had been dead for a century. Pleasing the man wasn’t on the table. Besides, Everett hadn’t needed to please his father when he’d chosen to leave home, had he? He certainly didn’t need to please him now. Besides, if there was one thing Everett knew, it was that his father couldn’t be pleased. 

DaVinci knew nothing of fathers who couldn’t be pleased. Her own parents praised and approved her every step. Of course she would value a father’s praise. Of course she would think that everyone would wish for. She wouldn’t be able to imagine living without it, so she had projected on him those same wishes—wishes he’d never had and never would.

Everett stood and exited his vehicle. It was still dark out, with no hint of approaching dawn. He looked down the long, straight road that fronted the bungalow. He wanted to run down that road. Run and run and run, never stopping. Or drive down it as fast as he could. He wanted to fly. That would be better than running or driving. But his rating and his craft prevented flight until daybreak. He swore under his breath. And then he pulled out his phone. Promises and offers be damned. He was going to do something meaningful. Something adventurous. He was traveling with Arthur Littlewood to 1737.

 




Chapter 6

1802

Palais des Tuileries

Paris, France

Joséphine was enjoying a brief moment to herself, seated on a chaise at the end of a long gallery in the Palais des Tuileries. It was an unseasonably warm April evening. The birthday party for her daughter Hortense was going well. Hortense had all of Joséphine’s charm and, truth be told, some of her father the Viscomte de Beauharnais’s cunning as well. Napoléon had known all of this when he arranged for Hortense to marry his brother Louis Bonaparte four months earlier. The marriage would probably never be a happy one, but it was politically astute. Moreover, it would serve to bolster Joséphine’s position, as it became less and less likely she would supply an heir to Napoléon. 

At least her daughter had wasted no time becoming suitably pregnant with Louis Bonaparte’s child. Half a smile bloomed on Joséphine’s lovely face. Already, Napoléon had whispered to Joséphine his aspirations for his brother. Napoléon meant to install Louis as king of some realm or other. Joséphine had no doubt but that he would do it, too. Napoléon was winning the heart of the French, and that would land him on a throne more suitable than that of a mere “First Consul.” He would be king. Or, as Joséphine had mischievously suggested last week, empereur. And why not? He was a military genius. The nations surrounding France would bow before him as he swept across Europe. Joséphine could see it all.

But tonight, she could be content with seeing her dear Hortense happy, despite a marriage that had not been to her daughter’s taste. Fortunately, Hortense was a clever girl, and ambitious, too, and—best of all—capable. At Joséphine’s behest, Hortense had been trained in statecraft and subterfuge by none other than Madame Campan, former first lady-in-waiting to the late Marie Antoinette. Hortense would make a lovely queen one day—queen of some conquered European nation or other. Flanders, perhaps. Or Holland. Nothing too far from Paris, mused Joséphine. 

Suddenly warm, she fanned herself and let slip the priceless shawl Napoléon had given her earlier in the day. The abrupt warmth was as unbearable as it was inescapable, another of the terrible bouffées de chaleur, or hot flashes, which presaged that Joséphine would never bear an heir to her beloved husband. But an heir of her body there would yet be, thanks to Hortense. Hortense’s child would inherit the blood of both Joséphine and the Bonaparte family. It must be enough. It would be enough.

At that very moment, Hortense caught her mother’s eye and hastened down the hall to meet her. Her bearing was everything Joséphine could have hoped for. Regal and graceful while still managing to appear unassuming. She was the sort of woman people would instantly confide in and just as instantly love. Though Hortense had watched the terrible execution of her own father, she seemed not to carry the weight of la revolution on her shoulders, as did many of its survivors.

Joséphine smiled and held her arms out to her daughter. 

“There you are,” cried Hortense, “hiding in the shadows, maman.”

“Tonight is your night to sparkle, ma chérie,” replied Joséphine. “Sit, sit!”

Hortense’s smile was both lovely and genuine as she joined her mother on the chaise. 

“Everything has been perfect, maman. I am just come from a triumph where I engaged mon beau-père in a game of billiards.”

Joséphine gasped, bringing a hand to her mouth. “Child, I have warned you. You must never best Napoléon at any game, no matter how simple—”

“Do not take me for a fool, maman. My triumph was in letting him win.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief as she said this.

Joséphine recovered her equanimity, her hand dropping to her heart. “That’s my clever girl.”

Hortense patted her belly protectively. “For my little prince, I will submit with joy to any humiliation, even at billiards.”

Joséphine felt tears of pride and joy pricking the corners of her eyes. She quickly banished them, speaking softly to her daughter.

“So you are certain, then?”

“The child moves about like a little soldier on a field, practicing his marches both day and night.”

“You were active in my belly,” said Joséphine, “and you turned out to be a daughter.”

“I can be content with either, maman,” said Hortense, “but I feel certain this is a son.”

“Louis will be so happy.”

Hortense gave a small shrug. “My husband is never happy. I cannot please him. But I am determined to please mon beau-père, my husband’s brother.”

“Napoléon will be very pleased, indeed,” replied Joséphine. 

“Maman,” Hortense began, “I know that I was … less enthusiastic than I might have been when first you married Napoléon. I regret my coldness. Truly, you could not have chosen a more attentive or loving step-father.”

Joséphine smiled and placed a hand tenderly on her daughter’s cheek. “Thank you, chérie.”

“He will be the making of this family, in both fortune and happiness,” Hortense continued. And then, after a slight pause, she added. “I only wish his brother shared some of his warmth.”

“Love may yet come for you, ma fille,” Joséphine said, sighing softly. It felt like a lie in her mouth, but perhaps the baby would change things.

Hortense regarded the floor, unsmiling.

Joséphine rose. “Come now. Let us be merry and return to our guests.”

Hortense rose and kissed her mother, twice on each cheek. “Your shawl, maman, shall I drape it for you?”

“No, no,” said Joséphine. “I am not cold. And your beau-père likes my shoulders and arms bare, ma petite.”

“Maman!” whispered Hortense.

“Do not pretend to be scandalized,” said Joséphine. “I know you too well.”

Hortense laughed softly and slipped an arm through her mother’s.

“Let us go,” said Joséphine. “I must congratulate my husband on his recent victory at billiards.”

“May it be but one in a long line of victories to come,” said Hortense, smiling.

“Heaven grant it so,” murmured Joséphine.

 




Chapter 7

29th of April

Wellesley, Florida

The United States of America

Everything was in order for Arthur and Everett’s visit to 1737, where they would spend four days aboard the HMS Thrush, a vessel doomed to sink only hours after they departed for the twenty-first century.

It would be a sobering visit, in that regard, but this suited Everett’s mood. After calling things off, Jillian had flown to Santa Barbara to see her parents, and Everett, too, yearned to get away. Since Everett’s middle-of-the-night conversation with DaVinci, he’d avoided talking to anyone about the breakup. The wound was growing more painful each day, and he didn’t think he could bear hashing things over again.

Arthur Littlewood, meanwhile, kept absent-mindedly referring to Everett’s upcoming nuptials and then pausing, horrified that he’d forgotten, again, the current state of affairs. 

All in all, the sooner they were off to 1737, the better.

There had been delays while Halley sewed period-appropriate clothing for the two of them, and then altered things to fit correctly. And one final delay when Arthur remarked that the pants had no pockets. Halley snatched their britches back and installed pockets even though Everett said he didn’t think they’d be needing them.

“You never know,” she quipped.

But today, at last, the garments were ready. Arthur and Everett went to collect them at Halley and Edmund’s bungalow. Felicity immediately appeared, demanding Arthur’s attention. She squealed with delight as Arthur gave her a ride down the hall on his hands and knees, pretending to be her “pet dragon who carried people and never eated them.” 

Something in Everett’s heart pinched at the sound of Felicity’s laughter. Would he never be a father now?

Just one more reason to get going to 1737, he thought grimly.

“By the way,” Halley said, passing the dragon and rider in the hall, “I splattered your jackets with saltwater to help you to blend in at the docks.”

“Aren’t you clever,” said Arthur said.

“I’m highly clever,” Halley replied, smiling.

Everett thought of how Jillian would’ve replied to the same praise, how she would have been embarrassed by it, her lovely face and neck flushing pink. He swallowed and forced himself to focus on what Halley was saying about his pockets.

“—and antibiotics in powder form in this pocket.” Halley withdrew a small wooden box. “It’s a snuff box, but I wouldn’t recommend snorting it. If you end up needing antibiotics, or the Tylenol I packed in the other pocket, just dump them in your wine or something.”

“Excellent,” said Arthur, rising from all fours as Felicity slid off his back. “You really think of everything.”

Halley smiled. “I try to, but the antibiotics were Edmund’s idea.”

“Four days is just enough time to develop a putrid infection,” Edmund said, swinging Felicity up and onto his shoulders.

“Papa fly me fast,” demanded the little girl.

Edmund began circling the room “fast.”

“There’s another extra pocket,” Halley said, opening one of the coats, “for anything else you want. Your checklist thingamabob, maybe?”

“Wouldn’t want to go anywhere without that,” Arthur agreed. “Just in case we inadvertently ruin history.”

“I’m sure history will be fine,” Everett said. “Stuck at sea on a doomed ship, we won’t have much chance to alter things.”

“You never know,” said Arthur.

“That’s the whole point of boarding this particular ship, right?” asked Halley.

“Exactly,” replied Everett as he took their outfits from Halley.

“Well, I think that’s everything,” Arthur said. “We’ll be back bright and early the second of May. One way or another, I suppose we’ll learn whether Samuel Madden’s tale of time traveling was a mere exercise in fiction or … something else.”

“It’s better to know than to wonder,” said Edmund.

“Yes, yes,” replied Arthur. “Brilliant idea of Jillian’s, of course. I wish she were here to see us off …” He trailed off, realizing too late that he’d brought up Everett’s former fiancée again.

“Her idea was brilliant,” Everett replied, a little too enthusiastically.

“Yes, well …” Arthur broke off again and began tugging his hair.

“No pull out you hair,” Felicity called to Arthur. “Earther balded enough.”

“His name is Arthur, Felicity,” murmured Halley.

“Earther will leave his hair alone,” Arthur said, lowering his hands.

“Apologies,” said Halley, shaking her head. “We try.”

“No, no. No need to be sorry,” said Arthur, smiling. “I was just reading that the bestowing of nicknames is highly indicative of affection.”

“Earther not go away,” said Felicity, trying to make a dangerous descent from her papa’s shoulders.

“Whoa, there,” said Edmund, catching her just in time. He set her gently down.

Felicity ran to Arthur and grabbed one of his legs. “You has to stay. You didn’t drink you juice.”

“Oh, yes,” said Halley, striding to the kitchen. “Edmund was teaching Felicity about sailors and scurvy, and she decided you and Arthur both need a tall glass of orange juice.”

Halley returned with full glasses. Everett accepted his and took a swig.

“Papa, make them not go,” said Felicity. “It’s the Maying in two days.”

“The … maying?” asked Arthur.

“May Day,” said Halley. “Edmund can explain it better than me.”

“The First of May,” said Edmund, “is when we celebrate ‘The Maying’ with a Maypole erection.”

Everett choked on his juice.

Halley tried to suppress a laugh.

Felicity, oblivious, was now clinging to Arthur’s left ankle. “Don’t miss The Maying.”

Arthur knelt down to speak to her face-to-face. “I can’t be here on May Day, but I will be back the day after, and then we can play dragon again.”

“We has a sleepover when you gets back,” Felicity declared.

“Well, that’s a very kind offer,” said Arthur, “but I don’t think your parents would be … that is …”

“Papa, say yes,” insisted Felicity, looking up at her father.

“Actually, Arthur,” said Halley, nudging Edmund in the ribs, “Edmund’s been thinking of taking Jules Khan up on that offer to use the yacht for a getaway. It’s over stateside for repairs, so it’s a great opportunity.”

“We have no wish to impose on you,” said Edmund.

“No,” said Halley. “We totally do wish to impose. I mean, if you’re up for it? You’re her favorite sitter, when Quintus is unavailable, anyway.”

Arthur was smiling as if nothing could have made him happier. “I mean to say … that is … if you’re sure it wouldn’t be … well, I’d love to.”

“Huzzah,” shouted Felicity, who was now running circles around Littlewood. “We play dragon who not eat people all day!”

“We’ll talk details when you get back,” Halley said. Shifting her focus to Felicity, she said, “But the sooner we let Everett and Arthur go, the sooner your sleepover can happen.”

Felicity stopped running and placed both hands on her hips. “You go now,” she said, pointing imperiously to the door.

An hour later, with antibiotics and Tylenol in one pocket and the historical check-list in another, Everett departed the twenty-first century in the company of Littlewood to spend four days aboard a ship in 1737.

 




Chapter 8

Later the Same Day

Southern California

United States of America

Robert’s greatest challenge in preparing for his trip to France in 1802 wasn’t locating a bifurcation point or even figuring out where Napoléon was likely to be found. No, the hardest obstacle turned out to be finding appropriate pants. 

Robert’s preference was for Levi’s softened through multiple washings. He knew better than to show up at the Tuileries Palace wearing those, but finding someone who could make a soft and comfortable pair of buff-colored breeches was very challenging. He spent hundreds on Etsy for pair after pair of itchy, inferior breeches before finding someone whose portfolio included work done for a Napoleonic-era saga streaming on Netflix. She didn’t come cheap, but she promised comfort. 

His era-appropriate pants, shirt, and jacket cost three thousand and change plus a one week stay for the designer in a suite at the iconic Beverly Hills Hotel. Robert went there for fittings. At the last of these, he asked her to place a large interior pocket in the back of his jacket.

“Like … a wearable backpack?” she asked.

Robert considered the description and nodded. Then handed her a sheet of paper with the dimensions he required for the “pocket,” which would allow him to bring his portable time machine with him, while keeping it hidden from sight.

“I can do that,” she said, “for another two hundred.”

When he agreed without hesitation, his tailor confided that she demanded top prices because in the past, her fees had scared away annoying eccentrics in search of “Mr. Darcy pants.”

“Not that you’re annoying,” she said. “You paid up front. And you didn’t try to haggle on price.” She smiled. “To be honest, I added the request for the hotel suite just to see if I could get you to push back.”

“I didn’t,” Robert said.

“I know! I’ve always wanted to stay here, so thanks for that. I love that I don’t have to clean up after myself.” 

Fabric cuttings and snipped threads covered the floor at her feet.

Robert waited while she installed the “backpack pocket” and then tried everything on for fit one final time.

“Could I fool Napoléon Bonaparte wearing this?” Robert asked.

“Fool him into what?”

There was little point trying to ask the question in a way that disguised things.

“If I could travel to the past, would Napoléon believe I was from his time?” 

“Yes,” she said smugly. “With my work, you could fool anyone from Napoléon to the kid who delivers his paper.”

“I don’t think papers were deliv—”

“That was a joke,” she said. “Although your haircut? That wouldn’t fool anyone.”

“Is it … inappropriate to the era?”

She nodded. 

“Tell you what,” she said. “I’m going to give you a number of a guy I know. He doesn’t come cheap, but tell him I sent you and he can probably fit you in, in a few weeks. Maybe next month.”

“I can’t wait that long.”

With a shrug, she said, “So offer him extra.” She handed him a scrap of paper with the name “Davide” written alongside a phone number. One day later, on the last day of April, Robert visited a salon so exclusive it didn’t have a sign. The hair cut cost less than the coat and breeches, but not by much.

At this point, he returned home, donned his costume, and admired himself in the mirror. He would travel tomorrow, the 1st of May and change the history of France, and perhaps that of the world. 

 




Chapter 9

1737

Aboard the HMS Thrush

The Atlantic

Littlewood moaned in the hammock above Everett. They’d been aboard ship for three days, twenty hours, and fifty-five minutes, disguised as a diplomat and man-servant headed for Antigua. Gold, as usual, had paved the way for their passage. That and some quite convincing documents forged by an acquaintance of Halley’s in the film industry. It had meant some last minute shuffling among the ship’s crew, in order to provide a private cabin for His Majesty’s servant Littlewood and his man Randolph.

Everett had had to do all the questioning of Madden’s son because, as it turned out, Littlewood was a very poor seaman. Everett liked the rolling of the ship and adjusted quickly. Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, his questioning of John Madden had yielded little. The son recalled quite clearly the day his father had begun to write his Memoirs from the Twentieth Century. The idea had come to his father as he and another cleric had been discussing the dangerous ascendance of Catholic-sympathizers. John’s father, inspired by the witty writings of Jonathan Swift, had determined to cloak severe warnings in a fictional tale that would allow him to suggest the terrible direction things were heading.

Everett had enjoyed hearing the tale, as young Madden was something of a witty storyteller himself, but once the conversation had ended, Everett and Littlewood still had to endure an additional two days at sea, in increasingly bad weather.

Another groan from Arthur’s hammock brought Everett swiftly to motion, fetching a bowl the boatswain had left for them. 

“No, no,” murmured Arthur. “Nothing left in my stomach.”

Although Everett dreaded returning to his Jillian-less life in the twenty-first century, it was clear that Arthur needed solid land, and fast.

“Next time we pack Dramamine,” Everett said.

Littlewood moaned in the affirmative. And then, in a weak voice, asked, “How much longer?”

“Only minutes, now,” replied Everett. “I’ve left word that we are not to be disturbed tonight or tomorrow on account of your ill health. No one will ever know we departed once the ship is … well … lost.”

He’d been feeling worse and worse about what they were doing, essentially abandoning a soon-to-sink ship.

We dare not interfere had been Littlewood’s sad remark.

Everett knew he was right, of course. But it didn’t stop him from feeling more and more glum as the hours and then minutes ticked down. 

Finally it was time.

“Come on,” Everett said. “Up you go.”

He reached for their 1730s-style jackets.

“No, no,” said Arthur, rising slowly. “Leave those behind. The stench …” He trailed off without finishing the sentence.

Everett regarded the jackets. Each was covered in vomit, from Arthur’s first day aboard ship.

“I guess it’s not like we’ll miss them,” Everett said. “If I put them on the far side of the cabin, that should leave them outside the singularity pocket that forms around us, shouldn’t it?”

Arthur nodded.

He moved the jackets and then returned to Arthur’s side, offering to support the professor.

“Is it time yet?” Arthur asked faintly.

Everett patted his friend’s arm. “We’ll be back before you know it.”

 




Chapter 10

1802

Palais des Tuileries

Paris, France

Robert keyed in the coordinates for his voyage, departing on schedule May 1st and arriving in early April, 1802, beside a gallery of rooms belonging to the Palais des Tuileries, residence of the First Consul of France. According to Robert’s research, Joséphine and Napoléon Bonaparte were hosting a party this night in honor of Joséphine’s daughter Hortense.. 

Upon his arrival in the shadowed gardens outside the palais, Robert felt woozy. He spent twenty minutes of his precious four hours recovering his equilibrium and his courage. This accomplished, he entered the gallerie where he blended in rather perfectly, if he did say so himself. 

As the second hour commenced, however, he found himself still unable to meet with Bonaparte. The man was surrounded at all times, and Robert was beginning to recognize the severe flaws in a plan which relied on social skills for its success. He hadn’t the faintest idea how to pluck a nation’s leader from his cronies and admirers in order to gain a few minutes of conversation.

Robert had spent all of his time planning what he would say to the great man, not how he would gain Napoléon’s attention. It was like the miserable parties Robert had attended in college and graduate school, where he hugged corners and waited for his ride to agree to leave.

In fact, however, Robert was on the cusp of finding success, thanks to one of his many aversions. In addition to hating clothing that wasn’t soft and refusing to swim, Robert hated when things touched the ground. If he dropped something and it hit the floor, into the trash it went. He was rendered nauseous by the so-called “two-second rule” about consuming food that had fallen. When his bath towels fell to the floor, his mother had been able to convince him that they could be sanitized in the wash, but just barely. He sometimes threw out the supposedly sanitized towels when she wasn’t looking.

Thus, when Robert noticed from his quiet corner of the gallerie that a decorative shawl was in danger of falling off the back of a nearby divan, he was horrified. He tried to look away. His gaze, however, kept returning to the red and gold shawl as gravity slowly tugged it toward a fate worse than death. 

At last Robert couldn’t stand it any longer. He walked to the back of the divan and, having checked that the tassels hadn’t yet made contact with the floor, he scooped the whole thing up in a wadded bundle. 

His plan was to place it on the seat cushion of the divan, but as he walked to its front side to do this, a woman sank onto the cushion, preventing him. He pressed his lips together in frustration. Now what was he supposed to do with the shawl? If he set it on one of the wooden chairs dotting the edges of the room, it would almost certainly slide off and he’d be right back where he started. Chagrined, he turned to face the woman occupying the divan. Maybe she could do something with it. 

She gave him a tired smile. Her brown eyes were warm and friendly.

“Excusez-moi, madame,” he said politely. 

The woman’s smile deepened. 

“Would you like this?” he asked in French, holding the shawl out to her.

“It is as though you read my mind,” the woman said, her voice soft and low. “The air grows cool, does it not?”

Her French accent was as flawless as his mother’s. He noticed the woman’s beauty next and gaped at her in awkward silence.

“The shawl?” she said at last.

“Oh. Pardon me.” He handed it to her.

With a sigh of delight, she wrapped it around her pale shoulders.

“Much better,” she said.

She patted the other end of the divan, inviting him to sit.

“I have not thus far had the pleasure of your acquaintance,” she said.

“I’m called Robert,” he replied, hoping he’d pronounced his “R” in a sufficiently Gallic manner. “Robert Duval,” he added.

“Duval,” she mused. “A good family. Of course one does not ask after families in these tempestuous times, with so many of our finest gone to their graves.” She put on a forced smile. “However, we are all good citizens, and equal in brotherhood, Duvals and Bonapartes and Rochambeaus alike, is it not so?” She leaned toward him and whispered, “But you must not call me Madame Bonaparte. It makes me sound too old.”

Robert stared at her, blinking for a moment in surprise. Had he just taken a seat beside Napoléon’s wife? He noted the diamonds adorning her neck. They looked expensive, as did the cloth-of-gold edging her gown. Her hairstyle was elaborate, and although Robert didn’t know much about women’s hairstyles, he suspected she could not have arranged it without the help of several servants.

“I prefer Joséphine,” she continued in a whisper. “It annoys my poor daughter to no end.” She smiled as if this was amusing.

“Joséphine is a lovely name,” Robert said. His mother had taught him to praise names, if he couldn’t think of anything else to say. He could almost never think of anything else to say. While he had planned what to say to Napoléon, he had not planned to speak to the man’s wife. For this, he was woefully unprepared. 

“And in what capacity is it that you serve La France?” Joséphine asked.

A young woman was now hastening toward the divan, a shawl in her outstretched arms. 

“Forgive me, my lady,” said the young woman, clearly a servant. “I could not find your—” She broke off, frowning at the shawl adorning her mistress’s shoulders.

“It is of no consequence,” said Joséphine, waving the girl away with a flicker of bone-white fingers, long and lovely. 

She returned her focus to Robert. “How is it that you serve our nation? You are not dressed as a soldier or a cleric.” 

“No. Certainly not. I am a … scientist.” He wasn’t sure the word was in use, in French much less in English, but Joséphine nodded as if she understood.

“My husband also is a man of science. Not everyone knows this, to his chagrin.” She smiled her lovely smile once again. “He was praised for his mathematical genius when just a boy, barely out of small clothes. And I think if it were not for his mistress the Lady War, he would have chosen a life of scientific pursuits.”

“Science is the future,” Robert said with assurance. He was on steadier ground here. “It is not enough to have a good mind, though. The important thing is to use it well. To uncover the secrets of the universe.” 

Her smile broadened. “My dear husband would adore you. Why don’t you tell me more about the work that you do?”

Robert could not do this without violating a dozen rules he’d created for himself. After a frantic moment, however, he thought of something they could discuss. He had learned that Napoléon was interested in hot air balloons, or had been at one time, so he had memorized some data concerning the earliest balloons. These facts he passed on to Joséphine Bonaparte, along with an occasional pause as he sought for the French words to describe hot air balloon technology.

“So you see,” he concluded, “it is with scientific pursuits such as this that we will change the world.”

“You sound precisely like the best philosophers of our age,” Joséphine said thoughtfully. “But whereas they only speak of science bringing us enlightenment, you are a practitioner of the art yourself.” She tapped a long, white finger against her chin several times and then spoke again, her smile dimming somewhat. “I was a girl of twenty at the time of the ascent of the hot air balloon of Jacques Charles and the Robert brothers. How tragic, that the same field would witness a massacre only eight years later. We live in dangerous times.”

“You speak of the massacre of the Champs du Mars,” said Robert, recalling this detail from his study of the champs, or field, where the Eiffel Tower was to be built. 

Joséphine nodded with sadness, but Robert’s heart picked up beats. Might it be possible to segue to the discussion he wished to have with her husband?

Emboldened by her interest, he spoke.

“I believe the Champs du Mars ought to be the place for a monument to the glory of Napoléon, France, and science,” Robert blurted out. “A memorial for future citizens, and a source of inspiration.”

“You’ll have to convince the military to leave off their exercises in the field,” Joséphine said. She leaned in more closely. “And good luck with that.”

“On the contrary,” replied Robert. “There is more than enough room for military exercises to continue and a monument to be constructed. So long as it is built at the end of the field farthest from the École Militaire.”

“You speak very confidently,” said Joséphine, adjusting her shawl.

Robert shrugged. “It is easy to be confident when you know you are right.”

Joséphine raised an eyebrow. “So I have been told before. Would you care to guess by whom?”

“By your husband.”

“Indeed.” She laughed softly. “The First Consul is very confident. And with good reason. Destiny smiles upon him in all his endeavors.”

Robert made a small noise at the back of his throat.

“You disagree?” asked Joséphine.

“I would amend what you said. Destiny is not responsible for Napoléon’s success. It is his own intelligence that makes him succeed.”

Joséphine laughed. “I must keep you away from him, lest you puff his sense of self-worth beyond what is bearable.”

“I am only saying what the whole world knows to be true.”

“Always excluding the eaters of beef.”

Robert paused and then said, “I don’t know who you mean.”

“The English. The descendants of Normans and Saxon dogs.”

“Even they know that Napoléon is great.”

“He is not infallible,” Joséphine said softly. “He married me when he should have wed someone younger. Someone who could give him an heir.”

“That was perhaps foolish,” agreed Robert.

She raised one dark eyebrow. “You speak your mind very frankly for one so young. You cannot be above five and twenty.”

“I am not. And I do. Speak frankly. It gets me into trouble.”

“I can imagine it does. But I am not offended. How could I be when you merely agreed with what I had already said? My marriage with Napoléon was not tactically wise of him, but who is wise in love?”

“You are the love of his life,” Robert said, quoting from an article he’d read. “And your name will be the last thing he utters before death.”

She turned her long neck and stared at him as if uncertain whether to be amused or alarmed.

He shouldn’t have said that.

Before she could say anything, he changed the subject. “Does your husband generally listen to your advice?”

“Not often enough,” she said, seeming content at the change in the direction of their conversation. But then her red lips thinned to a straight line. “He means to sell the territories of Louisiane despite my wishes and the advice of others in his family.”

“That is monumentally stupid of him,” agreed Robert. “But does he generally abide by your wishes?”

“When he is able.” She offered a soft smile that restored fullness to her lips.

“Will you tell him to build the monument to the glory of science, beside the river at the Champs du Mars?”

“Tell him yourself,” she said. “It would mean more coming from you, I think, as a fellow student of science.”

“Yes,” he said. “I wished to tell him myself, but I have been unable to gain an introduction to him.”

“I shall arrange an audience at once,” she said after gazing at him for a moment. She rose and began to walk away, but then she turned back to face him again. “I wonder, young Robert, why did you say that my name will be the last word he speaks?”

“Because it will be.”

“How can you know this?”

“I know … things. Some things. True things.” He broke off. He’d already said too much.

“Time will tell, I suppose,” replied Joséphine.

As she walked away, he murmured to himself, “I have already told.”


 




Chapter 11

1802

Palais des Tuileries

Paris, France

Robert could not help but feeling a certain thrill as he awaited the First Consul and future Emperor of France. Here, at last, was a man who was his own equal. Napoléon had accomplished through battle nearly as great of deeds as Robert had accomplished through science. And just like that, Robert no longer felt nervous. It was as if fate had destined the two great men to meet. 

Robert released a derisive grunt. He himself had arranged for the meeting. And he himself would direct its outcome. As Napoléon approached, Robert was surprised by the man’s stature. He was so short. Other characteristics came into focus, familiar from the portraits Robert had memorized. The paintings had captured several things with accuracy. The consul’s hair style, short and brushed forward in imitation of Julius Caesar. The distance between his eyes, and their depth, and the slight bump on his nose, the thinness of his lips, now pressed together. It was all familiar, almost hauntingly so.

Napoléon strode down the gallery with purpose, but his attention was on Joséphine, with whom he spoke quietly. 

Robert searched for clues in Napoléon’s facial expression, but recognized none that would suggest any emotion. There was simply … intensity. With a slight shock, Robert realized he recognized the expression. It was one that had been captured in nearly every photograph Robert’s mother had taken of him. It was the expression designating single-minded focus. At least, that was what his mother always said when viewing the pictures: “So single-minded. So focused. Look at you.” Then she would shake her head (which he didn’t understand) and ruffle his hair (which he disliked) and ask him why he couldn’t just smile. He never knew how to answer. Or rather, his answer never satisfied his mother: What was there to smile about?

Perhaps the man striding towards him felt the same way. Perhaps the two of them were similar in ways beyond their greatness. Or perhaps they were similar because of that shared greatness. Robert, wrapped up in these thoughts, almost failed to notice Joséphine’s quiet introduction as she murmured to her husband. 

He forced himself to pay attention, and picked up the tail-end of her speech. 

“… of whom I spoke to you,” she was saying, indicating Robert. “Monsieur Robert Duval.” Then turning to Robert, she said, “May I present—”

“I know who this is,” Robert said quickly. He could almost hear his mother reprimanding him for rudeness. He amended his greeting. “The whole world knows Napoléon. Centuries after you are gone, you will still be known.”

The short man regarded Robert, establishing eye contact in a way that made it impossible for Robert to blink or look away.

At last—and still without blinking—Napoléon turned to his wife.

“I see what you mean,” he murmured softly to her.

Robert felt himself released and dropped his eyes to the ground. Light from nearby candles was playing off the polished sheen of the great man’s boots, the flicker of candlelight stretching in a bright semi-circle on the glossy surface.

“My Joséphine tells me you have plans for the Champs du Mars,” said Napoléon, breaking the silence. “Is this so?”

“Yes. You must choose how you wish to be remembered by future generations,” began Robert, repeating the words he had practiced speaking again and again. “You will be named with Alexander and Genghis Khan and Caesar, but you might be remembered for more than mere conquests, if you so choose.”

Robert had done his research. He knew the man standing before him wished for this. Or he would one day, when his streak of luck ran out.

“Your civil code is an accomplishment beyond measure,” Robert continued. “It will create the foundation for law throughout Europe and beyond.”

“It has done so already,” said Napoléon gravely.

Robert paused, not having planned for the interruption. “That is true,” he replied. “And it will continue to be true long after you are dead.”

Joséphine drew a hand to her mouth, making a soft coughing sound. It reminded Robert of his mother and how she signaled to him at times with a cough very like Joséphine’s. But if this were a signal, Robert was uncertain what it might indicate. 

He continued.

“Caesar and other conquerors enacted laws as well. If you want your name to rise above theirs, you must make it impossible for future generations to ignore your contribution in areas which other great men neglected.”

“You are versed in the areas of their neglect, I suppose?” asked Napoléon.

“They neglected many things,” said Robert, rising to his subject. The failures of others were endlessly engaging to him. “Alexander neglected his health and his soldiers’ longing for home. Caesar neglected the advice of those who feared that he wanted to make himself emperor—” Robert broke off, suddenly recalling his purpose. “But these things are unimportant. You are a man of science and not merely a soldier. You must build a monument to remind France that in science, too, you have left an indelible mark.”

“You speak very frankly,” said the consul.

“I see no reason to waste your time.” This was true. Robert hated wasting time, no matter whose it was.

“I have considered such a thing already,” admitted the man. “A school dedicated to the sciences and other arts of peace.”

“Yes,” said Robert. “It will make an imposing statement for future generations if you place it opposite the École Militaire, beside the river.”

This brought a smile to Napoléon’s face. “How will I explain this to my generals when they wish to exercise the men under their command?”

Robert had a response, if not quite an answer, at the ready.

“This will be your lasting legacy,” said Robert. “A shrine to the peaceful advancement of science, opposite the military college. Such a monument will speak to the entirety of your greatness and ensure it is never forgotten.”

The quiet ruler regarded Robert in silence for a long while. Robert soon found that he could no longer bear the man’s unyielding gaze. 

At last the great man spoke.

“A college of science to balance the one already dedicated to military arts. What a thing.” Napoléon rested his gaze on Robert once more. “The nation and her citizens thank you for your contribution to the lasting greatness of La France.”

