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      I exhaled slowly seeing the white steam get caught up in the wind and blow away from me. Snow blanketed the ground, fresh from overnight, changing the bleak winter landscape into a faerie land. The sun had not risen yet, and a moon still hung high in the sky, rushing off on its way while a pink and orange glow to the east announced the sun’s imminent arrival.

      The fresh deer tracks in the snow before me and a small pile of droppings marked the spot that the buck had rested for a moment. I knew I was close. I could sense him near me, ahead in the sparse gathering of tall trees that resembled giant skeletons that wore a coat of white. Their leaves had long blown away by the rough winter.

      I stopped and crouched down behind a large fallen tree. The buck’s hooves clacked against the rocks of the river’s embankment, and now I knew where he headed for certain.

      Movement to my right caught my attention, and I glanced over to see Jeremiah pointing in the same direction. He already had his rifle out, but I kept mine slung on my back. I preferred to wait until I was closer to an animal before I shot it. We needed to eat to survive, and hunting, for my part, simply meant food for the table. I took no joy in it.

      With impressive precision, Jeremiah moved forward, timing his footfalls with the buck’s walking on the riverbed’s stones. I followed but chose to head off more to the east to be ready to overshoot him if Jeremiah spooked the deer and he ran off. I plunged my hands deep into the pockets of my heavy coat to stay warm. Even with gloves, the biting temperature nipped at me, and when I bent my fingers, pins and needles shot through them.

      I loved the cold, but to a point. American winters were harsher than any I had ever seen.

      Jeremiah reached the top of the embankment, slowed his pace, and lay flat on his belly. With his rifle out, he looked down at the riverbed. The wind picked up a bit and whipped my scarf across my face, blowing some light snow into my eyes. I could not see for a few moments and repositioned my scarf to protect my face.

      Phoebe had made the scarf for me. Its dark purple and pink pattern pleased me. I did not often like such flashy colors, but the scarf complemented my eyes and hair well.

      I trudged forward in the snow and went far enough along so that when I came back to the embankment the buck was drinking from the river. Jeremiah remained still and I slowed my walk, searching for a spot to climb down to the riverbed. To my right, a slope with a fallen tree made a perfect path for me to climb down and remain unseen. At the bottom, I held back in order to not walk on the stones and give away my position. If the buck heard me, then he would charge off in the opposite direction and give Jeremiah little time react. The more effective plan would be for Jeremiah to chase the buck in my direction. Unable to cross the wide river, the deer would run to me, and I would take care of the rest. Dragging him home would be hard, but we brought the sled, our knives, and lots of rope.

      The buck glanced in my direction, but he could not see me crouched as I was behind the fallen tree. A tiny break in the tree allowed me to peek through and see him, but unless he knew exactly where to look, I could not be found.

      From my vantage point, I could see Jeremiah move into position. He crouched low and climbed down the embankment, timing his steps with care. Hiding behind trees and rocks, he reached the riverbed and waved at me. I did not signal back, knowing the buck would see me, but unslung my rifle and prepared to shoot.

      Knowing Jeremiah, he would give me a full minute to get into position, not because I needed the time, but out of respect. He liked to be methodical about his hunting, and precision to him was everything.

      A sparrow flew across the river, and I watched it land on a branch close to me. The tiny bird settled and stared out at the buck, ready for what came next.

      I had lost count how many times Jeremiah and I had hunted, but we made a good team though he tended to be a bit too precise for my taste. My impatience often bucked up against his measured approach. Yet maybe that was why we worked so well together.

      I took a deep breath, held it, and waited. If Jeremiah missed, which he hardly ever did, then the buck would charge toward me, and I would have my shot at it.

      Jeremiah creeped out from his spot, balancing his rifle, and aimed. His rifle stayed steady, and I counted down. It would only be moments now until he fired. The gunshot would echo across the riverbank, the sparrow next to me would fly away in fear, and the buck would fall onto its side.

      Jeremiah’s rifle stayed still, and suddenly he fell backward, as though pulled by something, and his rifle went high with his shot launching into the sky. I heard him cry out in surprise, and without a second thought, I rushed toward him.
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        * * *

      

      The ground opened up, and without a sound, Jeremiah fell through the ground. He called for help and reached for a branch above him, but his hands grasped empty air. Fear coursed through him, and he expected a long fall into a hidden crevice. He feared hitting the rocks below, breaking his legs, or even losing his life.

