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Chapter 1: Accidental Meetings
 
 
Alana Vynne kept her shop the way some people kept secrets: quiet, tidy, and with just enough locked drawers to discourage questions. Sea glass and dried lavender hung in the front window of Root & Tide, catching the gray light that rolled in off the Atlantic most mornings in Port Merrow. The town itself was the kind of place that still put out folding chairs for the Fourth of July parade and pretended the tourist season was a temporary inconvenience rather than the town’s actual economy. Alana liked it that way. Ordinary was a useful disguise.
She was twenty-nine, which felt both younger and older than it should have, depending on the day. Her hair was the color of wet sand and usually twisted up with whatever pencil or sprig of rosemary happened to be closest. She wore jeans and soft flannel shirts the way other women wore armor. Customers came in for sleep tea or something to settle a nervous stomach. A few of the older ones came for less ordinary things and paid in cash without asking how the remedies worked. Alana never explained. Explaining invited trouble, and trouble had a habit of opening doors she preferred to keep shut.
The time-slipping was the biggest of those doors.
It was not dramatic. No swirling portals or dramatic chanting. One moment she would be reaching for a jar of dried lemon balm, and the next the floor would tilt, the air would thin, and she would find herself somewhere else entirely. Somewhere with different dirt under her boots and a sky that smelled of another century. The first few times it happened she had panicked. Now she mostly felt irritated. Time travel, she had decided years ago, was less like a mystical gift and more like a faulty washing machine that occasionally decided to spin you into the wrong decade while your clothes were still wet.
She had rules. Stay calm. Do not get attached. Get back as fast as possible. The slips seemed to happen when her emotions spiked or when her attention wandered too far, so she kept both tightly managed. Most days it worked. Most days she sold tea and tinctures, closed the shop at six, and walked the short path home along the bluff without the universe yanking the ground out from under her.
Most days.
The shop itself helped. Root & Tide smelled of dried mint, beeswax, and the faint mineral tang of the sea that crept in whenever the door opened. Shelves lined the walls, filled with glass jars labeled in her neat handwriting: chamomile, lemon balm, rose hips, valerian root. A small table near the window held stacks of brown paper bags and a ceramic bowl of sea glass she had collected over the years. Customers liked to run their fingers through the smooth pieces while they waited. Alana never minded. It gave them something to do with their hands while she measured and mixed.
She lived above the shop in a small apartment that overlooked the harbor. The ceiling sloped on one side. The kitchen was barely big enough for one person to turn around in. She liked it. There was no room for clutter, and clutter made the slips more likely. Or at least that was what she told herself. The truth was probably simpler. She preferred things she could control.
On the morning it started again, a cold front had pushed in overnight, turning the harbor choppy and the air sharp with salt. Alana unlocked the front door at nine, flipped the sign to open, and began restocking the front shelves. She moved with the easy rhythm of someone who had done the same tasks a thousand times. Measure, pour, label, wipe the counter. The routine was a kind of spell of its own. It kept her mind from wandering into dangerous territory.
A tourist came in around ten. The woman was middle-aged, wearing a bright raincoat and the slightly desperate expression of someone on vacation who had already run out of things to do. She picked up one of the small cloth sachets from the display near the register.
“Do these love charms actually work?” she asked, half laughing.
Alana gave her usual answer. “They work if you believe in them. Belief is free.”
The woman laughed, paid in cash, and left with the sachet tucked into her purse. Alana watched her go through the front window. The tourist’s laughter faded down the sidewalk. Something tight and familiar settled under Alana’s ribs. Loneliness was not dramatic. It just sat there, quiet and persistent, like a leak she could never quite patch.
She turned back to the shelf. Her hand reached for a jar of dried lemon balm. The floor tilted.
The air changed. The smell of lemon balm and sea salt vanished, replaced by wet wool, woodsmoke, and the dense green scent of English rain. Alana’s boots landed in mud. Cold water immediately soaked through the seams. She looked down at the modern rubber soles now caked in blackish muck and muttered a word that would have gotten her thrown out of any respectable nineteenth-century parlor.
Rain sheeted down from a low gray sky. She stood at the edge of a narrow lane lined with stone cottages and dripping thatch. A church steeple rose in the distance, its clock face barely visible through the weather. Early 1800s, she guessed from the clothing of the few people hurrying past with heads down and collars up. She had landed in England again. The universe, it seemed, had a limited imagination when it came to destinations.
Water ran down the back of her neck. Her flannel shirt, perfectly reasonable for a coastal morning in Port Merrow, was already heavy with rain. She took one careful step and nearly collided with a man coming the other way at a half-run.
He was tall, dark-haired, and thoroughly soaked. Water dripped from the brim of a plain hat and ran in rivulets down a coat that had started the day respectable and was now simply wet. A leather satchel bounced against his hip. He carried a stack of papers under one arm, already curling at the edges from the rain. When they bumped, the papers slid. He grabbed for them with a quick, practiced motion and looked up.
His eyes were gray. Not the soft gray of the sky, but a clearer, cooler shade, like river stones after a storm. A small white scar sat just above his left eyebrow, the kind that looked like it had come from a childhood fall rather than anything dramatic. He was young, maybe a year or two older than she was in this moment, with the earnest, slightly harried look of someone who was late and knew it.
