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 Chapter 1 
 
                                            Early July, 2005 
 
      
 
    It was the day after Kimberly’s wedding, and Nicky finished putting the last of her belongings in her small bag. She was preparing herself to be taken back to her own time. Back to the future. She was glad she had had the opportunity to see Kimberly marry Patrick, even though it happened through unconventional means. 
 
      
 
    A few months ago, Kimberly had answered an ad in the newspaper for a mail-order bride.  Nicky distinctly remembered what the ad looked like.  It had an old-fashioned look to it, and it looked out of place surrounded by the usual ads one would find in a newspaper printed in 2005.  Nicky had jokingly dared Kimberly to answer the ad, and her friend had taken the challenge. What happened next changed Kimberly’s life.  She met Victoria Hilton, who gave her a letter from Patrick Callaghan, a man who lived on a ranch deep in the Rocky Mountains.  Kimberly was instantly curious about the man and decided she wanted to meet him.  The problem was, the only way she could meet Patrick was by traveling back through time to the 1890’s.  Kimberly decided to take the risk and used a key Victoria gave her to travel to Patrick’s time with the intent to meet him.  What happened next was like a fairytale.  Kimberly and Patrick fell in love, and they decided to marry. 
 
      
 
    Nicky didn’t think she would ever see Kimberly again.  However, her friend had wanted her to attend her wedding, so Victoria’s butler, Collins, used the key to bring Nicky to the wedding.  She had enjoyed the last few days and was very grateful that she had been able to witness Kimberly’s wedding to Patrick.  She could tell Kimberly loved Patrick very much and was more than willing to stay in his time for the rest of her life.   
 
      
 
    The icing on the cake, no pun intended, was that Nicky met Patrick’s younger brother, Shaun, and was instantly intrigued with him.  It seemed he felt the same towards her.  They had agreed to write each other, sending their letters back and forth from her time to his.  She was sure nothing would come of it and most likely they would probably only exchange a few letters before he grew tired of it, but Nicky thought it would be fun to be in contact with someone from the 1890’s, no matter how long it lasted.  She would also be able to write Kimberly.  
 
      
 
    Now that the wedding was over, Nicky needed to get back home.  She heard a knock on the bedroom door she was using in Victoria’s home. 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” she called, knowing that it was Collins.  
 
      
 
    “Are you ready to leave?” the older man asked very formally.  When she first met Collins, she was fascinated at how formal he was with other people.  It was evident he took his role as a butler to Victoria very seriously.  He reminded her of the butlers she would see in old movies.   
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Nicky responded with a smile.  “How will this work?” 
 
      
 
    “The same as when I brought you here.  I will hold your hand and we both will picture your home in your time.  The key will do the rest.” 
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath, as she grasped her bag in one hand.  Briefly, she wondered what would happen if she told Collins she wanted to stick around for awhile, but she knew that she needed to get back before her brother, Justin, missed her.  She belonged in 2005, not 1892.  
 
      
 
    Nicky held out her hand, silently telling Collins she was ready.  He took her hand in his, and they both closed their eyes.  Almost instantly, they were standing in her living room.  Nicky wondered if she would ever get used to the idea of time travel.  The trip was quick but a bit violent.  It was like there was a strong wind that pushed her through time.  She wondered if the key ever stopped working properly and took someone to a time the person wasn’t intending to go.  She opened her eyes and noticed that Collins looked a little pale. 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you come sit down for a moment?” Nicky invited him with concern.  Collins hesitated.  
 
      
 
    “You don’t look very well,” Nicky commented to him.  She felt even more alarmed when Collins actually sat down on her tan couch.  “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    Collins gave her a slight smile.  “Time travel can be tiring.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky felt confused.  Tiring?  She actually felt more energetic than ever.  Maybe time travel affected people in different ways. 
 
      
 
    “It didn’t use to make me tired,” Collins continued in his formal way. “When I first started using the key, time travel didn’t affect me at all, but it seems, as I have grown older, it has started to make me feel very tired.” 
 
      
 
    “Does this happen to Victoria?” Nicky questioned. 
 
      
 
    Collins nodded.  “She usually needs a few days to rest, when she makes a trip.  She has started to avoid time travel, because of how drained she feels afterward.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky scrunched her eyebrows, thinking about what Collins had told her.  She mentally shook her head, deciding to think about this another time. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure if it would be wise to go back to your time tonight,” Nicky commented.  “Maybe you should stay here.” 
 
      
 
    Collins shook his head, and Nicky immediately knew he wouldn’t agree to her suggestion, because she was a single woman and he was a single man.  In his time, this would not be proper. 
 
      
 
    “What if I drive you over to Victoria’s house?” she suggested, talking about the home that Victoria owned in Collins’ time, as well as in Nicky’s. 
 
      
 
    Collins hesitated and then nodded.  “I would appreciate that.  I do think it would be wise to rest for awhile before heading back.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky quickly grabbed her car keys.  “I can take you now if you wish.  Or you can rest for a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Collins shook his head.  “Now is fine.” 
 
      
 
    Soon they both were in her small, compact car.  She noticed that Collins climbed into the passenger side very slowly, as if he wasn’t sure he really wanted to get in. 
 
      
 
    “Have you ridden in a car before?” Nicky asked him.  When he shook his head, she continued, “You need to put your seatbelt on.”  She showed him how it worked, and, after a few moments, he was able to click the seatbelt in place. 
 
      
 
    “I promise I’m a good driver,” she told him, as she put her car in reverse and backed out of her parking space.  
 
      
 
    “I’m…I’m sure you are,” Collins said with a hesitant smile. 
 
      
 
    “It will take about 20 minutes to get to Victoria’s house,” Nicky told him. She smiled to herself, as he just nodded his head and leaned back against the seat with his eyes closed. 
 
      
 
    Nicky decided to let him be and started the drive towards Victoria’s home, being more cautious than normal, so he didn’t get more nervous than he already was.  She noticed that, as she drove, he gradually started to relax, and soon his eyes were open, and he was looking around at their surroundings.  
 
      
 
    “It amazes me that no one crashes into each other,” Collins murmured, as she drove the car through a busy intersection. 
 
      
 
    “We do have our share of car crashes,” Nicky told him with a chuckle, “although I can proudly say I have never been in an accident.” 
 
      
 
    Collins didn’t say anything to her comment and continued to look out of the window. 
 
      
 
    “The future is so different from my time,” he finally said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is.  We have so many things that aren’t available to you,” Nicky agreed.  “But sometimes I envy you.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
      
 
    “I noticed when I was in your time, life is much slower.  You seem to have no problem enjoying life.  I noticed some of your neighbors talking to each other, not worrying that they were late to something, or needing to finish a chore or project.  They enjoyed being together.  I hardly know my neighbors.  We might say hi to each other as we pass to our cars or apartments, but the only person I really talk to where I live is my brother.” 
 
      
 
    Collins peered at her curiously.  “It would be hard to picture the difference between your time and mine if I hadn’t witnessed it myself.”  He settled himself against the seat and seemed to be less stiff.  “You have a brother?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky nodded, as she made a left-hand turn.  She smiled to herself as Collins grabbed onto the side of the door.  “Yes, Justin and his son, Garrett, live in the same complex I do.” 
 
      
 
    “What is a complex?” 
 
      
 
    “I live in a townhouse and there are about 50 others around mine.  All 50 of them are called a complex.” 
 
      
 
    Collins looked a bit confused but then shrugged his shoulders.  The rest of the drive to Victoria’s home was silent, as he continued to watch as buildings, people, and cars whizzed by.  She pulled up in front of Victoria’s home, marveling again at the beautiful wrap-around porch, and attached gazebo.  The house did need some repair in this time; the paint was chipping, and the grass needed attention.  Despite all that, it was easy to see the elegance of the Victorian home.  Collins had his door open before she had a chance to open her own.   
 
      
 
    “I can drive you anywhere you want, whenever you are here,” Nicky offered with a smile.  
 
      
 
    Collins smiled back.  “Thank you for bringing me here.  I could have used the key, but it would have made me even more tired.  I’ll have to think about your offer for another drive, though.” 
 
      
 
    “I find it interesting that you can travel between two, time periods with no problem, but driving in a car worries you,” Nicky said, as she continued to smile. 
 
      
 
    “Time travel isn’t dangerous,” Collins told her.   
 
      
 
    Nicky wanted to argue with him about that comment, especially since he wasn’t feeling well with his last trip to her time.  It obviously affected some people differently than others.  Maybe extensive time travel did something to a person’s body, changed it somehow.  It was something to think about.  
 
      
 
    He started towards Victoria’s home, but he then stopped.  “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again.  I’ll be back in a few weeks to pick up any letters you have for Kimberly and Shaun.”   
 
      
 
    Nicky wanted to ask Collins if he really wanted to come back, especially because of how he was feeling, but she desperately and selfishly wanted to keep up the contact with Kimberly and Shaun, so she kept silent.  
 
      
 
    After they said their goodbyes, Nicky climbed back into her car and waited until she saw Collins go inside the large, Victorian home.  She noticed that he moved very slowly.  As she drove away, she thought about what Collins had said about time travel not being dangerous, but driving in a car was.  In her mind, in their own ways, they were both dangerous.  Time travel seemed to suck the life out of a person, especially if it was used too much.  
 
      
 
    When Nicky arrived home, she sat on her couch, allowing herself to think about what had happened the last few days.  She was thrilled that she had been able to talk to Kimberly and see that she was doing fine.  Kimberly was happy with her new life, even though it was in the 1890’s. Nicky could tell that she loved Patrick deeply, the type of love that transcended through time, a love that was going to keep Kimberly in the past for the rest of her life. 
 
      
 
    Would I be willing to make a decision like that? Nicky wondered to herself.  She wasn’t sure, although when she thought of Shaun, she noticed her heart skipping a beat.  He was one of the most handsome men she had ever seen.  His hair was longer than she would normally like for a man, but she loved the way it curled whenever he had his cowboy hat on, which was often.  His blue eyes seemed to pierce right through her, as if he could read her thoughts.  His normally strong jaw seemed ever more pronounced, since he seemed to be constantly clenching it when he was upset about one thing or another.  She had never met a man who looked as he did.  Was it because he had such a physical life?  She knew he worked all day on his family’s ranch deep in the Rocky Mountains.  
 
      
 
    She was excited about the idea of writing letters to Shaun.  Even though she didn’t expect a relationship between them to go anywhere, it would be fun to write someone from the past.  After all, he had a job he loved, and he also had Colleen, his nine-year-old daughter. 
 
      
 
    She accepted the decision Kimberly had made to not return to the future, but she knew she couldn’t do that.  She loved her life.  She enjoyed teaching, and she knew she would miss Justin, Garrett, and her parents.  Kimberly didn’t have a family to miss, although she considered Nicky’s family her own, because she had spent the last few years of high school as a foster child in Nicky’s home and had kept in touch with them throughout her college years. 
 
      
 
    Nicky sighed and decided to find her phone and see if she had any messages.  She hadn’t been allowed to take anything from the future, when she went to see Kimberly.  Her phone wouldn’t have worked anyway.  She walked towards her bedroom and glanced at the closed door that was Kimberly’s room.  She suddenly didn’t want to open it, and she admitted to herself that, although she was happy for Kimberly, she was going to miss her very much.  Kimberly had been part of her life for almost ten years, since they were both 16, and Nicky thought of Kimberly like a sister. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nicky found her phone and turned it on.  She quickly saw that she had many missed calls, numerous text messages, and just as many voicemails.  Most of them were from Justin, and her heart started to beat a little fast. Was something wrong?  Justin never called her this many times.  He would leave a message or text her and then wait until she returned his call.  She hadn’t been gone very long, only a few days.  Did something happen to their parents? 
 
      
 
    She read through the texts first.  After the first few, she realized Justin was just acting like a protective, older brother.  He had wanted to bring Garrett over the night she had left.  At first, he was concerned, but when Nicky never responded, the texts became more and concerned and then demanding.  
 
      
 
    Where are you?  
 
      
 
    Is everything okay? 
 
      
 
    Why aren’t you answering my texts? 
 
      
 
    I’ve left five, voice messages! Call me! 
 
      
 
    And the last one, left only a few hours before she had returned, said he was going to contact their parents, if she didn’t call him ASAP! 
 
      
 
    Nicky sighed and quickly sent off a text of her own. 
 
      
 
    I’m fine.  Don’t call our parents.  I went on a trip.  I will explain later. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied that she had done her sisterly duty, she decided to take a quick shower and then run to a nearby Mexican restaurant for dinner.  As she showered, she thought about all of the things Kimberly would be missing.  How did someone keep clean in the 1890’s, especially in the middle of the mountains with no running water?  She faintly remembered reading somewhere that people used to have to heat multiple buckets of water, when they wanted to take a bath, pouring them into a large metal tub, and that sometimes the entire family shared the bath water, which seemed very disgusting to Nicky.  Was this what Kimberly would need to do?  I’ll ask her in my next letter to her, Nicky promised herself. 
 
      
 
    Her stomach growled hungrily, as she dressed and dried her hair.  She was looking forward to eating some beef enchiladas, her favorite dish at the nearby, Mexican restaurant.  It had been Kimberly’s, too.  Would she miss not being able to eat her favorite dishes?  Nicky wondered if Kimberly really had thought about what she was giving up in order to marry Patrick. 
 
      
 
    As she turned off her blow dryer, she heard loud pounding on her front door and knew it was her brother.  He hadn’t wasted any time.  She quickly opened the door to greet Justin who had an angry look on his face.  
 
      
 
    “Where have you been?” he demanded, as he pushed past her and entered her townhouse. 
 
      
 
    “I just went out of town for a few days,” Nicky told him.  She wished she had asked Collins if she was allowed to tell Justin about the keys.  How much should she tell her brother? 
 
      
 
    “Where did you go?  Why didn’t you tell me you were leaving?  You never go anywhere.  First Kimberly disappears, and now you,” he yelled at her. 
 
      
 
    Nicky placed a hand on his arm, trying to calm him.  “I went to see Kimberly.  She married Patrick yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    Justin’s eyes lit up.  “She did?  Why didn’t she invite all of us?” 
 
      
 
    “She couldn’t.  She lives…” Nicky stopped talking, trying to figure out what to say that wouldn’t sound like a lie. 
 
      
 
    Justin’s eyes looked suspicious.  “She lives where?” 
 
      
 
    “Deep in the Rocky Mountains,” Nicky finally felt it was safe to say. 
 
      
 
    “So?” Justin looked confused.  “We still could have gone.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky sighed.  “She just wanted a small, quiet wedding without any fuss.  You know what Mom would have wanted to do if she had known about it.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky breathed a sigh of relief when Justin nodded his head in understanding.  “Yeah, Mom would have insisted they wait while she planned some big wedding.  She would have likely wanted to invite the entire city.  I would have liked to have met Patrick, though.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll talk to Kimberly and see what I can do,” Nicky responded, crossing her fingers behind her back at her white lie, knowing that Justin would never see Kimberly again.  
 
      
 
    “I still don’t understand why you didn’t just answer my texts and tell me.  Don’t you know how worried I’ve been?” Justin demanded. 
 
      
 
    “I left my phone home,” Nicky admitted.  “I didn’t get your texts until a few hours ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you take your phone?  You never go anywhere without it.”  
 
      
 
    Nicky knew that Justin was right.  There were many times she was on her way to an event or even just the store.  When she realized she had forgotten her phone, she would always turn around to go get it.  She hated being without it.  
 
      
 
    “I... I was so excited to hear from Kimberly, I just forgot it.” Nicky hated to lie again, but she didn’t know what else to say. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m sure it won’t happen again,” Justin finally smiled at her.  He settled himself down on Nicky’s couch. “Tell me about the wedding.  What’s Patrick like? 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Garrett?” she questioned her brother.  She knew Justin hardly ever left his son alone. 
 
      
 
    “He’s at soccer practice.  I have a few minutes before I need to pick him up.  So?  What’s Patrick like?  I’ve been thinking he’s pretty desperate, putting an ad in the newspaper for a bride.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a good man.  He placed the ad, because he owns a huge ranch in the Rocky Mountains with his brothers and a sister.  There are few women around, and it’s hard for him to make it into the city, so he didn’t have much opportunity to date normally.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky knew the explanation sounded funny.  It did even to her, but, even though Justin looked skeptical, he didn’t ask any more questions.  He just looked at her intently for a few moments. 
 
      
 
    “I think there is more to this story of yours, but I need to go get Garrett.”  He stood, walked to the door, and opened it before turning to her. “Don’t think this conversation is over.”  Then he was gone. 
 
      
 
    Nicky sighed.  She believed Justin when he said that the conversation wasn’t over.  He was like a bulldog after a juicy bone, when he wanted to get information.  She knew he wouldn’t back off on his questions until they were answered to his satisfaction.  She desperately wished she could just pick up her phone and call Kimberly.  Would it be okay to tell Justin?  But if she did, would Justin even believe her?  After all, that was the main reason Kimberly hadn’t told her the entire story at first.  She knew Nicky wouldn’t have believed her. 
 
      
 
    Over the next few hours, Nicky ate her enchiladas she ordered from the Mexican restaurant and did some cleaning of her apartment.  She expected Justin to return to continue his questioning after picking up Garrett, but he never came back, and Nicky was relieved.  She didn’t want to deal with him anymore that evening.   
 
      
 
    Before she went to bed, she started her first letter to Shaun.  She told him that she arrived safely, and Collins was staying at Victoria’s home for the night. She talked about eating her dinner and cleaning her townhouse.  She wasn’t sure what else to say, so she decided to finish it the next day.  What does a woman from 2005 tell a man who lived in 1892 anyway?  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Early July, 1892 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few mornings after her wedding to Patrick, Kimberly stepped out of the small cabin she now shared with him and lifted her face to the early warmth of the sun.  She sighed with contentment.  Being married to Patrick was all she had hoped for.  After Nicky left Victoria’s house, the rest of Patrick’s family also left to return to their ranch, leaving Kimberly and Patrick to travel slowly on their own.  She had thoroughly enjoyed the trip back to the ranch.  
 
      
 
    They had ridden their horses leisurely, stopping a few times for a meal and to talk.  Ever since Bridget had told Kimberly a brief history of Patrick’s family, and how his grandfather had traveled to America during the potato famine in Ireland, she had been eager to know more.  She had listened intently, as Patrick had described what his father had done in order to acquire the land in Colorado and build the houses they lived in now.  In turn, she had told him more about her parents, the traditions they had before they had died, and how life had changed for her once she was in foster care.  She found she could open up to him more than to anyone, even Nicky.  They also talked about their dreams for the future, and she was delighted to find that he wanted children.  Even though they had just married, she was already finding herself excited and eager to become a mother. 
 
      
 
    As they traveled, Kimberly fell deeper in love with her new husband.  She didn’t regret for a moment marrying Patrick, even though she had to give up quite a bit in doing so.  There were many conveniences and technologies in her time that she no longer had access to, but she didn’t care.  She was glad she had seen the ad in the newspaper and that she had answered it.  
 
      
 
    They had arrived at the ranch late the evening before and found that Shaun and Keegan had done all of the evening chores.  Bridget had made a delicious meal in celebration of their wedding.  After dinner, Patrick moved his belongings into the small cabin she had been living in.  They planned to share the cabin until a new larger one could be built for them. 
 
      
 
    When Kimberly woke up that morning, Patrick had already gone.  She wasn’t surprised, since he always started his days very early, but she was disappointed nonetheless that she hadn’t woken when he did.  She promised herself that she would ask him to wake her from now on.  She needed to get used to life on a ranch in the 1890’s and wanted to be on the same schedule Patrick was. 
 
      
 
    One of the things she had a hard time getting used to was wearing long skirts and dresses.  In her time, she hardly ever wore a dress, preferring jeans and shorts.  In Patrick’s time, women wore dresses all the time.  While they were in Denver, Patrick had purchased a few boy pants for her.  They weren’t as comfortable as her worn jeans, but they were much better to wear than skirts, and Kimberly had instantly decided that she would always wear the pants unless they were around other people or in Denver. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly walked into the large family cabin to help Bridget with breakfast.  Even though she and Patrick were living in their own cabin, it wasn’t large enough to have a kitchen, and she had agreed that they would eat all their meals with the rest of the family.  She was glad they were doing this, because she still wasn’t good at cooking on a wood stove. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” Kimberly greeted Bridget who stood at the large wood stove, stirring something in a skillet.  
 
      
 
    Bridget turned to Kimberly at her greeting.  “Good morning.  Did you sleep well?” 
 
      
 
    “I did,” Kimberly told her.  She washed her hands and then started to slice some bread for toasting.  “I was pretty tired last night from the horseback ride from Denver, even though we made the trip slowly.”  
 
      
 
    “You’ll get used to it.  We don’t go to Denver very much, and we hardly ever do in the winter because of the snow.  Although I suspect we will make the trip more often, especially since Keegan will be going to school there in the fall,” Bridget said with a smile. Keegan was Patrick’s youngest brother who was 15-years-old and planning on staying with Victoria through the coming winter, so he could attend school.  
 
      
 
    While they chatted, both women worked together and quickly prepared breakfast.  Shaun’s daughter, Colleen, joined them and performed her usual job, which was setting the table.  
 
      
 
    After breakfast, Kimberly helped with the dishes and then went out to find Patrick.  She first let her dog, Daisy, who was overjoyed to see her, out of her pen.  Daisy was a Border Collie puppy that Patrick had given her a few weeks prior.  Patrick raised Border Collies and trained them to be cattle dogs.  His dogs were well known for their trainability and smartness, and Patrick had no trouble finding homes for any of his puppies.  In his latest litter, one of the puppy’s character was too calm.  Patrick gave her the puppy, explaining that the dog wouldn’t do well as a cattle dog.  Kimberly was thrilled.  She loved dogs, and Border Collies were actually one of her favorite breeds.  She named her puppy Daisy. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly could see her husband in the distance and headed in that direction with Daisy running alongside her.  When she reached Patrick, she noticed he was busy working with some cows and their calves, so she quietly watched.  She was fascinated, as she watched Patrick check for any signs of distress or injury.  Calves were an important part of their income in ranching, so Patrick was very focused on his job. 
 
      
 
    Patrick soon noticed her and, after pushing a large cow out of the way, came towards her.  He leaned over the fence and gave her a quick kiss. 
 
      
 
    “What brings you out here?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to see if I could help with anything,” she told him, which was true, but she really just wanted to be with him. 
 
      
 
    Patrick looked at the cows and then back at her.  “I’m not sure working with the cows is a good idea for you.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly frowned.  “Now that we’re married, I want to find out what ranch life is like.  I know you are going to be very busy, and there are going to be some things I can’t help with, like moving cows, but I’m sure there are other things we can work on together.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly knew that, in her time, women working with cows wouldn’t be frowned upon, but she also knew she was in 1892, and she needed to adjust some of her thinking.  
 
      
 
    “When I’m done here, I’m going to work with the two puppies I kept from Summer’s litter.  Would you like to help?”  Summer was the mother of Daisy. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s eyes lit up.  “I would love to do that.” 
 
      
 
    They agreed that Kimberly would work in the garden pulling weeds until Patrick came to get her.  Kimberly turned away, but not before spending a few minutes watching her husband again. She admired the strength it took to hold onto each cow, and she saw sweat start to build on his brow from the effort.  He didn’t slow at all, but kept at his job with practiced ease.  
 
      
 
    She worked in the garden for about an hour, keeping Daisy by her side. The puppy thought pulling weeds was a great game and would attack any weed Kimberly tossed aside.  When Patrick finally came for her, he found her laughing at Daisy’s antics.  
 
      
 
    “You should be teaching her to stay in one place,” Patrick advised her.  “She’s cute now, but, if she did that as a full grown dog, it wouldn’t be as cute.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly understood what Patrick was trying to tell her, but she enjoyed the puppy’s playfulness.  “I’ll work with her,” she promised. 
 
      
 
    As they walked together towards the field where the dogs were kept, Patrick explained what he wanted to do that day.  “You’ll need to put Daisy back in the field.  We will work with one dog at a time, teaching them basic obedience commands.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, then I will do the same with Daisy,” Kimberly told him. 
 
      
 
    They worked together with the dogs until they heard the chiming of the lunch bell in the summer breeze.  After putting the dog they were training back in the field, Kimberly commented, “I probably should have helped Bridget with making lunch.” 
 
      
 
    Patrick reached over and took her hand.  “Bridget is used to making all of our meals.  Now that you are a permanent family member, maybe you should talk to Bridget and make plans about what she would like help with. More than likely, she will be fine continuing the schedule she is used to.” 
 
      
 
    “I do enjoy being outdoors more than inside,” Kimberly commented.  As if on cue, the breeze hit her face, and she inhaled the clean air.  She looked around at the beautiful, evergreen trees and admired the elegant way the tall grass moved in the wind.  She was very content with her new life.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Shaun smiled at his daughter, Colleen, as she giggled.  Spirit, the pony that she had received for her ninth birthday just a few weeks before, nuzzled her hand for a treat.  He watched, as she fed Spirit a piece of apple and then petted her neck.  
 
      
 
    “Can I help you train horses today, Pa?” Colleen asked, her dark eyes dancing.  “I’m big enough, now that I turned nine.” 
 
      
 
    “That you are,” Shaun told his daughter with a smile.  He loved being Colleen’s father and didn’t know what he would do without her in his life.  
 
      
 
    “We need to feed the horses first and make sure they have enough water,” Shaun replied.  
 
      
 
    “Then, I can help take them to the river,” Colleen offered.  
 
      
 
    Shaun agreed and slipped on a bridle for each of his ten horses.  His job on the ranch was to take care of all the horses, along with training and breeding, a job he absolutely loved.  He was glad Patrick liked working with the cows, since he hated them.  Their jobs worked out for each of them.  
 
      
 
    Shaun took two horses by their bridles, while Colleen guided another, and together they walked them down to the river for a good drink.  Shaun tried to do this daily, although there was a small stream that ran along the edge of the fields where the horses spent the majority of their days.  Shaun felt it was good that the horses got fresh water every day. 
 
      
 
    He half listened as Colleen chattered about whatever came to her head.  He couldn’t get the last few days out of his mind.  He was happy that Patrick had found Kimberly, but he wasn’t sure how he felt about how they had met, with Kimberly being from the future, 2005 of all places.  He knew Kimberly had been able to travel through time to 1892 because of the keys Victoria owned, but he wished he knew how they worked exactly. 
 
      
 
    Meeting Nicky, Kimberly’s best friend, was an experience in itself.  He knew part of the reason he was drawn to Nicky was because she had accepted Colleen with her dark, black hair and golden skin without any reservations.  Colleen wasn’t his real daughter.  Shaun was good friends with an Indian man named Running Deer, whose sister had become pregnant by a French, mountain man.  The man had abandoned them both, and then Running Deer’s sister died.  Running Deer and his mother had felt it would be best if Colleen was raised by Shaun, since he was well known by their tribe and a very good friend.  Since Colleen was considered a half-breed, she wouldn’t be accepted by her mother’s tribe now that she was dead.  
 
      
 
    Shaun had immediately agreed to raise Colleen as his own.  In his mind, she was his daughter.  But he worried about her future.  It was fine raising her on a ranch in the middle of the Rocky Mountains while she was a child.  However, he knew some day, when she grew older, she was going to have to leave the ranch and would have to deal with others who wouldn’t be able to accept her, because she was part Indian.  But for now, Colleen was safe on their ranch and enjoyed a carefree childhood. 
 
      
 
    Shaun was leery, when Nicky first met Colleen, but immediately relaxed when he could see she didn’t have any qualms about her.  Later he learned she was a school teacher in her time, and he figured that was likely why she was so good with Colleen.  
 
      
 
    He now regretted that he had suggested they write.  He knew it would be almost impossible to have anything more than a friendship with a woman from the future.  Yes, it was working for Patrick, but Kimberly had voluntarily come to their time, very willing to give up her own.  He couldn’t expect another woman to do the same, and he sure wasn’t going to leave his own time.  He was happy training and raising horses.  He loved living on the land his father had worked so hard to own.  Nothing would make him give up this life, not even a beautiful woman. 
 
      
 
    He thought of another woman who had been in his life, Delia.  He had met her while attending a barn raising in Denver two-years ago and had fallen instantly in love with her.  She had golden hair, sky blue eyes, and a delightful laugh.  After a few months of dating, with him making the trip to Denver often, he had asked for her hand in marriage, and she had accepted.  What he didn’t know then was that she was expecting him to leave his ranch and live in the city.  Her father was a banker and was willing to give him a job.  She also didn’t want to be a mother to Colleen.  She actually expected him to give Colleen to Bridget.  Of course, Shaun had immediately terminated the engagement, but the damage had been done.  Shaun had promised himself that he would rather stay single than marry someone who wouldn’t accept his lifestyle and his daughter.  
 
      
 
    He had expected Kimberly to demand Patrick leave the ranch and live in her time, but she didn’t, and Shaun was able to admit to himself that not all women were like Delia, but he still felt he needed to guard his heart and protect his daughter.  That meant even from women who lived in the future. 
 
      
 
    At that moment, he decided he wouldn’t write Nicky even though he had been the one to suggest it.  No good would come from it.  He forced his thoughts away from Nicky and started to listen to Colleen. 
 
      
 
    “Can I, Pa?” she was asking.  She had stopped walking her horse and was looking up at him with a confused look on her face.  How long had he been thinking of Nicky and not paying attention to his daughter?  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, squirt,” he apologized, using his nickname for her.  “I was wool-gathering.” 
 
      
 
    “I bet I know who you were thinking about,” Colleen smiled and started to walk her horse again. 
 
      
 
    “You do, huh?” Shaun smirked at her and reached out to tug a braid that hung down her back to her waist.  
 
      
 
    “Yep,” she nodded solemnly. “You were thinking of Nicky.  Are you really going to write her?  Do you think she will want to write to me?” 
 
      
 
    Shaun’s heart clenched. This was exactly what he was afraid of.  He didn’t want Colleen to become attached to any woman, especially a woman who didn’t even live in their time. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve decided to not write her,” he told Colleen.  “She lives very far away, and I think it will be hard to get letters to her.” 
 
      
 
    “How far away does she live?” Colleen asked curiously.  
 
      
 
    Patrick sighed.  Bridget had suggested that he not tell Colleen about time travel, as it was a serious secret that would be hard for a child to keep. However, he knew it would be an unavoidable topic soon, so he decided to get it over with.  “Do you remember what year we live in?” 
 
      
 
    Colleen looked confused, and stated matter-of-factly, “1892.” 
 
      
 
    “Nicky lives in the year 2005.  So did Kimberly.  That means when she traveled to meet your Uncle Patrick, she had gone from her time to ours.  She traveled over years, not just distance.” 
 
      
 
    Colleen thought about this for a while with a scowl on her face.  If not for the fear of Colleen getting hurt, when she never saw Nicky again, Shaun would have laughed at the expression.  “Is that why she was wearing those funny clothes?” 
 
      
 
    Shaun was impressed about the connection she made.  “That’s right.  So, you can see that it would be hard to send letters to her?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we can at least try, can’t we?” Colleen pleaded.  
 
      
 
    Shaun reluctantly nodded his head.  He didn’t have the heart to tell her no, but he changed the subject, since they had arrived at the river.  “Let’s get these horses watered.  We have a lot to do today.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I spend all day with you?” Colleen asked.  
 
      
 
    “What about your schoolwork?” Shaun knew Bridget would probably want her to work on some reading and math, since she had missed a few days with their traveling to Denver. 
 
      
 
    “Aunt Bridget wanted to take another day off,” Colleen reported. 
 
      
 
    “Then, in that case, you can spend the day with me helping with the horses, but you must promise that, if I tell you to stay away from a horse or leave the field, you will immediately obey.”  Shaun had plans to work with a young horse that day, and he didn’t want Colleen to be around him, if the horse got out of control. 
 
      
 
    “I promise, Pa,” Colleen said, as she crossed her heart with a small hand and then spit in the air. 
 
      
 
    Shaun opened his mouth to reprimand her for the spitting but laughed in spite of himself.  Where had she learned to do that? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That evening, the family gathered around the fireplace in the living room, as they usually did.  Bridget and Kimberly were busy with some mending.  Colleen sat on the floor stacking blocks on top of each other, trying to make a tower as tall as she was without them falling down.  Patrick and Shaun were reading.  Keegan had a piece of wood in his hands, but he wasn’t carving it like he usually did.  He turned it over and over in his hand, but Kimberly could tell he wasn’t seeing the wood, because he was deep in thought.  
 
      
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Kimberly asked him curiously.  Usually, he would be busy carving the piece of wood into something beautiful.  On one of the first days she had arrived at the ranch, he had given her a bear that he had carved himself.  He had a great talent for it, and it showed with the row of animals, birds, and other objects that sat on a shelf above the fireplace. 
 
      
 
    Keegan glanced at her, then at his brothers, then back at her.  “I want to know about the future, about your time.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s eyes darted to Patrick.  What would he want her to do?  How much detail should she tell this family who had accepted her so readily as their own?  Should they even be talking about this in front of Colleen?   
 
      
 
    “I told Colleen where you and Nicky were from today,” Shaun announced with a slight grin, answering one of her questions.  “I think we’re all interested.” 
 
      
 
    Bridget looked up from the sock she was darning.  “I’d also like to know.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly kept her eyes on Patrick and sighed with relief when he nodded his head slightly.  This was one subject that they hadn’t really talked about yet, one that she knew needed to be addressed sooner rather than later.  
 
      
 
    “What do you want to know?” she asked Keegan, setting her mending aside gratefully.  She had learned in the last few weeks that she hated sewing.  A couple weeks ago she had taken an interest in the braided rugs that lay throughout the cabin.  She soon found that she enjoyed the braiding but not the sewing involved beforehand. 
 
      
 
    “Everything,” Keegan demanded. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly laughed. “How about I tell you what my life was like?”  She noticed that everyone had stopped what they were doing, and Shaun was especially showing interest in what she was going to say. 
 
      
 
    “I lived in what was called a townhouse with Nicky, which is basically a narrow, two-story home.  There were neighbors on either side of our home, sharing walls with us.  We are best friends.  My parents died in an accident when I was 15.  I went to live with Nicky’s family and finished my schooling while living with them. 
 
      
 
    “I went to college to be a nurse.  When I answered the mail-order-bride ad, I was working at a hospital in the ER.” 
 
      
 
    “ER?” Keegan asked. 
 
      
 
    “Emergency Room, a place where people would go, if they were really sick or hurt, a place where they could get medical care quickly.”  She knew Keegan was planning on becoming a doctor, so she knew her medical background was especially interesting to him.  
 