Having said this, the short man spun on his heel and walked away, arm in arm with Joséphine. Robert felt a triumphant smile forming and turned to hide it from any onlookers. 

In front of him was the divan where he’d first noticed the shawl—that very shawl which had led him into Joséphine’s favor and thence to Napoléon’s notice. It did seem as if something like destiny were directing him. It was mere anthropomorphizing, but he could understand how lesser minds might see a guiding hand in such things. 

His task complete, he left the gallery and made his way outside where he strolled back and forth in the dark, awaiting the conclusion of his visit to 1802. He felt certain of his success. Or, at least, he felt certain his words would make a lasting impression. But would the consul take the advice with exactitude? What if Napoléon decided to build his monument to science somewhere other than the Champs du Mars?

If that were the case, then Robert would employ another strategy. His resources were great. Limitless, even. In the larger scheme of things, it mattered little. This was merely a trial effort. He hoped that when he returned, the Eiffel Tower would be gone from history, an “École des Sciences” in its place, but he could try something else if need be.

He reached for a watch he had brought along and noticed he’d inadvertently pocketed his car keys as well. Luckily, no one had asked him to empty his pockets. His watch indicated that his departure was imminent. He would vanish before he could reach the shelter of the manicured bushes he’d meant to hide behind. But he seemed to be alone, and besides, it was dark outside. Anyone who chanced to see him would think their eyes were playing tricks on them.

Anyone but Napoléon, whose eyesight was exceptional in low lighting. 

The First Consul of France looked on in puzzlement at the seemingly impossible thing he witnessed. His wife had mentioned the young man spoke with the authority of a prophet. Napoléon hadn’t found him particularly prophet-like, even though there was no denying the young man had spoken with assurance. And now he’d vanished into thin air. The First Consul stood in absolute stillness. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen and heard something that ought to have been impossible. He had spoken to no one living about the night he spent in the king’s chamber within the Great Pyramid at Giza, four years ago. Nor would he ever speak of it. But from that time on, he’d known the universe was filled with things that couldn’t be explained. This experience in Giza had left him attuned to hints, promptings, and revelations.

He walked over to where the young man had vanished. The prints of his shoes remained in the soft earth. The man had evidently paced the same measure of ground for some time. Why might a spirit or divinity pace the ground?

Napoléon straightened. By the time he had reentered the Palais des Tuileries, he had determined to follow the young man’s suggestion to establish a School of the Sciences—and to ask Joséphine what else the stranger might have revealed. 




Chapter 12

2nd of May

Wellesley, Floride

Royaume d’Amérique

As Everett felt the paralyzing grip of spacetime returning them home, he sent up prayers for those remaining aboard the doomed ship in 1737.

The arrival itself was unpleasant, with Littlewood dry-heaving as soon as they “landed” back in his laboratory. Because of Littlewood’s preoccupation, Everett was the first to notice a few changes in the arrangement of the room. New desks greeted them, heavy wooden affairs with carved feet. There was also what looked like a very fancy coffee maker, resting on a new credenza against the far wall. These looked like the sort of changes Jillian might have made. In the past, her parents had sent freight shipments of furniture they were getting rid of, some of it very like these pieces. Did this mean she’d returned while Everett and Arthur had been away?

“Oh dear,” said Littlewood, staring at the desk which had replaced his old one. “The Applegate largesse has struck again, I see. I won’t be able to find a thing on my desk now, I expect.”

“We’ll worry about that later,” said Everett. “Let’s get you home and hydrated.”

Littlewood, already removing his 18th century garments, nodded in agreement.

“I guess Edmund must have changed his mind about meeting us here,” said Everett as he followed suit. 

Except for the two of them, the room was otherwise empty.

“Perhaps Felicity needed him,” Littlewood replied.

“Probably. Okay, then, let’s get you back home.”

On their way out, Everett grabbed his car keys from the hook by the exit door. Except … these weren’t his keys.

“Odd,” he muttered. “I guess someone must’ve needed my truck,” he said to Littlewood. Everett hoped it wasn’t DaVinci who’d swapped cars with him. Her tiny Volkswagen was not designed for someone his height.

When they ascended the stairs, however, Everett saw a vehicle he didn’t recognize at all. Still, the key fob clicker opened the doors. It seemed that whoever had left their keys had intended him to use them.

“Do you have electrolyte beverages at home?” asked Everett. “Or should we stop at the Piggly Wiggly?”

He helped Littlewood into the car.

“I have Smart Water,” said Littlewood. “I keep it for, well, in the event that I overindulge in a bit of krupnik, you know.”

“Perfect,” replied Everett. 

After that, they were silent for several minutes. Arthur looked better as they drove, but his color was still off.

“I’m going to stay with you for awhile,” Everett said. “We want to get you looking a little less pale before we touch base with anyone.”

“Jillian will want to know you’re safe,” said Littlewood.

A moment passed in silence.

“Oh,” murmured Littlewood. “Oh dear. Apologies. Still … she might wish to know.”

Everett said nothing as they turned into the lane leading to Arthur Littlewood’s home.

“I’m very sorry, you know,” said Littlewood, “about the … well, ah … I still think the two of you have every chance of, you know …” He trailed off, his voice rasping slightly.

“No more talking until you’ve had something to drink,” Everett said.

“The key is under the flower pot,” said Littlewood, gesturing to a begonia.

“I bet Quintus has things to say about the security of your home.”

“Mm-hmm,” intoned the professor.

Everett found the key and opened the door.

“This isn’t right,” Littlewood said as the two entered.

Everett was already dashing to the kitchen, searching for Smart Water. He found bottles in the fridge, labeled in French.

“L’eau Smarte,” he read aloud as he brought a bottle and cup into the living room.

Littlewood rasped, “Everett, I think something’s wrong—”

“Drink first,” Everett said. “You’re severely dehydrated.”

Littlewood frowned, nodded, and complied. 

Everett poured himself a drink as well, examining the label on the bottle. “My mother insisted on my taking French,” he said absently. “Six years with a private tutor from Paris, and I can still translate everything on this bottle like it was yesterday.”

Arthur held out his glass for a refill, his hand shaking slightly. It was only after he finished a second cup that he spoke.

“These aren’t my beverage tumblers,” he said, tapping the glass he held. “Nor is this my furniture.”

Everett looked around, puzzled. Sure enough, things didn’t look exactly familiar, but it had been awhile since he’d been over to Littlewood’s home. Plenty of time for some redecorating to have happened.

But then he thought of the car he’d borrowed—the one somebody had left for him. The one he hadn’t recognized. Everett picked up the bottle of L’eau Smarte again, reading the label with greater care. This time, something caught his attention:

Produit de la Royaume d’Amérique

Everett swallowed. Product of the Kingdom of America? This was bigger than just some new furnishings and the strange car left for him. He met eyes with Littlewood.

“Something is wrong,” he said softly. “I think we might have done something to the United States.”

 




ONE DAY EARLIER



 




Chapter 13

One Day Earlier, 1st of May

Californie du Sud

Royaume d’Amérique

Robert pulled off his nineteenth century clothing as soon as he arrived back in his apartment, tugging on his beloved worn jeans and then racing over to his phone. He typed “Eiffel Tower Paris” in a search box.

His cell phone felt strange in his hands, the result, he supposed, of spending time in a century without tech. When his search returned an answer, an annoying pop-up obscured the results:

 Do you wish to make English your preferred language?

That was new.

He tapped “Yes” and the pop-up vanished leaving his search results in view.

Nowhere on the results page did Robert see images of the metal structure that had formerly dominated Paris. Instead, there was an image of a man with heavy eyelids and a tidy beard named “Gustave Eiffel.” Eiffel had existed, but there was no tower. In italics, a message displayed in red: “Did you mean Compagnie des Établissements Eiffel?” Another pop-up appeared, reading, “Do you want this translated?”

Why the sudden flurry of pop-ups? Ignoring them, he tapped over to a page describing Gustave Eiffel’s construction company. Eiffel had won a bid for a structure used in the 1889 Universal Exposition, but it had not been the famed “Tour,” and it had not been built in the Champs du Mars. In any case, it had been torn down after only five years.

With mounting excitement, Robert keyed in his second query: Champs du Mars.

A pop-up window asked if he wanted to select French as his primary language. Striking the “no” option, he proceeded to a page with an overview of the structures on the Champs du Mars. Among them was the École des Sciences Polytechniques, sitting exactly where the Eiffel Tower had once stood. Or rather, where it had never stood. 

He’d done it. A smile grew on his face, then faded.

He’d done it, but would it stick? And if it did, what would this mean? Was he drawing any closer at all to understanding the mysteries of spacetime? Last time, when he had made Disneyland vanish, it had reappeared sometime in the first forty-eight hours after his return. He wished he knew exactly when, but he hadn’t expected spacetime to undo everything. Would the same things happen with the Tour Eiffel? What would it mean if it did? What would it mean if it didn’t? That was what he had to determine.

He glanced down at his phone, which still felt odd in his hand. Looking at it carefully, he realized it was different, in one slight but significant way. It was wider, which accounted for the uncomfortable feeling when holding it. Somehow, the disappearance of the Eiffel Tower had had an effect on cell phone design. That was … unexpected. The change was minor, to be sure. He then recalled the multiple pop-ups asking him to clarify what language he preferred to search in. Another new feature. How very curious.

Well, he had plenty of time to discover what might have altered along with the disappearance of the tower. As many as forty-eight hours, if things proceeded in the same way that they had with Disneyland’s disappearance and subsequent reappearance.

But would things happen in the same way or would they not?

If spacetime were inconsistent in what it altered or did not alter, what might this mean? How would he proceed in data gathering? If things went the same way this time as they had with Disneyland, he could repeat the experiment one final time. If not … he would still repeat the experiment. Data was vital if he wanted to know how things worked.

But before that, if three or four days passed and the Eiffel Tower had not reappeared, he would visit Arthur Littlewood in Florida. Actually, even if the tower did reappear, perhaps he ought to reach out to Littlewood. He wanted to discuss things with someone. And even if the professor had been less productive the past decade, he would be better than no one at all. His mother was the only person he talked to anymore, and she wasn’t going to have opinions on the topic.

She might be useful on other topics, though. Quickly, he typed a text.

Ever heard of the Eiffel Tower?

He waited for her reply, which came almost immediately.

Hello Robert. It’s nice to hear from you. I thought you weren’t allowed to text from work.

She thought he was at work? That was his fault, he supposed. He had never bothered telling her that he’d lost his post-doctoral position. He would have to one day, he supposed.

I’m not at work. Have you heard of it? The Eiffel Tower?

Her response took several seconds.

What does the Bureau des Systèmes Sanitaires have to say about you skipping work?

The Bureau of Sanitary Systems?

He stared at his screen, trying to make sense of her question, but before he could do so, his mother was calling him. He tapped to answer her call.

“Hello—”

“Que fais-tu, alors?” 

“Mother. English, please.”

His mother made a noise of exasperation. When she replied in English, her accent was notably French. Odd. Some new affectation, perhaps?

“Why do you sound so French right now?” he demanded.

“Comment? What? Why should I not sound French? Don’t try to change the subject. Why aren’t you at work? This is your future. Have you forgotten how hard it was to get this job? Do you not appreciate how lucky you are to work for an understanding employer? Mon dieu, Robert!”

What was with the French? And what job did she think he held, exactly?

“Is it your belief that I work for a sanitation bureau?” he asked.

“Mais oui, mon petit chou—”

“Since when?” 

The back of his neck prickled. Why was she speaking of this supposed “job” as if it mattered? Had she found out about Chadwick firing him? Had she gotten him some horrid job to “help” him? But even if the timeline had shifted, why would he have accepted such a job? 

He stood and grabbed hold of the back of his swiveling chair, twisting it from side to side. Forty-five degrees to the right, forty-five degrees to the left, back and forth, back and forth. 

“Since when have I had this … job?” he asked.

“Robert, this isn’t funny.”

“I’m not attempting to be humorous. How long have I held this job?”

“I don’t know. Nine months, maybe? You were unemployed for six months, I think, after you graduated from the Université Polytechnique.”

“You believe that I went to a polytechnic school?” Robert’s grip on the back of his chair slipped. It spun past ninety degrees. He grabbed it again, stopping the spin.

“Robert, what’s wrong? You’re scaring me.”

“Answer the question.”

“Yes,” replied his mother. “You received a scholarship for the Polytechnique après you left lycée.”

“After I left high school?” Robert repeated in shock. “And for how long was I in attendance at this technical school?”

Unpleasant suspicions were lining up like soldiers at a review. Was it possible that the Eiffel Tower wasn’t the only thing missing from history? He began twisting the chair back and forth once more.

“You were at the Polytechnique,” his mother was saying, “for, what, just over five years? They gave you those extra trois semesters—three semesters—to accommodate your, you know … your differences neurologiques.” 

Forty-five degrees right, forty-five degrees left.

“Robert, mon fils, if you are having troubles again, you have to let me know, non? We’ve talked about this. We can get you back to see the therapist you liked. What was her name? Avril? Oh, no. Amélie. That was it, n’est-ce pas?”

“Please speak English.” He was about to add that he didn’t have a therapist, much less one with a weird French name, but his mother was speaking again.

“Mon très cher, you must go to work. We can’t have you losing another job, oui?”

“I have to go now.” Robert hung up.

Something was wrong. Very, very wrong. What had he done? How had a simple trip to Paris altered so many things? How was it possible that after merely convincing Napoléon to build something that precluded the Eiffel Tower, Robert’s life had become unrecognizable? 

He’d stopped spinning the chair again. This time instead of restarting, he sank into it. In what possible universe would he agree to take a sanitation position? Or go to a polytechnic school after leaving high school? What was spacetime playing at?

Robert clutched his desk as if it were about to take off in flight. And then, deliberately, he released his grip and allowed his hands to rest in his lap. He needed to calm down and figure out what was going on. And how to fix it.  




Chapter 14

2nd of May

Wellesley, Floride

Royaume d’Amérique

Jillian stared at the ingredients for the Burr Enflambé dessert she was preparing. In truth, it was probably her least favorite pâtisserie to make, and not only because it took two full days. She didn’t mind hard work, but she considered it vulgar if not downright cruel to burn “in effigy” the layers of pastry shaped into a roughly human form representing the traitorous Aaron Burr. 

She had never liked the festivities surrounding the Jour de la Combustion de Burr, or “Burn Burr Day,” as DaVinci called it. Jillian wasn’t even sure it made sense to burn Burr. Burr had betrayed pacts made with the English, not the French. There was a very real sense in which, without Burr’s treachery, Napoléon might never have been able to take possession of the Ohio River Valley of L’Amérique and all that followed, and then where would they all be?

Sighing, she shook her head and began cracking eggs. Like it or not, she was stuck making the dessert. The night’s effigy-burning festivities, she might forego and no one would complain, but she shuddered to think what Halley’s little daughter Felicity would say if Auntie Jilly didn’t make a Burr Enflambé. It was la tradition, and where would Applegates be without la tradition?

Besides, she was feeling more and more guilty for the way her wedding was turning out. Yes, she appreciated the chance to celebrate her nuptials alongside members of the Famille Royale. The smaller gathering would be nice for Everett, who had no living family members to invite. But it had also meant Jillian had no say as to the guest list. And with the Queen still in mourning for the recent loss of her husband, the guest list was very, very short indeed. Jillian and Everett had been forced to smile, bow, and say merci beaucoup, telling their dearest friends that they would make it up to them later with a fabulous celebration back in La Floride.

The truth was that Jillian was going through with the formal wedding for the sake of her mother. Her hand drifted to the locket at her throat, a gift from her mom. One half of the locket held a portrait of Everett, the other half, one of her parents. It was as if her mother were saying, go ahead and marry that nice young man, but remember: you’re always an Applegate. At least, that was how Jillian interpreted the gift. 

The locket was quite valuable, having come from the Princesse Royale’s exclusive line of jewelry. In a small act of self-assertion, Jillian always wore the locket so that the half holding Everett’s likeness was touching her throat. Still, it was true that Jillian allowed her mother to control many aspects of her life. Her mother had been premiére dame d’honneur to the queen, and her mother’s dream had been to see her daughter married in the Chapelle Royale. And what Jillian’s mother wanted, she generally got.

Jillian had managed to pick her own marriage partner though, thank you very much. Not the son of the Duc de Nouvelle Corsique. Not even a Viscomte’s son. She was marrying Everett Randolph. She felt a soft smile brightening her cheeks.

While it was true Everett had the blood of gentry (his Randolph ancestors had been related to President Thomas Jefferson), he couldn’t advertise this. Someone would want to dig into his records—records he didn’t have since he’d arrived in the twenty-first century by means of time travel. His birth certificate and other documents had all been forged. So, instead of advertising the connection between the Randolphs and Jeffersons, they circulated stories of Everett’s ancestors having left France for l’Amérique as members of Napoléon’s grande armée. This had not impressed Jillian’s mother, who, though kind and capable, was also very much a snob. Papa was a bit of a snob as well. Jillian knew her father had been ready to retract his blessing if she and Everett had not accepted the queen’s generous offer of seeing them married from the Palais Royale. Thankfully, Everett had been as happy to marry Jillian there as anywhere else.

And if Everett could be happy, so could Jillian. There were worse things, after all, than pleasing one’s queen and one’s parents. 

An incoming text interrupted her reverie. It was from Halley.

Everett’s back from a trip. And I think you should come over.

Everett was … back? Back from where? Jillian shook her head at Halley’s typically cryptic text messages. Halley hadn’t had the education in l’etiquette that Jillian had. She tapped the screen and spoke a reply:

Bonjour! I’m in the middle of the Burr Enflambé at the moment. Shall I stop by in, say, an hour? Also, could you clarify as to where Everett is back from?

This time, instead of texting her reply, Halley called.

“Jillian? Hey. You need to come over, right now.” 

Frowning at her recipe, Jillian said, “I can take a break in about ten more minutes.”

“Okay. Fine. But Littlewood and Everett are here with some crazy fantasie about history being messed up and how it’s all their fault.”

Everett thought he’d altered history? Jillian grasped her locket. 

“I’ll be right over.”

 




Chapter 15

2nd of May

Wellesley, Floride

Royaume d’Amérique

Everett, sitting on Halley and Edmund’s couch, was miserable. And the worst of it was that he knew he should be happy. He was in some unfathomable new timeline where Jillian wanted to marry him. That should make him happy, shouldn’t it? So why was he so miserable?

Because it wasn’t real.

He understood that theoretically this timeline was “real” to those who had been living in it. But he wasn’t one of them. To him, the sudden appearance of a politically-French-adjacent nation called Amérique was nothing short of a disaster. And it was his fault.

A sharp rap at Halley and Edmund’s front door roused Everett from his reverie. Halley raced to answer it. Littlewood had suggested they come here, asking what Felicity would do at his house if they gathered there, and clearly the whole group had to gather to discuss things.

Felicity, unaware that anything strange was afoot, was back in her room watching D’Isigny films (yes, Disney had survived in this strange new America, albeit with the older French spelling of the family name.) Felicity sang in a loud mix of French and English every time a song played.

“I came as soon as I could,” Jillian apologized to Everett as she entered the Aldwych’s house. “I was in the middle of the Jour de la Combustion treat.” She and Halley exchanged quick French-style cheek kisses.

Everett didn’t understand what a “combustion treat” might be, but his breath caught in his throat at the sight of Jillian. When she threw a warm smile his direction, he felt as if he might stop breathing. She walked straight from Halley over to him, kissing him on either cheek. His face seemed to burn where her lips touched.

“Mon coeur,” she whispered tenderly, “what you must have been through. But we’ll figure it all out.” 

Then she leaned in to kiss him lightly on the lips. The touch of her mouth on his was exquisite and confusing all at once. It was as if he were kissing someone else. A someone else who had no thought of breaking off their engagement. His throat tightened with emotion.

“I’m just happy you’re here,” he managed to choke out.

“Quintus and DaVinci are outside with Edmund,” Halley explained, “checking out the grapefruit trees. I’ll text them to come back and then we can … well … try to figure out what’s going on.”

Everett held tightly to Jillian’s hand. With her free hand, she was fingering a locket he didn’t recognize. How many more things would he not recognize about her?

Before he could ask her about the necklace, Quintus, DaVinci, and Edmund returned.

“Well, we have a great deal to discuss,” Arthur Littlewood said to the assembled group. “As you’ve all no doubt heard, history has taken a wrong turn again.”

Jillian’s grip on Everett’s hand tightened. He squeezed back and she smiled as if, whatever was wrong, she had him.

“I didn’t explain much to Jillian,” said Halley, “so we should maybe bring her up to speed first.”

“It’s pretty simple,” DaVinci piped up. “Everett and Arthur messed something up during a trip to the 1800s—”

“1737,” corrected Arthur.

“Yes. That’s what I meant,” said DaVinci. “Anyway, according to them, we should be living in the United States of Amérique.”

“Of America,” said Quintus.

“I’ll just shut up now,” murmured DaVinci.

“I’m sorry,” said Jillian, “but are you referring to the union of the English colonies two centuries ago? That United States?”

“Yes,” said Everett. “We are all meant to be living in an English-speaking democracy, not a formerly French-controlled and still-French-speaking Amérique.”

“English and French-speaking,” murmured Halley.

“We don’t live in Amérique? According to whom?” asked Jillian.

“According to their historical checklist document,” DaVinci said. “Well, and also according to them. Arthur and Everett. We were all supposed to know about their trip to 1776 or whatever. They were researching an early written record mentioning time travel, just in case we have, you know, competition out there somewhere.”

“It turned out to be a dead end,” Everett said.

“But somehow we altered the course of history,” said Arthur, “at a point between 1737 and the present day.”

“And because of us,” said Everett, “Napoléon conquered the United States and set his family on the throne.”

“Well, conquered is a bit strong, some might feel,” said Halley. 

Edmund spoke up. “With Aaron Burr’s attempt to deliver the States to the British, Napoléon’s timing was perfect.”

Halley added, “He was probably the only leader who could have overturned the British fiends and given us all our freedom.” She turned to Edmund. “No offense to your national origins, my love.”

“None taken,” said Edmund.

“Wait,” said Everett, “that’s what made the conquest possible? Burr’s attempt to deliver the Western US territories to the British in 1805?”

“1804,” corrected Edmund. “While he was still Vice President under Thomas Jefferson.”

“No, I’m sure it was 1805 and into 1806 when Burr’s treason was unmasked,” said Everett. But then he frowned. “I mean, in the history I studied in school. It was shortly after the Louisiana Purchase.”

“The Louisiana Purchase?” asked Jillian. “What was that?”

“Ah,” said Littlewood. “Now we are getting somewhere. Do I understand correctly that in the version of history you all know, Napoléon did not sell the Louisiana territory to Thomas Jefferson?”

“Of course not,” said Jillian. “That would have been madness. Napoléon wanted to rule l’Amérique, not sell it.”

Everett bowed his head. “I don’t understand,” he said. “We boarded an English ship in 1737 that sank, all souls perishing. How could we have affected anything this major in history?”

“Someone must have survived the shipwreck,” said Littlewood. “Someone who was able to influence the course of history.”

“What was the name of the ship?” asked Edmund.

“Edmund has books and books on English ships,” explained Halley. 

“The HMS Thrush,” said Everett.

But when Edmund searched the records of the ship, the records indicated that all aboard had perished. 

“Well, someone had to have communicated something to someone to change history,” said DaVinci.

“Are we really sure that history changed?” asked Halley. “I mean, I’m not trying to say either of you are crazy, but Arthur seems to have been pretty ill …”

“I don’t blame you for asking,” Everett said. “But I was in sound health the entire time we were aboard.”

“That speaks well of you as a sailor,” Edmund said admiringly.

“To your point, Halley,” said Everett, “we also have the checklist, and it says things are different. We still use the checklists to make certain history hasn’t been altered, don’t we?”

Everyone nodded in unison.

“The remarkable thing,” said Littlewood, “is how very little change there has been in some areas. We all know one another. Jules Khan is our friend—Jules is friendly to us all is he not?”

“He’d better be,” said DaVinci. “He’s dating one of my little sisters.”

“Well, there you have it,” said Littlewood. “My furniture is different, but my home is still my home. I still teach in Wellesley. We all live here. Felicity, thank heavens, is still here.”

“This,” said Quintus, “is like the time when DaVinci and I made D’Isignyland disappear and had to bring it back.”

“Fascinating,” murmured Arthur.

“Yeah, but also, like, super problematic,” said DaVinci. “Are we supposed to let you and Everett go back and change things? Because I, for one, am pretty attached to history as I know it.”

“That is what the others said to us,” Quintus said to DaVinci, “when we told them D’Isignyland should never have been replaced with D’Isigny Airlines.”

“Oh,” replied DaVinci, “yeah. That’s true. So … I guess we just have to assume that once Everett and Arthur fix things, none of us will remember any of this ever happened?”

“Something like that,” Everett said. “But that’s assuming we can figure out what went wrong and fix it.”

“Something’s bothering me,” said Halley. “Your guess is that someone survived a shipwreck but there’s no record of this. That is a life event you would not keep to yourself. There would be a record of a rescue if nothing else.”

“What do you think might have happened?” asked Jillian.

“Well,” continued Halley, “you guys had to board that ship in London, right?”

“Portsmouth,” said Everett and Arthur together.

“Okay, Portsmouth. So, couldn’t it be the case that someone in Portsmouth, who never got on the boat, was somehow influenced to do … something … because of having spoken with you?”

Everett’s brow furrowed deeply. “It’s possible. But we didn’t talk to anyone except members of the ship’s crew, did we?”

“Maybe you didn’t have to talk to anyone,” said DaVinci. “Maybe someone at the docks saw Arthur and Everett and said, ‘Oh, nice jackets. Those make me think of France, where the jackets are nice. I think I’m going to immigrate there instead of Antigua.’ And then that someone becomes Napoléon’s best friend, and, like, tells him to conquer the British colonies.”

“The United States,” corrected Everett.

“I suppose that is possible,” said Arthur.

“Well, whichever one it is, I guess you guys had better get back to 1737 and tell yourselves to talk to no one and not get on that ship,” said DaVinci. “That’s how Quintus and I fixed things. More or less.”

“That is going to have to wait until after Jillian and Everett get married,” said Halley.

When everyone turned to her looking confused, she spoke again.

“Everett told me they left the most important part of their costumes behind in 1737. The jackets. They’ll need new ones. But I’m a little busy at the moment, because I’ve got to finish Jillian’s veil by next week or the Queen of l’Amérique will want to know why.”

Jillian turned to Everett with a playful expression on her face. “You’re still planning on marrying me, I hope?”

Everett felt his stomach drop. 

He darted a glance at Halley and Everett.  Halley’s hand had risen to cover her mouth. They were waiting for him to be the one, if anything was to be said about the breakup. But how could he say anything?

Fixing his eyes on the coffee table, Everett replied, “You are the only woman I could ever marry.” His voice cracked on the final word.

Jillian kissed his cheek softly.

“Ah, Jillian?” called Littlewood suddenly. “Would you be so kind as to bring me another bottle of water?”

Jillian went to the kitchen, giving Everett a moment to recover.

“I think that for the next several days,” said Littlewood, “we should list out every possible way in which Everett and I might have altered history.”

“Totally,” agreed DaVinci. “Before Quintus and I went back and fixed our big goof-up, we spent like a week figuring out what might have gone wrong. Once we figured it out, it was super obvious, so we knew exactly what to do to fix things. You don’t want to just jump blindly back to 1737.”

“No indeed,” agreed Arthur. “Now then, Halley, how long until you’ll be free to construct the costumes? In our, ah, original timeline, you were forced to make them from scratch.”

“You told us there wasn’t a huge demand for costumes from the early 1700s,” added Everett. “Is that true in this timeline?”

Halley shrugged. “No one really sets movies in that period. There’s a big gap in interest between the Three Musketeers era and the French Revolution era. So, yeah, I’ll have to start from scratch. Even with help, I don’t think I can promise anything before, say, the twelfth of May.”

Everett nodded grimly.

“Then we’ve got ten days,” he said, “to figure out what went sideways, and how to fix it.”

 




Chapter 16

4th of May

Wellesley, Floride

Royaume d’Amérique

Everett had been avoiding Jillian for the past two days, but he couldn’t avoid her at Edmund and Halley’s upcoming party. It was a combination of celebrations for La Jour de la Combustion de Burr and “May the Fourth Be With You.”  Evidently the Star Wars franchise was alive and well in the kingdom of America. It was to be a potluck party, and Everett had shopped the ingredients for making s’mores around the fire pit. Graham crackers and chocolate had been easy to find, but marshmallows turned out to be a specialty item available through the healthy-foods store, where he was treated to a discourse on the history of medicinal treats derived from the marshmallow plant.

If Jillian had noticed his distance, she hadn’t said anything yet. He was banking on that Applegate politesse. But even if it wasn’t her upbringing that kept her from prying, it could have been that she was too swamped with wedding details.

Everett released a heavy sigh as he parked at the Aldwych’s bungalow. He grabbed his bag of s’mores fixings and was met by Halley as soon as he exited.

“Wow, I didn’t recognize you without the last-minute braking and the gravel spewing everywhere,” she said.

Everett smiled in spite of himself. “So I take it that I do that it more than one timeline?”

Halley shrugged. “You tell me.”

“I’m still trying to get used to this Ford-Renault,” he said, gesturing to his vehicle.

“You drove something else in your … other timeline?” 

“Definitely.”

Halley reached out and gave his shoulder a quick squeeze. 

“I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”

The front door swung open. It was Felicity, who called out, “Kiki?”

“No, my love,” replied Halley. “This is—”

Before Halley could announce Everett, Felicity had already slammed the door, evidently uninterested in Uncle Everett.

“That’s the same in both timelines,” Everett commented with a wry smile.

“She knows what she likes, that petite fille of mine,” replied Halley.

“I still can’t get over everyone knowing French,” Everett said as they walked to the back patio.

Halley shrugged. “My French is terrible. I use this to translate.” She held up and waved her phone. “Okay, so just as a heads up, everyone’s arguing over those famous lines from the fifth Star Wars movie.”

“What lines?”

“You know. ‘I love you/I know.’”

“I know those lines,” Everett said, feeling pleased that he had at least some measure of cultural literacy in this strange world.

“Right,” said Halley. “I mean, obviously, Han was too chicken to say he loved Leia yet, so he just said, ‘I know.’ But DaVinci and Jillian are trying to argue that Han and Leia must have already confessed their love off-screen, so ‘I know’ was meant as a reassurance that even though he was facing death, he knew that she loved him.”

“Pshaw,” replied Everett. “He was just being his ornery self and deserved to be frozen in carbonite.”

“Right?” said Halley.

They’d reached the back patio. Arthur, Jillian, DaVinci, and Edmund greeted Everett with an assortment of kisses, hugs, and handshakes.

“I brought s’mores,” he said.

“What are mores?” asked Edmund, peering into the bag.

“No, it’s some mores,” replied Everett, “shortened to s’mores.”

Everyone looked as unenlightened as they had before the explanation, except for Littlewood, who murmured, “Wonderful!”

“I’m sure they’ll be delicious,” DaVinci said, coming to the rescue.

The group was interrupted at that moment with a shriek from inside the house and the subsequent announcement of, “Kiki is here now!” from Felicity.

She was already tugging him outside and commanding him to sit next to “Earther.”

“Laissez le bon temps rouler!” said DaVinci, who’d risen to kiss Quintus on either cheek.

Everett noted with interest that Quintus didn’t seem to have adopted the custom, his stoic first-century-BC habits evidently prevailing.

Jillian, motioning to Everett, patted a seat next to her.

He joined her and answered her questions about s’mores, which she thought very charmant. Her lack of familiarity with a treat he knew that she loved was disorienting, emphasizing the gaps between them. 

As they spoke her hand kept drifting to the necklace he’d seen but not recognized before.

“Tell me about your locket,” he said.

Jillian blushed self-consciously. “It’s just a little something from my mom,” she said.

“The workmanship is exquisite,” he replied.

“The Princess Royale has a line of high-end jewelry my mom loves. Mostly replicas of things from the Napoléonic era, although there’s going to be a collection celebrating the Bourbon royals as well, I hear.” Jillian dropped her eyes. “It’s all very pretentious, I know, but the locket has a picture of you … and of my parents.”

Everett smiled. “I’m honored.”

Jillian leaned in, speaking softly. “By the way, evidently the Queen is planning to gift both of us something extraordinary from her personal collection of family heirlooms. Mom says she thinks it will be rings, so … get ready for that.”

Jillian was speaking about the wedding. It was an opportunity for Everett to address the state of their relationship—the version of their relationship he knew.

An awkward silence fell between them. Both had turned their gaze to the fire, crackling and merry as sunshine and daisies. Everett wanted to bring up their relationship in the other timeline. He knew he should bring it up. He had to. Didn’t he? But before he could gather the courage, their host clapped her hands together to get everyone’s attention.

“I have a bit of good news, now that we’re all here,” Halley said.

