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      Time.

      

      I’m obsessed with time. Calendars. Clocks. Schedules.

      

      As a psychologist, I’ve studied time. How it seems to drag on forever sometimes and other times it’s gone in the blink of an eye. The best answer, for me at least, seems to have something to do with flow or what others might call being in the zone.

      

      I’ve come to the conclusion that time might just be fluid and not bound by things like clocks that we use as measurements. But in truth, I still don’t have a good answer for the subjective passage of time.

      

      As a writer, I create my own versions of time. Time travel. Time lines. Soul mates that pull each other across the boundaries of time.

      

      In this fantasy romance collection, Twenty-Seven Minutes, time inside a magical circle of stones is literally fluid.

      

      And once a person steps into that circle, they have twenty-seven minutes to make a life-changing decision. But the twenty-seven minutes don’t abide by the rules of our clocks.

      

      I’ve written lots of time travel short stories and several time travel novels. My latest novel series is Storm Spells Beckon.

      

      The five short stories in this volume have never been published before. I hope you enjoy these fantasy romance stories and maybe you’ll leave with a few questions of your own.

      

      Just remember, after twenty-seven minutes, there’s no turning back.

      

      Twenty-seven fluid minutes.

      

      
        
        Kathryn Kaleigh

        Houston, Texas
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      I fix time.

      Other than that, I’m one of the most ordinary people out there.

      After straightening a collection of cuddly teddy bears wearing a wide range of pastel colored t-shirts, I sat on a stool and began the process of restacking some boxes of candy.

      I put the cinnamon sticks with the cinnamon hot balls. The peppermint sticks with the peppermint balls.

      I left a box of each open in front of the stacks. All the more to tempt anybody who happened to wander into my store.

      Since there was no one currently in my little store I called The Mercantile Time, I stood up and stretched in a most unladylike fashion. But it felt absolutely wonderful.

      I hadn’t named the store. It had already been named before I got it.

      The name of the store confused people. Some people thought it was a newspaper office. Or a cloth shop.

      And once they came inside, the confusion was only compounded. It looked like a cross between a general store, a candy store, and a sporting goods store.

      The confusion was intentional. People rarely wandered inside and people rarely came in for anything specific.

      During the height of tourist season, I kept a rack of t-shirts hanging near the front to satisfy those curious enough to come inside.

      But it wasn’t tourist season right now.

      It was October. And October transformed the island from tourist industry to just a small mountain town.

      The sun was starting its downward trek over the horizon. Through the window and across the tops of the buildings on the other side of main street, the sky had turned a beautiful shade of red.

      The cuckoo clock happily announced the six o’clock hour.

      It was time to check the mailbox.

      I went over to the door. Waved at Mr. Mitchell as he walked past, and turned the lock. Mr. Mitchell ran the bank next door to my shop.

      Like the other merchants, he kept a friendly, but safe distance away from me.

      I went behind the counter and slid out an old leather trunk.

      It was about three feet wide and two feet deep.

      I sat down on a little stool in front of the trunk, held my breath, and lifted the lid.

      The trunk only opened at sunset and only for one hour. Other than that, if anyone opened it, they found nothing inside but two stacks of musty old quilts.

      There had been nothing else inside the last two months.

      But today the quilts weren’t there.

      My hands trembling, I reached inside and picked up the letter. There was no envelope.

      Just a letter on old stationary, folded in half.

      The clock chimed the half hour.

      Had thirty minutes actually passed already?

      Time had gotten fuzzy as it often did when the trunk was open.

      The sun had set by now and the lights had dimmed along with it.

      Over the last couple of months, I’d gotten complacent and hadn’t thought to light a candle.

      A candle would hold, but electricity never did.

      I should have remembered.

      The paper was old and rough beneath my fingertips.

      Each week there would be a name.

      A name of someone who was in danger. Someone who needed help. Safe passage to another time.

      The two that I’d worked with had been strangers to me and I assumed that they all would be.

      When they showed up at my door, I would know what to do.

      It was a lot of responsibility.

      Responsibility I hadn’t asked for.

      But being a princess of the Skye Wolf Fairies Clan, I had responsibilities.

      The paper crinkled as I opened it.

      The name was written in pale ink. In a fancy script.

      Arya Farren

      My name.
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      I stood beneath the fir trees at the edge of the forest and looked out over the valley below.

      The little town where I’d made a home this last year was no more than a distant twinkle of light. The faint scent of firewood blended with the strong scent of pine needles.

      I wore a long flowing cape with a hood. I only wore the cape when I came up here. Up the mountainside to the cave of my ancestors.

      With trembling hands, I tucked a stray lock of hair beneath the hood of my cape.

      A gust of cold wind whipped at my hood.

      I’d been here twice before. Once with my older sister and then twice when I’d helped others who needed to be saved.

      I almost hadn’t come tonight.

      Seeing my own name on the paper was unsettling, to say the least.

      I didn’t understand.

      I didn’t need saving.

      I was the savior.

      Though the moon was bright, it was dark up here. And cold.

      Normally, I would put a shield of light and warmth around me, but I wanted to stay out of sight.

      To make sure no one was watching before I made my myself more visible than I already was.

      A wolf howled in the distance and I put a hand on the nearest pine tree.

      If I was in danger, I didn’t know it.

      But someone had thought so. Someone had summoned me here.

      Alone.

      I’d never come here alone.

      I’d left alone, but that was different.

      I had been summoned to the circle of stones.

      But that would mean…

      A wolf howled in the distance.

      I took a deep breath.

      Maybe it was just a mistake.

      Mistakes weren’t supposed to happen, but if there one thing I’d learned in the mortal world, it was that anyone could make a mistake.

      It was time.

      I stepped forward. Toward the circle of stones.

      Moonlight reflected off the smooth stones that made a rough circle about six feet around.

      If I went into the circle, anything could happen.

      I liked it at the Mercantile Time. I was comfortable there.

      My father had always said that I was more suited to the mortal world than the fairy world. Being a mortal himself, he was probably biased.

      But my mother wouldn’t have it.

      She’d say it was my birthright.

      More like a responsibility.

      I would be more than happy to hand the whole responsibility thing over to my younger sister.

      Now my sister was a true fairy. Very well suited to the role.

      I put one foot inside the circle.

      The wind was calm here. And the temperature was warmer. Like dipping a toe into a warm bath.

      Just get it over with.

      The words of my grandfather were so strong, I looked sharply back over my shoulder to see if maybe, just maybe, he was standing there.

      But there was only the moonlight sparkling through the trees.

      I turned back, tapped the timer on my watch, and stepped all the way into the circle.

      A flush of warmth enveloped me.

      Twenty-seven minutes.

      That’s how long I could stay here in the circle.

      But I wasn’t alone.
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      Mason was a larger than life, more handsome than could possibly be legal, man.

      And he was standing right here with me in the circle of stones.

      We’d been close as teenagers. About as close as two teenagers could be.

      But then he’d learned that he was to be married to Penelope.

      That had changed everything.

      I hadn’t kept up with Mason since those days, but I couldn’t focus on any of that right now.

      All I could think about was how he was looking at me.

      He held out his hand, smiling at me.

      He looked… different.

      The same. Yet different.

      Better even.

      Not surprising since men get better looking with age.

      His gaze locked onto mine.

      His blue eyes were bluer than I remembered.

      But they had the same effect on me that they’d always had.

      Scattered my thoughts.

      Sent my pulse racing through my veins.

      I all but rolled my eyes.

      Then I put my hand in his.

      I’d forgotten how intense the circle was.

      How the world outside the circle seemed to disappear.

      I even almost forgot why I was there.

      “Hello,” he said.

      I tugged on my hand, but he just tightened his hold.

      “Why am I here?” I asked, glancing around.

      The area outside the circle was starting to get hazy.

      I glanced at my watch.

      Already three minutes had passed.

      The only time I’d spent in the circle had been as a facilitator.

      Not like this.

      “I called you,” he said.

      I shook my head.

      “I’m not in danger,” I said. Then looked at him questioningly. “Am I?”

      He was holding my other hand now. Somehow without me even realizing it, he’d managed to take hold of both my hands.

      If I hadn’t been in danger before, I was now. But in a way I hadn’t anticipated when I’d come up here.

      Mason had a way of putting my heart in danger.

      I’d put Mason behind me. I’d moved on.

      But right now all those years of making myself forget about him seemed to just vanish.

      It was almost like a I was a teenager again.

      Mason was shaking his head.

      “No,” he said. “You’re not in danger.”

      I bit my lip.

      Mason had broken a cardinal rule of the circle.

      He’d used the summons for something not intended.

      But I didn’t say anything. There was something in his eyes. Something that kept me from calling him out on what he’d done.

      “I’m in trouble,” he said.
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      Ten minutes had passed.

      I could feel the ticking of my watch on my wrist.

      It seemed to pulse along with my blood.

      I shook my head. Digital clocks did not pulse.

      But time did skip and jump.

      Inside the stones.

      The light inside the stones was increasing.

      The world outside the circle was slowly, but steadily fading even more.

      I had seventeen minutes left before it disappeared altogether.

      I could smell Mason’s skin now.

      He smelled like a mixture of the forest and the earth.

      A faint version of walking through the cologne counter at the department store in Denver.

      He was becoming more real.

      Fifteen minutes remaining and I was more confused than I had been even before.

      “How are you in trouble?” I asked.

      He closed his eyes and shook his head.

      “It’s a long story and I don’t have time to explain.”

      I’d said the same words to others.

      “But why do you need me?” I asked.

      Why have you called me here? When you know what you do to me?

      He opened his eyes again. Squeezed my hands and locked his gaze onto mine.

      “You’re the only one who can help me.”

      “What can I do?”  I asked.

      My watch seemed to be squeezing my wrist. I wanted to unhook it. To fling it away. But Mason’s hold on me was too tight.

      I tested his hold again.

      If I needed—wanted—to step out of the circle, he wasn’t going to let me.

      The area around the stones was no longer visible to me.

      It had grayed out. Leaving me alone with Mason in this little circle.

      Ten minutes.

      Time was doing that thing.

      That thing where it sped up and would be racing soon to the finish.

      “How can I help?” I asked.

      I needed to know and I needed to know quickly.

