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Prologue
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I reached out in the dark to touch the damp walls of stone that formed my prison. The tiny cell closed in, sending terror clawing up my throat. Was there any air in here? Because I was gasping now, trying to breathe. I screamed and kept on screaming, choking and wheezing as I used up even more air, but I knew no one could hear me through the foot thick walls. As my throat closed, my belly clutched. I hugged my knees close trying to control my panic. It was no use. My claustrophobia had taken over and no amount of telling myself there was air could stop the feeling of suffocating. If they didn’t come soon I was sure I would die here. 
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Chapter One

Airy
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“You must stop seeing this boy, Airy! Are you having sex? Are you on birth control?”

I glared at my mother, noticing that her green eyes had darkened, as though a shadow had come over them. Had she really traveled all the way from Otherworld just to scold me? “For one thing his name is Fehin, and for another I’m eighteen. You can no longer order me around as though I’m a child! Where’s Dad?” I asked, looking around for the one person who stood up for me in these sorts of dealings. “Does he agree?”

Her lips pressed together. “Your father and I are of like mind, Airy. He doesn’t want this going on any more than I do.”

“Why? What’s so bad about Fehin? I don’t understand.”

“You would if—“

“If what? Just tell me what’s going on!” I shouted. I looked around the little park, glad to see no one within hearing distance. The sun had gone behind clouds, casting a chill across my bare arms despite it being August.

My mother sighed and ran nervous fingers through her tangle of red hair the same color as mine. Last year I’d gone through a similar argument with both her and my grandparents regarding Fehin. No one had ever explained the extreme need to break us up. I’d finally concluded that they just didn’t want me hooked up with anyone, especially a boy who had been on drugs and nearly died because of it. But Fehin was special and magical, and his life here in the twenty-first century had weakened him, that and his horrible half brother, Wolf. Wolf had pushed the drugs on him when Fehin was vulnerable. But Fehin managed to pull himself out of the darkness. Why couldn’t my mother see him for who he was now? 

I shuddered, my mind going to the root cellar where Wolf had left me to die. If Fehin hadn’t found me I wouldn’t be here now. I’d explained this to my mother over and over, but she didn’t seem to care. “Well? Do you have any explanation? I can’t imagine anything that would stop us, though. We love each other, or hadn’t you considered that?”

My mother’s eyes filled with tears. She reached for me but I backed away. “Airy, please. You have to trust me. Fehin’s father is a very bad man. He nearly killed me.”

My mouth opened in surprise. “So that’s what this is all about? I already know we’re related, Mother. Fehin’s mother told us. I thought you were friends with her.”

“I am. I was. Brandubh kidnapped her, forced her to—“

I shook my head. “No. Gertrude told me that she loved Fehin’s father. She said he had a dark side but he came out of it later. He changed.”

My mother wiped the tears from her eyes. “Brandubh never came out of what you term his ‘dark side’ Airy. He tried to destroy Otherworld. I can’t believe Gertrude would tell you she loved him! He held her hostage and had his way with her—that’s how she got pregnant. Brandubh is your great great uncle, my grandmother, Catriona’s, twin brother.”

I scoffed. “If what you’re worried about is deformed children, we aren’t anywhere near such a decision. And besides, the familial connection isn’t that close.”

“Fehin looks just like him and has his blood, Airy. The man was a monster.”

I turned from where we sat together on the park bench, noticing Fehin coming toward us from across the street. When he reached us he smiled and held out his hand. “Good morning Mrs. Fitzhugh.”

My mother turned away, as though too disgusted to acknowledge his existence, making me furious.  I stood up and stared down at her. “That’s it, Mother. If you have no regard for Fehin then you have no regard for me.” I grabbed Fehin’s hand and pulled him toward the road. Before we left the grassy verge I stopped and called out, “And if you ever want a relationship with me you’ll have to apologize and accept who I am!”

“What was all that about?” Fehin asked when we were half way across the street.

I let out a long sigh and waited until we’d dodged the cars and safely reached the other side before answering. “She seems to think that since your father did bad things that means you’ll do bad things.”

Fehin scoffed. “Yeah, he’s Wolf’s father too, and that dude was—“

“Seriously creepy,” I finished for him. “Mom seems to be afraid that I’ll get pregnant like she did.”