Everyone but Felicity turned to listen.

“It’s about costumes. Arthur and Everett still have the period-correct shirts and breeches for 1737—well, I mean I did add non-era-appropriate pockets to the pants—but that’s beside the point. Anyway, what matters is this: I just located ready-made, era-appropriate jackets that will fit Everett and Arthur. They were used for a Molière play set in the late 1720s, and the differences between then and 1737 are negligible, involving mostly—”

“We’ll take your word for it,” DaVinci said. Quickly she added, “Good job Halley!”

“That’s very good news,” said Littlewood.

Everett nodded with an enthusiasm he wasn’t sure he felt. If they had costumes, they could travel back to restore the timeline. If they restored the timeline, it would mean losing Jillian all over again. How could he want that? 

Jillian addressed Halley.

“How did you manage to find these costumes?” she asked.

“It was my colleague Sophie,” Halley said. She turned to Littlewood. “Arthur, you remember meeting Sophie, right?”

He looked abashed. “I’m terrible with names,” he apologized.

“You said she reminded you of your great aunt Eugénie,” said Halley.

“Did I? I’m normally terrible with faces, too,” Littlewood murmured.

“Do you even have a great aunt Eugénie in your original timeline?” DaVinci asked him.

Littlewood nodded. “But I’m afraid I don’t recall meeting anyone named ‘Sophie.’ Names and faces, you know …” He trailed off, looking abashed.

“It is fortunate,” said Edmund, “that Halley is good with names and faces. She saw Sophie’s picture in an article about a costume award and thought to ask about garb from the 1730s.”

“And Sophie said she would ship the costumes right away,” said Halley, “so we should have them sometime after the weekend.”

“If you don’t have to spend the weekend sewing,” said DaVinci with a twinkle in her eyes, “then that means you and Edmund can still have your sexy getaway weekend on Jules’s yacht!” 

Quintus looked grimly resigned to this sort of outburst from his girlfriend—that hadn’t changed either, Everett mused. Halley’s light brown cheeks flushed with pink. Arthur pretended to be very interested in Felicity’s toy sword.

“Oh, come on, you guys,” said DaVinci. “They’re married. It’s a yacht. It’s sexy.”

“There’s way too much going on,” Halley said. “We can’t go.”

“Will a two-day break stop you from finishing my veil?” asked Jillian.

“I could get it done—”

“Great,” said Jillian. “You deserve a break. Both of you do.”

“How could we, though, with history in such … flux?” murmured Halley.

“Well,” began Littlewood, “taking a getaway won’t affect things. We can’t do anything about history until the costumes show up.”

“You should go,” said Quintus.

“The man has spoken,” said DaVinci. “You’ve got Arthur to watch la petite fille tomorrow night, and me and Quintus for Saturday night.”

“I should greatly like to venture forth on Jules’s craft,” Edmund said to Halley.

She looked from face to face. “You’re all totally sure?”

A chorus of “yes” and “go” and “live a little” answered her.

She smiled at Edmund. “Okay, then, mon capitaine.”

Everett recalled how Jules had offered the self-same yacht to him and Jillian for a honeymoon, replete with captain and chef. Evidently Jules hadn’t made the offer in this timeline. Or maybe the royally sponsored wedding included a honeymoon. 

“I’ve got an update, as well,” said Littlewood. “I’ve done some careful thinking about the trip to 1737, and I remembered something that might be important. There was a young fellow on the docks who was trying to sell us some type of dried biscuit.”

Everett perked up. “I remember that.”

“He’s the only person we interacted with who wasn’t on the ship,” said Littlewood, “so that is almost certainly where we created a problem.”

“We must hope that you are correct,” Quintus said gravely.

“Enough with the problems,” declared DaVinci. “This is supposed to be a party, and Jillian brought some amazing-looking hors d’oeuvre.”

Everyone regrouped around the food, but as the evening wore on, Everett grew quiet and then despondent and eventually morose, despite the festivities. Jillian was in and out of the kitchen all evening, and the group was large, so Everett’s lack of participation in activities and conversations went mostly unnoticed. One person, however did notice.

DaVinci snuck up beside him and spoke softly. “Hey, something’s up with you. Do you want to talk about it?”

Recalling the last time she’d said this to him, he shook his head. 

“But thanks. It’s very kind of you.”

“No, I get it.” 

DaVinci stood beside him in silence for another minute before pushing all the air out of her cheeks in a huff. “Nope. Sorry. Not buying it. I’m sending Quintus over to talk to you, because you, monsieur, definitely need to talk it out, whatever it is.”

Everett started to protest, but DaVinci ignored him.

“Okay, everyone,” she called loudly, “it’s time to set things on fire out front. No, Jillian, you are not getting out of the effigy-burning this year.”

Jillian, too polite to decline a direct command, followed the rest of the group to the front of the house. Everett found himself alone with Quintus, both of them staring at the embers remaining in the fire pit.

“DaVinci asked me to sit with you,” said Quintus.

Everett’s jaw tightened.

“You are troubled,” Quintus said.

“You think?” murmured Everett. He closed his eyes, rubbing his hands over them.

“Sorry,” he said to Quintus. “That was rude of me.”

“Each of us faces difficulty in our own way,” Quintus replied. “But your way is not ordinarily to suffer in silence.”

Everett couldn’t help but think that Quintus probably thought less of him for not suffering in silence.

“There are times,” Quintus said, “when I cannot find adequate words for my thoughts.” 

Everett poked at the fire with a s’mores stick. Sparks spiraled upward like small prayers.

“Even with a dozen languages at your beck and call, huh?”

“Even so,” replied Quintus.

“Fifteen, I guess, at least in the timeline I know.”

Quintus hesitated before confirming this. “I did not wish to brag.”

”I suppose you had to learn French when you got here?”

“English and French. French was simple. I already spoke Latin, as well as the Gallic tongues from which French arose.” He grabbed a piece of wood from the kindling pile and began stirring the coals as well. “DaVinci mocks my speech because it has neither the accent of French as spoken in France nor that spoken in Amérique.”

Everett laughed at this, after which both men were silent for several minutes.

“If you do not wish to speak of your troubles,” Quintus said at last, “then do not. But I will listen if you desire it.”

“I’ll bet your pal Julius Caesar never unloaded his cares on anyone,” Everett said, a touch of bitterness in his tone.

“On the contrary,” said Quintus. “He found it helpful to speak of things that troubled him. In that manner, he often found solutions, even to grave difficulties.”

Everett considered this for a moment, watching as the end of his s’mores stick began to smolder.

“Jillian doesn’t want to marry me,” he said at last. “In my timeline, I mean.”

Quintus paused before responding, “That is grave news indeed. What reason does she give?”

Everett’s stick flared and he doused it in ashes.

“It was my fault. I just didn’t see it coming,” said Everett. “I told her I was going with Arthur to 1737, which she didn’t exactly like. Next thing I knew she was giving me a choice between going on the trip or getting married.”

Quintus grunted as if he understood that sort of ultimatum.

“But then,” continued Everett, “even when I said I wouldn’t go, she said she couldn’t marry me. She couldn’t marry me if I wanted something else more than I wanted her.”

“And do you?” asked Quintus.

“Of course not.” He threw his stick in the fire, watching as it smoldered. “I mean, it’s not that simple.”

“Things of any import are rarely simple.”

“She’d already asked me to give up all time travel for our first year of marriage—which I agreed to—but then she wanted to make it apply to this one last trip with Arthur before the wedding. And I got the feeling that she might spend the rest of our life together asking me to … to never do anything bold or adventurous.”

Quintus broke his piece of kindling into smaller and smaller pieces, feeding them to the fire.

“Adventure takes many forms,” Quintus said at last.

“I was a pilot, Quintus. In my original timeline—not the one Arthur and I changed, but the one where I lived out my original life. In that life, I flew in military combat and died an honorable death serving my country. Well, technically Canada. But here? I’m just a recreational pilot. Jillian made it clear she didn’t have the stomach to be married to a career military man, so I gave up that dream. I gave it up because I love her. Because I want to be married to her.”

“But now you regret this?”

“No. I don’t. It’s just … how much do I have to give up to prove that I love her?”

“Father Joseph believes that marriage demands the sacrifice of all within us that is self-serving.”

“How is it self-serving to be willing to give up my life for my country?” demanded Quintus.

“Only you can know if you would do such a thing with no thought of self,” replied Quintus.

“So you think Father Joe is right?”

“I can speak only for myself. I was married when I served Caesar. I made no sacrifices for the sake of my wife. Moreover, all that I did as a soldier was done with an eye to the glory that it might bring me.”

The stick Everett had set in the fire flared to life, and they both stared at it.

“I believe,” continued Quintus, “that it would take great courage to enter into the sort of marriage Father Joseph describes. I do not know that I possess such courage.”

“I think marriage should be about give and take,” Everett said.

“Perhaps you are right. I can offer little counsel. My own marriage in Roma ended disastrously.” Quintus nudged a piece of wood toward the new flames. “But perhaps your ‘give and take’ and Father Joe’s ‘sacrifice of the self-serving’ are one and the same.”

Everett wasn’t sure. Not that it mattered. Jillian didn’t want to marry him anymore. Not the Jillian he knew.

Several minutes passed with neither of them saying anything, but Quintus broke the silence once more. 

“Dying for something that you believe in is easy,” said Quintus. “Living for someone else, day in and day out, with all their flaws and your own, that is the true hero’s calling. Or so it seems to me.”

Everett remained silent, watching the fire. Quintus didn’t understand at all. It was easy for him to talk. He’d fought side by side with Caesar. He’d faced mortal peril. Probably more times than he could count. It was easy to talk about a “hero’s calling” when you already knew you had the right stuff.


Much later that night back at home, Everett tossed and turned, unable to find rest. At last he got up, using a Google-equivalent search engine called “Cherchez” to look up records of his death in World War I. None of the returns provided the information he wanted, but eventually he found an article discussing his family. In this Royaume d’Amérique timeline, it seemed that his mother had not been an opium addict after all. His father had nursed her through cancer in the 1920s and built a college for underprivileged women in her honor after her death. With shock, Everett recognized himself at his father’s side at the dedication of the school. He was old in the picture. More importantly, he wasn’t dead. By 1924, he ought to have been long dead. He searched for additional information about his life, discovering he had never entered the military, instead taking up the mantle from his father after a brief flirtation with flying machines in the 1900s. He had never married and had been killed in a motor vehicle accident during the Second World War—as a civilian.

Everett closed all the browser tabs.

In the timeline he and Arthur had accidentally given rise to, Everett had not died a hero’s death in the First World War. He had died a senseless, ordinary death. He thought of his life in 1900s America and of the alternate one in 1900s Amérique. In only one of those had he summoned the courage to be a man and go to war. Then there were the Everetts of the twentieth century: the one all of his friends knew in Amérique and the self he knew from twenty-first century America.

In only one out of four potential lives had Everett acted the part of a hero. What did that say about him? Was the World War I pilot a mere fluke? An accident of history which no other potential timelines could reproduce?

His belly felt as if it were filled with gravel. In the past, he had derived comfort from knowing that, given the opportunity, he had done something noble. But what if that wasn’t true? What if he was … ordinary? What if he was meant to be an accountant or a clerk or an IRS employee? Ordinary. Unremarkable. Not special. Not a hero.

He slunk back to his bedroom and crawled into bed, kicking at his covers. Despite the commands he issued to himself to be a man and not cry, his pillow was soaked with bitter tears long before sunrise.

 




Chapter 17

5th of May

Wellesley, Floride

Royaume d’Amérique

Robert Duval paced nervously in the lobby of the physics department at the Université de Floride Centre-Sud. Four days had passed since Robert had returned from 1802. The Eiffel Tower had not returned. America remained a kingdom. How was this to be explained? Experiments had to be duplicable, and his had not been. He was missing something. Something that would allow everything to fall into place and make sense. In a spirit of “leave no stone unturned,” he’d flown to speak with Dr. Arthur Littlewood. Perhaps Littlewood held the missing piece of the puzzle. 

During the forty-five minutes he’d managed to fall asleep on the dreadful flight from LAX, Robert had had the recurring dream about the Haunted Mansion again. He’d awoken with the familiar sensation of longing: I just want to know how it works. 

Why was spacetime behaving in such an erratic manner? What was he missing? What didn’t he understand? What variables would allow him to solve the mystery and learn how everything worked?

As he waited in the lobby, he clutched tightly to the satchel containing the portable—and now sole—machine of its kind. Thankfully, he’d had the foresight to engineer and build it. He wasn’t sure why spacetime allowed the machine to continue to exist even though it had “never” been built in the first place, but he was grateful. He supposed the machine, like his clothes, had been somehow encapsulated and preserved within the pocket of the spacetime singularity. Robert had never had any patience for stories of time travelers who arrived in new locations naked. If they were naked, what was to prevent their being skinless, hairless, everything-less? He’d been rather smug (and relieved of course) that spacetime agreed with him on this count.

His situation was untenable, though, even with the last remaining time machine in existence. How was he supposed to continue his research? It was no good blindly creating additional experiments. Why had one bifurcation point allowed history to alter while the other had not? Had he miscalculated the existence of one or both bifurcation points? Were strange attractors stronger in some periods of history than in others? It was an itch he couldn’t quite scratch, a popcorn hull between his teeth. It was sand in his sheets. It was maddening.

Dr. Littlewood had enough familiarity with strange attractors and other aspects of relativistic chaotic dynamics that he would be able to converse intelligently on the topic. But not enough talent or drive to take the information they discussed and run with it. This was equally important, after all. Robert didn’t need rivals. One genius with access to the mysteries of spacetime was quite enough.

As he waited in the physics department lobby, though, Robert wasn’t feeling much like his usual genius-self. He was in a state of exhaustion that made organizing his thoughts a challenge. His plan to sleep on his red-eye flight had failed. Other than the time he’d dreamed, he’d lain awake for nearly the entire six hours and twenty-one minutes of his flight. Or rather, he’d sat awake. Driving to and then from airports had been unpleasant as well. Instead of the uniformly green highway signs Robert expected, he’d been barraged by blue signs, green signs, and white signs, all presented in bilingual format, even when the French and English words were identical.

He should have called an Uber. Assuming Uber existed in this bizarrely alternate version of the United States, where McDonald’s was “Chez MacDonald” and Burger King was “Roi de Boeuf.”

On his seemingly endless flight, Robert had gone back and forth between options when it came to questioning Dr. Littlewood. At first he’d decided to pretend he was looking for a position as a post-doc. But then it occurred to him that he was only supposed to have completed a technical degree program. In which case, should he “lie” (or was it telling the truth?) about having attended MIT and Caltech? Lying wasn’t morally repugnant so much as damned confusing. He decided he would prefer not to lie about things involving his complex past. 

On his flight, Robert had sat next to a chatty Hollywood actor who’d been in episodes of Star Trek. The actor had wanted to ask questions about quantum mechanics and whether the science consultant for the show made things up or stuck to the facts. Robert rebuffed the conversation by closing his eyes. 

Perhaps he could claim that he needed a science consultant for a film he was working on. He could even offer Littlewood an exorbitant retainer. Robert smiled. It was a brilliant idea.

“Dr. Littlewood is in his office,” an administrative assistant announced at last. 

When Robert didn’t immediately respond, the woman repeated it in French.

“Where is his office?” Robert demanded in English.

The woman gave him directions, sending him down a quiet hallway. His eyes caught a puff of gray hair attached to a man who was just exiting through a side door at the end of the hall.

Robert raced to the end of the corridor, calling for Littlewood, but the door closed before he reached it. He dashed outside to pursue his quarry, bright afternoon light assaulting his eyes.

“Dr. Littlewood!”

The old man turned, looking up from a rather small—and distinctly French-looking—car. “Grades will be posted by—ah. Are you … you’re not one of my students, are you?”

“No,” replied Robert. “We spoke at a conference in California—”

Robert broke off suddenly. There was a flaw in the introduction he’d planned. Dr. Littlewood in this timeline couldn’t have met Robert, who wouldn’t have attended the conference in the first place.

“I mean to say, you spoke at a conference in California, and I read about it. I have questions.”

Littlewood frowned and blinked at him, owl-like.

“So I came here,” Robert explained. “Can we go to your office to talk?”

Littlewood’s frown deepened. “You’re not a student here?”

“No,” Robert said impatiently. “But I need to talk to you about a paper you published on chaotic systems in 2006.”

Littlewood’s hand had drifted to his hair, which he was now tugging at unconsciously. “I don’t recall having … well, now, that’s not strictly true. I wrote something, but I, ah, failed to receive positive peer reviews, you know. How on earth did you manage to find a copy of my paper?”

“That’s not important. Can we go to your office?”

The expression on Littlewood’s face was apologetic even before he spoke.

“I’m very sorry, but I have a prior engagement,” said the professor.

“Put it off. I’ve come a long way to talk. I can pay you well.”

“You look a little familiar,” said Littlewood. “Did you say we met at … have we met, that is?”

“No. Well, yes. But you wouldn’t remember meeting me. It doesn’t matter. I’m in the film industry.”

“Oh, I see. The film industry,” murmured Littlewood, blinking as he took in Robert’s features. “If we have met, I’m sorry. I’m terrible with faces, you see. Names, too. An annoying shortcoming—”

“It’s fine. I just want to talk,” said Robert. 

“I’m expected elsewhere,” said Littlewood. “I’m running a few minutes late in fact.”

“Tell them something important came up.”

“This isn’t a commitment I can get out of,” replied Littlewood. “If you hurry back to the office before they close up, the administrative secretary can get you on my calendar.”

“I flew from Los Angeles to speak with you. The airplane was crowded and smelled bad and I did not sleep.”

Littlewood had fallen back to his owl-like blinking once again.

“I’m from the Star Trek franchise,” Robert continued. “We’re launching a new television series, and we need a science consultant.”

“Oh, I see. Yes. I get these calls every few years…. We have spoken then?”

Robert hesitated and decided to say yes, adding, “What do you recall about our conversation?”

“Oh, nothing much. I thought it was Star Wars—but never mind. I’m sorry. You know, I did think maybe I recognized your voice. I’m not bad with voices, you know. It’s just names and faces that throw me.”

“We’ll pay you,” said Robert. “In fact, you can name your price. No limits.”

A beep-beep-beep sounded from a watch on Littlewood’s wrist.

“I’m very sorry,” Littlewood said, “but I really must go. My friends are expecting me. See my secretary. She often stays late, so if you hurry, you’ll be able to catch her.”

With that, the professor got into his car, closed the door, and started his engine.

Robert felt a wash of anger. It was exactly like last time at the conference in Santa Barbara. This time, however, he was not letting Littlewood get away.

Robert raced back to his own rental car. He wasn’t waiting until Monday. That was three days from now. He’d come here to talk to Arthur Littlewood, and talk to him he would. Littlewood drove slowly out of the parking lot, and Robert sped up to follow him. 

But as he tailed the professor through the sleepy town, Robert began entertaining doubts. If Littlewood was meeting friends, would they be able to have the conversation he needed them to have? Did it, after all, make more sense to go back to the secretary and get a proper appointment? But that would mean spending the weekend here with nothing to do—and no answers. 

No. He needed answers. He wasn’t turning back. He would follow Littlewood and wait for him to finish up his engagement. And then he would accost the man. And this time he wasn’t taking “I’m busy” for an answer. 

Several miles later, when Littlewood parked in front of a metal-roofed cottage surrounded by orange groves, Robert continued at a leisurely pace down the road to a bend with a “15 KPH” sign. There, just out of sight of the cottage, he parked. He exited the vehicle and, hiding himself among the orange trees, crept back toward the cottage to watch and wait.

 




Chapter 18

5th of May

Wellesley, Floride

Royaume d’Amérique

Arthur Littlewood dashed from his car and up the Aldwych’s front porch stairs, clutching two newly purchased books for Felicity: Physics for Wee Ones and La Sirene de Sebastian Inlet. He thought she would like the mermaid book. As for the physics book, well, one couldn’t start too soon, could one? 

Before he had finished knocking, Felicity was tugging at the child-safe door handle and calling for her parents to let “Earther” inside, maintenant!

“I maked you a thing,” she said, as soon as the door was opened. “Look! Voici!”

Arthur said hello to Halley and Edmund and followed Felicity into the living room.

“It called a cowonet,” she said, pointing to something sparkly.

Arthur looked to Edmund for translation.

“Coronet,” said Edmund. “Felicity has made you a crown.”

“Everyone gets a crown because Jillian is going to the palace to get married,” Halley added helpfully.

“Oh, how nice,” said Arthur, accepting the glittering object.

“Maman helped me,” explained Felicity.

“Felicity designed it,” said Halley. “I helped implement her ideas.”

Arthur placed the crown on his head where it settled on his ears.

“Oh, we made it too big,” Halley said. 

“No, no. It’s perfect,” Arthur replied. To Felicity, he said, “Parfait! I like it very much.”

“Read books!” shouted Felicity, reaching her hands up as an indication Arthur should pick her up.

Arthur picked up his favorite small person, who promptly became distracted by his crown, wanting to turn it round and round. Arthur’s hair twisted wildly as she did this, but he’d never been much for tidy hair.

“Are you sure this is okay?” Halley asked, looking worriedly at her daughter.

“Mama and Papa go au-voir,” said Felicity, without a glance to either parent. “Me have Earther time now.”

“Her majesty has spoken,” Edmund said, nudging Halley toward the door.

“I know, I know,” Halley said. “But this feels so irresponsible with … everything. We’re not even going to be in cell phone range,” she said to Arthur.

“DaVinci and Quintus are in town,” Edmund said calmly, “and will be here tomorrow. Surely her godparents will know what to do if anything should befall.”

Halley glared at him. “Talking about things befalling is not helpful.”

“There’s nothing to be done about the timeline until those costumes arrive,” said Arthur, reassuringly.

“Oh,” said Halley, her face falling. “They’re delayed. Apparently, ‘I’ll send them right away,’ is Hollywood-speak for, ‘I’ll send them after the weekend.’”

“Ah, well,” said Arthur. He considered telling them about his own Hollywood encounter in the parking lot just now, but decided not to. This Hollywood connection was one more thing that would likely disappear once they succeeded in restoring history. If they succeeded …

“Why Earther looking unhappy?” demanded Felicity.

“I’m not unhappy,” Arthur said hastily. “Just using my eyebrows to hold my crown up, you see.” He waggled his eyebrows and Felicity laughed in delight.

“Time to go,” Edmund said. “We have a ninety-minute drive before we can set sail.”

“I know, I know,” said Halley. She watched as Felicity settled Arthur’s crown in a manner that completely obscured Arthur’s vision. “Felicity, let Arthur see.”

“He not care about ça,” Felicity said calmly. But she adjusted the crown anyway, so that he could see again. Then she issued an order. “Me down now.”

Arthur set her down. She walked to her father and pushed on his legs.

“Mama and Papa go now. Me love you. Be good. Bye-bye.”

Edmund scooped her up, peppering her face with kisses. Giggling, Felicity protested, but she agreed that Mama could give her one kiss. 

As soon as her parents were gone, Felicity declared it was time to play “Pick Dat Up,” a rousing game that evidently consisted of her dragging objects from the living room toy basket into the kitchen and dropping them on the floor for Arthur to pick up. 

Arthur complied of course. He thought about telling her that it would be more efficient to dump the basket of toys all at once, but he decided she would probably say that wasn’t how the game was played.

He squatted beside the dishwasher to grab a tiny carved elephant. From the other room, Felicity suddenly shouted.

“Who is you?” she demanded.

Alarmed, Arthur rounded the corner from the kitchen to see a man standing in the living room. It was the young man from the parking lot. From Hollywood.

“May I ask what you are doing here?” demanded Arthur. 
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As he’d crept toward the cottage, Robert hadn’t been sure what his next move would be. He’d missed seeing Littlewood enter the house, but after ten or so minutes, he’d seen a man and woman driving away. The three of them must have had a very short meeting. Robert was beginning to feel foolish for having parked so far away. He considered running back to get his car. It could come in handy if he needed a quick getaway, like he had when Chadwick had called the authorities. Then again, with the rental car hidden, Littlewood couldn’t provide license plate numbers if things went poorly.

Now, standing inside the man’s house with an angry child glaring at him, Robert worried things might go very poorly indeed.

“I need your help,” Robert said. He frowned at the odd headdress the professor was wearing.

Dr. Littlewood’s brow arched and the headdress slipped. Was it supposed to be a crown?

“I didn’t know you had a child,” Robert said, glancing down at Felicity.

She stopped glaring at him and inexplicably ran down an adjacent hallway.

“She is my honorary goddaughter,” said Dr. Littlewood. “Honorary because, well, I’m a rather bad Catholic.” He pushed his paper crown up higher. “But that is neither here nor there. I ask again, why are you here? How did you know to find me here?”

“It’s your house. I followed you.”

“It is not my house. It is her house,” Littlewood said, indicating the little girl. “Her parents’ house. I am watching her.”

“I didn’t know it wasn’t your house. I just … followed you. So we could talk.”

“You are persistent,” Littlewood said, looking chagrinned. “But as you can see, I’m rather busy.” The paper crown slid down over his eyes and he removed it.

At this moment, Felicity came running into the room, holding something constructed of paper and sparkles. She held it up to Robert.

“You wear it on la tête.” 

Not knowing how to avoid it, he took the crown.

She turned to Littlewood. “Wear it!” 

Littlewood dutifully replaced his headdress.

Felicity looked back at Robert and said, “We playing royal wedding.”

Littlewood picked her up protectively.

In gentler tones, the professor said to Robert, “I’m afraid this isn’t a good time. But if you want to put a proposal together, I’ll be sure to give it a look.”

“This man proposing you?” Felicity asked in confusion.

“No, my dear,” replied Robert. “He is making an offer to work with me. He is in the film industry—”

Felicity put her hand over the professor’s mouth and gave a very dramatic sigh.

“It called l’industrie,” she said to Littlewood. “Nobody call it le film industry.” She turned to Robert. “Maman work in l’industrie too. We be friends now. Does you like ice cream?”

“The nice man doesn’t have time for ice cream today,” Littlewood said.

“I do,” Robert said hastily.

“Another time,” Littlewood said tersely.

Robert thought quickly. “I have a script due on Monday. I can’t wait to talk later.”

Felicity grabbed the professor’s chin and pulled it so that he had to look at her.

“He have a scrip,” she said. “He is needing ice cream for ça.”

Littlewood turned from Felicity to Robert and back again.

“We can speak over ice cream,” conceded Littlewood.

Felicity spoke to Robert in a stage whisper. “You says merci now.”

At that moment, the little girl sounded remarkably like Robert’s mother.

“Thank you,” he said quickly.

The three of them passed from the living room into a tiny kitchen at the back of the house. Three bar stools served to turn a counter into a sort of dining area. Robert took the stool nearest the wall, placing his bag snugly between the stool and the wall. He watched as the little girl struggled to climb onto the middle stool. Her hands looked very sticky and were covered in glitter. He did not try to help her.

“Me … not … need help,” she grunted out, as if reading his mind.

The professor spoke up. “Her parents call it the ‘je le fais moi-même’ stage.”

Robert wasn’t sure what the ‘I can do it myself’ stage was, exactly.

She babbled something in a mixture of English and French that Robert couldn’t catch, other than the repetition of “moi-même.”

“Voici!” she said, having conquered the barstool.

Robert wondered if there was a way to tell her to get out of the room without raising the professor’s ire.

Littlewood placed bowls of ice cream in front of Robert and the child, seating himself on the remaining barstool.

“Now then,” said Littlewood, “you need my expertise?”

The question grated on Robert. But … he did need help. He pushed his ice cream around in the bowl.

“I’ve run into a theoretical—that is, we, on the show, have run into a theoretical dead-end,” began Robert.

“Earther!” shouted the little girl. “Why you has no ice cream?”

This was going to be a very long night, thought Robert.

The professor turned to the child. “There wasn’t enough. But I don’t mind.”

The child pushed her bowl over to him. “You can has mine. I done now,” she declared. And with that, she scrambled back down the stool and out of the room. A moment later, Robert could hear a movie starting up in the living room.

Littlewood looked in that direction as if torn.

“I can ask my questions more efficiently if the child is occupied,” Robert said quickly.

“Yes. Yes, of course,” replied the professor. “I suppose the front door has that child-proof handle …”

“She will be fine,” Robert said.

Littlewood nodded once, and then again, as if convincing himself.

“Now then, how can I be of assistance?”

Choosing his words so as to maintain the fiction that it was all for a script, Robert began detailing the issues he’d encountered with the inconsistent behavior of spacetime.
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Littlewood’s attention was divided as he tried to listen to what the young man was saying. He knew, theoretically, that Felicity was perfectly safe in the front room by herself, but he didn’t like having her out of sight. He nodded and made small noises to indicate he was following the conversation, but the truth was that he felt very uncomfortable remaining in the kitchen and not the living room.

“Are you catching all this?” Robert asked.

Littlewood snapped his attention back to the young script writer.

“I’m sorry. Why don’t you repeat that last bit. The captain visits a planet and … causes something to, ah, change? In their history?”

“Yes,” Robert answered tersely. “A very popular amusement park goes missing because of the captain’s actions.”

“Right. A park.” Littlewood paused. “Actually, if you don’t mind, I’m just going to stand over here”—he rose—“where I can keep an eye on Felicity.” 

Littlewood immediately felt better now that he could see both Robert and the child.

“Continue,” he said.

“So the park goes missing, but then two days later, it comes back again. This has to happen for, um, for the narrative to work. But the physics … that is … we’re trying to work in language about bifurcation points—also important to the story—”

“An amusement park that vanishes and reappears, you say?” asked Littlewood. 

And then suddenly it was as if the floor had dropped three inches. Littlewood knew where he’d met this young man before. It had been in the other, original timeline. At the Physics for Poets conference. The young man’s name had been … Duval. That was it. And he’d said that he was with the Chadwick group. That he was a post-doctoral student with questions about relativistic chaotic dynamics. What was the probability that the same young man would have two completely divergent careers, but that in both realities, he would seek out a relatively unknown professor to ask pointed questions about chaos theory—questions that were directly relevant to time travel?

The odds were … well, Littlewood supposed it was possible. After all, DaVinci still painted, Halley still designed costumes, and so on. Perhaps this young man merely retained the interests he’d had in the other timeline, and these interests had crept into the alternate career. Was that likely? 

“Should I repeat my question?” Robert asked him from behind.

“Oh. Ah … yes. Please do.”

“Shouldn’t things have returned to their former state in that case as well?” asked the young man.

“Mmm,” intoned Arthur. “I see. Yes. Well … if the amusement park was suddenly—”

“Not the amusement park,” the young man snapped irritably. “The democracy. The one that became a royally controlled kingdom instead.”

Arthur felt a prickling along his neck. This young man had just referred to the disappearance of Disneyland and its subsequent reappearance, and the dissolution of the United States of America. What was going on here? How could anyone who wasn’t in their group of time travelers know about such things? 

Hang on—

Could he be a time traveler himself? Was it possible? Or were these all just coincidences? He needed time to think…. 

Arthur cleared his throat. “I, ah, think we should call it a night. It’s Felicity’s bedtime. Her bedtime, you know.” He leaned into the living room. “Felicity? Time for bed. Turn the movie off for tonight.”

“One more minutes,” Felicity called.

Littlewood turned back to his guest. “Yes. So. Another time, yes? Her routine is a whole, ah, thing. Brush teeth, brush hair, wash face, pajamas, stories, songs …”

The young man needed to leave. Now. 

“I can stay here,” said Robert, “while you take care of her routine. I flew across the entire United States just to meet with you. I can wait.”

“Ah, yes. But Felicity cannot. That is, what with the brushing and the changing and then, well, you know, she likes stories for at least an hour. Sometimes two. Very sorry. I should have thought of it before.”

The young man looked chagrinned.

“Besides,” continued Littlewood, “we can both agree my attention wasn’t really … that is … next week would be much better, I think. Yes. I should have time Wednesday after my last class—”

“I can’t wait that long,” snapped Robert.

“Monday. The deadline for the, ah, script. Yes. I remember. And you flew all the way across the country, you say? It’s just that, now that I’ve heard everything, it really does seem all a bit … beyond me. I might be able to point you to someone, of course …”

“There is no one else,” Robert said.

“There’s Dr. Chadwick, now,” said Littlewood, watching to see what effect that name might have.

“I’ve already tried him. He was … unavailable.”

“I’ll give it a good think,” said Littlewood firmly. “I might know someone in the international community. Now then, how do I contact you?”

Robert scowled for half a second before composing himself. “I’ll reach out to you,” he said. 

With that, he strode past Littlewood and out into the living room.

Arthur followed at the young man’s heels.

“We’ll, ah, talk soon then,” Arthur said.

As he left the house, Duval slammed the door so hard that it bounced back open again. He stormed off without fixing it.

“The door do that sometimes,” Felicity said, crossing over to close the door gently. “When maman get mad at papa, it do that sometimes.”