      
 
    “Nicky has an older brother named Justin, and he has a young son, Garrett, who is just a year older than you, Colleen.” 
 
      
 
    Colleen smiled, delighted that Kimberly would include her in the conversation.  
 
      
 
    Kimberly continued to tell them about electricity (which Patrick had heard was available to the rich in the east) and running water that would come out of the faucet hot or cold.  She briefly described how they washed their clothes and that hardly anyone made their own clothing.  Everything that someone needed could be purchased almost anywhere.  
 
      
 
    She tried to explain about cars, planes, and jets, but she found it hard to describe these things to someone who had nothing to compare them to. She suddenly had an idea. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go get my sketch pad,” she offered.  “I have drawn some scenes from my time.  Maybe I can draw some of these things for you.”  After everyone agreed, she left the large cabin and ran to her own. 
 
      
 
    After finding her sketch pad and pencils that she had hidden in her trunk, she returned and let the family members look through her book.  Most of what she had drawn were landscapes, flowers or trees.  She wasn’t very good at portraits, but she did have a drawing of Garrett sitting in front of a TV playing a video game, and Kimberly had a fun time explaining to everyone what TVs and video games were. 
 
      
 
    After an hour of Kimberly describing the future and her life there, Shaun spoke up. 
 
      
 
    “The future sounds like an idealistic world,” he commented dryly.  
 
      
 
    Kimberly slowly shook her head.  “It’s true, we have many conveniences and technologies, things to make life easier for us, but there are also many wars between different countries, crime where people are killed, and robberies.  I guess what I’m trying to say is the future isn’t perfect.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care,” Keegan announced.  “Someday I’m going to use one of those keys and go to your time.  I want to see it.” 
 
      
 
    Bridget looked at him in shock.  “What are you talking about, Keegan? You can’t just up and leave…” she paused, as she realized that Kimberly had done just that. 
 
      
 
    “Better finish school first, here in our time,” Patrick drawled with a slight smile.  “You’re only 15.  You’ve got time before a decision like that can be made.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t even know how long those keys will work, anyway,” Bridget broke in quickly.  Kimberly could tell she didn’t want any of her family to leave.  “And what if you couldn’t come back?” 
 
      
 
    Keegan shrugged and picked up his piece of wood again, tossing it in the air a few times.  He didn’t say anything else, but Kimberly knew that the subject of Keegan traveling to the future wasn’t over.  She could understand Keegan’s curiosity.  After all, that was part of the reason why she had used the key to travel to 1892, to Patrick’s time and now her time. Keegan was a teenage boy who likely wanted adventure.  He probably would lose interest once he continued his schooling to be a doctor. 
 
      
 
    The clock on the shelf above the fireplace chimed 9:00 and Bridget stood.  “Bedtime, Colleen.” 
 
      
 
    The child grumbled but allowed her aunt to usher her out of the room. A few minutes later, Patrick announced he wanted to check on a few cows one last time before turning in for the night and asked Keegan to help him.  After Patrick and Keegan left, Kimberly and Shaun turned their attention to their previous projects.  Kimberly started a few small stitches in a tear of the shirt she was mending.  The thread tangled and it was hard to pull the needle through the material.  She was ready to throw the shirt at the wall when Shaun broke the silence. 
 
      
 
    “Can you tell me more about Nicky?” he asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly smiled, glad to have an excuse to stop sewing again.  “Nicky told me you had suggested that you write each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think writing is really a good idea?”  
 
      
 
    “Let me tell you about Nicky,” Kimberly answered his first question. “She is like a sister to me.  She loves children.  She is a favorite teacher at the school where she works.  Parents will specifically ask for her to be their children’s teacher.  She is good at making learning fun.” 
 
      
 
    “She accepted Colleen immediately, even though she is part Indian,” Shaun commented. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly nodded. “That is one thing that is very different in my time. While there is still racism, it isn’t as broad.  The fact that Colleen has an Indian mother wouldn’t matter in my time.  Half of the kids in Nicky’s classes are mixed race, black, Hispanic, or Asian.  In fact, we don’t call Colleen’s race Indian. They are called Native American.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun’s eyes narrowed in confusion but then cleared when Kimberly let him know Nicky would never reject Colleen because of the color of her skin. “Colleen wants to write her.” 
 
      
 
    “Nicky will never hurt Colleen; I can promise you that.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun sighed.  “I just don’t know how any type of relationship could grow into something more than friendship.” 
 
      
 
    “Then just write her as a friend.  I am a little bit concerned for Nicky.  She is going to have her own adjustments, since I’ve married, and I am now living in this time period.  She will need a friend.  I know this might sound trite, but don’t worry about the future, not yet.” Kimberly smiled at her own words. 
 
      
 
    Shaun was silent for a few moments and then nodded his head. “You’re right.  I’ll write her like I promised.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Victoria carefully placed a bouquet of flowers she had just finished arranging on a marble table in the entryway of her large, Victorian home in Denver.  She pulled out a handkerchief and discreetly wiped her neck.  It was the Fourth of July, and, even though it wasn’t even noon, she knew it was going to be a hot day.  She stepped back to admire the flowers with a smile.  Large, flower gardens surrounded her home, and she enjoyed using some of them to beautify her home.  She felt a presence behind her and smiled at Collins, who was walking towards her. 
 
      
 
    “You are looking better,” Victoria commented, taking a step away from him, when she suddenly felt a desire to touch his arm.  He had arrived from taking Nicky back to the future the day before and had looked very pale and weak.  She knew neither of them could keep time traveling like they had been doing.  Some decisions needed to be made about the keys and their future. 
 
      
 
    “I’m well,” Collins told her in his usual formal voice, but he looked at her peculiarly, and Victoria wondered if she had something on her face.  He had been giving her strange looks lately, and she wondered why. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve let the entire staff off to enjoy Independence Day,” Victoria told him, although she knew he was aware of the fact.  He knew everything that went on in her home, and, besides, she let the staff have the day off every year on Independence Day.  “I think we need to talk about the keys.” 
 
      
 
    Collins nodded.  “I was going to suggest we do that.  Why don’t I bring some tea into your office?  We can discuss the keys there.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria hesitated.  She would rather talk in a less formal room.  “Let’s talk in the parlor.  We will be more comfortable there.”  Collins bowed slightly and then left, heading towards the kitchen.  Victoria moved to her office, her long skirts swishing around her.  She quickly picked up the small wooden box that held the two keys.  She wanted them near her while they talked.  Maybe they would be led to the correct decision with them in their presence. 
 
      
 
    Soon, she was settled in her favorite, stuffed chair, with Collins sitting on the sofa nearby.  She held the box in her lap and waited while Collins served her some tea, adding her favorite pastry to the plate.  They sipped in silence for a few minutes, and then Victoria set her cup aside. 
 
      
 
    “I find it interesting, as we continue to use the keys regularly, how tired I have become after the trips.  It didn’t use to be that way,” Victoria commented, as she glanced outside of the large window.  She smiled, as she watched some neighbor children skip past her home, their parents walking behind them.  She knew they were probably walking towards the city park nearby, where much of the festivities for the Fourth of July were being held that day. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I think it might have something to do with our age, because I haven’t used them near as long as you have, yet time travel is affecting me just as much as you.” 
 
      
 
    “What are we going to do?” Victoria questioned.  “I don’t want to stop their use.  Bringing Kimberly here to our time from the future worked out very well, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    “It could have gone a different way, but, yes, it did work out well.  Patrick and Kimberly seem very happy,” Collins said, agreeing with her.  
 
      
 
    Victoria nodded.  “And I feel like I have gained a family.  Patrick is willing to let Keegan stay here, while he attends school this fall.  I am absolutely thrilled to have Keegan here.” 
 
      
 
    “And now Shaun and Nicky want to write each other.  One of us will have to deliver the letters.  I just don’t know how we can do that.” 
 
      
 
    They both sat in silence, each thinking their own thoughts.  “I think we need to give the keys to Patrick and Kimberly,” Collins finally suggested.  
 
      
 
    Victoria felt a great sadness at Collins’ words, although she had already decided the keys needed a new owner.  She felt sad that it was time to give them up, but she knew it was the right thing to do.  She nodded her head slowly. 
 
      
 
    Collins looked relieved that she had agreed with him. “I can make one more trip with the keys and deliver them to the ranch.” 
 
      
 
    “What if they don’t want the responsibility?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that will be an issue, but, if it is, we can discuss what to do next, if that happens.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria opened the box and took out both keys.  She slowly held them one at a time, running her fingers over their shape and design.  The two keys were identical, although one did show more age than the other.  The intricate design of the handle had a sharp contrast to the simplicity of the opposite end.  The gold was worn despite the careful care she had given them, since they had come into her possession.  She felt a faint buzz vibrate into her fingers from the key.  It was nothing compared to what she had felt when she had first held them, which told her they were looking for a new owner.  She was going to miss having the keys in her life. They had given her many adventures and experiences.  She had been able to see her parents again and meet her grandmother in Ireland.  In her time she had seen many places most people couldn’t travel to.  But she knew that owning the keys was at its end.  
 
      
 
    Collins stood and moved to her side.  He bent down, kneeling by the chair she was in.  “I know that you are sad, but you must know we have made the right decision.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria nodded, smiling through her tears that ran down her face. “Yes, you’re right.  Part of me wishes that I could go on one more trip.” 
 
      
 
    Collins smiled at her.  “Where would you want to go?  What time period?” 
 
      
 
    Victoria thought for a moment and then smiled.  “Actually, I think I have gone everywhere I’ve wanted to visit.  I want to be here.” 
 
      
 
    Collins looked at her, with that strange look in his eyes.  Victoria could never read him well, as he always kept his emotions carefully in check.  The raw emotions coming from his eyes made her feel warm, but she wasn’t sure if she was interpreting him correctly.  She wished she knew what he was thinking.  He stood, took her hand, and helped her to her feet.  “Why don’t we go to the park and enjoy the day?  I will take the keys to the ranch tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds like a great plan,” Victoria said.  Collins helped her to her feet.  As they left the room to prepare to attend the festivities, Victoria slipped both keys into her pocket.  She wanted them to stay with her for one more day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    A darkly clothed man stood behind one of the large oak trees that were providing shade in Victoria’s beautiful flower garden.  He moved his head slightly around the trunk of the tree and watched gleefully as Victoria and Collins left the house.  Soon they were walking down the street and out of sight.  He knew the house was empty because of some ridiculous festival the city was having, but it didn’t matter to him what the people in this time period were celebrating.  What mattered was that he now had his opportunity to search for the two keys.  He had been waiting patiently for days, traveling back and forth between 1892 and his own time period of 1569.  Finally, the opportunity presented itself.  In just a short while, he would have the keys in his possession.  Then he could start his plans. 
 
      
 
    He remembered the day he found out about the two other keys.  For years he had been searching for a second key, and rumors had led him to Ireland.  He had finally tracked it down in a small store and had just walked into the building, but Victoria had gotten there first.  He remembered she had picked up the key just as he was ready to reach for it himself.  He had stayed in the background, waiting for her to put the key back after looking at it curiously, but she hadn’t done that.  Instead, she had pulled another key out of her pocket and compared the two.  Sliding her key back in its place, she had purchased the second key, and then she quickly left the store. 
 
      
 
    The man considered that day a dark, but also beautiful, time in his life.  He had lost his chance to purchase the second key, but he had also discovered there was a third one.  He tried to follow her, but she had disappeared, nowhere to be found.  He assumed she had used the keys to return to her time.  
 
      
 
    It took two years to track Victoria down.  He was finally able to find her when he time traveled to Denver in the late 1880’s and saw Victoria purchasing some items in a store he was browsing in.  He discreetly followed her to the house he was watching now.  
 
      
 
    The man had great plans for the keys.  The first thing he was going to do was travel back in time to 1564, five years before his own time and force Nellie to marry him.  He had been in love with her, since they were children, but she had chosen to marry another.  He knew if he could force her to go back in time by five years, he would be able to make her marry him.  Then she would be his wife.  
 
      
 
    The next plan he was going to put into place was to use the keys to change history.  Throughout his travels using his own key, he had discovered many things wrong with the world. He would use the keys in order to stop wars and battles and to start his own.  Eventually, with the help of all three keys, he would be a great ruler over many different time periods.  He knew the more keys he had, the more specific time he could travel to.  Time traveling with one key was limiting.  He could choose the place and year he wished to travel, but he would arrive the same day of the year he had left.  He had learned from folklore that with two keys, you could choose any day of any year.  He hoped that with three keys, he might even find a way to exist twice in the same time.  He couldn’t help the smile that crept on his face, as he imagined people worshiping him as a god.  He could be anywhere and everywhere; he would have total control over his people! 
 
      
 
    He waited for a few minutes to make sure Victoria and Collins didn’t return, and when he was sure it was safe, he slipped out from behind the tree trunk and quickly made his way to the back of the house.  He envied the large, Victorian home.  To him, it was a mansion.  The homes in this time period were much nicer than the small cottage he owned in his own time.  He instantly decided that he would eventually take this home for himself.  But not today.  Today, he was there only to get the keys.  
 
      
 
    He let himself inside the home through the servant’s entrance.  It wasn’t locked and he was glad he didn’t have to break in.  He was hoping he would find the keys, and no one would even know he had been there.  He found himself in a large kitchen and allowed himself a moment to look around.  The kitchen had a large, cook stove, cupboards full of beautiful dishes, and a large, cherry-wood table.  He wished he could spend some time exploring the house, but knew he needed to get the keys.  Maybe after he found them, he would spare some time to look around a bit.  After all, very soon this was going to be his own home.  
 
      
 
    The black cloak he was wearing was making him hot, so he slipped it off, and draped it over one of the kitchen chairs.  Instinct told him the keys were not going to be in the kitchen, so he kept going, poking his head in various rooms as he went.  When he saw a room that looked like an office, he decided to start his search there.  He made sure he was very careful as he searched.  If he opened a drawer, he closed it after looking through the contents.  If he moved an item, he moved it back to its original position.  He didn’t find the keys, so he continued to another room.  This room had large comfortable chairs and sofas.  There was a beautiful fireplace surrounded by large, gray stones.  He knew this was a room used to relax in.  A few books sat on a short table in between the two chairs.  On one of the books, he saw a small wooden box.  As he picked it up to open it, his own key vibrated in his pocket, and he knew he had found the keys.  Just like he suspected, the key he owned and the two keys Victoria had were connected together in some way.  He opened the lid and frowned fiercely.  The two keys were not there.  
 
      
 
    He threw the box down to the floor in disgust.  Where did she put them?  He knew the box was where she stored the keys because of the vibration of his own key.  But where were they?  Had she suspected he was coming and had hidden them away?  
 
      
 
    The man’s chest started to heave, as he got more and more furious.  He was going to find those keys, if it was the last thing he did.  He needed them, wanted them, and coveted them.  He knew they weren’t in the office, so he went up the stairs.  There were four, large rooms up there, along with a room that was an indoor outhouse.  Over the next few hours, he went through room by room frantically searching for the keys.  At first he tried to be careful, but eventually, he didn’t care anymore.  He threw things out of drawers, closets, and trunks.  When he didn’t find the keys in one room, he went to the next.  When he had searched three of the rooms, he approached the fourth and found the door locked.  This made him furious. After doing everything he could to jimmy the lock, he pulled his own key out of his pocket and transported himself into the room.  What he found amazed him. 
 
      
 
    The room looked like a small museum.  It didn’t have a bed or dresser for clothes.  Instead, it had shelves full of items that had been collected from different, time periods.  He saw scrolls from the ancient, time periods, some paintings, and a slew of dresses, hats, gloves, and shoes.  There were tables that held larger items that wouldn’t fit on the shelves.  There was even a small bookshelf filled with books.  The man knew Victoria had traveled to many different times and collected all the items in the room to show from her travels.  The man walked around the room, looking at each item, and only respect for Victoria and her diligence in collecting so many items kept him from destroying this room out of spite. Logically, the keys should have been in this room, but he knew they were not; his own key was not vibrating. 
 
      
 
    The man left the room, leaving the door open.  He ran down the stairs and back into the office.  Finding a piece of paper and pen, he quickly wrote a note: 
 
      
 
    I know you have two keys.  I know what they are used for.  I want them.  They are meant to be mine.  I will be back in two days, and, if you don’t give me the keys, there will be repercussions.  
 
      
 
    Golin 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, Victoria and Collins decided to return home.  It had been a delightful day.  They had enjoyed a picnic with some of their friends.  Victoria had spent some time looking at various booths that sold homemade items and had purchased a beautiful necklace with turquoise stones.  Later when it had grown dark, there was an exciting, fireworks display.  
 
      
 
    When they entered Victoria’s home, she noticed Collins immediately becoming stiff, as if he knew something was wrong. 
 
      
 
    “Something isn’t right,” he half-whispered to her.  
 
      
 
    She looked around, not seeing anything amiss.  “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Stay here,” he commanded her and ran up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Victoria tried to obey his command, but, as she heard him opening the bedroom doors, she couldn’t stay, as he requested, and went up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Collins?” she called.  “Is everything alright?” 
 
      
 
    She stepped into her bedroom and gasped with disbelief.  Someone had come into her home and had gone through all of her things.  Clothing was strewn everywhere.  Her perfume bottles had been knocked over and some thrown to the floor, leaking their precious liquid.  The quilts and blankets on her bed had been removed and one of them had been ripped almost in half. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my heavens,” she breathed in disbelief.  Collins appeared at the doorway.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve quickly searched the entire house.  Whoever did this is gone now.” 
 
      
 
    “What could they have been looking for?” Victoria asked with a shaky voice.  
 
      
 
    Collins shrugged.  “The other bedrooms look the same as yours, except the one at the end of the hall.” 
 
      
 
    “The one that is locked,” Victoria said.  
 
      
 
    Collins shook his head.  “The door is wide open, although I have no idea how the person got inside.  But nothing in that room has been disturbed.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria ran to the room she kept all of her mementos she had collected in.  As she traveled to different times, she would bring one or two items back with her.  She had collected quite a few things over the years.  She secretly called it her “Time-Travel Room.”  
 
      
 
    Sure enough, the door stood wide open.  There was no evidence of someone breaking the lock or the door down to get inside.  She found it strange that whoever had ransacked the other rooms had left this one alone.  
 
      
 
    “We should send for the police,” Victoria told Collins.  “I will need to see if anything was taken.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s wait to send for the police,” Collins advised.  “I have a feeling the break-in has to do with the keys.” 
 
      
 
    “But no one knows of the keys except us,, and now Kimberly and Patrick’s family,” Victoria protested. “We’ve been very careful.” 
 
      
 
    “Someone has figured it out,” Collins guided her out of the room and down the stairs.  “Let’s search the rest of the house.  Maybe we can find a clue.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria wasn’t sure if someone would leave a clue that would lead them to who did this, but she knew, if Collins was right, and it was someone who was after the keys, sending for the police was out of the question.  They both hurried into her office.  Victoria was surprised that whoever had ransacked the bedrooms hadn’t done the same with this room.  Collins left her side and walked to her oak desk.  Picking up a piece of paper, he read what was on it quietly and then handed it to her. 
 
      
 
    “It looks like we know someone is after the keys for sure,” Victoria commented, as she sank into one of the chairs that sat in front of the desk. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and his name is Golin,” Collins replied.  Taking the paperback from her, he read it again and then set it back on the desk. 
 
      
 
    “Golin is a strange name,” Victoria murmured.  She suddenly felt exhausted.  
 
      
 
    “It’s going to take some time to figure out who he is, how he found out about the keys, and why he wants them.” 
 
      
 
    “I think he might have a key of his own,” Victoria commented.  “The door to my Time-Travel Room wasn’t broken into.  He somehow was able to get into that room without needing to open the door.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point,” Collins replied.  He sighed and walked around the desk.  “Let’s check out the rest of the house.” 
 
      
 
    Together, they explored the parlor and then the kitchen.  In the kitchen, they both saw an item of clothing draped over one of the chairs.  Collins picked it up and held it out.  It was a large, black cloak.  It had a particularly unpleasant smell. 
 
      
 
    “He left something behind.”  Collins quickly checked the pockets but found nothing that would help them figure out who its owner was. 
 
      
 
    Victoria took a few steps back from the cloak.  She didn’t want to touch it.  Watching Collins set it down on the table, she closed her eyes tightly, hoping that when she opened them, the nightmare they came back to, after an absolutely delightful day, would be over. 
 
      
 
    “We need to talk,” Collins announced decidedly.  He held out his hand, and, although she had never done so before, Victoria placed her own in his without hesitation.  “Let’s go into the parlor.” 
 
      
 
    Once they were in her favorite room of her house, she sat down on the sofa and waited silently while Collins quickly searched the room.  Nothing was out of place.  Victoria saw there was one exception; the wooden box she kept her two keys in was lying open on the floor in front of the table she had set it on.  She quickly slid her hand into the pocket, where she had put the keys hours before.  She was very glad she had followed her instincts, wanting to have the keys with her one last time.  
 
      
 
    Collins picked up the box. “The keys are gone.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I have them,” Victoria pulled both keys out of her pocket.  “For some reason, I didn’t want to part with them.  I put them in my pocket before we left.” 
 
      
 
    Collins sighed with relief.  “I’m glad whoever is after those keys didn’t find them, but this shows us that we need to give them to Patrick and Kimberly as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria nodded her head in agreement.  It was definitely time to give up ownership.  She trusted Kimberly and Patrick and knew they would use them wisely and take good care of them.  The keys would be safe deep in the Rocky Mountains on their ranch. 
 
      
 
    “I’m very concerned about your safety,” Collins told her, as he sat down beside her on the sofa.  “There are people here during the day, but you are alone at night.   What if Golin comes back again?  He could harm you.” 
 
      
 
    “Once we take the keys to the ranch, I should be fine,” Victoria replied, trying to soothe his fears. 
 
      
 
    Collins shook his head.  “Golin won’t know that we no longer have them.”  He sighed, running a hand through his hair, making some of it stand up straight. 
 
      
 
    Victoria was surprised at the gesture.  Collins had always been so formal around her.  She considered him a good friend, especially since her late husband, Charles, had passed on.  She had been so grateful when he chose to stay on as butler.  He had been with them, since her marriage to Charles, never finding love for himself.  But even though they had become friends, he had always been very careful to keep to his role as butler. 
 
      
 
    “I have something to ask you, something I’ve wanted to talk to you about for some time,” Collins confessed.  
 
      
 
    Victoria’s heart skipped a beat at his words.  He looked at her very intently with the same peculiar look in his eyes she had seen just that morning. 
 
      
 
    “Will you marry me?” he asked, taking her hand in his own.  He continued to look at her, not allowing his gaze to move even for a moment. 
 
      
 
    Victoria’s breath caught in her throat.  Did she hear him right?  Was he asking her to marry him?  Out of everything she thought he might say, this was the last thing she expected. 
 
      
 
    “Collins…” Victoria started to say but he interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “Let me say what I need to say before you give your answer.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria nodded her head in agreement. 
 
      
 
    “I know you still love Charles.  You had a wonderful marriage with him. I promise I will never try to take his place.  I know he will always have a place in your heart.  But I’m asking you to make some room for me.  I have grown to love you.” 
 
      
 
    “Collins, I do think of you as a dear friend,” she told him gently.  “But I don’t know if I will ever be able to love someone again.” 
 
      
 
    Collin’s eyes showed disappointment, but he plunged ahead.  “But are you fond of me?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Victoria replied.  “I just don’t know if it will be fair to you if I accept.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe some people are blessed enough to have a love like you and Charles had, but I also believe we can choose to love another.  I still would like to marry you.  We can continue as we are…as good friends.  Maybe someday, the friendship will turn into love.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria was silent, as she thought about what he had said.  She had been feeling at loose ends lately in her life, feeling sadness that she would likely be alone for some years to come.  She was 65-years-old, but she was healthy and still had quite a bit of energy.  Collins was a few years older than she was, but he also was still healthy and full of life.  
 
      
 
    She wondered what Charles would have thought, if he had known he wouldn’t live very long.  Would he be agreeable to a marriage between his butler and his wife?  Victoria knew immediately the answer would be yes. He wouldn’t want Victoria to be alone for the rest of her years on the earth.  She knew he, too, considered Collins a good friend.  The three of them had immigrated together years ago from England, soon after Victoria had married Charles.  In England, marriage to one’s butler wouldn’t have been possible in their social class.  Here in America, such things no longer mattered to most people, especially in the west. 
 
      
 
    Victoria quickly made a decision.  She hesitantly took Collins’ hand into her own.  “If you are willing to have a marriage based on friendship, then yes, Collins, I will marry you.” 
 
      
 
    Collins breathed a sigh of relief and smiled.  He looked intently at her.  “This will be a real marriage.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria knew what he was referring to.  They would share a room and her bed.  “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    He brought his hand to her cheek, touching her very gently.  He then bent over and gave her a kiss.  It was a gentle, short kiss, but somehow still full of emotion.  It stirred something in her heart, something she had not felt for years.  As he leaned back, she felt a mixture of relief and guilt at the kiss.  She did still love Charles, but, maybe, there was a chance she could love again. 
 
      
 
    “I would like to have the ceremony be performed as soon as possible,” Collins announced. 
 
      
 
    “It will take a few weeks to…” Victoria started to say, but he interrupted her. 
 
      
 
    “No.  We know Golin wants those keys, and the note said he would be back in two days.  From the state of the rooms upstairs, he will likely be willing to do whatever he needs to, to get them.  I don’t want you alone any longer than necessary.  I want the marriage to be performed tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow?” Victoria squeaked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, tomorrow, if the reverend is willing.  We can spend the night here and take the keys to the ranch the next day.  I would feel better, if we leave as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria took a moment to think about his suggestion and then slowly nodded her head in agreement.  She knew Collins was very worried about the entire situation and marrying as soon as possible was his way of removing her from any harm that might come to her. “Tomorrow then.” 
 
      
 
    “I will sleep here on this sofa tonight,” Collins told her firmly.  Victoria knew that if any of her neighbors knew he would be sleeping in her house that night, it would cause quite a bit of gossip.  But she agreed to his demands.  After all, they were now engaged to be married.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll need to get up early to clean up the mess upstairs,” Victoria commented.  “I don’t want the staff to see it.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s clean up your room right now and I will help you with the other rooms in the morning,” Collins suggested. 
 
      
 
    Over the next few hours, between the two of them her bedroom was soon put to rights.  Collins left her to spend the night on the sofa in the parlor, and Victoria gratefully slid into her own bed, preparing to sleep alone for the last time.  As she lay in bed, she found she was looking forward to having a companion next to her throughout the day.  She must have been lonelier than she had realized.  A peace spread through her as she fell asleep.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The last few days at the ranch had been very busy.  Shaun and his brothers had decided it was a good time to build another small cabin, one that Patrick and Kimberly would use. It would be located next door to the small cabin Patrick and Kimberly were temporarily using.  The new cabin would be larger, almost twice the size of the smaller cabin they were using, large enough to grow with a family.  
 
      
 
    Most of the major work had been already done for the summer.   Patrick and Shaun had cut quite a few logs last summer with the idea they would use them to build another barn after the logs had seasoned over the winter, but with Patrick’s marriage to Kimberly, it was decided another cabin was needed more than another barn. 
 
      
 
    In just a few days, the new cabin was almost half finished.  The men worked from sunup to sundown, eating meals on the go.  Kimberly did her best to help Bridget with simple and filling meals.  She also made sure fresh water was readily available for the men to drink.  The days had become very hot in the July sun, and she didn’t want them to get dehydrated.  
 
      
 
    In her time, Kimberly explained to them, she would have insisted they cover themselves with sunscreen and insect repellant, but such things were not available in the 1890’s, and Shaun didn’t even know what they were anyway.  Kimberly tried to explain their use before giving up.  Why would someone want to put lotion on themselves to block the sunlight?   He couldn’t imagine that spraying some type of liquid would keep ticks and mosquitoes off of you.  Insects were part of life in the mountains.  They were something you just learned to live with.   
 
      
 
    Patrick let Kimberly help design the cabin.  They soon agreed that the cabin would have a small living room with a fireplace, two bedrooms, and a kitchen big enough to hold a table and four chairs, a cooking stove (although they would need to purchase one from Denver on the next trip), counters to work at, and cupboards to hold dishes and pans. 
 
      
 
    They were still planning to share their meals with the rest of the family in the large cabin, but she would have her own kitchen, if she wanted to prepare some meals on her own. 
 
      
 
    Late afternoon on the third day of building the cabin, Keegan shouted out that he could see two people coming towards them on horseback. Everyone went to meet the visitors, and Kimberly was pleased to see Victoria and Collins riding towards them. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” Patrick hollered, when they were close enough to hear him. “What brings you out our way?” 
 
      
 
    “We have news to tell you,” Collins replied with a grin.  He swung off of his horse and then helped Victoria down off of hers. 
 
      
 
    “Keegan, take care of their horses,” Patrick ordered.  Kimberly quickly gave Victoria a hug. 
 
      
 
    “What a pleasant surprise!” Kimberly smiled with welcome.  
 
      
 
    “Much has happened since you came to Denver,” Victoria replied. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Kimberly asked curiously.  She watched as Collins tucked Victoria’s arm into his own. 
 
      
 
    “We were married just yesterday afternoon,” Victoria said happily. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that is great news,” Kimberly said, as she hugged the older woman again.  “I’m so happy for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations,” Patrick said, shaking Collins’ hand.  “You are both welcome to stay as long as you wish.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t want to intrude,” Victoria started to say, but Patrick interrupted her. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t get many visitors.  We’d love it if you stayed.” 
 
      
 
    “We have some other things to talk to you about,” Collins said to him.  “After we talk, we can decide how long we will stay.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it?  Is something wrong?” Bridget asked with concern. 
 
      
 
    “Will I still get to come stay with you while I go to school?”  Keegan had just returned from taking the horses to the barn and had overheard Bridget’s question.  He wanted to make sure he wasn’t going to need to give up his plans for school now that they were married. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Victoria said with a smile, as Collins nodded his head.  “We still would love to have you stay with us.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly heard Keegan breathe a sigh of relief.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll help as much as I can,” he promised them. 
 
      
 
    Patrick clapped a hand on Collins’ shoulder.  “Let’s go into the large cabin, and you can tell us what is going on.” 
 
      
 
    Soon the entire family, along with Victoria and Collins, were seated in the living room. Shaun sent Colleen outside to watch over some kittens that were just born a few days before in a corner of the barn.  He wanted to know what was going on before letting Colleen know about it.  He wondered if what they had to tell them had something to do with Nicky. 
 
      
 
    He thought of the two letters he had written, along with the picture of her pony Colleen had drawn with Kimberly’s colored pencils.  Kimberly had also written a letter, and all of them were ready to take the trip to Nicky’s time.  He wondered if Collins would be willing to take them to her while they were visiting.   
 
      
 
    “We had someone break into Victoria’s home a few days ago,” Collins said, starting the conversation.  Quickly he told everyone what had happened and how they had discovered a man named Golin was after the keys. “He promised to return in two days, which is today, to take the keys.  That is partly why Victoria and I felt it was best to marry quickly.  We also wanted to be away from the home today, if he does choose to come back.”   
 
      
 
    Victoria seemed visibly shaken through the entire conversation.  
 
      
 
    “That must have been scary for you,” Bridget said to Victoria.  “I hope he doesn’t return, even if he said he was going to.” 
 
      
 
    “We feel we should find a new owner for the keys,” Victoria told everyone.  “In fact, we had discussed that very thing the morning before he broke in.  Now that this has happened, we know a new owner is necessary. We would like to give the keys to you, Patrick and Kimberly.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun frowned at Victoria’s words.  Would the keys really be safe here?  It sounded to him that this man, Golin, was willing to go to any length to acquire the keys.  Would having the keys at the ranch put them all in danger?  
 
      
 
    Patrick shook his head.  “I’m not sure I want to have the responsibility.  They are definitely powerful.  What if they put us in harm’s way?”  
 
      
 
    Kimberly laid a hand on his shoulder.  “We could make sure they are hidden well,” she suggested.  “There are many places around the ranch where they could be hidden.” 
 
      
 
    “We feel the keys would be safer here than in Denver,” Collins commented.  “Golin doesn’t know about your family, or where you live.  He shouldn’t be able to track the keys here.” 
 
      
 
    “So you don’t want to use them to travel anymore?” Kimberly questioned. 
 
      
 
    Victoria shook her head.  “I have traveled enough.  And for some reason the last few trips I have taken, I have come back exhausted.  It takes me a few days to recover.  And the same thing happened to Collins, when he took Nicky back.  We wonder if, because we are older, time travel is harder on us.  When I first found the keys, traveling didn’t affect me like it does now.  I have no desire to use them again.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t remember being tired after I used the key,” Kimberly commented.  “Although it could have been because I was excited and nervous to meet Patrick.”  She smiled at her husband.  “Now that I am thinking of it, I was rather exhausted that night, so I can see how it would be tiring, if you were older.” 
 
      
 
    “I am willing to make one more trip,” Collins announced.  He turned to Shaun.  “Have you written any letters to Nicky?” 
 
      
 
    Shaun hesitated and then nodded his head.  He wasn’t sure if it was a good idea for Collins to take the keys to Nicky if time travel was affecting his health.  
 
      
 
    “I will take your letters to Nicky and pick up any she has written.  But after this last trip, you are on your own.” Collins smiled at Shaun, as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    Shaun knew he should volunteer to go himself, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.  He wasn’t ready to see Nicky again.  He wasn’t sure if he really wanted to experience time travel. 
 
      
 
    “Won’t that be too much for you?” Kimberly questioned.  “I could go instead.” 
 
      
 
    Patrick grasped her arm firmly.  “No, you aren’t going,” he told her firmly. 
 
      
 
    Collins shook his head.  “I will be fine making one last trip.  I think we will take you up on your offer though, Patrick, and stay here a few days, so I can recover before heading back to Denver.” 
 
      
 
    “You are both welcome to stay as long as you wish,” Patrick told them sincerely.  “You can stay in the room I used to use just down the hall.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you very much,” Victoria said warmly.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll get the letters for you.”  Shaun stood and left the room.  He ran into Colleen who was sitting on the floor of the kitchen, her legs tucked under her dress, her eyes wide with interest.  It was obvious she had been listening to the conversation rather than going to the barn as instructed.  
 
      
 
    “Is Collins going to take my picture to Nicky?” she asked, jumping up from the floor.  
 