      He shrugged. “I don’t really know.”

      “Mason,” I said, feeling some of that frustration I’d felt that last summer.

      “Don’t be mad,” he said. “It was the only way I could get you here.”

      Five minutes.

      I hadn’t planned on this. Hadn’t prepared myself mentally for it.

      Anyone but Mason and I would have stepped back out of the circle.

      But Mason was… well… Mason.

      My thought raced. I’d been here for three years.

      I’d made a life for myself.

      I had friends… sort of. Acquaintances anyway.

      Mr. Mitchell from the bank. Amy from across the street. She ran a little coffee shop that I stopped at every morning.

      I had a little cottage. I was happy here.

      Four minutes.

      Mason tugged on my hands, pulling my attention back to him.

      “What did you do?” I asked.

      “Nothing irreparable,” he said quickly.

      Two minutes.

      I needed to go now.

      Now or never.

      If I stayed here in the circle, I would go into a different timeline.

      My heart pounded in my chest as the seconds ticked down.

      I’d be going into an alternate timeline.

      With Mason.

      With Mason.

      This was something I’d wanted for so very long.

      Too long.

      I relaxed my hold.

      Just a little.

      Shifted one foot. Then the other.

      If I didn’t move now. Didn’t step out of the circle, I’d be in a different timeline.

      With Mason.
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      The seconds pulsed against my wrist. An Apple watch.

      The magic of the stone circle had entered the watch, combining with the circle’s own internal sense of time.

      I don’t know how I knew this. I’d never heard of it happening.

      Yet it was happening to me.

      My job was to save people by sending them into a different timeline.

      Mason wasn’t supposed to be in here with me.

      But if he was the one in trouble, somehow the rules had been bent.

      Somehow two different people had entered the circle together.

      I could feel sunshine on the top of my head. Somehow my hood had fallen down.

      I was standing at one of the most important points in my life.

      A person—mortal or fairy—got only one chance at changing timelines.

      Otherwise, people would be jumping around all over the place and there would be no order to the universe.

      Most people never invoked their one opportunity. Of course, in all fairness, only a tiny, tiny percent of people even knew that it was an option.

      And truth be known, it wasn’t an option for just anyone. I’d never seen it happen personally, but I’d heard the legends.

      A person would go into the stones and it didn’t take. They would come right back out in the same timeline.

      Having all these details tucked into my brain made me wary of being here with Mason.

      And if one of us went into another time line, we were guaranteed to never see each other again.

      Timelines were like a human’s thoughts. No two were ever exactly the same and they were never ever repeated.

      The timelines were fleeting. And unique. Like a single flash of lightning.

      My clan had valiantly tried to track the timelines.

      I’m sure there were some factions out there who were still trying.

      They’d never give up.

      And one day, just like putting a man on the moon, it would happen.

      But most people—the fairy people—just used the stones to their advantage instead of trying to understand how it happened.

      This last minute had stretched out, going into slow motion. The pulse against my wrist slowed.

      Still, there was less than a minute left.

      Whatever had happened to Mason didn’t matter in this moment. It didn’t matter that he’d married. Or not.

      I looked into his fathomless deep blue eyes.

      The seconds were pulsing more quickly again.

      Damn it.

      Time to disentangle my hands from his and get out of the circle.

      Or find out what happens when two people change timelines at the same time.

      Would they split up and go to different timelines?

      Or would one stay here and the other one go?

      Or would they go together?

      The blood pounded in my ears.

      I lunged myself into his arms.
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      Mason’s arms were tight as a vice around my waist.

      My cheek pressed around his chest.

      I felt his heart beating, echoing with mine.

      Sunlight still beamed on my head and soft wind fluttered in my hair.

      My watch was no longer pulsing on my wrist.

      I slowly opened my eyes, but couldn’t see anything other than Mason’s arm.

      “Are you ok?” he asked, his breath tickling my ear.

      I took a deep ragged breath.

      “I think so,” I said, my voice muffled against his cotton shirt.

      “We’re here,” he said, but didn’t release his hold on me.

      “Where is here?” I asked.

      I felt, more than heard his soft chuckle.

      Oh. My. God.

      Mason and I had gone into another timeline.

      Together.

      Wherever we were, we were together.

      And we could never return to our old lives.

      He shifted back a little, keeping his hands on my upper arms.

      We were still in the forest, but the shield around us was no longer there.

      We were free to step out now.

      I looked up into his smiling eyes.

      “Does it matter?” he asked.

      I looked around at the trees, aspen trees in a burst of red and gold colors.

      It was the same.

      But different.

      The same place.

      A different timeline.

      My arms were still locked around Mason’s waist.

      I wanted to leave the circle of the stones.

      To never have to enter them again.

      I took his hand and led him out of the circle.

      Standing next to the man I’d loved as long as I could remember, I let out the breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding.

      I turned and smiled into his eyes.

      “You’re right,” I said. “It doesn’t matter.”

      He pulled my hand to his lips and kissed the palm.

      “I’ll explain everything,” he said.

      “It’s history,” I said. “We have a fresh start. In a brand new time line. We’ll never go back there again.”

      “You always were the smart one,” he said.

      I shrugged and grinned at him. “I guess that’s why they gave me the responsibility.”

      “Which I happen to know that you don’t really like.”

      “You’ve kept up with me,” I said, with a little hitch in my breath.

      Then I noticed something unexpected.

      I could hardly remember why I’d even questioned my decision to jump timelines with Mason.

      The past was even starting to become a bit fuzzy.

      But one thing wasn’t fuzzy.

      My love for Mason.

      And then I understood on a deep level how this circle of stones worked.

      It allowed me to fix time.
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      Haydn Farren stood just inside the door to the Mercantile Time, hands on her hips.

      The little store had everything and nothing.

      Peppermint candy. T-shirts. A row of last month’s fashion and home magazines.

      A cuckoo clock that chimed four times as she closed the door behind her.

      The store smelled like stale coffee. Stale coffee and old pastries.

      Haydn had a keen sense of smell. She could pick up even the hint of a scent.

      It was something she’d gotten from her mother. Her father could walk through a garbage heap and not smell a thing.

      She slid the keys into the side pocket of her long, loose blue crepe skirt.

      It was worse than she’d expected.

      She stepped over a disarrayed puddle of mail just inside the door where it had been dropped through the mail slot every day for the last two weeks.

      It had taken one week for word to reach the Skye Wolf Fairies Clan that Arya Farren had gone missing.

      Another week of searching and finally a plan about what to do next.

      Arya, the oldest of the fives princesses of the Skye Wolf Clan was scheduled to run the Mercantile Time store for three years.

      As far as Haydn was concerned, it was a three-year banishment.

      Away from family and friends.

      Away from the lifestyle they’d grown up with.

      And now, thanks to Arya’s carelessness, Haydn, who hadn’t been on the rotation at all, had been tasked to finish out Arya’s term.

      That’s how it was in the fairy clan. Once the elders decided, that was how things were.

      Twenty-two months. It may as well be an eternity.

      Haydn walked straight behind the check out counter, to stare at the old leather trunk.

      This old trunk might not look like anything. In fact, if she opened it right now, she’d only find some old quilts.

      She knew all this, not from experience, but from the lessons taught to her and her sisters by their mother.

      All five of the fairy princesses knew the lessons well.

      Haydn had always been so very grateful that she’d been skipped in this rotation.

      Being the steward of the trunk was supposed to go to the oldest, the middle, and the youngest.

      Haydn was second from the oldest.

      All in all, she had other things that she had to do.

      She shook off the thoughts.

      She had too much to do to lament things that would no longer be.
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      Someone was knocking on the glass door.

      Haydn stood up, straightened her skirts, and looked at her watch.

      She did not have time to entertain guests or customers.

      The store had been closed for two weeks.

      Surely people had gotten used to it by now and adapted. How important could buying a box of peppermint or a t-shirt be?

      Ignoring the knocking, she walked over to the counter and poured a fresh cup of coffee.

      It was a habit she’d gotten from her mortal father.

      Her fairy mother drank nothing more than sparkling cucumber water.

      Hayden had gotten about halfway through the mail.

      Utilities had to be paid. Credit cards paid.

      One of the most important things about running the Mercantile Time was making sure not to draw attention to the store.

      That meant keeping things up.

      It was bad enough that the store had been closed and Arya had gone missing.

      It took a lot less than that to get the rumors churning.

      Now Haydn was here.

      Would anyone even notice that Haydn was someone new?

      Haydn didn’t have any way of knowing how close her older sister had gotten to the community.

      She knew that she wasn’t supposed to get close to anyone.

      But she’d been banished for over a year.

      Anything could happen in a year.

      The knocking came again.

      She couldn’t ignore it forever.

      Don’t draw attention to yourself.

      Not answering the door was no doubt a way of drawing attention to herself.

      Unfortunately.

      She ran a hand through her long wavy hair and reminded herself that no one here knew her.

      This was a sleepy little tourist town. Most people wore blue jeans and sweatshirts and baseball caps.

      Walking through the store to the front door, she realized that it had gotten late.

      Late afternoon.

      It wouldn’t be long before she had to check the mail.

      Distracted by the thought of checking the mail, she flipped the lock and opened the door.

      A rush of cool November air swirled into the store and she blinked against the unexpected sunlight.

      There was a man at the door.

      Though the sun had her blinded, Haydn immediately knew who it was.

      She knew by his scent.

      It was the one man she’d never expected to see here.

      The main reason she hadn’t wanted to leave the clan.
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      Jack stood with one hand against the doorframe.

      By the time Haydn’s eyes focused enough to verify that he was indeed Jack, she was pulling him inside behind her.

      “Jack,” Haydn said, angling to see behind him. “What are you doing here?”

      Jack Rodale was a full head taller than Haydn and was the one person who could tilt her emotions off balance.

      It could have been anyone but him and she would have been unaffected. Sent him away even.

      Jack was like her. Half fairy and half mortal.

      Unlike her, though, he seemed to lean toward his mortal genes.

      He was dressed like any American boy. The leather jacket he wore looked good on him.

      There was no way he’d come into town unnoticed.

      He better have a good reason for coming here. For drawing attention to her.

      New girl visited by handsome boy.

      Or if they didn’t know she was a new girl, it would be Arya visited by handsome young man.