      Instead, he touched the smooth surface of a man-made floor, but the material was not wood and too smooth to be naturally occurring outside in the middle of the woods. A blue light, only a pinpoint at first, emanated from a small tunnel to his right. He lay on his stomach but quickly pulled himself to his feet, the light growing stronger all the time, expelling the darkness around him.

      “Jeremiah, can you hear me?” Phoebe’s words echoed in the chamber around him. The light grew, and as he watched, smoke whooshed past him, and he reached out, trying to touch the ceiling, but he could not.

      “Where are we?” His voice fluctuated, reverberating off the walls around him, changing intensity and pitch. He swayed a bit as he reached for the walls as they quickly moved past him.

      “I don’t have much time and need to be brief.” She appeared within a sudden beam of light in front of him.

      She looked much older than when he had seen her last night when she went to bed, and her appearance caught him off guard. He reached out to touch her hair, longer that he had ever seen it. “What happened to you?”

      She shook her head. “I’m fine.” A shimmer of light swirled around them, and a cold breeze blew past his face. Phoebe grabbed his hands and held them, squeezing them lightly. “I call back to you because I need your help. You must go back and…”

      The connection broke between them, and the room vanished. Jeremiah held his rifle in his hand and had slipped off the rock he had balanced on and fell to the snowy ground. Ahead of him, Cinderella rushed at him, calling out his name. He shook his head and started to speak, but the world dimmed and vanished.

      He stood with Phoebe again, and she swayed in the wind, grasping his hands tight. “I cannot stay here for much longer. You’re too far away.” Her face grimaced, and she squeezed his hands as hard as she could. “Please, you must help Napoleon escape. He must be set free.”

      “But why?” Jeremiah took the next curve of motion that rocked him to the right, and he hung on to her to help him from falling over. “He tried to kill you.”

      “Something worse is coming. A creation from men that has no conscience and is out to destroy everyone.” Phoebe looked back over her shoulder, and her look of fear could not be hidden. “Napoleon must escape. Let him try to retake Europe. But then you must find Joseph Nicéphore Niépce and use his camera obscura. It’ll help you.”

      “Where are you?” Jeremiah tried to pull her closer to him but could not. She stayed frozen in place. “Your mother and I will come rescue you. Together, we can help you.”

      Shaking her head, Phoebe leaned as close to his face as she dared. “Promise me.” She squeezed his hands harder. “Promise me that you will not tell my mother that I came to talk to you. Everything depends on it. Everything!”

      Jeremiah caught a glimpse of a shimmering metallic sphere behind Phoebe, and she let go of his left hand. She clenched her fist, and a pulse of light encircled her arm, and a beam of light fired out at the sphere. It burst into flame, and he heard a crash as it hit something solid. “What is that?”

      Phoebe turned back. “I must leave. They found us.” She released his hands and put them together in prayer. “Jeremiah, please, all depends on it. If my mother knows that I’m in the future, she will try to follow me, but she needs to be where you are. The timeline will be broken if she knows. All depends on rescuing Napoleon. Everything!”

      A blue pulse shot out from behind her, and the bolt hit the wall hard. Sparks flew and a high-pitched sound echoed throughout the room. “Phoebe, wait. I need to know more. I can’t just lie to your mother. She’ll know!”

      “You know her. If she knows, she’ll be reckless. Please, trust me.” She turned away. “Trust me.”

      Phoebe vanished from sight, and a wall of sound hit Jeremiah hard. The winter wind rushed through him, displacing air from his lungs, and the light of the rising sun all came toward him. He gasped and his heart beat fast as he searched for a familiar sight to ground himself in what had happened to him. The world swirled, like a wooden top, tumbling to the left and then the right. He closed his eyes, but that only made his disorientation worse.

      Jeremiah clutched at the snow on the ground and tried to stop the spinning in his head, but the intensity only increased. A bird called out to the rising sun, the snow, cold to the touch, numbed his right cheek, and without warning, his world went black.
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        * * *

      

      I ran past the buck with my rifle slung on my back. I knew enough to stay far away from the buck so that it would not turn on me and attack. I searched for Jeremiah and watched as he fell behind a large tree.