      
 
    Shaun wanted to scold her for eavesdropping but decided to address the problem later.  “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Colleen nodded her head vigorously, her black braids bouncing. “Good.  When is she going to come visit?  Will she use the keys?  Do we really get to keep them?” 
 
      
 
    Shaun placed a hand on a shoulder to quiet her.  “You cannot tell anyone what you just heard, is that understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Pa,” Colleen replied dutifully.  “I won’t tell anyone.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun collected his letters and returned to the living room, giving them to Collins’ safekeeping.  He discovered that in the short time he was gone, Patrick had agreed to take ownership of the keys.  Shaun felt glad his older brother agreed. He would have offered, if his brother hadn’t. 
 
      
 
    Victoria was holding the box that held the keys, and she opened it to show a curious Colleen.  Shaun was amazed at Colleen’s instant belief and acceptance about how the keys worked and what they did.  He heard Kimberly give the child strict instructions to never touch them, because they were so powerful, and Colleen promised she wouldn’t by crossing her heart solemnly.  He was glad she didn’t spit in the air like she had a few days before, when she had made a promise to him. 
 
      
 
    Bridget announced that dinner was almost done, and so the entire family, along with Victoria and Collins, moved into the kitchen.  Victoria left the keys out together with Shaun’s letters sitting on an end table.  No one saw the letters and the two keys disappear out of thin air.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nicky returned home after her last day of teaching summer school.  She had a few weeks’ break, before she would be starting the new school year teaching fifth graders.  She set her large, colorful bag that she carried everywhere down on a kitchen table and went to get a cold drink. As she poured lemonade over ice, she saw the two letters she had already written Shaun sitting on her counter.  
 
      
 
    It had been over a month, since Collins had brought her back from his time.  She finally decided that Collins was never going to return and that writing letters to some man who lived in 1892 wasn’t going to work.  Maybe something had happened to the keys, and they no longer worked.  Or maybe Shaun had decided to not write at all.  There were many scenarios that had run through Nicky’s mind over the last few weeks.  The one scenario she wouldn’t allow herself to think about was that something had happened to Kimberly or her new family.  
 
      
 
    She admitted to herself that she was lonely.  Oh, she had some friends from work at the school, and she had her family, but she missed Kimberly desperately.  Last week she had written her friend a letter, hoping to give it to Collins, when, or if, he arrived to pick up the ones she had written to Shaun.  
 
      
 
    She hadn’t seen Justin for awhile.  He had come over a few weeks ago, demanding again to know what was going on.  He suspected she hadn’t been totally honest with him, when she had disappeared for a few days.  Nicky still didn’t know how much information she should tell him, but he had made her angry the way he had demanded she tell him, so she had refused to talk about it with him.  This made Justin even angrier, and he hadn’t been around since.  He would text her every few days to make sure she was doing all right, but Nicky felt he was just doing his “brotherly duty” and really didn’t want to know how she was doing, so she would answer the texts with as few words as possible.  
 
      
 
    She wished Justin would realize that, even though she might have a secret, she wasn’t involved in anything bad or illegal, and she wasn’t in danger.  She had a secret that she couldn’t share.  Couldn’t he just trust her that she would tell him when the time was right?  But in his defense, she also knew that, if the situation was reversed, she would be the one demanding to know what was going on. 
 
      
 
    Nicky opened her fridge to see what she had in the way of food to make dinner, but she didn’t see anything that looked appetizing.  She had always shared dinner with Kimberly, and eating alone wasn’t any fun.  She decided she would pick up a hamburger and fries at her favorite, fast-food restaurant and then drive out to Victoria’s home, taking the letters to Shaun and Kimberly with her.  Maybe if she was there, they would somehow know, and show up.  That was what seemed to happen when Kimberly had gone to the old, Victorian home, when she was writing Patrick. 
 
      
 
    She quickly changed out of her work clothes and into some shorts and a t-shirt.  She scooped up the letters and headed out the door.  After picking up the food, she drove out to the house.  She parked on the street and walked towards the back of the house, hoping a door would be open. 
 
      
 
    Sure enough, one was unlocked.  She slowly opened the door, the sack of food in her hand along with the letters, and peered inside.  It looked dusty and empty, but she went into the house and shut the door, hoping that the neighbors weren’t watching what she was doing.  She set the food down on a wooden, kitchen table, stuffed the letters into the back pocket of her shorts, and started to explore the house.  The house was similar to how it was set up when she went back in time for Kimberly’s wedding.  She walked through the kitchen and into the formal dining room.  There was the great table they had dined at after Kimberly’s ceremony.  It easily fit all nine of them, with plenty of room to spare.  She felt a pang at the memory.  She hoped desperately she could get a letter from Kimberly.  She missed hearing from her friend.  
 
      
 
    As she moved on, she saw the grand entrance was still just as beautiful, even if everything seemed a little faded.  She touched the intricate design of the stair railing, as she walked past it.  
 
      
 
    Nicky noted that even though the house definitely was empty, there was a distinct impression that it was used frequently.  She walked into the room that Collins had led Kimberly and her to that first day they had come to see if Mrs. Victoria Hilton was a real person.  It was Victoria’s office.  She looked around, noticing everything looked exactly the same as what she remembered.  Then something caught her eye.  On the oak desk was a small stack of envelopes, with a golden key on top.  
 
      
 
    “That’s strange,” Nicky muttered to herself.  “That key looks like the one Collins used to travel between his time and mine.”  
 
      
 
    She picked it up and felt a slight vibration, as she held it.  It was warm, warmer than it should have been sitting in a cold house.  She set the key aside and picked up the letters.  She could see one was from Kimberly, because she recognized her neat handwriting.  Were the others from Shaun?  She hardly dared hope and quickly opened the top letter.  It was from Shaun.  
 
      
 
    She started to open the letter, when she saw another key had been under the envelopes.  That’s strange, she thought again.  How could both keys be here, when Collins and Victoria are nowhere to be found?  How did they get home?  She set the first key on top of the other and jumped when it sparked.  She quickly picked the key back up and sat and thought for a moment.  The only explanation she could come up with was that both keys, working together, had transported the letters that had been placed between them, and had traveled through time.  She picked up the second key and could feel the same vibration she had felt, when she had held the first one.  
 
      
 
    “These keys must be really powerful,” she whispered to herself.  She sat down in Victoria’s chair behind the desk and looked carefully at each key.  They were completely identical, except for the fact that one showed more age than the other.  They had a long handle, with an intricate design on the end that seemed to keep on going, twisting, and curving over itself.  The other end was simple, but equally stunning, with three notches that would normally turn a lock. 
 
      
 
    She glanced down at the letter she had opened from Shaun, but she decided she would wait and read the letters when she returned home.  Part of her wanted to use one of the keys to go back in time and visit Kimberly, but she didn’t dare.  She didn’t have any idea how the keys worked, only that they did.  The last thing she wanted to do was end up in a time or place she didn’t want to be.  
 
      
 
    She remembered the letters she had written and pulled them out of her pocket.  She wondered what would happen if she placed the letters she had written between the two, gold keys.  Would they travel back to 1892?  Would they arrive where Kimberly and Shaun were?  It was obvious to her that that was what had happened with their letters to her.  Somehow, the keys knew where to deliver them.  Nicky carefully placed one of the keys down on the desk, put the letters she had written on top and then placed the second key on top of the letters.  She waited impatiently for a few minutes, but nothing happened.  
 
      
 
    Disappointed, she reached to pick up the key that sat on top of the letters, but then noticed something strange.  The key started to vibrate.  Soon the stack of letters vibrated with the key and then…. the keys and the letters disappeared, right before her eyes.  
 
      
 
    She got up and quickly searched the house room by room to make sure they hadn’t moved to another part of the house, but she didn’t see them.  She did discover a locked room on the second story of the house and wondered why it was locked while all the other bedroom doors stood wide open.  
 
      
 
    Nicky decided she better leave and left the house through the same door she came in with her sack of food and her cherished letters.  She would drive home and spend the evening reading any news from Kimberly and see what Shaun had written.  She was extremely happy that she now knew that it was possible to have contact with Kimberly and she had a way to get to know Shaun better, even if it was through time.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Eight Months Later, Early June of 2006 
 
      
 
    It was now summer, and Nicky closed the door to her classroom for the last time.  It was the last day of school, and she had the entire summer to relax.  She had been asked to teach summer school again, but she turned down the job.  This summer, she didn’t want to have any responsibilities.  
 
      
 
    She had been writing to Kimberly, Shaun, and his daughter, Colleen, all winter.  Every few weeks she would take the letters she had written and go to Victoria’s home.  There were always a few letters sitting on her oak desk between the two keys.  She would replace the letter with her own that she had written, wait until they disappeared, and then she would devour the letters she had received. 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t had a good, school year.  The principal had given her a few kids that had had severe behavioral problems, and it had taken most of her energy to just get through each day.  She was very relieved that school was now over.  She loved to teach, but she didn’t ever want to have a class like her most recent one again.  
 
      
 
    Things still weren’t going well with Justin, either.  He came over every so often, mainly so his son, Garrett, could spend time with her.  Sometimes Justin would ask her to keep an eye on him and leave them together, saying he had errands to run.  She started to wonder if he was dating someone, but he wouldn’t admit to that.  
 
      
 
    In one of her letters, she had asked permission to tell Justin, and Victoria had reluctantly agreed, telling her she should only tell Justin and her parents, no one else.  She mentioned the danger they could be in, as there was a man who had broken into and torn apart her home looking for the keys.  Nicky felt confident that there wouldn’t be any way for the man to connect Nicky and her family to Victoria and decided not to worry about it.  But the way Justin had been acting, she wasn’t inclined to tell him anything.  And would he believe her anyway?  She knew her parents suspected something was going on, but they did their best to not ask too many questions, although she knew they were concerned.  They wondered where Kimberly really was and why she hadn’t been coming to any family gatherings.  
 
      
 
    Right before Christmas, she had received a letter that Kimberly was expecting her first child, which was due in July.  Nicky desperately wanted to be there when she had her baby.  From what she could gather in Kimberly’s letters, she would be having the baby at the ranch, with only Bridget’s help.  Nicky knew that back in the 1890’s, women didn’t regularly go to hospitals just to have a baby.  They might send for a doctor, but generally they had their babies at home with the help of a few women.  Even though she knew this was the norm in the time period Kimberly was now living in, she was concerned, and she wanted to be there.  She had already attended a seminar about home births, how to ease the pain, what problems a woman might expect, and how to solve the problems naturally.  She had also ordered a few books about natural birth from an online bookstore.  Most evenings were spent reading the books and taking notes about what she learned.  She didn’t know if she would ever use the skills she was learning about, but she figured it wouldn’t hurt to be prepared.   
 
      
 
    She had learned a few things about the keys over the last few months.  They definitely seemed to work together.  Whenever she put letters in between them, they would travel directly to the ranch.  At Christmas time, she had packed a small box with gifts.  Placing the box between the two keys, it had disappeared just like the letters did.  Kimberly had sent a few drawings she had created the same way.  Nicky had also learned how she could travel with the keys.  All she would need to do was think about exactly where she wanted to go, and the keys would magically take her there. 
 
      
 
    Nicky had also learned that Victoria and Collins had gotten married.  Soon after their marriage, they had given the two keys to Kimberly and Patrick.  Time travel had become physically hard on Victoria and Collins, and they had felt it was time to transfer ownership of the keys to someone else, and they had picked Kimberly and Patrick.  Nicky knew that the keys were always at the ranch, if they weren’t with her in 2006. 
 
      
 
    She had also greatly enjoyed the letters from Shaun.  At first, his letters were short.  He just wrote about what he was doing every day.  But, as they continued to write each other, he became more open about his life.  She knew he didn’t expect to ever see her again, but she also knew he enjoyed her letters.  He allowed Colleen to write to her, for which Kimberly was grateful.  She felt a closeness to Colleen and wanted to do what she could to help her be happy.   
 
      
 
    After closing up her classroom for the school year, she drove home.  She suddenly knew what she wanted to do that summer and where she wanted to go.  She wanted to use the keys and travel to Kimberly.  She wanted to be there when her friend had her baby.  Maybe, she could even help, especially with all the knowledge she had been learning over the last few months.  She also admitted to herself that she wanted to see Shaun again.  She knew it was time to tell Justin about the keys.  But even if he didn’t believe her, she was going to spend her summer in 1893, at a ranch deep in the Rocky Mountains.  Right now, Shaun had the keys, since she had just sent a letter to them a week ago.  But when she had those keys back in her possession again, she was going to take a trip. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Shaun let the horse loose that he had been working with all morning in a field and leaned against the fence watching it run towards the other horses in a far corner.  It was hot for the beginning of June, and the horses liked to stand under some trees that were located in the corner.  He let his mind drift and started thinking about the events of the past winter. 
 
      
 
    It had been a hard one.  The snowfall had been heavier than usual, and the family had been housebound for more than just a few days.  Keegan had spent the winter with Victoria and Collins, going to school, and working for Victoria in her gardens and yard in exchange for room and board. They expected him to return in a few weeks. Shaun’s family had become close to Victoria and Collins, and they had started to become like family.  At Christmas time, Patrick and Kimberly had announced that they were expecting a child which excited the entire family, especially Colleen.  
 
      
 
    Shaun had written Nicky all winter.  He remembered the day when Victoria and Collins had come to visit right after their wedding.  The keys had been left with letters he had written Nicky in the living room while the family ate a meal together.  When Victoria had returned to get the keys and find a safe place for them, she discovered that the keys and the letters were missing.  At first, they wondered if Golin had somehow figured out where the keys were, had time traveled from his time to theirs, and had taken the keys while they were all in the kitchen.  Victoria was very distraught and had lamented over and over how she shouldn’t have left them just sitting in plain sight.  But, if Golin had taken the keys, wouldn’t he have left the letters behind?  
 
      
 
    He remembered feeling very disappointed that he had probably lost his chance to write Nicky.  He had been surprised at how disappointed he was. But a few weeks later the keys miraculously appeared on the same table, with new letters tucked between them.  Everyone was relieved to know the keys were indeed safe, and Kimberly was overjoyed to see that the letters were from Nicky.  The family quickly learned that, when the keys worked together, whatever was between them would be transported to the time period they were meant for.  Shaun had enjoyed writing Nicky all winter, especially when they were snowbound.  He enjoyed learning about her life in the future.  He could tell she enjoyed teaching, despite the difficult children in her class.  She had hinted that her brother somehow knew something was different about her trip to see Kimberly get married, and he felt bad that they weren’t as close as they used to be.  In fact, in his last letter, he encouraged her to tell Justin about the keys.  He didn’t feel that the keys should separate families.  
 
      
 
    He didn’t know if it was possible that someone could start to fall in love with another through letters, but he finally admitted to himself that he felt something, as he read her letters.  It made him nervous.  He had already fallen for a woman, who left him high and dry when she realized life wouldn’t be what she was expecting.  He didn’t want to go through that again, and he doubted Nicky would want to stay with him forever.  Nicky had also written to Colleen regularly, which thrilled her.  Nicky’s letters would always appear on the same table in the living room, so Colleen checked the table multiple times a day, seeing if there was another letter for her.  
 
      
 
    Shaun heard the dinner bell ring, and his stomach growled in response. He started towards the house.  As he walked by the small cabin Patrick shared with Kimberly, the door opened, and Kimberly waddled out.  She was eight-months pregnant and was looking forward to having the baby soon.  
 
      
 
    “Hi,” Kimberly greeted him with a tired smile. 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling?” Shaun asked her with concern.  She looked more tired than usual. 
 
      
 
    “I’m doing okay,” Kimberly told him.  “It’s just that Junior here decides it’s time to wake up and do somersaults every time I lie down and try to rest.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun’s ears burned with embarrassment.  He knew that, in her time, women were much more open about pregnancy than he was used to, and he had never gotten used to how honest Kimberly was about the symptoms she had.  It didn’t seem to bother Patrick though. 
 
      
 
    “When was the last time you received a letter from Nicky?” she asked him, changing the subject, as they slowly walked together to the large cabin.  
 
      
 
    “About a week ago,” Shaun responded.  “I bet she’s relieved that her school year is about over for the summer.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly nodded.  “Nicky is an excellent teacher, but it’s been a difficult year for her.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun noticed that she now looked tired and sad.  “You miss her.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly nodded and wiped tears from her eyes.  “More than you know.  It’s hard to think I probably will never see her again.” 
 
      
 
    “Any regrets?”  
 
      
 
    Kimberly shook her head firmly.  “I love your brother, Shaun.  I am happy here.  To be honest, I feel more at home here than I ever did in my own time.  I just miss some of the people sometimes, especially now that…” 
 
      
 
    “Now that Junior is coming soon,” Shaun finished for her with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly nodded, as she wiped more tears away.  “I’m fine, honest.  Being pregnant makes me more emotional than I usually am.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun didn’t have a response to that and he was glad they had arrived at the large cabin.  He could smell something delicious in the air, as they went inside.  He would enjoy lunch with his family, and then maybe he and Colleen could take a horseback ride.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Justin was waiting for Nicky outside of her townhouse when she arrived home that afternoon.  Even though they weren’t as close as they used to be, she was happy to see him, and she greeted him with a kiss on his cheek. 
 
      
 
    “Is school out for the summer?” he asked, as he took a box she was holding while she unlocked her door. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank heavens,” Nicky breathed.  “I’m looking forward to a break.” 
 
      
 
    Justin followed her inside, set the box down on her kitchen table, and made himself at home on her sofa.  It didn’t look like he was going to leave any time soon.  Nicky had been planning to drive to Victoria’s house and leave another letter she had written to Shaun the night before, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to go until Justin left. 
 
      
 
    She saw Justin’s eyes fall to the coffee table that stood in front of the sofa.  Her heart skipped a beat when she knew he had seen the letter she had written to Shaun on the table, and he picked it up. 
 
      
 
    “Who is Shaun?” Justin asked with suspicion in his voice. 
 
      
 
    Nicky sighed, as she set her bag down next to the box.  She wished Justin would stop acting like everything she did was wrong.  But she also knew it was time to tell him about the keys.  If she followed through with her plans to visit Kimberly this summer, she knew she would have to tell him where she would be.  As much as her brother was exacerbating her, she loved him deeply, and she didn’t want him to worry about her, like she had done when Kimberly had disappeared.  
 
      
 
    “If I tell you something, will you promise to not say a word until I’m finished?” she asked, as she sat down next to him. 
 
      
 
    Justin looked relieved and nodded his head.  Nicky suddenly realized he had been very worried about her, more than she had understood. 
 
      
 
    “Shaun is Patrick’s brother.  We have been writing to each other for almost a year.” 
 
      
 
    She waited to see if Justin was going to say anything.  She could tell he wanted to, but he clamped his mouth shut, and nodded his head to continue. 
 
      
 
    “Do you remember when Kimberly answered that ad to be a mail-order bride?” 
 
      
 
    Justin nodded. 
 
      
 
    “The man she wrote to lives in 1892.  It was Patrick.” 
 
      
 
    Justin’s eyes narrowed in disbelief and suspicion. 
 
      
 
    “She wrote to him for a few months, and then the woman who placed the ad gave her a key, a powerful key.  This key had the power to transport her back in time.  This woman also was from 1892, and she actually owned two keys that can take people to different, time periods.” 
 
      
 
    Justin’s eyes narrowed even more, but he also looked confused. 
 
      
 
    Nicky smiled to herself.  Justin hadn’t said a word yet.  “So Kimberly traveled back in time using the key, to 1892.  She met Patrick and stayed on the ranch his family owns for about a month.  They fell in love and decided to marry.  Kimberly willingly gave up living in our time to live in Patrick’s time.  Do you remember when I left for a few days last summer?” 
 
      
 
    Justin nodded with a scowl.  Of course he remembered.  
 
      
 
    “Victoria’s butler, Collins, came to fetch me.  Kimberly wanted me at her wedding, so, using the key, Collins took me back with him to 1892.   I was able to meet Patrick and his family.  I witnessed Kimberly’s wedding.  Just before I left, Patrick’s brother, Shaun, asked me if we could write each other.  I agreed.  I mean, what would be the harm?” 
 
      
 
    Justin’s eyes narrowed again. 
 
      
 
    “Collins was supposed to travel back and forth between his time and ours and deliver the letters, but we discovered that, if the letters were put between these two, powerful keys, the letters transported themselves.  I have been writing Shaun and Kimberly all winter with the help of these keys.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky stopped talking and nervously waited for Justin’s response. 
 
      
 
    “You are talking about time travel.  Are you really trying to tell me you have access to two keys that travel back and forward through time?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Nicky confirmed.  
 
      
 
    “Nicky, time travel isn’t possible.”  He was agitated now and ran his fingers through his hair. 
 
      
 
    “I promise you, it is.  I wouldn’t just make up something like this.  It is real.” 
 
      
 
    “So let me get this straight.  Are you telling me that Kimberly now lives in 1892?  With a man who was born in the 1800’s?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky nodded.  “Actually, it’s 1893 now.  She’s also expecting their first child, due in July.” 
 
      
 
    Justin rubbed his hand over his face.  “I don’t know what to think.  Why are you writing Shaun?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought it would be fun, you know, to write someone who lived over 100 years ago.  It’s been fun getting to know him.  They live very different lives than we do.  He also has a daughter about a year younger than Garrett.” 
 
      
 
    “So what are you going to do?” Justin questioned her.  “Write him for the rest of your life?  What’s wrong with the men in our time?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky ignored his question and asked one of her own.  “So do you believe me?” 
 
      
 
    Justin looked at her for a minute.  She couldn’t read his expression and fidgeted as she waited.  She wasn’t known for her patience.  Finally, he sighed and shrugged.  “You’ve never been one to make up stories.  In fact, you have always had a hard time believing anything you couldn’t see or understand.  But this is hard to believe.  And even if it is true, I don’t understand why you’d want to write a man who lives… lived over 100 years ago.  He’s not even alive anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s not alive in our time, but he is in his own time.” 
 
      
 
    “If this really is true, why didn’t you just tell me all this when you disappeared last summer?  Don’t you know how worried I’ve been?  You’ve never hidden anything from me before.  Then suddenly, Kimberly left and married some man we don’t know, and then you disappeared.  You came back, but we have never seen or heard from Kimberly since she left.  What was I supposed to think?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky sighed.  “I never thought about it in those terms.  I’m sorry I have worried you so much.  I didn’t tell you, because, at first, I wasn’t sure if I was even allowed to.  Later, Victoria told me I could tell you and Mom and Dad, if I felt I needed to, but you were so angry and demanding, I didn’t want to. It was childish of me, and I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    It was Justin’s turn to sigh. “I’m sorry, too.  I guess I need to trust you more.” He gave her a one-armed hug, and Nicky enjoyed getting a hug from her brother.  He pulled away.  “Time travel?  With keys?”  
 
      
 
    Nicky smiled with delight.  “Yes, really.  I could show you how it works, if you want me to.” 
 
      
 
    “Right now?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky shook her head.  “We have to take a drive first.” 
 
      
 
    Justin looked suspicious again.  “Where?” 
 
      
 
    “Not far, trust me.”  Nicky stood, picking up the letter to Shaun.  “Where’s Garrett?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s spending the afternoon with a friend.  They went swimming at the community pool.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we go now then?” Nicky asked. 
 
      
 
    “Go where?  You aren’t taking me back to 1893, are you?”  
 
      
 
    “Justin, of course not.  Just trust me,” Nicky said exasperatedly.  
 
      
 
    “Alright.  Let’s go,” Justin said, jumping up off the couch.  
 
      
 
    Soon they were on their way, and Nicky insisted on driving.  For some reason, she wanted to keep where they were going a secret.  Justin was silent during much of the drive.  She knew he would be surprised when they pulled up in front of Victoria’s home.  He hadn’t been there for about a year.  The last time he was there, both he and Nicky were worried for Kimberly’s safety, and they were looking for Mrs. Hilton for answers.  All they had found was an empty, old home covered in sheets.    
 
      
 
    Nicky knew that Justin was going to have many questions, especially after she showed him how the keys worked with her latest letter to Shaun.  She was very surprised he believed her.  Or maybe he was just humoring her. 
 
      
 
    She tried to start a conversation about Justin’s latest, video game, but he answered her with one-word sentences.  She tried to ask about Garrett, but he responded in the same way.  She finally decided to keep quiet for the rest of the drive. 
 
      
 
    When she pulled into Victoria’s driveway and parked, Justin left the car before she did.  She watched, as he looked around, and she knew he recognized where they were.   He started to walk towards the front door, but she stopped him. 
 
      
 
    “We need to get in this way,” Nicky gestured to the side of the home.  
 
      
 
    Justin shrugged his shoulders and followed her, as she walked to the back of the house and opened the back door, letting them into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “You can just walk in?” Justin questioned. 
 
      
 
    Nicky smiled to herself.  He actually asked a question!  “Yes.  I know you remember coming here last year when we were looking for Kimberly.  This is Victoria’s home, the woman who placed the ad in the paper Kimberly answered.  She…. lives here, but, since she lives in 1893, that is the time period she’s in right now.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky placed her large bag on the kitchen table and led Justin to Victoria’s office, keeping the letter to Shaun in her hand.  She smiled, when she saw a stack of letters on the oak desk with one of the keys on top of them.  She dropped the letter to Shaun on the desk and picked up the other letters, noticing that there were three of them.  Turning to Justin, she smiled and held up the letters.  
 
      
 
    “See?  These letters came from 1893, from the ranch where Kimberly is living.” 
 
      
 
    Justin looked at her with concern.  “Are you feeling okay, Nicky?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky’s heart dropped.  So maybe Justin didn’t really believe in her story of time travel after all.  “I’m serious, Justin.”  She held out the letter from Kimberly.  “Read it.” 
 
      
 
    Justin ignored the letter in her hand.  “Come on, Nicky.  You have to admit that the idea of time travel is a little weird.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky quickly opened the letter and scanned it.  “Kimberly says that Patrick and his brothers moved their cattle to the summer range.  She hasn’t had her baby yet but is very uncomfortable.  She is spending her days making baby clothes and diapers.  Sometimes she draws.”  She held out the letter again. 
 
      
 
    “Look at the type of paper she wrote on, the ink she used.  It isn’t anything like we use in our time.” 
 
      
 
    “Nicky…” Justin sighed and ran a hand through his hair.  
 
      
 
    She sighed with frustration.  Normally when she came to Victoria’s house to retrieve the letters, she would read them immediately and then write another letter before sending the ones she had already written back, but this time she set Kimberly’s letter aside and picked up the two keys.  She held one of them out.  “Hold it.” 
 
      
 
    At first, Justin just stood there, but then he took the key from her.  Nicky watched, as his eyes widened, and she knew he could feel the vibration of the key. 
 
      
 
    “You felt it,” Nicky said to him in triumph. 
 
      
 
    Justin held the key in his hand, looking at it carefully.  He then shook his head and tossed the key on the desk where it landed with a clank.  “Just because a key… moved in my hand doesn’t mean...” 
 
      
 
    Nicky left the key where it landed and placed the letter she had written to Shaun on top of the key, then placed the second key on the letter.  “Watch.”  She pulled Justin closer to her, so she could make sure Justin could see what happened.  Both of them watched, as the keys and the letter vibrated for a moment and then disappeared.  
 
      
 
    “What?” Justin asked in amazement.  “Where did they go?”  He turned around, as if searching for the keys and the letter. 
 
      
 
    “They traveled to 1893.” 
 
      
 
    Justin sank onto a nearby chair.  “Explain everything to me again.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky sat beside him and told him everything she could, repeating most of what she had told him already in her apartment.  Justin seemed to understand more of what she was saying.  
 
      
 
    “Let me ask one question,” Justin said, when she finished.  “What are you going to do about this?  Just keep writing Kimberly and this Shaun guy?  That’s fine that Kimberly decided to go and live with Patrick, but you live in 2006.  You have a life here.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky looked at him, hoping he’d understand.  “I want to spend the summer with Kimberly.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Nicky...” Justin groaned.  “You can’t just up and leave like that.  I know Kimberly did, but she doesn’t have a family like you do.  Don’t you think Mom and Dad are going to know something is going on when you don’t show up for Sunday dinners?  And what about Garrett?  He loves going to your townhouse and spending time with you.  What are you going to tell him?” 
 
      
 
    “I can just tell Mom and Dad that I’m going on a trip for a while.  I can also probably use the keys to travel back and forth, if I need to.  At least I think I can.”  Nicky turned her body, so she could look at her brother straight in the eyes.  “Justin, I want to be there when Kimberly has her baby.  She’s due in just a few weeks.  Do you know what medical care was like in the 1890’s?  She’ll be having that baby at the ranch.  They live too far away to have a doctor’s care, and, even if they could get to a doctor, it wouldn’t be in a hospital like it is in our time.  I feel like I should be there, like I should help her.” 
 
      
 
    “And what is the other reason you want to go back?” Justin questioned.  “Do you think you’re going to fall in love with Shaun?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not,” Nicky brushed his words away with her hand, although deep down she knew she wasn’t being quite honest with him.  “Shaun and I are just friends.  I am writing him, because I am also writing Kimberly.  His daughter also sends me letters.” 
 
      
 
    Justin looked at her suspiciously, and Nicky did her best to keep a neutral expression on her face.  It wouldn’t be good, if her brother suspected she had feelings for a man who lived in another, time period.  
 
      
 
    “When would you leave?”  
 
      
 
    “I’d like to leave in the next day or so.” 
 
      
 
    “And you’d be back before summer is over?” 
 
      
 
    “I have to be back at the beginning of August, since I need to get ready for my class that I will be teaching.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you promise you will be back?  That you won’t decide to stay there like Kimberly did?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you saying you believe me?” Nicky asked with excitement. 
 
      
 
    Justin opened his mouth to answer her, but, at that moment, a whirling sound could be heard, and suddenly a key appeared on the desk with another letter underneath it.  Justin stared at it in astonishment. 
 
      
 
    “See!” Nicky exclaimed with excitement.  “The keys really do work!  It transported another letter from their time to ours.” 
 
      
 
    Justin stood and picked up the letter.  Nicky could tell that it was from Kimberly.  Her letter must have arrived, and Kimberly had noticed it.  Nicky knew that Kimberly spent much of her time in the parlor of the large, family home making baby items.  She must have seen her letter appear and had sent back one of her own.  
 
      
 
    Justin opened the letter without permission, and Nicky let him without complaint.  She watched, as he read the letter and then handed it to her. 
 
      
 
    Nicky quickly read what Kimberly had written.  Evidently she was starting to have contractions, and she wondered if the baby was going to be coming in the next day or so.  Nicky had not expressed her desire to travel to Kimberly’s side and spend the summer with her, but she could tell her friend wanted to see her. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Justin stood and started to pace the room.  “It seems the keys do at least transport letters from where Kimberly is to this house.  It’s obvious she wants you with her.” 
 
      
 
    “They really do travel to 1893,” Nicky insisted. 
 
      
 
    Justin kept talking.  “Why don’t you pack your bags?  I’ll handle Mom and Dad.  Go help Kimberly.  But promise you will be back by the first of August.” 
 
      
 
    “I promise,” Nicky told him with a grin and threw her arms around her brother.  “Thanks, Justin.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have to travel from this house?  How do the keys work?  What if you end up in a different time period than where Kimberly is?” 
 
      
 
    “From what I understand, all I need to do is hold the key in my hand and picture exactly where I want to be.  The key will take me there.” 
 
      
 
    “From what you understand?” Justin questioned suspiciously. 
 
      
 
    “I... I haven’t actually done it by myself.  When I traveled back in time to Kimberly’s wedding, Collins came and got me,” Nicky admitted. 
 
      
 
    “So it could happen?  You could end up in a time and place you weren’t intending?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  Kimberly explained to me exactly how it works.  That won’t happen,” Nicky insisted, but deep down this was something she was worried about.  What if that did happen?  What if she ended up somewhere she didn’t want to be, and she wasn’t able to come home?  But her desire to be with Kimberly was strong, and she was determined to try it. 
 
      
 
    “I can see I can’t talk you out of this.  I am holding you to your promise, Nicky.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be back when I said I would be,” Nicky promised again.  
 
      
 
    “I have one more piece of advice to give you,” Justin said, looking at her seriously. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” Nicky asked a bit impatiently, when he didn’t continue. 
 
      
 
    “While you are visiting Kimberly, don’t try to control everything.  Many of the issues you had with Kimberly when she left were because you tried to control her.  Let life happen, with Kimberly and with… Shaun.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky wanted to argue with her brother in defense, but she just nodded her head in agreement instead.  She knew the main reason Kimberly hadn’t told her about her plans to travel and meet Patrick was because Nicky always insisted she was right, about everything.  She remembered that Kimberly answered the ad in the first place, because she had encouraged her to do so.  This entire scenario started because of it.  And, when she had gone to see Kimberly’s wedding, Justin had reacted like he did, because she hadn’t been upfront with him from the beginning.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    
  
 
    After reading the letter she had received from Kimberly and seeing she thought the baby would be coming soon, Nicky decided to leave that day.  With Justin’s agreement, she took both keys home with her and quickly packed a small bag with clothing and other things she might need in order to help Kimberly with the birth of her child.  If the baby was really coming now, it would be at least a month early.  She grabbed some bandages, painkillers, and something she knew would ease Kimberly's discomfort after the birth.   
 
    In her studying on childbirth, she tried to learn how to prepare for any outcome that could arise during labor.  She knew she didn't have a lot of the equipment she would need if something went wrong, but at least she had as much knowledge as possible.  Even though she knew she wasn't supposed to bring modern-day things back in time, she couldn't help herself; she had gone shopping for some things to help the baby, such as diaper cream and lotion.  She didn't want Kimberly to deal with a fussy baby over something so simple as dry skin.  She also placed one of the keys in a small compartment of her bag for safekeeping. 
 
      
 
    Justin stayed with her, while she packed.  They talked of other things, and Nicky was glad that he wasn’t trying to talk her out of going, though she would be going anyway regardless, and she suspected Justin knew that. 
 
      
 
    She gave Justin access to her bank account in order to pay her bills for the summer, along with a key to her townhouse.  She also quickly cleaned her home, even though she had just cleaned a few days before.  Finally, she felt she was ready.  After giving Justin a hug goodbye, she clutched her bag in one hand and the key in the other.  Closing her eyes, she tried to picture the ranch as Kimberly had described it and whispered to herself, “I want to travel to June 10, 1893, to Patrick and Kimberly Callaghan’s ranch in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado.”  She felt a vibration, and she was gone. Her arms started to prickle and itch in an oddly comforting way.  She could see her apartment blurring in front of her, and she closed her eyes, not wanting to get dizzy.  
 