      “Would you believe me if I said I came to find you?” he asked as they navigated their way through the aisles of the little store to the back, away from the front windows, where she’d been working.

      She put her hands on the back of a wooden straight chair. Gestured for him to sit.

      “No,” she said.

      She had to be all business around Jack.

      It was the only way she could stand being around him.

      He sat as instructed, stretching out his long legs and crossed his work-booted feet at the ankles.

      Though his words and expression were casual, there was a wariness in his eyes.

      And a scent of unease, worry maybe, around him.

      The clock chimed the hour and her phone alarm went off at the same time.

      Together, they reminded her of the fluidity of time and that it was time to check the mailbox.

      She needed to know what Jack was doing here. But it would just have to wait.

      “Stay here,” she said, glancing at the one little rectangle window high on the wall.

      It was time. The sun was setting.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Jack said, leaning forward, clasping his hands together. The little smile was replaced by a crease of worry at his brow.

      She’d have to figure that out later.

      Going back into the store, she ducked behind the counter and knelt in front of the trunk.

      She’d opened it earlier, just to get a feel for it.

      Just as she’d been instructed, there was nothing but old quilts inside.

      She’d actually pulled all the quilts out, turned the trunk over and examined it before putting them back.

      There was nothing there in the empty bottom of the trunk. No hidden letters.

      It wasn’t that she was skeptical. Not exactly. She was a fairy, after all.

      Perhaps she was more in touch with her mortal side than she wanted to admit.

      Father had taught her to have a healthy dose of skepticism.

      Kinda funny, really, considering the man had married a fairy princess. Now a fairy queen.

      Taking a deep breath, she put both hands on the trunk and slowly lifted the lid.

      She gasped.

      The quilts were gone.

      She had not left the store all day and the doors were still locked.

      So she knew for a fact that this trunk had not been tampered with.

      She put aside her skepticism and peered into the trunk.

      There on the bottom of it lay a folded piece of paper.

      She glanced over her shoulder, then slowly reached inside and picked up the letter.

      The electricity dimmed and she expected to struggle to read the name inside.

      But the silver ink on the paper seemed to glow in the waning light.

      She held her breath as she read the name.

      Jack Rodale.
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      The stack of unpaid invoices and unopened letters forgotten, Haydn stood in front of Jack, her arms crossed.

      She held the little piece of stationary in her hand. The piece of paper with a single name written on it. She hadn’t shown it to him yet.

      “Why are you here?” she asked, her voice soft.

      He looked away, scrubbed his chin, then looked back. His bright blue eyes locked onto hers and she saw a flash of confusion.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      And she believed him.

      She’d known Jack her whole life. Since they were children in the same elementary school together.

      She dropped into a chair next to his.

      “Then tell me how,” she said. “tell how you’re here.”

      He hesitated. She didn’t think he was going to answer.

      Then he pulled a sheet of paper out of the front pocket of his blue jeans.

      He held it out to her.

      It was identical to the paper she’d found in the trunk only moments ago.

      Keeping her eyes on his, she unfolded the paper.

      Then she looked down. Closed her eyes and shook her head.

      Her name was written on the paper.

      Haydn Farren.

      Nothing else.

      Then she handed him the paper with his name on it.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      She shrugged.

      “I don’t know.”

      He lips curved into a slow grin.

      “We’re a couple of not knowing people, aren’t we?”

      She sat back.

      “I just got here today,” she said. “I’m just trying to catch up.”

      “I know.”

      “Well, at least we know something,” she said. “but seriously I don’t understand how you found me.”

      “You’re a fairy,” he said. “You know some things can’t be explained.”

      Haydn stood up and went to stand in the door leading out into the store.

      There were so many things she didn’t know.

      So many things she wanted to ask her sister.

      It didn’t even matter that she was cross with her sister.

      After a time, that would pass, too.

      In the meantime, she knew what she had to do.

      She had to do the job she’d been assigned to do.

      The job her sister had left her with.

      She looked him dead in the eye.

      “We don’t have a choice,” she said.
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      It was cold even beneath her long fur-lined cape.

      Despite Haydn’s efforts to hold it close to her, the wind whipped at the cape, making it next to impossible to keep the hood on her head.

      Not that the hood did much good anyway.

      November in the mountains could be deadly cold, especially at night.

      The sun had already gone down, leading the moon to light their way.

      Jack walked alongside her, his boots crunching heavily on the leafy ground.

      Haydn would have waited until tomorrow or the next day—anything to avoid coming up the mountains in this cold—but there was snow in the forecast starting tomorrow.

      And with Jack in danger, waiting could be deadly. For him.

      One thing Haydn was learning.

      There were many different types of danger.

      She knew it, of course, at an intellectual level.

      But it was different for it to be… well… Jack.

      “Are you sure you’re not in some kind of trouble?” she asked, her teeth chattering a little.

      She already asked him that twice, but he’d said no.

      “Not that I know of,” he said.

      “Seems like you’d know.”

      “It does, doesn’t it?” He held out an arm to help her cross over a fallen log in the trail.

      She looked up into his smiling blue eyes.

      How could he be so calm? So unaffected by not only the cold, but also by the fact that he was about to enter a different timeline?

      We reached the knoll and stopped to look out over the lights of the little town below.

      The sky was clear enough that we could see the lights of Denver glowing off in the distance.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked, holding her hood at the neck.

      The fur-lined hooded cloak, with sparkly blue jewels around the collar, still smelled new. Her mother had given it to her before she’d left for her assignment at the Mercantile Time.

      Jack took her hand lightly in his.

      “Like you said, I don’t have a choice.”

      She took a deep breath.

      “Let’s do this,” she said.

      The longer Jack stayed, the harder it was going to be to let him go.

      They hadn’t even had time to catch up. She hadn’t seen Jack in three years.

      They’d never dated, but it hadn’t kept Haydn from entertaining the idea. Wondering what it would be like.

      She had, in fact, been crushing on him since Kindergarten.

      Now she had to send him off without knowing why.

      They reached the stones shortly.

      The little circle of stones was about six feet across. Once Jack stepped inside the circle, he would have twenty-seven minutes.

      Twenty-seven minutes before he vanished.

      Into an alternate timeline.
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      “Tell me again how this works,” Jack said, looking skeptically at the circle of stones.

      Moonlight streamed down, reflecting off the stones, standing about a foot high each. The stones were uneven and rough. They’d been there a long time if the grass grown up around them was any indication.

      Haydn frowned at him.

      “You know, right?”

      Jack ran a gloved hand through his hair. Shrugged.

      “Of course,” he said. “An alternate timeline.”

      She nodded. “And you know that you can’t come back, right?” Her eyes stung. If anyone asked, she’d swear it was from the cold wind.

      He nodded slowly. The smile had faded from his lips, leaving a haunted air about him.

      “I know,” he said.

      “But you don’t mind.” She blinked back her unshed tears and met his gaze again.

      He took both her hands in his.

      “I wouldn’t say I don’t mind,” he said.

      He smiled, the corners of his mouth turning up. His eyes were unexpectedly soft.

      “Jack…” She swallowed, not knowing what to say.

      What could she say, really, to the man she’d been crushing on since Kindergarten? To the man she was about to banish to another timeline, never to be seen again.

      He pulled her against him. She pressed her cheek against the warmth of his sweatshirt and wrapped her arms around him. He smelled so good.

      Their heartbeats melded together and an owl fluttered overhead, landing on a limb over their heads.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      I froze and pulled back just as the moon ducked behind the clouds.

      “Sorry for what?” she asked.

      He took her hands and kissed the back of them.

      The wind snapped at her cape, whipping it around them.

      Before long the moon would shift and the stones would become just an ordinary random circle of stones halfway concealed by grass.

      Only a few more minutes and it would no longer be a portal into times unknown.

      Into a mysterious, unique time.

      No one had been able to figure out how to track the other timelines, but as far as anyone knew, they were all different. Just fleeting threads of time. Here one minute, then gone the next.

      Twenty-seven minutes actually. Twenty-seven minutes after a person stepped into the circle before they vanished into times unknown.

      “I’m sorry I have to leave you,” he said and kissed her gently on the forehead.

      Haydn closed her eyes and let the moment stretch out around her.

      So many untapped possibilities stretched behind her.

      Such was the way with time.

      It never went in the expected direction.
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      As Jack stepped into the circle of stones, my fingers slid from his.

      I glanced at my watch. Twenty-seven minutes.

      They said time became fluid inside the stones.

      This was it, then.

      Just when I found out that Jack might feel the same way about me as I felt about him, he was leaving.

      Just as he turned, the moon came back out and lit up the circle.

      Though he was lit up, I was standing in the darkness.

      There had been nothing in my training about the circle lighting up. Perhaps my mother hadn’t known.

      I glanced at my watch again. Surely I imagined it.

      The hands were moving quickly. More quickly than normal.

      Jack was beginning to fade.

      My heart lodged in my throat.

      I tried to imagine my life without him.

      Without the possibility of him.

      It was bleak.

      So bleak that my mind couldn’t wrap itself around it.

      Our eyes locked as the seconds passed.

      Jack had always been the one I’d imagined meeting up with again some day.

      Believing in that possibility had kept me going.

      But now Jack would be out of reach.

      I put a hand on my forehead.

      Jack was faded more and more by the minute.

      Then he held out his hand to me.

      “What?” I whispered. But he couldn’t hear me, of course. He was inside the circle of stones while I was outside.

      Could two people travel together through time?

      It was a possibility that no one ever mentioned.

      What did I have here? Twenty -two months running the Mercantile Time. Twenty-two months of monitoring the mailbox and bringing people who were in danger here. To the stones.

      That had never been for me.

      It wasn’t part of my destiny.

      I was the second sister. Not the first or middle or last.

      But Jack…

      Jack had always been for me.

      Only, it seemed, neither of us knew it until now.

      Something rustled in the brush behind me.

      I turned to see a large grizzly bear watching me.

      As a fairy, I was protected from wolves and even bobcats.

      But not bears.

      Bears could not discern between people and fairies.

      Jack’s name may have been in the trunk, but it turned out that I was the one in danger, at least at the moment.

      I turned back to Jack, my eyes pleading for help.