Fehin laughed. “I get it now. She’s afraid you’ll follow in her footsteps.”

“Hardly. She gave birth to me in Otherworld on the auspicious night of Lughnasa. I was born in a hut set up by the Crion and brought into the world with the help of fruit given to Mom by the moon goddess. Mom is like a goddess herself, a legend in Otherworld. How can she equate my life with hers? I have no—“

Fehin held up his hand. “Don’t start that again. I don’t want to hear how ordinary you are and how you have no gifts. I’m not sure why your parents gave you that impression—maybe to protect you? But come on, Airy—think about what we did last year.”

I thought of the medicine wheel, the explosion of energy the two of us created—the bridge that connected worlds, or at least connected people. We’d started a revolution that hopefully would continue. But it hadn’t changed the environmental damage that had already been done. I played with my ring, turning it around on my finger. It burned and throbbed as though waiting for me to use it. “I want to get out of here, Fehin. I want to see an earlier time and get away from my mother and anyone else who tries to come between us. My parents don’t have the right to decide who I’m friends with, or who I choose to love.”

Fehin lifted his eyebrows. “Are you saying you love me?”

I glanced at him. “You know how I feel about you. Stop fooling around.”

Fehin’s eyes lit on my moonstone ring, the one that had carried us through time on several past occasions. “You’re talking serious time travel.”

“Yes, I am.”

It was a little over an hour later that we stood together in the woods behind the college. It was here that Fehin had first shared his magic with me, here that he’d kissed me the first time. It seemed fitting that we would leave from here. I stared down at my ring and pulled it off my finger. When I held it in my palm I could feel it pulsating as the magic built. “Are you ready?”

He ran his fingers through his long hair, pushing it back from his pale forehead. “As ready as I’ll ever be,” he smiled.

I took hold of his hand. “I want to go to medieval England!” I shouted, as though the gods of time-travel were so far away that I wouldn’t be heard. A second later I felt weightless and closed my eyes against the dizzy feeling as we spun away. 

*
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FEHIN RIGHTED HIMSELF from where he’d landed on his knees, rubbing them as he scanned the forest of trees around us. “Where did the ring take us?”

I tried to remember the layout of the woods we’d been in a minute before as I slipped the ring back on my finger, glancing at the innocuous pale orb before taking a look around. The scent of decaying wood, acorns, moss and damp earth rode on the light breeze, a creek murmuring in the distant gloom as though a conversation was going on just beyond our range.  It was day, although there was barely any sky visible through the thick canopy. The leaves were green and dense, limbs spreading upward as though reaching for the heavens. Beneath the trees, shadows danced, changing from moment to moment as currents of air stirred the branches. A bird chirped in the distance, and another answered, the trilling calls echoing in the stillness. There was something different about the feel of the air, the scents, and the shape of the trees. 

“This definitely isn’t Milltown,” Fehin said, echoing my own thoughts. 

“I agree.” I took in a deep breath, reveling in the clean scent of fresh air. “There are tons of animals here!”

“How do you know?”

“I just know.” I scanned through the underbrush, seeing a bushy tail disappearing.  In the twenty-first century too many chemicals had been dumped in the sea and on land, animals going extinct so fast it made your head spin. Big agriculture still used sprays that had been proven toxic to both humans and animals and yet nothing was being done about it. Bees had virtually disappeared and migrating birds were suffering as well. Corporations ruled, and the ones doing the worst for the environment were growing GMO crops that already had pesticides inside the seeds. Even the gray squirrels had lost ground, and the smaller red ones had nearly disappeared. 

“Don’t get your hopes up, Airy. If this is the fifth century people hunt for their food.”

I pulled open the pack and took out my phone. “Cell phone doesn’t work,” I announced.

“Surprise, surprise,” Fehin chuckled. 

I heard laughter and then a man and a woman burst out from under the canopy on our right. The woman had leaves stuck in her thick chestnut hair and she was busy adjusting the bodice of her long medieval looking dress. A pale underskirt showed below the soft brown linen with the lace up front. They stopped dead when they saw us, staring in surprise. And then the man spoke in a deep brogue that was barely understandable. 