No sooner had she resettled herself in front of the movie, a chime began to sound in the kitchen. Littlewood frowned, reaching for his phone, which was in his pocket and not chiming. He crossed back into the kitchen. Had Robert forgotten his phone?

Littlewood glanced around the kitchen for the source of the noise and saw a bag wedged between the wall and the bar stool, hidden in shadow. He probably wouldn’t have noticed it until morning if not for the chime. Just as he reached for the bag, the sound ceased.

From the other room, Felicity was singing with the movie.

“I want-sad-ven-chair in a gray-white summer … I won it mower than I can tell …”

Arthur hesitated, holding onto the bag. Should he jog outside to return it? Of course he should return it. But … there was something else. Something was nagging at him, demanding his attention. Something the young man had said. What was it?

“An for one sit might be grand,” warbled Felicity.

Littlewood closed his eyes to concentrate.

I flew all the way across the United States to see you—

Littlewood inhaled softly.

The United States? But this wasn’t the United States. In this timeline, there hadn’t been a United States for over two hundred years.

“The devil’s in the details,” Arthur murmured to the empty room.

This could mean only one thing. Up to this moment, it had all been very theoretical. But this wasn’t theoretical anymore. Robert was a time traveler. Someone who had dabbled in things he didn’t understand and possibly—Good God in Heaven—was Robert the reason history had been altered?

The music swelled from the living room.

Hastily, Littlewood opened the young man’s bag and peered inside. Robert would probably return any moment and demand his bag. Littlewood would have to pretend he suspected nothing. Repeat the offer to meet up … 

“Contact information,” he muttered. 

Robert had refused to give contact information. Before the young man came back for his things, Littlewood was going to find out how to reach him. An email. An address. It would be unthinkable if there was no hope of finding Robert again. There was only one item in the bag, and it wasn’t a phone. Littlewood lifted the item from the bag and set it on the counter. A laptop? With an independent … power source? What were these antennae for?

It looked as if it would open like a laptop. He lifted the lid. There was no password. And this was no laptop.

A screen flickered to life, covered with data.

“Impossible,” he murmured. 

There were notes … dates … a location: Palais des Tuileries, 1802 … 

Littlewood lowered the lid of the device. Could it be a singularity device? Surely not. It was so small. In any case, it mattered less what it was than what it revealed. 

He pulled out his cell phone. He started a group text to Jules Khan, Everett, Jillian, Halley, Edmund, Quintus, and DaVinci. Then he remembered Halley and Edmund were turning off their devices to relax on the yacht—the yacht Jules could not, therefore, use to race back to the mainland tonight. 

Running a hand through his wild hair, Littlewood deleted those three. Fortunately Everett and Jillian had always been apt pupils of time travel. Ah … Jillian had departed for a final gown fitting at the royal palace. That left Everett, Quintus, and DaVinci. Four minds working the problem would be much better than one. Littlewood tapped out a seemingly innocuous message:

Come at once. Someone else has figured it out.
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Felicity stared at the front door. She’d just closed it. It looked like she might not have closed it all the way. Sometimes kicking it helped. Mama and Papa didn’t like when she kicked the door. But Mama and Papa weren’t here. They’d left, just like the angry man had. Felicity walked over to the door. She didn’t kick it, however.

She felt sad for the angry man. It wasn’t fun to be angry. He should have eaten the ice cream to feel better. She should go outside and tell him. She could tell him all the things to do when you felt angry. She knew what that felt like, and she knew what to do about it.

She opened the door. It didn’t even squeak now that Papa had oiled it.

The angry man wasn’t on the porch, but she could see him just ahead, walking on the road next to Papa’s orange trees. She ran after him.

“Hello,” Felicity said, catching up to the man and taking his hand.

He jumped, which meant she had scared him. The man shook her hand out of his. He put both hands on his hips, just like maman did when she was especially angry. 

“It just me,” she said. “I not scary.”

Felicity felt badly. She hated being angry and scared. That was not a nice way to feel. She knew how to make things better.

“We going to the beach now,” she said. The beach made everything better. Even feeling angry and scared at the same time.

“What are you doing here?” asked the man.

“I help you. We is going to the beach.”

She took his hand again. He shook his hand free again. 

Felicity thought hard. Maybe this man was like her friend Blair who didn’t like to be touched. That was sad, even though Papa said it wasn’t sad for Blair.

“We not have to hold hands,” Felicity said. “Where is you car?”

“Go away,” said Robert.

Then he put his hands on her shoulders and scooted her around so that she was facing her house.

“Go,” repeated the man.

“You has no car?” asked Felicity. In her experience, all adults had cars. It was a thing.

“Yes, I have a car,” said the man.

Felicity turned back around. “Where?”

“It’s parked over—it doesn’t matter where it is. Go home. Or don’t. I don’t care.”

The man started walking away from the house. Probably to his car.

She followed him, making almost no noise at all. The man, meanwhile, was saying lots of angry grown-up words. Words that Felicity wasn’t allowed to say. 

“You really needs to go to the beach,” Felicity said, following a few feet behind him. 

The man shouted another bad word. She’d scared him again. He got scared easily.

That was okay. The beach would help.

“Why are you still here?” he asked.

Felicity yawned. She’d already told him what they were going to do. She was very tired, and all the walking was making her even more sleepy.

“Up,” she said, holding her arms out to be picked up.

The man stared at her as if he didn’t know what “up” meant. She yawned again and was about to add “please,” when the man seemed to figure things out. 

He picked her up and began running to his car.

~ ~ ~

Halley and Edmund approached the harbor marina where Jules Khan’s yacht, Tempus Fugit, awaited them. Both were in a bit of a state. 

“It was so easy for her to say goodbye to us,” Edmund murmured.

“She’s never spent the night apart from both of us,” Halley said.

“I thought there would be tears.”

“Me too. Or even a tantrum,” agreed Halley.

“A tropical storm named Felicity,” suggested Edmund. 

They both laughed.

“She’s growing up,” Halley said. “No more tears over Mama and Papa leaving.”

The only tears had been ones Halley had seen Edmund swipe at surreptitiously. She hadn’t said anything, because if she had, she might have gotten choked up herself. 

Edmund set the parking brake.

“Do you think we should just make a quick call?” she asked.

“We agreed we would not,” said Edmund.

“I know. I know. I turned my phone off.”

“As did I.”

“I know we agreed no phones, but … how about just a quick text?” 

Edmund, saying nothing, flicked a lever to pop the trunk open. They exited the car to grab their overnight bags.

“If we text,” said Edmund, closing the trunk, “Arthur will think we doubt his ability to care for our child.”

“I know, I know,” murmured Halley. “No phones. No texting. Just you and me and the sea.”

Edmund’s smile was visible in the marina lights. “That is enough for me, my love.”

Halley twisted her mouth in indecision before she finally nodded. 

“Me too. Let’s go.”

Hand in hand, the two strode toward the yacht.
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5th of May

Wellesley, Floride

Royaume d’Amérique

Robert hadn’t intended to kidnap the child, but if he had, well, he wouldn’t have bargained on kidnapping being so … easy. He saw the child for what she was though: leverage. Robert had just acquired a way to force Littlewood’s hand. 

It was as if everything were simply falling into place. Finally. Even Robert’s choice to park his car far from the cottage had been fortuitous, placing him out of sight.

Robert would, of course, need to send a demanding message to Littlewood. How should he word it?

The little girl was babbling again.

“Hush,” Robert said, irritated.

“We go to the beach now?”

The child was obsessed with the beach. She might shut up if he said they were going.

“Yes,” he said tersely.

“Good,” replied Felicity. “I sleepy. I wake up”—here she paused to yawn—“at the beach.”

A moment later she was asleep in his arms. By the time they reached his car, he felt a sort of dampness forming where she breathed against his neck. He recoiled and held her farther away. As he did so, a string of drool became visible, glistening in the faint light of the flashing “15 KPH” sign. He looked away, disgusted. He disliked damp things. Breathing, sneezes, drool, tears—it was all horrible.

He had reached his car. He deposited her in the back seat. She could drool on the upholstery instead of on him. Were all children this messy? 

The little girl sneezed, sat up, and said in blurred speech, “I go pee now.”

“No!” shouted Robert.

“Now!” insisted Felicity. “I has to go now!”

“Not in the car!”

Robert jumped up and opened the back door, extracting her before she could do worse than just drool on the upholstery.

“I not a baby,” said Felicity sleepily. “I not going in the car.”

“There’s no bathroom here,” said Robert. “Can you … can’t you just hold it?”

“I going in the grove,” replied Felicity, marching toward the orange trees. “Like Papa.” Then she turned and looked over her shoulder. “Shh! Don’t tell maman about going in the grove. It a big secret.”

Horrified, Robert just stared at her.

“No looking!” she demanded.

He turned aside and tried, very unsuccessfully, not to hear the sound.

“All better,” Felicity said after a few moments. She strode past him back to the car. “We go to the beach now.”

When Robert didn’t immediately follow her, she turned around.

“I hasn’t got all day,” she said, yawning hugely.

Robert returned to the car.

She got inside through the still-open back door and proceeded to lay opposite ends of two non-pairing seatbelts over her short legs.

“You drive now,” she ordered.

Robert, utterly out of his depth, said, “Yes. Uh …your seatbelt.” He rearranged the straps. “It has to click,” he murmured, snapping the buckle into its receptacle. She looked very small and unrestrained, even after he had buckled her in. Was she supposed to have a car seat of some type?

She yawned, leaned over until her head rested on the seat, and mumbled her orders once again. 

“Drive.”

“I heard you the first seventeen times,” Robert said testily.

Felicity, evidently asleep again, didn’t respond.

“Hello?” he said softly.

No response.

At least now he had some peace and quiet and could compose a message to Arthur Littlewood. It took him a few minutes to decide what to say. He grabbed his cell phone and, yawning, he typed out:

Meet with me now if you want to see the little girl again.
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5th of May

Wellesley, Floride
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Ten minutes had passed and Littlewood still hadn’t responded. This was disappointing, but it gave Robert time to organize his thoughts. He shouldn’t have pretended to be a script writer. It had slowed things down unnecessarily.

Robert felt certain Littlewood would have an opinion concerning his nascent theory of bifurcation. Even if the professor didn’t have an opinion, at least he would be capable of discussing some of Robert’s opinions. Littlewood’s 2006 paper ensured that much. Robert could surely bring Littlewood back up to speed. 

There was a more troubling issue, however. Could they truly converse about the temporal implications of relativistic chaotic dynamics without Robert explaining what he had done, and what had happened after? This was another strike against the thinly veiled “I’m writing for Star Trek” lie. It was going to become more and suspect as they discussed the intricacies of the spacetime singularity.

Yawning and rubbing his eyes, Robert realized it might make the most sense to tell the man everything. Besides, the next time that Robert—or spacetime—altered the timeline again, might it not be as if the conversation had never happened? Robert had seen this play out before, with his mother and with Chadwick. By tweaking the past a bit (Robert could work out the details when he’d had more sleep) he could speak plainly about spacetime to Littlewood without fearing what the physicist might do with the information. Robert’s mouth curved into a tiny smile, which was broken by an enormous yawn. Littlewood had better check his messages soon. Robert allowed his tired eyes to close for a minute.

There were potential problems of course. What if Littlewood demanded other changes to the timeline? What if Littlewood caught him sneaking around the Haunted Mansion and detained him for questioning?

Robert’s eyes flew open. He’d started to drift off. He sat up so that his head was no longer resting on the window. He really did need to figure out what to do if Littlewood refused to help. Ah. The child. Littlewood wouldn’t refuse to help. He would cooperate. Robert tilted the rearview mirror so as to keep an eye on his leverage. The more pressing issue might be bringing Littlewood back up to speed regarding relativistic … relativistic… chaotic … Robert yawned again. Chaotic …

He couldn’t remember when he’d last slept. His eyes closed, and he drifted gently to sleep.

 




Chapter 24

5th of May

Wellesley, Floride
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Arthur shoved Robert’s device back inside the bag and hastily exited the kitchen, calling for Felicity.

“Are you ready for story time?”  

She didn’t answer. She was probably trying to brush her teeth on her own. She loved brushing teeth. He’d had to refuse repeated offers to have his teeth brushed with her Princesse Royale toothbrush.

He started down the hall to the little bathroom.

“Shall we start stories now?” 

She wasn’t answering.

“Felicity?”

He checked her room and then her closet. Both were empty. He crossed into the bathroom. She wasn’t in the bathroom either. Her parents room, perhaps?

He flicked the light on and called her name.

When she still didn’t answer, he felt a first tingling of fear inside.

“Felicity?”

He looked in the master bedroom closet and the tiny half bath beside it.

“Felicity? Where are you?”

He reversed course and rechecked her bedroom, looking under the bed and behind the door.

“Felicity? Please answer Uncle Arthur. Where are you?”

She had to be here somewhere. She couldn’t operate the child-proof doorknobs. And besides, he hadn’t heard the door open and close—

He stopped in his tracks.

After Robert had left, the door had bounced open, and Felicity had closed it by herself. Was it possible she hadn’t closed it tightly? Could she have run outside by herself while he was distracted with the machine in Robert’s satchel?

“No,” he said out loud. “No, no, no!”

It was nine o’clock at night, and there would be cars on the road. And bobcats and coyotes and alligators—

Littlewood was outside and racing along the driveway without even knowing how he’d gotten there.

“Felicity! Felicity!”

There was no answer.

His phone buzzed in his pocket with an incoming message. Everett or Quintus or DaVinci must have gotten his text about Robert’s singularity device. He could deal with that later.

He called again, at the top of his lungs. How far could she have gotten? Her legs were short, but she was fast.

“Felicity!”

Would she have headed for the road or the orange groves? Or her swing set in the back? Yes. The swing set. That would be the place.

His phone buzzed again as he ran for the back of the house. It was already quite dark outside. Where was the back porch light switch? Pulling out his phone to use the flashlight function, he shone it wildly back and forth while calling for his goddaughter. His phone buzzed again, with reminders of the incoming messages.

The back porch light, detecting motion, popped on, lighting the backyard. Arthur reached to swipe his phone flashlight to the “off” position. As he did so, he saw that it wasn’t Everett or Quintus or DaVinci texting. It was Duval. With a sickening feeling, Arthur opened the message.

IF YOU WANT TO SEE THE LITTLE GIRL AGAIN …


 




Chapter 25

5th of May

Aboard the Tempus Fugit

Atlantic Coast of La Floride

Halley woke suddenly, her heart pounding. It was dark. Quiet. She recollected where she was: on a yacht, moored off the Florida coast. She raised her head slowly, and then shifted her torso so she could look outside without waking Edmund. She couldn’t remember the dream she’d been having, but there had been a rope. Grasped at. Lost. She’d tried to grab for it, but the rope (laundry line? jump rope?) had eluded her, slipping free and vanishing like a black racer snake in the groves.

She clutched her hands to her shoulders, bare and cool. Outside the striped mooring buoy bobbed, its white and blue appearing black and gray in the light of the moon. The sea was calm, nearly still. Her hands ran up and down her arms as she tried to warm herself, to shake off the dream. The rope. The loss. A sense of panic as she watched it recede. Had she cried out? Her throat was tight. She reached for the porcelain cup on her bedside table, bumping it and wincing at the sudden noise.

Edmund stirred. Rolled over. And then he was awake.

“My love?” he murmured, voice drowsy with sleep.

“Sorry. I was thirsty and I bumped the cup.”

“Mmmph.”

He seemed content with the explanation. He slid closer. Slipped a warm arm around her middle. She tried to relax. Would she return to the same bad dream? A shudder passed through her.

Edmund was upright in a moment.

“Is all well?” he asked, his voice scratchy.

“It was nothing,” she lied. “I just … woke up.”

“From a bad dream.”

“Yeah,” she admitted. “I can’t remember the dream. Just the icky feeling it left behind, you know?”

Edmund nodded. This was kind considering he probably didn’t know. Nothing scared her husband. Certainly not bad dreams. He was the product of another age, one where the plague, or death-by-swordfight, or being jailed for treason had been everyday possibilities.

“I am sorry, my love.” He ran a warm hand along her torso, fingers brushing the sides of her breasts, settling at her waist. “Lay by me.”

She settled at his side. 

“All is well, love,” he said.

She felt the roughly calloused spots along his palms as he caressed her. He would never wear gloves while working.

“Our daughter is fine,” he whispered.

He planted a soft kiss behind her ear. Another at the nape of her neck. More shivers. She sighed and gave herself to him, the memory of the dream seeming to drift out to sea, forgotten.

~ ~ ~

Class had ended and all DaVinci’s students had gone home an hour ago. She’d managed to persuade Quintus to wear only a loin cloth while she drew him.

“This is a really good look for you babe, gotta say.” DaVinci winked at him.

“I feel foolish,” he grumbled.

For once, DaVinci didn’t try to talk him out of it. When Quintus felt foolish, he wore a particularly grim expression that was awesome to sketch. Honestly, the grumpier Quintus got, the better, from her perspective as an artist. The furrowed brow, the firm set of his jaw, the slightly hooded eyes—all of it came together to create a look she wouldn’t have been able to get him to give her, no matter how nicely she asked. With Quintus, she’d learned it was better to avoid head-on demands. 

“That is the third time someone has attempted to contact me,” said Quintus, eyeing his cell phone where it sat on a nearby table.

“No screens. No technology,” quipped DaVinci. “You agreed.”

Quintus didn’t try to deny it. He, too, was excellent at avoiding head-on collisions. At least, when he wanted to.

“We are utilizing artificial light,” he said, pointing to the lamps she had directed to light him from the side. “That is technology.”

“Stop talking,” she said. “I’m working on your face.”

“Artificial lighting is delivered to us by means of technology.”

“No more words,” DaVinci said. “I mean it.”

Quintus’s phone pinged.

“That is a voice mail,” he said. “I should retrieve it.”

“It can wait,” she said. “You rescheduled this drawing session on me three times already.”

Much to DaVinci’s delight, the scowl reappeared.

“I did not ask to have my likeness captured,” Quintus growled.

“I know babe. And I’m going to make it up to you. Promise.”

“So you have said.” His scowl receded somewhat.

DaVinci sighed. She wasn’t going to get much more out of him tonight. Plus, since she’d made him set his phone aside, he didn’t realize that he’d already sat for half an hour longer than they’d agreed on. She set down her pencil and moved close enough to adjust a lock of hair that was already perfect. But Quintus didn’t know that.

“Just fixing your hair, babe,” she said.

Quintus’s grumpy expression returned. “I dislike primping.”

“I know.” She smoothed his hair again before running her hand along his jaw. “How about this?” She moved close enough to plant a kiss behind his ear. “Do you dislike this?” She kissed the corner of his jaw.

He grasped her firmly, pulling her mouth to his. “This session has officially ended,” he said, his voice husky.

After that, Quintus didn’t make any more demands about checking his phone, and Arthur Littlewood’s calls went to voicemail.

~ ~ ~

Everett drove as fast as his underpowered car would go. His mind was reeling with the message from Arthur. Someone else had figured out how to harness spacetime? What did it mean, for all of them? Someone else has figured it out. It was their coded phrase. But who? And how? And why did the timing have to be so completely awful? As if dealing with an altered timeline and an impending wedding wasn’t enough.

A terrible thought crossed Everett’s mind. 

What if the changes he and Littlewood had introduced in 1737 were responsible for this new individual’s discovery of the spacetime singularity? What if it was their fault? If he’d done as Jillian wanted and skipped the voyage to 1737, could the disastrous changes to the historical timeline been avoided? If Arthur had gone alone to 1737, would America still be the United States, and would the time-travel interloper never have figured things out? 

Another text landed on Everett’s screen. It was Arthur again, saying something about Felicity. The screen darkened before he could read more of the message. It was just as well. He wasn’t a text-and-drive sort of fellow. Besides, he would be to the Aldwych’s home in just a minute. Another text. Again, something with Felicity’s name. Probably a reminder to not make a racket and wake her up. The last thing they needed was an under-rested but awake Felicity. 

How bad was the situation? Had someone discovered that it was theoretically possible to harness the spacetime singularity, or had they actually done it? How had Arthur learned of it? Everett knew Littlewood kept his finger on the pulse of the physics community, always on the lookout for anyone working on spacetime.

The timing for the discovery could hardly have been worse, though. Their group was scattered this weekend. Edmund and Halley were out to sea by now, beyond cell communication. Because they were using Jules’ yacht, Jules wouldn’t be able to set sail for the mainland, either. If Jules wanted to weigh in, Everett would have to fly over and pick him up in the Cessna. He didn’t mind doing that. It would be a relief to fly again.

A sudden chill filled his veins. Had Jules gifted him a Cessna in this timeline? And if he did own an aircraft, would he know how to fly it? What if there were subtle differences in the controls? He might not know how to fly in this timeline….

But that was a small problem compared to the one facing them right now.

How had someone else figured things out?

The light down the road turned from yellow to red. Everett knew this light; he would be stuck here for a full minute. 

“Tarnation!”

He grabbed the phone off of the seat beside him to check the most recent message. It was from Arthur again; quickly he scanned through it.

And blinked in horror.

Felicity had been kidnapped? 

“What on Earth—”

He broke off as he continued reading. Felicity had been taken by the same fellow who had unlocked the secrets of spacetime? What kind of person did such a thing? Even Jules Khan at his worst would never have done this. 

Everett struck at his steering wheel with the heel of his hand.

“Turn green already!” he shouted to the impassive red light.

As he waited, Everett recalled that Arthur had tried to get him to come over, earlier tonight. 

If he had been there, this never would have happened. 	

Everett cursed under his breath. He should have been with Arthur and Felicity, not sulking alone over his pathetic problems.

The light turned green and Everett sped forward.

If he had gone over—if there had been two of them in the house instead of just Arthur …

He flicked on his blinker and turned left, speeding alongside one of Edmund’s citrus groves. Where was Felicity? Was she scared? Why had she been taken? Nothing made sense tonight. It was utter madness.

Everett pulled off the road in front of the house, gravel spewing as he braked. He dashed from the car, barely pausing to close his door, and ran up the porch steps. The door was unlocked, and Everett strode inside.

“I just read your message,” he called out. “Any word? Is she safe?”
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“I can’t call her parents,” moaned Arthur, who was pacing in the living room. “Jules isn’t picking up, and DaVinci and Quintus aren’t either—”

“They’ll be at DaVinci’s painting class,” Everett said. “Have you tried Halley and Edmund? Just in case they’re in range?”

“I tried, but …” Arthur shook his head. “This is all my fault. They should never have left me in charge—”

“This is not your fault,” Everett said. 

Placing gentle hands on his friend’s shoulders, Everett steered Arthur towards the kitchen where he poured two fingers of the brandy that Edmund kept in the medicine cupboard. “Sit. Here. Drink this.” 

He held the drink out to his friend, but Arthur shook his head. He looked as if he might collapse. 

“Tell me everything,” Everett said.

Looking toward the front window, Arthur said, “I called the police.”

“What did they say?”

Arthur tugged at a tuft of hair. “They’ll be by to take a report as soon as … as soon as they’re able.”

“To take a report?” Everett wasn’t sure that sounded very helpful. “Why don’t you start at the beginning? So you know the person who did this? Is he a physicist?”

“Yes.” Arthur stared in dejection at his glass. “The police said to stay here. In case she wandered back. In case she wasn’t really, you know, taken.”

His voice caught on the final word.

“We’re supposed to stay here?” asked Everett, frowning. That didn’t sound like great advice, but until he got the full story, there was no sense driving around in the dark.

“You asked how it happened,” Littlewood said after taking a sip from the glass.

“Yes,” Everett said gently. “Whenever you’re ready to tell me.” It was killing him to just sit here, but until he had the facts …

“My apologies,” said Littlewood. “I can barely think straight. Everett, what if she—” Littlewood broke off.

“I’m sure she’ll be fine,” Everett said firmly.

“She tried to befriend him, you know,” Arthur said, pulling distractedly at his hair. “This is all my fault—”

“No! It’s the fault of—what is his name?”

“Robert. Robert … I can’t recall the surname.”

“So … Robert came here?” Everett asked, trying to coax the story from his friend. 

“Yes. And Felicity brought him a crown and insisted we have ice cream. He wanted to ask me questions about … about … strange attractors. No. Bifurcation points. Yes. That was it. He’d had some trouble—I’m telling this all wrong. He’s posing as a Hollywood screenwriter. Said he had questions for a new series …”

Bit by bit, Everett got the rest of the story.

“Okay. Okay, so does he know that you know he’s not really a writer from Hollywood?”

“No. That is, I didn’t know until he mentioned having flown across the ‘entire United States’ to meet with me. That was the giveaway.”

Everett released a low whistle. “So he knows the former timeline, just like you and I do. How is that even possible? Hang on—do you think he caused the shift in history?”

Arthur nodded. “I do. You and I were gone in 1737 for four days. By traveling himself during the time we were gone—”

“That would mean that when we returned, our memories wouldn’t include the alternative timeline he made. Nor would his.”

“It’s the only sequence of events that makes sense, given that three of us know about the United States.”

“Okay. But for right now, none of that matters,” Everett said firmly. “Finding Felicity takes top priority.”

“What are we to do?” Arthur asked, wringing his hands.

“Have you answered the man’s text?” asked Everett.

“I can’t. The number is blocked. I don’t know how he got my number in the first place …”

“He’s clearly resourceful,” said Everett. “And the police said to wait here?”

“They weren’t sure when they could … it’s a Friday night, you know. Limited resources … fraternity parties … bar fights …”

“So one of us waits here—”

“I must go and search for her,” Littlewood said, rising. “It’s my fault—”

“You should stay here,” Everett said firmly. “I’m going to be honest, Arthur, you don’t look like you’re doing well. I’ll search for them. What kind of car did you say he was driving?”

“Car? Oh … I didn’t hear an engine, now that you mention it.”

“Hybrid, then?” asked Everett. “Those are nearly silent.”

“Yes … yes, I suppose that would account for my not having heard anything….”

“I will comb every square inch of Wellesley. They can’t have gone far, not if he’s demanding to meet with you.”

“Right. Yes. But, that’s just the thing. I can’t send a reply to say I’m, you know, amenable …”

“That was rather shortsighted of the fellow,” Everett said, frowning. “Maybe I should stay here, in case he figures out that flaw and returns—”

“Please, go and search for Felicity,” begged Littlewood.

“Yes,” agreed Everett. “Of course. Of course.”

“I tried to reach Quintus, but he’s not answering his phone.”

“It’s painting class,” Everett reminded him.

“Oh. Of course. The whole reason I’m watching her instead of Quintus watching—” Arthur broke off in a choked sob.

“I’ll swing by the Arts Center,” Everett said firmly. He checked his watch. “It’s near eleven … maybe I should start at Quintus’s apartment. Or DaVinci’s …” Looking up, he saw his friend looking pale and distraught. “Arthur, we will figure this out. We will find Felicity.”

He strode to the front of the house, Arthur trailing behind him.

“Are you sure it shouldn’t be me? Searching? I’m the only one who knows what he looks like …”

“My dear man,” Everett said gently. “Stay and rest. We don’t want you having a stroke or something.”

“Heart disease,” Littlewood said. “It runs in the family.”

“All the more reason for you to stay here. I’ll text you any updates, and you do the same for me, okay?”

“Yes. Oh—dark hair. Medium height. And a slight build.”

“And he’s likely driving a hybrid,” added Everett, nodding. “Listen, I’ll send Quintus here first thing, Arthur.”

“Oh, yes. He’s worth a dozen of me,” agreed Littlewood.

“Let’s give you an assignment, too,” said Everett, trying to think of something that might help his friend to remain calm. “I think you should consider how much information to give this fellow. And what to withhold. And consider ways to find out as much as possible about, well, about how much he knows.”

“Yes. Good thinking,” replied Littlewood. “There may be ways to thwart Duval, after all.” He looked hopefully. “That was his name. Duval. Dr. Robert Duval.”

Armed with the name and a description, Everett got into his car and sped toward town.
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5th May, Midnight

Wellesley, Floride

Royaume d’Amérique

Felicity was upset when she woke up. It was still night. She was still in the car. But she was not at the beach. The man who had promised to take her to the beach was snoring in the driver’s seat. People who were asleep couldn’t drive cars. She frowned and looked out the window. She could still see the big yellow sign with 1 and 5 on it. She knew those numbers. And that sign. Papa said it was a sign to remind people to drive slowly past his trees. So they hadn’t gone anywhere at all.

Felicity wanted to wake up the man in the driver’s seat, but a seatbelt held her in place. She studied it carefully. She had always sat in a car seat before, but she had watched how maman and papa did their seatbelts. There was some part of the buckle that you had to touch just right. Felicity tried for a few minutes before giving up and simply squirming her way free. By this time, she had decided she didn’t really want to go to the beach after all. It was night, and the beach was boring at night. She wanted to eat something. But it was dark. Things were harder to find when it was dark. She needed a phone with a flashlight.

She leaned through the gap between the two front seats. The man had left his cell phone sitting in a cup holder. Wriggling forward, she grabbed the phone. She tapped it to make it into a flashlight. Then she tugged at the door handle until the back door swung open. The sleeping man stopped snoring. Was he awake? She knew it was polite to say goodbye when leaving, but he began snoring again. That was okay, because she didn’t feel like being polite to someone who had promised they were going to the beach and then fallen asleep.

Outside next to Papa’s orange grove, she held the phone in front of her, to light her way. She advanced along the line of trees, saying hello to each one she passed, and telling them they were beautiful just like papa did, even though maman said trees couldn’t hear.

~ ~ ~

When Robert opened his eyes to check whether Littlewood had responded yet, he couldn’t find his cell phone. The car dashboard clock, however, informed him that it was a few minutes past midnight. He sat bolt upright and swore. He’d fallen asleep. He swore again. Vaguely, he was aware one shouldn’t swear in front of a child. 

As if the little bossy-pants would care. All she cared about was the beach. He looked again for his phone. Not finding it, he cast a glance over his shoulder to the back seat. Had the child taken his phone? 

Robert blinked. The seat was empty. He twisted in order to investigate behind the seats and on the floor. No child there, either. His heart began racing. The doors were shut, and there was absolutely no child in the car.
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6th of May, Just Past Midnight

Wellesley, Floride
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Robert trudged through the grove of trees, calling the child’s name and wondering what parent in their right mind would name their kid something that meant “happiness” when clearly the last thing this child was capable of producing in others was “happiness.” 

After twenty minutes of searching, he reconsidered his situation. Maybe it wasn’t so important to find the child. He had already indicated to Littlewood that the order of business was talk first, get the girl second. In fact, what Robert should be doing right now was making a beeline back to the cottage. If the girl had walked back home, then his leverage would be gone. Cursing himself for having wasted precious time, Robert jogged back to the road where he could move without branches swatting him in the face.

When he arrived at the cottage, he stood on the threshold wondering if he ought to knock or simply enter. While he hesitated, the door flew open and he was met by Dr. Arthur Littlewood. 

The man looked very unwell. His hair had been tugged to excess, pointing in several directions. The speech Robert had prepared on his walk back to the cottage disappeared from his mind.

“Where is she?” demanded Littlewood.

The professor’s voice was hoarse but steady. Almost calm. It reminded Robert of a tone that his mother employed when she had been pushed to the end of endurance by some action or other of his.

Robert determined that telling Littlewood the truth would not go well.

“She is fine,” he lied. For all he knew, she was fine.

“Thank God!” murmured Littlewood. “Take me to her now.”

“First I need your help—”

“How am I supposed to think straight when you’ve abducted my goddaughter?”

Robert pursed his lips. “Listen, I’m not a script writer.”

Littlewood blinked. Whether in surprise or confusion, Robert couldn’t tell.

“I’m a … I’m a time traveler,” continued Robert. “And spacetime has been behaving in ways I didn’t anticipate. I need to discuss the problem with someone conversant in relativistic chaotic dynamics.”

This time Littlewood’s expression was easier to parse: he was shocked. Well, who wouldn’t be?

“I need you to set aside your shock for the moment,” said Robert, “so that we can discuss what might cause—”

“You kidnapped my goddaughter and you dare to demand my help?” sputtered Littlewood.

“I didn’t kidnap her,” Robert said truthfully. “She followed me outside. She wouldn’t stop pestering me. She demanded that I drive her to the beach. She almost urinated in my car.” He was about to add that he thought he deserved a modicum of sympathy, but Littlewood was speaking again.

“She’s a child! She’s four years old. You sent a threatening message—”

“I never said any harm would come to her. I just said—”

“What kind of lunatic are you? She’s probably terrified—”

“I doubt it,” Robert said calmly. “She’s very … self-contained. And bossy. I don’t think she knows how to be scared.”

“If you’ve hurt her—”

“I haven’t. She drooled on me, and I didn’t even tell her how much it disgusted me.”

“Disgusted you? Will you listen to yourself? Take me to the child this instant.”

“I just told you I traveled through time,” Robert said. He was baffled at Littlewood’s lack of curiosity. “Did you not hear me?”