      “Jeremiah!” I yelled as loud as I could. His name echoed in the cold morning air from the tree to the small embankment wall.

      No one replied.

      I came to the fallen tree where he had fallen and cleared it with ease, searching for a few seconds for him. To my right, I found him. He had slipped off a rock and hit the ground hard. The right side of his face was planted in a mound of snow. His eyes fluttered and he moaned, but I could not tell if it was from pain or something else.

      “Speak to me.” I slid into the snow by him. Gently I turned him over onto his back and put my hands on his cold cheeks. “Are you hurt?”

      His eyes opened and his pupils dilated from small to large black circles. “It’s you.” He smiled and reached up to touch my face.

      Two of the knuckles on his right hand were raw and bloody. “Focus on me.” I sat him up and he worked with me.

      He leaned against the rock next to him, and he noticed the blood on his right hand. “Ouch. That stings.”

      “What is your name?” I asked, trying to gauge if he had hit his head.

      “My name is Jeremiah.” He flexed his fingers and grimaced in pain.

      “How many fingers am I holding up?” I held my hand in front of him and waited.

      “Four.” He closed his eyes and took a slow breath in, held it, and then exhaled.

      “How about now?” I put my right hand up beside my left.

      “I see six.” Jeremiah blinked rapidly a few times and then let out a sigh. “Wow.”

      “Are you dizzy or seeing double?” I checked his eyes still to see if he was tracking with me.

      He kept eye contact with me and put both his hands on mine. “I’m okay. I just had the wind knocked out of me and hit the end of the rock hard.”

      I pulled away from him and checked out the rest of him, paying most attention to his boots and the back of his legs. But nothing appeared unusual. “From my vantage point, it looked like you were pulled down to the ground. Almost as though you had fallen through a hole.”

      “Nah, I’m fine.” He glanced away toward the rising sun. “I just slipped.”

      I pulled away from him and put my hand on his chest. “Jeremiah Johnson, are you lying to me?”

      He took another deep breath but stared at the brightening horizon. “Of course not.” He turned back to face me and smiled. “I feel like an idiot because I fell. I’m embarrassed.”

      “You did that thing that you do when you lie to me.” I leaned in close, looking deep in his brown-colored eyes. The morning light lit them up in a golden-brown hue.

      “What did I do now?” He chuckled and rubbed the sides of his temple.

      “You glanced away from me.” I watched him but he remained focused on me, smiling.

      “Why would I lie?” He tried to stand up but needed my help. “You’d see right through me if I tried.”

      I smiled and eased off him. Turning back toward the river, I searched for the deer we had chased, but he had disappeared up the embankment. Chunks of ice floated past us in the water, and steam came out of my mouth. The sun had fully risen and the snow looked pure and white—a blanket that covered the rocks and hung heavy on tree branches.

      “Do you feel up for hunting, or do you want to head back?” I put my wool mittens on to keep my fingers warm.

      “Let’s head back. I could use some coffee to clear my head and then rest up a bit. I really got banged up and need some time to recover.” He slung his rifle on his back and headed back home.

      I’d known Jeremiah for years now and had only seen him sick once. He had a high fever and spoke deliriously in his sleep of Queen Mab and of his youth. For three days, I worried that the fever would take him, but it did break after midnight on that third night. He slept peacefully then like a child. I watched him walk and could see he had been rattled. His gait looked off, and I knew something bothered him, but I needed to give him time. Jeremiah did not keep secrets from me. But he often did need time to think of what he wanted to say.

      We headed back home, and some light clouds came in from the west. The chill remained in the air, and we saw no other sign of people. I spotted a few small birds, but no animals that we could trap for food. We had plenty in our stores, but the buck I had let go would have helped us keep our supplies through any major snowstorm that might hit us later in the month.

      January could be a hard month filled with bitter cold and snow that piled in drifts higher than me. I secretly liked the cold though. Growing up in England, we often had a dreary rain, and when we’d go to the city, the grayness would stretch out far and wide through the streets. Here in America, the land was vast and we had such a different climate.

      I stopped when I saw Jeremiah hold up his hand for us to stop. He unslung his rifle from his back and held it at the ready.

