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      They were outside by the tree stump when Annie handed Sam the old RIDER -WAITE Tarot deck. It was a beautiful spring day, a warm breeze lifting her hair and stirring the leaves of the birch trees behind where they sat on the ground. “Shufﬂe the deck three times and cut it into three piles from left to right.”

      She watched Sam’s expression, not surprised when a frown appeared. “Are you worried about what we might discover, or don’t you trust the Tarot? Or maybe it’s me you don’t trust.”

      Sam looked up. “I…I admit I’m a little worried about what might show up.”

      Annie stacked the piles together and began to lay out the 5 card spread, using the stump for a table. “We don’t have to do this.”

      Sam let out a sigh. “No—keep going. Maybe it will clarify some things.”

      The cards were in place—three at the top and two at the bottom on either side. Annie turned over the card on the top left, the one that represented the past. It was THE TOWER. “You know what it means from looking at it, right?”

      Sam nodded. “Everything crashing down. Sounds about right.”

      Annie grimaced, thinking about the events of the past year. Sam’s half-brother Jack who had appeared out of nowhere, kidnapped her and burned her house down. And then the unexpected visitor from the eighteen-hundreds had shown up. Jack’s charm had captivated her and together they’d disappeared into the past.

      Sam had gone after him, vowing to stop Jack from whatever evil-minded scheme he was up to. But Jack had surprised him, hit him in the back of the head and left Sam for dead.

      Luckily the library had provided a door and Annie and Cecily had managed to drag him back home.

      Sam had breathed his last when Annie brought him back to life. How she accomplished this was still a mystery to both of them.

      After the accident, Sam’s innate magic had disappeared. But the most serious issue was the change in his relationship to the library. It no longer took orders from him. Annie was now in charge, and any doors needed were up to her. Sam was not used to any of it, his moods growing darker every day.

      Annie reached for the second card. THE HANGED MAN. She glanced at Sam, afraid of how he might interpret it. “This is about the present and represents a time of uncertainty. Vulnerability. It isn’t a bad card,” she added, noticing Sam’s expression. “The man is upside down, which could mean you’re trying to see things from another perspective. Makes sense when you consider your magic, or lack thereof. Do we know if that scarab is magical, Sam? Because Jack stealing it could be part of what this card is telling you. Everything has been turned upside down.”

      Sam frowned. “You could say that. I’m weak and Jack is strong.”

      “That isn’t true,” Annie murmured. “Do you know what the scarab even means?”

      “My mother gave it to me. Wish I could talk to her. But Annie, Jack has changed his ways.”

      Annie frowned, gazing into the distance as she thought about Sam’s nemesis. Sam’s insistence that Jack had reformed worried her. She knew the man—they were lovers before she met Sam. No matter what Sam thought, Jack was not his friend. And now Jack had stolen the one thing Sam’s mother had given him—a talisman to keep Sam safe.

      THE FOOL was the next card she turned over. “This card represents the future.”

      Sam let out a chuckle. “I’m a fucking fool.”

      Annie shook her head, but she thought, yes. Sam was a fool to trust Jack. “It’s more about letting go of expectations—of following what feels right and being in the now.” She pointed to the ﬁgure on the card who was about to step into the abyss. “If you aren’t paying attention you could fall off the cliff. It’s reminding you to develop yourself before heading off on some ill-fated quest.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t pick this card?” Sam asked.

      Annie laughed. “It’s your card, not mine. Are you planning a trip?”

      Sam’s cheeks bloomed red. “I’ve been thinking about my mother.”

      “Maybe wait a while before you leave me alone again,” Annie muttered.

      Sam sighed. “No worries there. The library is my only way into the past and it no longer listens to me,” he said morosely. “What’s with the other two cards?”

      Annie reached for the card on the lower left. “This one represents what’s holding you back.” When she turned over the TEN OF CUPS, she smiled. “The meaning of this card is true fulﬁllment, love and contentment.” She glanced at Sam. “It’s one of the most positive cards in the deck.”

      He laughed. “That one I get. The idea of being away from you doesn’t feel very good.”

      “Let’s see how to push forward,” she murmured, turning over the last card on the lower right.