Littlewood tugged at a tuft of hair. “Do you think I care about spacetime when Felicity is in danger? Now take me to her or I’m calling the police again—”

“You called the police?” asked Robert.

“Of course I called the police!”

“I wish you hadn’t,” said Robert. “When will they be here?”

“They’re currently—I don’t see why I should tell you anything.” Littlewood folded his arms over his chest.

“Are the police coming here or aren’t they?” demanded Robert.

“Tell me where Felicity is!” shouted Littlewood.

“I don’t know where she is, all right? She made me take her to my car—”

“What do you mean, you don’t know where she is? Did you kidnap her or didn’t you?”

“As I said before, I did not abduct the child. She followed me and made demands about going to the beach, and now I’m not sure where she is—”

“How do you lose a child?” shouted Littlewood.

“She ran away. And she stole my cell phone. A lot of good it will do her. The battery is at six percent. Or it was, three hours ago.”

“You lost Felicity?” moaned Littlewood.

“I already told you she ran off,” snapped Robert. “And besides, as I also told you, I didn’t abduct her, so she wasn’t mine to lose, now was she?”

“She wasn’t yours to—” Littlewood broke off. He grabbed his head, but this time it wasn’t to tug his hair. Groaning slightly, he faltered, his knees seeming to give way.

“Sit,” ordered Robert, assessing the situation. 

A sheen of sweat had formed on the old man’s forehead. 

“You’re unwell,” said Robert. “Sit.”

 The last thing Robert needed was for Littlewood to faint or have a stroke or something. 

“You need … some wine,” Robert said. Wine was his mother’s remedy for everything.

Littlewood was typing into his phone.

“Stop that!” demanded Robert. “No contacting the police.”

“I wasn’t,” the old man replied, tapping “send” on his screen.

“Give me that—” Robert grabbed the professor’s phone and tossed it to the couch.

“They told me to stay here,” Littlewood said. “The police. She might try to come back here, and they’re handling one thing and another, and they lack the personnel …”

This was all going very badly. Should he offer encouragement, maybe? That might help them to have an actual conversation.

“Listen,” Robert said. “The police are probably right. Where else is she going to go but straight back here? I’m sure she’s on her way now. She told me these were her father’s orange groves, so she obviously knows where she is and how to get home.”

“But she is alone and it’s dark and she could be scared,” said Littlewood. “I can’t reach her parents, and the police said—”

“The police said to stay here,” snapped Robert. “So stay here and overlook my formulae.”

Littlewood moaned.

Robert had to turn the conversation around.

“I told you I’ve harnessed spacetime,” he said. “How can you not be curious? Could you please focus on what’s important here?”

Littlewood seemed to crumple. “Felicity is what’s important.”

This was not going at all as Robert had expected. He felt at a complete loss. Then two things happened in rapid succession. 

First Littlewood’s cell phone rang. Robert snatched it off the couch and shoved it in a pocket. Then, just as the call went to voicemail, headlights flared through the front windows of the bungalow.

“Oh, thank goodness,” said Littlewood, already up and looking out the window. “They got my messages.”

“If that is the police,” began Robert, “then—”

“It’s not the police. It’s someone far more dangerous. If I were you, I would go and hide. Now.”

Robert opened his mouth to protest, but when the car screeched to a halt and disclosed a very large man clutching a sword, he decided to take Littlewood’s advice after all.
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Robert wasn’t sure what Littlewood meant by calling the man with the sword “worse than the police,” nor did he wish to find out. He ran down the short hallway and entered a bathroom. Stepping into the tub, he pulled the shower curtain shut. As he peered out, he saw the room had a door leading out to the back of the property. Should he run for it or stay hidden? He wasn’t about to face anyone carrying a sword. What branch of law enforcement even carried swords? Was this some kingdom of l’Amérique peculiarity?

He should have demanded in his initial message that Littlewood not call the police. Although he could not, reasonably, have demanded that Littlewood avoid contacting large men with swords.

Robert cursed in silence and eyed the back door. 

The silence didn’t last. 

A shrill-voiced young woman had entered the cottage. Robert could hear everything she said

“I’m telling you, he did not bring that sword to mess around,” the young woman was saying. “You’ve got to do something.”

“Me?” asked the professor.

“I’ve done all I can to calm him down,” said the woman. Was she crying? “I told him to pray, so now he’s out there catching something to sacrifice to Janus or Saint Anthony or maybe both, but I’m telling you, he’s out for blood, and he’s going to end up facing the death penalty, and I know that is nothing compared to … to …” She broke off, sniffling. “I’m sorry. I know I should be focused on Felicity. And I am. I’m just scared of what Quintus might do …”

The young woman blew her nose loudly and then spoke again. “Why aren’t the police doing anything?”

Robert frowned. If the man with the sword wasn’t law enforcement, then who was he?

“They’ll be here as soon as they can,” said the professor. “And I don’t think Robert meant any real harm.”

“But Arthur,” murmured the young woman. “Arthur, what if—” Another sob cut her off from speaking.

“Listen,” said Littlewood, “I don’t know how long it will take the police to get here, but I think that in the meantime, you and Quintus should go out on foot and search for her. She loves—”

“Loves Quintus like no other,” the woman said, completing the thought.

Just then, Robert heard a door slam. A new voice spoke, deep and full of threat.

“I smell … something,” said the man presumably called Quintus. “Someone,” he said, correcting himself.

“Babe, I don’t think smelling works that way—”

Quintus cut the woman off. “I tell you that I smell someone who does not belong here. The scent of fear emanating from a trapped man is distinctive.”

Heavy footsteps approached the end of the hall where Robert was hiding. If he didn’t move, he was indeed a trapped man.

Robert attempted to step out of the bathtub, but his foot tangled in the bath curtain and he tumbled to the ground.

“Who are you?” boomed the large, weapon-wielding man.

Robert hugged his arms around himself, trying to become small or possibly invisible.

“Who are you?” the man demanded again.

“Ah,” said Littlewood, entering the bathroom, “this is, ah, Robert. DeNiro. No … Redford? No that’s not right either—it’s the name of a famous—”

“Are you the man who absconded with my niece?” bellowed the large man.

“This is Quintus,” the young woman with the shrill voice said to Robert. 

There were now four people in the small bathroom.

“And I’m DaVinci,” she continued. “And FYI? You might want to think carefully how you answer Quintus’s question.”
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“I will kill him.” 

The threat was spoken by the weapon-wielding man, who had just flicked on the bathroom light. 

Robert squinted and backed against the tub.

“Quintus!” That was the young woman, DaVinci.

“I don’t think killing is a viable—” Littlewood was cut off with a growl from Quintus.

“You are a man of peace,” said Quintus, “but this is a matter of conflict. I do not require your advice.”

“Quintus!” The woman again. “No one is conflicting anyone. We are finding Felicity. That’s all. Got it?”

Another growl emanated from the large man.

“Okay, Robert,” said DaVinci. “It’s time to talk. Where’s Felicity?”

Robert felt something that wasn’t exactly courage. It was perhaps more like … indignation? Who was this young woman to speak to him like this? He was the greatest mind history had produced since Einstein.

Robert drew himself upright and spoke. “Littlewood and I have important things to discuss—”

DaVinci cut him off. “Do you know where she is or don’t you? Arthur told us some lame-ass story about you having lost her.” She turned to Quintus, “Put that sword down before you take someone’s eye out!” Then she turned back to Robert. “Tell us where she is. Trust me when I say you don’t want to tell Quintus you’ve put Felicity in peril.”

Robert swallowed hard.

Littlewood, looking paler than before, made some small noises of protest. A sheen of sweat was visible on his brow.

“May I suggest,” said the professor, “that we reconvene in the living room?”

“Yes. Come on,” said DaVinci, tugging the free hand of the man with the sword. “And put that thing away!”

Robert followed behind, trying not to wince as he eyed a drop of what looked like blood on the large man’s shirt. 

He reached for that feeling that wasn’t quite courage again and, to his surprise, he found it. There was no need to wince or shrink back. The swordsman was nothing more than a bully. Robert had met many bullies in his life. When you cowered, they only hit harder. He would hold his head high. He would speak calmly. He was not someone to be threatened and bullied. He held information these individuals wanted. Well, not all the information, but he had a “last seen” location for the little girl they were all so obsessed with, and that meant he had the upper hand. 

And had he not, very recently, negotiated with the greatest military man in human history? And persuaded him to follow directions? That took nerve and cleverness. Therefore, Robert had both. Therefore, Robert need not fear.

The four had entered the living room. The large man Quintus stood blocking the front door. Littlewood was also standing, gripping the back of an armchair and leaning slightly forward, looking unwell. The young woman had seated herself on the stone hearth of the fireplace. 

Robert seated himself, choosing a seat closer to the young woman. After a moment’s consideration, however, he decided sitting was not good. He needed to demonstrate that he was neither small nor submissive. He stood and, after a quick sweep of the room, placed himself behind the couch. It was probably best to have some furniture between himself and the armed muscle by the door.

“So start talking,” said the young woman.

She was petite, with curly red-gold hair and a smattering of freckles like constellations.

“Hello,” she said, snapping her fingers at Robert. “You. Talk. Where’s Felicity?”

He considered his possible responses.

Littlewood evidently mistook his silence for fear. 

“Perhaps,” said the professor to Quintus and DaVinci, “we can all agree to a discussion not involving, ah, the use of force?”

Quintus spoke. “I shall cut the villain’s hands off if he does not answer—”

“Babe!” interrupted DaVinci. “Not helpful.” She turned to Robert. “But you, seriously, say something. Felicity’s okay, yeah?” Her voice cracked slightly on the final word.

“As far as I know,” Robert said. His voice was less steady than he would have liked. He tried to remember how he had felt addressing the conqueror of Europe. 

“As far as you know?” roared Quintus. He reached behind his back.

“No! No swords!” said the woman. Her voice was very commanding. She could probably have persuaded Napoléon Bonaparte to do just about anything.

“I will tell you more,” Robert said, his voice steadier now, “but only if Littlewood agrees to help me as I asked.”

“Yes, yes,” said Littlewood, “after Felicity is safe.”

The professor’s color seemed to be changing rapidly, from pale to flushed and back again.  

“Let them go look for her,” Robert said, gesturing to Quintus and DaVinci, “while you and I stay here and talk.” Hastily he added, “In case she comes back here.”

“I will not,” Littlewood began, “bargain with Felicity’s …” He broke off, wiping his forehead with the back of his sleeve. “I …” He clutched at his chest. “I …” And then, with no further warning, the professor fell to the ground.

“Arthur!” DaVinci flew to his side. “Call an ambulance,” she shouted to Quintus and Robert.

Robert stood, dumbfounded and dismayed. Now what was he going to do? Was the professor dead?

“Now! An ambulance!” shouted DaVinci.

Quintus fumbled in a pocket and withdrew a phone.

Robert recognized this was an opportunity to flee from the danger presented by sword-carrying Quintus. But he needed to know if the professor was alive or not. Was this a heart attack? Didn’t people generally survive heart attacks?

“Is he okay?” Robert blurted out.

DaVinci had grabbed the phone from Quintus’s hand and was rattling off the address of the house and a description of Littlewood’s condition.

“I’m not sure of his age,” she replied over the phone. She turned to Quintus. “Wallet. Get his wallet and check his driver license.”

If Littlewood were dying, then all of Robert’s hope of intelligent conversation died too. He would have to solve his problem on his own. Or send himself back in time to a location where Littlewood wasn’t dead. That was a possibility. Maybe he should run for it after all. Everyone was preoccupied. They didn’t know he had a getaway car half a mile away. Robert edged toward the front door.

“Halt.”

Robert froze.

“Do not run,” said Quintus, “or I will sheathe my sword in your belly.” 

His tone was matter-of-fact, and all the more menacing for it.

Robert swallowed and remained where he was.

“Then I will feed your flesh to jackals,” the man continued in the same tone.

“Time and place, Quintus!” shouted DaVinci. Into the phone, she said, “Sorry. Not you. Yes, there’s a pulse. Do I do chest compressions or something?”

A pulse? So the man wasn’t dead?

In the distance, Robert heard the wail of a siren. The police? They could deal with the mad swordsman. Of course, they might also wish to deal with Robert-the-kidnapper. Unconscious of his movement, he had taken another step to the door. Quintus flew toward him.

“Dammit, babe,” cried DaVinci, “I said no!”

Quintus froze. Robert could see the effort it was taking the man to restrain himself.

DaVinci spoke again. “That’s the ambulance. Quintus, you go with Littlewood to the hospital. I’m going with Robert Duval to get Felicity. And no one is sticking anyone with their sword.”

“I will not leave you with this … vermin,” Quintus said, not breaking eye contact with Robert.

Robert blinked and looked away.

In the silence, a soft noise sounded.

Everyone turned toward Littlewood. He was rasping something. A word. A name.

“Ro…bert,” Littlewood said. 

He was alive! Could Robert get some answers after all? If there was any chance of it ... 

He stepped toward the professor.

Littlewood spoke again. “With … me.”

“You want Robert to go with you?” demanded DaVinci. “No. No way. Not with Felicity still out there.”

Robert said, “I can tell you where to go,” he said to DaVinci.

DaVinci met Robert’s eyes as if seeing him for the first time. She shook her head at him in disgust. 

“What is wrong with you?” she asked. She was clearly not expecting an answer.

Littlewood groaned and the woman’s focus shifted back to the professor.

“Robert … with … me,” said Littlewood.

“Yes,” said DaVinci. “Fine. Okay. Duval is going with you.” She looked up at Robert. “Say you’re his son so they let you go with him.”

There was a sharp rap at the door.

As Quintus opened it, DaVinci spoke to Robert.

“Where is she? Tell me now, or I will be the one stabbing you.”

“I left my rental car parked where the road turns left at a ninety degree angle,” he said.

“The 15 kilometers-per-hour curve?” asked DaVinci.

Robert nodded. “The girl was sleeping inside,” he said. “So was I. When I woke up, she was gone.”

The EMTs had entered the house and surrounded Littlewood.

“This is my father,” Robert said eagerly to the nearest one. 

DaVinci and Quintus exchanged glances as both of their phones buzzed with messages.

“Everett’s on his way,” she said to Quintus.

“We must tell him about Littlewood,” said Quintus.

DaVinci nodded, texting, as Robert followed the stretcher out to the ambulance. He sat where he was directed. As soon as the doors closed, he leaned back, exhaled fully for what felt like the first time in an hour, and waited for the ride to the hospital to be over.
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Everyone at the hospital wanted to ask Robert questions about his “dad.” He was unable to answer most of the questions. Oddly, this didn’t seem to trouble the people who were asking. One of the nurses went so far as to pat Robert’s shoulder and tell him it was okay, chéri, and that everyone had a hard time remembering details when seeing their loved ones like this.

“But he’ll be just fine, chéri, oui?” continued the nurse. “The nitro is helping, and with the angiogram, he’ll be back on his feet in no time.” She smiled at him and then walked off.

So Littlewood would recover quickly?

This was excellent news. He could get the professor’s input after all. Exhausted, Robert nodded off in the waiting area. Some time later, he was awakened by a new nurse.

“Votre père is doing well,” said the nurse. “Shall I take you to where he is recovering?”

Robert grunted out a yes and tried to look as filial as possible, following her to the cardiac floor. When they reached his “father’s” room, Robert saw that Littlewood’s eyes were closed. A monitor display clarified that he was only sleeping.

Robert collapsed onto the plastic-upholstered recliner in the corner.

“That makes into a bed, if you want some sleep,” said the nurse.

“I’m fine,” Robert said dully. He’d had a short rest, and he wasn’t going to miss the opportunity to speak with Littlewood.

As soon as the nurse exited the room, Robert leaned toward the bed.

“Dr. Littlewood?” he said softly.

The professor blinked his eyes several times and then held them open, gazing dully at Robert.

“Is Felicity safe?” wheezed the old man. “Has she been found?”

“Yes. She’s fine.” Robert had chosen lying again, although, again, it might be the truth.

“Thank Heavens,” sighed Littlewood.

His eyes drifted shut.

“Don’t go back to sleep,” said Robert. “I require your … input.” 

The old man’s eyes fluttered open. “You told me that you traveled to the past. Or … did I imagine that?”

“I have traveled to the past,” Robert said, “and returned unharmed.”

“You encountered problems though,” Littlewood rasped. He reached for a very large container of water with a bendy straw and took a long drink. “Much better,” he said after drinking.

“There are things I wish to consult about,” said Robert. “I’ve discovered that I can make alterations to the historical timeline, but they are inconsistent or transitory or both. You are familiar with strange attractors?” asked Robert, sitting.

Littlewood nodded, and then added, “As familiar as one can be, I suppose.” He frowned. “You are certain my goddaughter is safe?”

“I already told you she was. Can you please focus?”

Littlewood seemed to consider saying something but then only sighed. 

“You were saying?” he asked.

Robert proceeded to explain how he had wanted to prove he’d traveled to the past, and how he had decided to film Disneyland, eliminate it, and use the film footage as proof that he had traveled to the past and prevented the park from existing.

“I see. So it was, ah, not the spaceship captain but you who eliminated theme parks?”

“For two days, all Disney parks were gone. But then things returned to the way they had been prior.”

“How extraordinary,” Littlewood said, taking several sips of water. He leaned back against his pillows, speaking as if to himself. “How very remarkable. How unforeseen.”

“Exactly!” Robert replied, with a mixture of pride and consternation. “When I was on my way to demonstrate to a colleague that I had succeeded in traveling to the past, I saw a billboard advertising Disneyland and discovered it was back again.”

Littlewood was silent for a moment before murmuring, “I suppose this would suggest a certain elasticity to the, ah, historical timeline.”

“It is baffling in the extreme. I had thought that perhaps the existence of strange attractors—”

“With sufficient temporal gravity, as it were, to force a change to revert to its, ah, original pathway.”

“It sounds ridiculous, when you put it like that,” said Robert.

Littlewood took a long sip of water before continuing. “Well, if you think of spacetime as a stream which was diverted—”

“Yes, yes. I’m familiar with the analogies, thank you very much,” Robert said testily. “Do you think this explanation is sufficient to describe what occurred?”

Littlewood’s brow furrowed. 

“I think,” he said at last, “that there exist sufficient data to conclude that strange attractors could have played a role.”

“Precisely,” said Robert. “That is what led me here. I’d like you to overlook my notes and confirm that I haven’t … well … that I haven’t neglected something. Something that might explain why things haven’t returned this time.”

“This time?” said Littlewood. “How many times have you used your device, did you say? Just the two times?”

Robert stared at Littlewood as though he were very stupid indeed.

“Without reviewing my logs,” Robert replied, “I can’t be certain. But somewhere upwards of three dozen journeys, I believe.”

“Oh. My. Mon dieu. So many.” Littlewood drank more water. “And have you constructed alternate histories on any of these other voyages?”

Robert hesitated. “There were two instances where minor anomalies appeared and remained, as well as a current larger anomaly that seems stable.”

“What were the minor anomalies?” asked Littlewood, leaning forward with curiosity.

“My mother used to complain I didn’t visit enough,” said Robert. “To stop her complaining, I took six trips to the past to visit her. Since then, she no longer complains that I don’t visit.”

“A non-transient change …”

“Yes. It seems permanent.”

“Interesting.”

“Maddening,” said Robert.

“And the other minor instance?”

“The second involved my advisor. Former advisor. ” Robert looked down at the ground, frowning. “In the previous timeline, I held a PhD and was working as a post-doc in the Chadwick group. I had a habit he did not approve of. Cocaine use.”

“Good heavens,” murmured Littlewood.

“Yes. Well. I’d already stopped using, but he didn’t believe me. I tried to explain that I’d focused spacetime, but he thought I was high, and he fired me on the spot.”

“That seems rather … well, I mean, in fairness, in his shoes I might have …” Littlewood gave a small shrug. “So you lost your position?”

“I tried to go back in time and fix things so that I would not be fired,” Robert said. “I returned to my own past and gave my past-self clear instructions, but something backfired. I returned to the present day to discover that Chadwick had taken out a restraining order against me.”

“And you don’t recall that having happened?” asked Littlewood.

“No. It must have been the result of something my past self did.”

“Such that your attempt to fix things backfired, as you put it.”

“Yes. I suspect that I came on ‘too strongly’ as my mother calls it. In any case, I remember nothing of the events that led to the restraining order, but it remained in effect.”

“Had it not occurred to you that alterations to the past might result in things becoming worse?” asked Littlewood.

“Of course it had,” snapped Robert. “I’m not a fool.”

“You are a genius,” Littlewood said.

Robert looked over at him, glaring, as if he expected Littlewood were teasing him. When it became clear the professor was in earnest, Robert resumed the discussion.

“What I wish to examine is the relationship between bifurcation points and strange attractors.” Robert stood and began to pace. “After the confusing results with the removal of Disneyland, I made another attempt to remove something iconic, again, using a bifurcation point.”

“Yes?”

Littlewood was leaning forward with genuine eagerness. Finally. Robert savored the momentary suspense before speaking again.

“I chose to remove the Eiffel Tower, a formerly famous monument in Paris.”

“I see,” said Littlewood. He reached for the control to raise the head of his bed.

“This time however, not only did I remove the Eiffel Tower, I seem to have altered the course of national history. I’ve altered America from a democratic state to a monarchy.”

Littlewood paused before saying in soft tones, “You do realize how improbable that sounds.” 

“It’s the truth.” Robert gathered his thoughts. “Do you know whether … did Napoléon sell the Louisiana territory to the United States? In history as you know it?”

Littlewood frowned before responding, “I don’t believe the history books say so.” 

“France should have offered the Louisiana territory to President Jefferson, which would have allowed the United States to expand to the West.”

“How intriguing.”

“No one should be speaking French in the United States. Except my mother when she’s trying to impress someone.”

Littlewood remained silent.

“I believe,” continued Robert, “that is, I assume these changes had something to do with a conversation I held with Napoléon’s wife.”

“You spoke with Joséphine de Beauharnais?”

“I traveled to 1802, where I had posited an historical bifurcation point. In conversation with Joséphine Bonaparte, I agreed that it was—or it would be—very stupid to sell the Louisiana territory to the United States.”

“Such a sale would have been remarkably short-sighted,” said Littlewood. “Yes, yes. I believe the emperor’s conquest of the former United States rested on his control of those lands and of course the port of New Orleans.”

The old man seemed to be musing.

“Without Napoléon,” continued Littlewood, “Aaron Burr would have lived. Well, that and been tried for treason. In any event, even if Burr had not met his defeat, he could never have rallied the western territories with the kind of leadership Bonaparte was capable of.” 

Littlewood looked up at Robert. 

“And you believe you made all of these alterations?”

Robert nodded, then asked, “I don’t suppose Napoléon Bonaparte died imprisoned by the British on a remote Atlantic island in the history you know?”

“My understanding,” Littlewood said slowly, “is that Bonaparte died of stomach cancer following his successful conquest of the Spanish, acquiring the territories west of the plains and Rocky Mountains. Present-day Californie, Nevade, Colorade, New Corsica, and so on.”

Robert frowned at the mention of “New Corsica,” but decided not to ask.

“Then the unintended consequences of my visit were formidable,” said Robert.

Littlewood nodded.

“My great-great grandfather Henri Poincaré posited the existence of bifurcation points,” began Robert.

“You’re related to Poincaré? How fascinating.”

“I believe such points exist in the spatio-temporal realm, and that they present moments where history may shift course, if certain pressures are brought to bear.”

“You spoke of this a moment ago. This is what you have attempted? Making alterations at historical bifurcation points?” asked Littlewood.

“Obviously.”

“My goodness,” murmured Littlewood. “The data required for such a calculation—”

“Yes, yes,” Robert said tersely. “But were they truly bifurcation points if the alterations which I made reverted?” Robert shook his head. “I can formulate no explanation. It is all very troubling. Why did Disneyland return but not the Eiffel Tower? Perhaps it is that I overshot the mark? Could it be that history was altered to too great an extent because of my conversation with Napoléon’s wife? That history was insufficiently elastic in this case?”

“Mmm …” mused Littlewood. “Perhaps.”

“I must attempt to confirm this by introducing other alterations. A national park next time, maybe.”

“Perhaps it might occur to you to consider the effects of your actions on others?” Littlewood asked gently.

Robert scowled at the old man. What did any of that matter, when compared to what might be learned? How else was one to understand how spacetime operated? Formulate a hypothesis and test it. Then test it again. It was basic science. Couldn’t Littlewood see that? But then again, the professor’s stagnation suggested he lacked genuine scientific curiosity. Such a waste.

“Just so that we are clear,” Robert said at last, “you don’t doubt what I’ve told you, do you?”

Littlewood seemed to hesitate, but then answered. “I do not. What you have done is both remarkable and terrifying.”

Robert allowed himself a small smile. 
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Everett reached the Aldwych’s house minutes after the ambulance had departed. He had discovered nothing of Felicity, and now Arthur was hospitalized. Could this night get any worse? 

As Everett entered the house, he could hear Quintus and DaVinci arguing.

The familiarity of their repartee was almost comforting.

“How is Arthur?” Everett asked, interrupting them. 

“They say he will recover,” Quintus said. 

“He’s getting an Angie-something,” added DaVinci, “and he should be home by tomorrow afternoon.” Consulting her phone, she clarified, “This afternoon, actually. It’s tomorrow already.”

“Thank goodness,” Everett said. “And the child? Do we have any updates on Felicity?”

DaVinci’s face crumpled.

“We were discussing our course of action,” Quintus said grimly, “and wasting valuable time in doing so.”

“Shall we split up to search?” asked Everett.

“Robert gave us new information,” DaVinci said, her eyes shining with tears.

“He returned here,” said Quintus, “and confessed to having lost the child while he slept—”

“Slept? Where?” asked Everett, already turning back to the door.

“In his car at the 15 KPH sign,” said DaVinci. “That’s where he saw her last.”

“She is resourceful and doubtless planned an escape in advance,” said Quintus.

“But shouldn’t she have made it back by now?” asked Everett.

“She may have left the car only moments before the villain awoke,” said Quintus.

“Okay. Actually, she could have been the reason he woke up,” said Everett. “In which case she can’t have gotten far. Let’s get going. How are we doing this?”

“I believe we ought first to contact her parents,” said Quintus. “Jules will know the radio frequency—”

“No,” said DaVinci. She turned to Everett. “We were arguing about this when you arrived. There’s no way we’re telling them their daughter was kidnapped until she’s safe with us. Now can we please get going, already?”

Quintus folded his arms. “It is their right to know.”

“Maybe we check the car first?” Everett suggested by way of compromise. “And contact them if she’s not there? Maybe she got up to relieve herself or something and then returned to the car, rather than walking home?”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” said DaVinci. 

“Okay, let’s go!” said Everett.

Quintus said, “One of us must remain, in case the child returns—”

“Oh. Right,” Everett said. 

“We’ll go and you stay,” said DaVinci.

Moments later, Everett was alone in the quiet house. He traced and retraced the course of the evening’s events. How Arthur had invited him over. How he’d refused because he wasn’t feeling up to company. How Felicity had been kidnapped. How Arthur had ended up in the hospital—

He swore at himself. If he’d been less selfish, none of this would have happened. If Arthur had asked Jillian to visit, she wouldn’t have been selfish. She’d have dropped everything, no matter how she was feeling.

Jillian.

He knew he had no right to think of his problems with Arthur hospitalized and Felicity in danger, but his mind kept returning to his fiancée. He had put off calling her about Felicity. And now Arthur. It was cowardly. Jillian deserved to know, and everyone assumed he would be the one to tell her. 

Swallowing hard, he tapped his phone to place a call. It went straight to Jillian’s voicemail.

“Hello, old girl,” he said softly. “There’s been … um … listen, call me as soon as you get this message, okay? Love you, bye.”

He’d ended the call without telling her anything. Did that mean he was considerate or simply spineless?

He exhaled heavily. It was a question that could be asked about more than just the phone call…. Resting his elbows on his knees, he let his head fall forward, catching it in his hands. His father had always said a man’s character could be known by his actions. 

But which actions counted? Everett had four different “existences” in which to judge his actions. Which was his true self? The World War I hero? Or the man who’d not gone to war, simply working alongside his father into the 1920s? And what about the Everett from this timeline who was still engaged to Jillian? Or the Everett thinking these thoughts, whose engagement had been broken off in a lost timeline? 

Which Everett was real?

Only once had he been willing to hazard all and give his life for something he believed in. Even now, he was the one sitting comfortably in Felicity’s home instead of traipsing the groves outside, searching for her.

A line from Milton came back to him:

They also serve who only stand and wait.

But was this true? Milton had probably been trying to convince himself that it was okay to live a dull life, to do nothing grand and wonderful—much like he himself, in three out of four existences.

Oppressed by the need to do something, Everett rose to go outside. From the back porch, he called for Felicity. In the distance, he could hear Quintus’s deep calls. That would surely wake her, if she’d fallen asleep somewhere. Everett circled around to the front of the small bungalow.

“Felicity? It’s Uncle Everett,” he called.

After a minute had passed with no response, he returned to the back. Crossing to the empty swing set, he sent one of the swings in motion, watching it sway back and forth.

He called her name again. It went unanswered again. He reentered the house. Sat on the couch. Stood and paced. Walked into the kitchen. And frowned. 

There was a device he didn’t recognize sitting on the counter. A laptop? But whose? It didn’t look like Halley’s. On the other hand, would Everett even recognize Halley’s laptop in this timeline?

He opened it and the screen lit, bright against the otherwise darkened kitchen. There were words and formulae covering the screen. Everett scanned through the information, swearing softly under his breath. This wasn’t Halley’s or Edmund’s or Arthur’s. This was no ordinary laptop. It was more than a computer. It appeared to be the control panel for a time machine. Unless … he examined two extendable rods on either side. Was this a portable machine? Something that could focus the singularity and be carried anywhere at all? The technical innovation required for such a thing should have been impossible … 

A chill ran up Everett’s spine. He continued to examine the device. There was evidence of a voyage undertaken last week to 1802. Everett whistled under his breath. This was what had led Arthur to send that message: someone else has figured it out. This backed up Littlewood’s claim that Duval had changed the timeline, and not the trip to 1737. Two days after he and Arthur had left for 1737, Robert had traveled to 1802. Duval had then returned to an altered timeline, prior to Everett’s and Littlewood’s return. Robert retained memories of the United States of America and not “l’Amérique.” If Robert had traveled and returned prior to Everett and Arthur’s voyage instead of during it, then everything would still have been different, but other than Robert, none of them would ever have known. 

Everett sank onto the barstool at the counter. He, Arthur Littlewood, and Robert were the only people who knew history had been altered. 

“And when Arthur contemplated fixing things, he gave himself a heart attack.” 

The evidence was right here: the device sitting on the counter, forgotten by its owner and discovered by Arthur, who then went straight to the hospital….

“Someone has to fix it,” Everett murmured softly. He turned his gaze to the device on the counter. What else had Duval recorded that might come in handy?

There were notes about the Eiffel Tower, the Champs du Mars. With a sudden flash of insight, Everett pulled out his cell phone and typed in “Eiffel Tower Paris.”

There was nothing. No returns at all. Robert had wanted to prevent the Eiffel Tower from being built. But why? 

Why didn’t really matter, though, did it?

“Someone has to fix things,” he repeated. Arthur couldn’t. Even with an easy recovery, it might be weeks before he was up to traveling back to 1802 and fixing things. And by then, Everett would be married—

He swallowed hard, spinning away from the time travel device.

He could be married to Jillian. If he did nothing, or even if he merely postponed taking action, he would be married to the woman he loved—with her full consent. In this iteration of history, she had no doubts. She couldn’t wait to marry him. 

But …

She’d had doubts in the version of reality that Everett knew. She’d had them once, and she would have them again, only this time, when those doubts arose, they would be married. Everett knew that once Jillian had married him, she would do whatever it took to keep her vows. That was the kind of woman she was. She would do it. 

That meant there might be hope for them after all—

Everett’s heart fell. It would all be predicated on a lie. Even though those doubts hadn’t surfaced yet, it was only a matter of time. Someday, things would come up. A disagreement. A rift. Perhaps when they had children. Or when he argued for a profession she couldn’t stomach. The seeds of future discord were there; this Jillian just didn’t know it yet. 

He couldn’t delay fixing history just to marry her here. Eventually, things would have to be fixed. Besides, he could never marry Jillian under false pretences. 

He took a slow breath, watching as the screen before him dimmed and then went dark. He closed the device. He knew what he had to do. 

 




Chapter 33

6th of May, Pre-Dawn

Wellesley, Floride

Royaume d’Amérique

Robert was growing impatient. Littlewood kept drifting off to sleep so that large portions of their discussion had to be repeated. And honestly? He wasn’t even sure Littlewood was going to be much help. Robert was so close to understanding things, but that only made everything more frustrating.

“Dr. Littlewood,” Robert said, giving the professor a little shake. “We were discussing relativistic—” He broke off. Someone had entered the room. Was it the man with the sword? His heart rate soared, but it was only a nurse. Robert exhaled with relief.