      I crept up close to him and spoke low. “Are there natives nearby?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not that good of a tracker. If it were natives, they’d have us surrounded by now.”

      I closed my eyes and stretched out my senses. I missed having magic, but that wouldn’t change anything. I listened and heard a snap of a twig in the trees in front of us and reached for my rifle.

      Jeremiah aimed his rifle and took a defensive posture, and I did the same. The rustle of leaves and snapping of twigs continued until a man walked out from the dense forest, and immediately, I relaxed.

      Wearing a heavy black coat with a bright red scarf, he waved at us. “Morning!”

      “Charley!” I lowered my rifle and ran toward him.

      Jeremiah put his weapon away and followed me.

      Mr. Radley opened his arms, and I flung myself at him. He wore a great big grin and swung me around like a child. “I’ve missed you!” He squeezed me tight and kept me close in his left arm and reached out with his right. “But I have room for you, too, Jeremiah. Come on over!”

      Embarrassed, Jeremiah come over and shook Mr. Radley’s hand. “How is Ginny and the kids?”

      “They’re fine. That snowstorm from last night wasn’t as bad as we thought, but I hadn’t seen you two in quite some time. Winter is always so difficult around here, but I thought that Hunter and I would take a morning stroll and come check up on you.” He let me go and pointed back toward our homestead. “Ginny baked some breads, and I brought some honey over. I thought you might want some.”

      “Thank you.” Jeremiah warmed a bit and seemed more himself. “You’ll have to tell Ginny how much I love her bread.”

      “More than mine?” I put my fists at my side, feigning anger.

      Jeremiah put his hands up in defense. “No, that’s not what I mean. I love yours so much more.”

      “I see you lovebirds are still in your honeymoon phase.” Charley winked and then pointed back to the direction he had come. “I also want to see if you’d mind if I take Phoebe back with me. The girls haven’t seen her in a while, and we thought it might be nice for her to come over.”

      At the mention of Phoebe, a worried look came over Jeremiah. I went to say something to him, but Mr. Radley faced me and said, “Of course, if you two are still arguing if my wife’s baking is better than yours, well, then maybe it’s better that Phoebe stay home to separate you two.”

      I shook my head and laughed. “Truth be told, Jeremiah does all the baking in the house. I’m horrible at it. I can cook but for some reason, I never did get the hang of baking.”

      Glancing over to Jeremiah, I expected him to smile or to chime in, but he appeared preoccupied in his thoughts.

      Charley noticed his distraction as well and asked, “Do you hear something coming?

      Snapping out of his reverie, Jeremiah scratched the back of his head. “I had a bad fall right before we met up with you, and I’m still a bit dizzy.”

      “Do you need my help within anything?” Charley, always the knight in shining armor, stepped forward to stand next to Jeremiah. “I can help. Ginny’s not expecting me back for a bit.”

      “No, no, I’m fine. Just a bit dazed, that’s all.” Jeremiah headed off back to our home and said, “Let’s get back to the house, and we’ll give Phoebe the good news.”

      Charley followed Jeremiah and the two of them eased into a conversation about hunting and the latest news from the east. I trailed behind the two of them, watching Jeremiah in concern. Something had happened to him, and I wouldn’t stop until I found out what.
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        * * *

      

      Phoebe stood before the floor-length mirror, braiding her hair. Outside the wind howled and she knew it would be cold and she needed to be ready to go or when Mr. Radley returned with her mother and stepfather.

      She smiled at the thought.

      The door opened downstairs, and she did not expect them to be back so soon. She would have to rush. She threw a brush into her bag and called downstairs. “I’ll be right there!”

      When no one responded, she froze and turned away from the mirror. “Is anyone there?”

      A creak from the steps announced that someone walked upstairs. She rushed across her room to slam the door shut but caught a glimpse of the person coming up the stairs and the darkness hit her. She fell forward into its depths. Struggling to break free, she glanced over her shoulder, and her stomach turned as she dropped as though from a great height. The light faded behind her, a glimmer of hope that was out of reach, and she came to a complete stop on her feet. The world had faded away, and she could only see the staircase in front of her.