      Sam leaned in to see the THE MAGICIAN. “That one makes no sense. I don’t have magic anymore.”

      Annie shrugged. “One interpretation is to tap into your full potential. You have hidden talents you haven’t recognized.”

      Sam shook his head. “What hidden talents? I can’t travel into the past the way I am now. I have to rely on you for everything—it sucks.”

      Annie liked the life they had, the quiet contentment of living together and being lovers—the work they did together. “Maybe it’s for the best. But if you’re determined to go I’ll help you.”

      Sam smiled. “You would ask the library to provide a door for me?” He leaned forward and touched his lips to hers. “That’s true love.”

      For some reason Annie’s thoughts went to what they both referred to as the beast. It was an untamed part of Sam that seemed to harken back to an ancient gene he carried. Sometimes when they made love it rose up, scaring her with its intensity. “The beast is part of your magic, Sam.”

      The light went out of Sam’s eyes. “The beast is because of what they did to me at the Institute—ﬁddling with my DNA caused it.”

      Annie shook her head. “I don’t think that’s true. You have yet to plumb the depths of who you are.”

      He stared at her. “You really believe that?”

      “I like the beast and you like it too. If the Institute caused it, it wouldn’t enhance our lovemaking, it would be a killing machine.”

      Sam pondered this with his head down. “How is it that you always get to the bottom of things?”

      Annie laughed. “I know you—that’s all.”

      Sam gazed at her before picking up her hand. He brought it to his lips like some chivalrous knight before he said, “I’m getting used to waking up with you in my bed.”

      Annie leaned forward to place her lips on his. “I love you,” she whispered. “But if you feel it necessary to travel back in time to find your mother, I won’t stand in your way.” She would never tell him how much it scared her, how her intuition had her imagining all sorts of horrible outcomes. She gathered the cards together and rose, heading toward the open door.

      “Let’s go into the stacks,” Sam said, following her into the building. “Maybe the library has a message for me.”

      “Tarot isn’t enough for you? Do you think the library has a better message?”

      Sam laughed. “I keep hoping, you know…”

      “That your magic will be back,” Annie ﬁnished for him.

      Sam glanced at her. “I’m okay with you in charge. I trust you.”

      Annie chuckled. “Glad to hear it—I’d hate it if you didn’t.”

      “I let you read the Tarot for me, didn’t I? And I took it seriously.”

      Annie wondered. Did he take it seriously? Despite his statements to the contrary, she knew that losing his magic weighed on him. He’d never been without it.

      When they reached the open door, a bird ﬂew out of the ivy, its wings turning iridescent in the late afternoon light.

      Sam stopped to watch it before he gazed at her. “I’m not sure who you really are, but I’m hoping that one of these days the library will be kind enough to clue me in.”

      Annie made a face. Who she was? “I’m just Annie, Sam, just as I’ve always been.” She linked her arm through his.
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      Right before Sam left for the past Annie had a premonition. It came in the form of a vision and happened just before she asked the library to provide a door for him. In it Sam was wounded, his face ashen. Two soldiers stood over him talking, but she couldn’t hear what they were saying.

      “Sam!” she called out, turning to where he was loading his backpack.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I just saw you hurt—on the ground. You told me you were going to find your mother to clear up the confusion about your father.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “What I saw had nothing to do with that—you were with two other men dressed in what seemed like soldier’s garb.”

      Sam gave a laugh. “Can’t explain what hasn’t happened yet.”

      “Have you been lying about this trip?”

      Sam moved close and put his arms around her. “I haven’t lied, Annie. My main objective is my mother. I have thought about the 1300’s though, and Scottish history. A lot of interesting things happened during that time.”

      “Please be careful—you were wounded. And as you know, I don’t have visions very often.”

      He pulled her against him. “I will. Now, if there isn’t anything else, can we get on with the door?”

      Annie stared hard at him. “I expect this to be a short trip.”

      “I don’t envision it being more than a week.”

      Annie turned her back and spoke softly to the library. “Sam needs a door to take him back to the time when his mother lived.”