“Merlin, where have ye been? What happened to your beard? The King’s been askin’ for ye. And what in Uther’s name are you wearin’?” The man peered closer. “You look very rested for a man your age. Could it have anything to do with this comely lass next to ye, or is it a spell ye’ve cast to make yourself more appealin’?”

Fehin brushed at his jeans, but before he could reply there was a loud shout and the man and woman rushed into the brush in the other direction. 

A moment later two men ran by, one of them glancing at us before coming to an abrupt halt. “Did ye by chance see a man wearin’ blacksmith clothin’ and a woman dressed in brown?” he asked, running agitated fingers through his shoulder-length hair. 

“They went that way,” I replied, pointing in the opposite direction from where they’d gone. 

“That woman happens to be my wife,” he growled, glancing at his companion. “She’s a bedswerver and I will see her turned out and her head shaved for it.”

“Shave her head because she’s with another man?” I asked. 

He stared, seeming to notice me for the first time. “She swore allegiance to me as wife and has now taken up with a peasant who sleeps in a barn!” 

It was then I noticed his finer clothes, the long frockcoat made out of dark wool. “Was the marriage arranged?” I asked him.

His eyes narrowed. “What business is that of yours? If I had more time I’d take the two of ye into jail. Your speech is odd and ye have no right to be here in the king’s woods.” He peered closer to stare at Fehin. “Ye look suspiciously like the wizard that roams these parts. Tell me your name, boy!”

“He’s Merlin,” I answered quickly. “And if you aren’t careful he’ll turn you into a toad. If you want to catch your wife you’d best go now.” 

The man looked startled for a moment “I suppose I’ll have to leave ye to it,” he said, turning away. “But ye’d better not be poachin’. He glanced at his companion and then the two of them hurried off, disappearing into the gloom of the forest.  

“So I’m to be Merlin in this timeline?” Fehin asked, amused. 

I smirked. “Looks like it. I have to say you kind of fit the part. Maybe we can use your identity to explain why we’re dressed so oddly.”

“Well, come on then,” Fehin said, pulling me by the hand. “We don’t want to waste more time standing around in the woods.”

“Waste time,” I repeated, giggling. “I’d say we were using time, not wasting it.”

We were walking along the rough dirt roadway when a carriage barreled up behind us, the horse neighing in protest as the driver pulled it to a hasty stop. “What have we here?” he asked, peering down at us. 

I looked up at him, shading my eyes against the glare. “This is Merlin and I’m his apprentice. Can you give us a ride to town?”

“Merlin. You look nothing like the Merlin I know unless your magic allows ye to grow younger.” He stared at us for a minute longer before saying, ”Get in then.”

When Fehin pulled opened the door the well-dressed man inside frowned, his eyes dark with annoyance. “What is the meaning of this!” he called out to the driver.

“I’m only giving them a ride to town, sir,” the driver yelled back. 

We climbed in and took the seat across from him. 

“I suppose you are members of the magic troupe that comes through here,” he said, eyeing our clothes suspiciously. “But I have never seen such outlandish outfits. I hesitate to be seen with you.”

“So sorry, sir,” Fehin said. “I am Merlin and we are dressed like this because we’ve come from the future. You do know that I am capable of such things? I hate to discommode you in any way, but we were not able to dress properly before we moved through the ether.”

I stared at Fehin. Not only did he speak with an accent, the words he used and how he said them held surprising authority. Was magic at play here?

The man took this in, still frowning. “I am glad for your explanation, young wizard, but I would be pleased if you and your lady would disembark short of town so that I may be taken to my destination without fear of rumor.”

“Of course,” Fehin replied, before leaning out the window. “Driver, please let us off before town!” he yelled.

“Ye have it,” came the reply. 

I gazed out the window at the stretch of dark forest we traveled past. The air was thick with oxygen, deer grazing here and there in the lush meadows between spreading branches of beech trees. To our left the ground rose gradually, and at the very top a group of standing stones stood together, sentinels conferring on important matters. I wondered if we were in Wales, the country where Merlin was purported to have his home. I hesitated to ask.

