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      Haydn Farren stood just inside the door to the Mercantile Time, hands on her hips.

      The little store had everything and nothing.

      Peppermint candy. T-shirts. A row of last month’s fashion and home magazines.

      A cuckoo clock that chimed four times as she closed the door behind her.

      The store smelled like stale coffee. Stale coffee and old pastries.

      Haydn had a keen sense of smell. She could pick up even the hint of a scent.

      It was something she’d gotten from her mother. Her father could walk through a garbage heap and not smell a thing.

      She slid the keys into the side pocket of her long, loose blue crepe skirt.

      It was worse than she’d expected.

      She stepped over a disarrayed puddle of mail just inside the door where it had been dropped through the mail slot every day for the last two weeks.

      It had taken one week for word to reach the Skye Wolf Fairies Clan that Arya Farren had gone missing.

      Another week of searching and finally a plan about what to do next.

      Arya, the oldest of the fives princesses of the Skye Wolf Clan was scheduled to run the Mercantile Time store for three years.

      As far as Haydn was concerned, it was a three-year banishment.

      Away from family and friends.

      Away from the lifestyle they’d grown up with.

      And now, thanks to Arya’s carelessness, Haydn, who hadn’t been on the rotation at all, had been tasked to finish out Arya’s term.

      That’s how it was in the fairy clan. Once the elders decided, that was how things were.

      Twenty-two months. It may as well be an eternity.

      Haydn walked straight behind the check out counter, to stare at the old leather trunk.

      This old trunk might not look like anything. In fact, if she opened it right now, she’d only find some old quilts.

      She knew all this, not from experience, but from the lessons taught to her and her sisters by their mother.

      All five of the fairy princesses knew the lessons well.

      Haydn had always been so very grateful that she’d been skipped in this rotation.

      Being the steward of the trunk was supposed to go to the oldest, the middle, and the youngest.

      Haydn was second from the oldest.

      All in all, she had other things that she had to do.

      She shook off the thoughts.

      She had too much to do to lament things that would no longer be.
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      Someone was knocking on the glass door.

      Haydn stood up, straightened her skirts, and looked at her watch.

      She did not have time to entertain guests or customers.

      The store had been closed for two weeks.

      Surely people had gotten used to it by now and adapted. How important could buying a box of peppermint or a t-shirt be?

      Ignoring the knocking, she walked over to the counter and poured a fresh cup of coffee.

      It was a habit she’d gotten from her mortal father.

      Her fairy mother drank nothing more than sparkling cucumber water.

      Hayden had gotten about halfway through the mail.

      Utilities had to be paid. Credit cards paid.

      One of the most important things about running the Mercantile Time was making sure not to draw attention to the store.

      That meant keeping things up.

      It was bad enough that the store had been closed and Arya had gone missing.

      It took a lot less than that to get the rumors churning.

      Now Haydn was here.

      Would anyone even notice that Haydn was someone new?

      Haydn didn’t have any way of knowing how close her older sister had gotten to the community.

      She knew that she wasn’t supposed to get close to anyone.

      But she’d been banished for over a year.

      Anything could happen in a year.

      The knocking came again.

      She couldn’t ignore it forever.

      Don’t draw attention to yourself.

      Not answering the door was no doubt a way of drawing attention to herself.

      Unfortunately.

      She ran a hand through her long wavy hair and reminded herself that no one here knew her.

      This was a sleepy little tourist town. Most people wore blue jeans and sweatshirts and baseball caps.

      Walking through the store to the front door, she realized that it had gotten late.

      Late afternoon.

      It wouldn’t be long before she had to check the mail.

      Distracted by the thought of checking the mail, she flipped the lock and opened the door.

      A rush of cool November air swirled into the store and she blinked against the unexpected sunlight.

      There was a man at the door.

      Though the sun had her blinded, Haydn immediately knew who it was.

      She knew by his scent.

      It was the one man she’d never expected to see here.

      The main reason she hadn’t wanted to leave the clan.
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      Jack stood with one hand against the doorframe.

      By the time Haydn’s eyes focused enough to verify that he was indeed Jack, she was pulling him inside behind her.

