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			“If tears could build a stairway, 

			and memories a lane, 

			I’d walk right up to Heaven, 

			and bring you home again.” 

			– author unknown

		

	
		
			Prologue 

			Giselle

			It was a long road to New York. Ginger was driving; she talked happily about her plans with Drew for the week as I sat silently beside her. She didn’t seem to notice my silence. I had been dreading this week all month; it was our last trip to visit Drew in New York before their wedding. Ginger’s dress was in its bag, her flowers were ordered, and the caterers had been notified. Everything was ready, except for me. 

			Last summer, Lily and Rowan had gotten married. They could have been the poster couple for wedded bliss. Now, Lily was pregnant with twins. Predictably, Rowan was over the moon. He had already started buying heaps of baby clothes and had dedicated an entire corner of their living room to his growing stack of baby toys. Honestly, he was starting to look like a hoarder. I was fairly sure he was going to run out of space to store all of his baby related items. It would be a relief for the rest of us; his stress made us stressed. Lily had gone into full-on nesting mode. She was cleaning, cooking, and organizing like a crazy person. They were already amazing parents; I was proud of them. How could I not be?

			Now, Ginger was getting married. I hadn’t spent a single day of my life apart from her. As kids, we had even gone to summer camp together; in elementary school, we had always been in the same class. We had just never been apart, but soon we would be separated permanently. She showed no sadness about it whatsoever. Her whole focus was on Drew. Not that I wasn’t happy for her; I was thrilled. All I wanted was for her to be happy. She deserved to marry the love of her life. But when they tied the knot, she might not have time for me anymore. She would simply be too busy. I mean, not only would we sleep in separate houses for the first time in our lives, but she would also have a whole other family. Drew would be her family now and, by default, her primary concern. 

			The combination of it all made me feel intensely alone. I had already been the only single individual in our circle. Now I would be the only unmarried, single member of our family. When the twins were born, I’d be the weird, quirky aunt who could never seem to get a date. And it’s not that I hadn’t been trying. I had been borderline desperately attempting to find someone. But it did no good. I was still as single as I had been when I was twelve and becoming more lonely by the day. As much as I loved Ginger, it was hard to watch her and Drew fuss over each other for hours on end. They were so adorable it was almost sickening. Well, that’s what my heart told me anyway. I knew I should be overjoyed for them, but part of me just couldn’t manage it. I couldn’t force myself to view them as an adorable couple when all I picture when looking at them was everything I didn’t have. 

			Being alone was a hard thing to cope with. Every day I found myself sinking deeper and deeper into a darkness I couldn’t escape. Ginger didn’t notice, or at least she didn’t seem to. And that’s how I wanted it. I didn’t want her worrying about me. She had every right to be happy, even if I couldn’t be. Still, a small part of me resented her for not realizing how it was affecting me; our whole lives, we had been able to communicate a message with only a glance. It wasn’t that way anymore, at least not right now. 

			“Giselle,” Ginger started, “did you hear me? I was asking you what you wanted for lunch.” 

			It was time to go back to my performance. This was my life, and I had to accept it. My destiny just wasn’t the same as hers. 

			“Oh, I’m sorry. I was spacing out. Whatever you want is fine,” I replied. 

			Jack

			The grass was wet and cold; my body had already adjusted to the temperature. Spending a year on the run did that to a person. As I lay down on my bed of pine needles, I glanced up at the sky. Other than a few nights of relentless rain or snow, the weather hadn’t been too bad during my time sleeping under the stars. They had been beautiful nights: warm, quiet, and adorned with glittering, moonlit skies. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One - Fortuity

			Jack

			When I came to consciousness, the first thing I was aware of were the embers still glowing in last night’s campfire. No one else would have noticed them, but being a fire faerie, I was ultra-sensitive. I smelled the morning dew on the grass and heard the bugs buzzing around me. It was cold, wet, and foggy. What a perfect day to be a water faerie, I mused. Naturally, I wasn’t a huge fan of anything that involved moisture; my idea of a perfect climate was a dry, hot desert, or maybe a grassland. This was just miserable. 

			I had never liked camping. I had always been more of a nerdy guy and never an outdoorsman. The only way I had been able to survive this last year was through my ability to keep myself warm even on the wettest of days. But even though I could prevent myself from becoming physically cold, the wet weather certainly did not help improve my mood.

			It had been a year since I had seen her, a year since the last time I would ever see her. I could still picture her perfectly; not one detail of her porcelain skin or emerald eyes had left my mind. Her voice still rang through the air around me, and even a chorus of angels could not have been as enchanting. I would never forget her. Every time I imagined her face or remembered her voice, my heart felt as though it might bleed out of my chest. But I was glad for it. As long as the pain was there, I would never really lose her. She was embedded into every fiber of who I was. That would never change. 