      
 
    She felt herself stop, and she opened her eyes.  Looking around in amazement, she knew she had traveled to the right place.  She saw a large, log cabin directly in front of her.  Behind the cabin, she could see a barn for the horses and a pen for the chickens.  Beyond that, there was nothing but grass, trees, and mountains.  She could hear the faint sound of a stream nearby.  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath in, relishing in the fresh air around her.  
 
      
 
    Nicky saw a small girl with braided black hair working over a patch of ground and immediately knew it was Colleen.  The girl stood and noticed her.  Nicky watched, as she said something to a woman who was working with her and pointed.  The woman turned and Nicky recognized Bridget.  
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” Colleen called, as she ran towards Nicky.  As the child got closer to her, Nicky knew Colleen recognized her, when her face lit up.  “Hi, Nicky!” Colleen ran up to her, giving her a large hug that had Nicky grinning in response. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Colleen,” she greeted the girl with a hug of her own.  
 
      
 
    “Welcome,” Bridget called, as she approached Nicky.  “When did you get here?  Are Victoria and Collins with you?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky shook her head.  “I came by myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s your horse?” Colleen questioned curiously and then looked her up and down.  “You’re dressed funny again.” 
 
      
 
    “Colleen, why don’t you go and find one of your uncles?” Bridget suggested and chuckled, as the child scrunched her face, letting her aunt know she didn’t want to leave, but she obediently ran towards a building nearby. 
 
      
 
    “I’m assuming you used one of the keys to get here,” Bridget said to her after Colleen left.  
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Nicky confirmed.  “School is out for the summer, and I really want to be here for Kimberly’s baby’s birth.  Am I too late?  Did she have her baby yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Too late?” Bridget questioned.  “No, you aren’t too late.  She had pains all day yesterday, but it was false labor.  She isn’t having any today.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Nicky breathed a sigh of relief.  “It’s a bit early yet for the baby to come.” 
 
      
 
    “Babies come when they’re ready, whether it’s early or not,” Bridget commented.  
 
      
 
    “In my time, if babies come early, we have ways to help them if they need it.  I’ve just been worried about her.” 
 
      
 
    Bridget nodded.  “Kimberly has tried to explain how giving birth works in the future.  It sounds very complicated to me.  Imagine going to the hospital just to have a baby.  Here, she will have her loved ones around her to help.  She’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you’re right; she will be fine. I want to be here anyway.  I want to help and…” Nicky was interrupted, as she saw Colleen run back towards them with a man behind her.  Nicky immediately recognized Shaun, and her heart skipped a beat.  In her mind, he was the perfect cowboy, good-looking, one thumb hooked in a pocket of his pants, the blur of the beautiful green forest behind him.  
 
      
 
    “Colleen says we have a visitor,” Shaun said, as he reached them.  Taking off his hat, he looked at her intensely, and Nicky instinctively took a step away from him.  Was he upset she had come?  Well, even if he was, she wasn’t going to leave.  She came to help Kimberly. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Shaun,” she said with a smile.  
 
      
 
    “Nicky came to be with Kimberly until the baby is born,” Bridget explained.  
 
      
 
    “So you are planning on staying until the birth?” Shaun questioned, as the strange look in his eyes grew stronger. 
 
      
 
    Nicky shook her head.  “I am planning on staying all summer.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun smiled, and Nicky felt relieved that he seemed fine with her plans, even though she kept telling herself it shouldn’t matter what he thought.  “I’m sure Kimberly will be glad to have you.” 
 
      
 
    What about you?  She wanted to ask, but she kept silent.  She was being honest that she was there to help Kimberly, but she also knew she wanted to get to know Shaun better, and what better way to do that than to spend her summer on his ranch? 
 
      
 
    Bridget tucked her arm into Nicky’s.  “Kimberly is in the family cabin.  I’ll take you to her.” 
 
      
 
    They fell in step together, and suddenly she felt a tug on the bag she carried. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take this,” Shaun offered, and Nicky released her hold on it. 
 
      
 
    It was only a few steps to the house.  As Nicky stepped inside, she felt she was walking into another world.  She had been to some old cabins that had been restored in her time, and it felt like she was in one of those old homes.  The exception was this one definitely looked like people lived in it.  It was all one, big room, with the kitchen close to the door, and a living area beyond that.  A large, wood stove sat in the corner of the kitchen, and a small, tall table stood nearby with vegetables on it.  There was a large table directly in front of her, which she assumed was where everyone had their meals.  There was a doorway on the far wall, which Nicky assumed led to the living room.  
 
      
 
    “Kimberly,” Colleen called out, running into another room.  “Guess who came to see you?” 
 
      
 
    “Did Victoria come?” Nicky heard her friend call out, and her eyes filled with tears.  She missed her friend so much.   
 
      
 
    “No, someone else came!” Colleen giggled.  Nicky stood in the doorway and watched, as Kimberly looked up from her sewing curiously and gasped. “Nicky!” 
 
      
 
    Nicky hurried to Kimberly’s side, as she slowly maneuvered herself to her feet.  The two friends hugged for a long moment, both glad to be in each other’s presence once again.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, Nicky,” Kimberly sobbed, as she pushed Nicky away from her for a moment.  “You don’t know how happy I am to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably about as happy as I am to see you,” Nicky smiled through her own tears. 
 
      
 
    “Why are they both crying?” Colleen asked curiously.  
 
      
 
    “They are happy to see each other,” Shaun explained.  
 
      
 
    Nicky quickly wiped her eyes and glanced at Shaun, noticing that the strange look in his eyes hadn’t left.  She wondered what it meant, but then she dismissed it, as she hugged her friend again. 
 
      
 
    “What made you decide to come?” Kimberly asked. 
 
      
 
    “I got your latest letter this morning,” Nicky explained.  “I thought you were having the baby.  I just couldn’t stay away.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly smiled.  “Yes, I was having pains, but they went away.  I’m fine now.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s what Bridget told me.  I’m glad to hear that.  You need to cook that baby for a few more weeks.” 
 
      
 
    “Cook?” Colleen asked.  She looked at Kimberly with her eyes confused.  “Are you cooking the baby?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky chuckled.  “I meant she needs to carry the baby a few more weeks.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Colleen said, but she still look confused.  Nicky knew she needed to be careful with what she said around the girl.  
 
      
 
    Shaun laid a hand on his daughter’s shoulder.  “Why don’t you come help me with that new horse?  Let’s let Nicky and Kimberly have some time together.” 
 
      
 
    Colleen was easily distracted by the bribe of seeing a new horse and nodded her head enthusiastically.  They left the cabin, and Nicky noticed Shaun didn’t look at her again. 
 
      
 
    “I guess I’m on my own with the garden,” Bridget said and looked at Kimberly.  “I’ll be back in a little while to start the noon meal.” 
 
      
 
    When Nicky was alone with Kimberly, they hugged each other again. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you’re here,” Kimberly said to her.  “I’ve missed you so much, but I didn’t dare ask for you to come again.  You have your own life in the future.  I didn’t want to take you from that.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky smiled.  “I wanted to come.  I’ve been worried about you giving birth without a doctor or being in a hospital.  I know that’s how things are done in this time, but…” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Kimberly said, as she grasped Nicky’s hand with her own.  “I’ve had a hard time with it, too.  But remember, I am a nurse.  As far as I can tell, things are fine.  And Patrick did take me to Denver a few months ago to see a doctor there.  According to him, everything is fine.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good,” Nicky commented, but she wondered if they could trust a doctor’s opinion who lived in 1893.  
 
      
 
    “How long can you stay?” Kimberly asked her. 
 
      
 
    “I promised Justin I would be back the beginning of August.” 
 
      
 
    “So Justin knows about the keys.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I just told him.” 
 
      
 
    “How did he take it?” 
 
      
 
    “About as well as can be expected.  He’s concerned, of course.  He was upset that I left for your wedding last year and didn’t tell him.  In fact, I wouldn’t tell him anything.  Things have been a bit strained between us.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Nicky.  You should have told him,” Kimberly chastised her gently. 
 
      
 
    “I know, but I guess I was upset that he couldn’t trust me.” 
 
      
 
    “This time-travel situation isn’t your everyday issue,” Kimberly commented.  
 
      
 
    “No, it isn’t.  I wasn’t sure he would believe me anyway.  After all, when I did finally tell him, he pretended to believe me, but I could tell he really didn’t, until he saw my letter to Shaun disappear and then yours appear right before his eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “It is easier to believe, when you can actually see how the keys work.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but let’s not talk about Justin anymore.  I want to hear everything that has happened since I left.” 
 
      
 
    For the next few hours, the two friends talked, getting caught up in each other’s lives.  Soon it was like they had never been apart.  Nicky was glad she came.  She didn’t know if she would even be a help for the birth, but she would do everything she could.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The next few days passed quickly.  Nicky discovered Bridget had been very nervous that she would be the only woman to help Kimberly when her baby came, so she was relieved that Nicky would also be there to help. Bridget confessed that she didn't do well around blood.   
 
      
 
    Both Kimberly and Bridget gave her a few dresses to wear.  There was a simple, blue one that came with an apron.  She figured she would be wearing that one most often.  The other was slightly nicer and red in color.  Both had long sleeves, which she had to wrinkle her nose at, knowing she would be very hot that summer.  Despite that, she found that she actually enjoyed wearing the dresses, although Kimberly told her she might change her mind after wearing them for a few days.  Nicky actually liked to wear long, flowing skirts in her own time, so adjusting to wearing dresses every day wasn’t a problem for her.  Bridget gave her a pair of shoes.  Nicky tried them on, but she found them so uncomfortable she insisted she’d wear the bright pink and green, running shoes she had brought with her, even though they looked funny with the dresses.  The dresses were long enough to cover them up most of the time anyway.   
 
      
 
    Since Patrick and Kimberly had moved into their own cabin that had been built for them, Nicky stayed in the smaller cabin where Kimberly had stayed, when she had arrived at the ranch and for a short while after she had married Patrick.  
 
      
 
    Nicky loved the small cabin.  She had heard Shaun’s father had built the cabin when the family first had arrived in the area, and she had a hard time picturing five people living in such a small space, but it was perfect for one person.  It had a small bed with a beautiful quilt on top.  There was a small trunk where she kept her clothing, and a wood stove to keep the cabin warm.  Nicky didn’t think she’d need to use the stove for warmth, since it was almost the middle of June, but she soon found she did need it at night, since it still was quite cold at night due to the altitude of the ranch. 
 
      
 
    Nicky was a bit surprised that Shaun didn’t try to talk to her.  He wasn’t rude to her, but she definitely suspected he was avoiding her, and she was disappointed.  She didn’t expect him to welcome her with open arms, when she arrived from the future, but she didn’t expect him to avoid her either.  She had enjoyed the letters she had exchanged with Shaun, and she thought he felt the same, although she figured it was one thing to write letters to a strange lady who lived in 2006.  It was another, if that lady showed up in his own time. 
 
      
 
    After thinking about the situation, she finally decided that her reason for traveling back in time was to help Kimberly.  Shaun didn’t matter.  She enjoyed his daughter.  Colleen followed her around, whenever she could, and she was grateful that Shaun didn’t try to stop Colleen from spending time with her.  
 
      
 
    It was surprisingly easy to be part of things at the ranch.  Bridget insisted that Kimberly not do very much, so she continued to spend her days making baby clothing.  Nicky quickly learned how to use the wood stove to cook on in the kitchen, and she enjoyed helping Bridget with the meals.  She spent time walking around the ranch, and she could see why Kimberly loved it so much.   
 
      
 
    In the evenings, the men would join the women in the living room or on the porch.  As Nicky watched Patrick with Kimberly, any worry she had about their marriage was put to rest.  She could tell they loved each other deeply.  Patrick treated her like fragile glass, which she could tell irritated Kimberly a little bit, but Nicky thought it was sweet.  She hoped that someday she would find someone who loved her as much as Patrick loved Kimberly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Medieval Times: 1570 
 
      
 
      
 
    Golin walked away from a cart full of clothing, holding a new, black cloak in his arms that he had just purchased.  He admitted to himself that the woman who had made the cloak had done an excellent job.  She had even added a few, fancy stitches on the front.  He cursed himself for having left his cloak in the kitchen of the old woman’s house.  He had loved that cloak and had been tempted to go back and retrieve it, but, in the end, he had decided it would be best to get a new one.  It was too risky; he didn't want to be seen.  He knew that by now, everyone involved with those two keys knew someone else wanted them, especially when they had seen the note he had left behind, the note he now regretted writing.  It would have been easier to return and look for the keys, if he hadn’t let them know he was after them.  
 
      
 
    As he thought of the frantic search he had made of the old woman’s house, he grew angry.  Where did she hide them?  Those keys were meant to be his.  He had to have them, so he could put his plans into place, the plans he had made years ago.  
 
      
 
    “Mama!” Golin heard a child cry out, and he looked down the street of the market towards the sound.  What he saw made him even angrier.  He ducked behind a house and watched, as a woman ran towards the boy and picked him up in comfort.  When the boy quieted, she set him down, and they both walked behind a cart that her husband owned. That woman was the main reason he wanted the keys.   
 
      
 
    Golin sank to the ground behind the house he where he was hiding, knowing he couldn’t show himself for awhile.  He thought back to the fateful day when his life had changed.  The woman, Nellie, had been his girl and no one else’s.  He was planning on marrying her, and she had even agreed to an engagement, although it hadn’t been formally announced.  He had planned to talk to her father, making their engagement official, when she had come to him one day and told him she had changed her mind.  Her father wanted her to marry a son of a friend of her family, and she felt she needed to obey.  Golin was livid and had slapped her hard on the face.  He told her no one was going to stop him from marrying her.  He said he was going to make the arrangements, and they would marry in a few days.  
 
      
 
    He regretted the slap now.  It scared Nellie, and he knew he should have waited until they were married before he had exerted his authority over her.  She told her father who removed her from his home, taking her somewhere safe, and Golin couldn’t find her.  A few months later, Nellie had returned, having married the man she had chosen over him.  Soon after, Golin found his key.  He had been bathing in the river that ran near his village and had found it on the bottom nestled among some rocks and moss.  He tucked it in the pocket of his pants for safe keeping. Later, after cleaning it up, he marveled at his find.  Holding it in his hand, he inadvertently learned of the key’s power.  He had pictured the river where he had found the key, and instantly he was there.  
 
      
 
    Over the next few weeks, he tested the key and learned it was a time-travel device.  He discovered that he could use the key to go back in time and into the future.  He spent much of his days exploring, learning as much as he could about the key while being careful to not let anyone know he had it.  It was then he had heard a lot of folklore about the key, and how the powers increased if you had more than one.  He had immediately gone on a search for more keys, knowing it would make his plans foolproof.  A few years later he found out about the two keys Victoria had and instantly started to make plans.  He would kidnap Nellie and force her back in time, to the moment she had agreed to marry him.  This time, he would make sure they did marry, changing history.  Then he would take her to a place she wouldn’t be able to escape from.  Nellie would be his.  
 
      
 
    Golin glanced around the building and saw that it was likely safe to leave his hiding place.  He knew Nellie thought he had moved away, and he didn’t want her to suspect he had returned to their village.  As he stepped around the building a small dog crossed his path.  In his frustration, Golin kicked the dog out of the way.  It yelped in pain, as it hit the side of the building.  He continued walking, not caring that his kick  might have killed the dog. He wasn’t aware that Nellie’s husband was watching from a small window of his house. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Rocky Mountains, June, 1893 
 
      
 
    The sun started to come up over the mountains that surrounded the ranch, showing all the world that it was time to start the day.  Shaun was already hard at work and had been for a few hours.  He had risen early that morning, not able to sleep.  After a few hours of tossing and turning, he finally had thrown his blanket off and had decided to do some training with the new horse he had just purchased.  
 
      
 
    He guided the horse on a rope in a large circle, being careful to keep the rope tight.  Every few steps the horse kicked out his back legs, but, after a few turns, he settled down and seemed to enjoy the controlled run. Shaun was very pleased that this horse was doing so well.  He hadn’t named him yet, and Colleen was pestering him to be allowed to help decide what to call the horse.  However, Shaun firmly believed not to officially name a horse, until he knew its personality, and if he decided to keep the horse after training it or sell it.  Colleen didn’t understand his reasoning, saying a horse needed a name, so it knew it was loved. 
 
      
 
    Shaun smiled to himself, as he thought of his young daughter.  She added so much joy to his life.  Bridget had helped quite a bit, when Colleen was a baby, and she now helped by teaching Colleen her schooling, how to cook, sew, and care for a garden.  When Colleen’s daily chores were done, she always spent the rest of the day with Shaun. She loved horses as much as he did and had a gift with them.  It seemed she could talk with them; she always knew what they were thinking.  Shaun figured she got that gift from her Indian family. 
 
      
 
    Since Nicky had showed up, Colleen had been spending more of her time with her.  Shaun didn’t really mind, although he missed the company, but he hoped she wouldn’t grow too close to Nicky, since she would be leaving at the beginning of August. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t know what to think about Nicky coming.  He enjoyed writing letters to her, but he didn’t really think he would ever see her again once she had left.  Kimberly had chosen to stay in his time and marry Patrick, but he didn’t think Nicky would choose to do that.  Judging from her letters, she enjoyed her teaching job and her life.  She had a brother and a nephew, and her parents were still alive.  Shaun had kept the tone of his letters formal, not even hinting that he might want something more with Nicky.  He knew he wouldn’t want to follow Nicky to the future, especially with Colleen.  He didn’t want Nicky to feel she had to choose the same thing Kimberly had.  
 
      
 
    Shaun pulled the rope hard, and the horse stopped.  He walked up to the horse and patted his neck, whispering softly.  The horse nickered and shook his head, as Shaun saw a shadow leaning against the fence.  He turned and saw that it was Nicky, and he wondered how long she had been there. 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” Nicky called to him, when she realized he had seen her.  He waved his arm in acknowledgment and removed the rope from the horse’s bridle. 
 
      
 
    “He’s a handsome horse,” Nicky commented, as Shaun walked towards her.  “What are you training him for?” 
 
      
 
    “This horse is a gelding.  I bought him to be a cattle horse.  We need another one to help move cattle around, since one of our other horses grew lame, but I don’t think he’s up to the job.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” Nicky asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    “He doesn’t react as quickly as I’d like him to.  I’ll probably train him for riding and sell him.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it’s a shame if you have to sell him.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know how to ride?” Shaun asked her. 
 
      
 
    Nicky scrunched up her nose, and Shaun’s heart jumped.  She was sure cute when she did that.  
 
      
 
    “I rode a horse once when I was about 12.  I had badgered my mom to let me ride one, so she finally arranged for me to ride a horse a neighbor owned.  I remember we rode on a trail in the mountains.  The horse just followed the other horse in front of him.  If it walked, he walked.  If it stopped, he stopped.  I realize now that my mother didn’t want me to ride a horse that could possibly buck me off,” Nicky smiled at him softly.  “She chose well.  That horse barely moved.” 
 
      
 
    “If you want, I can teach you to ride while you are here,” Shaun found himself volunteering.  
 
      
 
    Nicky smiled even wider.  “Will you promise I get a horse that has a bit of spirit?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Shaun agreed, thinking of the horse Kimberly had learned to ride on.  “I think I have one that will work.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take you up on your offer then.”  Nicky sighed and looked at the mountains in the east.  “It is beautiful here.  It’s almost like you live in your own world.” 
 
      
 
    “You live in Denver in… in the future.  Don’t you see the same mountains?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, they are the same, but they are also different.  Many people have built homes in them.  There are more roads and dams.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun wanted to ask for more information but decided to change the subject. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly is glad you came.”  
 
      
 
    “I’ve missed her,” Nicky said simply.  “When can we start my lessons?” 
 
      
 
    Shaun grinned.  “Now if you’d like.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky glanced down at her dress.  “What should I wear?” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly has some boy’s britches I’m sure you could wear.  Why don’t you go change, while I saddle a few horses?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky smiled at him, and his heart cracked open a bit.  He watched, as she walked away, her skirt blowing in the morning breeze.  He knew he could fall for her, if he let himself, and he forced his gaze away from her.  He had to remind himself that she was from a different time.  She wasn’t going to want to stick around once Kimberly’s baby was born, and she knew everything was okay.  
 
      
 
    He had enjoyed the letters they had exchanged all winter and had gotten to know her through them, but he realized now that the letters were never very personal.  She would tell him about her teaching job and would write about some of her students.  Every so often, she would mention that she had visited her parents.  She never talked about another man, but Shaun knew that didn’t mean she wasn’t seeing someone seriously.  
 
      
 
    Shaun released the horse he was working with into a nearby field and hung the rope he had been using on a fence post.  He went into the barn and started to saddle his favorite horse, Blazer, for himself and Honey for Kimberly.  While he was saddling them, Colleen came into the barn. 
 
      
 
    “Tiger had kittens last night, Pa,” she announced, with a big grin. “Uncle Patrick said I could look at them, if I can find them, as long as I don’t touch them.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun could hear soft meows and pointed to a pile of hay in one corner of the barn.  Colleen smiled with delight and walked quietly over to the hay. 
 
      
 
    “Ohhh,” she breathed and sat down in the hay to watch the new mother and her kittens.  After a few minutes, she glanced up and noticed Shaun saddling Blazer.  
 
      
 
    “Are you going for a ride, Pa?  Can I come?”  Losing interest in the kittens, she jumped up and ran to his side. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” he said, as he tightened the cinch.  “I’m going to give a riding lesson to Nicky.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Colleen asked excitedly.  “Can I help?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess you can,” Shaun responded.  “Why don’t you go watch for her?  She went to change into some britches.” 
 
      
 
    She ran out of the barn at full speed towards the large cabin, her black braids bouncing against her back as she ran.  Shaun chuckled at his daughter’s exuberance.  She was almost always happy and a joy to have around.  He couldn’t imagine his life without her.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Nicky entered the cabin to look for Kimberly.  She found her friend sitting in her usual chair, looking very tired.  
 
      
 
    “Are you feeling okay?” she asked Kimberly and tried not to laugh, when her friend glared at her. 
 
      
 
    “I wish everyone would quit asking me that,” she mumbled with a frown.  “If anything starts to happen, I’ll say something.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.  Well, Shaun offered to teach me to ride a horse,” Nicky informed her, hoping to get her mind off her pregnancy. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly smiled slightly. “That’s nice.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky waited for questions, but Kimberly stayed silent, and she knew her friend really wasn’t herself.  “He suggested I borrow a pair of your boy pants, unless you think it would be okay to wear a pair of jeans I brought.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s smile grew wider.  “No.  Don’t wear anything you brought.  Go ahead and…” 
 
      
 
    The door burst open, and Colleen ran into the room.  “I get to help teach you how to ride a horse!” 
 
      
 
    Nicky laughed.  “I’m sure you’ll be a great teacher.” 
 
      
 
    “Colleen, can you take Nicky to my cabin and find her a pair of the pants I used to wear when I rode Honey?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, I can do that,” Colleen nodded her head.  She turned to Nicky. “Kimberly doesn’t like to wear dresses.  She wears man pants around on the ranch.  The only time she wears dresses is when she goes to the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Except a few months ago, I decided dresses are more comfortable than pants,” Kimberly smiled wryly and patted her bulging tummy. 
 
      
 
    Colleen continued to nod her head.  “Yeah, now she wears dresses all the time.”  She turned to Kimberly.  “After your baby comes, are you going to wear pants all the time again?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably,” Kimberly tried to arch her back and placed a hand on the small of her back. 
 
      
 
    “Are you….” Nicky started to ask, but she stopped when Kimberly raised her other hand to halt her question.  She narrowed her eyes at her friend, wondering if it would be wise to leave her, but she knew Bridget was close by, and she was sure Patrick was around. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go, Colleen.”  Nicky followed the child out the door, after waving goodbye to Kimberly.  
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s cabin wasn’t very far away, and she was soon standing in the living room.  It was a two-bedroom cabin, with the living room and kitchen in the front, and a small couch a little further back.  She saw two doors against the far wall that she knew must lead to the bedrooms.  
 
      
 
    Colleen ran right into the bedroom on the right and came running back with a pair of riding pants, handing them to Nicky.  
 
      
 
    "Thank you, sweetie.  Now, give me a moment, and I'll change into these pants, so we can go riding!" 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Nicky sat comfortably in the saddle, having taken to Honey quickly. She was a good horse to learn how to ride on, although Nicky looked forward to riding a horse that was more of a challenge.    
 
      
 
    Colleen was chatting away, as she had been doing for most of the ride, telling stories of her own experiences riding and why you had to follow certain rules in order to stay safe.  She had to give it to the child; she followed rules well, which was rare for her age. 
 
      
 
    Shaun stopped his horse in front of the river they had been walking beside, letting him get a drink while he got off to stretch his legs.  Nicky hopped off her horse as well and led her up next to Shaun.  
 
      
 
    "How are you feeling?" Shaun inquired.  He glanced over at Nicky before turning back to his horse to tighten a few straps.  
 
      
 
    "Great!  It’s so exciting to be able to finally ride a good horse, down a real trail.  This is beautiful land your family owns." 
 
      
 
    Shaun nodded his head.  "It’s prettiest in the fall, when the leaves change color."  He paused for a moment for looking at her with what seemed like admiration in his eyes. "Most first timers get stiff in the saddle quickly." 
 
      
 
    "I'm starting to feel it a little, but it’s worth it.  This is the most relaxing thing I've done in a long time."  She glanced up at him with a smile and was surprised to see him looking fondly at her.  Up until that moment, she wasn't sure he felt anything for her at all.  The look disappeared as Colleen started chattering again about the importance of making sure your horse had water.  She smiled to herself.  Maybe there was more between Shaun and her than she had thought.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    A few weeks later, Nicky woke to a pounding on her door.  She glanced at her watch and saw that it was only five o’clock in the morning.  She was too groggy to make sense of what was happening and almost rolled over to go back to sleep.  
 
      
 
    “Nicky, Kimberly wants you.  She is in labor.”  She recognized Shaun’s voice calling to her through the door and instantly sat up, the quilt she slept under falling to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be right there,” she called back.  She grabbed one of the dresses Bridget had given her, but she changed her mind.  If she was going to help Kimberly properly, she needed to wear clothes she was comfortable in.  She quickly dressed in a pair of jeans and tee-shirt, promising herself she would change back after the baby was born. 
 
      
 
    Slipping on her tennis shoes and grabbing the small bag of supplies she had packed in preparation for the birth, she ran to Kimberly’s cabin.  The door was slightly open, so she let herself inside.  She found Kimberly in a room lying on a bed.  Bridget was already by her side, her eyes widening when she saw Nicky in her jeans. 
 
      
 
    “How is she doing?” Nicky asked, as she quickly took in the scene before her.  Kimberly didn’t look like she was in much pain yet.  She was propped up against some pillows and smiled when she saw Nicky.  She noticed that Patrick wasn’t with her. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine,” Kimberly told her.  “I do think this is the real thing.  The contractions seem to be about 3-4 minutes apart.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Nicky smiled at her. “Where’s Patrick?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly frowned.  “In the barn.  He left the moment he realized I was in labor.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you want him here?” Nicky asked, ready to go drag Patrick back if she needed to. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe later.  He seemed a bit…” Kimberly hesitated and clutched her stomach, grimacing in pain. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly has told me that, in your time, the fathers are part of the birth, but, in our time, we send the men away.  This is women’s work,” Bridget explained. 
 
      
 
    Nicky kept silent until she could see Kimberly relaxing, then she turned to Bridget.  “I know things are done differently in both, time periods, but, if Kimberly wants Patrick here, and he wants to be here, it should be allowed.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about it right now,” Kimberly told her.  “He about fainted, when I had my first contraction that actually hurt.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky laughed.  “And how many times has he helped a calf or colt be born?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a difference when it’s your wife,” Bridget replied. 
 
      
 
    “I probably should check you to see how things are progressing.  Are you okay with me doing that?” she asked Kimberly.  When her friend nodded, she turned to Bridget.  “Maybe you could get some water boiling and gather all the towels you can.” 
 
      
 
    Bridget nodded.  “I have some towels all ready for her, but I can get the water boiling.”  
 
      
 
    After Bridget left, Nicky helped Kimberly lie down and proceed to check the progression of labor, trying her best to remember all she had read and studied.  She breathed a sigh of relief, when she could tell the baby was in a good position.  The last thing she wanted to deal with was a breach birth. 
 
      
 
    “Things look good,” she told Kimberly who sighed with relief.  “But you probably have a few hours.  Why don’t we get you up out of that bed and walk around?  I read that it can speed up labor.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly agreed and allowed Nicky to help her to her feet.  She then noticed Nicky’s pants.  “You’re going to make the men faint,” she teased. 
 
      
 
    “Hasn’t Patrick seen you in jeans?” Nicky pressed, as she guided Kimberly into the next room. 
 
      
 
    “No. I didn’t bring any jeans.  Victoria gave me a dress to wear from this time period.  I wasn’t allowed to bring anything from our time, but I did sneak a few things.” 
 
      
 
    “Like what?” Nicky asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    “My colored pencils and sketch pad.  I also brought a first-aid kit.” 
 
      
 
    “You did?  Well, I should look to see what’s in it.  We might need to use some of it with this birth.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly nodded her head in agreement.  “It’s in the trunk in the bedroom.  But please don’t use anything you don’t have to.  I don’t want to deplete the kit in case we need anything in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t, but remember, I can send a new, first-aid kit to you when I return to our time.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly nodded and stopped walking, as she clutched her stomach again.  Nicky waited until Kimberly relaxed.  
 
      
 
    “That one hurt.  I am wishing I had access to an epidural right about now.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky grinned.  “Well, women have been giving birth naturally for thousands of years.  If all those women can do it, you can.” 
 
      
 
    Over the next few hours Nicky stayed by Kimberly’s side, as she walked, only stopping when she had a contraction.  Soon, Kimberly confessed she was tired, and Nicky helped her back to bed.  She checked the progression again and knew it wouldn’t be much longer. 
 
      
 
    During a lull of contractions, Nicky located the first-aid kit and was pleased with what she found.  There were some strong painkillers that Kimberly must have had access to when she worked at the hospital, some nylon thread, and a needle for stitches, as well as some other items Kimberly had also brought herself.  She would do her best to use only what she needed, but she was glad she had access to the kit.  Bridget helped when she was needed, but she was content to let Nicky take charge.  
 
      
 
    At one point Nicky sent Bridget to the barn to fetch Patrick, and Bridget did, although Nicky could tell she didn’t approve.  She could tell that there were so many things that were different in both, time periods.  She wondered how it was that Kimberly and Patrick got along so well together with so many differences between them.  But she also knew they loved each other very much, and maybe that love was what made the difference. 
 
      
 
    Patrick did come and stay with Kimberly for a few minutes, but then he disappeared again when he could see his wife start with another contraction.  At that point, Kimberly didn’t seem to care that her husband had left, so Nicky kept quiet on the subject. 
 
      
 
    “I need to push,” Kimberly told Nicky breathlessly a short time later.  Once more, Nicky checked to make sure all was well with the baby and then told Kimberly to push with the next contraction. 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, the baby finally slipped out.  Nicky quickly laid the baby on a towel and started to rub it vigorously.  She breathed a sigh of relief when the baby took its first breath and started to cry. The hard part was over, and the baby looked great. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly laughed with delight, tears running down her face.  “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky laughed at herself and had to unwrap the towel to look.  She had been so concerned about the baby taking its first breath, she hadn’t noticed. 
 
      
 
    “You have a sweet, little girl,” Nicky said, as she cut the umbilical cord and handed the small bundle to the new mother. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly smiled and continued to cry silently.  She held her new daughter, touching her face, as if marveling the new little miracle.  Bridget came to Kimberly’s side and glanced at her new niece.  
 
      
 
    “She’s beautiful,” Bridget told her.  
 
      
 
    Nicky allowed Kimberly to hold the baby, until she could see Kimberly’s face scrunch up.  
 
      
 
    “You are probably delivering the placenta,” Nicky told her.  “Give the baby to Bridget.  She can give her a bath while we finish up here.” 
 
      
 
    Bridget quickly took the baby, as Kimberly let out a yell.  Nicky felt confused that Kimberly was in pain again.  From what she understood, delivering the placenta wasn’t supposed to be very painful.  She looked and suddenly could see another little head. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my gosh,” Nicky breathed in disbelief. “There’s another baby in there!” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly just grunted and pushed.  Another little body slid into Nicky’s hands.  This time, she looked and saw it was a boy.  But something was wrong.  This baby looked blue, not pink like his sister had been.  She grabbed another towel and started to rub him like she had done to his sister, but the baby didn’t move.  
 
      
 
    “No, no, please God, let this baby live,” she whispered.  Then she remembered a book she had read long ago of a woman who gave birth and the doctor hanging the baby by its ankles and slapping it on its buttocks.  She decided to try that, and the baby let out a big yell.  Sighing in relief, she smiled at Kimberly. 
 
      
 
    “You had two in there, and they both seem to be fine.”  She handed Kimberly the second baby after she wrapped him.  The placentas were delivered soon after.  
 
      
 
    “I suspected I was carrying two,” Kimberly said softly, as she held her son. “But I didn’t want to say anything.  I know twin births sometimes don’t go well.  I didn’t want to alarm anyone if I wasn’t right.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky opened her mouth to give Kimberly a lecture about keeping such a suspicion quiet, but she decided to wait until later to have that conversation.  Things had gone well, and right then that was all that mattered. 
 
      
 
    She quickly cleaned up the birthing mess.  Kimberly gave her instructions on how to stitch some tears closed that were caused by the births.  Nicky hated that part, not wanting to hurt Kimberly, but her friend seemed to barely feel the pricks of the needle.  Her focus was on her two, little ones. 
 
      
 
    When Nicky had Kimberly cleaned up and propped up against some fresh pillows, the new mother asked Bridget to get Patrick, with firm instructions to not tell him the news that she had given birth to twins.  Patrick was soon by Kimberly’s side, and Nicky slipped out of the room to give the new parents some time alone with the babies. 
 
      
 
    She collapsed on a sofa in the living room, glad that it was all over and the births had gone well.  She was so grateful the baby boy had started to breathe.  She didn’t know what she would have done, if one of the babies hadn’t made it.  Bridget joined her on the couch. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so glad you were here,” Bridget said to her.  “If I had been here alone, I don’t think I would have handled things as well as you did.” 
 