      In just seconds, the portal would be gone and I would be alone in the forest with nothing but a circle of stones in front of me.

      I glanced over my shoulder. The bear was slowly coming closer.

      Jack was still there, his arms stretched out. He took a step forward, but his moments were slow inside the circle.

      No.

      He was coming out. He would miss his opportunity and we would both be left out here with nothing to protect either of us from the grizzly bear.

      Throwing everything I ever knew or believed in to the wind, I lept into the circle.

      Sunlight blinded me and Jack’s arms went around me.

      I wrapped my arms around him, my hands clutching at his sweatshirt, and closed my eyes.

      “You’re ok,” he said. “You’re safe.”

      I slowly opened my eyes and, keeping my arms around Jack, turned around.

      The bear was gone.

      It was a bright sunny day in the mountains.

      I didn’t know where—when—we were, but I was with Jack.

      Jack was safe. I was safe.

      And that was my destiny.

      I just hadn’t known it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Shadow Stone Princess]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Clouds hovered over the mountain peaks, keeping them hidden.

      It was snowing in the high country and, even though Jon at the BLZV radio station disagreed, there would be snow on the roads by morning.

      Sitting in my car, I turned off the motor. Just before six o’clock on a Saturday morning, there were no other cars on Main Street.

      The only sound after I opened my car door was the wind sweeping through the valley.

      I never would get used to the dry wind, often full of dirt that always had a tendency to get inside my mouth.  But then I was a southern girl from Alabama, after all.

      Colorado had been my home now for five years and I’d known since the day I set foot on the campus in Boulder that it always would be.

      I was happy here. Safe.

      Mr. Mitchell, the local bank president, had promised me overtime for however long it took me to get the Mercantile Time in order.

      So I’d pulled my hair back in a ponytail, put on a pair of jeans, and a green flannel shirt along with my white sneakers and headed in to town for an early start.

      If I got through early enough, I could take an afternoon hike.

      I’d only been inside the little store one time and then only for a few minutes when I’d dropped off some paperwork to one of the girls who’d worked there.

      Anytime I’d asked what kind of store, exactly, it was, I’d only gotten vague answers. Someone said it was a general store, but not really. Someone else said it was some kind of book store. And another said it was a sort of a candy store. A tourist store. Sort of.

      All the answers seemed to come with qualifiers.

      I squared my shoulders and pulled the keys out of my handbag.

      I was about to find out.

      Two Farren girls had come and gone without explanation.

      Arya Farren and Hayden Farren.

      Arya had been here for awhile, but Hayden hadn’t been much more than a day when she’d vanished.

      The odd thing was that no one seemed to find it out.

      People just shrugged and said that the Farren family had their own way of doing things.

      But it had been a couple of weeks now and Mr. Mitchell was starting to get worried.

      I was his personal assistant.

      He’d given me the title of loan assistant because I had a bachelor’s degree in finance.

      But as far as my day to day life went, I was his assistant and he knew it.

      I didn’t mind.

      When I wasn’t working, I was hiking up in the mountains. I didn’t have the urge to go to the tops of the mountains. I was content walking along the trails and sitting next to the streams.

      I didn’t have to stay here and Mr. Mitchell knew it.

      An aunt I’d never even met had left me her mountain cabin. I must have had a kindred spirit with her because I’d been taken with the cabin the minute I’d seen it nestled in the fir and aspen trees.

      Just as I went to put the keys in the door lock, I saw a post-it note taped to the glass.

      Elouise,

      Heading out of town this morning.

      Call my cell if you need anything.

      Mr. Mitchell

      Pulling the note off the glass, I glanced over my shoulder.

      Old habits.

      Mr. Mitchell could have sent me a text message.

      But that’s how he did things.

      Instead of calling me on the phone when he needed something, he’d get up and walk over to my office to tell me.

      For some reason, the man seemed to have an aversion to technology.

      It was kinda funny because his wife handled all the technical aspects of the bank. She was basically customer service for the customers.

      I opened the door and stepped inside the store.

      It had obviously been closed for some time.

      Not only did it smell like a mixture of stale coffee and… peppermint, but there was a stack of mail that I had to step over just inside the door.

      Back where I was from, the mailman put the mail in a box at the end of the driveway. That was even how my mail came to the cabin.

      But here in town, everyone just had their mail dropped in through an opening in the door.

      It seemed like an old-fashioned way of getting email.

      I locked the door and laid my keys on the counter.

      I nearly jumped out of my shoes when a cuckoo clock starting chiming the hour.

      With my heart racing dangerously, I looked around.

      It really was a store that had no particular classification.

      One thing I would add to those vague descriptions was ice cream parlor. Sort of.

      There was only one table with two chairs, but a big bottle of syrup that had been left open behind the counter explained the peppermint scent.

      I went behind the counter and put the lid on the peppermint.

      It was almost like someone had left in a hurry.

      Almost.

      Other than the open peppermint bottle, the counter was tidy.

      It looked like my main job today was going to sorting through the mail. And maybe doing some inventory.

      Didn’t sound like a whole lot of fun, but somebody had to do it.

      There was decent sized leather trunk in the corner behind the counter.

      Curious, I slowly lifted the lid.

      There was nothing inside other than old quilts.

      Just another mystery.

      I didn’t know if they were for sale or just stored there.

      If I had to take a guess I’d say they were just stored.

      They looked pretty old and maybe hand made. Probably some kind of Farren family heirloom.

      Getting down to business, I went back to the front of the store, gathered up all the mail, and took it with me to the back of the store.

      It was going to be a long day.

      And the sun wasn’t even up good.
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      It was four o’clock before I pulled myself out of the pile of mail that had accumulated in the floor.

      Four o’clock in the afternoon.

      I had a dozen stacks of invoices and receipts.

      And one checkbook.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d written so many checks. But I didn’t know any of the online passwords or even if the accounts were set up for electronic payments.

      So after sorting everything out, I’d starting writing checks and putting them into envelopes.

      Just as I was standing up and stretching, I heard someone knocking on the front door.

      It was probably Mr. Mitchell stopping back by to check on my progress.

      For some reason, the Mercantile Time seemed to be a special project of his.

      Any other business and he would just foreclosed on it a long time ago.

      The day’s sunshine had come and gone while I worked.

      Now it was dusk and would be dark soon.

      So much for my hike.

      At any rate, it was time to call it a day and head home.

      After passing through the chocolate aisle, I had a clear view of the front door.

      It was definitely not Mr. Mitchell.

      It was a man who looked to be a few years older than I was, maybe early thirties.

      Though his hand was propped against the glass of the door, he was looking away, giving me a nice view of his profile.

      I hadn’t seen him before and I pretty much knew everyone in town. Not necessarily on a speaking basis, but I could pick them out in a line-up. And I was good at putting names and faces together.

      It was a little game I’d started playing in college while sitting in boring finance classes.

      As the professor called the roll, I’d learned at least one person’s name every class period.

      As I clicked open the lock, he turned and looked right at me.

      Even through the glass, his blue eyes almost glowed.

      Shaking my head at the fanciful notion, I pushed at the door and he opened it up.

      Now that we were face-to-face, I saw that his eyes were just a normal shade of blue. Not glowing at all. A trick of the light.

      “Can I come in?” he asked.

      “We’re not open,” I said, holding my ground.

      Even though it was obviously a store, it obviously wasn’t ready for customers. Besides, this time of day on a Saturday, all the downtown stores would be closed anyway.

      “I know,” he said and stepped inside.

      I’d left my cell phone on the table in the back room, so I couldn’t call for help even if I wanted to.

      The man didn’t look dangerous and I considered myself a good judge of character.

      Still…

      There was no reason for him to be here. at least not as far as I could see.

      “Have you looked inside the trunk?” he asked.

      “The trunk?” I echoed.

      At my blank expression, he just shrugged. “Of course you haven’t.”

      “The only trunk is behind the counter,” I said.

      Something about the way he said it rubbed me the wrong way.

      Like I didn’t have sense enough to look inside the trunk.

      “It’s only got a bunch of old quilts in it,” I told him.

      “Right,” he said, heading to the space behind the counter.

      As a customer, he wasn’t supposed to be behind the counter.

      But he wasn’t a customer.

      At least not any kind of regular customer.

      He seemed to know his way around.

      And he knew about the trunk.

      I followed him behind the counter.

      He was dressed all in black. He had black slacks and a black button-down shirt. Very business-like. He also wore a short black trench coat. As he walked, the coat flowed behind him like a cape.

      He looked from the trunk to his watch and back again.

      “It’s a little bit early,” he said.

      “Early for what?”

      As though on cue, the cuckoo clock went off and I jumped.

      “Close enough,” he said.

      Deciding that he could do no harm with the old trunk, I rested a hand on the smooth wood of the counter and watched him. It wasn’t like he was trying to get into the cash register.

      He knelt down and slowly opened the trunk.

      Unable to resist, I pushed off the counter and looked over his shoulder.

      Unlike before, there were no quilts in the trunk.

      “Where did they go?” I asked, mostly to myself.

      “You don’t know,” he said. “They said you wouldn’t know.”

      I didn’t answer.

      The lights blinked and flashed off. Then they came back on, but they were dimmer.

      He reached into the trunk and pulled out a folded piece of paper.

      The paper looked to be about as old as the trunk. Whoever had taken the quilts, had obviously left the piece of paper behind.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      Not opening the paper, he stood up.

      He was taller than I’d realized. A full head taller than I was.

      “I’m not supposed to be the one to do this,” he said. “But two of my sisters have gone missing.”

      “The Farren girls?” I tucked my hair behind my ears as I did when I was confused.

      “Yes,” he said. “I’m Sebastian Farren.”

      “Sebastian?” For some reason, my ability to speak in complete sentences seemed to have escaped me.

      He leaned a hip against the counter and seemed to look at me for the first time.

      His eyes were glowing, exactly, but instead, they seemed to see right into my thoughts.

      I shifted from one foot to the other.

      “You must be Elouise,” he said.

      “I am.” I was used to people knowing me. It was hard to have much privacy working in the public. Especially in such a small community. So I wasn’t surprised that he knew me.

      “You’re not what I expected,” he said.

      I didn’t ask what he expected. Some things were better left unknown.