      It was only a minute before a medieval wooden door with iron fittings appeared. It hung in the air like a mirage, going in and out of focus. “You better go—the door seems tenuous.”

      Sam grabbed his pack. “I noticed that. Now give me a kiss. I’ll be back before you know it.”

      Annie put her arms around his neck and pressed her mouth against his. Tears were already welling. “I expect you back in one piece,” she murmured.

      Sam held her tight. “I’ll miss you,” he murmured. A moment later he pulled the door open, stepped through and the door vanished.

      Annie watched the spot where the door had been, a sick feeling rolling through her. Something bad was about to happen.
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        * * *

      

      “What is wrong with you?” Cecily asked her, her pixie face crinkling with worry.

      Annie stopped pacing to gaze at her coworker. “It’s been a month, Cecily. Why isn’t he back?”

      Cecily didn’t answer for a moment, her gaze on the window and the trash that blew by. A branch hit the glass. “You know Sam…he gets involved in things. Have you tried to reach him through the ether?”

      Annie shook her head. “He’s too far back in time.”

      “How is he supposed to get home if he can’t reach you, Annie? Aren’t you the procurer of doors?”

      Annie let out a small gasp. “You’re right. We didn’t even discuss it! I thought his magic would reappear once he was back there.”

      Cecily nodded. “You’re probably right—especially with his mother there. This thing with Jack couldn’t have taken his magic forever, could it?”

      “I don’t know—I hope not. He pretends he’s okay with it, but I can tell how much it bothers him. He hates asking for my help.”

      “Luckily the library granted you the privilege—otherwise there would be no travel at all.”

      Annie stared out the window. It was pouring rain and the wind was stronger than ever. It was winter and the weather was getting worse every day. The ocean was a roiling gray mass that reminded her of an enormous scary beast wallowing just under the surface.

      When she heard a whine and a scratch at the front door she went to let Wolf in, and then headed to her desk which was piled high with half-done projects and flowers that needed to be pressed. Her work to preserve what had been lost was important and worry about Sam was distracting her.

      Things had been precarious this past month, as though Sam’s absence had sanctioned a series of unfortunate events. The men from across the mountain had come in the night, not once but three times so far. They hadn’t killed anyone, but they’d broken into several shops and stolen a bunch of stuff. Sam’s magic around the perimeter of Edge had broken down.

      “I wasn’t specific enough about where the door would lead,” she muttered. “‘When his mother was alive’ is pretty vague.”

      “What else could you have said?” Cecily asked.

      “The year would have been better.”

      “But you told me that Sam wasn’t sure about that.”

      Annie sighed. “You’re right—it’s the entire reason he wanted to go back there.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up, Annie. Maybe time moves differently in the past.”

      Annie knew this to be true—it had been proven through her own travels. She nodded and bent her head to her work, but instead of focusing on what was on her desk, her thoughts went to Sam.

      Sam’s DNA was unusual and his stint in the Institute had proven it—he’d barely managed to escape before they’d turned him into some kind of killing machine. A beast lay just under the surface, sometimes appearing when they were making love.

      There was no denying the ﬁre that burned between them. It took them over and didn’t let them go until they’d managed to put it out. She’d had a couple of scares regarding pregnancy, and wanted to know what to expect if she conceived. Was the beast just a part of him,  or was it a product of the Institute and their experiments? She settled into that question—she needed the information as much as he did. She hoped his mother would provide it.
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        * * *

      

      The next few weeks flew by as Annie put her mind on work and firmly refused to think about Sam’s continuing absence. There was too much to do, with trips to the landfills, meeting the ships that came in from other countries with supplies, and trying to sort out Sam’s paperwork regarding the negotiations with the men who brought cargo from across the seas. She wasn’t handy with numbers, nor did she understand Sam’s complicated instructions that he’d written down before his departure. She did the best she could with what she had, using past trips and the bartering system as her blueprints. But finally she just gave up and had the breakdown she had driven into the deep recesses of her mind.

      When Cecily arrived that morning she found Annie on the couch in tears with her head in her hands. “What’s happened?”