      “Jack,” Haydn said, angling to see behind him. “What are you doing here?”

      Jack Rodale was a full head taller than Haydn and was the one person who could tilt her emotions off balance.

      It could have been anyone but him and she would have been unaffected. Sent him away even.

      Jack was like her. Half fairy and half mortal.

      Unlike her, though, he seemed to lean toward his mortal genes.

      He was dressed like any American boy. The leather jacket he wore looked good on him.

      There was no way he’d come into town unnoticed.

      He better have a good reason for coming here. For drawing attention to her.

      New girl visited by handsome boy.

      Or if they didn’t know she was a new girl, it would be Arya visited by handsome young man.

      “Would you believe me if I said I came to find you?” he asked as they navigated their way through the aisles of the little store to the back, away from the front windows, where she’d been working.

      She put her hands on the back of a wooden straight chair. Gestured for him to sit.

      “No,” she said.

      She had to be all business around Jack.

      It was the only way she could stand being around him.

      He sat as instructed, stretching out his long legs and crossed his work-booted feet at the ankles.

      Though his words and expression were casual, there was a wariness in his eyes.

      And a scent of unease, worry maybe, around him.

      The clock chimed the hour and her phone alarm went off at the same time.

      Together, they reminded her of the fluidity of time and that it was time to check the mailbox.

      She needed to know what Jack was doing here. But it would just have to wait.

      “Stay here,” she said, glancing at the one little rectangle window high on the wall.

      It was time. The sun was setting.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Jack said, leaning forward, clasping his hands together. The little smile was replaced by a crease of worry at his brow.

      She’d have to figure that out later.

      Going back into the store, she ducked behind the counter and knelt in front of the trunk.

      She’d opened it earlier, just to get a feel for it.

      Just as she’d been instructed, there was nothing but old quilts inside.

      She’d actually pulled all the quilts out, turned the trunk over and examined it before putting them back.

      There was nothing there in the empty bottom of the trunk. No hidden letters.

      It wasn’t that she was skeptical. Not exactly. She was a fairy, after all.

      Perhaps she was more in touch with her mortal side than she wanted to admit.

      Father had taught her to have a healthy dose of skepticism.

      Kinda funny, really, considering the man had married a fairy princess. Now a fairy queen.

      Taking a deep breath, she put both hands on the trunk and slowly lifted the lid.

      She gasped.

      The quilts were gone.

      She had not left the store all day and the doors were still locked.

      So she knew for a fact that this trunk had not been tampered with.

      She put aside her skepticism and peered into the trunk.

      There on the bottom of it lay a folded piece of paper.

      She glanced over her shoulder, then slowly reached inside and picked up the letter.

      The electricity dimmed and she expected to struggle to read the name inside.

      But the silver ink on the paper seemed to glow in the waning light.

      She held her breath as she read the name.

      Jack Rodale.
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      The stack of unpaid invoices and unopened letters forgotten, Haydn stood in front of Jack, her arms crossed.

      She held the little piece of stationary in her hand. The piece of paper with a single name written on it. She hadn’t shown it to him yet.

      “Why are you here?” she asked, her voice soft.

      He looked away, scrubbed his chin, then looked back. His bright blue eyes locked onto hers and she saw a flash of confusion.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      And she believed him.

      She’d known Jack her whole life. Since they were children in the same elementary school together.

      She dropped into a chair next to his.

      “Then tell me how,” she said. “tell how you’re here.”

      He hesitated. She didn’t think he was going to answer.

      Then he pulled a sheet of paper out of the front pocket of his blue jeans.

      He held it out to her.

      It was identical to the paper she’d found in the trunk only moments ago.

      Keeping her eyes on his, she unfolded the paper.

      Then she looked down. Closed her eyes and shook her head.

      Her name was written on the paper.

      Haydn Farren.

      Nothing else.

      Then she handed him the paper with his name on it.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      She shrugged.

      “I don’t know.”

      He lips curved into a slow grin.

      “We’re a couple of not knowing people, aren’t we?”

      She sat back.

      “I just got
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