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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
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