      Annie looked up and wiped her eyes. “I can’t do it anymore. I need him. I have no idea how he dealt with the ships—those sailors are impossible and most of them don’t speak English.”

      Cecily sat next to her. “I never understood how he does it, Annie. He would try to tell me and my brain would just shut down. It was magical what he did.”

      Annie glanced at the woman who had been working for Sam when she  arrived. Cecily’s relationship with Sam went back many years—perhaps numbers that might shock her if revealed. Was Cecily another magical being who would live forever? If that were true she had yet to see evidence of it.  “Maybe that’s why they all hate me. Those men want nothing to do with me, as though being a woman means I’m an idiot—and honestly I feel like one! They always ask where is Sam and frown at me.”

      Cecily put a hand on her shoulder. “Maybe ask Dan if he’d be willing to help. They respect men.”

      “But Dan won’t understand Sam’s methods any better than I do!”

      Cecily rose and headed to her desk. “See if you can reach Sam through the ether. It’s been nearly two months now. I’m getting worried.”

      That statement sent a shiver down her spine. Blast Sam and his obsession with his roots. She let out a heavy sigh. She missed him.

      It was several hours later when she decided to go into the stacks.  She’d come to a stopping point in her work and needed more information on how to press flowers using the old ways. She’d mangled enough of them, and finding flowers at this time of year was impossible.

      Her thoughts went to all the times the library had protected her, providing a place to live when she ended up in another timeline, and bringing Sam to her when she became desperate. With Sam’s loss of magic the library was now hers to command, although she didn’t think of it that way. To her it was like a god or a goddess who heard her prayers and actually answered them.

      Books were gone in the outside world; any remaining books were moldy and covered in filth, mostly unreadable. The internet had replaced them years before. But electronic books hadn’t existed since the last civil war a hundred years ago.

      She rose from her desk, trying to forget all that and focus on the task at hand. When she touched it, the wall between the stacks and the living room moved inward, revealing dusty shadows and darkness. She climbed through and headed down the long corridor, feeling her way. She hadn’t gone far when she noticed a book glowing on the shelf a few feet ahead. But when she plucked it from the shelf she found that it was not about pressing ﬂowers. The author’s name stood out in gold leaf: Samuel McDougall. Sam wrote a book? The pages ﬂuttered open to the word Help written in large gold letters. The rest of the pages were blank.

      Her recent dreams rose up in her mind. In one he was wearing a leather jerkin and carrying a sword, in another he was with a woman dressed in a high waisted red velvet dress, her advanced pregnancy obvious by her protruding belly. That dream had taken her a while to get over, jealousy smothering her reason. Had he been in the past long enough to father a child?

      The third dream had shown him in a dark wood glancing over his shoulder, his bearded face cut and bleeding. He looked worried, and Sam never looked worried. And that reminded her of the vision she’d had just before he left—Sam, wounded, bleeding. Her hands shook as she replaced the book on the shelf.

      A thud took her attention. A door made of the same heavy wood as the one that had taken Sam away stood solidly within reach. Swords and armor appeared in her mind—from what she knew of medieval times it was not a safe place for anyone. But that one word propelled her forward. The man she loved was in trouble. In the next second she’d grasped the handle and pulled down. The door swung open with a groan, thick fog enveloping her as she stepped through.
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      Sam waited in the freezing cold dawn. He’d sent the message hoping that the library would heed his wishes, annoyed that it had come to this. It took years to bond with the library, years in which it ignored him even though he was sure he was meant to connect with it. Why else had it appeared out of nowhere during the time he was in the Institute? At first he hadn’t known the extent of its magic, but as the years went by it slowly revealed itself.

      The building itself was sentient, something that had taken him a long time to understand and accept. The doors led into other times and places and appeared when asked for. Without his magic the connection was lost. Annie was the only one who could bring him home. His jaw tightened, his mood darkening.

      Anticipating her arrival, he’d built a shelter in the middle of the forest not far from a ring of standing stones. It seemed the most practical solution until he could school her on the culture here. But as the days went by, instead of missing her, he felt himself slipping into another version of himself, one that enjoyed life in the 1300’s.

