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        Betrayed by the one person she expected to trust for life, Megan fled.

      

        

      
        Alone, she searched for refuge in the Florida panhandle. A string of low-rate, exploitative jobs kicked her to rock bottom. Even the weather betrays her, dumping her deeper into misery.

      

        

      
        Then, Megan seeks shelter in the Puzzle Store.

        This mysterious store holds nothing she expects. And everything she needs.

      

        

      
        Some doors open to ordinary places. Others transform your entire world. The Puzzle Store waits for those brave enough to discover which kind of door they will walk through.

      

        

      
        The Puzzle Store.

        Transform your destiny.

        Before it's too late.
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      Megan shivered and pulled the light shell jacket tighter around her shoulders as a wind gust whipped the rain into a brief maelstrom that finished the job of soaking her from head to toe.

      She cursed, then again as a fast-moving SUV plowed through a pool of standing water, generating a small tidal wave that flung muddy water over her legs and drenched her sneakers.

      Megan sighed and shifted the bag on her shoulder, put her head down and focused on putting one squelchy foot in front of the other. She swore to herself she wouldn’t cry but cleaning the mess in a rent by the hour motel for less than minimum wage and carrying everything she valued in the bag on her shoulder was overwhelming.

      There was nowhere safe in the single wide she shared with two other women, and she was sure Zoe was turning tricks to fund a habit. She’d walked in on Zoe two days ago and found her on her knees with her head buried in a man’s crotch. Megan was sure she didn’t want to live through that visual again.

      Despite her vow, Megan felt the tears roll down her damp cheeks as another car sprayed her legs with more scummy road water.

      On her right-hand side, the bushes and scrub died away and Megan saw an open expanse of dirt and gravel with a two-story building in the middle of the lot. The walls were painted a powder blue color, and the gray concrete roof tiles looked cracked in few places.

      On a regular day, she’d have trudged past, just like she’d done for the hundred or so other days since she’d been making the journey back and forth.

      Today Megan was bone-tired and she really, really didn’t want to go back to that single-wide.

      Not yet anyway.

      There was a concrete walkway round the building and enough of an overhang she could shelter from the rain for a while, maybe warm up enough to stop shivering. Without giving herself time to think, and decide it was a bad idea, Megan splashed across the parking lot, the damp sand and gravel leaving more dirty smears across her calves and shins.

      The wall was hard and gritty against her back, and the overhang didn’t give her the protection she’d hoped for. Rain dripped from the guttering above and whipped into her face, and Megan wanted nothing more than to curl up somewhere, sob out the frustration and eviscerate Cole in her mind.

      Despite the evidence, Cole had denied the embezzlement all the way to sentencing. With their joint assets confiscated, he was two years into a fifteen to twenty sentence in the Federal prison at Coleman. He remained oblivious to the devastation he’d caused in Megan’s life. Oblivious that his actions had her disqualified as a CPA and the only work she could get was low wage.

      There was a squealing, scraping noise as the door of the store opened. Megan pushed away from the wall, ready for the angry words and preparing to splash her way back across the muddy ground to the highway.

      “Why don’t you come inside where it’s dry. I’ve got coffee brewing and you look like you could use a warm drink.”

      Megan lifted her head and looked, tensing her body for the payoff of some cruel joke.

      The man standing in the doorway was nearly a foot taller than her five-two. Wide shoulders, thinning brown hair, and a gentle smile on his lined face. His smile faded as he sensed her reluctance.

      “I mean it. Florida rain isn’t always like warm bath water. You’ll catch the flu or something worse in this weather.”

      He looked harmless, so Megan took a chance. Something she hadn’t done in the past three years.

      “Thank you,” she said, and almost moaned as the warmth of the inside washed over her.

      “They call me Mac,” he said, pulling the door closed behind them. The frame squealed again, making Megan jump.

      “I’ve been meaning to fix that since the day I bought the store,” Mac apologized. “But it’s cheaper than a bell if I’m in the back of the store and someone comes in. There’s a place to sit on your left. You take milk or sugar.”

      “Just black,” she said, heading in the direction he indicated. She hadn’t been able to afford sugar or creamer for so long, she doubted she’d ever go back to them.

      The area was laid out like a cozy sitting room. There were two love seats and a low table by the window, three more love seats with beige cushions and a dark wood table covered the center of the area. Two candles burned in squat jars on the table, adding a pleasant piney scent to the room.

      Along the wall there were racks of shelves with boxes of jigsaw puzzles. She hadn’t expected jigsaws. It reminded her of the summers before she was a teenager with visits to her aunt and half-finished puzzles in the dining room.

      “Sit down,” Mac said, walking past her. He placed two steaming mugs on coasters and pointed at the love seat opposite where he’d seated himself with a weary sigh. “I’m glad for the break. I know those orders won’t fill themselves. Don’t worry about the cushions. They’re meant for outdoor furniture and are ideal when I have four-year-olds running around the place.”