“And how are we doing?” asked the nurse, smiling at Robert. “He’s sleeping, I see. That’s good. I’m just going to have a quick look …” The nurse broke off as he went about his work.

Robert’s heart rate slowly returned to normal. The scare had been a good reminder, though. Quintus and DaVinci would visit Littlewood at some point. And even assuming they found the child, they would still be angry with Robert.

Robert considered his situation. If he wasn’t going to get anything more out of Littlewood in his current state, then it was probably time to get out while he still could. Robert checked the clock on the wall. Was that really the time? The clock indicated that hours had passed since he’d ridden in the ambulance.

He reached for his cell to double check the time, but then he recalled the child had run off with it. The little thief … He could still double-check the time on his portable singularity device. He looked around for his satchel, uncertain where he’d set it down.

And then, with a sinking feeling, he realized he hadn’t brought it to the hospital. He’s set it down when Littlewood had offered him ice cream, and he’d never retrieved it. Which meant his portable spacetime device was just sitting there by itself.

He swallowed hard. What if Quintus or DaVinci found it? What if someone broke into the house and stole it?

Robert told himself to stop panicking. Statistically, what was the likelihood of two separate criminal acts on the same property and on the same night? Kidnapping and breaking and entry? Based on probability alone, the cottage was likely the safest place Robert’s device could be at the moment,. But that didn’t mean he could afford to waste time getting it back.

“I need some coffee,” Robert said, fumbling for an excuse to leave the room.

“Sure,” replied the nurse. “Or you might want to catch a little shut-eye while your father rests?”

“Perhaps,” Robert said. “But coffee first.”

With a shrug, the nurse returned his attention to his patient.

Robert strode from the room with two goals: retrieve his device and, somehow, avoid the man with the sword.

~ ~ ~

Halley and Edmund could not have asked for better sailing weather. Edmund had risen at 4:00 as he did every morning; Halley tried to sleep in but failed, as she did most mornings.

When she brought coffee to the helm for him, Edmund was in his element.

Smiling, Halley strolled up behind him.

“Sun’s not even up yet,” she said.

He turned to her, beaming, and kissed her forehead.

“Are you sure you’re meant to be a farmer and not a skipper?” asked Halley.

Edmund grinned. “I am meant to be a farmer who occasionally skippers.”

Halley’s soft laughter filled the space. “Well, in that case, we’d better hope Jules Khan continues to have problems with his yacht and sends it stateside for repairs.”

“She didn’t mean it!” Edmund said, patting the vessel.

“Or did she?” Halley asked mischievously.

“I’m beginning to understand why sailors of my day considered it bad luck to have women aboard,” said Edmund.

“Oh, really? That’s where you’re going?” She punched his arm before speaking again. “Listen, I was thinking maybe we could use the radio or whatever”—she gestured to the panel behind her husband—“to check in with the mainland? About Felicity?”

“My love, what did we agree on?”

“That this was our time,” she said softly. A hint of a smile appeared on her face. “I know. I know. Felicity’s fine. Everyone’s fine.”

Edmund stepped back and took her hands in his. “If you are truly concerned—”

“No. I’m not. I’m being silly.”

“Well, then, wife of my heart,” began Edmund, kissing the base of her throat lightly, “let us do what we can to chase such silliness away.” He caught her up in his strong, calloused hands. 




Chapter 34

6th of May, Pre-Dawn

Wellesley, Floride

Royaume d’Amérique

With every step deeper into the orange grove, Quintus’s doubts increased. Ought he to have traveled toward the highway? A small child would be all but invisible to drivers in the middle of the night. His heart thumped in his chest until it ached.

But to get to the highway, Felicity would have had to walk right past her own house. Surely there was nothing that would compel her to continue to the highway when her home was right there. She would have turned aside and pounded on the door, shouting for “Earther” to let her in.

She had to be wandering in the groves. Quintus would find her. He had to find her. And once he had found her, he would find Robert Duval. He would hunt that snake to the ends of the Earth. And when he found him …

Quintus combated his fears by recalling a variety of tortures that the civilized Roman government had deemed barbarian in nature. After a few minutes of this, however, he ceased, fearful lest his preoccupation should cause him to miss a telltale sign of his beloved goddaughter. He brought his attention back to the grove, the ground, and the sounds of the night.

“Felicity?” he called. “It is I, Uncle Kiki.”

Every third row of trees, he called for her. But all was silent, save for the hum of cicadas, crickets, and a few lonely frogs.

“Felicity? Kiki is here. Please answer me.”

He cleared his throat, swallowing against its tightness as his repeated calls were met with silence.

“Felicity?”

Another three rows, another call, another three rows, another call. He heard a siren passing on the highway a mile distant. He was nearly to the fence dividing Edmund’s orchards from a neighboring pasture where cattle grazed. Quintus’s heart gripped as he thought of Felicity possibly touching the fence, which was electrified. Surely she would not. He had demonstrated it to her once, allowing her to see his discomfort as the shock sent him to the ground. She had not asked to touch the wire after that. She would remember, would she not?

He swallowed again and turned to search the grapefruit grove opposite the oranges.

“Felicity? It is your uncle Kiki. Felicity?”

In the distance, a dog let out a single bark. Nearby cattle lowed in soft response. Quintus continued his march down the grove of grapefruit trees, calling for his goddaughter. He passed a shed he hadn’t seen before. Edmund must have built it recently. It had been outfitted with windows. Quintus grunted at Edmund’s obsession with modern glass.

“Felicity? Please answer Uncle Kiki.”

Quintus thought he heard something. A child’s voice. He stopped in his tracks and then turned back to reexamine the low outbuilding. Why would Edmund need a shed in the middle of an orchard? A shed with windows? He raced back to the shed.

“Felicity?”

He searched for a door, finding one in the final wall he examined. He opened the door, stooping to enter what he now realized was a child’s play house.

“Felicity!”

“Kiki,” murmured Felicity. “No be so noisy. I is asleep.”

Quintus emitted a very undignified and choking sort of laugh.

“Oh, Kiki,” sighed Felicity, who was now wriggling herself upright. “Why is you not sleeping?”

“You sound just like your mother, little one,” Quintus said, scooping her up. “Come, let us get you into bed.”

“Me already in bed. Kiki not in bed. Kiki is very bad.”

“Yes. Kiki is very bad. Kiki will lose all his privileges for staying up this late.”

In his arms, Felicity wriggled into her favorite position, mashing her face into his bicep. A smile broke out on his face. He laughed. And then, unwilling to shout to the others lest his cries disturb his goddaughter, he pulled out his phone and typed single-handedly, humming gently to the child as he walked.

I have found her. She is well.

His inner thoughts were considerably more agitated. Chief among them was a repeating refrain: I will kill him. 




Chapter 35

6th of May, Pre-Dawn

Wellesley, Floride

Royaume d’Amérique

Everett left Duval’s machine on the Aldwych’s kitchen counter. He wasn’t about to try time travel with someone else’s equipment, and besides, he already had what he needed. He knew when Robert Duval had traveled to alter the past. He knew where Robert had traveled.

There was one thing he had to do though, in case things in the past ended … badly. He owed Jillian a letter. An explanation. This, he penned, hoping she would never have cause to read it. Having finished the letter, he departed. 

As he sped to Littlewood’s laboratory, Everett told himself he was doing the right thing—the only thing. He had to restore history. It had to be him. Arthur was hospitalized. Edmund’s English accent would land him in trouble in France in 1802. Quintus wanted to kill Duval. No, it had to be Everett. He tried not to think of what Jillian would have to say about this. 

Jillian.

The thought of her, a thousand miles away, preparing for the royally sponsored wedding that would never be …

He swallowed and forced himself to concentrate on the road ahead. His only concern had to be fixing the past that Robert had somehow managed to ruin with only a  four hour visit to 1802.

Everett was rather vague on the details of how he would stop Robert, but he’d always been good at improvising. The Wright brothers had praised him for it, as had Arthur Littlewood. Whatever the visit brought, Everett would figure things out.

He entered the lab and began the search for era-appropriate clothing. He quickly discovered the 1800s suit of clothing donated by his friend Philip Hamilton, but just as quickly discovered he couldn’t wear it. Philip’s breeches had been tailored for a more compact man. Edmund swore softly and started his search anew. He pushed past togas and medieval tunics, eventually encountering a hanger labeled “1805,” This, too, he rejected. A redcoat uniform was the last thing he wanted to be wearing in Paris, 1802. It would be the firing squad for sure. Or was it the guillotine? Whatever the case, he wasn’t wearing that.

He’d come to the end of the choices. 

“Nothing,” he muttered into the silence.

Sighing, Everett pushed back through the hangers and grabbed the battered-looking costume he’d worn to 1737. The breeches were stained with saltwater and obviously old-fashioned for 1802 …

But they would fit him. And they wouldn’t identify him as a member of the British army.

He grabbed the jacket and shirt from Philip’s suit.

The jacket was woolen and hot and tight across his shoulders. He briefly considered leaving the coat behind, but surely no gentleman would have ventured abroad in the evening in his shirtsleeves. Besides, the jacket was dark and would provide more secrecy than a blousy white shirt.

After pulling on his 1737 boots, Everett strode to the time machine platform and began entering coordinates.

And then, a fervent prayer on his lips, he vanished from the twenty-first century.

 




Chapter 36

1802

Palais des Tuileries

Paris, France

Although he was a seasoned time traveler, Everett experienced disorientation this evening. He paused on arriving, hunching with his hands resting on his thighs as he took in the manicured—and deserted—garden in which he’d landed. A pair of bats swooped past, but otherwise the area was unoccupied. Robert Duval had picked a good location.

As he surveyed the quiet locale, Everett realized he had no idea what Duval looked like. On the other hand, it was unlikely that anyone but Duval would appear out of thin air at this exact spot.

Everett checked the time using a pocket watch that was almost certainly not correct for the period. Duval should arrive in another minute and a half. Everett backed up against the wall of the palais to give himself as wide a view of his surroundings as possible. He had just stuffed his watch into a pocket when the air to his left seemed to shimmer slightly, revealing … Robert Duval. Everett swallowed and stepped forward to put his plan in play.

 “Monsieur Duval?” he said softly.

The man spun to meet Everett’s gaze.

“Qui êtes-vous?” Duval demanded in perfect French.

“Un ami,” replied Everett. “A friend,” he repeated in English.

The next several minutes were taken up in questions and explanations, but quickly Robert was persuaded that Everett had indeed come from the twenty-first century.

After that, however, the two approached a seeming impasse.

“Did Chadwick send you?” asked Robert, eyes narrowed in suspicion.

Everett shook his head and asked, “Who is Chadwick?” 

“That’s exactly what you would ask if you were trying to throw me off the trail,” replied Robert.

“I’m not trying to throw you off anything,” said Everett.

“So what are you here for?” asked Robert.

“I’m here to stop you from making a terrible mistake,” Everett began. “I’m here from your future. You came here trying to do something, and you succeeded, but you did some other things by accident, and I’m here to prevent it from happening.”

Robert met Everett with a “you and what army?” sort of gaze. 

Everett drew himself up to his full height, which was several inches above Robert’s. Robert drew back and Everett reconsidered his impulse. Perhaps in this situation, intimidation wasn’t going to be helpful.

“Listen,” said Everett, relaxing into a more casual slouch, “all I know is that in the alternate future that you’re about to create by accident, you won’t have a PhD. Or any degree. Actually, you’ll consider yourself lucky to have a job as a sanitation worker where you have to—”

Robert cut in. “That’s not possible.”

“Plus you’re about to be arrested for kidnapping.”

“Kidnapping?” Duval’s eyes narrowed again. “Why would I kidnap anyone? I don’t even like children.”

“I don’t think ‘liking children’ is a prerequisite for kidnapping.”

“But … But I would never—that’s crazy. You’re mad.”

“Fine,” snapped Everett, improvising. “I’m crazy. Whatever you say. I’m just the messenger.”

Robert eyed Everett warily. “I sent you here? To warn me?”

Everett didn’t even hesitate. “Yes. Obviously.”

“How did I convince you to come here?” asked Duval. “How much do you know?”

This time Everett stalled, trying to determine how much he could divulge. The safest thing would be to allow Duval to believe he retained the monopoly on time travel.

“Which question do you want me to answer first?” Everett replied at last.

“The second one,” said Duval.

Everett licked his lips. “Listen,” he began, “you threatened me, okay?” 

“I threatened you? What do you mean ‘threatened’?”

Everett thought quickly. “There’s a girl I want to marry—”

“I threatened your girlfriend?”

“And you kidnapped a child.” It was almost too easy.  “This is not a good future for you.”

“I find all of this very unlikely,” said Robert. He folded his arms, scowling. 

“Fine. Ignore your own warning.” Everett looked from right to left as if spooked by his surroundings. “Do you think I wanted to come here?”

Robert’s gaze fell to the ground as if considering all that Everett had said. 

“So you say you’re here because I sent you here, but I had to threaten you in order to convince you …” Duval broke off and then his eyes narrowed once more. “I don’t see why I should believe you. I think it’s just as likely that you stole my technology and came here to make your own changes to the past—”

“I don’t want to change the past,” snapped Everett. “Not after what you told me. I’m here for one reason only: to stop you from making whatever mistake you’re about to make.”

Duval was silent for a count of ten. 

Everett grew fearful. What more could he say to convince him?

“What is my plan here in 1802?” Duval asked at last. “Tell me that, and maybe I’ll believe you.”

Everett recalled the notes he’d glanced through.

“You’re here to stop the Eiffel Tower from being built,” he said quickly. And then, because he oughtn’t to know about the tower, he muttered, “Whatever an ‘Eiffel Tower’ is.”

Robert’s face eyes grew wide. “Mon dieu,” he said softly. “You’re telling the truth. I really did send you here to warn me.” He turned so that Everett couldn’t see his face.

“You did,” said Everett. “Oh, and your final instructions were that we wait here until the clock runs down and we’re sent home.”

Duval was silent. Then, without responding, he tore off running.

For a moment Everett just watched him, stunned. Then he took off running after the man.

Duval increased his pace and Everett had to sprint. The shoulder seams of the jacket pinched, preventing his arms from moving freely.

“Wait! Where are you going?” Everett cried.

Duval rounded a corner and headed for two men in military dress.

“Cet homme est un espion anglais!” Duval shouted in French.

It took a moment for the words to sink in, but then Everett realized what was happening: Duval was calling him an “English spy.”

“Que faites-vous?” Everett demanded in French. What are you doing?

Duval cast a single glance over his shoulder, whispering, “I won’t risk you coming back to my future, knowing what you know. You’re staying here.”

Already, the guards ahead were raising firearms and pointing them at Everett.


 




Chapter 37

1802

Palais des Tuileries 

Paris, France


Everett watched helplessly as Duval fled from sight. 

How did one say, “You’re mistaken,” to Frenchmen with rifles?

“Vous vous trompez,” he said, hoping that got the point across. Turning and pointing to where Robert had disappeared, he added in French, “He’s the spy!” Would they believe Robert was a spy? Running away was suspicious. Everett brought this to the guards’ attention in accusation.

“L’espion s’est enfui!” he cried.

The guards murmured to one another, and one of them took off after Duval. The remaining guard kept his rifle trained on Everett, ordering him to present his hands.

Everett complied just as something clattered to the ground from the guard’s jacket. Making a split-second decision, Everett retrieved the object—a hipflask—and held it out to the guard. It felt empty. If its contents had been consumed, that could work in his favor ...

“Voici,” said Everett—here. He gave it a slight shake.

The guard lowered his rifle, freeing one hand to accept the flask.

As soon as the guard grasped it, Everett took a swing at him, hitting him squarely on the jaw. The guard crumpled. Everett’s boxing instructor would have been proud.

“Desolé,” Everett apologized before turning to give chase after Duval.

Duval had chosen a path that led away from the palais. Everett prayed that meant he had decided against altering the timeline, although running through the streets of Paris wasn’t exactly ideal, either. He had to find Duval quickly—and offer him the same treatment the guard had received. Just ahead, he saw Duval give the remaining guard the slip.

Everett sped up his pursuit, and Duval’s words replayed in his mind. Duval had intended for Everett to stay here in 1802. Possibly Duval didn’t know that spacetime inevitably “ejected” those who didn’t belong in the past. But Duval knew that the accusation of “English spy” would mean death, or at least imprisonment. Whatever Duval knew or guessed, though, Everett had to catch him.

“Duval!” called Everett, giving the name its French pronunciation. “Arrêtez-vous!” Duval showed no signs of halting, and Everett put on another burst of speed just as the man rounded a corner.

Everett followed his quarry onto a street bustling with people. Frantically, Everett cast his gaze from person to person, trying to locate the man. Something solid jabbed Everett between the shoulder blades. He spun to see who it was, only to discover the guard who’d followed Duval, now hoisting a weapon aimed at Everett.

“He’s nearby, the English spy,” Everett whispered in French, both hands raised to placate the guard. This one held his rifle more steadily than the one with the empty hip flask. 

“Suivez-moi!” Everett said—follow me!

The guard showed no inclination to comply.

“Il s’en va!” Everett told his captor that Duval was getting away.

At that, the guard’s eyes seemed to track someone on the far side of the street. Everett used the moment to dive into the crowd. He was no longer certain if he could find Duval, but escaping arrest seemed more of a priority.

“Arrêtez-vous!” the guard called, ordering Everett to halt. 

Everett did not comply. 

The guard fired a shot—something Everett hadn’t expected given the large number of people. Around him on all sides, a clamor arose; someone shouted that the shot had been directed to the sky—a warning. That was good, but if Everett recalled correctly from his military history tutor, Napoléon had demanded that his soldiers be able to reload and fire three shots a minute, something nearly unheard of at the time.

At Everett’s side, people were asking one another what was happening. He shrugged when someone directed the question at him. The guard’s voice rose above the rest, demanding that the citizens disperse to allow him to pursue a spy.

“Il porte un manteau vert,” called the guard, telling everyone that “the spy” was dressed in a green coat.

“Tarnation,” muttered Everett.

The crowd, meanwhile, having as many interpretations of “disperse” as there were individuals, was now pressed together more tightly than ever. In the confusion, Everett managed to shrug his coat off his shoulders, allowing others to trample it underfoot. He was now merely one of a handful of men dressed in shirtsleeves on a warm evening.

The guard meanwhile had moved forward and past him; Everett exhaled in relief and began scanning the crowd once more for any sign of a young American male trying to blend in, but he saw no indication of Duval. Risking a glance at his pocket watch, Everett noted that forty minutes had passed since Duval’s arrival in 1802. The man would be here for another three hours and twenty minutes—plenty of time to damage the timeline.

After a brief hesitation, Everett decided to return to the palace in case Duval meant to pursue his original plans after all. Everett had assumed that “you’ll be arrested for kidnapping and lose your PhD” would have been pretty compelling, but who knew what Duval might try? If Duval did return to the palace, Everett would be ready with a swift right hook. 

As he began his dash back to the Palais des Tuileries, a painful side ache set in. Reminding himself of what was at stake, Everett pushed forward. At last the palais came into view, gleaming from within like an enchanted dwelling.

He could see someone outside, silhouetted against a floor-to-ceiling window. Duval? He pressed forward, but just then he heard someone cry out in French, “Stop or I’ll fire!” Was the warning for him or for the individual by the palace? He raced for a colonnaded walkway just as a loud crack sounded. Something whizzed past Everett’s ear. He reached the sheltered passage, occupied by a couple kissing in the dark. Forcing himself to slow his pace to an amble, he passed the couple. His white shirt seemed to gleam in the darkness, and he cursed himself for having dropped the dark jacket, which would have hid him better.

From behind, he could hear two soldiers calling to one another—about him. There was no safety in the direction of the palace—he would be too exposed. Back to the busy street it was, then. His footfalls echoed in the passageway; he altered his gait to lessen the noise. Just ahead, he could see another large crowd moving in a mass down a wide avenue. Some were dressed in richly trimmed satins while others wore only a simple shirt such as Everett’s.

He dashed toward the crowd, hoping to sequester himself in the center, but as he approached, a new armed man in uniform shoved him away.

For a brief moment, Everett thought he’d been discovered and was about to be arrested, but the official had already moved on. Everett watched and saw the same official shoving a pair of slovenly dressed boys. The boys were calling insults to the well-dressed ones. Everett quickly realized that the ones in uniform were guarding the ones in elegant satins. If he could get into the center of that crowd ... 

Waiting until the nearest guard was distracted by insult-hurling boys, Everett then joined the fringe of the protected group. A few seemed to be singing a hymn or anthem—or perhaps it was a drinking song; Everett couldn’t tell because the words were too slurred to be understood.

Someone passed him a bottle, quoting the prophet Isaiah from the Bible—or was it the letter to the Corinthians? “Eat, drink, for tomorrow we die!” A grim toast, whichever its origin. Everett passed the bottle to one of several outstretched hands.

He remained with the group as it wove its way through the Parisian night, eventually crossing a bridge and approaching a formidable building that Everett thought he might have seen in illustrations. It seemed a good time to break away from the raucous group; in any event, he had no desire to join whatever debauchery lay within that edifice.

But as he attempted to part ways from the crowd, he found himself staring down the pointy end of a raised bayonet.

“You there,” called a man wearing epaulettes, “back in line.”

Everett was in a line? He stepped aside, making a slight bow and murmuring in French, “Aprèz vous, monsieur,”—after you, sir.

Rather than thanking him, the man swept the bayonet neatly along Everett’s cheek, drawing blood.

“In you go, enemy of the citizenry of France,” the bayonet-wielder growled in throaty French.

“For tomorrow we die!” cried a drunkard to Everett’s left, laughing as he shook an empty bottle over his head.

As Everett crossed the threshold among the others, he remembered the name of the building. He had just entered La Conciergerie, the famed prison that had held Marie Antoinette prior to her execution by guillotine.

 




Chapter 38

6th of May

Palais Royale, Nouvelle Orleans

Royaume d’Amérique

Jillian sat up in bed, frowning. It took her a moment to recall where she was. Not at home. No, she was at the royal residence in New Orleans. Sleeping beneath twelve-hundred-count sheets, ring-spun cotton, satin weave. Or so the femme de chambre had reported with pride when Jillian had remarked on their softness.

Jillian reached for the locket at her throat before remembering she’d taken it off and set it on her nightstand. She groped for it but found a heavy ring instead. She sighed. The Queen had given her a ring that had once belonged to Joséphine, along with one for Everett that had been Napoléon’s. Jillian and her mother had had a … disagreement about using the Bonaparte rings for the wedding instead of the simple bands Everett had chosen. Probably she would give in and ask Everett to get married wearing Napoléon’s ring. They could always switch to wearing their “real” rings after the pomp and circumstance was concluded.

Was it wedding troubles that had awoken her? She twisted in bed to grope again for her necklace. This didn’t feel like wedding jitters. This felt as if something was … off. Locating the locket, she drew it close, setting the side with Everett’s picture squarely over her heart as if to steady her rapid pulse. 

It was dark. Very dark. As it ought to be at 2:25 in the morning. Why was she awake? The palace was quiet. Since the death of the queen’s husband last month, parties had been canceled, events rescheduled. Jillian’s marriage would be the first royally attended gathering in five weeks. Her bachelorette party, which the royal family insisted on calling “l’enterrement de vie de jeune fille,” or “burial of the life of the young girl,” had been a sedate affair with cheese, a chamber orchestra, and a distinct lack of champagne.

No, it wasn’t raucous party-timing that had awakened her. She rubbed her eyes and considered turning the light on. But that would mean admitting she was awake. She wasn’t willing to admit that. But when she tried to snuggle back under her deliciously soft sheets, sleep eluded her. 

Eventually she rose and crept to the window of her chamber. Pulling the curtain aside a few centimeters, she peered outside. A light rain was falling. Drops peppered the lead glass windows, sparkling with the reflected light of the myriad lamp posts below her suite. All was still and silent; even the rain fell so gently that it made no sound.

So what had awakened her? Standing at the window, she felt it again: the sense that something was … off. Something besides the plain idiocy of waking up four hours ahead of sunrise. She felt shortchanged on sleep already, having lost an hour to the time zone change. And the royal family dined so late. She yawned and tried to convince herself to go back to bed. 

But something kept her up. 

It was a feeling. An intuition.

Something wasn’t right.

She shivered and hugged her arms to her shoulders. This was silly. It was just wedding jitters. The big day was three days off. Of course she was having a hard time sleeping. She was missing Everett. It was the longest they’d been parted in years. She wished he were here right now. Everett would know what to say to restore her peace of mind. Or what to do … she smiled at the memory of the kiss they’d shared before she’d left. 

A part of her still wished they’d been able to keep the wedding simple, a family-and-friends ceremony on Jules Khan’s island. She didn’t need a cathedral-train gown and flowers and an “interment of the girl’s life” party. She just needed Everett. Sadly, her mother was another story. The former prémiere dame d’honneur wasn’t giving up the chance to see her daughter fêted and swathed in kilometers of silk at the Chapelle Royale.

Jillian felt cold now from standing by the window for so long. She didn’t blame the princesses for bemoaning the outdated single-pane windows, however pretty the leaded glass was. She grabbed a throw from the window seat and wrapped it around her shoulders, wishing it was Everett and not some old blanket keeping her warm.

She glanced over her shoulder to her cell phone. Maybe she should send a quick text. Make sure everything was okay back home. A quick text would make her feel better. She raced to her phone, climbed into bed, and settled to send a message.

It was at this moment she saw she already had a voicemail from Everett waiting for her. She must’ve slept through the call. She tapped to play the message.

“Hello, old girl. There’s been … um … listen, call me as soon as you get this message, okay? Love you, bye.”

There’s been “um”? What was that supposed to mean? Her heart tapped out rapid beats as she called Everett.

A recorded message informed her, first in French and then in English, that the number was not available. She double-checked to see if she’d misdialed somehow. She hadn’t. So why wasn’t Everett’s phone working? Her intuition had been right; something was wrong. Hastily she tapped DaVinci’s number. It went straight to voicemail. As did Halley’s and Edmund’s. They were at sea, beyond cell service. Of course. She should have remembered. She tapped Quintus’s number.

“Jillian,” he responded at once.

“Um, yes. Hi. I … listen, Everett’s phone isn’t working and I just wanted to know if … this is so silly—”

“We have found Felicity,” Quintus said, cutting her off. “She is well.”

“Felicity is … well?” she repeated in confusion. What was going on?

“Yes. Please allow me to pass you to DaVinci—”

“Jillian! Hi! Quintus took a million years giving me the phone. Mine’s dead. How are you? Isn’t it awful? I mean, it’s all good now, obviously. Even Arthur. Although we can’t reach Halley or Edmund. Oh my gosh, listen to me. How are you? You must be dying, stuck out there with everything that’s happening here. Arthur’s going to be fine, by the way. Did I say that already?”

Jillian felt as if her insides were icing over.

“What happened? Tell me everything.”

“Oh. I assumed … okay, so what did Everett already tell you?”

“Nothing. He left a voicemail to call him as soon as I could, which I did, but his phone’s dead or something—”

“Mine too. It’s been quite the night.”

In the background, Jillian heard Quintus’s deep voice. “Tell her everything,” he commanded.

“Oh. Right. Gosh. Okay. Sorry.”

Breathlessly, DaVinci recounted a horrifying tale of kidnapping, heart attacks, and a rogue time traveler who’d shown up demanding help from Littlewood.

“This is … oh mon Dieu!” cried Jillian as DaVinci finished. “This is terrible. I’m getting dressed right now and coming straight home. Can you tell Everett, please? His phone’s—”

“Dead. Yeah. We’ll drive over. Listen, just text us when you get your flight figured out, okay? I mean, are you sure? Can you leave your own royal wedding-week or whatever?”

“I’ll be there by morning, promise.”

“Oh, Jills, I want you here so badly! It’s been awful with you and Halley both gone at a time like this.”

Jillian said, “I’ll see you soon,” and rang for her chamber maid.

“I need a car to the airport,” she said. “There’s been a crisis at home.”

Thirty-five minutes later, she was en route on the royal jet; the queen’s dame d’affaires wouldn’t hear of Jillian flying commercial. Jillian continued sending texts to Everett every few minutes, eventually concluding he’d been too busy to think about charging his phone.

At the tiny municipal airport where she landed in Wellesley, Floride, the sky was just turning from black to a dismal gray. DaVinci was waiting for her with a car. Jillian felt hurt that Everett hadn’t thought it important to be there. However, with proper politesse, she hid any sign of these feelings from DaVinci.

“Jillian,” DaVinci said, hugging her tightly, “I can’t tell you how glad I am you got away. I don’t know how you did it or what lies you had to feed the Queen, but it’s been awful having both you and Halley gone the last twelve hours.”

“How is Arthur doing?” Jillian asked.

“Quintus is on his way to the hospital right now with Felicity. The hospital said we could probably take Arthur home today.” She squeezed Jillian’s hand and then did a double-take. “Oh my saints,” she said breathlessly. “What are these rings all about?”

Jillian looked down at her hand. She’d shoved Napoléon’s ring on her thumb and Joséphine’s on her ring finger. “Oh. These.” Jillian sighed. “Long story.”

DaVinci shook her head. “Right. Tell me another time.”

They both got in the car and DaVinci drove.

“How is Quintus taking things?” Jillian asked. She was dying to ask the same about Everett, but the rules of etiquette demanded she inquire after her friends’ wellbeing first.

“Oh, you know Quintus. He’s debating forms of execution for Robert Duval. Something involving his sword, obviously.”

Jillian made a squeak of dismay.

“Not to worry,” said DaVinci. “I refuse to let Quintus within ten kilometers of that sneaky, kidnapping, spacetime-manipulating bastard.”

“But Felicity seems okay?”

“Okay? She’s deliriously happy. I swear nothing fazes that kid. She apparently loved her adventure with Duval. Oh, and she can’t wait for Arthur to get home so she can give him lots of shots and pills and naps. She’s decided she’s going to be a doctor, by the way.”

Jillian released a small laugh.

“I think Everett must be asleep at the bungalow,” said DaVinci. “Once you hopped on that ‘Lifestyles of the Rich and Royal’ jet, Quintus said we should let Everett sleep so he’d be well-rested when you got here. Wasn’t that considerate?”

“Very,” murmured Jillian.

“Just when I think the guy’s a complete oaf, he suggests something like that,” DaVinci said, smiling softly. A frown quickly replaced the smile however. “But seriously, I could use some backup when it comes to keeping Quintus from murdering Duval, okay?”

“Of course,” said Jillian. She covered her mouth as a huge yawn escaped.

“Oh my gosh, you must be exhausted,” said DaVinci. “I’m taking you straight to Everett’s, but then I really should get over to the hospital. You guys catch up and snuggle”—here DaVinci winked at Jillian—“and then we can all gather for a late breakfast, okay?”

“That sounds perfect,” said Jillian.

As DaVinci parked by Everett’s front door, the sun was trying to pierce the gray clouds in the east.

“Do you mind if I just drop you off without coming inside?” asked DaVinci. “I want to get there ASAP. I mean, I guess Quintus could watch Felicity and get Arthur’s discharge instructions, if you need me?”

“No, no,” said Jillian. “You go on ahead.”

“Love you,” said DaVinci, giving Jillian a quick hug. “See you soon.”

Jillian grabbed her overnight bag and exited the car, taking the porch stairs as if a swarm of bees was pursuing her.

“Everett?” she called. “I’m home.” 

He wasn’t in the living room, so she strode to his bedroom. Inside, the bed was tidily made, with a note resting at its foot that said “For Jillian.”

With a sense of foreboding, she reached for the note and began reading.

Dearest Jillian,

If you’re reading this letter, please know that I had no other choice but to follow Robert Duval back to 1802 …

Jillian’s hand flew to her mouth. She’d known. Somehow, she had known; this was what had awakened her. Everett was gone, and, if her intuition was worth anything, he was in peril.

 




Chapter 39

6th of May, Daybreak

Wellesley, Floride

Royaume d’Amérique

Jillian stared at the handwritten letter Everett had left behind, trying to take in the magnitude of his claims. She’d already heard about his and Littlewood’s belief that they were all living in an alternate timeline, of course. Mostly, she’d tried not to think about it too much. The idea that they all belonged in a republic (or was it a democracy?) instead of a kingdom? That had been hard to swallow.

But Everett had written of more than just the need to fix the past. According to this letter, in the “real” timeline, they had broken off their engagement. Not just that, but she had been the one to do it. She unfolded the letter to re-read that part:

It would be wrong of me to marry you, knowing that the Jillian I love has reservations. In the history I know, you said you could not marry someone who didn’t love you more than anything else. Darling girl, I love you as I have loved no one else, yet it is true that I yearn for adventure. I shall always, I think, crave it. I shall always wish to attempt what has not been done before, or to do more than has been done before. Well, you know these things. 

As to our disagreement, the one that led you to break things off, it concerned a vow I made to you. I swore that I would do nothing adventurous or dangerous during our first year of marriage. You believed this ought to have precluded my visit to 1737 with Littlewood, prior to our wedding. I’m still not sure which of us was in the right, but I had already promised Arthur that I would accompany him, since he gets seasick. 