      Damn his lack of magic. He hated being beholden to her. He adjusted his belt and stared down at the pile of clothing he’d managed to gather for her to wear. Shapeless, rough, undyed wool. He let out a low chuckle—she would hate it.

      It had been a full week since he’d sent the message. Entering the library was a daily occurrence for her since she always needed information on her  projects. Obviously she hadn’t seen his plea for help as yet. What was going on back there? He paced, eager to get back to the Inn and his comrades. It wouldn’t be long before they headed out on their first sortie. The burning need to go home had passed, as well as the need to see Annie.

      He’d been so in love with her, and now…now he could barely remember her face. The 1300’s made him feel so alive. He’d been born during this time period it—maybe that was why. But he had no memory of those early years.

      It was dark before he left the stones to spend the night in the shelter. Winter was in full swing and the cold was no match for his patience.  Hurrying through the forest brought the sounds of men’s screams and the frightened whinny of horses. His hearing was acute—the clash of soldiers was happening everywhere now.
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        * * *

      

      Sam was up before dawn making his porridge before he trekked through the forest back to the standing stones. He paused on the way to take a leak, basking in the unusual quiet and listening to his piss hiss against the brittle leaves. He shook the last drops off, pulled his heavy shirt down and adjusted his belt before continuing on.

      Deer hid amongst the close-packed trees; he hoped that hunters weren’t on their trail. It wouldn’t do to get shot with an arrow or hit with an axe while wandering these woods. Maybe he could kill one—it would certainly help to replenish his food supply, but then again he lacked the skills necessary to skin it and dry it.

      He felt the energy as soon as he reached the sacred stones. The library would bring her. The tall lichen-covered rocks loomed out of the fog, sentinels to the past pointing to the heavens. He felt their connection to the earth, the seasons, and the reverence that emanated from them. He’d been here once during a festival when offerings were made to the ancestors. But now there was a war going on.

      Lowering to the ground with his back against a stone he contemplated his current life. He was fast becoming a vital part of the resistance to the English, a role he was liking more and more. He was needed, his strength and courage were appreciated. He didn’t have magic but he was as strong as an ox. He thought of the teasing he got, the laughter of the men bubbling up in his memory. It made him feel warm inside. The man Annie knew and loved no longer existed.

      If she didn’t come today he was done with the entire idea. He’d changed his mind about her—she wouldn’t ﬁt in and wouldn’t understand his life. She’d be at him to come home. The memory of his easy life in the library no longer appealed. What kind of life could he have without the one thing that had set him apart? He wouldn’t be able to set the wards or deal with the ships without the spells he summoned. At least in the 1300’s he had something to offer.

      A moment later he noticed a heavy mist forming around the stones. Something was happening. He rose and peered into the swirling fog.

      “Sam?”

      Her voice set his heart pounding. A second later she appeared, wide gray-green eyes searching for him. “I’m here,” he murmured, a tremor moving through him. The fog cleared, revealing a woman so out of time that it almost made him laugh. She wore a wool sweater stretched tight across her breasts and slim jeans cupped her buttocks. He was immediately aroused. Her clear gaze met his and a second later he pulled her into his arms.

      She tried to pull back but he couldn’t let her go. He was already lost within the lemony scent of her skin and hair, the softness of her curves pressing against him.  He bent to kiss her, all niceties forgotten in the urgency of the moment. It was bitter cold but he felt hot as he undid her jeans and slipped them down. Her mouth opened under his and she moaned, just as eager as he was.

      When it was over they lay together on the clothing he’d brought for her, clinging to each other as the intense release dissipated. He buried his face in her hair. “You smell so good.”

      She laughed. “You smell like the woods—kind of rank, but in a good way.” She placed her hand on his cheek. “You look different…tired.”

      He let out a humorless chuckle and rose to his feet, his ears attuned to shouting and clashing metal. “You need to change quickly. We have to get out of here.” He reached for the wool dress underneath her and the shift he’d brought along as an undergarment. He’d gone to a lot of trouble for these articles of women’s clothing, finally paying a woman in the village to fashion them in the  right size. “Put these on.”

      Annie frowned, staring at the thick shirt he’d pulled over his head. “What are you wearing?”