      “Four-year-olds can be a handful,” Megan said carefully as she sat and reached for the coffee. Her sister’s boys had been that age when the charges were filed. As she sipped the hot drink, feeling the warmth flood through her, Megan wondered if she’d ever see them again.

      They sat in a companionable silence. Megan was grateful Mac didn’t ask questions or push her into conversation. She could see how tired he was from the dark shadows round his eyes, and the way his head drooped occasionally.

      “I’m sorry to be a nuisance, but is there a bathroom I could use?”

      “Hardly a nuisance. I invited you in on a slow customer day. Behind the counter and all the way to the back by the stairs. Mind the piles of packages for shipping,” he said, then pointed to the bag she’d instinctively hoisted onto her shoulder when she stood. “You can leave your bag here. I promise it will be safe.”

      Megan nodded. She wanted to trust him, but the few items of any value she owned were in that bag. Most of it was emotional rather than monetary value. The thought of losing anything more was almost too much to bear.

      “I’ll take it with me, if you don’t mind.”

      “Whatever you’re comfortable with,” Mac said.

      She saw the understanding in his hazel eyes, and that made her feel a little better.

      As Megan threaded her way through the stacks of shipping boxes in the hallway, she wondered where and how Mac had gained that insight and understanding.

      Coming out of the bathroom. Megan felt better than she had in a long time, probably since she’d started the job at the motel. She’d cleaned the mud streaks off her legs and oddly, she felt comfortable here, and although her clothes were still damp, for once she was warm. Who would think you could freeze in Florida?

      There were five or maybe six aisles of shelving leading away to the side wall of the building, all of them stacked with more jigsaw puzzles than she’d ever seen before, the box pictures glowing in the glare from the overhead fluorescent lighting.

      Megan crossed into the aisle parallel to the one she’d used earlier. There were no boxes stacked here, and she could walk unhindered between the shelves, the pictures of paintings by Da Vinci, Renoir, Monet, and artists she didn’t recognize, all surprising in their clarity and richness of detail.

      Toward the end of the aisle, the topics changed to images of famous people; presidents, movie stars, and one that caught her eye because of the lack of color. Megan paused by a thousand-piece sepia toned jigsaw of a woman on a white horse. There was a crowd in the background standing before a porticoed building that could be the Capitol building. The woman wore a crown that pushed her long curls back over her shoulders to contrast with the blouse and cloak the same color as the horse.

      The title on the box announced Inez Milholland leads the Women’s Suffrage March in Washington, DC. March 3, 1913.

      Megan frowned and said aloud. “Who was Inez Milholland?” As if in response, the woman lifted her head, turned and fixed her gaze on Megan.
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      The first thing Megan felt was tired. A fatigue so bone deep it made her earlier tiredness seem like a burst of energy. For the moment it stilled her fear and terror about what had happened or where she was.

      Thankfully, she wasn’t on the horse. She was lying on a soft chaise lounge; her head deep in the embrace of a soft cushion, and the comfort almost made her moan with pleasure. It had been losing the silk underwear and thousand thread count sheets that had hurt Megan more than the lack of money.

      A firm hand on her left wrist made her forget the fine linens. The man, a doctor Megan assumed, was bent forward, with a frown that wrinkled all the way across his balding head.

      “You need to rest, Inez,” he said, his voice a low rumble of concern as he placed her hand carefully on her stomach beside the other one. “Your schedule these past weeks has been too much.”

      Megan felt her head whip forward out of the cushion. Only it wasn’t her head. She could see, hear, think, and feel for herself, but she couldn’t move without the other woman doing so. And she was aware of everything the other woman felt.

      Inez Milholland. The woman in the picture. How in heaven’s name did I get here, she wondered. Had she collapsed in the store and this was all a dream?

      Megan had to still her thoughts then because Inez was talking. There was such passion and determination in her voice, Megan had no option but to pay attention.

      “Rest, doctor? The ladies who come to hear me speak are not ladies of leisure. They are women who’ve finished a full day’s work. Many of them are risking their jobs just to be at Blanchard Hall this evening. Others will sneak away from husbands or fathers. What message does it send about my commitment to Women’s Rights if I say I’m too tired to talk to them?”

      You go, Megan cheered silently as Inez swung her legs off the chaise, and using her left hand to steady herself, stood carefully because she still couldn’t feel her feet.

      Inez was at least six inches taller than Megan, and the increase in height gave Megan a new perspective. She enjoyed being at eye level with the doctor and not having to tilt her head up every time she talked to someone.

      Inez looked over at the ornate ormolu clock on the mantle, and Megan sensed the woman perform a quick mental calculation. Inez turned to the doctor, his dark suit a contrast to the heavy scarlet drapes edged with gold that covered the windows and kept out the October chill.

      “I’ll rest for two hours,” she said. “Then I will eat. After eating, I will change clothes, and we’ll walk to Blanchard Hall for the event. Will that satisfy you, doctor?”

      “You need two
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