      But that piece of paper wasn’t one of them.

      “Are you going to open that?”
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      Sebastian looked at me a moment. Seemed to consider.

      Then, without another word, he flipped open the piece of paper.

      He glanced at me, then back to the paper.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      The cuckoo clock chimed again.

      I glanced at my watch. Somehow either all the clocks had gotten off track or time itself had sped up.

      Sebastian handed me the paper and, without looking at it, I opened it.

      Elouise Morgan.

      I just held it. Stared at it.

      But I couldn’t make sense of it.

      How did my name get on a piece of paper in the bottom of an empty trunk—a trunk that was full of quilts just this morning?

      I pressed my fingers against my forehead.

      It made absolutely no sense.

      “I don’t understand,” I said, lifting my gaze to his deep, sparkling blue eyes.

      Every time I looked into his eyes, they seemed to look different. From deep blue to glowing, and now to sparkly.

      It was distracting.

      Besides, he was looking at me funny.

      “It’s you,” he said.

      I handed the paper back to him. Then a wiped my hands on my jeans.

      The lights flickered again.

      “I have to get you out of here,” he said.

      It was time for me to go and, in fact, I was suddenly more than ready to get away from here.

      He jammed the paper into his pocket.

      “Come on,” he said, holding out a hand.

      “I can get out of here well enough on my own,” I said.

      Shaking his head, he glanced toward the door.

      “I can’t let you do that,” he said. “As of now, I’m obligated to get you to safety.”

      I crossed my arms.

      “I’m not in danger,” I said.

      He held up the piece of paper.

      “According to this,” he said. “you are.”

      His eyes searched mine. Looking for something he wasn’t going to find.

      I jumped when my phone chimed.

      Slipping it out of my back pocket, I read the text message, then looked back at Sebastian.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      It was something I thought I’d put behind me a long time ago.

      I’d thought I was safe here.

      Where everyone knew me as Elouise Morgan.

      “What do we need to do?” I asked.
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      The full moon was bright overhead.

      Up here on the mountainside, the moon was so close to the earth it looked almost like I could reach out and touch it.

      The wind skittered through the aspen trees, creating a flurry of soft music.

      I didn’t have my hiking boots. Or a jacket or even a bottle of water.

      And I told Sebastian so. One by one.

      And each time he gave me the same answer.

      “You won’t need it,” he said.

      As we followed the trail into the high country, up into the mountains, I didn’t see how he could possibly be right.

      But I was still in a bit of shock that Daryl had found me here.

      “It’s just up ahead,” he said.

      Apparently we were heading toward some kind of sanctuary.

      But Sebastian hadn’t called it that.

      He’d called it a circle of stones. Whatever that was.

      He’d seemed quite intent on going by there.

      So, I’d decided to go with him since I’d missed my hike today.

      Besides, I was curious. He’d pulled a piece of paper with my name on it out of an old trunk, insisting that I was in danger.

      Then I’d gotten a text from Daryl telling me that he was waiting for me at my cabin.

      Psycho.

      If only I’d figured that out before I’d let him into my life.

      So here I was traipsing up a mountain toward a circle of stones. Whatever that was.

      And I hoped to God Sebastian wasn’t another psycho.

      “We’re here,” Sebastian announced, stopping suddenly.

      I was within inches of walking into him.

      Mist from the impending snow drifted up, creating a haze around us.

      He stepped to the side.

      And right there was literally a circle of stones.

      I looked at him sideways.

      I’m not sure what I expected.

      A cabin of some sort maybe.

      I wasn’t sure. I just knew that a literal circle of stones wasn’t what I’d expected.

      “Now what?” I asked, rubbing my arms in a feeble effort to ward off the cold.

      What protective magic was supposed to be inside this circle of stones?

      He looked a bit smug.

      Then he took my hand and led me inside the circle.

      We stepped into the circle of stones. There were six large stones, not quite large enough to be called boulders, but too big to just be called rocks.

      Oddly enough, it was warmer in this circle.

      Maybe it was just my imagination.

      Or maybe it was because Sebastian was standing so close to me.

      “Twenty-seven minutes,” he said, taking both my hands.

      “Until what?” I asked, distracted by the strong feel of his hands on mine.

      The world outside the stones was starting to blur. The moon was a little less bright.

      “I only have a few minutes,” he said. “Before I have to step out.”

      “And if you don’t?” I asked, holding onto his hands as the world started to spin a little faster.

      He shook his head and smiled ruefully.

      “That’s not an option,” he said. “The stones can only support one person at the time.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I know,” he said and straightened his shoulders. “I’m Sebastian of the Skye Wolf Fairies Clan.”

      I just stared blankly at him.

      “What does that mean?” I asked, but something about the mystery of what he was saying had to be a piece of the puzzle of the two missing Farren girls.

      “The females are in charge of this… passage,” he said, keeping his eyes on mine. “But I was the only one available tonight.”

      Now I had about a hundred more questions, but a shroud had formed around us, blocking out the rest of the world.

      So I focused on what seemed to be the most important part of what he was saying.

      “Passage to where?”

      “Another time,” he said. “In just a few minutes, you’ll go into an alternate time line.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked, tugging at my hands.

      He wrapped his fingers around my elbows.

      “Just hear me out,” he said. “No one really knows how it works. But our clan has figured out the basics.”

      “Doesn’t sound basic,” I said, relaxing a little.

      I wasn’t sure I could step through what now looked like a curtain around us. And I wanted to hear more.

      “What we do know is that you’ll be safe there. From whatever danger you’re in here now.”

      “I don’t think I’m really in any danger,” I said.

      A wolf howled in the distance. I didn’t want to be out there in the dark. Alone.

      “If you weren’t,” he said. “we wouldn’t be here and this wouldn’t work.” He glanced around, then brought his gaze back to mine. “That man, has he ever threatened you?”

      He had. Daryl had said lots of things to me. I had always hoped that I’d been overreacting. But it was enough to keep me in this small town living alone in my aunt’s cabin.

      “Maybe,” I said.

      Our voices were muffled now and the wind was howling around us.

      He was looking at me now with an intensity that was unsettling.

      “I have to leave you now,” he said. He took my hands in his again.

      I was unsteady.

      “I don’t want you to go,” I said.

      And I didn’t. I wasn’t sure if it was his lovely blue eyes that seemed to glow or the danger of the world outside of the circle, but the thought of him leaving me here terrified me beyond words.

      “Will I see you again?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “I have to go,” he said.

      “What if I want to stay here?” I asked, but I was pretty sure he couldn’t hear me.

      Something was happening. The blood was pounding dangerously in my ears.

      Sebastian released my hands and I tried to steady myself.

      He was leaving me now.

      I had no idea what to expect next. But if what he said was true, then I need to go into this alternate time line to get away from Daryl.

      To start over.

      I was falling.

      Falling and there was nothing to grab hold of. Sebastian was only a shadow in front of me.

      The world seemed to be tilting at a snail’s pace, keeping me poised between standing and falling.

      Then Sebastian pulled me into his arms.

      He held me close, our heartbeats melding into one.

      But he steadied me and I steadied him.

      I closed my eyes and held on.

      “We’re here,” he said.

      I slowly opened my eyes.

      Here seemed to more like a when.

      I blinked against the unexpected sunshine.

      Everything else seemed to be the same. The six stones. The trees.

      But I felt different.

      I leaned back a little and looked up at Sebastian.

      “I thought you couldn’t come,” I said.

      “Rules are made to be broken,” he said.

      I smiled.

      Especially when something so simple and so complicated as time was involved.
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      A bald eagle swooped down, gliding on a gust of wind before making a quiet landing on a bare aspen tree limb.

      The daily afternoon rain shower left behind the strong scent of fresh pine mixed with the earthy smell of the mountain air.

      Smoke drifted from fireplaces in the valley below. The sleepy little town had one row of shops, all on Main Street. A coffeeshop. A bakery. A little café.

      There was also a bank and a grocery store.

      And a little store called the Mercantile Time.

      At least that’s what I expected to find.

      I took a moment to steady myself before I stepped away from the circle of stones.

      My solid white Norwegian elkhound, Aksel, followed at my heels.

      Though the wind was cold on my face, I was warm nestled inside my gray fur cape.

      While the wind was cold, the sun was warm. Warmer than I expected.

      Beneath my cape, I was wearing jeans and hiking boots.

      I had a one-hour hike into town.

      As Aksel and I started down the deserted path, I reviewed everything.

      Just to make sure I didn’t forget.

      And if I did forget, everything was written down on a folded sheet of paper tucked securely in the handbag draped across my shoulders.

      My name is Zoya Farren.

      I am the youngest of five daughters born to the Farren family—a Norwegian clan called the Skye Wolf Fairies Clan.

      Now that we’re all adults, we live here and there, not so different from other families.

      The only obvious difference is we get together every Sunday and spend the whole day together. Usually at our parents’ estate. Sometimes we have family meetings. Sometimes we just watch television or have a cook out.

      It varies.

      I have a condo in Denver with a home office to die for.

      The condo has one wall of floor to ceiling windows overlooking the city and the mountains beyond.

      But my favorite part is the wall of eight large computer screens.

      I also have two notebook computers. One in my kitchen and one in my bedroom.

      I also keep an iPad in the living room and carry my iPhone with me at all times, of course.

      Needless to say, I am technologically inclined.

      But I’m not the typical young professional.

      I never play games and I don’t use social media.

      I’m a researcher.

      I have, in fact, dedicated my life to research.

      Ever since I learned, as a child, about alternate time lines, I’ve learned everything I could about time travel.

      College was disappointing in that aspect.

      I learned a lot, of course. And a lot of what I learned has helped me in my research.

      But not a single one of my professors would talk to me about time travel. Or alternate timelines.

      So since they were no help, I went off on my own.

      Fortunately, I had my family help me. Grandparents on my mother’s side were the most helpful.

      I was able to take everything they told me, combine it with technology, and come up with my own theories.

      I usually ran those theories by my family on Sundays.

      But they do not know where I am right now.

      No one knows.

      If I’m wrong and don’t make it back, no one will ever know what happened to me.
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      The Mercantile Time was not exactly the way it had been when I’d left it that morning.

      It had taken me exactly one hour to make my way down the trail to the little store on Main Street.