      “It’s called a leine, basically a wool shirt—yours is the same, just longer.” He handed her a leather belt to tie around her waist.

      “You must be freezing,” she murmured, hurrying to change. “Your legs are bare.”

      Sam lifted his eyebrows and smiled. “I’m getting used to the cold—must be my Scottish roots.” He helped her slip the wool over her head and tied the belt for her before slinging a thick cape around her shoulders.

      She glanced down at the shapeless wool that hung to her feet. “It itches.”

      He laughed. “But it will keep you warm.” He looked her over appraisingly. “You look rather fetching in it, Annie. The simple style and the leather belt suit you.”

      Annie peered at the circle of stones. Lichen and dry moss covered their pock-marked surfaces. They stood upright in a wide, open area, the grass dead at this time of year.  Twenty feet back was a dense forest, the murmur of a small stream in the background.

      “I feel something here,” she whispered. “I felt it when we made love—as though something was watching over us.”

      “It’s a sacred space. These stones mark a power spot where people come to worship the spirits. I assumed that the library would bring you here.”

      She laughed. “I guess worshiping each other’s bodies counts for that?”

      Sam swallowed, but no words came. He had worshiped her body and would love to do it again.

      “You look strong, Sam. Your hair’s longer. And you have a beard!”

      When a shout rang out, he glanced over his shoulder. “We have to go. It isn’t safe.” He grabbed her arm.

      Annie frowned. “What isn’t safe about a secluded glen in the middle of the forest? You’re naked under that—no underwear, no pants at all?” She tugged at his shirt, her ﬁngers brushing against his thigh.

      Sam’s body reacted swiftly—yes, he was naked, and he was now at attention for the second time. He took in a breath and let it out slowly. “Wealthier men wear an article of clothing called trews—a type of pants that go under the heavy shirts. Maybe once I’m a formal soldier I can afford them.”

      Annie looked up at him. “No pants and it’s freezing out here! I can’t believe we just made love outside!”

      He chuckled before scanning the area nervously. “We’ve got to move, Annie. This is 14th century northern Scotland and there are major political changes happening. There’s a war going on.”

      “I thought you were waiting to come home—isn’t that why you sent the message? I assumed we would leave as soon as I got here.” She smiled. “But connecting kind of took over.”

      Instead of answering, Sam took hold of her arm, steering her toward a narrow path that led under the trees. “I sent the message because of a run-in I had a few weeks back. I got spooked.”

      She glanced at him. “Are you saying you don’t want to go home with me?”

      He tried to think of an answer to this. “I have some things to do before I go. I’m a part of something here and I can’t just walk away.”

      “How long?”

      He tugged her through the closely packed trees. “It’s hard to say.”

      She was quiet after that, her breathing labored as she hurried after him. He filled her in as they drew closer to the shelter he’d erected. “The English are intent on taking over Scotland, but there’s fighting for the throne happening internally as well. I’ve been trying to stay out of it, but my heritage keeps coming back to haunt me. I’ve been feeling an overwhelming need to be involved. Have you heard of Robert the Bruce?”

      “Vaguely. Wasn’t there a book about him in the library?”

      Sam nodded, grabbing her hand to hurry her along. “He’ll be crowned king in March of 1306, just a couple of months from now. But in the meantime, there is a bloody battle happening. There will be a murder soon. John Comyn, a Scotsman and Bruce’s cousin, is intent on being king. Bruce kills him on February 10th.”

      “His own cousin? This Bruce character sounds like a jerk.”

      Sam stopped mid-stride and turned. “He’s a national hero. He won Scotland’s independence from England.”

      Annie glared at him. “And you’re right in the middle of it? Seriously, Sam, are you trying to get killed?”

      Sam pressed his lips together and frowned as he walked on. “I don’t seem to have much control. This is my heritage.”

      Annie grabbed his arm. “What do you mean, your heritage? What’s the date?”

      “It’s December 1305.”

      “How can this be your heritage? Were you old enough to ﬁght in 1305? If so, is there another you wandering around? What year were you born?”

      “I don’t know the year—it’s one of the things I need to ﬁnd out.”