Church spires appeared in the distance and then the crenellated towers of a magnificent castle presented itself at the top of another hill.  An arrangement of thatched roofs became visible in the hollow below as we drew closer—the village. The coach came to an abrupt halt. “’Tis merely a mile or two,” he said when we left the carriage. “T’will do ye both good.”  He laughed, his whip falling on the horse’s flank. The carriage rattled away, the horse moving into a fast trot.

“Our friend didn’t even say goodbye,” I said.

“I’m sure he was glad to see us go.”

“How can we find other clothes to wear? I should have thought about that before we left Milltown.”

Fehin shrugged. “I’m a magician, remember? What we wear is of little significance.”

I scoffed. “Good luck with that. From my readings I always thought Merlin was a fictional character. How come those people accepted you?”

“Do you believe every supposed historical fact you read? Do you think regular people in the twenty-first century would believe I came from the distant future, conjured an island, and am friends with the god Loki? What about my dragons?”

I chuckled. “Yeah. They wouldn’t believe my history either.”

“Merlin may merely be a magician who travels through villages doing magic tricks,” Fehin continued.

“Then why did the man in the woods mention Uther?”

Fehin shrugged. “Maybe he’s in the king’s employ.”

I chuckled. “Your sure get with the local lingo quickly, Merlin,” I said, impressed with the speech patterns. We reached the outskirts of town and exchanged a look. “Let’s go to the market and see if we can...”

“Steal some clothes?” Fehin asked, grinning. “I’m good with that sort of thing.”

“This is a talent I never knew about.”

“Yes, well, I haven’t had much reason to use it. Follow closely, and if I run, run with me.” He raised his eyebrows, his mouth quirking.

The market was filled with the bustle of people doing their weekly shopping, the pungent stench of pigs and horse manure, squawking chickens, and everyone shouting their wares and grabbing gawkers by their sleeves to entice them to buy. I stepped in something I was sure was not mud, trying to wipe off my shoe as I stumbled after Fehin. Once inside the throng we were barely noticed in the hubbub. 

The smell of frying fish and fresh baked bread wafted toward me as I strolled along the stalls admiring baskets, hand woven shawls in natural dyes, and knitted hats and gloves. If I had the money of the time I would have purchased something, but I only had modern coin and a few dollar bills. Behind me were the sausage makers, and next to them were the fishmongers, freshly caught trout staring up with glassy eyes. 

I was admiring painted clay beads when I saw Fehin dart away, coming back a few moments later with clothing in his arms. He raised his eyebrows, signaling for me to follow. We had moved away from the main market area when a large hand clamped down on my shoulder.

“And where do you two think you’re going?” the man asked. “Stealing is a capital offence. Ye could be hanged.” 

A frisson of fear moved through me before I noticed the lines of humor around a mouth that seemed ready to break into laughter. Gray hair hung in tangles next to a face shaped very much like Fehin’s, the eyes exactly the same forest green. 

“Are you Merlin?” I whispered. 

“Ye guessed my name. And from what I can tell I have a doppelganger.”

Fehin stared at him with an expression I’d never seen on his face. “You do exist,” he said quietly.

Merlin laughed. “And why wouldn’t I?”

“Because you’re a myth in the future,” I supplied, watching Fehin out of the corner of my eye. After his little history lesson I was surprised to see him so taken aback.

“In the future—is that where the two of ye emerged from? T’would explain the manner of dress.”

“We traveled from twenty-first century America. The continent was peopled with natives until the British settled there in the sixteen-hundreds,” I had to explain for some reason.

Merlin nodded. “I know of this.”

“You see the future?” Fehin asked.

“In a manner of speaking.” He looked around. “We should get ye dressed in the proper attire before the authorities drag ye to the dungeons as witches come from the underworld.”

But before we managed to get very far another man joined us, and this one did not have a smile on his craggy features. “Merlin, I should have your head for what ye’ve been up to. And what’s this then? Two of yours?” 

Maybe we should go now, I heard Fehin say in my head.

But what about Merlin—don’t you want...?

My attention came back to what was going on between the two men, realizing that Merlin was about to be arrested and us with him. We could either trust in the wizard’s magic or trust in our own.

Take us out of here—we can come back and find him later. 