When I returned, it was not to a Jillian who had called off the wedding, but to one who eagerly awaited the day. It was wrong of me to keep what I knew from you, but it felt so good to have you with me again. I was afraid of the pain of a second loss, if I explained things to you. It was cowardly and wrong and I hope you can forgive my weakness.

And now I must ask forgiveness for something else as well. You see, old girl, there’s nothing else to be done. Someone must go to 1802 and repair the damage to history. Arthur is in the hospital, so it can’t be him. It can’t be Edmund because his English accent would get him sent to the guillotine. It can’t be Quintus because Quintus wishes to kill Duval for kidnapping Felicity, and who knows what the ramifications of killing him in 1802 might be? You will say I should ask you or Halley or DaVinci to go. Well, call me old-fashioned or narrow-minded or whatever you wish, but I cannot ask this of any of you—not when I can go myself. I hope you will forgive me.

Darling girl, should I not return, I hope you will remember my love for you, which is as deathless as the heavens themselves.

A sob caught in her throat as she re-read the final sentence. How could this have happened? Why hadn’t she been here to stop it? 

She sank onto Everett’s bed. She hadn’t been here because she’d been in New Orleans. And she’d been in New Orleans because she hadn’t been strong enough to stand up to her mother and demand the kind of wedding she and Everett had wanted. Tears spilled over her lids. 

She closed her eyes and reached for a silken mouchoir given to her by the Princesse Royale. Dabbing at her eyes, she forced herself to stop crying. She needed to take action, not sit here feeling sorry for herself. What if Everett was in trouble? She stood. Everett’s French accent was flawless, but that was the Everett she knew about from this timeline. Would he have a completely different accent if he hadn’t grown up bilingual in this version of history? What if someone thought he sounded American? Had the relationship between France and America been sound in 1802? That was only a few years before Napoléon had begun his conquest of what would become the Royaume d’Amérique. She had to do something. She couldn’t just sit still, not with the dread she’d been feeling ever since she awoke …

She raced to the window. Was her car where she’d left it? There it was, waiting for her. She grabbed her keys and drove to Littlewood’s laboratory, going over the speed limit. Logically, she knew that speeding wouldn’t help: the time machine could send her back to stop Everett before he did something dangerous, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that every minute counted. At the lab, she braked so hard that the gravel scattered. She choked on a sob at this fresh reminder of Everett. What would she do if something happened to him?

She raced down the stairs cursing his sense of duty—and chivalry—and entered the quiet lab. She dashed over to the time machine. When she tapped the screen on, she saw that Everett had set the machine to remove the information she needed.

Had he known she would follow him? She swore under her breath. She didn’t have a location or a time. Paris, 1802 wasn’t nearly specific enough. She held her fists clenched at her side, her Applegate politesse alone stopping her from punching something.

“Think,” she murmured to herself. 

An idea came to her and she raced over to Everett’s desk.

There, written in his old-fashioned script, were the calculations he’d used! The destination was now clear, but the time? He’d calculated for several timestamps, all within 10 minutes of one another. So how was she to know which one he’d ultimately chosen? Looking at the scratch paper, it wasn’t clear which calculation he’d started with or which he’d decided to go with. Should she go left to right? Top to bottom? If she went to one of them, and Everett wasn’t there …

If he wasn’t there, she’d wait out her stay and then try again. She grabbed the pen and paper, ran back to the time machine platform, and entered data for the middle timestamp. She would arrive, look for Everett, and return. This process, she could repeat as many times as she needed to. With Applegate precision, she keyed in the rest of the information.

It was at this moment she realized she hadn’t changed her clothes yet. How under-rested was she? If she was forgetting such essential things …

She paused and reconsidered. Maybe she was being foolish. She’d woken up with a bad feeling and now she was going to time travel when she couldn’t even remember the basics? Maybe she was blowing things out of proportion. It was probably just the stress of the wedding. And the news about Felicity and about Arthur. It was a lot, but it didn’t mean she should go chasing after Everett to 1802 in a state of exhaustion.

But the feeling in the middle of the night had been so intense … What if Everett really was in trouble? And there was his letter—he’d written in a tone of such seriousness. As if he knew he might face danger. A chill ran across Jillian’s shoulders. He was going back to try to stop someone who’d thought nothing of kidnapping a child …

That settled it. She wasn’t letting Everett face Duval alone. She would take as many trips as she needed to locate him, and then she’d make sure he didn’t do anything crazy or stupid or heroic … 

Jillian raced to the closet containing their assortment of gowns and found one Klee had brought back from New York City when she’d saved Philip Hamilton in 1801. A reticule was attached to a small loop at the raised waistline. Jillian shoved her cell phone and Everett’s pen and paper inside, then changed her mind about the phone. The paper and pen she kept; she would need to leave a note for her friends. 

A moment later Jillian was standing on the platform of the time machine, feeling the familiar tug of the spacetime singularity. By the time she realized that she’d forgotten to write a message in case something went wrong, it was too late. The machine was powering down and the lab was slowly returning to its quiet and empty state.

 




Chapter 40

1802

Palais des Tuileries 

Paris, France

Robert had been running for so long that he could no longer remember what it felt like not to have a stitch in his side. Just a few more steps; he could see the Palais des Tuileries just ahead. 

He was returning to the place of his initial arrival because he’d done something stupid. He’d misplaced his keys. His car keys had had no business traveling to 1802 with him, but somehow they had traveled with him, like they did whenever he was going somewhere. He’d noticed the keys (in 1802) just as Everett from the twenty-first century had rushed towards him. He’d noticed, and he’d done what had seemed very sensible at the time: he’d tossed the keys into the bushes just behind him. If he was about to be attacked and robbed, he didn’t want someone asking questions about “what it had in its pocketses.”

The “attacker” had of course turned out to be no such thing. Just someone that future-Robert had apparently forced to time travel and deliver a warning. It was still unsettling to think that a future version of himself had—if the man was telling the truth—made violent threats and abducted a child. He wasn’t clear what would lead him to do these sorts of things. They didn’t seem like things he would be comfortable doing. But evidently they were, someday ... 

Robert felt a twinge of conscience. He’d seen the man taken back in custody and marched to the Conciergerie prison. There was only one way out of that: by way of Madame la Guillotine. Well, it had been necessary. Robert couldn’t risk having others know what he knew. Not yet. Perhaps not ever?

Lately he’d been having second thoughts about sharing his discoveries with the wider world. It had sounded nice to have entire divisions of science and laws of physics named after him, but it wasn’t fame that appealed to him most. What Robert wanted most of all was to understand how it all worked. It was just like his recurring dream. He needed to understand the principles behind everything. That was the true prize. That was worth the risks and the waiting and, yes, the danger. Which meant that right now, it was worth returning to Napoléon’s guard-infested palace to snatch his keys back.

He reached his destination and collapsed, panting, to the ground. He would search for his keys in a minute, after his side stopped hurting like someone had plunged a sword in it. 

He experienced another moment’s squeamishness, thinking about sharpened steel and the probable fate of the man who’d come from the twenty-first century. It would be better not to think about that anymore. 

Why hadn’t he simply sent himself back to warn, well, himself? He must have had a good reason. He supposed that, given time, he would discover that reason, along with all the other mysteries spacetime kept close to the vest.

The ache in his side was receding. He twisted and, crouching, began looking under the shrubbery, trying to recall exactly where he’d been standing on his arrival to 1802. If only he’d accidentally brought his phone along, too; its flashlight would have come in handy. On the other hand it might have attracted unwanted attention. He didn’t want to be apprehended for flashing signals next to the palace. Ah, there were the missing keys. He reached to retrieve them and was just standing when he saw something unexpected.

A second person was materializing out of thin air only a few feet away. It was a woman. Had he sent not one but two people to the past? He addressed her in English.

“What did I send you here for?”

She looked at him, confusion flickering over her face.

“It’s me,” he said, “Robert Duval. What are you here for? You do speak English, I assume?”

Slowly, she answered. “I do. Robert Duval, I need your help.”

 




Chapter 41

1802

Prison de la Conciergerie

Paris, France

Everett was trying not to panic.

According to his fellow prisoners, the executions began in an hour, at daybreak. According to his pocket watch, that was ninety minutes before spacetime would return him to the twenty-first century. Fifty people a day had been executed during the Reign of Terror, so with thirty-seven individuals in the cell, the math might be in his favor, but not as much as he would have liked.

He had to avoid being first.

He’d already detached himself from a group of men who’d been arguing vociferously as to who would claim that dubious honor. Initially Everett had assumed they wished to avoid it, but he’d quickly learned that, no, each of the four coveted the opportunity to meet death first. Barring that, two of the four had vowed they would go last. Everett hadn’t figured out a way to volunteer to go “in the midday,” by which time he’d be safely back in the twenty-first century.

He’d considered making a request of the men who guarded him. But then he’d decided that making a request to go “fifteenth or so” would be just as likely to earn him that coveted “first” position. So instead, he’d slowly made his way to the back corner of the cell, also the dankest and most foul smelling. Rats nested in a filthy remnant of clothing that lay on the ground. 

Not long after, another young man joined Everett in his fetid corner. The young man murmured a soft-spoken, bonjour monsieur, before holding something out in his hand. An offering of some sort?

“Mangez,” murmured the young man. Eat.

Everett met the young man’s eyes but didn’t say anything.

“You are … Anglish?” the young man asked in heavily accented English.

“American,” Everett replied.

“Voici! Excellent,” the young man replied with a tiny smile. “Then we are amis, friends, oui? Here. Take and eat.” Again, he offered the object. “It’s is pain de campagne. I don’t know the words for it en anglais.”

“Country-style bread,” suggested Everett.

“Oui! Just so. Ma belle-mère, she bakes it. She had servants once to do such things, but now we are all equal citoyens de la republique, and we serve one another equally, she as my baker, I as her … how do you say … boy of the horses.” He gave a small half-smile. “Until they took the horses, at least. C’est la vie.”

Suspecting the young man was trying to keep distracted, Everett accepted the hunk of bread. Soft and fresh, it seemed to perfume their corner of the cell, recalling to mind mornings he’d snuck fresh loaves from the kitchens of his childhood home.

“Delicious,” Everett said after taking a bite.

“My mother-in-law could not bear that I should go hungry.” 

“She must be heartbroken,” Everett said.

“We knew this day would come,” the young man said, bitterness in his voice. “My father and mother supported the old king, God grant him rest.”

“Your parents must live in constant fear,” Everett murmured, the horror of the situation striking home.

“They are at peace, with God, murdered under Robespierre.” He crossed himself and spat, in rapid succession. “I am Jean-Paul. For a few more hours, at least.”

“Everett Randolph,” said Everett. “Is it true, what the others are saying, that they will come for us at dawn?”

Jean-Paul gave a tiny shrug. “It depends on how much drink the executioner ate last night.”

Everett let the mistaken verb stand.

“But in all probability,” continued the young man, “few of us will see the afternoon, and none the setting of the sun.” He swiped his eyes with the edge of his sleeve. “Forgive me. I strive to be content. My wife I lost last winter. My son remains with my belle-mère. She will raise him to tell anyone who comes seeking traitors to the republic he is the son of an ale-wife. It is safer for him he should not know me for his father.”

“I’m so sorry. Desolé,” murmured Everett.

“Merci. May God have mercy on them. I tried to secure for my—how do you say belle-mère?”

“Mother-in-law.”

“Yes. I tried to secure for her a position as baker, but … alas. The prejudice against families with a past such as ours …” He sighed heavily. “Our lands were confiscated and redistributed long ago. Because of this, grave misfortune has fallen on those whom once my father would have aided, or the church assisted, but those who now govern our former lands, they care for neither the land nor those who live on it. The new, how do you say … gouvernement demands taxes and fees and bribes while slaughtering the sheep out of season and leaving the land to lie fallow. Many might be saved from starvation, but instead the chosen few s’engraissent, fatten themselves, non?”

“That’s despicable,” Everett said.

“That’s la republique,” replied the young nobleman. “They say the new First Consul will bring change … But tell me, how is it that you as un américain find yourself un prisonnier?”

Everett shook his head. What possible explanation would satisfy his cell-mate? The truth was too fantastical for belief. He could fish around for something plausible drawn from his history tutor’s lessons, perhaps. His tutor had dwelt at length on French-American relations under the presidency of Jefferson because of the Randolph family’s connection to Jefferson. Everett, ten at the time, and bent on getting his father’s attention—even negative attention—had failed every exam that included his illustrious family’s history. Rather than increasing his father’s attention, though, the disappointing performance of his son had further cooled the man’s interest.

“You are downcast,” observed Jean-Paul. “Do not speak of it, if it pains you. Forgive my indelicacy in posing the question.”

Everett was about to say that no apology was necessary when something struck him. Why had he not thought of it earlier? Could this be his way out? What if he could free both himself and young Jean-Paul? He patted his pants pockets—Halley’s anachronistic additions—and found the pen and paper stowed from his last time traveling voyage in 1737.

Softly, so as not to be overheard, Everett spoke to Jean-Paul.

“I think I know how to get us out of here.” 

Then, with a care that would have astonished his orthography tutor, Everett penned a message:

To Monsieur His Excellency the Governor of the Conciergerie Prison,

My name is George Washington Randolph, and I am the second cousin by marriage to his Excellency Thomas Jefferson, the President of the United States of America. I am being wrongfully detained. I require you to release me at once in order that I may prove my claims in the manner of your choosing.

I am sir, your most humble servant,

George Washington Randolph, Esquire

He wasn’t sure about the “esquire,” but he felt it lent dignity to the forged signature. After carefully folding the paper, he used wax from the cell’s single candle to seal it shut and then called for the guards. 




Chapter 42

1802

Palais des Tuileries

Paris, France

Jillian waited for Robert Duval to say something. She’d told him she needed his help, but he wasn’t speaking. Had he seen her materialize? Why was he asking about having sent her? Why was he staring at her, not with fear, but with … suspicion? 

She thought carefully. Of course: Duval believed he was the only person who could time travel! 

A corollary thought followed: he needed to keep believing it. 

So: he thought he’d sent her here, but was confused about it?

“Why do you think you sent me here?” she asked, hoping it would elicit something she could work with.

Duval scowled. “I don’t know. It wasn’t me. It was future-me, obviously. I assume you were a … a back-up, in case the first person I sent to warn myself didn’t show up.”

“The first person?” she asked.

“Everett. Randolph.” He frowned. “Possibly it was Randolph Ev—”

“It’s Everett Randolph,” she said. Her heart began racing. “Where is he? Is he okay?”

“Oh, I see,” replied Duval, tilting his head to the side. “You’re the girlfriend. The one he said I threatened.”

“You threatened me? I mean, yes. You threatened me. You said you would send me to the past.” 

The scowl on Duval’s face relaxed into something more neutral.

“I won’t apologize for sending you here, because I must have felt it necessary,” he said.

“Yes. Yes, you did. I’m supposed to … to help you find Everett. Do you know where he is?”

“Help me to find Everett?” A frown furrowed Duval’s brow. “Why?”

“You wouldn’t say,” Jillian lied in desperation. “Where is he?”

“He’s in the Conciergerie Prison by now.”

“What?” gasped Jillian. The Reign of Terror might have ended, but even in 1802, French prisoners still faced the guillotine.

“I … I have to go,” she said.

Duval shrugged. “I’m not stopping you. But don’t expect me to help—”

“I don’t. This is the Palais des Tuileries?” she asked, her breath catching in her throat. She’d been to Paris a dozen times, but the world seemed to be spinning around her in dizzy orbits.

“Yes.”

“So the river is … that way?” she pointed to her right.

“For all I know. That’s the direction from which I came after Randolph was apprehended.”

Apprehended …

Without another word, she dashed away. She had to find the river first, because she wasn’t sure which bridges existed in 1802, and the prison was on the Île de la Cité next to Notre Dame. She could take the Pont Neuf bridge. It had been built by Henri III or was it Henri IV? It must have been Henri IV because— 

Really? Who cared who’d built it!

“Pull it together, Applegate,” she muttered as she ran.

The distance was barely two kilometers, but she was attracting attention from running. She slowed her pace to a brisk walk, repeatedly grasping for her locket and praying that Everett was still alive. What if she were too late? If he were dead, would his body return to Florida? And if he was decapitated, would that mean—

She pressed a hand to her mouth, suddenly fearful she’d be sick. She was almost over the bridge. Just a few more meters … But where did one enter the prison? On the side of the river or next to the Sainte Chapelle?

She called to a man strolling ahead of her. “Où est l’entrée de la prison?”

The man turned and took her in from head to toe, a leering smile appearing on his face. “Voulez-vous—”

She shoved past him and began running again. She didn’t want to voulez-vous anything with him. Ahead she saw a woman shuffling along, une bouteille in her hand.

“Excusez-moi, madame,” Jillian began. She asked once again for directions to the entrance.

The woman gave her a sad and sympathetic smile—and directions.

It was only once the Conciergerie entrance loomed before her that she admitted she had no plan whatsoever.

 




Chapter 43

1802

Prison de la Conciergerie

Paris, France

Everett had delivered his message into the hand of a surly—and rather drunk—guard half an hour ago, according to his pocket watch. There had been no reply. His new friend Jean-Paul stared at the watch with interest.

“That is a design with which I am not familiar. It is of American making?” asked the young man.

Everett looked up. “Oh. Yes. American-made.”

“Someone else will have it before day’s end. Perhaps you might make a gift of it to our ami with the keys?” Jean-Paul gestured to the guard.

“Do you think that would help?” asked Everett.

“You can ask him for an update, oui?”

“Monsieur,” called Everett. “S’il vous plaît!”

Everett raised his watch so that it caught the guard’s attention. The man drew closer. In the conversation that ensued, Everett learned that the guard still held his message, undelivered, but that he might be induced to deliver it upon receipt of something of value.

“After I have assurance of its being delivered,” insisted Everett.

The guard scowled at him, knowing he couldn’t risk opening the cell to seize the watch by force.

The guard called for someone and handed the letter off. The second man broke the seal, read the contents, and then stared with interest at Everett. The two exchanged words that Everett couldn’t hear, but afterwards, the second man strode away, letter in hand.

The guard meanwhile was off to quell some disagreement in the next cell over, the pocket watch forgotten.

Everett returned to the far corner of the cell where Jean-Paul remained. He gave his new friend a small shrug. He still wasn’t sure his letter was being delivered to anyone who had authority. Ten minutes later, however, a man in a cleaner-than-average uniform marched toward the cell demanding in English to speak to George Washing-tonne Randolph.

“I will accompany you to the governor now,” the man said haughtily. “You will submit yourself to these chains.”

Everett glanced to Jean-Paul and said, “This is my manservant. He comes with me.”

He was breaking a critical rule of time travel, but he couldn’t just leave Jean-Paul to die. 

“Very well,” said the guard, placing manacles on both men.

Unlike modern handcuffs, the manacles were linked by more than a foot of chain, which allowed Everett to keep his hands at his sides. In fact, if the guard were to walk in front of them, the chain could become a valuable weapon …

“You will walk ahead of me,” ordered the guard.

Chagrinned, Everett obeyed, murmuring to Jean-Paul to go first.

If he could get the keys for the manacles from the guard before they made it to the governor’s office …

Everett turned to the guard. “I am very thirsty,” he said. “Do you have a flask of … Coca-Cola about you?”

As Everett hoped, the guard puzzled for a split-second over the unfamiliar words. Everett struck, throwing his chained hands over the guards head and then whipping around behind him so that the chain choked off the man’s breath—and his ability to call for help.

“The keys, Jean-Paul!” whispered Everett.

Jean-Paul responded, quickly seizing the keys at the guard’s waist. He shifted to undo Everett’s chains, but Everett shook his head.

“Free yourself first,” he said.

The guard, struggling to breathe, was now trying to turn and attack Everett, with the result that the two spun around one another in a wobbly circle. With a murmured apology, Everett use his weight to dash the guard against the stone wall to his left. The momentum caused Everett to swing a hundred and eighty degrees, and the back of his own head hit the same wall. He saw pinpricks of light. The guard meanwhile slumped to the floor, dragging Everett down with him.

Jean-Paul was at his side in a moment, fumbling to insert the key into the manacles.

“Voila!” he whispered, succeeding in freeing Everett. “Il est mort?”

“No,” said Everett. “He’s not dead. And probably not unconscious for long, either. Let’s go.”

“I thought … are you not a cousin of your president Jefferson?”

“I am, but they would figure out pretty quickly that you’re not American—”

“Just so. My face alone would betray me to the governor of this place.”

Everett’s brows rose. “You’d be recognized?”

“My family are notorious traitors.”

“All the more reason for doing it this way,” said Everett. “So, do you remember the way out?”

The two proceeded cautiously in the direction leading away from the cells.

“I think the front entrance is not best,” whispered Jean-Paul.

“You think?” murmured Everett.

Jean-Paul, not catching the twenty-first century sarcasm, replied, “I do.”

“Shh!” said Everett.

Someone was approaching. More than one person. Before Everett could come up with a plan, two guards with bayoneted rifles rounded the corner. Caught off guard, they stared at Everett and Jean-Paul. Everett took a running swing at the closest one, delivering a blow to his solar plexus and snatching his rifle. Jean-Paul hesitated a second too long; the second guard raised the rifle as if to run him through with the bayonet. Everett swung his own rifle around, using the back end as a club. The second guard went down as well. Jean-Paul and Everett ran. Everett wasn’t certain any longer which direction they should be running, and in a moment they found themselves at the foot of a staircase, nowhere to go but up.

From behind, they heard a commotion. The two guards behind them, or perhaps the first one who’d put them in chains, had evidently raised the alarm.

“Come on,” Everett said, grabbing Jean-Paul’s arm and hauling him to the stairs. “No use going back.”

“There will be no escape from the upper floors—”

“Just trust me,” Everett insisted, already dashing up the stairwell. In less than an hour, it would be daybreak. And not long after that, Everett’s time in 1802 would hit its expiration date.

They took the stairs two at a time. Noticing a small antechamber to one side, Everett skidded to a halt.

“In here,” he called to Jean-Paul.

The young man hesitated.

“Now!” said Everett, reaching to drag him inside. “Barricade the door!”

Together, the two began dragging a heavy oak table toward the exit. They could hear men coming for them.

“The door—wait!” called Jean-Paul.

Everett saw the problem. They were about to barricade themselves behind an open door instead of a closed one.

“Laissez-moi!” called Jean-Paul, volunteering to get the door closed.

Everett was about to say be careful when a shot rang out. Jean-Paul slumped forward, blood blossoming through his shirt.

Everett dashed toward him, pulling closed the door as another guard was raising his rifle and taking aim.

The door shut with a resonant boom as the shot cracked from outside.

Jean-Paul’s shirt was soaked with blood.

“No, no, no!” cried Everett. He slid his arms under Jean-Paul’s and pulled him out of the way so that he could finish shoving the heavy oak table against the door.

“I’m armed!” Everett called through the door. “I will shoot the first person who comes through the door!”

“We only wish to speak,” replied the men from outside.

“Like hell you do,” Everett muttered. He stripped his friend’s shirt off and tried to ascertain where Jean-Paul’s wound was. Wadding the shirt into a ball, Everett applied pressure at the center of the growing stain. Jean-Paul made a gasping moan. 

“I’m sorry, my friend. I have to stop the bleeding.”

Jean-Paul shook his head. “I am … shot … through. Two … wounds.” His head swooned.

“No!” cried Everett. Should he turn Jean-Paul on his side to apply pressure from both sides? He made the attempt, but his friend groaned in pain. 

“I’m sorry,” said Everett in desperation. “I don’t know what else to do—”

“It is …well,” Jean-Paul said weakly. “Aidez mon fils … si vous … pouvez …”

Jean-Paul had reverted to his own language: help my son if you can.

“Mais oui,” Everett replied in French.

Jean-Paul was muttering again, only barely conscious. “C’est mieux que … la … guill—” He broke off, unable to finish.

“Mieux que la guillotine,” said Everett. “Better than death by guillotine.”

“Prier … por … moi.”

Pray for me.

“Yes. Of course.”

Everett recited the Lord’s prayer, translating into French as best he could. Finishing that, he spoke the 23rd Psalm in English.

All had gone quiet outside sometime in the past several minutes. Everett couldn’t bring himself to care about the outside world. 

The young man in his arms slipped away.

It was his fault. Jean-Paul might have still been alive if Everett hadn’t tried to make a run for it. He’d bungled everything about this trip and now a man’s life had been lost. It didn’t matter that Jean-Paul was to have died anyway. Everett felt the guilt of having acted on a half-baked plan, one that had resulted in Jean-Paul’s death.

This was la revolution. This was war. How had he ever imagined it as glorious or ennobling? It was only terrible and sad and wrong.

Everett collapsed against the wall, letting hot tears spill from his eyes. He heard his father’s reprimand for crying, but this time the recollection held neither sting nor power. A man had died in his arms, a good man who was a good father and son-in-law, and it was right to weep.

Eventually though, the tears ceased and Everett thought to consult his watch. Still an hour to go. He would wait it out here. There was no sense in trying to go anywhere else.

A new commotion out in the hall caught his attention. Everett rubbed his hands over his tired eyes and made to stand.

“Come out,” a guard called from outside.

Everett released a bitter laugh. As if. He crossed to the room’s single window. Outside, a few remaining stars still twinkled above the Seine and the buildings on its opposite shore. Everett ran his hand through his hair. He supposed he should go to the effort of making it look like he’d escaped by the window instead of vanishing into thin air. 

He examined the window, lifted the thin latch holding it shut, and pushed it all the way open. The air outside smelled damp and fresh. The window was narrow; it would have been a stretch for Everett to actually fit through, but whoever eventually got inside this room wouldn’t be questioning things like the width of the escapee’s shoulders.

“You will come outside at once,” called a new voice. “We have your woman.”

His woman?

Everett turned from the window and stared at the door, trying to decide if he should even respond to this ridiculous attempt.

“Everett?”

Everett froze. He knew that voice.

“It’s me,” said Jillian.

It was his dear girl—they had Jillian.

 




Chapter 44

1802

Prison de la Conciergerie

Paris, France

Having no plan was not the norm for Jillian. Applegates always had plans. They executed them with great care and precision. They would never attempt to storm prisons without them.

Well, technically they didn’t attempt to storm prisons at all—or they hadn’t for  centuries. So how would her Anglo-Saxon-conquering Norman ancestors have dealt with this situation? Images of battering rams and trebuchets flashed through her mind.

“How could I have forgotten to order that from l’Amazon?” she muttered under her breath. Applegates weren’t generally given to sarcasm either. She took a deep breath and looked up at the impressive edifice before her. Somewhere inside this building was the love of her life. The crazy, flight-obsessed, and occasionally prone-to-heroic-acts man she planned to wed in three days. Well, three days and a few centuries, but who was counting?

She took a deep breath. It was time to forget about being an Applegate. This situation clearly called for a more Everett-style approach. Everett Randolph IV would absolutely march on the Conciergerie prison and make plans on the fly—if he made plans at all.

Jillian had been using humor as a defense against terror, but as she crossed the threshold of the threatening building, it felt as if her veins were filling with ice. What if she was too late? What if Everett was already—

No. She wouldn’t let herself imagine it.

She grasped fiercely at her necklace as she regarded the men guarding the foyer. Then she stepped forward, hands clasped like an elegant lady in a portrait.

Courage.

“I wish to see whoever is in charge here,” she said in crisp English, before repeating it in flawlessly accented French.

The three men looked up from a paper they’d been examining and turned to her. Two of them leered at her openly. The third had a more imperious gaze which did not, like the others, drop to her décolletage. She addressed this one.

“I am here to obtain the release—to demand the release of Monsieur Randolph, an American citizen who has been wrongfully apprehended—”

“On whose authority are you here?” demanded the imperious guard.

On whose authority? Her mind spun wildly, as did the ring on her thumb. Think. Think. Think. Nothing came to her, other than the impulse to raise her chin slightly and to speak in her mother’s haughtiest manner.

“You do not recognize me?” she asked. It bought her a few moments as the imperious guard and his leering companions stepped closer.

One of the vulgar men had dropped his eyes to her chest again. And then, with a speed she hadn’t anticipated, he thrust a hand to her bodice.

She back-handed him with the hand on which she bore the gifted rings and their protruding stones.

“How dare you,” she said softly, employing her mother’s iciest tones.

“Pardonnez-moi, mademoiselle,” said the groper. He lifted something that dangled from a gold chain. “Votre collier … it breaks.” He presented the necklace—her locket—to her with a bow.

“I misread your intentions,” she said coolly. “But touch me again at your peril.”

“Mademoiselle,” said the man who seemed to be in charge, “I confess that I have not the plaisir of knowing who you are. If you would please provide us with that information and satisfactory documents?”

She opened her locket and held up the portrait showing Everett’s likeness. “I am the fiancée of this man, who, as I have already informed you, does not belong in this prison.”

The imperious man gave a cold smile. “It is for the citizenry of France to decide who belongs or does not belong in this place.”

“Mais oui,” she said placatingly. Of course. Her hands were shaking. She brought them together again to stop them from betraying her fear.

The leader’s eyes dropped to her hands.

“That is an interesting ring you wear,” he said.

Was he asking for a bribe?

And then, with an ingratiating smile, he said, “Allow me to take you to your betrothed.”

Was it a ploy to get her in prison as well? Did it matter? He was offering her the chance to see Everett….

“Very well,” she said, afraid her voice would start shaking if she said more.

“This way,” said the man, gesturing for her to join him.

Swallowing, she followed.

 




Chapter 45

1802

Prison de la Conciergerie

Paris, France


All the breath seemed to leave Everett’s lungs.

They had Jillian.

Suddenly nothing mattered but placing himself between her and the men outside. He shoved at the heavy oak table, grunting with the effort.

“Everett?”

It was Jillian calling again.

“I’m coming out,” he said. 

An imperious voice spoke. “You will please to … to put down your weapon.”

Everett gave a final shove to the table, succeeding in getting it out of the way. He stared over at the rifle he’d set against the far wall. He didn’t remember when he’d done that. It seemed foolish to open the door unarmed …

But they had Jillian.

“I’m unarmed,” he called through the door. “I’m opening the door.”

Adrenaline coursed through him as he thrust the door open, preparing to meet whatever lay on the other side.

“Everett!” called Jillian.

She flew to him and he clasped her tightly. Then, knowing how ungentlemanly this would appear, he released her, instead taking both her hands in his. He did a double-take at the large rings she wore. Something Halley had suggested for the costume? 

Jillian had turned and was addressing the men in uniform.

“The First Consul thanks you for your care of this citizen of l’Amérique.”

The First Consul? What game was Jillian playing at? It didn’t matter. He would play along. Applegates hid plans within plans within plans.

Jillian continued. “He sends this ring to signify his approval of the removal of Citizen Randolph.” She removed the ring from her thumb. “You recognize it, yes?”

The commander of the group bowed.

“Furthermore,” said Jillian, “the wife of the First Consul commends this ring to you, which she begs you will keep along with her gratitude.”

“I could not possibly accept,” the man said with a deep bow. “But please convey my gratitude to Madame de Beauharnais and to the First Consul.”

Jillian cocked her head slightly to one side, elegant, haughty, and in complete charge of the situation. Everett had never loved her more.

“You recognized Bonaparte’s ring below stairs?” she asked the commander. 

He bowed. “I have received letters sealed with its imprint, mademoiselle.”

“Hmm,” she breathed out, nodding as if satisfied. “Monsieur the First Consul has one further … request. Because of the sensitive nature of the relationship between our two noble republics, the First Consul wishes to keep the detainment of this American citizen from official records. Will you see to that?”

“It will be as if George Washing-tonne Randolph was never here,” said the commander.

Jillian raised an eyebrow as she looked at Everett.

The commander was now addressing him.

“Monsieur, I would be deeply distressed to be the cause of any … unpleasantness between our nations. Would you be so kind as to, how do you say … effacer this incident from the notice of your cousin the president?”

“It shall be expunged from my memory,” Everett said gravely. “Or at least from my cousin the President’s notice. As for this man here”—he indicated Jean-Paul—“you will bury him with honor.”

“It shall be as you say,” replied the commander, bowing.

They proceeded in a large group down the stairs Everett had climbed in such desperation. His admiration for Jillian grew with every step. It was all he could do to stop from gathering her in his arms.

At the bottom of the stairs, the commander paused and glared at one of his officers.

“I do not ask you to pardon the effrontery of my officer with regard to your … necklace,” said the commander. “He shall be whipped for his presumption.”

To Everett’s surprise, Jillian—his sweet, gentle, I-wouldn’t-hurt-a-fly Jillian—made no objection. Perhaps she judged that it was best to get away while the getting was good. In which case, Everett wholeheartedly agreed.

Within minutes, the two walked freely outside and onto the streets of the famed Île de la Cité, arm in arm, as if they had not a care in this or any other world.