      It had been quite an uneventful trip, actually.

      Aksel was never more than a few footsteps away.

      By bringing him, I’d already broken many of the myths about the stones and time lines.

      Aksel coming with me, I stepped into the Mercantile Time and saw that there were remarkable differences.

      Things that could not have been changed in the few hours I was gone.

      For one, there was a little coffee shop. Only two little tables and chairs, but still a place to sit and have a little chat or do a little reading.

      Maybe just sit and watch the traffic outside the window.

      Very cozy.

      I liked it.

      “Hi,” a woman said, coming from the back room. “Can I help you?”

      “Hello,” I said with a friendly smile, putting a hand on Aksel’s head. He sat down.

      The woman was actually a young lady, maybe even still in high school.

      She was cute and friendly.

      But she was not one of the fairy clan.

      She had no aura about her.

      Different clans had different colored auras. It’s how we recognized each other.

      The members of my Skye Wolf Clan had a lovely, clean white aura.

      I was prepared for this possibility.

      “I’m writing an article,” I said. “about the Mercantile Time.”

      It wasn’t a lie. Exactly.

      Research was sort of in the same family as writing an article.

      “Oh,” the girl said, slipping her phone out of her pocket. “I’ll have to ask my boss.”

      This was something I hadn’t planned for. If I didn’t spend time here in the Mercantile Time, I wouldn’t be able to get the information I’d come for.

      And the whole trip would have been for nothing.

      “Of course,” I said.

      Now wasn’t the time to panic.

      But it wasn’t like I’d just stopped by.

      I hadn’t made an ordinary trip.

      While the girl talked on the phone to her boss, I walked around the store and stopped in the candy aisle. Someone had arranged a shelf displaying cinnamon sticks, cinnamon balls, and prettily packaged cinnamon candles. I closed my eyes and concentrated on the calming scent.

      There were so many things that could go wrong.

      Not getting access to what I needed wasn’t one of those setbacks I’d planned for.

      Everything considered, it was almost funny. But sad.

      I ticked them off to myself.

      I could lose my memory.

      Aksel could get left behind.

      And there was the most serious of all.

      My elders could be right and this could be a one way trip.

      I could be stuck in this timeline.

      Not being allowed to ask questions was the least serious of my problems.
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      Aksel noisily lapped water from a bowl as I sipped on a chocolate milkshake.

      Turned out the little coffee shop in the Mercantile Time was also an ice cream parlor.

      The girl, Macy, had assured me that her boss would be there within the hour and had twisted my arm on a milkshake while I waited.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had ice cream.

      I don’t eat processed foods. I only eat fresh vegetables and fruits.

      Water.

      Sometimes coffee.

      Ok, coffee every day.

      And sometimes a glass of wine.

      But my diet was very strict.

      And I didn’t even miss things like ice cream.

      I hoped having this decadent concoction didn’t change that.

      A little bell tinkled as the front door opened.

      Aksel and I looked up at the same time.

      There had definitely not been a bell on that door in the other timeline—my timeline.

      And the boss had not been a handsome man with sparkly blue eyes who spotted me immediately.

      A man with a lovely light blue aura.

      He was from a different clan.

      A clan not related to the Skye Wolf Clan—my clan.

      He was wearing blue jeans, a polo shirt, and a light brown sports jacket.

      He looked like he hadn’t shaved in a day or two.

      And. He didn’t look particularly happy to be here.

      I set down the milkshake and forced my thoughts back in order.

      A blue aura meant that he was a member of the Macherac Clan.

      I’d never met anyone from that clan, but I’d studied them.

      Their lineage was as long as the Skye Wolf Clan’s.

      The youngest generation consisted of five brothers and three sisters.

      Just the opposite of my family with five sisters and three brothers.

      In my timeline, the store, the Mercantile Time, was owned and run by my clan.

      It seems that in this timeline, it was run by the Macherac Clan.

      “You can go now,” he said, briskly to Macy. “I’ll close up.”

      Macy tried to smile, but her disappointment was evident.

      I was trying to decide if she was disappointed because she wasn’t ready to leave work or because she didn’t like being dismissed by her handsome boss.

      The handsome boss in question interrupted my speculation by sliding out a chair across from me and sitting down.

      He was about six feet tall and lean, but he had such a large presence that the little chair looked like child’s furniture.

      “Why are you here?” he asked.

      His blue eyes outsparkled his light blue aura.

      Perhaps his displeasure at seeing me dimmed his aura.

      He wasn’t supposed to know me. I’d certainly never met him.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, wishing I didn’t have the half-eaten milkshake glass sitting between us.

      He was silent as Macy walked past with her backpack.

      “See you tomorrow,” she said.

      He made a noise that sounded a bit feral.

      The cuckoo clock made a racket, then chirped four times.

      Perhaps he hadn’t done Macy such a disservice after all.

      The store, at least in my timeline, closed at five o’clock anyway.

      “You know the agreement,” he said. “The Skye Wolfe Clan is to stay in Montana.”

      A laugh escaped me before I could stop it.

      This was so preposterous.

      Like some kind of range war.

      He looked pointedly at Aksel.

      Aksel growled.

      I’d never heard Aksel growl at anyone.

      He was a most good-natured dog. A Norwegian Elkhound. Loyal and devoted.

      But extremely protective.

      But he’d never had a reason to show protectiveness.

      Until perhaps now.

      I raised my chin.

      I needed to test the waters.

      “I’m not aware of any such agreement,” I said.

      This surprised him.

      He looked at me with outright skepticism, then scrubbed his chin and nodded.

      “You could be too young,” he said.

      I bristled a bit.

      I’d always looked young for my age.

      Yet at the same time I consider myself to be quite accomplished.

      As far as I knew I was the only person to purposely change timelines with every intention of returning to my original time.

      Just because no one had any record of such travels, didn’t mean they didn’t exist.

      Or even if no one had tried it, it didn’t mean it couldn’t be done.

      Anything with too many rules, always got my curiosity up.

      That’s how I became a researcher, after all.

      “I’m not here to cause trouble,” I said.

      He leaned forward and I caught a faint whiff of his cologne. A masculine musky scent that matched his moodiness.

      “Then what are you here for?” he asked, a challenge in his eyes as his gaze swept over the cape I’d tossed over an empty chair.

      “Information,” I said, deciding to hold back the real reason I was here.

      For now anyway.

      “Well, Zoya Farren,” he said. “How can I help you?”

      Aksel barked and I gasped.

      There was absolutely no way this man could know my name.
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      “Can I take a look around?” I asked, quickly recovering.

      I could see his jaw working as he considered how to answer my question.

      Then he stood up, his work boots slamming against the wood floor.

      “Sure,” he said. “Why not?”

      I stood up, too, and was immediately acutely aware of how much bigger he was than I was. At least a foot taller. A broad, chest.

      He looked down at my feet. Then scowled.

      “You’re not Zoya,” he said.

      “Actually, I am.” I kept one hand on the back of the chair.

      He shook his head. “People don’t get shorter,” he said. “And you’re shorter.”

      “How do you know?” I asked, with a little hitch in my breath.

      He was much too close. It was rather disconcerting.

      There was something disconcerting about him. And it wasn’t his light blue aura. Though it was noticeable.

      Despite the gruffness he portrayed, his aura was soothing. Kind.

      “Because the Zoya I know is taller,” he said, not bothering to elaborate as he moved past me toward the back of the store.

      With no choice but to follow, I tried to make sense of what he was saying.

      He didn’t know I was from a different timeline.

      Had no way of knowing.

      So he knew a Zoya in this timeline.

      No one had ever said anything about that.

      It made my head spin as we passed by the candy aisle again. This time the cinnamon wasn’t so soothing.

      But I’m not sure anything would have been.

      I felt edgy.

      The possibility of two people with the same name who looked the same ending up in the same timeline was not supposed to happen.

      Was it?

      “So what do you want to see?” he asked.

      I had a feeling he already knew. He stood at the corner of the counter, looking at me sideways.

      I put my hands in my back pockets, then promptly took them out and clasped them in front of me.

      Damn. I was fidgeting. I never fidgeted.

      Aksel came up beside me and putting a hand on his head, I felt calmer.

      “The trunk,” I said, lifting my chin.

      He nodded once and swept an arm indicating for me to go behind the counter.

      I hesitated.

      The path was much too close to him for my taste.

      But I did it anyway.

      I refused to let him intimidate me.

      Geez. He smelled good.

      I went straight to the trunk and hesitated.

      “It’s a little early,” he said behind me. “But you can check.”

      I nodded and took a step closer.

      I’d never checked the trunk for names before. The only time I’d opened the trunk, it had been full of nothing but old quilts.

      But that didn’t mean that I didn’t know what I was doing.

      The trunk was considered to be magical.

      Every day, at dusk, the old quilts vanished and left a letter with someone’s name in it.

      It was supposed to be the name of someone who was in trouble. Someone who needed to go through the circle of stones into another timeline.

      That was the folklore.

      The folklore also warned that people could only travel through the stones one time.

      The folklore had, over the years, turned into rules. Rules that everyone followed.

      Until me.

      I’d come through the stones. On purpose. And I hadn’t been in danger.

      Furthermore, my name had not been in the trunk.

      I was here to test out these ideas that we lived by.

      I believed that people could go through the stones.

      And come back.

      If I was wrong, then I was stuck here.

      I glanced over my shoulder.

      The man was watching me. One eyebrow raised.

      Maybe staying here wouldn’t be such a bad thing, all things considered.
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      Kneeling in front of the trunk, Aksel at my side, I put my hands on the sides and slowly lifted the heavy lid.

      I’d always thought that the trunk should have something more exciting in it. Like jewels.

      But then that would have drawn unnecessary attention to it. The idea was for it to be unobtrusive. Until needed.

      I balanced the oversized lid against the wall behind the trunk.

      The quilts were gone.

      I wiped my hands on my jeans. Aksel nuzzled my right hand and I absently rubbed him behind his ears.

      I felt, more than heard, the man come up to stand behind me.

      I peered over the edge of the trunk.

      Right there at the bottom of the trunk was a folded piece of paper.

      My heart beating rapidly, I reached inside and picked it up.

      It felt like old, brittle parchment paper.