      
 
    “You would have done fine,” Nicky assured her, but she was also glad she had been there.  
 
      
 
    “Maybe so, but I’m glad you were here just the same.  I can tell you and Kimberly are very close.” 
 
      
 
    “She is like a sister to me.  In fact, I consider her a sister.  What has she told you about her childhood?” 
 
      
 
    “Not much, but I haven’t asked her many questions.  She tends to not be very open about her life in your time, unless someone asks her a specific question.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly’s parents died when she was 15-years old.  She lived with my family until she was grown.  We went to college together and shared an apartment together before she married Patrick.” 
 
      
 
    “I have always wanted a sister.  I love my brothers dearly, but...” Bridget hesitated, as if wondering if she said something, it would sound critical. 
 
      
 
    “I have a brother, too, whom I love dearly, but he doesn't seem to understand things the way Kimberly does.  I’m grateful that Kimberly is in my life.  And she now has another sister; you,” Nicky said, letting Bridget know she understood. 
 
      
 
    “I was so happy when Patrick married Kimberly.  She is a sweet girl, and she has done surprisingly well adjusting to our time.” 
 
      
 
    “You must have become close friends since their marriage.  I bet it’s nice to have another woman on this ranch,” Nicky commented. 
 
      
 
    “It is nice to have Kimberly around, but we haven’t gotten very close.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky had noticed that the two of them rarely talked, except when something needed to be said.  They were polite to each other, but there wasn’t a closeness there that Nicky would have expected to see.  “Do you know why?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s mainly my fault,” Bridget confessed.  “I’ve been so afraid that something will happen, and she will be sent back to your time.  I have a very hard time getting close to people.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky reached out her hand to touch Bridget’s.  “I don’t think Kimberly will ever go back to our time.  I know she loves Patrick, and now she has two babies to think about.  I have noticed that she will not even touch the keys.  She wants to stay here.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right.  She doesn’t touch the keys.  When she had a letter to send you, she would ask Shaun to do it for her.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky’s heart skipped a beat at Shaun’s name, and, at that moment, the man himself burst into the cabin.  Colleen and Keegan were right behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Is the baby here?” Colleen asked, running up to Bridget.  “What did she have?  Can I see it?”  
 
      
 
    Bridget exchanged a glance with Nicky and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I’ll let Kimberly tell you the news.” 
 
      
 
    “What news?  Did everything go okay?  Is Kimberly alright?” Shaun asked Bridget, but he then looked at Nicky.  
 
      
 
    Bridget stood and knocked on the closed bedroom door.  She opened it, when Kimberly called out to her, saying, “You have some visitors.” 
 
      
 
    Colleen immediately ran into the room, and her eyes opened in awe at what she saw.  
 
      
 
    “Two of them?  You had two babies?” she screeched. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly nodded, her head lying against the pillows.  Nicky could tell she was very tired.  
 
      
 
    “I guess God couldn’t decide what to give us, a boy or a girl, so he gave us one of each,” Patrick told Colleen, as he laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, brother,” Shaun said, as he slapped a hand across Patrick’s back. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t have anything to do with it,” Patrick said jovially.  “Kimberly did all the work.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you did have something to do with it,” Kimberly teased tiredly. 
 
      
 
    “What are their names?” Colleen asked excitedly. 
 
      
 
    “We have decided on Katherine after my mother, and Richard after Kimberly’s father,” Patrick announced.  
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, Nicky decided Kimberly had had enough visitors and needed to rest and feed the babies, so she shooed everyone out of the cabin, with promises to Colleen that she could see the babies again before she went to bed. 
 
      
 
    She helped Kimberly nurse the babies for the first time and then took Bridget up on her offer of getting some rest.  She left the cabin with the intention of going to her own to lie down, but she then realized she wasn’t tired.  In fact, she felt like she had so much energy she could help some other woman give birth.  She chuckled to herself at this thought and decided to take a walk around the ranch.  She went to her cabin to change back into a dress.  
 
      
 
    Once she was changed, she stepped out of her cabin and looked around, trying to decide which way to go.  She remembered how Shaun had taken her to a river when they rode the horses, so she decided to head in that direction.  For a while, she thought of nothing but the sound of the wind in the trees and the birds singing overhead.  It was so calming to be somewhere that allowed all your worries to fade.  
 
      
 
    She came to the river and remembered from Kimberly’s letters that the family followed this river when they went to Denver.  She found a flat rock by the water and sat on it, contemplating all that had happened over the last few days.  She could see why Kimberly was happy in Patrick’s time period.  Life was so much slower.  Everyone in the family stayed busy, but Nicky never felt the fast-paced rush that she experienced in her time, and she found that she liked this difference.  
 
      
 
    Nicky moved closer to the river and ran her hand through the water, jerking it back when she felt that it was ice cold.  Very likely, the water from the river came from a lake deep in the mountains which fed off of an underground spring.  She stretched her hand out to touch the water again, when she heard movement behind her.  
 
      
 
    Startled, she turned around and saw Shaun standing a few feet away from her.  “Oh, hi.  I didn’t hear you.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun smiled. “I know.  Colleen’s uncle taught me how to walk quietly in the forest.” 
 
      
 
    “Colleen’s uncle?” Nicky asked, wondering if Shaun would tell her about Colleen.  She knew from Kimberly’s letters that Colleen was half Indian, but she didn’t know more than that. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Running Deer.  He is Colleen’s mother’s brother.” Shaun walked until he stood next to Nicky.  “May I join you?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Nicky agreed.  Shaun sat next to her, his arm brushing hers lightly, as he settled himself.  
 
      
 
    “I want to thank you for being here to help Kimberly.  I know Patrick will be finding you, once he can bring himself to leave Kimberly and the babies.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s why I came,” Nicky told him.  “I wanted to do what I could to help her, just in case…” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t finish her sentence, but Shaun did.  “In case something went wrong.  If something had gone terribly wrong, would you have known what to do?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky shrugged her shoulders.  “I’ve been studying about natural births all winter.  There are some things I could have helped with, if things had gone wrong, but I still would have been limited.” 
 
      
 
    “Bridget told me how Richard wasn’t breathing when he was born and that you knew what to do to help him.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky shrugged again.  “Actually, I didn’t know.  I just remembered reading something, tried it, and it worked.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, thanks again.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun moved as if he was going to get up, but Nicky stopped him.  She didn’t want him to leave yet.  “Can you tell me about Colleen?” 
 
      
 
    Shaun narrowed his eyes at her.  “What about her?” 
 
      
 
    “I know it probably isn’t any of my business, but I’m curious.”  Nicky looked away.  “Never mind.  I shouldn’t have asked.” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s alright.  I’m not used to questions about her, I guess.  What has Kimberly told you about her?” 
 
      
 
    “Very little.” 
 
      
 
    “There is a group of Indians that live in these mountains.  They live about five miles from us.  They stay there in the summer and travel south in the winter.  My family has always been friendly with them.  They taught us how to grow vegetables and how to use plants that grow around here for healing.  
 
      
 
    “I kind of grew up with one of the Indian families.  They had two boys and a girl the same ages as Patrick, Bridget, and I.  About ten years ago, a mountain man found his way to their camp.  Colleen’s mother, Lily, fell in love with him.  He got her pregnant and then left.  She died giving birth to Colleen. 
 
      
 
    “Lily’s grandmother decided, since Colleen was half white, that it would be best if she was raised in a white home.  So after Lily died, Running Deer brought her to us.  For some reason, they gave her to me, to be my daughter.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky tried not to be shocked that this Indian family would give up a child. “Why didn’t they want to keep her?  I don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    “She wouldn’t have been treated well in their tribe.” 
 
      
 
    “Won’t she have the same problem with you?” Nicky questioned, knowing that people who were mixed blood in the 1800’s were known as ‘half-breeds’ and sometimes weren’t treated well either. “How is she treated when you make trips to Denver?” 
 
      
 
    “There are times when people aren’t kind to her, but our family is well known, so, for the most part, she is accepted.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess things are easier for her, because she is growing up on this ranch, away from a large city,” Nicky commented. 
 
      
 
    Shaun nodded.  “Bridget helps her with her schooling.  I’m sure there will be more issues to deal with as she grows older, but, for now, she has a good life here.” 
 
      
 
    “I admire you for taking her in,” Nicky told him. 
 
      
 
    “She’s my daughter in every sense of the word.” 
 
      
 
    “Does she ever see her…Indian family?” Nicky stammered, not sure how to word her question.  
 
      
 
    Shaun nodded. “Yes.  I take her to see them a few times every summer.  I was going to take her tomorrow.”  He turned to look at her, a question in his eyes.  “Would you like to come with us?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky wanted desperately to accept but wasn’t sure if she should.  “Kimberly just had two babies.  I probably should stay here.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun got to his feet and held his hand out to her, helping her up. “Bridget will be around.  Why don’t you ask her if she can handle things for the day?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky hesitated and then nodded in agreement.  She did want to go with Shaun.  She wanted to see and experience everything she could before it was time to go back in August.  “I’ll ask her.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky started to move away, but Shaun kept her hand in his.  He seemed to be contemplating something.  Nicky only had to wait a moment, before he pulled her to him and wrapped one arm around her waist, and the other he brought up to brush a strand of hair out of her face.  Her heart was pounding, as he paused a moment longer, as if waiting for her to say no.  When she didn't, he leaned down and kissed her softly.  It was a short kiss, but it sent a shock all the way to her toes.  When he pulled away, she smiled at him and then held onto his hand, as they started walking back to the ranch.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Medieval Times, 1570 
 
      
 
    Golin spent the next few days making plans to get the two keys.  He purchased a bag and filled it with enough food to get him by for a few days and a change of clothing.  He was going to stay in 1893 until he found the keys, no matter how long it was going to take.  
 
      
 
    He took a bath in a nearby stream, even though he hated taking baths. One thing he had learned in his time travels to the future was that people tended to keep themselves cleaner than he was used to.  He generally only took baths when he absolutely had to, but he didn’t want to stand out, because he didn’t have clean hair or he smelled.  He also washed his clothes. 
 
      
 
    When he was finally ready, he used his key and transported himself to Victoria’s backyard.  Once arriving, he quickly hid behind some tall bushes of a house nearby, positioning himself so that he could watch Victoria’s home.  He was going to wait until he knew she was alone in the home, and then he was going to kidnap her and hold her for ransom until he got the keys. 
 
      
 
    But, after watching the house for over a day, he realized no one was even home, except a few people who worked for her.  He contemplated breaking in again to look for the keys, but he knew that he very likely wouldn’t be able to find them.  He decided his plan of taking Victoria for ransom wasn’t going to work.  Hiding his bag that held a change of clothes well behind the bushes, he went to the front door and knocked.  Maybe he would be able to bribe whoever answered the door to tell him where Victoria was.  An older, white-haired woman answered the door on his first knock. 
 
      
 
    “I’m here to see Victoria,” Golin announced with a smile, hoping to ease any reservation the woman might have in giving him some information. 
 
      
 
    “She isn’t here at the moment.  May I help you?” the woman asked, holding the door open wider. 
 
      
 
    “Can you tell me when she will return?  I must talk to her.  I have something important to tell her.” 
 
      
 
    The woman shook her head.  “I’m not sure when she will be home.  You may leave a note if you wish, and I will make sure she gets it when she returns.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you tell me where she went?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  The woman spoke, as she was shutting the door.  “Leave a note or come back in a few days.”  The door shut in his face. 
 
      
 
    Golin was livid, because he was not able to get information from the woman, but he did his best to calm down.  After all, in his time period, there was always a neighbor that liked to talk and would tell anyone anything they wanted to know about someone else.  Surely there was someone like that in this time period.  And he knew the best place to find someone like that was the nearest market. 
 
      
 
    Leaving his belongings hidden in the bushes, he walked down the road.  Soon he found himself on a street with many stores.  He opened the door to the nearest one and held it open for a mother with two young children to enter. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Nelson,” an older woman called to the young mother. “What can I help you with?” 
 
      
 
    Golin followed the young woman inside and stood strategically off to the side, listening to the conversation while pretending to look at the merchandise. 
 
      
 
    “I need to purchase the items on this list, Mrs. Powell.” Mrs. Nelson handed the older woman a sheet of paper.  “I also need to look at some material.  Mary needs a new dress.”  Mrs. Nelson pointed to one of her children. 
 
      
 
    “Ma says I’m growing like a weed,” the young girl said excitedly.  “I might get two, new dresses.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that sounds like a fine idea.  Why don’t you go pick out some material, while Jimmy fills your order?”  Mrs. Powell turned to a young man who was stocking shelves nearby.  “Jimmy, please stop what you’re doing for a moment, and gather up the items on this list.”  
 
      
 
    Golin watched as Jimmy started to do as requested.  As the young man walked by him, he glanced at Golin, who scowled at him until he looked away. 
 
      
 
    “What can I help you with?” Golin heard Mrs. Powell ask.  As he turned, he realized she was addressing him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m from out of town visiting your beautiful city.  I am looking for information about Victoria Hilton. I went by her house, but she isn’t there.  The housekeeper said she would be gone for a few days.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Powell nodded, as she stepped behind a long table.  “Why do you want information about her?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess you could say I’m a relative of hers.  I’m her husband’s nephew from back east,” Golin easily lied, telling the story he had made up, as he walked from Victoria’s home to this shop. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, well that makes sense, dressed the way you are. I heard they went to visit the Callaghan's in the mountains.  I guess you might not know she remarried.  Now, it’s not my place to say, but marrying at her age is appalling. But to each his own, I guess.  She has been living in that large home by herself.  Most likely she was lonely.  Why else would someone marry at her age?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know who she married?” Golin asked, ignoring the woman’s question about Victoria’s age. In his opinion, the fact that Victoria was now married would make her more valuable as a hostage.  She now had a husband who would do anything to free her.  
 
      
 
    “Sure I do.  She married her butler, Collins. That’s why I think she was just lonely.  Who would marry a man who was working for her for any reason other than loneliness?  Although, she did have that young man living with her all winter.” 
 
      
 
    “Another relative?” Golin asked, when the woman didn’t volunteer any more information. 
 
      
 
    “No.  He is from that ranch that she went to visit for a few days.  He had been going to school here in Denver, but, now that classes are over, my guess is that Victoria and Collins decided to go with him to make sure he got home alright.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know where this ranch is located?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Powell shook her head. “No, sir, I don’t.  All I know is that it’s deep in the mountains.  But if you want to know that information, I’d try the saloon.  Surely there is someone who knows where the Callaghan's ranch is located.” 
 
      
 
    Golin stepped back as Mary put a large bolt of cloth on the counter, her mother coming behind with another bolt of cloth.  He saw this as his time to leave. “Thank you for your time.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Powell looked at him.  “Sure, it’s not a problem.  Oh, I guess I should get your name.  I can let Victoria know you came by looking for her.” 
 
      
 
    Golin quickly tried to think of another lie to tell, but Mary interrupted. “Do you like this fabric, Mrs. Powell?  Ma says the blue flowers match my eyes.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Powell directed her attention to her customers, and Golin was able to slip out of the store unnoticed.  He decided the quickest way to get to Victoria would be to find the ranch.  He hoped that, even though Victoria might not have the keys with her, he would be able to convince her to give them to him.  Maybe she would be willing to let him purchase them.   
 
      
 
    One of the things he did when he visited different time periods was to steal money. He would find a likely place, most likely a store or a bank. Then at night, when no one was around, he would use his key, and transport himself into the building.  He would find money and other things that were worth something and take them, then quickly he would transport himself out of the building.  No one ever saw him, except once when he transported himself into a store that he thought was empty, but he was able to disappear as soon as he was seen.  He had brought some money that he had stolen a few years prior from the 1890’s, and he knew he could use that money to pay someone to take him to the ranch.  Surely he would be able to find someone who needed to make some, extra cash.  
 
      
 
    He wished he could use his key and transport himself to the ranch, but, since he didn’t know exactly where it was located, and he didn’t want to try and end up wandering around the mountains looking for it, he figured it would be better to have someone take him there.  He spent the afternoon in the saloon talking to some of the local men.  After a few false starts, he finally found a man who seemed to be short on cash and was willing, for a price, to take him to the Callaghan's ranch.  After making arrangements to meet the man early the next morning, Golin found his way back to the bushes to spend the rest of the day out of sight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    
  
 
    The day after Kimberly had her babies, Nicky prepared to go with Shaun and Colleen to see her Indian family.  Bridget was fine with helping Kimberly that day, so Nicky had the day off.  Kimberly was also pleased with the idea, saying Nicky deserved to have some fun, since she was so busy the day before. 
 
      
 
    Nicky knew the family was expecting Keegan to return home that day, having spent the winter with Victoria and Collins while going to school.  She also knew that Victoria and Collins were going to come with him and spend a few days visiting.  Kimberly had explained in one of her letters that Victoria and Collins had become more of parent figures to the Callaghan family, almost like grandparents.  Everyone was excited to have Keegan back home for the summer.  Even Kimberly talked about how much she had missed him.  
 
      
 
    Shaun had informed Nicky that he would meet her by the barn when breakfast was over, so, after she washed the dishes, she went to the barn.  When she arrived, Colleen was already on her horse, and Shaun was standing nearby with two, saddled horses.  Nicky was excited to try riding again, although something told her she would get significantly more sore than she had the last time Shaun had taken her riding.  
 
      
 
    She swung her leg up and over Honey eagerly, and then she watched, as Shaun made sure his saddlebag was secure on his own horse and then swung himself on its back.  She couldn't help but admire the way Shaun held himself on his horse.  Clearly, he was in his element, and he thrived, while he was in the saddle.  She admired the way the muscles in his arms moved, as he adjusted the reigns and patted his horse's neck. 
 
      
 
    Shaun took the lead, with Colleen following.  Nicky’s horse started walking after Colleen’s horse without any direction from Nicky.  She hadn't realized she had been so caught up in watching Shaun.  She remembered Shaun saying this horse would follow the other horses without commands, and she was a little relieved.  She wanted a challenge, but she knew today would be long, and she felt comfort in the fact that her horse wouldn't be hard to keep in line. 
 
      
 
    They left the ranch and slowly followed a thin trail along the river, which led deeper into the mountains.  As they rode, the trail got thinner, and the foliage around her got even thicker.  More than a few times she saw different wildlife jump into the trees at the sound of them approaching.   Both Colleen and she got particularly excited about a baby deer that was grazing with its mother.  The trail eventually veered away from the river, and soon even the trail became faint.  Colleen chattered away, mainly about the two, new babies.  She was fascinated with the babies and talked about what she planned to do to help care for them.  She wondered if a woman could have more than two babies.  Nicky wondered what the child would say if she told her that, in her time, it wasn’t uncommon to hear about women who had three or four children at once. 
 
    After they had been riding for over an hour, Shaun stopped his horse. Colleen expertly guided her horse next to her father’s. Nicky, however, couldn’t remember how to stop her horse for a moment, but the animal stopped on her own, right before she ran into Shaun’s horse. Nicky’s cheeks burned for a moment; she wasn’t normally so distracted. 
 
      
 
    Nicky composed herself and was about to ask why they had stopped, but she kept quiet, when Shaun made what sounded like a crow calling.  After a moment, she heard another crow sound, and then an Indian appeared from the trees.  
 
      
 
    The Indian looked at her curiously and greeted Colleen with a nod, but he only talked to Shaun.  He turned and disappeared back into the trees, and Shaun moved his horse forward. 
 
      
 
    “What was that all about?” Nicky asked, as she nudged her horse forward. 
 
      
 
    “That was Running Deer, Colleen’s uncle. I made the crow call to let him know we were coming, and he answered, letting us know we are welcome.” 
 
      
 
    “Why a crow call?”  
 
      
 
    Shaun turned around in his saddle and looked at her sheepishly.  “It’s the only bird call I have been able to learn how to make.” 
 
      
 
    She wanted to tease Shaun, but she just grinned and kept silent, as they continued into the forest.  The trees became even denser, and they started to climb a sharp hill.  At the top, Nicky gasped in amazement at what she saw.  Down below was a beautiful, little valley filled with teepees.  She could see the entire village from her horse.  The valley was completely surrounded by mountains, and a small river ran along the edge of the valley.   She saw many people walking around.   
 
      
 
    As they moved their horses down the mountain, she could see children playing some game that reminded her of tag.  Women were cooking food over fires or working on other tasks.  In the middle of the village was a large fire where some men sat around.  When they arrived at the edge of the village Colleen’s uncle appeared from the trees and walked in front of Shaun’s horse.  He led them through the village and stopped about midway at a teepee.  
 
      
 
    Shaun got off of his horse, and Colleen followed on her own.  Nicky started to swing her leg over her own horse, when Shaun came up to her. 
 
      
 
    “Let me help you,” he offered, as he put his hands around her waist and helped her slide to the ground.  Her muscles ached, and she was grateful he moved his hands to her arms, as if making sure she could stand on her own before taking them away.  
 
      
 
    Colleen’s uncle took the reins of all three horses and then stood still.  Shaun quickly introduced her to Running Deer, who nodded solemnly at her.  Colleen ran to her uncle and gave him a hug, which he allowed for a brief moment before he stepped away.  Although he acted stiff, Nicky could tell he felt an affection for Colleen, as he gazed at her with softness in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    As Running Deer led the three horses away, a woman came out of the teepee, and Colleen ran to her. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Little Fawn,” the woman greeted her with a thick accent and a hug. “It has been a long time.  You have grown much.  Soon we will need to give you a new name.  You are no longer so little.” 
 
      
 
    Colleen nodded her head vigorously.  “I’m ten-years old.”  
 
      
 
    “I know, little one.  I remember when you came into this world.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky turned to Shaun wondering who this woman was.  She was an older woman with more gray than black hair.  She wore tan leggings, with a shirt the same color that went down to her knees.  It had a wide neck with a thick strip of animal skin that ended at her shoulders.  
 
      
 
    “This is Colleen’s grandmother.  She is known as Laughing Brook,” Shaun explained.  He turned to the woman and introduced Nicky to her, explaining that she was Kimberly’s friend. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly had two babies yesterday, a boy baby and a girl baby,” Colleen informed her grandmother, who kept a hand on the girl’s shoulder.  
 
      
 
    “Is that right?” Laughing Brook responded with a kind smile. “Then your family received two blessings.”  
 
      
 
    Colleen continued to nod, her black braids bouncing across her back.  “Kimberly said I can help take care of them.  She let me hold them last night.” 
 
      
 
    “Come, child,” Laughing Brook took Colleen’s hand.  “I have some things I need to do.  I would love your company.”  She led the child away as Colleen continued to chatter excitedly. 
 
      
 
    “Colleen seems close to her grandmother,” Nicky commented.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, Laughing Brook is very good to her,” Shaun agreed, as he watched them walk away.  “I know it was hard for her to give Colleen up, when her own daughter died, but she did what she felt was best for her. This tribe would not have accepted her as their own.” 
 
      
 
    “Because she had a white father,” Nicky said.  She was glad Colleen had so many people who loved and cared for her, but she was also sad that ignorance and bigotry made it so people had to make such hard choices. 
 
      
 
    “Colleen will spend most of the day with her grandmother.  I’ll show you around the village.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me about her Indian name,” Nicky invited, as they walked. “Did I hear right that Laughing Brook called her Little Fawn?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Shaun confirmed, as he took her hand in his.  “All Indian children are given a name, when they are born.  Laughing Brook saw twin fawns just outside their teepee right after Colleen was born, so she was given the name Little Fawn.  When she is about twelve, she will be given another name.  When she is grown, she might be given another one.  Some Indians receive five or six names in their lifetime.  If the current name they have doesn’t fit them anymore, they receive a new one.” 
 
      
 
    “Who gives them their names?”  
 
      
 
    “Usually their family does, but sometimes they choose their own.  One of Running Deer’s friends is named Red Thunder.  He gave that to himself, because when he killed his first deer, a storm was coming in.  There was thunder, and the sky was the color red, because it was dusk, and the sun was setting.  So he chose that name.” 
 
      
 
    As they walked, Nicky looked around.  She was very curious about how the Indians lived.  She could see some women working together tanning a hide.  There was another group of what looked like teenage girls who were digging in the dirt at the edge of the forest.  Shaun explained that they were looking for edible roots and bulbs.  Some of the people who saw them greeted Shaun in their Native tongue, which he responded in the same language.  Most of the tribe looked at her curiously, but some just ignored them.  
 
      
 
    After they had walked around the entire village, Running Deer approached them.  “Laughing Brook has asked that you and your woman join her for a meal.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky blushed at Running Deer’s words.  Did he think that she had married Shaun?  She waited to see what Shaun would do, but he just nodded.  “Please thank her, and tell her we will be along shortly.” 
 
      
 
    When Running Deer disappeared again, Nicky looked at Shaun curiously.  Why hadn’t he explained that she wasn’t his woman?  He seemed to understand her unspoken question. 
 
      
 
    “In Running Deer’s eyes, because I brought you, you are my woman. I’ve… I’ve never brought a woman here before, except my sister and Kimberly.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky was silent, processing Shaun’s words.  What was he trying to say?  Shaun stopped walking and placed his hands on her shoulders, looking into her eyes.  “It is better that Colleen’s family think we are together.  Otherwise, some Indian man might decide to take you as his wife,” he said, his eyes twinkling, as he talked.  
 
      
 
    She couldn’t tell if he was teasing or being truthful.  She wondered why an Indian man would want a white woman, when they couldn’t accept Colleen as their own.  She had to admit to herself that she liked being thought of as Shaun’s woman, so she decided she would play along. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, since I’m your woman, let’s go enjoy this meal,” Nicky put her arm through his and looked at him expectantly.  She chuckled to herself, when Shaun’s eyes widened.  He obviously didn’t expect her to be so agreeable to the idea. 
 
      
 
    The meal was some of the best food she had tasted.  The bread was a little tough, but surprisingly flavorful, and the meat was incredibly tender.  After they finished the meal, a few of the Indian women started talking in their native tongue and motioning for her to follow.  She looked questioningly at Shaun, not sure what they were saying.  
 
      
 
    “Every time Kimberly or Bridget come, these women help them find herbs and spices for our home.  They think you would like to do the same.”  Shaun responded with a smile.  She could tell he was expecting her to decide she didn’t feel comfortable going with them.  
 
      
 
    She lifted her chin and responded, “Excellent!  I have always enjoyed cooking; I may as well learn how to recognize some of the herbs I cook with.”  Shaun was once again surprised at her willingness to go out of her comfort zone. 
 
      
 
    She grinned at him and let the women lead her into the forest nearby.  She spent about an hour picking and learning the native word for different types of herbs, some she recognized as seasonings from home, and others she had never seen before.  She came back with a couple handfuls of herbs, which Shaun helped her pack into his saddlebags, along with what looked like jerky that Laughing Brook had insisted they take home. 
 
      
 
    Shaun looked up at the sky.  “It looks to be about time we head back.”  He called to Colleen, who was chattering to her uncle.  Running Deer didn’t seem to respond with words, but his expression gave him away; he clearly loved to listen to Colleen talk.  They all said their goodbyes and climbed back on their horses to head back to the ranch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Golin was finally on his way to the ranch.  The man who had agreed to take him had never shown up, and it had taken a full day to find another man who was willing to guide him and to secure horses and supplies for the trip, much longer than he wanted it to take.  He wished he could use his key to travel there, but, since that wasn’t possible, he had to do things the hard way.  The one upside is the man who had agreed to take him wasn’t demanding as much money as the previous one was.  His name was Trapper, and he claimed to know the mountains around Denver “like the back of my hand.”  He told Trapper that he was a nephew of an uncle of the family, coming from Ireland, and he wanted to reconnect with his American family.  
 
      
 
    The trip to the ranch was made mostly in silence.  Trapper was a man who only talked when he needed to.  He mostly communicated with grunts and gestures.  At first this bothered Golin, until he realized the less Trapper knew about him the better.  He had to admit the mountains were beautiful. His home back in the medieval times didn’t have trees like this or the wildlife.  He contemplated bringing Nellie to a place like this once he had her for his own.  While they traveled, he took notice of his surroundings. Trapper followed a thin, dirt path that was at the edge of a fast-moving river almost the entire time.  
 
      
 
    After almost half a day of traveling, Trapper stopped his horse and allowed it to get a drink.  Golin wanted to complain and tell him that they needed to keep going, but he decided it would be best to keep silent.  He slid off his horse and allowed his horse to also get a drink. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know how much longer it will be?” Golin asked, trying to keep his voice friendly. 
 
      
 
    Trapper shrugged.  “Just beyond that clump of trees.” 
 
      
 
    Golin felt his heart lift.  It was time to get rid of the man.  “Good, good.  Well, I think I can find it on my own now.” 
 
      
 
    Trapper’s eyes narrowed.  “I thought you paid me to take you right to their door.” 
 
      
 
    Golin took a deep breath, trying to keep his voice steady.  “I decided while we rode along this beautiful path that it would be fun if I surprised them.” 
 
      
 
    “Who did you say you were again?” Trapper asked, as he pulled a stem off of some grass near the river, as the horses turned their heads from drinking and started to graze.  
 
      
 
    “My name is Randy Callaghan.  I’m a nephew of an uncle,” Golin repeated the words he had told Trapper, when he found him in the saloon, trying not to sound testy.  “I know I paid you to take me right to the ranch, but I changed my mind.  You can still keep all the money I gave you.  I appreciate your help getting me this far.” 
 
      
 
    Trapper continued to look at him, his eyes narrowing even more, as if he wasn’t sure he believed Golin’s story.  Golin did his best to look Trapper in the eyes and did not glance away until the grizzly man stepped away.  He picked up his horse’s reins and swung himself on its back. 
 
      
 
    “What about your horse?” Trapper asked him. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead and take him back with you,” Golin instructed, as he started to walk away.  
 
      
 
    “How will you get back to Denver?” Trapper shouted, as Golin moved farther away. 
 
      
 
    Golin turned around briefly.  “I’m sure my family will lend me a horse, when I need one.” 
 
      
 
    He turned around and continued walking along the path.  After a few minutes, he turned again to make sure Trapper had left and felt relieved when he saw the hind end of the horse he had ridden disappear around a bend of the river.  
 
      
 
    Within only a few minutes, he could see a large ranch in the distance.  A large cabin was farthest from him, and a barn and two, smaller homes were close by.  As he smiled to himself, he knew it would be only a matter of time until he had the other, two keys.  He touched his pockets, making sure he had his knife in its proper place.  
 
      
 
    As he walked closer, he debated if he should go to the large log cabin first or see if someone was in the barn.  The decision was taken out of his hands when a man with red hair who was working in a field noticed him.  The man dropped a hoe he was using and started to walk towards him.  
 
      
 
    “Hello,” the man called, as he walked closer.  “What can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m looking for the Callaghan Ranch,” Golin called back. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you found it.” 
 
      
 
    As the man came closer, Golin could see that he was likely the oldest son, Patrick, the one who had married the girl from the future.  He recognized him from when he had eavesdropped on a conversation between Patrick and his brother right before the wedding. 
 
      
 
    Golin took a deep breath and began the story he had made up.  He had told it so many times, even he was starting to believe it.  “I’m Randy Callaghan.  I came from Ireland last year. I believe I’m a relative of yours.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Patrick smiled, as he held out his hand in welcome.  “That’s very interesting.” Patrick glanced at the field he was working in and then pointed to the large cabin.  “Why don’t you come in?  I believe it’s almost supper time, and I’m sure Bridget and Victoria will have the meal almost prepared.  Then you can tell us how we are related.” 
 
      
 
    Golin followed Patrick, trying not to smile.  This was going to be surprisingly easy.  Patrick had already confirmed that Victoria was on the ranch.  Now, he would need to get her alone.  He should have the keys by the end of the day. 
 
      
 
    He followed Patrick into the house.  It was more rustic than Victoria’s fine home.  He could tell it was kept clean, although the couch seemed old.  There was a large, braided rug in the middle of the room, and above the fireplace, there was a mantle with wooden carvings on it.  
 
      
 
    “Sit down, and I will get the rest of the family.” 
 
      
 
    Over the next few minutes, Golin was left alone in the living room.  He quickly started a search in the room, being careful to put items back in the exact spot when he picked something up.  He was disappointed when he didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.  Then he saw the exact box that had been in Victoria’s office sitting on a small table.  As he moved closer to the box, his own key started to vibrate in his pocket, and he knew the other two keys were inside that box.  Could it really be that easy?  He started to reach for the box, when he heard footsteps behind him, and he jerked his hand away.  
 
      
 
    “Bridget said to just bring you into the kitchen,” Patrick told him, as he entered the living room.  “Please come this way.” 
 
      
 
    Golin made sure he didn’t glance at the box as he passed it.  He didn’t want to make Patrick suspicious.  As he entered the kitchen, he heard a loud bell ringing from outside, and then a young girl came running into the kitchen, her black braids bouncing against her back.  
 
      
 
    “I rang the bell,” the child announced, as she slid onto a chair. 
 
      
 
    A woman, who was at the stove stirring something in a large pot, turned her head. “Thank you, Colleen.” 
 
      
 
    Golin noticed a young man who sat at the table, along with Collins and Victoria.  When they saw he had entered the kitchen, the young man and Collins stood to greet him.  
 
      
 
    Patrick started to make introductions. “This is Randy.  He says he is from Ireland and is a relative of ours.”  He pointed to each person as he said their names.  “This is my sister Bridget and my youngest brother, Keegan.”  
 
      
 
    Patrick placed a hand on Colleen’s head.  “This is Colleen, Shaun’s daughter.  Shaun will be here in a minute.  And this is Collins and Victoria.” 
 
      
 
    Soon another man arrived, and Golin learned quickly that this was Shaun.  Another woman followed him into the cabin, and she was introduced as Nicky.  
 
      
 
    The meal was tasty, and Golin decided to enjoy the meal.  He hadn’t eaten since early that morning.  After supper, he would make some excuse to go back in the living room. 
 
      
 
    “Do you all live on the ranch?” Golin asked with interest, as he spooned some stew into his mouth.  
 
      
 
    “Victoria and Collins live in town,” Colleen announced.  “Keegan has lived with them all winter, because he wanted to go to school in Denver.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun laid a hand on Colleen’s arm to quiet her usual chatter.  He had a bad feeling about this man who called himself Randy Callaghan, and he didn’t want too much information given to him about his family.  From what he remembered, most of his relatives had died during the potato famine.  A few had immigrated to America like his grandfather had, but they were living back east, and they had lost touch with them.  He couldn’t understand why a relative would travel all the way from Ireland just to try to find them.  
 