~ ~ ~

Robert Duval, still in 1802, tucked his anachronistic keys safely in his pocket and retreated to a space between two rows of manicured shrubs to conceal himself from further encounters with guards, or people he’d sent from the future, or anyone else. He’d had quite enough of people for several months, thank you very much. Eventually, of course, he would have to pay a visit to Dr. Arthur Littlewood. There were still so many things Robert didn’t understand. Things that his future self might have worked out, but which he, regrettably, would have to go through in linear fashion.

Although, there was a thought: if he were ever in a position again where he had to send someone to warn himself not to do things in the past, he could record everything he knew about spacetime and send that along with the warning. Just thinking of this possibility was cheering. It was practically license to start manipulating history to the extent that a future self would be forced to take action—

His thoughts were cut short as he felt himself being removed from the year 1802 and returned to his own time. Moments later he was back in his apartment in Southern California, surrounded by empty cans of Red Bull. A rapid check of his cell phone assured him that his degrees in higher education were perfectly intact. The contact information on his phone read: Robert Duval, PhD. That was more like it. 

He sighed and began removing the trappings of 1802. 

That was a year he had no desire to revisit. No, merci, absolutely not, never again.

And then he laughed. He’d just solved the mystery of why he’d sent others to warn him in 1802 instead of sending himself. 

“Because I didn’t want to go,” he said aloud.

Of course, when one considered things logically, “he” had never sent anyone, because he’d never had to, because he hadn’t altered the erection of the Eiffel Tower and caused whatever changes had led him to work in sanitation, kidnap a child, and threaten people’s girlfriends.

Had he even done those things if he hadn’t really done them? On the whole, he decided he could assume he hadn’t. It allowed him to think better of himself. That Randolph fellow hadn’t been guillotined, either, in this case. 

Robert straightened his shoulders. He would think of it no more. He would check on the Eiffel Tower instead. He entered a search using Google. There, in all its ironwork glory, was the Tour Eiffel. A weight lifted from his shoulders. All was well.

“And for my next trick …”

Smiling to himself, he left the sentence unfinished. For now, he would compile notes on all the events of the past several hours. And once that task was complete, who knew what might be next?

 




Chapter 46

1802

Île de la Cité

Paris, France

Along with nuns and priests intent on prayer, Jillian and Everett stood within a mostly deserted Notre Dame Cathedral in the small hours of the morning. It had been the safest place either of them could think of to spend the remainder of their time in 1802. Also, it wasn’t far from the prison, and with neither of them completely certain when Jillian would return, it had seemed better to avoid traveling too far: The fewer people who see us, the better, as Everett had put it. 

Jillian was now frowning as she stared into the high recesses of the chapel they’d turned into. Her gaze was unfocused, taking in neither the haze of incense smoke nor the swooping ribs supporting the immense building. At length, she spoke.

“So … about history and the timeline. Do you think we’ll be returning to the timeline you remember as the ‘right one’? Or to the one I remember?”

Everett grasped the back of his neck, gazing pensively at the stone floor. 

“Well that’s the question, isn’t it? I haven’t thought about it since before they threw me in prison. My sense is that I put the fear of the Almighty in Robert Duval, though. I think he truly believed he’d sent me to warn him. So, if I had to guess, we’ll return to the corrected version of the timeline.”

“The one where you wrote that I’d broken things off with you,” she murmured softly.

“Oh. You read my letter? I mean, yes, of course you read it. You’re here.”

“In a way it was because of the letter,” she said. “I mean, I didn’t know I’d be rescuing you from prison, but I’d woken up with this sense that something terrible had happened …”

“Darling girl,” said Everett, pulling her close and stroking her hair. “We’re both safe now.”

“But we have to discuss things,” she said. She pulled away gently. “We’re returning to this … this … supposed world where I wouldn’t want to marry you. And even though I won’t have those memories, I need to know more.”

He looked at her with anguish, nodding once.

“I don’t understand it, Everett. I read what you said in the letter, but I don’t see how … how …” Her throat tightened. “I just don’t understand why I’d do that,” she said.

“I’ll explain it as best I can,” Everett said, turning his gaze up to the gloomy recesses of the cathedral.

He told her of the argument they’d had, pausing at times to answer questions.

“I thought you were being unfair,” he said. “But I can see now that I was the one who had it all wrong.”

“It takes two to tango, my love.”

He gave her a sad half-smile. 

“The feelings you had were real ones, old girl. I know you don’t feel them now, but they came from a place that is real. I don’t want you to have regrets someday—”

“The only regrets I could have would be not marrying the love of my life,” she replied, bringing her lips lightly to his.

She felt him returning the kiss, clutching her as if afraid to lose her.

He released her and spoke again, more softly this time.

“You were right. In that other timeline. You said that I needed to figure out what I wanted. That I needed to figure out why traveling with Arthur was more important than the promise I’d made to you.”

“Do you have an answer?”

“I said to you at the time that it was about having promised Arthur. That it didn’t seem very sporting to back out. But it wasn’t about the promise to Arthur.”

“What then?” She adjusted her position so that she could meet his eyes.

Everett said nothing, taking her hand instead.

He was holding something back. She focused on the feeling of his hand in hers. This at least was right: their hands, clasped. Unified. Together.

At last Jillian could stand it no longer. 

“What is it?” she asked softly. “Tell me.”

Everett hung his head and was silent for several seconds.

“It’s not flattering.”

Jillian bit her lower lip. “Okay,” she said at last.

“It’s all tied to my past. But it’s a past you don’t know about, not in your version of history.”

“I’m listening.”

“The differences in our timelines, they extend beyond just what sort of government we live under. My family life, the one I can recall, was very different from the one you’ve heard me talking about in the history you know.”

“Your mother couldn’t have been a lady-in-waiting if there were no queen.”

“Yes. You’ve heard about a mother who was very different from the one I knew. In the past you know about, she was fulfilled, content, and so on. In the past I lived through, she was an opium addict and … and a terrible parent.”

Jillian inhaled slightly. “Good heavens. What an awful … I’m so sorry.”

A few seconds passed before he spoke again. 

“And as for my father, well, we did not get along. He never approved of me. You met me in the 1900s because I’d run off to follow the Wright brothers’ exploits. That’s the same in both timelines. In the past you know about, I eventually returned to work for my father and we reconciled. In the past I know and lived, the rupture between us was permanent, and I … I died in the First World War, fighting the Germans as a pilot.”

This time Jillian’s gasp was audible. “I’m so sorry, Everett.”

His brow contracted. “That’s just the thing though, old girl. I was never sorry about dying as a pilot. I was … I was proud of it. It said something about me. About my character. The sacrifice I made for my country and so on.”

“I imagine I was very proud of you. I am proud, now that you’ve told me.”

He shook his head slightly. “It wasn’t real though. I mean, it wasn’t me doing those things, making those choices.”

“Well, it was you—”

“But not in any way that mattered …” He broke off shaking his head. “Here’s the thing I’ve realized. Ever since I left 1903 and learned the fate of my other self, I’ve felt the need to prove to myself that I had it in me to be that fellow. The flying ace who went and got himself killed.” He paused before adding, “I wanted to be a hero, like him. DaVinci called me on it. Quintus too. But I didn’t want to hear it from them. I told myself they didn’t understand. But they did. And you did, I think, too. In your own way, you called me on it, too, that day you ended things.”

Jillian nodded slowly. “I must have been … I would have been afraid,” murmured Jillian, reaching for the locket at her throat. “Afraid that you’d be that hero and that I’d lose you forever.”

“There was more to it than that. You told me to take a hard look at myself. To figure out why it was so important to me, and to decide whether I loved you more than I loved adventure.”

“I see. Yes. I couldn’t marry someone who … who loved me second best.”

“That’s what you said then, more or less. And you were right. Of course you were right. But it was never about loving adventure. It was about proving myself. I wasn’t willing to pass by even the smallest chance to do so. Arthur is a terrible sailor, so I knew that if there was any grand discovery to be had …” He looked away.

“You would have come off as the hero of the hour. And that’s why you came here to stop Robert Duval, too, I take it?”

Everett flung his arms wide. “It’s why I’ve done everything. Anything I’ve ever done has run through this filter where I wonder what that pilot would have done. Where I try to be … that. Him.”

Shame washed over his visage and he looked away.

“Look at me,” Jillian said.

When he turned toward her, she placed a hand on the side of his face. “You did it.”

“Did what? My heroics here? Jillian, this wasn’t heroism.”

“I wasn’t talking about proving yourself. I meant that you did what that other Jillian asked you to do.”

Everett looked at her, puzzled. “Jills, old girl, I went to 1737. Against your wishes. And then, as if that weren’t enough, I did it again. I came here.”

“What was it that I asked you to do?” asked Jillian.

“To not go?”

“Not that,” said Jillian. “The other thing. You did the other thing. You took a hard look at yourself.”

“Oh, that.” He gave a slight shrug.

“Everett, listen to me. I love you. I admire you. I recognize that I’m going to have to get to know you all over again, but you’ve already done the hard work. You’ve looked deep inside and figured things out. Even if the things you discovered weren’t … even if they didn’t put you in the best light.”

“Pshaw,” he intoned.

“Everett, I don’t know what the future holds, for either of us. Maybe our marriage will be smooth sailing. Maybe we’ll turn into Quintus and DaVinci, arguing over every little thing. Who knows? Not me. I don’t know, and I don’t care. What I know is this: I want you in my life. I want us to live out our lives together. So, what do you want?”

When he spoke, his voice shook.

“In that prison just now … I thought I would die. Actually die. I’d chased Robert Duval back here ready to prove myself. Hoping for heroics. But in the Conciergerie, when I thought I’d face the guillotine, I saw how, without you, it was all meaningless. I wanted you, not glory. Not some medal for valor. I wanted every kiss and smile and disagreement and fight and struggle. Jillian, old girl, loving you would be the adventure of a lifetime. All the adventure I could ask for.”

Jillian’s cheeks were streaked with tears. “I’m sure I didn’t mean for you to take that hard of a look at yourself.”

Everett wiped her tears gently. “I would do much harder things for the chance to spend my life with you.”

“Let’s hope it never comes to that,” she said, smiling through her tears. “Oh, no. What time is it getting to be?”

Everett checked his pocket watch. “Goodness. I depart any minute now.” He quickly stepped back from her.

“What’s wrong?” Jillian asked.

“If I take you with me, that actually might be too much of a good thing.”

Jillian’s eyes widened as she realized what he meant. “Oh. Oh. Yes. There would be two of me in the future.” She stepped another pace back from him. “The math on that would be very bad.”

He grinned at her and then, from across the small chapel, he whispered, “I love you.”

She smiled and said softly, “I know.”

“That sounds better coming from you than from that scoundrel Han Solo,” Everett said.

“Or maybe he wasn’t such a scoundrel after all,” replied Jillian.

He smiled softly at her and then, while she watched him with shining eyes, Everett froze in place and shimmered from existence. Less than five minutes later, she joined him, landing back in Littlewood’s laboratory.

“Well?” she asked. “Did we fix history?”

 




Chapter 47

6th of May

Florida Coast

United States of America

No one experienced the moment when time rearranged itself in gentle folds, settling one atop the other, inevitably, ineluctably, so that when the change was complete, nothing appeared out of place, nothing seemed to have been altered from how it would always have been. There were small ripples, flowing outward from that night in 1802, but no one felt them, not really. A shiver, perhaps. A memory not quite grasped before it was driven out by more urgent concerns. 

Back once again on Floridian shores, Halley and Edmund stepped from the yacht and onto the marina.

“She’s ship-shape and all yours,” Edmund said to its captain. “Please convey our gratitude to Jules.”

The captain nodded, boarding with haste.

“And please,” called Halley as the man retreated, “tell him merci beaucoup, s’îl vous plaît.”

Edmund turned to her. “Since when do you speak French?”

She frowned. “I … don’t. I mean, I took it in high school. I have no idea where that came from.” She gave herself a slight shake.

“Hmm,” mused Edmund. 

His mind dashed along a rabbit trail, as it so often did. 

“You Americans might all have been French-speakers,” he said. 

“I beg your pardon?” 

“The French once had their eyes on the United States,” Edmund replied.

“Somebody needs to brush up on his American history,” replied Halley. “The French were our allies in the Revolutionary War. Against the likes of you.” She gave him a sharp jab in the side.

“No, no, this was after the colonists won their freedom,” said Edmund. “Around the time your president Jefferson acquired Louisiana from Napoléon. Apparently, before agreeing to the sale, the Little Corporal had visions of launching an attack on the infant union of states and setting himself up in retirement as an explorer-king.”

“Well that’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard,” said Halley. “Americans would never have put up with that.”

“Jefferson supported France—”

“No,” said Halley. “Just stop. I know you’re trying to distract me from thinking about Felicity on the drive home, but this is not the way to do it.”

“Oh really?” asked Edmund. He kissed her forehead, her jaw, grazed her lips with his. “How about that instead?”

Halley smiled and gave him a very chaste kiss before speaking. 

“As our friend DaVinci would say, ‘Time and place,’ my love.” And then, smiling at Edmund, she said, “Come on. The sun’s almost up. Let’s get back home where we belong!”

~ ~ ~

Joséphine felt a slight shudder run through her, as if she’d left some important thing not done. As if someone had walked over her grave. As if eyes were upon her, unbeknownst. She turned to see if anyone was looking her direction. They were not. She smiled at her folly; it was increasingly the case that, as she grew older, she no longer drew stares. 

“Well preserved” she might be, even at nearly forty years of age, but even if she had been in the prime of her youth, no one could shine when her Napoléon was in the room. All eyes turned to him, like so many moths to a flame. The rest of them, herself included, simply paled near the great man, becoming thin and insubstantial as ghosts.

There is was again, the phantom breath at the back of her neck, as if she ought to recall something … ought to have done something … She stared at the surface of the nearest window, seeing the lit candles of the gallery reflected back at her, surrounding her own fair image. For a brief moment, she thought something else had shimmered there. A memory. Mountains like knife blades. A vast river, slow and brown … She blinked and it was gone. There was only her own visage staring back at her. And her husband calling for her. The First Consul. The man born to rule all of Europe, l’Afrique, the Russias. She shook off the last of whatever it had been, the strange visitation, the sense that something had shifted just out of sight.

She was Joséphine. She did not believe in ghosts. Holding her head high, she strode with purpose to her husband’s side.

 




EPILOGUE

8th of May

Isla Paraiso

The Bahamas

Jules Khan paced nervously along the dock of his private island. Jillian’s parents would be the last guests to arrive for the wedding. They were also the ones he most dreaded welcoming. Not that they weren’t welcome—quite the contrary. Rather, he suffered from the fear that, somehow and possibly without having meant to, Jillian might have told them about that time he’d fired a gun on her groom.

“Jules?” 

It was Kahlo, joining him as he turned to face the house.

“I didn’t hear you approaching,” he said. 

“You’re practically stomping,” she replied. “Makes it hard to hear.”

He grimaced. “It’s just …”

“I know. We all know. You shot Everett.”

Jules’s countenance fell.

“And what did Everett tell you just this morning? And every morning since they all got here?” asked Kahlo.

“That I should forget it ever happened.”

“And?”

“Because he’s forgotten. Which is patently a lie—”

“And?”

Jules sighed. “And that his recovery period from the … injury was what led him to have a happy relationship with his about-to-be parents-in-law.”

“Yup.” She slipped her hand in his. “Feel any better?”

Jules shook his head. Then nodded. Then looked at her pleadingly. “Just don’t leave my side once they arrive, okay?”

“That’s why I’m here. They’ll be here in five.”

“Oh, God …”

“Hey! You’ve got this. Jillian’s parents are total snobs. One look at this gorgeous island hideaway of yours and they’ll stamp your forehead with the Applegate Seal of Approval.”

“Good God—”

“Kidding! I just mean, money impresses money. At least where Jillian’s parents are concerned. Plus they’re going to love the little in-room gift bags.”

“I should hope so, considering the number of trips to the past it took to get all those things.”

“You loved every minute of it and you know it.”

At this, Jules smiled. “I loved going to all those places with you.”

Kahlo rewarded him with a kiss.

“God, I love you,” he said.

“As you should. Now about your language choices—could we maybe cut down a little on the taking the Lord’s name in vain?”

“Oh my G—I mean, yes. I’m sorry. I will. I’m just so nervous. You won’t tell Father Joe on me, will you?”

Kahlo looked at him with an unflinching and rather accusatory gaze.

“Fine. Yes,” said Jules. “I’ll tell him myself and do penance and the whole kit and caboodle.”

Kahlo chortled. “Caboodle! You really have been spending time with Everett, haven’t you?”

Jules shrugged. “I like Everett.”

“I guess he likes you too, Mr. Best Man.”

“It should have been Quintus or Edmund—”

Kahlo shushed him. “Not another word about who it should or should not have been. He picked you. You were picked. Others were not. Get over it.”

He smiled and then leaned down to kiss her.

“Nope! It’s them! No public displays of affection!”

Jules looked at the flush creeping over her freckled cheeks. “Good G—goodness. You’re nervous around them too, aren’t you?”

“No. Of course not. Maybe. A little.” She broke eye contact. “They’re just so … rich. They’re like really, really, really loaded.”

Jules gently turned her chin back until she looked up and met his eyes. “Not compared to us, my dear.”

Kahlo giggled. Jules smiled. And kissed her in full view of the arriving mother and father of the bride.

After he’d shown them to the Maxfield Parrish suite, which they complimented quite sincerely, Jules bid them a pleasant stay and then said he had to skedaddle back to the groom and his party.

“Skedaddle?” he murmured to himself. Maybe Everett was rubbing off on him.

“How did it go?” Everett asked.

Jules took a seat in the expansive sea view lounge where the rest of the groom’s male friends had gathered. In response to Everett’s question, he shrugged,

“They’re an acquired taste,” Everett replied with a grin.

“Better you than me,” muttered Jules, at which point Everett’s grin gave way to a guffaw.

“What’s so amusing?” asked Philip Hamilton, looking up from the billiard table.

“Jules just met Jillian’s parents,” replied Everett.

“They’re finally here?” asked Edmund.

Everett and Jules nodded in sync.

“The father’s not joining us in here, I hope?” Philip asked, looking alarmed.

“No, no,” said Jules. “He’s happily inspecting his first edition copy of The Federalist Papers.”

Everett laughed heartily, saying, “Oh, he’ll think that book is the cat’s pajamas!”

“It’s the what?” asked Philip.

“Can we please keep the noise down?” asked Quintus, pointing to the child sleeping in his arms.

Felicity was snuggled into her favorite position, face pressed against Quintus’s bicep.

“Sorry old fellow,” murmured Everett.

Jules looked over at Quintus. As always, he had a hard time reconciling the sword-wielding Roman he’d pulled out of ancient Roma with the large man gently cradling a drooling little girl.

“The sparkles on her dress look … painful,” Jules remarked, wincing slightly.

Quintus dropped his gaze to where the Swarovski crystals were, indeed, making deep impressions on his arms.

“I have endured worse,” Quintus said.

Jules made a hmm noise and looked nervously away.

“Halley told me the hand-sewn crystals cost more than Jillian’s entire gown,” Edmund said. “She saw the invoice when Jillian’s mother sent them.”

“What’s Jillian’s dress like?” asked Philip.

“I’m not to see it,” said Everett, “until the ceremony.”

“It’s an American tradition,” Arthur Littlewood chimed in.

“Oh, it predates America,” said Edmund. “At least not seeing the bride before the ceremony predates America.”

“The custom predates England,” said Quintus.

“What do you suppose Jillian and her friends are talking about?” mused Philip.

“Probably their garb, much the same as us,” replied Quintus.

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure,” Everett murmured to Jules.

~ ~ ~

In the wing opposite the men’s lounge, Jillian sat with Halley and DaVinci. They were not discussing gowns or flowers or even the six-course meal to be served after the ceremony. They were discussing the past. Jillian’s past. Which she was trying to become familiar with.

“Well, that part is the same,” she was saying to DaVinci. “Jules definitely shot Everett in history as I knew it.” She smiled softly. “Which meant we got to spend our first Noël together at my parents’ estate.”

“Your first Christmas, you mean,” said DaVinci.

“Right, right. Christmas,” replied Jillian.

“It’s okay,” said Halley. “We all know what you meant.” She delivered a “you’re-not-helping” glower at DaVinci.

“Yup. We knew. Totally,” replied DaVinci.

A light triple-rap sounded on the door.

“That’s Kahlo,” DaVinci said. “Her knock. Or actually, is it Klee’s?”

Halley rose to let Klee in.

“Your flowers are here,” Klee said to Jillian. “You want them in the walk-in? It’s already 85 degrees outside.”

Jillian looked uncertainly at Halley and DaVinci. DaVinci tapped her phone.

“Wow, guys,” said DaVinci, “that’s like only 29 in Celsius. 29 sounds way better than 85, am I right?”

“In the walk-in fridge would be great,” Jillian said to Klee.

Klee nodded and dashed off. Halley pulled the door closed behind her again.

“What if I’m making a huge mistake?” whispered Jillian. 

“You’re not,” murmured Halley, smoothing the folds of Jillian’s simple gown.

“I don’t even know how hot 85 degrees Fahrenheit is,” replied Jillian. “What possible business do I have getting married to a man I just met three days ago?”

“Oh, Jills,” said DaVinci, sighing.

Halley spoke. “Jillian, listen to me. I know a little bit about what you’re going through here. Remember when Edmund got a whole new set of memories from 1601?”

Jillian frowned. “I remember that. I mean, that happened for me, too.”

“Right,” said Halley. “Edmund lived this whole other life. He was sleeping with his 17th century wife. He had kids with her.” She paused, her gaze drifting to her hands where she examined her wedding ring. Then she took Jillian’s hands. “But even though Edmund has that whole other set of memories, he’s still Edmund.”

“And Everett’s still Everett,” DaVinci said gently. “He’s the same outside and in, right down to that dead-sexy, silver-screen grin of his, that should totally be illegal around women who are already seeing someone.”

Jillian released a short laugh.

“But seriously, Jilly,” said Halley, “do you feel like he’s different? Do you feel like you don’t know each other?”

Jillian didn’t even have to think. “It doesn’t feel different. But it’s like Celsius versus Fahrenheit. One of them I know, and one of them I don’t.”

“But they both measure heat,” said Halley.

“And you know that when it’s 29 outside, you put the flowers in the fridge,” said DaVinci. “One timeline calls it 85, another one calls it 29, heck—there could be some other version of history where it’s called persimmon degrees, but it would all wilt the flowers.”

“I’m not sure the analogy really works if you push it too far,” said Halley. “The point is that you know Everett. You’ve been together for years.”

“You’re meant to be together,” said DaVinci. “It’s like that letter you wrote us when you took that crazy-ass trip to 1903 against the express wishes and advice of your BFFs: you did it because it was destined. And so is this.”

“Again,” said Halley, “I think the analogy breaks down. There’s destiny and there’s destiny—”

“Oh, Hals, seriously?” said DaVinci.

“I wish I had that letter,” Jillian said, trying to diffuse the tension.

Tension aside, she did wish she had the letter she’d written to her friends, telling them why she had to visit Everett in 1903.

“It was a beautiful letter,” said Halley. “Although, we were pretty freaked out when Branson gave it to us.” 

DaVinci scrunched her face, trying to remember something. “Didn’t we, like, argue over whether one of us should head over to Khan’s estate or not?”

“Yeah,” said Halley. “You were all for it, damn the torpedoes and full speed ahead.”

“Sounds like me,” replied DaVinci.

Jillian laughed. And then laughed again. Tears fell down one of her cheeks.

“And there goes all Klee’s work on your makeup,” murmured DaVinci.

“What is it?” Halley asked Jillian, passing her a handkerchief.

Jillian patted gently at her tears. “It’s just … here I am, talking to you guys exactly as I would even if we didn’t have different memories. You haven’t changed at all.” More tears spilled down her face. “Which means …”—she broke off with a choked sob—“that I’ve been getting myself all worked up over nothing.”

“If we’re the same,” said DaVinci, “then so is that handsome man at the other end of the house who can’t wait to see his bride.”

Jillian nodded. Sniffled daintily, the way Branson had taught her for those times when sniffling couldn’t be helped. 

“You can blow your nose around us, you know,” said DaVinci, passing a paper tissue. “Shall I get Klee back in here for some”—she gestured to Jillian’s streaked face—“makeup repair?”

Jillian shook her head. “Just pass me those wet wipes so I can dab off the rest. I refuse to worry about ruining my makeup if I feel like crying on my wedding day.”

“That’s my Jilly,” Halley said, hugging her.

“Everett doesn’t like when you wear makeup anyway,” said DaVinci, handing her the wipes.

Jillian laughed again. “No. He absolutely does not. No matter the timeline.”

The three heard a commotion from the hall outside and turned to the door. A woman was speaking in hushed tones.

“For this, I promise you we interrupt.”

“That’s Toulouse,” said DaVinci, frowning. “If she’s got bad news about the caterer—”

“I’m sure everything’s fine,” Halley said, pointedly glaring at DaVinci while making a slight tilt of her head towards Jillian.

“Yup, definitely things are A-okay,” DaVinci said, rising to check what was going on in the hallway. “Hey, Toulouse—Oh—Oh! Hi! Oh, my gosh, we didn’t think you were going to make it because of—oh my gosh! Get in here!”

Jillian looked up in confusion. They’d all known Toulouse was coming up from the Keys. So who was this?

“Jilly! Look who’s here!” cried DaVinci, swinging the door wide.

Jillian stared in complete shock at the man standing in the doorway.

“Branson?” she said.

“My dearest Jillian,” he said in the soft baritone she knew so well.

Bursting into fresh tears, Jillian stood and dashed to her oldest family friend, bandage-er of bruises, advisor in times of need, and her family’s cook. Retired cook.

She threw her arms around his neck, inhaling the familiar, faint scent of aftershave. 

“You’ll muss your dress,” he said, gently releasing her. “Look at you,” he said, standing at arms length. He shook his head side to side. “More beautiful than ever.”

Jillian laughed. “You never did seem to mind my tears.”

He smiled. “Of course not. How could I?” He passed her the square tucked in his suit pocket, and she accepted it, dabbing her eyes.

“Hals?” murmured DaVinci. “Let’s give them a minute.”

Halley rose.

“Oh, that’s okay,” said Jillian. “You don’t have to—”

“We’re just going to check on your mom,” said Halley.

“Back in ten minutes for the big event!” said DaVinci. As she passed behind Branson, she turned and patently checked him out from head to toe, before resting her gaze on his backside. She sighed, mimed fanning herself, and mouthed, “Branson!” so that Jillian had to feign a cough in order to keep from laughing.

“I’m so glad to see you,” Jillian said taking his hands. “I know this couldn’t have been an easy choice what with …”

“It wasn’t easy, in that regard. Your mother will probably never forgive me for retiring the week before Easter. But then I decided that you mattered more than a few icy glares directed my way. Even if she rescinded the invitation—”

“My parents aren’t putting this wedding on,” Jillian said, her ire rising. “How dare she—”

“—The invitation to fly in the company jet,” Branson concluded gently.

“Oh. Oh, I see. Okay. Good. Because you never know with my mom …”

“I’ve missed you so much, Jillian! And look at you: all grown up and dressed in white.” He examined her gown. “Hmm … silk charmeuse, bias cut, softly draped low-cowl neckline, and … is that lace or is it a cutwork overlay?”

“Halley called it cutwork lace,” replied Jillian. “The fabric is from 1919 and in really good condition. She wanted lace that would match the Art Deco vibe.”

“All those geometric lines are stunning! And are those seed pearls?”

“Everett doesn’t really like sparkly.”

“You’ll sparkle plenty on your own without sequins and crystal beads,” Branson said with a smile. “Now then, I’m here interrupting your precious last few moments with friends for a reason. When it came time to … vacate my suite at the estate, I found a few folders of Jillian-related papers. Some artwork, letters to Santa, and so on, but there was one letter in particular that I wanted to give you.”

“Please tell me you didn’t save the letter I wrote you when I was twelve and wanted you to divorce your wife for me,” Jillian said, flushing red.

“No, no,” said Branson, pulling a letter from an inner jacket pocket. “I’m sure I don’t have any recollection of anything like that.”

She smiled at his obvious attempt to prevent her being embarrassed.

“Ah, here it is,” Branson said, handing her a folded sheet of heavy stationery.

“That’s my personal stationery,” Jillian said, recognizing it at once.

“Yes. And before you ask, no, I haven’t read the contents. But I will never forget the day you wrote it and I delivered it to your friends.”

Jillian gasped as she read the opening lines:

Dear DaVinci, Halley, and Edmund,

Please don’t hate me. I know I’m taking a huge risk …

She looked up.

Branson spoke softly. “I may not have read the letter, but I’ll never forget what Halley said when she and DaVinci read it: ‘She loves him. She’s in love with a guy named Everett.’” Branson smiled. “I thought you might like to re-read it on your wedding day.”

“Yes,” Jillian said. Tears were pricking the corners of her eyes again.

“I’ll see you out there,” he said, gesturing to where the ceremony was being held. He gave her one more hug, murmuring, “So happy for you, my dear girl,” and then he was gone.

Jillian sat down and smoothed the letter on her lap. Then she read the rest of it.

Maybe I’m being reckless or stupid. But here’s the thing: Everett was in love with me. He says I kissed him in 1903, and when we said goodbye in 1908, he told me he would remember that 1903 kiss until the day he died. He died young. I looked it up. He was shot down in World War I.

Jillian looked up as her throat tightened. It had always been “potentially real” to her, this idea that there had been an Everett who’d died young. The hairs on her arms were rising. It had been real to her when she wrote this letter.

I need to know that when he died, he had that kiss to remember. I know I’m taking a risk, but it’s nothing compared to the risks Everett took day after day during the war, until the day he died.

A single sob escaped her.

I’m not doing this because I think space-time has already made the choice; I probably do have a choice. If I end up caught or arrested or worse, I’m sorry. But I can’t live with myself if I do nothing, if I choose fear instead of love.

All my love,

Jillian

P.S. If anything happens, please tell Branson and my parents that I love them.

She heard a soft knock at the door. It opened.

“Jilly?”

It was Halley and DaVinci.

Jillian looked up at them with tears falling freely down her face.

“Branson brought my letter,” she said quietly. “The one I left for the two of you in case … in case something bad had happened to me when I went back to 1903 to meet Everett.”

“The meeting where he kissed you just as spacetime grabbed you both back,” said Halley.

Jillian nodded. “There are some things in this letter I couldn’t have written in my version of the past, but the last paragraph is the same. I’m sure of it. I wrote that I chose to go to Everett because I loved him. I chose to love him.”

“I need to hug you right now,” said DaVinci.

Halley followed suit, murmuring they should all be careful of Jillian’s up-do.

A few minutes later, the tears had dried and the three friends sat on a squashy sofa together, side by side by side.

“I will love Branson forever for coming all the way here for you,” said Halley.

“I will love him forever for”—DaVinci gave an eyebrow waggle—“well, I’ll just leave it unsaid.”

Halley rolled her eyes.

“Oh,” DaVinci said brightly, “Branson said he’s taking his little nest egg and buying a coffee shop or bakery that he can convert into a pâtisserie! I think I talked him into having, like, a rotating gallery of local artwork.” She leaned forward to look Jillian in the eye. “Maybe the two of you should partner up on that.”

“I’m sure he’s thinking Santa Barbara, not Wellesley, Florida,” said Jillian.

“You never know,” said Halley with a shrug.

“Okay,” said DaVinci, “it’s now officially two minutes to wedding o’clock. Jillian, what do you say? You want to do this thing?”

“I do,” said Jillian.

The three rose, and with a final fluff to the back of Jillian’s gown, they made their way to the outdoor ceremony where Everett was waiting, tears in his eyes, for his bride.

Jillian whispered as she joined him. “I love you.”

Everett smiled through his tears. “I know.”


THE END
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Author’s Note

Napoleon Bonaparte seems to have considered setting himself up as an explorer regent in America prior to his sale of the Louisiana territory. The island of Haiti was to have provided him with a military base from which to strike at the British, and, maybe, do a bit of conquering on the American continent. Almost immediately, the soldiers sent to Haiti fell in the tens of thousands to either yellow fever or local opposition. After suffering other expensive setbacks, Napoleon made his deal with Jefferson, selling France’s interest in the Louisiana territories.
 
Upon his defeat by the British, Napoleon once again hoped to make America his home, declaring he would farm and develop lands to the west. It was not to be. His interests in exploration, however, as well as in science and mathematics, are well documented.

Napoleon did not like to be beaten, even in games, and there is a very amusing anecdote about him playing chess with a so-called automaton. Napoleon couldn’t best the man behind the gimmick, and he repeatedly tried to cheat in order to win. I would have loved to have included this, but it happened well after my 1802 setting.

Josephine’s daughter Hortense did go on to become Queen of Holland, where she was beloved at first, but she missed Paris and hated her husband Louis Bonaparte, and she returned after only a year. Her son became Napoleon III, Emperor of France, reigning until 1870.
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