			I heard a twig snap behind me. It was nothing more than a small sound like an animal waking after a peaceful night’s rest, but I was a suspicious person. Not that I wanted to be—it was just the way I was. 

			I rose silently from the ground, pulling my sweatshirt over my head at the same time. My hair fell lazily against my shoulders as I ran my hands through it. I hadn’t cut it since I’d left Oak Valley. Its length had stopped bothering me a couple months ago, but I was sure that if I looked in a mirror, I would probably be terrified.

			As I heard a sharp intake of breath, I spun around and met a pair of stunning mahogany eyes. The girl was Latina, with dark, golden skin. Her thick, spiral curls surrounded her head like a halo. Her lips were pursed together in a frown. It was only a few seconds between when I met her eyes to when she spoke; it felt like an eternity. For a moment, I considered the possibility that I had died and gone to Heaven.

			Her huge eyes stared into mine. “Who are you?” she asked.

			I wished I knew the answer to that question. If I had, I would have told her every bit of it. All I knew was that I was lost in every single way. 

			I struggled to speak. “I’m Jack White,” I answered.

			“You’re a faerie?” she asked.

			I was only a bit surprised. At least this was a question I knew the answer to. 

			I allowed a small flame to blossom in my palm and extended my hand out to show her. “Yes.” 

			Another girl, similar in looks to the first but taller and more curvy, ran toward us. She stopped and placed herself between the other girl and me. My chest grew tighter; somehow, her actions upset me. I didn’t know why, but I didn’t want anything placed between myself and the girl with chocolate orbs for eyes. 

			“Maggie,” the first girl whispered. “It’s all right. He’s safe.” 

			Maggie’s posture relaxed. She eyed me suspiciously but didn’t move to confront me either. Although they greatly resembled each other, there was something almost erratic about Maggie, while the other girl seemed orderly and calm. Maggie’s eyes were sharp, and her features were arched and tight. The other girl had soft, almost homely features, but certainly not in an ugly way. Her smile was just incredibly comforting, and her eyes were warm. She seemed safe.

			“I’m LeAnne,” the first girl said. “This is my sister, Maggie.” 

			LeAnne. It was a unique name. It was very attractive sounding, though. I imagined the sensation of it rolling off my lips. 

			“Big sister,” Maggie added. 

			Ah, protective, I gathered. 

			“Why were you sleeping on the ground in the middle of the woods?” Maggie asked in clear confusion.

			I couldn’t blame her. I would have been confused too. My camp didn’t look like much: a bed of pine needles underneath a rickety structure made from sticks, a small fire pit surrounded by rocks, a large boulder where my spare clothes were drying, and my backpack of belongings that rested beside my bed. It was rather pitiful, actually. 

			“Um, this is where I live, “ I replied, without even trying to sound proud. 

			Maggie raised her eyebrows, her eyes growing wide, and her mouth formed into a tight frown. LeAnne only smiled. She met my eyes, then looked down at the ground, digging the heel of her boots into the dirt. 

			LeAnne whispered something into Maggie’s ear. In response, Maggie only shrugged, seemingly uninterested. 

			“Would you like to come back home with us? We don’t have much, but even where we sleep is better than the ground.” LeAnne spoke kindly and softly, almost as if she were talking to a skittish animal. 

			LeAnne extended her hand toward me, stepping in front of Maggie to do so. Looking around at my meager camp, I did not see much that I had to lose. There was something about her that made me want to follow her to the ends of the earth. Over the past year, I hadn’t had anything to fight for. But LeAnne, she was something that sparked interest in me. I had not been fascinated with anything for so long—I had been numb to happiness for over a year. But looking at her, I was starting to feel something other than hopelessness. It was refreshing and energizing.

			“Okay, I’ll come.” I quickly threw my things together before following them away from my past and into my future. 

			I could only gain when I had nothing left to lose. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two - Serendipity

			Giselle

			The blue dress was superior to the green in many ways. It was sparklier, fluffier, and more flattering. But the green was just a nicer color, especially with my hair. So naturally, I’d bought them both. A little splurging had never killed anyone. Besides, it was the only exciting thing in my life. I deserved to have something that I wanted. I wished that something could be a handsome man with French bulldogs and a private jet, but that clearly wasn’t in my future. Still, I was free to dream. 

			Each of my arms was loaded down with shopping bags. That was the one advantage to our numerous trips to New York: better shopping. Oak Valley was a sweet town, but there was no way it could ever provide me with the endless outlets of designer clothing that NYC could. 

			Today was our third day of the trip, and consequently, my third day of shopping. I wasn’t exactly sure how I was going to manage fitting all of my purchases into the car for the drive home, but that was not my most pressing problem. The purpose of shopping was not actually to acquire new clothes, but to be a distraction. Of course, the six-inch, golden wedge-heels I’d bought yesterday were a wonderful investment; I was just glad they had taken my mind off of Ginger. Ginger and Drew, to be specific. The lovesick puppies had started to get on my nerves. 

