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Chapter One

 


"Mom, can Troy come for dinner tonight?" Brianna
Fairchild asked. "We've got some geography project." She kept the
phone loosely covered and applied her best puppy eyes. It was last
minute and that was always a hard sell with her mom.

Mom dodged the puppy eyes, looking instead at the
clock. "Make it six-thirty."

Brie smiled and relayed the info to Troy, then ended
the call. "Thanks, Mom." She rushed over to give Mom a hug, then
searched her pockets for a scrunchie. Drawing her hair up into a
ponytail, she volunteered, "How can I help?"

"First tell me what this is all about."

"It's just Troy." Brie offered a casual shrug, Troy
had been part of her world since third grade, but a glance proved
Mom wasn't buying the simple answer. "Well. Um. He asked me out,"
she admitted.

"Wow." Mom walked back to the fridge and opened the
freezer. "That requires more than mac and cheese."

Brie rolled her eyes. "Why?"

Mom rifled through the pantry, then the fridge, and
now peeked out from behind the freezer door. “Dinner with a
boyfriend sounds like I should step it up."



"You're wrong. He won't be happy if you start
treating him differently. We're still friends at the heart of
it."

"Mm-hmm."

Brie hated that particular sound from her mom.
"What?" She leaned forward, elbows on the counter and did her best
to look interested. No, fascinated.

"Grab the rice maker, will you please?" Mom was on
her second circuit of the kitchen, this time pulling things out.
"You and Troy have been buddies for years -"

"Known fact."

"-and if that's changed, the expectations and
responsibilities around here change too."

Brie had anticipated the lecture. Her mother had
applied it to every friendly social gathering since junior high, so
she tuned it out as she cleared the homework and junk mail off the
table, her mind on the more pertinent mysteries of Hobbitville and
when her friend Claire might return.

"Brie?"

She looked up, blinking, realized she'd blown the
illusion of listening. Whoops.

"Are you happy, Brie?"

"Yeah sure. Always."

"Brie." One word in that tone held wealth of deeper
meaning. Brie stopped hedging. "No one's happy every minute of
every day, but I'm doing great. Really." She came around the table,
sliding up beside her mom. "I miss Daddy, but he'll be back."

"And you'll be different."

"So you've said. But we'll be fine after the
adjustment phase." Brie's mind started to whirl. Her father was
serving overseas, teaching families in another nation how to better
create and care for a free future. It was an odd mix of love,
pride, and irritation that her dad was missing so much of what was
important to her these days.

According to her friends, she really had it easy.
They claimed fathers could be unreasonably overbearing during high
school and dating years. But her friends didn't get it. She missed
Dad's face, his laughter and the solid beat of his heart under her
ear when he hugged her.

"So tell me about this assignment you and Troy are
working on."

Brie smiled. Mom was great about knowing when to back
off a subject. She might even have Mom convinced tonight was all
about the school stuff. "I told you. Geography." That was certainly
true enough. She gathered silverware and napkins and started
setting the table. "Can you skip the peppers? Troy's not a big
fan."

The rice cooker popped and Mom headed toward the
stove. "Consider it done."

"Hey!" Troy called from the kitchen door. "It's no
big deal. I'll eat anything, Mom Fairchild."

"No worries. It's easy enough to adjust," she replied
as Troy walked in to join them. "Bring anyone with you?"

"No, ma'am."

"I was hoping we'd have Claire and her new friend,
but it sounds like he had to get back home," Mom Fairchild mused as
her attention switched back to the skillet.

Brie bit her tongue to keep from grilling Troy about
Hobbitville here and now, but she didn't want to risk being
overheard. Mom was known for her superior hearing.

As dinner made it to the table and they all sat down
to eat, Brie felt the vibe change. Troy was picking up on it too,
if his wicked grin was any indicator. The three of them chatted
through the meal, Brie's mind working overtime on the Hobbitville
possibilities. If Troy didn't give her more concrete details about
how to get from place to place in that garden, she'd go crazy. Not
to mention what Lana would do if Brie didn't keep that stupid
promise to jump Lana to Paris.

Brie managed to keep a lid on her excitement through
dinner and then she and Troy excused themselves to go up to the
Fairchild 'library'. It was just a finished attic space full of
mismatched bookcases and all the 'leftover' chairs from beanbags to
rockers that had outgrown their decorative purpose in other rooms.
Brie found a couple atlases, to keep up any and all illusions for
Mom. A bigger challenge was not staring at Troy while he started up
his laptop.

It wasn't like she didn't know him as well as she
knew her best girlfriends, but it was different. This was the first
time he'd been to the house in the capacity of 'boyfriend'. She
didn't care much about geography when faced with his dark hair and
ice blue eyes. And ever since he kissed her, she couldn't forget
how those shoulders of his felt under her palms.

When the cat wandered in, she scooped him up, and
nudged the door almost closed with her toe. House rules said no
closed doors with mixed company and she didn't want to raise any
suspicions. And she definitely couldn't risk getting grounded for
misbehaving. She did, however, want to know everything Troy knew
about jumping around the world via the Hobbitville garden
statuary.

"Tell me everywhere you've been," she whispered to
Troy. She let the cat run off as she pulled one bean bag chair
close to the other and opened the first atlas. Troy wiggled his
eyebrows when she sat close to him, making her laugh. "Seriously."
She hefted the oversized book on top of her knees and waited for
him to try and deny her request.

"What are you really after?"

"Paris." She mimicked Lana's voice and famous pout.
"If we can't get to Paris, or anywhere on purpose, then jumping in
and out of other gardens is just a useless freak of nature."

Troy rolled his eyes. "Is that so bad? It's fun."

His gaze locked on her, making the cozy room feel
hot. When he waited, forcing her to make the next move, she
realized dating a lifelong friend had a distinct disadvantage. He
could read her way too well. "Fine. I have thought about seeing
Dad."

Troy closed the atlas with a snap and got to his
feet. "No way." His answer was all the more effective spoken so
softly. "Jumping isn't like driving a car or getting a ticket for
the train. And it's not like you can get out and see the sights
when you get there. That's against Mr. Warren's rules. No. Way. I'm
not helping you get busted, or worse, lost."

Brie scrambled to her feet and blocked the door. "It
might be exactly like a train." If trains traveled in tornadoes.
"You know how to control it. Don't lie."

He hesitated just long enough to prove her point.
"Why haven't you talked to Claire? She's the best jumper I know
of."

"She told me some stuff," Brie admitted. "But she's
been a little preoccupied."

"Andrew said she wasn't in school today."

Of course he'd know. Andrew was Austin's twin
brother. The twins seemed to have reflective super-powers of
nosiness. Austin knew all there was to know about every hot guy in
school and Andrew was equally informed about the female side of
things.

Troy frowned and muttered just what Brie was
thinking. "How do they know the whereabouts of everyone – that's
such a freakish skill."

"Maybe they've developed a special tracking device."
She laughed at his shocked face. Austin had struggled in the
sciences for most of her school life and they both knew it. Brie
shrugged. "It's a better theory than a genetic mutation, right?

"I don't know."

She nudged him back toward the bean bag chairs. "Quit
changing the subject. Why won't you fill me in about the jumping
details?"

"Because you've got that look." He traced a circle in
the air around her face. "You're plotting. It's obvious as
sunlight. But you can't control this thing, Brie. Imagine the fall
out if your dad saw you."

She hadn't gotten that far in the thinking process.
She'd been too focused on the pure joy of seeing her father safe
and healthy. "I'm not that stupid," she bluffed. "Whatever I do,
wherever I jump, that's on me. Just tell me how to control it."
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