I grabbed Fehin’s arm and moved us through the ether again. And this time when we landed the woods was made up of entirely different trees, species I hadn’t seen before, and the air did not smell fresh.  Fehin‘s eyebrows pulled together as he tried to right himself from where he’d fallen. “That was abrupt.”

I pursed my lips and stared at him. “You’re the one who told me to do it.”

“I didn’t say a thing.”

“I heard you in my head, Fehin. You distinctly told me to get us out of there.”

Fehin stared at me. “And I’m telling you I didn’t.”

“Well, then, who did?”

Fehin shrugged. “The only explanation is Merlin. He was afraid for us.” 

“But how would he know about the ring, or—?”

“He’s a wizard, just like me, but way more powerful.” His eyes went dark.  “Medieval England is a violent place. I hope you realize what we’re getting into. Where exactly did you take us this time?”

“I’m not entirely sure. I think I said something like ‘get us out of here’.”

“Well, that’s really specific. Maybe we’re on the moon.”

“Very funny, Fehin. At least the people in the past don’t have nuclear bombs, drones, and assault rifles on every corner. I’ll take my chances with bows and arrows. Maybe I’ll learn to be an archer.” 

“That is if the stone didn’t take us into a timeline that has those things. We could be anywhere.  You need to learn how to work that thing.”

“Thanks very much for your vote of confidence. At least I saved us from jail.”

“Or Merlin did.”

“Oh yeah, Merlin, the mythological figure of Camelot fame.” I giggled at the absurdity of what we were doing and then both of us turned giddy, laughing so hard we had to sit down. We quieted when we heard the neigh of a horse and the clatter of wheels. Whoever it was drew close, paused for a moment, and then moved by, the rattling diminishing until it was gone. “Sounds like the same timeline,” I whispered. 

Fehin pressed his lips together and shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. There are carts in nearly every timeline, even ours.”

I scoffed, “Only out in the country around the farming areas.”

Fehin made a face. “And does this seem like a bustling city, my little time traveling guru?”

I ignored him, my attention going to the woods. There was an odd odor here that I couldn’t identify. The trees looked perfectly normal, although there didn’t seem to be much animal or insect life, and I didn’t notice any acorns or leaf detritus under them, or any plants around them. In fact the entire area seemed too clean aide from caches of nuts stacked up in various places. Had squirrels done that? But I had yet to see or hear an animal of any kind. I noticed something shiny and bent to take a look. “Does this look medieval?”

“What is it?”

“It’s a coin, one I’ve never seen before.”

Fehin came close, examining the thin disc with the stylized swirls and rendering of a naked man running. “It’s not odd that you haven’t seen one like it—do you think museums or history books have pictures of every coin ever made?”

“True, but what manner of people would make a coin with a naked man as the design?”

Fehin took it in his fingers, turning it over to examine the back where a stylized bow and arrow had been etched into the paper-thin metal. “I don’t know, Airy—maybe people who spend time running? There are cultures like that, you know. I’m no expert but I’ve never seen metal like this. I don’t think it’s copper or silver or platinum. It’s not nickel or stainless steel or titanium either. He tried to bend it. “And it’s really strong.” He looked up. “Do you think we’re in some future time?”

I scoffed.  “You certainly aren’t Merlin if you can ask a question like that.”

Fehin chuckled, one hand pushing the shock of black hair off his face. “I guess we’ll find out when we venture forth from the forest.”

I stared at his profile in the shaded dusky light. His body was angular, his shoulders strong. When he turned, brown/green eyes met mine, dark against his pale Scottish skin. I thought he was beautiful and never tired of looking at him. The two of us together were quite a sight—me with my bright red curls, ruddy skin and freckles next to his paleness and hair that reminded me of raven’s feathers. He looked like an appealingly handsome vampire, but that was only because I’d become obsessed with them after reading Bram Stoker, Stephen King, and Anne Rice and watching True Blood. 

I sighed, bringing my attention back to the present. If Fehin was right, my ability to choose the ring’s destination was sadly lacking. I shook my head, laughing to myself.

“This Merlin thing was your fantasy, not mine,” Fehin said, noticing my mirth.  

“You look like Merlin. That guy even said so. And after meeting the real Merlin I’m inclined to agree. And you’re a wizard. You conjured an island.”
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