      In front of her, a person approached from the shadows step by step. Phoebe held out her left hand and lit it with her magic. The light emanated forth, lighting up a small sphere around her. Yet the protective spell did nothing to stop the person from approaching.

      Her mind raced and she tried to think of a reason for what she saw, but none came to her. The figure stepped into the light and she saw—herself.

      “Hello.” Her doppelganger appeared many years older, wearing her hair shorter. Yet she had a smile on her face. “I had almost forgotten how young I used to be.”

      “But how are you…” Phoebe could not finish the question.

      “I am from the future and need your help.” She kept smiling and reached out to take Phoebe’s hand. “You can trust me. I am not a trick.”

      Cautious at first, Phoebe reached out and took her older self’s hand. A flash of blue energy passed between them, but the world did not change in any other way. “It is you.” Phoebe’s jaw opened and she smiled. “I mean it’s me. How did I get there?”

      “I do not have much time to explain everything to you. In a few months, you will travel to the future to save our mother. But before you do that, you must help Jeremiah.” Phoebe knew herself well and could see that she wanted to say something more but held back on purpose.

      “Help him how?” She let go of her older self’s hand and took a step back. “You wouldn’t come to see me unless there was something urgent happening. Right?”

      The older woman glanced away for a second and then leaned to stare right into Phoebe’s eyes. “You must help Jeremiah convince your mother to help him rescue Napoleon from his exile.”

      Phoebe paused a moment and laughed. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “You must trust me.”

      “Trust you? This must be some sort of trick. If I truly came from the future to come back and tell myself something, surely it wouldn’t be to let out a crazy man like Napoleon.” Phoebe huffed and turned on her older self. “Next you’re going to tell me that he’s had a change of heart and that we should forgive him for all he’s done.”

      “No, that’s not what I’m saying.” Her older self hung back, searching for the right words to use.

      Phoebe pointed at her older self. “I bear the scar from where he cut me with his knife and still have tortured nightmares of him.”

      “I know that. I’ve been through all of that as well.” She took a tentative step forward and put her hand out to calm Phoebe. “I ‘m not asking you to forgive him but to free him so that we can use him. There’s a need for him to be a distraction again in Europe, and that will give you time to help right things.”

      A loud flash of light came from behind the older Phoebe, and she glanced back in frustration.

      “Right what things?” Phoebe sensed a more complicated motive behind all that she was being told. “I need to know more if you want me to do this insane thing.”

      “I am being pulled back.” She grimaced in pain as though something pulled at her hair. She fought to keep her ground but started slipping back. “The automatons are coming. They make faeries look like playthings. You have to stop them. Jeremiah knows. You can trust him. He’ll do the right thing. Please, I wouldn’t have come back to see you unless…”

      A burst of brilliant light blinded Phoebe, and she covered her eyes with her hand. The loud rush of wind overcame her senses, and she fell back away from the light. Swirling around her, the wind pushed her back up the time hole she had fallen into, and in an instant, she stood at the top of the steps. Her right foot balanced in the air, ready to go down the next step.

      “Phoebe, we’re home.” Her mother’s voice came from the front of the house. “Come on down and get ready to see us before you head off to the Radleys.”

      Phoebe grabbed the banister to stop herself from falling forward and took a moment to breathe.

      Jeremiah stood at the bottom of the steps, and on seeing her face, he rushed up the stairs to her. “Are you well?”

      He kept his voice low and balanced her so that she did not fall forward.

      “She told me that she had seen you as well. Is it true?” Phoebe put her hand on his arm.

      “Yes.” He shook his head. “Your older self told me not to tell your mother anything. Please, keep quiet until we can figure something out.”

      “Okay, but you know Mother. She’ll sense something is wrong. She always knows when either of us lie.”

      “And we won’t lie. You head off to the Radleys’, I’ll talk to her and we’ll see each other tomorrow.” Jeremiah waited for Phoebe to respond. “Please.”

      Phoebe waited a moment and thought it through. “I don’t know what else I could do that wouldn’t worry her.” She headed down the stairs. “Okay, I’ll remain quiet for now. But what she asked me to do. It doesn’t make sense.”

      Jeremiah frowned. “I know and I think that’s why it’s of the utmost importance that we do what we were asked. If we tell your mother, we might inadvertently change history or ruin the plans of your future self. For now, you spend the day with the Radleys, and I’ll talk with your mother.”