“I beg your pardon,” he said. His voice was low and steady, the accent pure rural English. “The lane is treacherous in this weather.”
Alana glanced down at her ruined boots and then at the mud now coating the hem of her modern jeans. “You have no idea.”
He blinked, clearly trying to place her clothing and failing. The jeans alone were enough to confuse anyone from this century. “Are you lost? The school is just ahead if you are looking for the new master’s house. Though I am the master, and I am late, so the house is empty.”
Schoolteacher. Of course. She could almost hear the universe chuckling to itself.
“I am not looking for the school,” she said. “I am looking for a way not to be here.”
He tilted his head slightly, rain sliding off his hat. “That is an unusual ambition for a Tuesday.”
Despite everything, a short laugh escaped her. “You have no idea how unusual.”
He shifted the papers under his arm and studied her face with the careful attention of a man used to reading children who did not want to admit they had forgotten their lessons. “You are not from the village.”
“No.”
“Nor from anywhere nearby, I would wager.”
“Safe wager.”
A gust of wind drove the rain sideways. He glanced toward the nearest cottage overhang and then back at her. “You will catch your death standing in this. There is a bit of shelter by the church wall if you need a moment to collect yourself.”
She should have refused. The longer she stayed, the harder the return usually became. But her boots were already ruined, the rain was cold, and something in the steady way he looked at her made the practical part of her brain hesitate.
“All right,” she said. “One minute.”
They walked the short distance in silence. Under the partial cover of the churchyard wall he set the papers down on a dryish stone and shook water from his hands. Alana leaned against the cold stone and tried to will the slip to reverse. Nothing happened. The air stayed thick with English rain and woodsmoke. A sheep bleated somewhere in the distance. The sound was so ordinary it almost made her laugh again.
“I am Callum,” he said after a moment. “Callum Wallen. I teach the village children their letters and numbers, when the weather allows them to arrive.”
“Alana.”
He waited, clearly expecting a surname. She did not offer one.
“You speak strangely,” he said, not unkindly. “And your clothes are unlike any I have seen.”
“I get that a lot.”
He almost smiled. The scar above his eyebrow shifted with the movement. “Do you?”
“More than I would like.”
A cart rattled past on the lane, the driver hunched under a dripping cloak. Callum watched it go, then looked back at her. “If you are in some kind of trouble, the vicar is a decent man. He does not ask more questions than necessary.”
“I am not in trouble. I am just misplaced.”
“Misplaced,” he repeated, as if testing the word. “That is a kinder way of saying lost.”
“I prefer it.”
He nodded once, accepting the boundary. Rain dripped from the thatch of the church porch nearby in a steady rhythm. Alana felt the familiar tug behind her sternum that usually meant a return was coming. Relief and something sharper mixed in her chest.
She studied him while she still could. The way he held himself, straight but not stiff. The ink stain on one cuff. The quiet patience in his face even though he was clearly late for whatever waited at the school. He did not push. He simply waited, as if he had all the time in the world and none of it at the same time.
“I have to go,” she said.
Callum frowned. “In this weather? At least wait until the rain lessens. Or allow me to walk you as far as the crossroads. The path is poorly marked.”
“I cannot stay.”
“You say that as if the choice is not yours.”
“In a way, it is not.”
He looked at her for a long second. Something flickered in his expression, a quick, puzzled recognition that made no sense. “Have we met before?”
“No,” she said, and the word felt like a lie even though it was technically true.
The lane tilted. The rain vanished. The smell of wet wool and woodsmoke was replaced by lemon balm and the distant cry of gulls. Alana stood in the middle of her shop, one hand still reaching toward a shelf that was no longer there. Her boots left muddy prints on the clean floorboards. Modern light filtered through the front window. A customer’s voice called from the back, asking if anyone was minding the counter.
Alana closed her eyes, breathed once, and went to deal with the customer. She cleaned the mud after. The boots never recovered, despite her best efforts to clean them. She threw them in the trash that night and told herself it was only practical.
That night she sat at her small kitchen table with a notebook and tried to write down everything she remembered. The scar. The steady gray eyes. The way he had not pushed when she refused a last name. The quiet question at the end: Have we met before? She told herself it was for research, a way to track the pattern of the slips so she could stop them. She did not admit that she wondered if she’d see him again. Souls often returned to roam the earth lifetime after lifetime, and his had felt familiar in a way it shouldn’t have.
She made a list of practical problems. Wrong currency. Wrong clothes. Missing modern plumbing. The universal inconvenience of wet wool. The list helped. It kept the other thoughts at bay.
Two weeks passed in the ordinary way. Tourists came and went. The weather turned milder. Alana kept her emotions level and her attention on the work in front of her. She restocked jars. She mixed sleep blends for the regulars who always bought the same thing. She walked the bluff path after closing and watched the tide without letting her mind wander. The slips stayed quiet. She almost convinced herself the English lane had been a fluke, a one-time glitch in an already unreliable system.
Then she reached for a jar of dried rose petals on a quiet Thursday afternoon and the floor dropped away.
This time the air was warmer, thick with the smell of stone dust, horse, and something sweet baking nearby. She stood on a narrow street of close-packed
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