      Annie let out an exasperated sigh. “So, in all the time you’ve been gone you haven’t seen your mother? What have you been doing?”

      Sam tried to think of a way to make her understand. “Mostly I’ve been getting proficient with an axe and a sword and forming bonds with the soldiers.”

      Her forehead creased.  “Are you planning to stay until this crowning takes place?”

      “I’d like to see it through—at least until then. And I still need to locate my mother.”

      “The entire reason you came here in the ﬁrst place,” Annie muttered.

      Sam frowned and looked down. She was more irritated than he’d anticipated. “I built a shelter for us deeper in the woods. It’s safe for now, but I don’t how long that will last.”

      Sam went ahead, stopping every few minutes to disentangle Annie from the branches that snagged at her wool dress. When she let out a cry, he turned to see that her hood had caught on a branch and the hair that she’d tied back had come loose. “I’d forgotten how beautiful you are,” he whispered, taking her face in his hands. He kissed her gently before he took her hand and tugged her forward. “It’ll be dark soon,” he muttered worriedly.

      “Sam,” she whispered as she took hold of his arm.

      A second later she was pressed against him and he’d lost himself in her mouth. He was undone, his body and soul wrapping around her, torn between his life here and her. “I want you again,” he muttered. “But this isn’t the place.”

      Instead of heeding his words her hands moved under his heavy wool shirt, her fingers running over his muscles and scars. “Your body—you’ve been wounded.”

      He nodded and pulled her hands free, holding them in his. “As much as I want you right now, we have to get to the shelter.”

      His words had frightened her. He could feel it in her cold hand tight in his. She struggled to follow him, shivering with the exertion and the cold. Having her here was working inside him, his thoughts from the past weeks tangling into a morass of confusion.

      By the time they reached his rustic hut of twigs and canvas night had the upper hand. Annie’s eyes went wide as she peered at the shelter. “I have candles,” he assured her, searching through the things he’d stored inside. He held the canvas flap open for her.

      “This is kind of like a teepee,” she muttered, settling on the sheepskin he’d placed over the pine boughs.

      “Not much in the way of comfort in 1305.” He left her there and opened the tin of char and took out the dagger on his belt. He used the ﬂint rock to make sparks to light the char. After that he pulled the tallow candle stub close and blew on the tiny ﬂame he’d produced, lowering the wick until it caught. When he brought in the lit candle Annie looked surprised.

      “You still don’t have magic?”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t have any when I left.”

      “But I thought because you were in another timeline that…”

      “Maybe it would reappear? Nope.” Sam thought back on what had happened when he tried to change things in the past to ﬁx the present. His half-brother, Jack, had caught up with him in the eighteen-hundreds, and in the ensuing ﬁght, Sam had fallen and hit his head so hard that he almost died. In fact, as he remembered it, he did die. It was Annie who managed to bring him back. Something he owed her for.

      When he glanced at her, her face was white with shock. “You’ve been living in this primitive hellhole without magic? No wonder you’re exhausted.”

      Sam knelt and placed the candle in a holder on a spot of even ground before turning to her. “There are many wonderful things about this time-line. Life is simple, the people are uncomplicated and the tools of war are primitive. It means that less people die.”

      Annie let out a harumph of disagreement. “War is never good no matter what timeline it’s in. How have you managed?”

      He smiled. “I’m resourceful and strong. I’ve done quite well, actually,” he went on until he saw her stricken expression. “Except for missing you,” he added quickly, reaching for her. A second later they were tangled together. He undid her belt and let it fall away before he helped her take off the heavy dress. Under it she was wearing the cotton shift. “Are you too cold without your dress?”

      “Yeah, well it’s freezing, but I’m not cold enough to stop,” she murmured, pulling him against her.

      Sam gazed at her. He’d forgotten everything about her in the past months. How could that be? His conclusions about who he was in this timeline flew away like a flock of unsettled birds. As the minutes went by he was hers again, the Sam she knew, the one who understood what she needed. She was like a goddess, her long hair fanned out across the sheepskin, her lips swollen from being kissed, her eyes soft as she gazed up at him. “I love you,” he murmured. “I didn’t know how much I missed you.”