			Ginger and Drew were running around the city, enjoying themselves to the fullest extent. He’d already resigned from his position in the NYPD and accepted a job in the local police force in Oak Valley. So now he could spend the entire week with Ginger.

			I had made my usual excuses: the fabulous shopping, the exotic foods, and the wonderful entertainment. Of course, they had let me go off on my own without too much of a fuss. They were totally absorbed with each other. I was more than a little shocked that they hadn’t just eloped. But I was just glad I was free. Free, to be specific, from their constant cuddling and never-ending kissing. 

			So there I was, standing inside an antique bookstore in NYC. I obviously wasn’t shopping for myself, but for Lily. She had asked me to pick up an old collection of fairy tales for the twins. From the looks of everything in this place, whatever I bought was definitely going to be old. More likely, it would be ancient. 

			The amount of dust in the store was absolutely horrific. Every time I moved to search a new shelf, the bulging bags hanging from my arms knocked over another pile of prehistoric texts and sent dust flying through the air. 

			Part of me wanted to incinerate the useless heaps of parchment. I played with a small flame dancing around my palm as I examined a collection of lullabies that looked as if they belonged in a museum exhibit. The idea of throwing sparks through the whole place seemed like an excellent way to relieve some stress. Plus, it would rid the world of this dreadful amount of dust. A girl could dream. 

			“Didn’t your parents ever tell you it’s not safe to play with fire?” a deep voice asked. 

			I spun around, balling up my fist and hiding it within the pocket of my jacket. I desperately hoped he had thought it was a lighter. He must have; no human would have possibly imagined there was real fire sprouting from my hand.

			“Um, I guess they forgot....” I stopped mid-sentence as my eyes met a pair of deep blue oceans dotted with silver speckles. 

			Wow, was all I could manage to think. The level of superficiality that my brain was sinking to was utterly mortifying. I was so glad that he was unable to read my thoughts.

			“Clearly,” he whispered. 

			He grinned at me, opening his own palm to reveal a cluster of snowflakes. I sighed in relief. 

			But his smile was killing me. How was I supposed to walk away from this? I only possessed so much self-restraint, and I was fairly sure my daily allotment was just about up. 

			“So,” he said, “shopping for your kids?” 

			Someone thinking I had kids—that was certainly a new one. The problem there was that I hadn’t managed to find a man who was willing to go out with me, much less marry me and have a baby. This guy was clearly confused. Honestly, I had no idea why he was talking to me. He obviously hadn’t come to a deserted bookstore to socialize. 

			I laughed dryly. “No, it’s for my cousin’s kids. My cousin and his wife are total bookworms.” 

			“Total bookworms” was an understatement. Lily was the definition of nerd. Well, a pretty nerd, anyway. I would forever be envious of her hair. She had silky waves that could go on for days, while I had red curls that, most days, looked like they were exploding. As much as I loved the color they brought to my appearance, their texture would always annoy me. 

			He smiled. “Ah, I didn’t see you as the mom-type anyway.”

			I would gladly take being any type! I’d be cute, pretty, smart, funny, virtually anything if it meant that I’d fall in love. Well, not just fall in love. Ideally, I’d want him to be in love with me, too. Being single was only a fun idea when you were in a relationship; the grass was certainly not greener on my side of the fence. 

			“Apparently, I’m not anybody’s type,” I mumbled under my breath. 

			“You’re my type,” he whispered.

			I was too shocked to believe he actually said that. I ran the words through my mind several times to make sure I had understood him correctly. After about thirty seconds of silence, I finally determined that his words had not been a figment of my imagination. 

			His deep, thick brown hair fell gently across the sides of his face. He had a full beard and white-as-snow skin. He seemed to have no blemishes. His full lips were a rosy pink color, and his eyes—well, looking into them was like looking into the churning ocean waves. I could get lost in them; drowning in him would be intoxicating. My mind relished the thought. 

			He wore wonderfully fitting jeans and a new-looking T-shirt. In his hands was a stack of huge books that looked thick enough to be dictionaries. Bleh, I thought. 

			“I doubt that,” I whispered. “I don’t read.” 

			He followed my gaze down to his stack of books. “These are for my sister. It seems we were both sent here on errands, so why not try to make the best of it?” 

			Oh, how badly I wanted to. He could never imagine how much I wished I could take his offer seriously. Imagine what Ginger and Lily would say, I reminded myself. I turned away from him. The action was almost physically painful. Stupid, stupid, stupid, I thought. 

			I stuttered, “Oh, I should be getting back to my sister. We’re here visiting her fiancé.”

			I started to walk away, but he reached for my arm. He moved toward me and eliminated any space between us. My body became tense as I started shaking. My breathing was harsh and
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