      My hands trembling, I unfolded it.

      Wyatt Macherac.

      I stared blankly at the name.

      “Who’s that?” I asked myself out loud.

      “It’s me,” Wyatt said over my shoulder.

      “You?” I lowered the paper and turned my head so I could see him.

      He looked a bit green around the gills as my grandfather liked to say.

      “Do you mind?” he asked, holding out a hand.

      I handed him the paper.

      He leaned against the counter, staring at the name scrawled on the paper.

      The cuckoo clock chirped the hour.

      I noticed then that the lights seemed dimmer.

      I’d heard that during the time the trunk was open, sometimes the electricity went out.

      Most people had a candle ready when they opened the trunk.

      But that hadn’t happened this time. Maybe that was just was one of those myths.

      I hoped that there were a lot of myths.

      Most importantly, I hoped that it was just folklore that a person could only change timelines once.

      “You’re Wyatt,” I said.

      He looked up. And I saw the pain in his eyes.

      “Yes,” he said.
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      There were so many stars in the sky.

      If I didn’t know that we were on the same planet, I’d swear that there were twice as many stars in this timeline as there were in the one I was from.

      Wyatt hadn’t said much of anything on the hike up the mountain.

      After his moment of shock at seeing his name on the paper, he’d recovered quickly.

      After less than five minutes, he’d come out of the back office with a backpack over his shoulder.

      By then I had my cape back around my shoulders and I was ready for the trip back to my own time.

      There was nothing I needed to do right now.

      I didn’t know him that well, but we walked in companionable silence.

      I had so many questions. I wondered how much he knew about all this.

      But sense he was a member of the fairy clan, I guessed he knew enough.

      He’d know when he saw his name on the paper in the trunk that he had to go.

      It meant his life was in danger and he had to come to the circle of stones.

      To enter another time line.

      Aksel ran ahead as we reached the stones and sat in front of them.

      He knew.

      He knew that was the way home.

      The moon was shining brightly overhead when we reached the stones.

      He looked around then turned to face me.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. The wind was picking up a little.

      “I didn’t do anything,” I said.

      “Actually you did.” His gaze locked onto him. “You saved my life. I wouldn’t have been able to find my own name there.”

      I didn’t tell him that I thought he was wrong. That I’d heard of someone finding their own name.

      It didn’t matter.

      What mattered was that both of us needed to step into these stones.

      Aksel barked and stepped inside the circle.

      “I think it’s time,” I said.

      “You might want to get him out,” Wyatt said, nodding toward Aksel.

      “I can’t. He goes where I go.”

      Ignoring his perplexed expression, I joined my dog.

      I immediately felt the air shift.

      Wyatt stood his ground.

      “We can’t both go,” he said.

      I not only hoped he was wrong, I was banking on it.

      Aksel was my proof that two beings could travel at the same time.

      Now all I had to do was make sure I could go back.

      That the portal was not a one way street.

      I held out a hand.

      Wyatt shook his head.

      “It’s against the rules,” he said.

      There was a sheer curtain forming around the rocks. Soon I wouldn’t be able to see anything outside the circle.

      Twenty-seven minutes.

      That’s how long we had once the process started. How long we had once we stepped inside the circle of stones until we were transported into another time line.

      I glanced down at Aksel.

      “I wasn’t supposed to be able to bring him either.”

      The problem with the twenty-seven minutes was that time started to become fluid once the process started.

      Time would speed up at random. There was no order to it.

      “You came through?” Wyatt asked, not bothering to hide his disbelief.

      I was holding out both hands now.

      “Yes,” I said. “And I’m planning on going back.”

      The wind whipped at his hair, but he didn’t mind.

      The circle was closing off.

      “With you or without you,” I said. “But I don’t have time to explain.”

      I could see the indecision warring in his eyes.

      Time was speeding up.

      It was happening faster this time than before.

      Then he took my hands and stepped into the circle.

      He kept his gaze locked onto mine as the world tilted and everything outside the circle vanished.

      I had one hand around his waist and the other looped around Aksel’s neck, my fingers looped through his collar.

      This was it.

      The moment of truth.

      Everything went blank. Just for a moment.

      Then the trees were bloomed out around us and the sun was shining brightly overhead.

      The curtain gone.

      My arms were still around Aksel and Wyatt.

      We’d all three made it.

      The problem was that we were not where I’d left from that morning.

      I heard cattle in the distance.

      Cattle and something else.

      I opened my eyes and looked past Wyatt.

      There was a ranch house not far from here.

      “Is this where you were headed?” Wyatt asked.

      I looked into his eyes.

      And slowly shook my head.

      “Not at all.”

      Much to my dismay, it seemed that there were more than just two timelines.

      And in the span of just one day I’d been in all three.

      There was, it seemed, a lot more to this circle of stones than I’d anticipated.

      Wyatt took my hand and we stepped outside of the circle.

      As we stood there, hand in hand, looking out over the valley, I also knew that there was more to Wyatt than I’d anticipated.
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      “Will you get me some coffee?” Edward Mitchell dragged off his reading glasses and smiled up at Macy.

      Macy was still in high school, a senior, but she ran this shop like a pro. Maybe even better since she was young and full of energy.

      “Sure,” she said, bouncing off toward the kitchen to get him a cup of coffee.

      Edward used the time to straighten the stacks of papers spread across the little square table over next to the far wall of the Mercantile Time where he sat.

      The Mercantile Time was one of the oddest stores Edward had been in.

      It had a little section used as an ice cream parlor. That part was new.

      It had an aisle filled with cinnamon candy and candles. Another aisle with books.

      And a little display in front with touristy t-shirts.

      It was mostly odd because the town wasn’t a tourist town at all.

      As a result, the shop rarely had any business.

      Maybe the occasional tourist would drive through and stop in or one of the locals would come in looking for a gift for a birthday or a wedding or some such.

      The Cuckoo clock behind him made a ruckus, then began chirping the hour.

      Edward pulled a leather journal toward him and untied the leather straps.

      He’d been saving it for last.

      Edward’s father, the town’s bank manager, hand sent Edward over to check on the books for the store.

      But really, his father was sometimes out of touch.

      Edward’s mother was a fairy of the Skye Wolf Clan.

      That made Edward half fairy.

      And there were much more interesting things to be found here at the Mercantile Time than the financials.

      The Mercantile Time was where the magic started.

      He took the cup of coffee from Macy.

      “Thanks,” he said. “So how long ago did you come across this journal?”

      “It’s been a week,” she said. “Last Saturday. I remember because Mr. Wyatt let me leave an hour early.”

      “You said there was a girl,” Edward said, careful not to burn his tongue on the hot coffee.

      “Yes,” Macy said. “When she first came in, she was wearing a silver fur lined cape. Very pretty.” Macy bit her lip. “And very unusual.”

      Edward smiled to himself.

      Normally the mortals didn’t know when they met a fairy. In fact, Macy didn’t even know that Edward was one.

      Or warlock, as he liked to call himself. They called the girls fairies.

      But when the girls wore their capes, they were hard to forget.

      “And you think she left this here?” he asked.

      Macy nodded. “It has to be hers. There was no one else in the store.”

      “All right.” Edward said. “I’ll take a look.”

      Macy smiled and bounced away, back to her post in the front of the store where she was doing something with some boxes that had just been delivered.

      There were so many myths that started with this place. And not just myths. More like legends. Legends that were diligently taught to all fairy children.

      He ticked them off in his head.

      In the evenings, once or twice a month or so—no one really knew how often—the old leather trunk behind the counter, opened by a fairy, would contain a name written on a piece of paper.

      The rest of the time the trunk contained nothing of interest. Just some old quilts that no one wanted.

      The name was supposed to be someone who was in danger, whether they knew it or not

      The fairy in charge would then escort that person up into the hills to a circle of stones.

      Once inside the circle of stones, they would be transported to another time line.

      There were supposed to be only two timelines and they were one way streets.

      And only one person could travel at the time.

      Edward had no personal experience with all this. But now that he was here, he was going to try and find out as much as he could.

      He carefully opened the cover of the leather journal and fanned through the pages.

      About three fourths of the journal was filled with a neat handwriting. The rest of it was empty.

      He went back to the first page and began reading.
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      Two hours later, Edward closed the journal.

      The cuckoo clock was chirping again and Macy was blending a milk shake for someone.

      It was time to open the trunk.

      But everything he’d been taught was wrong.

      That is, of course, if he believed what he’d just read.

      He had no reason to either believe it or not believe it.

      The problem with what he’d just read was all speculation, at least as far as he could tell.

      According to this journal, someone, whoever she was, had traveled back and forth through the circle of stones several times.

      She called it a portal.

      And she’d traveled not only with her dog, but with another person.

      So there went two legends right there.

      The portal wasn’t a one way street and people could travel together.

      All of that was one thing, but there was another. A most disturbing thing.

      One that rocked everything he knew about the Skye Wolfe responsibilities to the circle of stones and the time line.

      According to this, people didn’t go through the portal because they were in danger.

      They went through the portal to be with their soul mate.

      They were summoned here to find their name in the trunk. And somehow going into the circle would transport them to another time line to be with their one true love.

      Edward looked up at the sound of female laughter.

      Macy was engaged in conversation with the guest.

      He leaned forward just enough to see the woman as Macy handed her the milk shake.

      And he caught his breath.

      She wasn’t a fairy. He could tell because she didn’t have an aura about her.

      All fairies had an aura. The Skye Wolf clan had a white aura. Other clans had other color auras.

      Yet, she looked like a princess.

      One of the most beautiful women Edward had ever seen.

      He leaned back in his chair so he couldn’t see her any more.

      He needed a minute for everything he’d just read to sink in.

      The cuckoo clock chirped again.

      Edward glanced at his watch.

      Time was acting funny.

      He took it as a sign.

      He pushed his chair back and stood up.

      He needed a candle.

      Not seeing one, he wandered down one of the nearest aisles and found a candle that smelled like strong cinnamon.

      The smallest one was a short tapered candle. He only needed it for a few minutes.

      He turned it over, checked the price tag on the bottom, and shaking his head, pulled a twenty out of his wallet.

      He left the money on the counter next to the cash register and, after lighting the candle, knelt in front of the trunk.