      She smiled, her  hand going to his cheek. “I love you too—I want to resume our life, Sam, maybe have a baby. I want you home where you belong.”

      He tried to ignore the conflict that her statement created as he continued his slow exploration of her body. She was like a delicious meal he hadn’t had in a very long time. A baby…“Annie,” he murmured, desire moving through him like honey. When she lifted to kiss him, he was there. “Oh, sweet Jesus,” he gasped.

      It was a while before he could think again, his arms around her where she curled against him. He pulled the blanket over them and held her close.

      “I want you to come home with me,” she whispered.

      Sam kissed the top of her head, attempting to sort through his emotions. He loved her—there was no doubt about that. He wanted to have a baby with her. But there was the pull of this place, a need  to be a part of something bigger. “I can’t leave yet. Give it a chance, Annie. We’re together now.”

      Annie sat up. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this cold, Sam. And the sound of the yelling and swords scares me. When will you search out your mother so we can leave?”

      All the warm feelings Sam was having disappeared with the stridency of her tone. “I’m involved in this war—I thought I made this clear.”

      “The day you left you said a week—do you remember that? I’ve had to take over all the stuff you used to do—I’m tired of it—I need you home.”

      His anger rose. “You just got here. You have no idea what my life is like or what I feel or care about. I love you, but I am not ready to leave. Once we get to Aber you’ll feel differently. Give it a  chance.”

      She shook her head and turned on her side to face away.

      He let out a sigh and lay on his back, staring up at the dancing shadows cast by the candle flame. He was caught between his life here and the woman he loved. How could he possibly choose? He blew out the candle and closed his eyes, hoping that sleep would take him out of his confusion.
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      Annie woke with a start, unsure where she was. When she turned to see Sam next to her, she remembered the sweetness of their lovemaking, but also his refusal to leave the 1300’s. How long could she tough this out?

      Pale light announced a bitter dawn, ﬁngers of cold working their way around her neck and under the rough dress she wore. December in northern Scotland was not a place she wanted to be. But if she couldn’t convince Sam to come home, what should she do? The idea of leaving him to ﬁght in a war that happened hundreds of years ago did not sit well.

      The urgent need to relieve herself announced itself. She lay snuggled against the warmth of Sam’s body, trying to ignore her bladder, but after a few minutes she realized she had no choice. Sam snored away as she crawled out from under the blanket and pulled on her boots.

      The ground was frosty, her breath leaving a gray vapor as she hurried under the trees. She could hear snufﬂing as she lifted the heavy wool and squatted amongst the leaves and detritus. And that’s when she discovered another problem. How did women in the 1300’s cope with this? She’d read about bog moss and using cloths that needed washing, but it was winter. Where would she get such a thing? The thought of telling Sam embarrassed her.

      Her low moan alerted a deer hiding in the underbrush, the sudden crash of hooves startling her so much that she toppled over. Brittle leaves clung to the wool. She pulled them off, using them for a makeshift solution until something better presented itself. Thank the goddess she was wearing underpants. She rose and made her way slowly back to the shelter, the crackle and uncomfortable sensation  making her wish she was at home.

      When she emerged from under the trees Sam was standing outside the shelter with his arms folded. “Where have you been?”

      “I had to pee. And I have another little problem that I’m not sure how to handle.”

      “What kind of problem?”

      Annie grimaced. “A woman’s problem.”

      Sam raised his eyebrows. “Bad timing. But at least we know I didn’t make you pregnant yesterday.”

      She let out a low laugh. “Silver lining.” In truth she would love to have his baby, but not until they were safely home. “What’s for breakfast?”

      “Porridge.” He pulled out his dagger and ﬂint, using the same method from the night before to light the twigs. After the ﬁre was going, he disappeared under the canvas and came back with a heavily dented tin pot full of water. He placed it carefully among the smoldering coals and sat back on his heels.

      The porridge was added to the water, but there was no sweetener and no salt. It was a tasteless gray sludge. Sam seemed preoccupied; a frown was permanently etched into his forehead.

      “Sam,” she ventured. “I
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