      
 
    Randy looked nothing like he would expect any of his relatives to look.  He was short and stocky and almost completely bald.  Shaun knew most of his relatives were tall and thin.  He remembered his father telling him that once when he was a child.  
 
      
 
    He noticed that Randy wouldn’t directly answer any questions that were asked about their family.  At one point Patrick looked at him and shook his head slightly, letting Shaun know he was also concerned about who Randy really was. 
 
      
 
    When the meal finally ended, Nicky announced she would see if Kimberly had awakened from her nap and wanted some stew.  She left with a bowl of stew and a few slices of bread.  Colleen started to clear the table, performing her daily task, but Shaun told her to go with Nicky.  
 
      
 
    Colleen’s eyes lit up with delight, and she left the cabin, letting the door slam behind her.  Shaun knew she would jump at the chance to help with the babies. 
 
      
 
    “What part of Ireland did you say you were from?” Patrick asked Randy, as he leaned back in his chair.  
 
      
 
    Randy looked confused for a moment. “I lived in a small village at the edge of the sea.  You probably wouldn’t know of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Pa told us quite a bit of his childhood,” Shaun told him.  “We’d likely recognize the name.” 
 
      
 
    Randy tried to change the subject.  “Your family has been in America for some time.  I’m sure things have changed in Ireland, since your family came here.” 
 
      
 
    “When did you arrive in America?” Keegan asked, as he ate the last of his stew and pushed the bowl away. 
 
      
 
    “A few… years ago,” Randy said. “It’s taken me awhile to get here.  I had to stop and work, so I could earn enough money to get here.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you find our ranch?” Shaun asked.  
 
      
 
    Randy stood. “It was a long trip from Denver, and I am in need of….”  He stopped and pointed to the door. 
 
      
 
    “The outhouse is just outside behind the cabins,” Bridget told him kindly.  
 
      
 
    After the man left, the adults looked at each other. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think he is who he says he is,” Collins announced in his formal voice. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t either,” Patrick agreed. “Pa told us everything he knew and could remember about our family in Ireland.  He never mentioned a relative named Randy.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think we should leave him alone for very long,” Shaun stood.  “I’m going to go follow him and make sure he really does use the outhouse.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s find out what he wants and then send him on his way,” Patrick suggested.  
 
      
 
    “Did he have a horse?” Keegan asked. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Patrick answered.  “He was walking when I found him.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s very strange,” Bridget said.  “How could he have gotten here so quickly from Denver without a horse?” 
 
      
 
    Victoria stood.  “I’ll clear the dishes.  Why don’t you men go have a talk with your… uncle?” 
 
      
 
    “If he is our uncle,” Shaun muttered, as he strode out the door into the warm, summer sunshine.  
 
      
 
    The man had used the outhouse, for Shaun could see him leaving it.  He stood with his brothers and Collins, waiting for the man to walk closer to them.  
 
      
 
    “Would you like a tour of our ranch?” Patrick asked pleasantly. 
 
      
 
    The man hesitated, glancing at the cabin, but then nodded.  “I would love to see your ranch.” 
 
      
 
    Patrick started to lead the man away, and Shaun and Collins followed.  They did their best to get more information out of the man, but he answered the questions vaguely and always asked a question of his own about the ranch.  Shaun was starting to wonder if the man was after money.  He couldn’t think of any other reason a relative they hadn’t heard of before would suddenly show up. 
 
      
 
    After an hour of walking around the ranch, Shaun noticed that the man looked hot and sweaty.  
 
      
 
    “It sure is hot out here,” the man said, as he pulled a rag out of his pocket.  He wiped his face and neck with it and then stuffed it back.  “I would like a drink of water.” 
 
      
 
    Patrick nodded.  “It does get hot in the mountains during the summer.  Let’s head back, so you can get a drink.” 
 
      
 
    As they walked back, Patrick and Shaun exchanged glances with Collins.  Patrick felt reassured that all of them didn’t believe for a second this man was who he said he was. 
 
      
 
    They arrived at the water pump that was located just outside the barn.  Keegan picked up a tin cup that hung on a nail near the pump and quickly pumped some cold, clear water into it.  He handed it to the man, as Colleen ran out of Patrick’s small house.  She immediately headed towards them with a big smile. 
 
      
 
    “I got to hold one of the babies again, Pa,” she told Shaun excitedly.  
 
      
 
    “That’s great,” Shaun told her, as he placed a hand on her shoulder, keeping her away from the man. “Why don’t you…” 
 
      
 
    The man handed the tin cup to Keegan and walked towards Colleen. “I have something for you.  This came clear from Ireland.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Colleen asked, delight dancing in her eyes, as she tried to move closer to the man, but Shaun kept his hand firmly on her shoulder.  
 
      
 
    The man reached into his pocket and pulled out the handkerchief he had used earlier.  This time Shaun could see something tucked into its folds.  
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Colleen asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly something dropped to the ground.  Everyone gasped.  It was a large, golden key, and it looked exactly like the two Victoria had given Patrick and Kimberly. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you get that key?” Patrick demanded with suspicion.  
 
      
 
    Collins immediately stepped forward, restraining the man from picking up the key.  Patrick glared at the man and picked up the key himself.  
 
      
 
    “That looks like the keys that...” Colleen started to say, but Shaun silenced her by placing a hand over her mouth.  
 
      
 
    “Who are you really?” Collins asked the man in his formal voice, but he sounded very angry. 
 
      
 
    “I told you, I’m your uncle from…” the man started to say, but Collins shook him. 
 
      
 
    “You aren’t any relative of ours,” Patrick said, as he held out the key in his hand.  “Where did you get this?” 
 
      
 
    The man clamped his mouth shut and refused to say anything, but Shaun could tell he was very angry, as his face had turned red. 
 
      
 
    “Keegan, go get that rope off the fence over there,” Patrick instructed the teenager who ran off to do his older brother’s bidding, running to grab a rope Shaun had been using that morning while he trained one of the horses. 
 
      
 
    Soon the man’s hands were tied behind his back, and Patrick forced him to sit on a large rock that stood beside the pump.  
 
      
 
    “Colleen, will you please go get Victoria?” Patrick asked the child, who looked like she was going to argue with her uncle.  She opened her mouth, but Shaun’s hand squeezed her shoulder hard, so she sighed and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, but don’t do anything to him until I get back,” Colleen said, as she ran towards the house. 
 
      
 
    “Now, are you going to tell us or are we going to have to beat it out of you?” Patrick asked the man, as he stood close to him.  Patrick was almost a foot taller than the man, and Shaun could tell he was intimidated by Patrick’s size. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have to tell you anything,” the man retorted trying to sound belligerent, but the shake in his voice gave away his nervousness. 
 
      
 
    “We invited you into our home and fed you a meal, and you think you don’t have to tell us anything?  I bet everything you told us was a lie,” Shaun scoffed, frowning at the man darkly.  
 
      
 
    “I wonder if this was the man who paid us a visit awhile back and trashed Victoria’s house,” Collins said, as he shook the man.  
 
      
 
    Shaun could see Collins’ words were true, as the man turned even redder. “I don’t know anything about that.” 
 
      
 
    “You obviously know we have some keys like yours,” Patrick told him. “Why are you really here?  What time period are you from?  Did you time travel here?  Is that why you don’t have a horse?” 
 
      
 
    “Answer the man,” Collins thundered, as he shook the man again. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Golin,” the man finally said, giving into the demands.  “I live in a small village in Ireland in 1570.  I found the key a long time ago and have used it to travel to many time periods.” 
 
      
 
    “So you are now going to tell us the truth,” Shaun said with a frown. 
 
      
 
    He heard a door slam and saw Colleen running back towards them.  Victoria and Bridget were right behind her.  
 
      
 
    The moment the women arrived, Collins brought Victoria up to date about who the man really was.  Victoria gasped, when she realized Golin was the man who had trashed her home. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you want another key?” Shaun asked him. 
 
      
 
    Golin clamped his mouth shut tightly, and Shaun knew they weren’t going to get much information out of him. 
 
      
 
    “I think we need to make sure he doesn’t have anything else in his pockets,” Keegan suggested.  
 
      
 
    Collins roughly pulled Golin to his feet and quickly searched the man.  He found a large knife and some dried jerky.  Collins took the knife and handed it to Victoria who quickly set it point first into the ground.  
 
      
 
    “What should we do with him?” Shaun asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want him on our land,” Patrick said.  “I think we should escort him back to Denver.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we should keep him here until he decides to tell us why he is looking for our keys,” Victoria said. 
 
      
 
    “We should send him back to his time,” Keegan suggested.  
 
      
 
    For a moment, everyone looked at each other.  Shaun kept an eye on Patrick who nodded his head slightly.  He turned to Golin.  
 
      
 
    “Here is what we are going to do.  We are going to send you back to your time, in good faith.  I have no idea why you want our keys, but you aren’t going to get them.  If we ever see you again, anywhere around our ranch or even in any part of our time, we will remove your key from you.  Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
    Shaun could tell that Golin was very nervous, and he was glad that the man realized he couldn’t fight against all of them.  Golin swallowed and nodded his head. 
 
      
 
    Collins shook him again.  “We want a promise from you.  We are sending you back in good faith.  I strongly advise you to not take advantage of us.” 
 
      
 
    Golin gulped and nodded his head vigorously. “If you promise to give me back my key, I promise to leave you alone.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun noticed Victoria shaking her head, and he knew she didn’t approve of letting him go.  Shaun wasn’t sure what to think, but he did feel as Patrick did; he wanted Golin off of their land as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    Patrick gave the key to Collins who placed it back in Golin’s hand, forcing his fingers to close around it, keeping the ropes tied around his wrists.    
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you going to untie me first?” Golin whined. 
 
      
 
    “I think you can figure out how to get yourself loose when you’re back in your time,” Patrick retorted.  
 
      
 
    “What about my knife?” 
 
      
 
    “Think of it this way.  You just paid for the meal we gave you with that knife of yours,” Shaun told him. 
 
      
 
    Collins turned Golin, so he was facing him. “Go!” 
 
      
 
    Golin closed his eyes and instantly he was gone. 
 
      
 
    After Golin left, Shaun exchanged glances with Patrick and Collins. “How do we know if he really went back to his time?” 
 
      
 
    Collins shrugged. “We don’t.”  He approached Victoria and placed an arm around her shoulders.  “Are you okay, dear?” 
 
      
 
    Victoria took a deep breath and nodded.  “I don’t think we should have let him go, though.  How do we know he won’t come back and try to get the keys again?” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t,” Patrick retorted. “But hopefully he knows we mean business.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun felt a hand slide into his own. “That man just disappeared, Pa,” she said in awe. “Where did he go?” 
 
      
 
    “He had a key like the ones we used to send letters to Nicky.  He used it to come from his time to ours.  We just sent him back to his time.” 
 
      
 
    “Will he come back?” 
 
      
 
    “No, he won’t,” Shaun reassured her firmly, hoping he was telling the truth.  
 
      
 
    “He was scary,” she said, her voice shaking, tears in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay,” Shaun reassured her. “Why don’t you go back and help with the babies.  Tell Nicky I sent you.”  He knew if Colleen said those words to Nicky, she would keep Colleen with her for awhile. 
 
      
 
    After Colleen left, Shaun turned to Keegan. “Go get the box from the living room with the keys in it.  We should make sure they are safe for now.” Keegan nodded and ran to the cabin.  Shaun sighed and ran a hand through his hair.  “We need to come up with a plan to keep Golin away from the ranch and the keys.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go to your cabin, so we can include Kimberly in this discussion,” Victoria suggested to Patrick.  “We have given you and Kimberly the keys, Patrick.  She needs to have some say in this.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone agreed, and Patrick left to let Kimberly know of the plan.  Soon they had all gathered in the living room of the large cabin.  Kimberly was sitting on a soft chair holding one of the babies, while Victoria held the other.  Colleen sat at Victoria’s side, her small fingers stroking the baby’s head.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For the first little while, Nicky sat quietly by Shaun, as everyone else talked, but they weren’t listening to each other.  
 
      
 
    “I still think we shouldn’t have let him go,” Victoria shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t someone tell me about him?” Kimberly wondered.  “I just had twins, but I’m not dead.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to hide those keys better,” Patrick insisted. 
 
      
 
    “It was so weird.  He just disappeared.  Just like the letters do,” Colleen commented. 
 
      
 
    Keegan came in with the box.  Patrick whistled loudly, and everyone quieted, anxious to be sure the keys really were safe.   
 
      
 
    “The keys are still here,” Keegan said, and everyone seemed to relax a little, but a few people started talking again.   He gave the box to Kimberly. 
 
      
 
    Patrick raised his voice sternly.  “Let’s settle down.  I know we all have an opinion on what to do, and everyone will get a chance to voice his own, but let’s do it one at a time.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky noticed that Kimberly smiled at her husband, and Nicky knew she was letting him know she supported him. 
 
      
 
    Patrick turned to Victoria.  “I know you feel we shouldn’t have let him go, but I felt strongly I needed to get him off of our land.  I don’t want anyone here who shouldn’t be.” 
 
      
 
    “You were protecting your family,” Victoria nodded with a sigh.  “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    “The question is, do you still want the responsibility of the two keys?” Collins asked. 
 
      
 
    Nicky watched as Patrick and Kimberly looked at each other.  Neither of them said anything or even moved, but she knew they were silently communicating.  
 
      
 
    Patrick looked at Collins.  “We know that the keys are not safe in your home.  We are willing to take charge of the keys.  But we need to find somewhere safe for them.” 
 
      
 
    “What if we buried them?” Nicky suggested. 
 
      
 
    “We need to find a place for them that is safe, but so we can still use them,” Kimberly said.  “After all, Nicky needs a way to go back to her time.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky felt sad, when she noticed Kimberly no longer called the time they were both from as “our time.”  Patrick’s time was now her time.  But she also understood.  Kimberly had married Patrick, and she needed to totally commit herself to her new life.  
 
      
 
    “I want to go with Nicky, when she goes back.  I want to see the future,” Colleen announced loudly.  
 
      
 
    Shaun turned to her.  “You are to never use those keys; is that understood, Colleen?” he said firmly. 
 
      
 
    Colleen sat back in her chair with a small sigh. “Yes, Pa.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun looked at Patrick.  “I don’t think we should bury them, but we definitely need to find a better place to store the keys rather than the living room.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky glanced at the box sitting on Kimberly’s lap.  She knew both keys were nestled in between small scraps of fabric.  Those keys were powerful.  They were changing lives, but they were also causing problems.  Would she be glad if Kimberly and her new family decided to get rid of them for good?  She wouldn’t blame them, if they did.  
 
      
 
    Victoria cleared her throat.  “I have something to say.  I feel I need to tell everyone how I acquired these keys.  I know some of you have heard the story, but please bear with me.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone nodded. “That’s a good idea, my dear,” Collins told Victoria, as he slid his arm around her shoulders.  
 
      
 
    “I found the key in a store in a nearby city.  An oddly dressed man owned it.  He wore black pants and a bright green vest with a white shirt.  He looked out of place in our time, but he acted like he owned the store I was in.  He saw that I had picked it up out of curiosity.  I felt the vibration, and it startled me, so I dropped it.  He told me the key wasn’t for sale, but that it was a special key, and it had found its new owner.  I knew he meant I was the new owner.  He told me, if I decided to take it, I was to only tell one person about it. 
 
      
 
    “Some customers came into the store, and he left me to help them.  I decided to take the key and slipped it into my pocket.  I told my first husband, Charles, that evening, but he dismissed my story.  He held the key but he didn’t feel the vibration like I did.  I tucked it away in my bag.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria turned and smiled at Collins, as she continued her story.  “After Charles and I returned to Denver, Collins unpacked our things, and he found the key.  I could tell he did feel the vibration, but, because the man said I was to only tell one person, I just put it away.” 
 
      
 
    “So you didn’t know that it was a time-travel device?” Nicky asked. 
 
      
 
    Victoria shook her head. “Not then.  A few weeks later, I had taken the key out of its hiding place and was looking at it, when I received news that my father had passed away in England.  I was heartbroken that I would never see my father again in this life, and I also knew I would likely never visit England again.  As I held the key, I pictured my childhood home, especially my room.  How I loved that room.  I remember mother had allowed me to decorate it to my taste when I was 13-years-old.  When it was finished, my father had given me a beautiful painting of the sea.  I hung it up above my bed.  
 
      
 
    “On that day when I heard my father had died, I pictured my room and that painting.  Suddenly, the key vibrated, and I was there in my bedroom in England.  I was shocked to say the least.  But that was how I discovered the key’s power. 
 
      
 
    “After that, whenever Charles went on a business trip, and I couldn’t accompany him, I went on a trip myself.  I tested the key many times. I was very careful to not be gone long and to not let anyone see me.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you get the second key?” Colleen asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    Victoria smiled at Colleen. “One day, I decided I wanted to meet my grandmother.  She grew up in Ireland, and my mother left that country to marry my father in England.  I never knew my grandparents.  I figured out the best date to travel to and used my key to go there.  I found out that my grandparents had owned a small shop.  When I went inside, I saw a woman who looked quite a bit like my mother, and I knew she was my grandmother.  I had to pretend that I didn’t know who she was, so I just wandered around her store.  After a few minutes, I started to leave, when I saw a large basket on a counter full of odds and ends.  Sitting on top of the basket was the second key.  
 
      
 
    “I picked it up, and it vibrated, just like the other one had, when I first held it.  I had the first key in my dress pocket, and it also vibrated, and I knew that I needed to have that key.  I asked my grandmother how much the key was.  She told me a penny.  Obviously, she didn’t know of its power.  Luckily, I had a few Irish coins in my pocket and was able to pay for it.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria chuckled.  “I know my grandmother thought it was odd that I wanted that key.  She told me it had been sitting in that basket for a long time.  After I purchased the key, I traveled back to my time. 
 
      
 
    “Over the years, I used both keys.  They worked together and by themselves.  A few years after Charles died, I told Collins about the keys and my trips, although I think he already suspected.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you ever feel that someone else knew about the keys and wanted them?” Patrick asked.  “Did you ever go anywhere where you were threatened?” 
 
      
 
    Victoria shook her head.  “I had no idea that there could be other keys.  And, like I said, I was very careful to not let anyone see me and to dress appropriately for the time period and blend in with the people.” 
 
      
 
    “She has a room in her house that is full of clothing and items from different, time periods,” Kimberly explained to everyone. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you tell Kimberly, if you were told to only tell one person about the keys?  I can understand why you told Collins after Charles’ death.  Why did you involve Kimberly?” Patrick asked. 
 
      
 
    “To be honest, I had kind of forgotten that the man had given me that instruction.  I mean, I remembered, but over the years felt it wasn’t that big of a deal.  If the keys are used carefully, and the person is careful, I figured no harm would be done.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, Golin somehow found out about the keys you have,” Shaun commented.  “Even though we sent him back to his time, I doubt we’ve seen the last of him.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria’s eyes filled with tears.  “I feel like this is all my fault.  I should have listened to what the man told me.  I… Just didn’t think it mattered anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “I, for one, am glad you didn’t,” Kimberly smiled, as she squeezed Victoria’s hands. “I wouldn’t have met Patrick.  I am very happy here.” 
 
      
 
    Victoria smiled softly, but her tears continued to fall.  
 
      
 
    “What’s done is done,” Shaun spoke up.  “Have you told anyone else about the keys?” he asked Victoria. 
 
      
 
    The woman shook her head and accepted a handkerchief from Collins. 
 
      
 
    “So only nine people know about the keys.  Just our family, and Nicky.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky spoke up, after she quickly counted in her head.  “My brother, Justin, knows.” 
 
      
 
    “What about your parents?” Kimberly asked. 
 
      
 
    Nicky shook her head.  “I asked Justin not to tell them.” 
 
      
 
    “So ten people,” Shaun said.  “We need to do everything we can to keep the keys hidden.”  He turned to Collins.  “I don’t think they should be used, at least for awhile.” 
 
      
 
    Collins nodded his head in agreement.  “We will need to send Nicky back, when she’s ready to leave.  I will accompany her.”  He looked at Victoria.  “It will be my last trip.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky’s heart fell when she heard Collins’ words.  She knew she probably should plan on leaving soon, but she didn’t want to.  She wanted to stay as long as she had planned, until the beginning of August.  But she also didn’t want to put Kimberly’s family in danger.  She also knew she most likely would never see Kimberly again after she left.  
 
      
 
    “I know where we can hide the keys,” Keegan spoke up. 
 
      
 
    “What do you have in mind?” Patrick asked his younger brother with interest.  
 
      
 
    “There is a cave a few miles from here.  We can hide them there.  The cave is far enough away to keep them safe from people like Golin, but it is close enough to use them if we wish.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we need to stop using them,” Bridget spoke up for the first time.  “I think they are dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone started to talk at the same time again, voicing their opinion loudly.  Nicky would have found it humorous, if the subject was about something else other than the keys.  She had to laugh, when Patrick gave a loud whistle.  
 
      
 
    After everyone quieted, Patrick spoke.  “Keegan has a good idea.  I think we should consider hiding the keys in the cave.” 
 
      
 
    “What if someone else finds them?” Bridget asked. 
 
      
 
    “I know the cave Keegan is referring to,” Shaun said.  “It’s close to Colleen’s Indian-family’s village.  I’ve seen the cave.  There are many places inside it where we can hide them.  I think they will be safe there.” 
 
      
 
    “What if one of the Indians from the village goes into the cave and finds the keys?” Victoria asked. 
 
      
 
    “I would be very surprised if that happened,” Shaun replied. “They don’t like to be in enclosed places and avoid them.  When Colleen’s uncle, Running Dear, comes to visit, he refuses to come into the cabins or barn. He believes the roof could fall in on him.  He told me once that they are very suspicious of enclosed rooms.” 
 
      
 
    “We will need to make sure they are hidden well,” Collins commented.  
 
      
 
    “Does everyone agree with this plan?” Patrick asked, looking at everyone in turn, as they nodded.  Nicky noticed he skipped over her.  After all, she was just visiting.  She was glad, when Kimberly spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Nicky, do you want to go back to your time now?”  
 
      
 
    Everyone was quiet and looked at her, waiting for her answer.  She took a deep breath.  “I would like to stay until August like I planned, but I will leave, if you all want me to go.  I don’t want to put you in danger.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want you to go yet,” Colleen announced.  
 
      
 
    Kimberly looked at Patrick.  “I think it will be okay for Nicky to stay like she planned.  We’ll hide the keys well.  Collins can come the first day in August and take her back.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky noticed that everyone looked at Patrick, and she knew whatever he decided would be followed.  They definitely treated him as the head of the family, which she found peculiar.  But she also knew that, if Patrick decided she needed to leave now, no one would question him, and she would have to respect that.  
 
      
 
    After a few moments, he slowly nodded and turned to Nicky.  “I guess it won’t hurt if you stayed like you planned, but please be aware that, if things become dangerous, you will need to leave immediately, even if Collins won’t be here to take you.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky nodded with relief.  “I understand.  Thank you for letting me stay.” 
 
      
 
    Shaun cleared his throat. “You also need to realize that there is a chance you might not be able to go back to your time, if you don’t go now.  If Golin causes more trouble, or if the keys are found by someone else, you might be stuck here.  You need to think about that possibility.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky nodded again. “I’ll think about it and let you know in the morning. Will that be okay?” 
 
      
 
    Shaun agreed with her decision and then looked at Patrick. “I think we need to leave for the cave as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    Patrick nodded his head in agreement. “I need to take care of some of the animals tomorrow.  Let’s leave the next day.  We can hide the box somewhere in the barn until we leave.” 
 
      
 
    Plans were soon made that the entire family, except Kimberly and the babies, would make the trip to the cave.  Nicky offered to stay behind with Kimberly, but she was glad when Bridget insisted she be the one to stay at the ranch.  She wanted to see the cave, and she wanted to explore more of the mountains and the way they were in Shaun’s time. 
 
      
 
    Nicky spent the next morning with Kimberly.  She enjoyed helping with the babies, and she started to feel a tug on her own desires to be a mother.  Would she ever have that opportunity?  She hadn’t been dating anyone seriously in her time.  In fact, she had become disillusioned with the men she came in contact with.   
 
      
 
    About six months before Kimberly had disappeared, a man had been hired on as a substitute teacher at her school for a woman who had taken maternity leave.  This man had ended up staying for the rest of the school year.  She had become good friends with him, and they had even gone out on a few dates.  He had a young son whom he sometimes included.  He had told her that he was divorced.  Nicky had really liked him, although she remembered that Kimberly had felt that there was something that wasn’t quite right.  Nicky had ignored Kimberly’s concerns, feeling her friend was being overprotective.  
 
      
 
    Then one day she had entered the faculty’s lunch room and had seen the man sitting with a young woman, their young son by her side.  She quickly learned that the man hadn’t been divorced at all.  Later, when she confronted him, he confessed he wasn’t divorced but was making plans to leave his wife.  Nicky was appalled at herself for dating a man who was married.  She firmly believed that many marriages could be saved, if the couple was willing to keep their marriage vows to each other.  
 
      
 
    During a small window of time, when both babies were asleep, Kimberly took the opportunity to rest, but she insisted that Nicky sit on a chair next to the bed. 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t had time to talk very much since the babies were born,” Kimberly told her.  
 
      
 
    “No, we haven’t,” Nicky shook her head.  “But I understand.  How do you really feel about taking responsibility for the keys?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s eyes grew concerned.  “I kind of feel bad that you got involved in this,” she said softly.  “I can’t say that I’m sorry this happened.  After all, I would not have met Patrick, and I definitely would not have these two, sweet, little babies.” 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t feel responsible,” Nicky told her.  “I would not have come if I hadn’t wanted to.  I have been enjoying my time here.  Colleen is such a sweetheart.  This ranch is beautiful.  Things have been developed so much in our time.  This area where your ranch is located in our time is probably full of condos or a ski resort. And Shaun…” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly smiled.  “Yes, what about Shaun?  I’ve noticed that you have been spending quite a bit of time with him.” 
 
      
 
    “I enjoyed the letters we exchanged back and forth throughout last winter.  I have to admit that I do have feelings for him.  I wish…” Nicky stopped talking.  She wasn’t sure what she wished.  But she did admit to herself that she wanted to find out if things could even work between Shaun and her. 
 
      
 
    “Let me ask you a question,” Kimberly asked curiously.  “If Shaun asked you, would you want to stay?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky shrugged her shoulders.  “I have to admit, the idea has crossed my mind.  But I promised Justin that I would go back.  I feel I need to keep that promise.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly smiled at Nicky reassuringly.  “As much as I would love to have you stay, I understand about promises made.  But I feel like I need to warn you that I have no idea what is really going to happen to the keys.  I do feel good about hiding them, but it will be harder to stay in touch with you.  And I’m not even sure that it would be wise to continue to do so.  We need to think about our safety, and yours.” 
 
      
 
    “I totally agree.  That man, Golin, was really scary.  He seemed to be the type that would do anything to get what he wants.  I have a hard time believing that forcing him back to his own time is going to solve the problem.  If he can time travel with his own key, he will be back.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to stay for the rest of the summer?” Kimberly asked.  “As much as I hate to say it, maybe it would be best if you went home now.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky stood and started to pace the room.  She really didn’t know what the best decision would be, but she really wanted to stay.  She wanted to spend more time with Kimberly, and she wanted to get to know Shaun better.  She knew she was probably being selfish.  What if her staying put Shaun’s family in danger? She also knew that she would regret it if she left now.  The thought of the keys suddenly not working, or, if they were found by Golin or someone else, making it impossible to come back, depressed her.  She stopped her pacing and sat on the bed next to Kimberly.  Kimberly’s eyes were closed, and Nicky knew that her friend was very tired.  She touched Kimberly’s hand, and her eyes opened. 
 
      
 
    “If you or Patrick feels that I need to leave, then I will, but I would really like to stay.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly nodded tiredly.  “Patrick and I have already discussed it.  We both feel, if you want to stay you can, just as long as you realize you might not be able to go back to the future.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky stood.  “I am going to go wash up the breakfast dishes.  You get some rest, while those babies are sleeping.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s eyes closed, and Nicky left the room, walking into the kitchen.  She filled up the basin with water from the stove’s reservoir.  She then shaved some pieces of soap into the water, like Bridget had shown her.  She smiled to herself at the primitive way to wash dishes.  This was a chore she rarely did in her time, since she had a dishwasher, but she found that washing dishes by hand was a calming job.  It gave her time to think.  
 
      
 
    By the time the dishes were done, she decided that she would talk to Shaun. If he gave her any indication that he wanted her to stay, she would. Otherwise, she would go back to her time, knowing that she would never see Kimberly again.  She spent the rest of the morning cleaning up Kimberly’s small cabin.  While she was sweeping the wood floor, she heard a small cry come from Kimberly’s bedroom.  Hurrying in, she scooped up Katherine.  She didn’t think that the baby was hungry, and her brother was still sleeping soundly.  She left the bedroom and sat on the couch holding the baby close to her and hoping that she could give Kimberly a little more time to get some rest.  
 
      
 
    As she rocked, the door to the cabin opened, and Colleen slipped inside.  Her eyes lit up, as she saw Nicky holding the baby.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve decided that I like babies,” Colleen told her.  “Kimberly said that I could hold them anytime I wanted. “ 
 
      
 
    Nicky knew what she was hinting.  She smiled and stood, allowing Colleen to sit on the couch in her place.  After helping the girl get comfortable and showing her the best way to hold the baby, she continued her chore of sweeping.  The rest of the morning passed quickly.  After lunch, Bridget came to help for the afternoon. 
 
      
 
    Colleen left, when both babies were awake and Kimberly needed to feed them.  After making sure Bridget had what she needed for the afternoon, Nicky went in search of Shaun.  She knew where she would probably find him, and sure enough there he was, in the fenced corral working with one of his horses.  Colleen was nowhere to be seen, and Nicky was glad, for she wanted to talk to Shaun privately.   
 
      
 
    She leaned against the fence watching Shaun, as he worked with the horse. He was getting it used to a saddle.  Her heart skipped a beat, as she watched him carefully put one foot into a stirrup.  She was surprised, when he didn’t swing his other leg over onto the horse’s back but just stood there in the stirrup, as if letting the horse get used to his weight.  After a few moments, he slid his foot out of the stirrup and patted the horse’s neck.  He turned his head and noticed that Nicky was watching him.  Smiling, he let the horse go, and walked over to where Nicky was leaning against the fence.  
 
      
 
    Nicky had an irresistible urge to push his hat off of his head.  To avoid doing so, she shoved her hands into the pockets of the skirt she was wearing.  
 
      
 
    “It looks like that horse is coming along,” Nicky said, as she forced her eyes away from his to look at the horse, as it trotted around in a circle.  The horse kicked up its hind legs, as if trying to get rid of the saddle. 
 
      
 
    “She has a good temperament,” Shaun said.  “She’s been fairly easy to train.  I should be able to ride her by the end of the week.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good,” Nicky looked at him again.  “I was wondering if I could talk to you.  Could you come find me when it’s a good time?” 
 
      
 
    Shaun looked at her intently and then swung himself easily over the fence.  He landed close to her, and Nicky involuntarily took a step back.  “If it won’t take very long, we can talk now,” Shaun replied.  “The horse needs some time to get used to the saddle anyway without someone in it.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we walk?” Nicky asked.  Shaun nodded and started to lead her away from the corral and from the cabins.  For a few minutes, neither of them said anything. Nicky’s heart was beating fast, and she was feeling a little bit nervous about the question she wanted to ask him.  She was glad for the silence.  Soon they were walking into the forest and along the river.  She recognized the path they were on.  It was the same path that they had used to get to the Indian village.  Shaun stopped and bent down to wash his hands in the river.  She then watched as he cupped one hand and drank.  She smiled to herself, again noticing the difference between her time and his.  Drinking out of a river was the last thing she would do because of disease.  That obviously was something Shaun was not concerned about. After he had drunk his fill, he stood and looked at her. 
 
      
 
    “What is it you want to talk to me about?” he asked her. 
 
      
 
    “I need to get your opinion about the keys,” Nicky replied.  “I am wondering if you think I should leave and go back to my time before the keys are hidden.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you want to know my opinion?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Because… because your opinion matters to me,” she admitted.  
 
      
 
    Shaun glanced at her sharply, and then his face softened.  “What do you want to do?” 
 
      
 
    “I would like to stay, as I had planned, but I don’t want to put your family in danger.  I also know that there is a chance I might not be able to go back to my time, if I stay.” 
 
    “Does it really matter to you what I think?”  He asked the question halfheartedly, but he looked at her so intently she knew that how she answered the question would change things between them. 
 
    “Yes, it matters,” Nicky admitted.  “I have enjoyed being here.  I have missed Kimberly; she’s my best friend, and she’s like a sister to me.  I have loved getting to know Colleen and the rest of your family.  I’m just not sure…”   She paused, not knowing if she should tell him exactly how she felt.  She knew that Shaun was attracted to her, but what she didn’t know was if he wanted to explore the feelings between them. 
 
    “You’re not sure about what?” 
 
    “Let’s just say that I enjoyed exchanging letters with you all winter, and I have enjoyed getting to know you,” Nicky said, not wanting to say more. 
 
    Shaun took a step closer to her and placed his hands on her shoulders.  “I have enjoyed getting to know you, too.  I think, if you would like to stay, then you should.  Besides, I am familiar with the cave where we are going to hide the keys.  You’ll know when you see it, but there are many places inside it where the keys will be safe.  I really doubt anyone will find them.” 
 
      
 
    Nicky felt relieved at Shaun’s words.  Her eyes widened, as he bent and placed a soft kiss on her lips.  He pulled away and looked at her, seeming to search for something.  She put her arms around his neck and pulled him back to her.  They kissed slow and softly, relishing in each other’s touch.  She wanted to keep this memory in her heart forever.  She tried to memorize the way he felt and the way he ran his hands down her back.  
 
      
 
    Too soon, Shaun moved away but kept her hand in his.  “I don’t know how things will work out between us.  You are from the future, from Kimberly’s time, and I live here.  But I think we should explore all of our options, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky grinned.  “I was hoping you would say that.”  She reached up and placed a kiss on his cheek.  
 
      
 
    “What are you doing for the rest of the day?”  Shaun asked her. 
 
      
 
    “Bridget is with Kimberly,” Nicky told him.  “I really didn’t have any other plans for today, besides helping with dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you like another horseback-riding lesson?” 
 