      Just as he’d expected, when he touched the handles, the lights dimmed.

      He threw back the lid and held up the little candle so he could see.

      No quilts.

      Just a piece of folded paper lying on the bottom of the trunk.

      He heard voices behind him in the store.

      It was Macy and the girl talking about the power outage.

      He picked up the paper and opened it.

      Addison Montrose.

      So she had been chosen by the Gods to go into another timeline.

      But not to save her life.

      She’d been chosen to find her one true love.

      Edward sat back on his heels.

      Why did a person’s true love always have to be in another timeline? It would be so much simpler if they were just right there. Next door.

      There was no accounting for how things were.

      He stuffed the paper in his pocket and closed the trunk lid.

      The electricity promptly came back on.

      Then she came around the counter and they stood face to face.

      She smiled. “Hi.”

      “Hey.” He looked past her, but didn’t see Macy anywhere.

      “Macy had to step out for a minute.”

      Edward just looked at her. He didn’t say anything.

      He’d thought she was beautiful from afar, but up close, her beauty was exponential. It was her eyes, he decided. They were sparkling green.

      Perhaps if not a fairy, she was some other mystical being.

      “I think…” she said, glancing down at his hands.

      The drop of hot wax on his thumb had him jumping back and nearly tossing the candle aside.

      He quickly blew out the flame and looked around for a place to put it.

      “Let me,” she said, stepping forward to take it from him.

      Her clean scent mixed with the scent of cinnamon did nothing for his speechlessness.

      She took a tissue paper, the kind they wrapped around gifts and tucked the candle in it.

      Then she handed it back to him.

      “Thank you,” he said, finally finding his voice.

      “I’m Macy’s cousin,” she said, holding out a hand.

      Edward took her hand in his and every nerve in his body came alive.

      “It’s good to meet you,” he said, automatically. “I’m Edward.”

      “It’s good to meet you, too,” she said. “I’m Addison.”
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      Addison.

      “Addison Montrose?” Edward asked, her hand still in his.

      Her smiled faltered.

      “How did you know?” she asked.

      He shrugged her question away.

      “Just a guess,” he said. “She must have mentioned you.”

      She narrowed her eyes and pulled her hand from his.

      “That would be odd,” she said. “because we only just met.”

      “How did you just meet your cousin?” Edward asked.

      “Happenstance,” she said.

      The clock made a racket and started chirping again.

      “Come,” Edward said, taking her hand again and leading her from behind the counter back to the table where he’d been working.

      “You’ve been busy,” she said.

      “Sit,” Edward said, pulling out a chair and patting the back.

      Eyebrows raised, she looked at him, but sat down as he requested.

      She was wearing a long full light blue skirt and what looked like a slender riding jacket.

      “Do you ride?” he asked.

      “What?” she asked over her shoulder.

      “Horses,” he said, sitting across from her. “Do you ride horses?”

      She shook her head, obviously perplexed by the question. “No.”

      He propped his elbows on the table and steepled his hands in front of him.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      He didn’t think she was going to answer. And he didn’t blame her. It wasn’t his business, after all, what she was doing here. It was a free country. She could do whatever she wanted.

      At the moment, Macy burst back through the front door, a small shopping bag in one hand.

      She stopped when she saw them sitting together at the table.

      “Everything ok?” she asked.

      Edward and Addison glanced at each other and nodded.

      “Addison was telling me that you two just met,” Edward said.

      Macy took a roll of packing tape out of the bag and looked from one to the other.

      “Yes,” she said. “It’s the strangest thing.”

      Edward gazed into Addison’s eyes.

      “Are you in some kind of danger?” he asked.

      Her eyes widened. “What did you—?” She looked over at Macy.

      Macy was shaking her head.

      “When would I talk to him?” she asked.

      Addison looked down at her hands.

      “Yes,” she said. Then looked back up at Macy, her eyes moist with unshed tears.

      She took a deep breath. “I didn’t tell you everything,” she said.

      Macy sat down between them.

      “You can tell us,” she said. “you’re safe here.”
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      It was cloudy tonight.

      Edward walked alongside Addison, his oversized yellow flashlight lighting the way.

      Apparently no one saw the need to update the stock of flashlights in the back of the store with LEDs.

      It would have to do.

      “How much longer?” she asked, almost losing her balance as her high heeled boot slipped on a pebble.

      He grabbed her hand to steady her.

      “Not far,” he said.

      It felt right to hold her hand. He saw no need to fight it.

      It hadn’t taken much convincing to get her to come up here with him.

      All Edward could figure was that she was desperate to get away from her abusive boyfriend.

      She hadn’t come right out and told them that her boyfriend was abusive, but she hadn’t had to.

      They reached the top of the little hill nestled in a valley of majestic rocky peaks.

      The circle of rocks was just how Edward had imagined it.

      They made an uneven circle, but a circle nonetheless. Grass grew up around the rocks, but the middle of the circle was barren. No pebbles. No grass. Just dirt.

      The moon made an appearance, casting a soft glow of moonlight over the rocks.

      A wolf howled in the distance.

      For the first time since they’d set off on the trail, Edward realized just how alone they were up here in the mountains. In the darkness.

      It was the wolves. Fairies were protected by wolves.

      But not bears.

      Bears were bad news for fairies.

      Addison pulled her coat tightly around her.

      “What is this place?” she asked.

      “Once you step into that circle, you’ll be transported to another time line.”

      She turned and faced him, her expression blank. “Another time line.”

      “Yes.” He took her hands in his again. “And no one here can hurt you.”

      She ran a hand over her jaw.

      Edward felt a flash of anger. Had someone hit her?

      All the more reason to get her out of here.

      “I can’t come back?” she asked, looking over toward the circle.

      “Most say you can’t,” Edward said. “But no one really knows for sure.”

      He wasn’t about to get her hopes up. To give her false information. He wasn’t about to throw away everything he’d always known just because he’d read someone’s new theory.

      “I don’t want to go,” she said, shaking her head. The wind tossed a strand of hair into her eyes.

      “Why not?” he asked, holding tightly onto her hands. “It’s the perfect solution.”

      “Not for me,” she said. “I have a job. Friends. A life.”

      Clouds drifted over the moon again, leaving them in darkness, except for the meager glow of his yellow flashlight.

      “I know,” he said, keeping the flashlight pointed away from her eyes. “I really do understand.”

      He thought about his own life. A life that consisted mostly of work. He’d never married and he didn’t even have time for a girlfriend right now.

      Not exactly a life to be envied.

      But he was good at his work.

      Is that what life was all about?

      Or should there be something else?

      But this was not the time for an existential crisis.

      Addison’s eyes were tearing up. He could stand anything, but that.

      “Look,” he said, grasping her elbows. “It’s the best I have to offer right now.”

      She shook her head.

      “I’d be giving up my life. What lies on the other side of that portal? Can you answer that?”

      Of course he couldn’t. But he couldn’t tell her that either.

      He’d grown up believing in the power of the portal.

      That if a name appeared in the trunk, the only way a person’s life could be saved was to send that person into the alternate timeline.

      He’d never given any thought to what happened to that person after they went through the portal.

      Did things really get better for them?

      Or was it a temporary fix?

      Had his family been operating under false assumptions… forever?

      He didn’t know.

      “The window of opportunity is passing,” he said, glancing toward the moon. The clouds had shifted again and the moon looked like it was close enough to reach out and touch.

      But that wouldn’t last long.

      The portal only worked when the moon was out. At least that was how he’d been taught.

      “Twenty-seven minutes,” he said. “That’s how long you have after you step into the portal. If you change your mind, you can step out.”

      He hoped that was true.

      There were so many things he didn’t know and now everything he thought he knew was in question.

      She searched his eyes. Looking for what, he didn’t know.

      “Come on,” he said, taking her by the hand. “I’ll step in with you.”

      He set down the flashlight, pointing it toward the circle.

      She followed him.

      He squashed down the guilt.

      In truth, he had no idea what he was leading this innocent girl into.

      At first nothing happen.

      Relief washed through him.

      It had all been for naught.

      Then he noticed that the flashlight had dimmed a bit. The batteries were probably going.

      The area beyond the rocks seemed to be behind a sheer curtain.

      Twenty-seven minutes.

      He checked his watch.

      “Nothing’s happening,” she said.

      “It takes a minute,” he said, although he’d been thinking the exact same thing.

      He checked his watch again.

      There was no way it had already been ten minutes.

      Then he remembered.

      Time gets fuzzy inside the circle.

      So twenty-seven minutes wasn’t really twenty-seven minutes.

      He couldn’t even see the beam of the flashlight anymore.

      Actually, he couldn’t even see the yellow flashlight anymore.

      The pale sheer curtain had been more like a regular curtain.

      The only light inside the circle came from the moon.

      The energy was getting stronger. He needed to hold onto something. But Addison was the only thing to hold onto.

      She must have felt the same way because her arms went around him.

      Holding each other tightly, they seemed to keep each other steady.

      He checked his watch again. Only eight minutes to go.

      He could no longer see the tree tops beyond the circle.

      “You have to go,” she said, but it sounded more like a question than a statement.

      Yes. He had to step out of the circle. Before it was too late.

      Holding her like this felt so right.

      He didn’t even know her, yet he’d never felt anything that was so intensely right.

      Words from the leather journal came back to him.

      The names aren’t for people who are in danger. They’re for people whose true love was on the other side of the portal.

      But did they have to be on the other side of the portal?

      Maybe the portal was to connect people with their soul mate.

      He only had seconds to decide.

      His belief in fate was profound.

      He’d grown up with it. It had been taught to him since he could understand language.

      As everything blurred around him, the answer came to him with startling clarity.

      The purpose of the portal wasn’t to save a person in danger.

      It was to bring soul mates together. In whatever way was needed.

      Addison was his soul mate.

      He couldn’t explain how he knew. Part of the magic of being a warlock perhaps.

      But he knew.

      She was holding onto him for dear life now.

      “Do you mind if I go with you?” he asked, his breath against her ear.

      He felt her shiver.

      “No,” she whispered.

      He could barely hear her over the roar in his ears.

      Then the curtain around them cleared and sunshine beat down on their heads.

      The twenty-seven minutes were over.

      And his life was just beginning.

      With his very own moon born princess.
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open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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