      She slung her bag on her shoulder and hugged Jeremiah. “I don’t like keeping secrets from my mother. All of this could also be some sort of trick.” Phoebe released Jeremiah and rushed down the stairs.

      “I know.” Speaking mostly to himself, Jeremiah watched Phoebe head into the room with her mother and did his best to hide his worry.
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        * * *

      

      I broke off a tiny piece of bread and dipped it into some of the honey that Charley had brought over and then popped it into my mouth. The complex swirl of the savory flavors in the bread and the sweet of the honey mixed well together. “Oh, it’s delicious. I wasn’t expecting the bit of cloves.” I glanced around my kitchen and sighed. “I have nothing of value to return to Ginny.”

      “That’s quite all right. I didn’t bring the bread and honey over expecting something in return.” Charley heard movement behind him and turned to see Phoebe bouncing into the room.

      She wore a bright yellow dress with her leggings on. No longer a child and not quite an adult, she straddled the awkward years well. She kissed Charley on the cheek and then rushed over to the bread. “Is this some of Ginny’s freshly baked bread?”

      “Yes, and it’s all mine.” I guarded it with my hands and held back. “But you are my favorite daughter…”

      “I’m your only daughter.” Phoebe reached forward to break off a piece of the bread.

      I relented and let her have some, pushing the jar of honey toward her. “Make sure you put some honey on it. That really does the trick, making it the most delicious bread I have ever had.”

      “High praise!” Jeremiah walked into the room, carrying an armful of books. “I have to get me some of this delicious bread.”

      I broke off a generous piece for him and dripped some honey on top. The bread was still warm in the middle, and I wanted to pop the bread right into my mouth. “Here, put those books down and have some.”

      I watched him as he walked and could detect no sign of him acting strangely. He seemed to have recovered from having fallen while hunting.

      “Charley, I want you to give these books to your girls. They can have them as long as they’d like. A proper education is important in today’s day.” Jeremiah put the books down and accepted the bread from me.

      “Thank you. They’ll love them, but I expect they’ll be happier to see Phoebe.” A bark outside reminded Charley that Hunter waited for them. “Speaking of the girls, Phoebe, are you ready to head off? I’d like to get back by mid-morning. I have some work to do on the barn door. The wind from the storm broke it off one of its hinges.”

      “Let me get my coat.” Phoebe finished her bread and licked her fingers. She then wiped her hands on her dress, and I tried to ignore her lack of manners. “Come here, Momma, let me give you a kiss.”

      She threw her arms around me and held me tight. “Please, be good over there. Don’t try to be too much of a bother. I know you like to have the twins follow you around like you’re their mother duck and they’re the ducklings.” I kissed her on the cheek and lowered my voice so that only she could hear. “I’m serious. Be careful—with whatever scheme you have going on. I might be older but I’m not blind.”

      Caught off guard, Phoebe gave a short laugh and replied, “I’ll tell Sarah and Teresa what you said so it doesn’t go to their heads when I’m strutting around the house and they follow me like quacking ducks.” She released me from her hug and said in a whisper, “I’ll be careful. I promise.”

      Mr. Radley buttoned up his coat and said his goodbyes. He took the books that Jeremiah gave him, put them in a bag, and waved. “If things go as well as I expect today, would you mind if I bring her home in the morning? The girls will want her to sleep over and have breakfast with us in the morning.”

      Jeremiah looked to me to see what I thought. “That’s fine.”

      Phoebe clapped her hands together and grabbed her coat from the rack. “This is to be a party then. I haven’t seen your girls in so long. It’ll be fun!”

      “Oh, yes, it’ll be fun.” Charley wrapped his scarf around him tight. “It’ll be so noisy that I’m glad that I have work to do in the barn.” He slung the bag of books onto his shoulder and waved. “I bet I’ll still be able to hear them from there.”

      “You bet you will!” Phoebe headed out of the kitchen, but I could still hear her. “First, we’ll have to pretend that we’re having a big ball tonight. I think the girls will really like that. It isn’t often that the Sun King is coming to visit, so we’ll have to decorate, dress up, and put on the very best…”

      Her voice faded away as she walked outside and Jeremiah saw Charley to the door. “Good luck today and tonight.”