      
 
    Nicky’s heart soared, as she realized Shaun was letting her know that he wanted to spend the rest of the day with her as much as she did.  She nodded vigorously, and soon they were walking back to the ranch.  When they arrived at her cabin, Nicky quickly went inside to change into the riding pants Kimberly had given her.  When she had finished changing she went to the barn, where Shaun had two horses saddled ready to be ridden.  Colleen was with him, seated on her own horse, Spirit.   
 
      
 
    Nicky thoroughly enjoyed the rest of the afternoon.  She could tell Shaun was pleased with her willingness to learn how to ride a horse and about his responsibilities on the ranch.  Colleen sometimes answered her questions about horse training, and Nicky could tell that she spent a lot of time with her father.  She felt that Colleen was a very lucky, little girl to be able to grow up on a ranch surrounded by people who didn’t mind she was half-Indian. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    The next day Nicky arose early with the intent to help Kimberly with the babies, before the rest of them needed to leave for the cave.  However, when she arrived in Kimberly’s cabin, she saw that both babies had been cared for and were sleeping soundly side-by-side in their small cradle.  Kimberly informed her that Bridget had already come over to help.  Nicky discovered that Bridget was at the large cabin making lunch for the rest of the family to take with them to the cave, so she decided to go help. 
 
      
 
    Soon after breakfast, everyone was ready to leave.  Shaun had saddled horses for each of them. They were tied to a fence post, ready for the trip.  Soon they were on their way, although Nicky could tell Patrick was reluctant to leave his wife.  He had made a suggestion that he stay behind, but Kimberly and Bridget both encouraged him to go; they would be fine.   
 
      
 
    Victoria and Collins decided to stay on the ranch for a few more days. They wanted to make sure the keys were safely hidden and that Golin wasn’t going to return.  They also had found they enjoyed their time in the mountains and being substitute “grandparents” to Kimberly’s and Patrick’s babies.  
 
      
 
    After leaving the ranch and starting the trip to the cave, Nicky noticed that Shaun kept Colleen by his side, even though she could tell the girl wanted to ride ahead.  Nicky knew that Shaun was concerned that Golin might show up again.  They followed the path along the river, and, after a while, Nicky saw the path that they had traveled on to go to the Indian village went to the left, but this time they stayed moving along a less used path that went to the right.  
 
      
 
    Sometimes, they had to stop and lead the horses through some thick brush, and Nicky could tell that hardly anyone used the path that they were on.  It took most of the morning to get to the cave, and Nicky enjoyed the ride.  
 
      
 
    She noticed she wasn’t as sore as she had been when they had ridden to the Indian village.  She felt pride that she was acclimating so quickly.  She really enjoyed horseback riding.  Shaun had given her a different horse this time; Nicky had requested a horse with a little more spirit, now that she had gotten used to riding Honey.  The new horse didn’t follow the other horses exactly, but he seemed to have a sixth sense of what Nicky wanted to do, so she didn’t have to try hard to tell him which way she wanted him to go.  
 
      
 
    When they finally stopped, Keegan pointed to a small, round opening that was located about halfway up a mountain in front of them.  Nicky could see that it was partially hidden by thick brush and was hard to see unless you were looking for it.  She admitted to herself that it was a perfect place to hide the keys. 
 
      
 
    Patrick decided that they eat lunch before attempting to climb to the cave.  Shaun handed Nicky the saddlebag that had been tied to his horse, so she started to pass out the food.  Bridget had made thick, beef sandwiches for each of them along with slices of cheese and apples.  It was a simple meal and Nicky thoroughly enjoyed it.  She couldn’t believe how hungry she was.  After cleaning up the lunch and putting leftovers back into the saddlebag, the men made sure the horses were tied securely in the shade of some, large trees, and the group started to climb the mountain.  
 
    It was fairly steep and rocky, and Nicky marveled how agile Colleen was, as she scurried around the loose rocks, and soon she was ahead of the group.  Shaun had to call out to her to wait for the rest of them.  Shaun stayed close to Nicky, and she knew he was making sure she could climb the mountain with ease.  Nicky had worn her tennis shoes from her time, and so she had no problem climbing up the mountain.  The cave was farther up the mountain than Nicky had guessed, when she had first seen it.  Finally, they were standing in front of the opening.  Patrick went in first to make sure it was safe, and he soon hollered to them that they could come inside.  
 
    As Nicky’s eyes adjusted to the darkness of the cave, she could see that the ground was covered with loose rocks and dirt.  It felt damp, and she could hear water trickling in the distance.  The area just inside the entrance of the cave was large, and Nicky could see that it grew smaller and tighter, as the cave went back into the mountain.  She stood off to the side watching as Patrick, Shaun, and Keegan discussed possible hiding places.  They finally settled on a little crevice that seemed to have been built in the side of the cave just for the box.   
 
    Patrick pulled the box out of the bag that he had in his hand and pushed it into the crevice to see if it would fit.  It slid in easily, as if the crevice had been built or formed just for the box.  Patrick pulled it out again and made sure the keys were both inside in their rightful places.  Nicky watched, as he lifted one that had become unwrapped and he covered it with a soft cloth.  Setting it back inside, he did the same with the other until both of them were now together, each wrapped in its own soft cloth.  Keegan was busily gathering rocks from the bottom of the cave floor, and Nicky started to help.  Colleen sat at the entrance of the cave, refusing to go any further inside.   
 
    After gathering enough rocks, Patrick turned to Nicky, as he held the box in his hands.  “I need to make sure that you really do want to stay.  This would be your last chance to return back to your time, until we come back again in a few weeks.” 
 
    “Yes, I want to stay,” Nicky said firmly. 
 
    Patrick glanced at Shaun, as if confirming that his brother was okay with the idea, then turned and slid the box into its spot.  The three men then started to move rocks around the small opening, until the box could no longer be seen.  When they were done, even Nicky was impressed with how they had arranged the rocks.  It looked like the rocks had been placed there naturally, caused by a small rock slide.  No one who came into the cave would suspect that something was hidden behind them.  
 
    Soon the group was on their way back to the ranch.  Patrick and Keegan rode far ahead of Shaun and Nicky, with Colleen riding Spirit between them.  Nicky enjoyed listening to the chatter, as Colleen talked about whatever entered her mind.  She marveled that Colleen had fully and easily accepted the power of the keys.  
 
    They returned to the ranch finding that all was well.  Bridget had spent the afternoon making many loaves of bread and the process had made the cabin very hot, so the family ate their evening meal outdoors on the porch.  
 
     Victoria and Collins let everyone know that they were going to go back to Denver and their home the next morning.  Kimberly told them the family understood they wanted to return to Denver, but they were welcome to come and visit the ranch anytime they desired.  She promised them that they would do everything in their power to keep the keys safe. 
 
    The next morning Victoria and Collins left, but not before Collins pulled Nicky aside to let her know that he would be returning in the first week of August to help her get back home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The rest of the summer went by quickly.  Nicky enjoyed the slow pace the family lived in.  Pretty much the same things were done daily, but surprisingly the days were never boring.  Bridget had breakfast ready early each morning, and then the men went out to do their work around the ranch.  Patrick spent his time taking care of the cattle and his dogs.  Shaun continued to work with his horses, and he quickly had all the horses he had bought at the beginning of summer trained to be ridden.  Nicky learned that the next step in the horses’ schooling was to train them to work with cattle, and she enjoyed standing against the fence to watch him work.   
 
    Keegan helped wherever he was needed.  Nicky learned that Keegan had no desire to stay on the ranch.  He enjoyed school, and Nicky spent one morning with him listening to his plans to be a doctor.  He had many questions about how modern medicine was practiced in her time and was fascinated with some of her knowledge.  Keegan also showed her some of his wooden carvings that he had made of small animals.  
 
    Nicky spent another day at the Indian village with Shaun and Colleen. Shaun had told Nicky that the Indians would be leaving for their winter grounds in the south within a month, and he always took Colleen to say goodbye to her grandmother and uncle before they left.  
 
    One clear, sunny morning after breakfast, she looked around for something to do, and she noticed Bridget bending in the family’s garden to pull some weeds.  She decided to help; maybe she could get to know Bridget a bit better.  Bridget seemed to keep to herself quite a bit, although she was always around, ready to help Kimberly with the babies or make a meal. 
 
    “Can I help?” Nicky asked, as she approached Bridget.  
 
    Bridget looked up as she tossed a weed she had pulled out of the ground aside in a growing pile of other weeds.  
 
    “If you would like,” Bridget agreed, as she bent to yank another weed out of the ground.  “I know you only have a few days left.  I wouldn’t feel bad if you spent them with Shaun.” 
 
    Nicky couldn’t tell by Bridget’s tone of voice if she approved of her growing friendship with her brother.  She bent down next to Bridget and started to pull out the unwanted plants. “I’ve enjoyed this time on your ranch.  It’s been nice to see Kimberly again and I’m so glad I was here for the twins’ births.” 
 
    Bridget sighed, as she turned to look at her. “I have to admit, I wasn’t happy that you showed up, but I was glad you were here for the births.  I wouldn’t have known what to do.  I’m afraid, if I had been the only one here, little Richard wouldn’t have made it.” 
 
    Nicky shrugged.  “I spent last winter learning how to help women with home births.  You never will know though how you would have done. Maybe instinct would have kicked in, and Richard would have been fine.” 
 
    The two women continued to pull weeds for a few minutes in silence. “Can I ask you a question?  I’m sure it’s none of my business, but I’d like to know,” Bridget asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Nicky answered, looking at Bridget curiously. 
 
    “Are you in love with Shaun?” 
 
    Nicky hesitated, not sure if she wanted to admit her feelings to this woman, and, if she was honest with herself, she wasn’t totally sure what her feelings were for Shaun. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    Bridget looked away. “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have asked that.” 
 
    “Can I ask you a question, before I answer yours?”  
 
    Bridget nodded. 
 
    “Are you happy living on this ranch, out here in the middle of the mountains?”  At Bridget’s sharp intake of breath, she hurried on.  “I think this part of Colorado is beautiful.  I can see why this area was chosen by your father.  But you hardly ever leave it.  Don’t you wish you could marry?  How can you meet anyone if you only go into Denver every few months, and even then only stay for a short while?” 
 
    Bridget smiled slightly.  “Patrick actually encouraged me last year to leave, to move to Denver and get a job in one of the restaurants, so I could meet someone.  I remember being angry at him.   I told him I wasn’t ever going to leave this ranch, unless the man showed up on our doorstep.” 
 
    Bridget stood tall, as she turned a full circle, looking at her family’s ranch. “I love it up here.  Up until lately, I’ve been content living here and looking after my brothers.  I couldn’t picture myself living anywhere else.” 
 
    “But now…” Nicky asked, when Bridget hesitated. 
 
    “Now, as I see Patrick with Kimberly and now Shaun with you, I can tell there is something missing from my life.  What if I am giving up any chances of marriage, because I’m too stubborn to consider a different life?” 
 
    “I’m sure Victoria wouldn’t mind if you lived with her in Denver,” Nicky suggested. “Maybe you could spend the winter down there, just give it a chance.  Keegan would also be there, wouldn’t he?  So you’d be with at least one brother.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Bridget sighed and bent to pull another weed out of the ground.  “Kimberly just had twins.  I don’t know if I should leave her without some help.” 
 
    “She will have Patrick to help her,” Nicky pointed out. 
 
    Bridget shrugged. “It’s something to think about anyway.”  She turned to look at Nicky.  “I answered your question.” 
 
    Nicky nodded with a grin.  “And I’ll answer yours, to the best of my ability anyway. To be honest, I’m not sure how I feel about Shaun.” 
 
    Just as Nicky spoke those words, emotions flooded through her, and she knew what she had just said wasn’t true.  She knew exactly how she felt about Shaun.  She had fallen in love with him, but she wasn’t going to speak those words to Bridget.  Shaun should be the first one to hear them, not his sister. 
 
    Nicky sank to the ground, holding a forgotten weed in her hands.  Could love just sneak up on someone that quickly?  One moment she had no idea what she felt for Shaun, and, then suddenly, she knew.  The very thought scared her but also thrilled her.  She would hold these new feelings in her heart, until it was time to give them to him. 
 
    “Your face tells me all I need to know,” Bridget chuckled softly.   
 
    “I’m leaving in a few days,” Nicky pointed out. “I promised my brother…” 
 
    “I know you promised your brother you would return to your time.  I can tell promises mean everything to you.  Let me ask you another question. Would you be happy living here, in 1893 like Kimberly chose to? Would you have no problem giving up your time for Shaun?” 
 
    “I know that Shaun would never come to my time.  He wouldn’t fit in there.  He is meant to be here.  I know that, if anything were to work out between us, I would need to be willing to stay,” Nicky admitted.  
 
    “And would you?” Bridget asked again. 
 
    “It’s something I need to think about,” Nicky told her.  
 
    “I must point out that Colleen comes with Shaun.” 
 
    Nicky turned to her almost fiercely. “I have no problem with Colleen. She’s a joy to have around.  I started to love her, when she sent her first picture to me.” 
 
    Bridget smiled with satisfaction.  “That’s good.  Some people would have a hard time accepting her, because she’s...” 
 
    Nicky interrupted her almost angrily. “The fact that she’s part Indian makes no difference to me.  This is one subject that is very different in our separate times.” 
 
    Bridget nodded again, secretly pleased that Nicky had gotten angry.  It showed her true feelings for the girl.  She glanced at the sun and then stood, brushing the dirt from her skirt. “I need to get lunch ready.” 
 
    “I’ll keep weeding, if that’s alright,” Nicky offered. 
 
    “Sure, the more you pull, the less I have to.” 
 
    Bridget walked away, and Nicky watched her for a few moments before bending to pull another weed.  She was glad she was able to talk with Bridget; their conversation helped her understand the woman better.  She showed a strong love for her family.  That was very likely why she hadn’t started her own life.  Nicky hoped that Bridget would think about her suggestion about spending the winter in Denver.  Every woman needed a chance to start her own family. 
 
    As she continued to work, she thought of her conversation with Bridget and her realization that she had fallen in love with Shaun.  She admitted to herself that she did want to stay in this time with him.  She only had a few days left before she needed to go back to her time.  She had to go because of her promise to her brother, but what if there was a chance that she could return and marry Shaun like Kimberly had married Patrick? After pondering the question for some time, she finally decided that the best thing to do was to confront Shaun with her feelings.  She knew Shaun cared for her.  When they were together he seemed to always find a reason to touch her, although never inappropriately.  He had kissed her a few more times, and each time Nicky recognized the feelings between them were growing stronger.  But were the feelings strong enough to bridge the time differences between them? 
 
    One of the things that they had started to do together after dinner was to take a short walk.  Most of the time they ended up in what she had started to call their ‘special place’ that was near the river.  They would talk about things that were going on around the ranch.  Sometimes Colleen would join them.  Nicky never minded, for she enjoyed the child’s presence.  
 
    Later that afternoon, Nicky went to look for Shaun and saw him in the corral working with a horse, as usual.  She decided that it was as good a time as any to talk to him about her feelings.   
 
    “I would like to talk with you,” Nicky told him, when she was finally able to get his attention. “Can we take a walk for a few minutes?”  
 
    Shaun looked happy to see her and agreed.  “This horse needs a break anyway,” he said, as he jumped over the wooden fence.  
 
    Without talking about their destination, they both automatically started to walk towards the river.  As she walked next to Shaun, she noticed how nervous she was.  What if he didn’t feel the same as she did?  She felt relieved when Shaun finally brought up the subject of her leaving. 
 
    “We are going to miss you when you go,” Shaun commented, as if he was talking about the weather.  Nicky’s heart fell at his words; it was obvious he was not thinking about the possibility of her staying, or at the very least, returning. 
 
    “I do have something I want to talk to you about,” Nicky said, trying to keep her nervousness out of her voice.  “Can we sit on those rocks over there?” 
 
    Shaun hesitated.  It was almost as if he knew what she had to say, and, after seeing that she had sat down on a rock herself, Shaun came to join her. 
 
    “Are you thinking you want to stay?” Shaun asked outright. 
 
    Nicky shook her head. “I promised my brother I would return, but...” 
 
    “But what?” Shaun demanded. 
 
    Nicky looked off into the distance.  “It’s hard to know exactly what is appropriate here.  Should I tell you what I’m feeling?  In my time women are more forward, more open about their feelings when it comes to a man.” 
 
    “I’ve never been one to care much about what is proper.  What are you feeling?” Shaun asked. 
 
    “I would like to know what you think about the possibility of me returning.” 
 
    “Don’t you have a job in your time that you have to go back to? Do you mean return immediately or next summer?” 
 
    “I would want to return immediately. I would need to talk with my brother, so I could say goodbye to him and my parents.  I would need to let the school know I would not be returning.” 
 
    “Why do you want to come back?” Shaun asked. 
 
    Nicky took a deep breath.  Should she just tell him?  “I have fallen in love with you, and I am willing to live here in your time.”  She said the words quickly, knowing, if she hesitated, she would have not said them at all. 
 
    Shaun stood up abruptly.  “You don’t know what you’re saying, what you’re giving up.  I have heard about all the wonderful things that you have in your time.  Why would you want to give that up to live basically in a primitive setting, compared to your time?  I know Kimberly did, but her situation is different.” 
 
    “How is it different?” Nicky asked.  
 
    “Kimberly came specifically to marry Patrick.  You did not.  You came to just visit. I was okay with you coming, because I knew that you would be going back.” 
 
    Nicky did her best to keep tears running down her face, but to no avail.  “I thought that you had feelings for me.” 
 
    “I do have feelings for you but not enough to ask you to stay, to give up your own time, your own family.  I think you should return.  And I don’t think you should come back.” 
 
    Nicky looked at him in shock at his words.   She stood up and ran away from him down the path along the river. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Shaun sighed, as he watched her run away from him.  He wished he could encourage her to stay, but he knew it would be selfish of him to do so.  The last thing he wanted was for her to regret staying.  He did not want her to stay just for him.  He had already allowed himself to fall in love with another woman, and she had left when she realized that Shaun had no intention of ever leaving the ranch or Colleen.  
 
    He walked towards the ranch.  When he arrived, he positioned himself near the barn, keeping himself busy with odds and ends, and keeping an eye out for Nicky.  She was gone for much longer than he expected, and he was starting to worry.  He sighed with relief when he finally saw her walk through the cluster of trees at the edge of the forest.  Nicky walked straight to the small cabin that she was staying in, not looking right or left.  
 
    He looked at the sun and could see that he had a few more hours left before dinner.  He had enough time to continue working with the horse he was training before Nicky found him.  As he started to walk towards the field where the horse was enclosed, he felt a presence behind him.  
 
    “Is everything alright with Nicky?” Patrick asked with concern. 
 
    Shaun realized that Patrick must have seen them both leave the ranch.  And, if he had, then he also must have witnessed Nicky disappearing into her cabin. 
 
    “Yes everything is fine,” Shaun said shortly. 
 
    “I’m not blind,” Patrick told him.  “I can see that you both have feelings for each other.  And, even if I couldn’t see it, Kimberly tells me everything.”     
 
    Shaun shrugged his shoulders. “She wants to stay.  I mean, she wants to go back to her time to say goodbye to her family, find a replacement for her teaching job, and come back permanently.”     
 
    “I’m going to take a lucky guess that you told her not to come back.” 
 
    “I know things worked out between Kimberly and you, but she came for the sole purpose of marrying you.  She knew she would be staying, before she even came.” 
 
    “Well…” Patrick drawled.  “That’s not quite true.  She knew that could be the end result, but she would have left, if things hadn’t actually worked out between us.” 
 
    “Things did work out between you two,” Shaun argued.  “To be honest, I am very surprised how well Kimberly has adjusted, considering everything she has given up.” 
 
    “And you don’t think Nicky can do the same?” Patrick questioned. 
 
    “I have heard about all the things that they have in the future that make life much easier.  I have a hard time believing that Nicky would give all that up.” 
 
    Patrick gave him a hard look.  “I think you’re selling Nicky short.  I don’t think she would have offered to stay, if she was going to have a hard time giving up what she has in the future.  I’m not saying that you should just up and marry her, especially if you don’t really love her.  But I am saying that you will regret it, if you let her walk away for that reason.” 
 
    “And what about Colleen?” 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “You know that one of the reasons Delia didn’t want to marry me is because of her.” 
 
    Patrick had been looking off in the distance but turned on him sharply.  “You must have cotton stuffed between your ears.  I have never once seen Nicky treat Colleen like Delia treated her.  You might want to take into account Colleen’s reaction to Nicky.  If you remember, Colleen never liked Delia, most likely because she probably could sense that Delia didn’t like her.  I don’t know if you have noticed; Colleen follows Nicky around almost like a puppy.  Those two have already bonded whether you like it or not.  Plus, remember that Nicky is a teacher.  Why would she choose to teach children, if she didn’t like them?” 
 
    Patrick started to walk away, but then he turned back.  “Victoria and Collins are going to be here tomorrow.  Nicky will be leaving the next day.  I advise you to seriously think about what you are giving up.  We have no idea what is going to happen with the keys.  You might not ever get a second chance.”  With those words, he turned and strode away. 
 
    Shaun’s eyes followed his brother for a few moments then turned away.  What Patrick said made sense, but he didn’t know if he could risk his heart again.  Especially to someone from the future. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Two days later, the entire family was in the yard surrounding Nicky, telling her goodbye.   She did her best to keep her tears from falling until she was on her way.  There was one person missing.  Shaun had disappeared soon after breakfast, and no one had seen him since.  Deep in her heart, she knew she wasn’t going to get to say goodbye to him.  She was never going to see him again. 
 
    Each of the family gave her a gift.  Kimberly slipped a thick envelope into her bag instructing her not to read it, until she was safely back in her time.  Colleen handed her a beautiful picture that she had drawn of herself on Spirit.  Nicky held the child, as she sobbed into her shoulder wishing she could comfort her with words that she would be back.  Bridget handed her a small bag with baked goods that she could eat on the way to the cave.  Patrick gave her a brotherly hug and gave her advice to think back on her summer at the ranch with fondness but to move forward with her future.  Nicky knew he was telling her to not put her life on hold because of Shaun.  
 
    Keegan handed her a small carving that he had made of a hummingbird.  Soon Collins told Nicky that they needed to go.  Now with practiced ease, she swung on the horse that had been selected for her.   After looking over the ranch one more time, hoping to see Shaun, she turned and nodded to let Collins know that she was ready to leave.  
 
      
 
    The trip to the cave was silent.  Nicky had no desire to talk, and Collins seemed to understand.  When they finally arrived at the cave, Nicky ate a few bites of the food Bridget had given her, but she really wasn’t hungry.  
 
      
 
    “Do you think it would be okay if I brought this with me?” she asked Collins, holding up the bag of food.  “I’m not very hungry right now.” 
 
      
 
    Collins smiled with understanding.  “Yes, I think it would be okay, if you took it with you.”  After securing the horses under the shade of a tree, together they climbed the mountain to the entrance of the cave.  Once inside, Nicky showed Collins where the box had been hidden, and soon they had it uncovered.  Just before they removed the last few rocks, Nicky wondered what she would do if the box wasn’t there.  What if Golin had found the keys?  She would be forced to stay.  Was that what she really wanted?  At first, she told herself yes, but then she admitted to herself that she only wanted to stay, if Shaun really wanted her.  It needed to be his choice, too. 
 
    The box was there, and Collins opened it, unwrapping one of the keys.  He tucked the box back into the crevice with the other key inside. Nicky helped him move the rocks back in their places.  After that job was done, Collins turned to her. 
 
    “I feel that I need to apologize, if for some reason the knowledge that you have about the keys will make it harder for you to move on with your life in the future. “ 
 
    Nicky shook her head.  “I don’t regret that I came.  I just regret that it is at an end.” 
 
    Collins smiled slightly.  “Are you ready?” 
 
    Nicky closed her eyes, but she couldn’t help the tears that ran down her face.  She nodded.  “Yes, I am ready.” 
 
    “Think about your apartment and your time,” Collins said, as he grasped her hand with his own.  Nicky heard the swishing noise and saw the world change before her eyes.  Just that quickly she was standing in her apartment living room with Collins by her side.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Nicky asked, after glancing around her apartment, making sure everything looked the same as it did when she left.  Collins looked very pale, and he seemed to sway on his feet. 
 
    “Yes,” Collins said.  “But I think I’d better return. This will definitely be my last trip using the keys.  I don’t think I can do this again.” 
 
    Nicky knew that he was making sure she knew that he would not be returning.   He would not be able to come get her again.  She nodded her head, letting him know she understood what he was saying. 
 
    “I know that you were able to exchange letters with Kimberly’s family.  I need to warn you that, although this can still be done, it will be harder to do, especially since they will need to travel to the cave to do so.” 
 
    She had already thought of that problem, and she knew she needed to resign herself to the fact that she would have little, if any, contact with Kimberly or any of the Callaghan’s in the future.   
 
    “You better go. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”  She gave him a hug goodbye, and, just that quickly, he was gone.  She said a prayer that he would be able to travel back to the cave safely and would be able to recover quickly from traveling through time. 
 
    She looked around her apartment again and saw a note sitting on her kitchen table.  It was from Justin letting her know that all the bills were up-to-date and asking her to please call him the minute she returned.  The last thing Nicky wanted to do at that time was call him.  She decided that a few more minutes wasn’t going to make a difference, since he did not know exactly when she would be returning.  She went into her bedroom and changed into modern-day clothing.  She had to admit to herself it was nice to be in shorts and a tee-shirt again.  She saw her cell phone sitting on her desk, turned it on, and listened to her messages.  A few were from her parents, and one was from the school letting her know that she could come in any time to start preparing her classroom. 
 
    She placed her bag on the bed and started to unpack.  She put Kimberly’s letter aside to be read later, as she didn’t think she had the emotional strength to read it right then.  She pinned Colleen’s picture on her wall just under a beautiful painting she had purchased a few years ago of the Rocky Mountains.  The hummingbird carving was placed on her dresser.  She sat on her bed looking at the small gifts and immediately thought of Shaun.  Collapsing on her bed, she cried until she had no tears left. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Nicky decided not to call Justin until the next morning.  She went to bed early that evening, but it took her hours before she could fall asleep.  The next day after breakfast, she called Justin. 
 
    “I’m home,” she said simply, when he answered. 
 
    “I’m so glad,” Justin said with relief in his voice.  “I really thought you would end up staying.” 
 
    “I promised I would come back.” 
 
    “I have a few hours open this morning.  Why don’t I come over, and you can tell me all about your trip?” 
 
    Nicky agreed and then hung up.  She didn’t know what she was going to tell Justin.  Should she just tell him about Kimberly and her babies?  Should she just talk about Kimberly’s new family but say nothing about Shaun?  She didn’t know if Justin would understand. 
 
    She decided to take a shower before Justin came over.  She had to admit that she enjoyed the first, hot, steamy shower that she’d had in two months.  Dressing in shorts and a comfortable T-shirt, she pulled her hair back in a ponytail, when Justin knocked and came in.  She ran to her brother’s arms and gave him a hug, realizing how much she had missed him.  
 
    After finding out that Garrett was visiting a friend for the day, she was grateful that she would have her brother’s undivided attention.  She decided to be totally upfront and honest with him.  She wanted him to know how she spent her summer, and she wanted him to know about Shaun and Colleen. 
 
    Justin suggested they go to a nearby park, and Nicky agreed, thinking it would be better if they were in public while she told him about her summer.  That way, there was less chance of falling apart… again. 
 
    They stopped at a deli to pick up some sandwiches before heading to the nearby park.  They sat at a picnic table and Justin turned to her after taking a large bite of his sandwich.  “Okay, we’re here.  Tell me everything.  What was it like, traveling back in time?” 
 
    Nicky smiled.  “It was scary at first, but it worked.  I was able to travel from my apartment directly to where Kimberly was, in 1893.” 
 
    “How is Kimberly doing?” 
 
    “She’s great.  She loves Patrick and is very happy with her new life.” 
 
    “And her baby?” 
 
    “She actually gave birth to twins, a boy and a girl.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what do you think of that?” Justin said, seeming pleased with the news.  
 
    Nicky spent the next few minutes updating Justin on Kimberly and her babies.  She then talked about some of the things she did and saw.  She talked about the beauty of the ranch and the surrounding mountains.  She told Justin about the Indian village she visited and about Colleen and the reason why Shaun was raising her.  She did her best to gloss over any information about Shaun, preferring to tell Justin about him after she gave her report about the rest of her summer.  When she started to talk about learning to ride a horse, Justin interrupted her.  
 
    “Tell me about Shaun,” he said, as he finished the last of his sandwich.      
 
    “Shaun?” she asked, hating that her voice squeaked.     
 
    “Yes, Shaun.  You know, the one you have been writing to for a year? I already told you before you left, I think he might have been one of the reasons for your trip.” 
 
    Nicky sighed.  “I did want to see if there could be anything besides friendship between us, but I promise the main reason I went was for Kimberly.” 
 
    Justin looked at her intently, as if trying to decide if she was telling the truth.  “Okay.  So, did you find out if there was anything besides friendship?” 
 
    Nicky nodded slowly.  “He was the one who taught me how to ride a horse.” 
 
    “You learned to love Colleen, and you fell in love with Shaun.” 
 
    Nicky was amazed how easily her brother could read her; either that or he was a very good guesser.  “It doesn’t matter whether I fell in love or not.  I’m here, in 2006.  Shaun and Colleen are back in 1893.  I can’t go back.” 
 
    “Do you mean you can’t use the keys again to go back?” Justin questioned. 
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.  While I was there, a man from the medieval times somehow found out that Victoria had two keys.  He also had one and he wanted the ones Victoria had.  I guess there is more power the more keys you have.  He showed up at the ranch one day, pretending to be a long-lost relative of Shaun’s family.  At first everyone believed him, until he pulled out a gift he was going to give to Colleen out of his pocket.  He accidentally pulled the key out instead, and Collins instantly knew who he was.  Evidently Victoria’s house had been ransacked by a man name Golin, who left a threatening note.  Patrick overpowered him and sent him back to his time.  But everyone knew that the keys needed to be hidden.  I was able to stay as long as I had originally planned, but I knew, when I came back, it would be permanent.” 
 
    “Let me ask you a question.  If you did fall in love with Shaun, why did you come back?” 
 
    “Because I promised you I would.” 
 
    “Oh, Nicky…” Justin said with sympathy, as he grasped her hands in his own. 
 
    “Even if I hadn’t promised, Shaun didn’t want me to stay.  I fell in love with him, but he didn’t feel the same.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Justin said.  For a few minutes, they both sat together in silence.  “I had a feeling that something like this would happen.  I really didn’t think you would return.  I’m sorry you’re so sad, but I’m glad you’re back.  I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you, too,” Nicky said, as she hugged him.  “Things worked out for the best, I guess.  Shaun thought I would miss ‘the future’ too much, if I had stayed.  Kimberly had told him about some of the things we have that aren’t around in Shaun’s time.  He didn’t think I would be able to adjust like Kimberly did.” 
 
    “And would you miss our time?” 
 
    “I would miss Mom and Dad, you, and Garrett, of course.”  Nicky noticed that she hadn’t finished her sandwich, but she was no longer hungry, so she started to wrap it up to be eaten later.  “How are Mom and Dad doing?” 
 
    “They are fine.  I have to admit that it was hard to keep quiet about this.  Mom especially didn’t understand why you haven’t been over all summer.” 
 
    “I’ll go over this afternoon.  I haven’t known what to tell them, but I guess it doesn’t matter, since I’ll be around like normal.” 
 
    “Shall we head back?” Justin asked.  “I do have some work to do this afternoon.” 
 
    Nicky agreed, knowing that, although Justin was self-employed, he tried to work regular hours with his very successful, gaming business. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been a week since Nicky had left, and, even though life went on as usual, it seemed to Shaun that everyone missed her.  Kimberly spent more time in her cabin with her babies.  She even ate there, although Patrick did his best to get her to join the rest of the family in the large cabin for her meals.  
 
    Colleen refused to talk to Shaun, and he knew she blamed him for making Nicky leave.  She didn’t understand why Nicky couldn’t have stayed, like Kimberly had.  Even Bridget had made a few comments to Shaun, expressing her confusion as to why Shaun hadn’t asked Nicky to marry him. 
 
    “She would have stayed, if you had given her a reason to stay,” Bridget had told him the day after Nicky left.  When Shaun reminded her that Nicky had promised her brother she would return, Bridget had a quick reply.  “Then she could have gone back to keep her promise to her brother, but then she could have returned.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have been smart to send a key with her,” Shaun had reminded her. 
 
    “You could have gone with her.” 
 
    Those words kept replaying in Shaun’s head almost constantly, since Bridget had said them.  “You could have gone with her.” 
 
    Shaun admitted to himself that the idea of traveling through time absolutely scared him, which he found ironic, since nothing had ever really frightened him before.  Even though he hadn’t even considered that option, while Nicky was visiting, he didn’t think he could have gone back with her.  After all, what if something happened, and he couldn’t return?  
 
    One morning after breakfast, he turned to Colleen.  “How about going for a horseback ride?” he asked her, trying to find something she would be interested in doing with him. 
 
    Colleen started to shake her head, but Shaun saw her hesitate, and he smiled to himself.  He knew Colleen wasn’t going to turn down a chance to ride her horse. 
 
    “Okay, Pa,” Colleen agreed. 
 
    “I’ll be in the barn.  Come out after you help with the dishes,” he instructed her, and he was glad to see a glimmer of excitement in her eyes. 
 
    Almost an hour later, Colleen appeared at his side.  “I’m ready, Pa.  Can we ride down by the river?” 
 
    Shaun agreed and soon the two of them were riding side by side until they reached the boundary of the ranch.  As they entered the forest, Shaun allowed Colleen to move in front of him.  He expected that she would start her usual chatter, but she was quiet.  After riding together for awhile, he decided it was time to have a talk with his daughter. 
 
    “Let’s stop at that rock boulder for a bit,” he called to her, pointing to a cluster of rocks that sat next to the river.  Colleen nodded her head, letting him know she had heard him.  Soon they arrived at the boulder, and Shaun swung himself out of his saddle and tied his horse to a tree.  Colleen slid off of her horse herself and handed the reins to Shaun, so he could tie her horse near his.  
 
    “Let’s sit under that tree and chat,” Shaun suggested.  Colleen shrugged and followed him.  After they were both comfortable, Shaun started to ask his daughter questions about what she had been doing.  After a few answers where Colleen just responded with only one or two words, Shaun sighed and slid his arm around her, pulling her close. 
 
    “I understand that you miss Nicky,” he told her. 
 
    Colleen didn’t say anything, but her shoulders shook, and he knew she had started to cry.  He held her for a few minutes, allowing her to cry on his shoulder.  
 
    “Why did you send her away?” Colleen asked.  
 
    “I didn’t send her away.  You knew when she arrived at the beginning of the summer that she wasn’t going to stay.” 
 
    “But Kimberly stayed.  I thought that, if you fell in love with her, like Patrick fell in love with Kimberly, she would stay.” 
 
    “Oh, Colleen,” Shaun said, his heart clenching at her words.  
 
    “Why couldn’t you have fallen in love with her?  She is nice.  She doesn’t care that I’m half Indian.  I asked her once why she didn’t care, and do you know what she said?” 
 
    Shaun shook his head. 
 
    “She said God made me exactly right.  God gave me an Indian grandmother who cared enough to make sure I had a good family, even though she couldn’t raise me. “ 
 
    “Nicky is right,” Shaun told her.  
 
    “She said I was blessed to live where I was.  She even told me the color of my hair looked like velvet to her in the sun.  She said I was pretty.” 
 
    “Nicky is right,” Shaun said again.  Suddenly something inside him started to change.  He knew Nicky had been very kind to Colleen, but he attributed it to her love of children.  After all, she was a school teacher.  But it was obvious that Nicky did love Colleen, and she meant more to Nicky than just another child did. He noticed that Colleen talked about Nicky in the present tense, as if she was still in their lives.  
 
    Colleen stood up looking at the river.  “Can I go play in the water, Pa?” she asked. 
 
    Shaun smiled at her and nodded.  He watched, as she ran over to the water’s edge.  She bent down to put her hands in the water.  As he watched his daughter play, he thought about what Colleen had told him.  He finally admitted to himself that Nicky was very different from Delia, the biggest difference being she had accepted Colleen for who she was.   
 
    Thinking about Nicky in this light also made him realize how much he loved her for her personality. She was a hard worker, but she knew when to laugh. She was always up for a challenge.  He had noticed that when she had asked for a horse other than Honey. She liked to push herself and commit herself to new things.  It suddenly made sense to him; Nicky would have no problem giving up her previous life.  She liked challenging herself, and he should have seen that sooner. 
 
    Shaun had been watching Patrick with Kimberly more frequently this summer, since Nicky had arrived, and he had found that trust was important in a marriage.  Nicky had told him that she was willing to leave her time and live in his.  He knew that he needed to trust her word.  He made an instant decision. 
 
    He stood up and walked towards his daughter who was busy throwing small rocks into the river.  “What would you say if I went to go get Nicky and ask her to marry me?”  
 
    “Really, Pa?  You would marry her?  I could have a Ma?”  Shaun had never seen Colleen so excited, not even when she had been given Spirit for her birthday the year prior.  Shaun had not realized how much Colleen wanted a mother. 
 
    “Yes, I will go and get her.  Now, you must realize that I could be gone for a while, since she lives where Kimberly used to live.”     
 
    “That’s fine, Pa,” Colleen agreed, as she continued to bounce up and down in her excitement.  “I’ll be really good while you’re gone.  I’ll help Bridget and Kimberly and…”     
 
    Shaun laughed and interrupted her.  “I know you will be good; you are always good.”  It was the last thing he was worried about.  He was more worried that there might be a chance he wouldn’t return, but he knew he needed to think positively.  He needed to trust the key.  He needed to trust Nicky. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    That evening after dinner, the family gathered in the living room.  As usual, everyone was doing their own thing.  For the first time since Kimberly had given birth to the babies, she joined them.  They were getting older now and didn’t need constant care.  Shaun watched, as Kimberly held one baby and Patrick held the other.  He thought about the possibility of having a child with Nicky, and the thought thrilled him.  
 
    Shaun had asked Colleen not to say anything until he was ready to tell the rest of the family his plans.  Colleen sat next to him on the sofa with an open book in her lap, but she was not reading it.  Shaun knew that she was too excited to concentrate on the words.  
 
    “I have something I need to talk to everyone about,” Shaun announced. Colleen’s eyes lit up, as she gasped with excitement. 
 
    “It looks like Colleen knows what you’re going to say,” Bridget commented with a smile at her niece. 
 
    “Yes, she does,” Shaun admitted.  “We had a long talk today, and we have decided that I should go get Nicky and bring her back.” 
 
    Shaun laughed to himself, as he watched his family’s reaction to the news.  He could tell that everyone wanted Nicky to come back.  
 
    “What makes you think she wants you?” Patrick joked. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly lightly slugged Patrick’s shoulder.  “I have it on good authority that she does,” she informed her husband. 
 
    “When are you going to go?” Bridget asked. 
 
    “I would like to leave as soon as possible.  I would need to know how to use the keys and how to get to Nicky.”  He looked at Kimberly, who nodded. 
 
    “I can help you with that,” Kimberly said. 
 
    Shaun looked at Patrick.  “I don’t know how long I will be gone.  I will need you to take over my responsibilities until I return.” 
 
    “Of course, I can take care of your horses, although I think I will still leave the training of them to you,” Patrick replied. 
 
    “And I’ll watch out for Colleen.” Bridget offered.  “But, I am wondering, if you don’t…” 
 
    Bridget didn’t finish her sentence, but Shaun knew what she was going to say.  
 
    “I will return,” he said firmly.  He had to believe that there would be no problems and that he would come back, with Nicky by his side.  
 
    Kimberly nodded affirmatively.  “If he follows my instructions, there should not be any problem with him returning.”  She looked at Shaun intently. “Just be very careful who sees you. The fewer that know you are there, the better. “ 
 
    “I will,” Shaun said. “We definitely do not want anyone else to know about the key, and we definitely do not want Golin to know I’m using it.” 
 
    Shaun and his family continued to make plans.  When the subject came up of building a new cabin for Shaun and Nicky, he had to comment, “Maybe we should wait on that.  After all, Nicky might have changed her mind about me.” 
 
    “But, Pa,” Colleen protested. 
 
    Kimberly interrupted.  “She would not change her mind.  She would not have offered to come back in the first place, if she hadn’t thought it through, and if she hadn’t fallen in love with you.” 
 
    The next morning, Shaun left the ranch early.  Everyone had gotten up to see him go.  Bridget had given him a small bag of food.  Kimberly gave Shaun a letter she had written to Nicky, with instructions to give it to her when he arrived.   
 
    Kimberly had spent quite a bit of time the evening before with Shaun explaining how the keys work and how to travel directly to Nicky’s apartment.  She did her best to describe what would happen, and what he would see when he arrived.  She suggested that he travel directly to a building that was located in the same area as Nicky’s apartment.  This building had a room full of what she called exercise equipment.  Once he arrived, he could leave the building, and follow a map that Kimberly drew that would take him right to Nicky’s front door.  If she wasn’t home, Kimberly instructed Shaun to wait on the porch and not go anywhere else.  
 
    Kimberly warned him that he would see many things that were amazing and strange, but he was not to go anywhere by himself.  He should wait until he was with Nicky.  Kimberly also helped him choose the clothing he should wear.  She did her best to find pants and a shirt that would look close enough to the clothing the men wore in the future.  She told him that Nicky would most likely find some clothes for him to wear, so he would not look out of place in her time. 
 
    After goodbyes were said, Shaun headed on foot to the cave.  It took him most of the morning to get there, since he was walking and not on horseback.  Patrick offered to come with him, but Shaun felt it would be best if he went alone.  Once he was in the cave, he quickly uncovered the box.  He carefully took out one of the keys and unwrapped it.  Stuffing the cloth that the key was wrapped in into his pocket, he held it in his hand.  He could feel a slight vibration. 
 
    He took a deep breath, briefly wondering if he was crazy for doing this. Then he shook his head to clear it, and said the name of Nicky’s apartment complex, the building he wanted to end up at, and the year, as Kimberly had suggested.  
 
    His heart pounded, as the world before him began to spin and disappear.  He felt sick for just a moment, then the shapes started to change into images he hadn’t seen before, and everything stopped.  He looked around in amazement at the future.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nicky woke up early Saturday morning.  It had been a week, since she had returned to her time, and she knew that she needed to move on with her life. There was no possible way she could get back to Kimberly and to Shaun, even if she wanted to.  She needed to focus on her future.  She hadn’t been into the school yet to start preparing her classroom.  Mentally she made plans to go first thing Monday morning. 
 
    Justin and Garrett came over around midmorning.  It was the first time Nicky had seen Garrett, since she had returned, and she was glad to see him.  Garrett seemed more hyperactive than usual, but he settled down after Nicky spent some time talking to him about her summer, carefully leaving out any time-travel terms.  
 
    Justin set Garrett in front of the TV, so he could test a new video game he had been working on.  Justin wrote video games geared to older children, and he often used his son to test new ideas.  Nicky was making plans with Justin to go see a new movie that had just come out, when she heard a knock on the door.  
 
    “Can you get that, Garrett,” Nicky called from the kitchen.  She heard the front door open and a deep voice ask, “Is this where Nicky Foster lives?” 
 
    She recognized the voice and gasped.  I’m just hearing things, she told herself.  She felt frozen to the chair she was sitting in. 
 
    “Who is that, Garrett?” Justin asked, as he went to see who it was for himself.  
 
    “My name is Shaun Callaghan.  I’m looking for Nicky Foster.” 
 
    Nicky gasped again and ran into the living room.  “Shaun?  What are you doing here?  How did you get here?”  It was incredibly good to see him, but he was the last person she expected to see.  She had spent all week convincing herself that she would never see him again, and now here he was, standing on her porch step. 
 
    Justin looked at Shaun with confusion.  “Who are you?” he asked, suspicion in his voice. 
 
    Nicky ran to Shaun and threw her arms around his neck.  “I’m so glad to see you.”  Shaun wrapped his arms around her, and for a moment they just held each other. 
 
    “What’s going on, Dad?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “I think this is Kimberly’s brother-in-law,” Justin said, and Nicky was glad he had figured out what was going on. 
 
    “You might as well come in,” Justin said dryly.  
 
    Nicky giggled, as she stepped away from Shaun.  “Yes, come in.” 
 
    She introduced Shaun to Justin and watched as they shook hands. After introducing Garrett, she invited Shaun to sit down on her couch.  She watched, as he looked around her apartment in amazement.  She wanted desperately to show him her world, but first she wanted to know exactly why he had come. 
 
    “Did you just get here?” Nicky asked.  It was so good to see him.  
 
    “Yes,” Shaun said.  “The key worked just like Kimberly said it would.” 
 
    “So you did travel from…” Justin glanced at his son and then at Nicky.  She could tell that Justin didn’t want Garrett to know about the keys.  “From where Kimberly lives?” he finally asked, as he leaned against the wall, watching them both. 
 
    “You are dressed funny,” Garrett commented.  
 
    Shaun looked down at his clothes.  “I guess I am.”  He glanced at Nicky.  “Maybe I can borrow some clothes, if I’m going to be here for any length of time.” 
 
    “We can buy you some new clothes, if we need to,” Nicky agreed. “I’d ask Justin to lend you some of his, but you are taller than he is.” 
 
    “Where are you from?” Garrett asked curiously. 
 
    Nicky glanced at Justin, silently asking him if they should tell Garrett. She watched, as her brother shook his head slightly.  “Shaun is from a place far away,” she finally explained simply.  
 
    Nicky glanced at Shaun and noticed he was looking intently at her television screen; the video game Garrett had been playing was on pause. She could tell he was trying to figure it out. 
 
    Justin pushed himself away from the wall.  “Come on, sport.  I think we should let your aunt talk to Shaun privately.” 
 
    “Ah, Dad,” Garrett complained, but he obeyed and started to gather up his belongings.  
 
    After Justin and Garrett left, Nicky turned to Shaun and invited him to sit down on her couch.  “I am very surprised you came, but I am so glad to see you.”  She wanted to throw her arms around him again, but she restrained herself.  
 
    “I came to ask you a question, with the idea that I would return immediately, but, now that I have seen some of the future, I think I’d like to hang around for a few days and see more of it.” 
 
    Nicky focused on the fact that Shaun came for a specific reason.  “What did you want to ask me?”  
 
    Shaun’s face turned serious.  “First of all, I want to apologize for letting you go like I did.” 
 
    Nicky looked down at the clasped hands in her lap.  “You didn’t even say goodbye,” she whispered. 
 
    “I know.  But I thought a lot about our last conversation.  And then I realized something.” 
 
    “What was that?” Nicky asked, when Shaun didn’t continue. 
 
    “I realized that I have fallen in love with you.  Colleen helped me see that I was a fool to let you go before at least telling you how I felt.” 
 
    “So you came all this way, you time traveled from your time to mine, just to tell me that?” Nicky asked, telling herself to not get her hopes up. Even though he had figured out he loved her, it didn’t mean he wanted her to go back with him.  
 
    “Yes and to see if you are still willing to live in my time.  I am asking you to marry me.” 
 
    Nicky’s heart started to beat quickly.  The last thing she expected was for Shaun to ask for her hand in marriage.  
 
    “Before you answer, let me at first say that it would be very difficult for me to live in your time.  I can already see in just the few minutes that I’ve been here that things are very different, but, if you have changed your mind about wanting to stay in my time, we can talk about the possibility of me learning to live in your time.” 
 
    “You would do that for me?” Nicky asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yes.  One thing that I have learned, since you left, is that life is empty without the ones you love.  Colleen helped me see that, too.” 
 
    “And what about Colleen?  If you stayed here, what would happen to her?” 
 
    “I would want to bring her with me.” 
 
    Nicky leaned back against the sofa with her eyes closed.  She was tempted to pinch herself to see if she was dreaming.  She would never ask Shaun to stay in her time.  She knew that Shaun would be miserable, if he wasn’t able to live on his ranch and work with his horses.  He was a man that needed to be outdoors doing what he loved.  But the fact that he had offered let her know that he really did love her. 
 
    Nicky opened her eyes and looked at Shaun.  She reached out and grasped one of his hands with hers.  “Shaun, I would never ask you to stay in my time.  I meant what I said that I was willing to stay in your time.  I know there will be adjustments, but I think I’m up for the challenge.  And Kimberly can help me.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Shaun asked. 
 
    “I’m saying yes; I would love to marry you!”  She jumped into Shaun’s arms again and planted a big kiss on his lips, laughing.  He was taken by surprise and didn’t react at first.  After a moment, however, he cupped her face and kissed her sweetly.  His fingers found their way into her hair, and, after he pulled away from the kiss, he rested his forehead against hers.  
 
    “Are you willing to be a mother to Colleen?” 
 
    “Of course,” Nicky said.  “I already love her as my own.  She’s a sweet girl.  And she’s another reason why I should be the one to travel to your time.” 
 
    Nicky and Shaun spent the next few hours getting caught up and talking about the easiest way to merge their lives together.  Shaun agreed to stay in her time for a few days.  They spent the rest of the day alone in her apartment making plans.  Nicky had fun showing Shaun how her cell phone worked, as she called Justin to invite Garrett and him over for pizza that evening.  After lunch, they made a quick trip to a nearby department store, where she helped Shaun purchase a pair of jeans and a few shirts, so he would not look so out of place in her time. 
 
    The department store was just across the street from her townhouse complex, so Nicky decided it would be best to walk there.  She enjoyed watching Shaun’s reaction to everything he saw, as they walked, and he couldn’t stop asking questions.  He reminded her of Colleen’s curiosity and chatter.  He especially liked to stop and watch the planes every time that one flew overhead.   
 
    Later, when they were finally back at her townhouse, Shaun told Nicky that he wished he had stopped off in Denver to purchase a ring, before he had used the key to come to her time.  Nicky was able to reassure him that it didn’t matter, and she was willing to wait until they were both back in his time. 
 
    The minute Justin and Garrett arrived that evening, Nicky immediately told Justin the news of her impending marriage to Shaun.  Shaun had been worried that Justin would be upset that he was planning on taking his sister away, but Nicky had reassured him that Justin would understand. He was aware of everything that had happened to Nicky with regards to the letters they had written to each other and how she spent the summer in Shaun’s time. 
 
    As Nicky had predicted, Justin did understand and wished them both well, although he expressed his sorrow that he might not ever see Nicky again.  Shaun reassured Justin that he would take care of Nicky, and he would do everything in his power to keep the lines of communication open, using the two keys as long as it was in his power to do so.  Nicky suggested that they use Victoria’s home as a base to exchange letters.  
 
    Nicky ordered two kinds of pizza to be delivered to her townhouse.  After they arrived, Shaun looked suspiciously at it, but after his first bite, he ate more slices than anyone else.  He spent some time talking to Garrett, encouraging him to show him how the TV and his video games worked, which Garrett was thrilled to do, although Nicky knew Garrett was a bit confused, as to why a grown man didn’t know how to play a video game.   
 
    Justin offered to let Shaun stay with him for the rest of his visit, and Shaun accepted his offer.  They left close to midnight that evening.  
 
    The next day, Nicky spent the morning tying up loose ends.  She called her school to let them know she would not be returning.  They were sad to see her go but glad that she was getting married.  She wanted Shaun to meet her parents, but she didn’t feel like she should tell them about the key.  After talking with Justin, they decided it would be best to be as vague as possible as to where Shaun was from, and to not tell them that they were engaged, but to allow them to meet him.  After Nicky was gone, Justin planned to tell their parents everything that had been going on with Nicky and with Kimberly.  Neither of them thought that their parents would believe their story, however.  
 
    That afternoon, Nicky offered to take Shaun for a drive in her car and show him Victoria’s home.  Shaun acted excited about the idea of riding in a car, but, once they were in it, and they were on their way, he made quite a few comments about how fast they were going and how he didn’t feel safe.  He gave a sigh of relief, when they arrived at Victoria’s home, and he expressed amazement about how well-kept it looked.  Nicky showed him how to get inside, and they walked through the home together.  All the furniture was still covered with large cloth, and everything was dusty, except for Victoria’s desk in her office.  
 
    That evening, Nicky packed a suitcase of things that she wanted to take with her.  She remembered Kimberly telling her that Victoria had cautioned her to not take anything from her time back to Patrick’s, but that Kimberly had snuck a first-aid kit and her drawing supplies in her bag, because she had a hard time leaving those behind.  Nicky did not pack very much clothing, because she knew she would not be able to wear it, but she did pack her most comfortable walking shoes.   
 
    After adding her hairbrush and some of her favorite hair accessories, she looked around her room and walked through her apartment, trying to decide if there was anything she just could not bear to leave behind.  She finally decided to bring some family photo albums that she had compiled a few years ago.  With Justin’s help, she boxed up the rest of her important possessions for her brother to store.  She also went through Kimberly’s things and boxed up what she felt Kimberly would want to save.  Justin agreed that he would clear out her apartment before her contract was up in four-months’ time.  
 
    On the last day before Shaun and Nicky were planning to leave, they spent the entire day with Justin and Garrett.  They went to Nicky’s and Justin’s favorite, ice-cream store, took a train downtown, and did other things they both liked doing and thought Shaun should experience, while he was in the future.  They ordered Chinese food to be delivered, which amazed Shaun.  How could someone cook food for someone else and get it to their home so quickly after they had ordered it?  They also showed him one of their favorite, old, western movies, which Shaun hadn’t liked at all, because it wasn’t “accurate.”  They did spend a few hours with her parents, and she was pleased that they instantly liked Shaun.  
 
    On the last night in her own bed, Nicky thought of all the changes that had happened to her over the last, few months, and she knew that there would be many more changes to come.  But she felt confident that the decisions she was making were the right ones for her.  While spending the last few days with Shaun in her own time, the love that she had for him continued to grow, and she knew that she could not even think of the option of sending him back to his time without her.  She wanted to spend the rest of her life by his side.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Nicky was up early, ready to go.  She put on the dress she had worn on the trip back to the apartment and did her hair the way Kimberly had shown her.  Justin brought Shaun over and prepared to stay, until they left.  He left Garrett sleeping in his bed, since it was so early in the morning.  Besides, he didn’t want to have to explain how Nicky was leaving.  
 
    When Justin saw her, he looked shocked, then sad.  “You look so different.” 
 
    “Well, I do have to try to fit into the 1890’s, you know,” Nicky tried to joke. She knew that it had finally sunk in; she was leaving and would likely never return. “I am going to miss you, big brother.”  She threw her arms around his neck, and he squeezed her tightly back.  
 
    “I’m going to miss you too, little sis.” He took a deep breath and stepped back.  Shaking Shaun’s hand, he said, “Take care of her.” 
 
    “Of course.  We will send letters as often as possible.”  Shaun replied. Nicky had to admit, Shaun had a way of easing people's concerns. 
 
    It was then he saw her large suitcase sitting on the floor and asked her what she was bringing.  After approving of her choices, he asked, “Are you ready to go?” 
 
    Nicky nodded. “Yes, I am ready.”  She saw that Shaun had the key in his hand.  Nicky turned to give Justin one last hug.  Then, after making sure that Justin understood how to transfer letters to her in Victoria’s home, she held out one of her hands to Shaun, and he grasped it with his own. She picked up her suitcase with her other hand.  Almost instantly, they were back at the cave in Shaun’s time, her suitcase by her side.  She was thrilled to be back in Shaun’s time, instantly realizing that Shaun’s time was now her time.   
 
    She helped Shaun return the key to its box, and they carefully covered it with rocks.  She watched as Shaun placed the last few rocks, and then he went to pick up her suitcase.  
 
    “Before we go, I want to tell you something,” Shaun informed her, stopping her from leaving the cave. 
 
    She looked at him expectantly, waiting patiently for what he had to say.  
 
    “You don’t know how much it means to me that you are willing to give up so much,” Shaun told her, as he gathered her into his arms.  “I will do my best to make sure you won’t ever regret your decision.” 
 
    “Once I realized I loved you, making this decision was easy,” Nicky told him. “Some people are only meant to love once in a lifetime.   I know you are my once in a lifetime.  I can promise you I will never regret my decision.” 
 
    He kissed her, letting her know she was everything to him, that she was his once in a lifetime.  When the kiss ended, she pulled away but kept her hands in his. 
 
    “We are connected to each other.  Maybe we were connected before we even met.  Maybe everything we have done in our lives, even mistakes or changes, has led us to this moment now.  Even though we lived in different times, the keys led us to each other.” 
 
    Shaun slowly nodded, as he pondered her words.  With a small tug, he pulled her into his arms again.  This time, they just held each other.  She loved the feeling of his chest against her cheek, listening to the beat of his heart.  She knew that both of their lives were changing, that there would be many good times and bad, but the love they had for each other would see them through whatever came their way.  
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    Sneak Peek to Winds of Time  
 
    Fall, 1893 
 
      
 
    On a bright fall morning, Nicky looked down at the beautifully simple dress she was wearing for her wedding.  It was long-sleeved and mostly lace, with a high collar, and intricate designs in the bodice.  Other than the lace and the designs, there weren’t any other fancy frills.  It was amazing to Nicky that she could dream and plan a wedding for the 21st century her entire life, and that dream could change in a couple of months because of one man.  She wouldn't change one thing about their wedding.  It was simple, small, and entirely focused on their love for each other, not decorations and catering.  
 
      
 
    Victoria poked her head through the door of her room with a wide smile on her face.  "Everyone is ready!" 
 
      
 
    Nicky couldn't hold in her squeal of delight.  "Okay, I will be right in!" 
 
      
 
    Colleen, who had been practicing scattering rose petals, ran over. "Don't forget, you said I could go first!  Can I go now?"  She may have been just as excited as Nicky was about the wedding.  
 
      
 
    "Yes, go ahead and drop those petals down the aisle!" Nicky smiled at her.  The girl was out of the door before Nicky could even finish her sentence.  
 
      
 
    Nicky counted to ten and then opened the door.  She walked down the short hall to the ceremony room and looked through the doorway.  Just as she had predicted, Colleen was almost down the aisle.  She was clearly too excited to lay the petals down slowly.  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Shaun's family, Victoria and Collins, and a few of the people from town that Shaun had gotten to know well over the years.   
 
      
 
    But her main focus was Shaun.  He was watching Colleen with a fond smile and hadn't noticed Nicky yet.  Despite the distraction Colleen was providing, Nicky could tell Shaun was a little nervous.  Then he glanced at the doorway, and Nicky saw all his muscles relax.  A radiant smile spread across his face.  She responded in kind and stepped fully into the doorway.  All heads turned to her now that she was in full view.  
 
      
 
    As she had many times in the last few weeks, she felt an overwhelming peace at her decision to stay and marry Shaun.  She knew they would be happy together for as long as they lived.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bridget watched almost enviously as Nicky walked down the aisle towards her brother, Shaun.  She noticed that Shaun didn’t take his eyes off of Nicky for even a second, and the look on his face told everyone how much he loved her.  Tears came to Bridget’s eyes, incredibly happy that Shaun had found someone he loved so much.  After things didn't work out with his last fiancé, he had been going through life in a haze.  Since Nicky had decided to stay in their time and live on their ranch, Bridget had never seen him happier.  
 
      
 
    Shaun’s daughter, Colleen, stood next to him, hardly able to contain her excitement about the proceedings.  She was finally going to have a mother.  Colleen stood still, but Bridget could tell she was shaking with excitement inside, because she couldn’t quite keep her arms and hands still. 
 
      
 
    Bridget looked at her sister-in-law, Kimberly, out of the corner of her eye.  She stood next to Bridget, a huge smile on her face.  Of course Kimberly is happy, Bridget thought to herself.  Her best friend from the future was marrying her husband’s younger brother from his time, 1893. 
 
      
 
    Bridget’s mind drifted for a moment, as she thought about the events that had happened in her family over the last year-and-a-half.  Her oldest brother, Patrick, had decided he wanted to get married and start a family. So, he had made the four-hour trip from their family ranch that was located deep in the Rocky Mountains to the nearest city, Denver, Colorado.  That was when he had met with an older woman, Victoria Hilton, who ran a mail-order-bride business out of her home.  Patrick placed an ad for a wife through Victoria.  Unbeknownst to Patrick, Victoria had access to two, golden keys.  They were simple objects, and yet, they had changed the lives of her whole family.  It might come as a surprise to the average person, but these keys had enabled Victoria to travel to whatever time she wished.   
 
      
 
    After experimenting and using the keys for quite a few years, while she was married to her late husband, Charles, she made the decision to secretly placea mail-order-bride ad in a newspaper in the future, in 2005. Kimberly found the ad.  Thinking it was a joke, she answered it, and she was shocked, when she had actually received a personal acknowledgment.  Over the next few months, she wrote to Patrick, still not realizing that he was actually from 1892.  Kimberly was surprised to find that she was falling in love with him just through their letters, and she decided she wanted to meet him. 
 
      
 
    When Victoria told Kimberly the truth about where Patrick was from, Kimberly decided to take a chance on her own future, and she used one of Victoria’s keys to travel back to Patrick’s time.  She stayed on their ranch with the idea of getting to know Patrick.  Over the next month, Patrick fell in love with Kimberly, and they soon married.  
 
      
 
    Nicky Foster was Kimberly’s best friend from the future.  She was able to come back in time to Kimberly's wedding, and she instantly felt a spark with Shaun.  She spent the next winter exchanging letters with Shaun, using the keys to get the letters back and forth from her time to his.  When Nicky found out that Kimberly was expecting a baby, she used one of the keys to travel back in time.  She wanted to help Kimberly with her pregnancy and labor, but she also wanted to get to know Shaun better.  Over the ensuing weeks, Shaun and Nicky had fallen in love.  And now they were marrying.   
 
      
 
    “I now pronounce you man and wife,” Bridget heard the minister say through her musings.  “You may now kiss the bride.” 
 
      
 
    Bridget shook her head slightly and forced her thoughts about the keys out of her head, so she could focus on the wedding.  She needed to stop feeling sorry for herself.  She was very happy for both of her brothers, because they’d been able to find love and start a family, but deep down she admitted that she wanted the same for herself.  They both had such hard heads, and it had taken many years for them to find someone they loved.  Even through all her happiness, she couldn’t help the pang of loneliness that rang through her.  Both of her brothers were married, and most of her friends from town were married with children as well.  Even Victoria had recently married her former butler, Collins.  Bridget longed for a family of her own. 
 
      
 
    Shaun kissed Nicky long and hard and didn’t stop until everyone started to clap.  Shaun pulled away with a sheepish look on his face, but he then placed another soft kiss on Nicky’s lips.  Bridget glanced at her clasped hands in her lap and wondered if she would ever experience a kiss like what she had just witnessed. 
 
      
 
    The wedding guests started to move out of the chapel and into a small room that was used for gatherings.  Food had been set up for everyone to enjoy, and the guests started to fill their plates with cold, fried chicken, potato salad, and wedding cake.  Bridget had helped prepare the food. She loved to cook and bake, and she enjoyed making many, different types of dishes.  In fact, that was the main reason she always told herself as to why she stayed on the ranch instead of moving to the city.  She felt she needed to take care of her brothers.  She just knew that, if they didn’t have anyone to cook for them, they’d starve to death.   
 
      
 
    But now both Patrick and Shaun were married.  Her youngest brother, Keegan, enjoyed going to school and wanted to become a doctor someday. Because of this, Patrick had arranged for him to spend his winters living with Victoria and Collins, while he finished his schooling.  He was only 16-years old, but Bridget knew Keegan planned to go to a medical school in the East, as soon as he was done with the local school in Denver.   
 
      
 
    Kimberly and Nicky helped with the chores around the ranch so much, there almost wasn’t enough for Bridget to do.  She thrived off being able to help those she loved and no longer felt her help was needed.  She envisioned what it would be like to have a husband and children of her own.  She could help her husband with his chores and her own children with their schooling.  She smiled sadly that she hadn’t found that for herself yet.  
 
      
 
    “Aunt Bridget.”  She heard her name being called and turned.  Colleen ran towards her. “Did you see how well I scattered the rose petals on the floor?  They were so pretty.” 
 
      
 
    Bridget mentally shook herself again and pasted a smile on her face.  She would have many moments in the future during which she could feel sorry for herself.  Right now, she wanted to enjoy this moment, as it was supposed to be a happy one.  She also didn’t want to ruin the day for Nicky or Shaun, as she knew they would feel bad if they knew how hard this was for her.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, you did a wonderful job,” she told the beaming girl. 
 
      
 
    Scattering rose petals was a tradition that Nicky had brought back with her from the future.  Bridget had silently scoffed, when she had heard that Nicky wanted to pull off the petals from several roses from Victoria’s beautiful gardens.  Nicky wanted Colleen to be her “flower girl” and to scatter the petals in the aisle, just before Nicky herself walked down the path towards Shaun.  Bridget had to admit the fragrance of the petals added to the ceremony, along with their colors of red, pink, and yellow. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to do the same when I get married.  It’s soooo romantic,” Colleen declared, as she waved her arms in the air.  “Can I be your flower girl when you get married?” 
 
      
 
    Bridget was startled at Colleen’s question, because she had just been wondering if she would ever get married.  She recovered quickly and did her best to keep her voice happy.  “Yes.  If I marry, you can scatter rose petals.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to get some lemonade,” Colleen announced and bounced off towards the large, punch bowl.  
 
      
 
    Bridget checked to make sure there was enough food for everyone to eat before filling her own plate.  She wasn’t very hungry, but she knew she needed to eat, since she hadn’t had breakfast that morning.  After getting the food she wanted, she looked for a chair to sit on, and she found one that had been set up a few feet away from her family members.  She claimed the chair, wanting a few moments to herself, but it wasn’t to be.  A few minutes later, Kimberly pulled a chair closer to Bridget and sat down, holding three-month-old Katherine, one of her twin babies, in her arms.  Bridget noted that the baby was asleep.  
 
      
 
    “I sure hope Kathy sleeps for a while,” Kimberly commented, as she leaned back on the chair with a sigh.  She closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them, looking at Bridget with a twinkle in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “It was a beautiful wedding, wasn’t it?” Kimberly asked happily.  “I’m so glad Nicky is going to be here for good.” 
 
      
 
    Bridget nodded her head in agreement.  “It was beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    She knew Kimberly was very close to Nicky, like a sister.  Kimberly’s parents were killed when she was a teenager in some type of accident, and Nicky’s parents finished raising her.  Bridget envied their close friendship. She was close to her three brothers, Patrick more than Shaun or Keegan, but, as she had watched Kimberly and Nicky together this past summer, she had realized that also having a sister would have been nice.    
 
      
 
    Of course, she now had two sisters, since both Patrick and Shaun were married, but, for some reason, she had a hard time letting herself get close to either of them.  She didn’t know why.  Kimberly and Nicky always included her in whatever they did or talked about.  They never made her feel like they didn’t want her around.  Kimberly enjoyed working in the garden with her and helped can fruits and vegetables for winter.  Nicky was determined to learn how to cook on the black stove in the large cabin and had insisted that Bridget teach her everything she knew about how to use it.  In the evenings when the family gathered in the living room, Bridget was always included in whatever Kimberly and Nicky were talking about.  But she still couldn’t let herself get close to them. 
 
      
 
    Bridget listened silently, as Kimberly chattered about the wedding, making sure she nodded her head at the appropriate times.  She saw Patrick standing by the food table holding a glass of fine Champagne up in the air.  Everyone stopped talking and gave their attention to him. 
 
      
 
    “I would like to make a toast,” Patrick announced.  He waited while Collins walked around the room, handing out Champagne glasses to every adult who wanted one.  When he was finished, he stood next to Victoria with his own glass. 
 
      
 
    “It’s still hard to believe that I watched my younger brother get married today.  He can be one of the most stubborn men alive, but I’m sure I don’t have to tell most of you that.” 
 
      
 
    The people in the room chuckled and nodded their heads.   
 
      
 
    “Despite that, I know he deserves having a bride as beautiful as Nicky.  I don’t know anyone more loyal or hardworking than Shaun.  I am positive that these two will have a lovely marriage and beautiful children.  Congratulations, you two.”  
 
      
 
    With that, Patrick raised his glass and took a big swallow.  After everyone had emptied their glasses, Collins walked around and gathered them, while Shaun and Nicky prepared to leave.  Bridget knew that Patrick’s wedding present to them was a two-night stay at a nearby hotel. 
 
      
 
    Bridget heard a loud cry and saw that Colleen was holding Katherine’s twin brother, Richard, and was attempting to soothe him.  “Let me have Kathy, and you can take care of Richie,” Bridget suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Kimberly replied, as she slid the sleeping baby into Bridget’s arms.  “Richie is probably hungry.” 
 
      
 
    Bridget held Kathy close to her and spent a few moments watching the infant sleep.  She wondered if she would ever have a little girl of her own.  Maybe it was time to make some changes in her life. 
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