      “Looks like I’m going to need it.” Charley shook Jeremiah’s hand. “Have a good rest of the day, and I’ll bring her back tomorrow.”

      “See you then.” Jeremiah walked Charley outside and hurried back inside from the cold.

      I went over to the stove and put on a kettle. I needed a cup of tea. “Would you like some more bread?” I would keep the first bit of our conversation civil.

      “If I say yes, would that help stave off what’s coming next?” Jeremiah scratched the back of his head.

      I broke off another piece of bread for him and handed it to him. “You know me that well, do you?”

      “Your tell is that you get to be too nice.” Jeremiah bit into the bread and talked with his mouth full. “You’re never that nice—even to Charley.”

      I crossed my arms and took a deep breath. “So, tell me, what’s going on?”

      “What do you mean?” Jeremiah shifted from his left foot to his right. He would rather be anywhere else than standing right now and talking with me.

      “Jeremiah, we have known each other for years now, and even though I no longer have magic, I can see through you like a pane of glass.”

      “I need to talk with you, and you’re not going to like what I have to say.” He came toward me and took my hand. “Please, sit down.”

      I glanced over at the kettle and sat. “I’ll need to get up once the water’s ready. I have a feeling I’m really going to need that cup of tea to calm my nerves.”

      He sat down next to me at our table and folded his rough hands together. Dirty from falling outside in the snow, he had calluses from the work he did on our farm. “You were right about what happened to me when we were hunting. I didn’t fall. I had a vision…”

      “Of what?” I crossed my arms and prepared myself for the worst.

      He reached out toward me and said, “We need to help Napoleon escape his exile and aid him in his quest to regain control of France.”

      The words sunk in and I disbelieved it. There was no way Jeremiah could have spoken those words after what we had overcome together. The stone throne, Phoebe nearly killed, and how I had given everything of myself to defeat Napoleon. We had barely defeated him in Russia, and Jeremiah’s words stung deep.

      I uncrossed my arms and leaned forward and replied, “No.”

      Jeremiah measured my response and was unsure how to respond. “I’m not telling you this because I believe Napoleon is innocent. He’s a monster and doesn’t deserve to set foot off that island. I think his punishment wasn’t severe enough.” He paused and scratched his forehead. “We need to go free him. It’s the only thing that will save all of us.”

      “And if we don’t free him. What will happen then? Will all life die? Seriously, how do you expect me to take this and be so forgiving?” I shook my head in disgust.

      “You, forgiving?” Jeremiah retorted. “You hold a grudge for years and categorize people’s wrongs by their severity. I wouldn’t be surprised if you had a book that lists, in order of importance, all the wrongs I have ever done to you since we first met. You are impossible sometimes!”

      His bluntness shocked me. I had not seen him so fired up in a long time. “I don’t hold grudges like that. I forgive and move on.”

      “Do you? Truly?” Jeremiah laughed. “If I make a mistake, you’ll carry that to your grave.”

      His forcefulness hit me, and I could see that I had wounded him dearly with my words. I lowered my voice and softened my tone. “That’s not true.”

      “Really?” Jeremiah leaned onto the table. “I have come to you, asking you to trust me with a vision I had, and the first thing you do is to doubt me. I have fought by your side, given my strength and all that I am for you, but your first instinct is to distrust.”

      His anger stoked my own. “When I first met you, you were a witch hunter. You had tracked me down to drag me back into Europe’s problems. For good old England’s king and queen.” I had lost the thread of my defense and changed tactics. “I have had many betray me over the years. My mother, father, the Silver Fox pretending to be my faerie godmother… All of those people betraying me have left a mark.”

      “Exactly.” Jeremiah leaned back in his chair with a satisfying smirk on his face. “Now we get to the truth. You admit that maybe you are hard on people and refuse to forgive and forget.”

      I shook my head and caught steam coming out of the kettle. “I will never forget. That’s one thing that I cannot do.”

      “And that is why you will never regain your magic.” He released the words at me, and they stung like he had spit at my feet. After he spoke the words, a startled look crossed his face. “I’m sorry. I did not mean that.”

      I went to the stove and poured myself a cup of tea. I needed time to think. The anger welled up within me, and he knew my deepest fear—that I would never regain the powers I once had. I had sacrificed much to save Phoebe and to defeat Napoleon.

      “Would you like some tea?” The emotionless words came from my lips, but inside my head swirled with anger, frustration, and fear.

      “No, thank you.” His consolatory tone would not sway me.

      I came to the table and focused. “I need to know the truth from you. Tell me what your vision was. If you want me to change my mind and to forgive a monster who has invaded all of Europe, causing hundreds of thousands of people to die, then I need to know the full truth.”

      Jeremiah squirmed in his seat. He took a deep breath and looked up at me as I sat down at the head of the table. I had moved one seat away from him, needing the space to contain my anger. He thought for a moment and then said, “I cannot.”

      I leaned forward and asked, “Why?”

      “I need you to trust me. Please, all depends on it.” Jeremiah folded his hands together and pleaded.

      “You want me to simply leave our home and put the world at risk again by releasing Napoleon. Is that correct?” I had a difficult time containing the sarcasm in my tone.

      “No, I am asking you to trust the man you love. The man who reached out to you on the stone throne and convinced you to get up and continue fighting. I have traveled from here to Russia and back with you, seeing the pain you have suffered and fully understanding why this choice will be so hard for you.” He stood up and knelt beside me, pleading. “I beg you, please, do not ask any more of me. If I could tell you, I would. I have shared with you what we need to do, and I need you to trust me like you’ve never trusted anyone before.”

      I had never seen Jeremiah deface himself so. I put my cup of tea down and fought back tears. “Please, get up. You do not need to grovel to me. I am not a heartless monster.”

      He got up and sat in the chair next to me. “And I never said that you were. I’m sorry for what I said earlier.”

      I cut him off before he could say more. “But you think it’s true, don’t you?”

      He did not flinch or look away from me but held my gaze. “Yes, I do. If you could learn to let go more, I believe your magic would return.”

      “And this journey that you beg me to go on, what is meant to happen by freeing Napoleon.”

      “We’re going to save the world.” He said the words with no emotion.

      “From what?”

      He took a deep breath and said, “From the future.”

      He did not turn from me, and from his expression, I knew that he was never more serious in his life. I kept quiet a moment, holding my thoughts together so that the insanity of my next words could be contained and staved off—even if just for a moment. “I’ll go with you.”

      Jeremiah put his hand on mine. “Thank you for trusting me.”

      I nodded and took his hand in mine, squeezing it tight. “You have a point, and I’m not too proud to admit it. I do need to trust more. You have never given me any reason not to. Your word is good enough for me.”

      “And the same goes for me. We are a team, you and I.” He leaned toward me and gave me an enduring kiss on the lips.

      The spark from his kiss woke me and offered just enough energy that I needed to bury the tiny voice of doubt within. Today it would sleep, but I knew that in time that doubt would awake again. I knew myself well enough to know that—as did Jeremiah. For today, we would both pretend that all was well and we would be all right, but deep down both of us knew the real truth—I would bring up my distrust and doubt in the future—no matter how much I tried, we both knew I would.
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      Phoebe held the stick in her hand and shook it. Hunter barked as she pretended to play fetch with him. He turned to run off ahead on the trail but stopped and barked again at her. “Okay, okay. I won’t play with you anymore. Here you go!” She threw the stick far ahead, and it landed into a small snowdrift.

      Charley pointed and said, “Go ahead, Hunter. Go fetch!”

      At his master’s command, Hunter took off to get the stick.

      “He loves this game, doesn’t he?” Phoebe rubbed her hands together to stay warm and took in the beautiful countryside. Covered in a heavy snow, the tree branches hung low. She took care to not walk under one that could drop snow on her head.

      “Even though my girls play with him every day, he still doesn’t get tired of the game.” Charley bent over and picked up a large branch, using it to make certain the way was clear in front of them as they walked. “Thank you for coming back to the house with me. I figured it might be good to give your mother and stepdad some time together.”

      Phoebe looked away and the wind whipped at her face. She covered her face up more with her scarf to protect herself from the cold. “Is it that noticeable that there’s been tension between them?”

      “It was Ginny’s idea that I come over here today. I’m not too knowledgeable about these
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