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About the Author


Dear reader,


As a historical fiction writer, I’ve always wondered what it would be like if I could travel back in time and get a firsthand glimpse of the eras I love to read about. Thus, the idea for this series was born. It’s a fun way to imagine the impossible.

Please keep in mind, dear reader, that a story is all this is meant to be. It is not meant to spark a theological debate on whether God would allow the miracle of time travel. The Bible tells us “Man’s days are determined; You [God] have decreed the number of his months and have set limits he cannot exceed” (Job 14:5) and “My times are in your hands” (Psalm 31:15).

Several of the things regarding the time travel in this story are not possible, but it allows us to suspend what we know to be true to simply enjoy the fictional freedom of the what if…? So, come with me, imaginative reader, and together let’s go see what it might be like to “step back inn time and leave our troubles behind”!

Happy reading!

Stephenia


One


Jumping off the deep end—totally losing her mind—had taken longer than expected, but it had finally happened. Abigail Martin stared up at the sweeping Victorian house and let out a sigh. Crazy. Absolutely, completely crazy. Maybe her mother really had been right about her all along.

But she was here, all the same. Chasing some story. Desperate to know the truth. Hoping for a miracle of her own.

Her friend Maddie had insisted—though she wouldn’t give any details—that prayers were answered behind these walls. Something just a few months ago Abigail would have never believed.

Now, well, she had to find out for herself.

“Nice place.”

The masculine voice behind her brought a cringe. She turned to look at Evan, who lifted his eyebrows skeptically. Why did he have to come? Bad enough his parents had sent him to pick her up from the airport. She’d told him no less than six times she didn’t need his help with her suitcase.

“Sure I can’t get you to stay at my parents’?” He cast a skeptical glance at the house.

And share a room with Sarah? Both Evan and his sister would stay in their old rooms at their parents’ house for the long holiday weekend. Staying with the Blakes would mean spending Thanksgiving trapped with Evan’s entire family. Close quarters with people she’d avoided and a million probing questions? She couldn’t think of a better way to torture herself. “Maddie highly recommended this place. Besides, staying at your house would be too weird.”

Evan didn’t comment. He knew what she meant. Even though they hadn’t spoken in months, she had no doubt he could still read her far too easily. Which was exactly why he shouldn’t be here.

Wind too chilly for Ocean Springs, Mississippi, in November tickled down the back of her neck, and she shivered. She hated the cold. “Come on.”

He didn’t move. “What’s this really about?”

Like he didn’t already know.

“This is about Atlanta, isn’t it?”

And there it was. The reason she didn’t want to spend the holidays with Evan’s family. Even though she cared more for them than she did her own. They knew too much. They’d ask too many questions. Calling them had been a bad idea. A desperate act in a moment of weakness. No. She needed to get away.

Like, far away. Or at least try her luck at a miracle.

She glanced again at the B&B and wondered at her own gullibility. But then, obviously Maddie had gotten exactly what she’d wanted. A husband. Would this house somehow produce what Abigail longed for as well? She couldn’t find out until she got rid of Evan.

Abigail shot him a scathing look. “Can we go in now? I’m freezing.”

Evan shook his head, his blue eyes saying more than his lips. He felt sorry for her. Nothing like being the object of pity to make a girl feel desirable.

Not that she wanted Evan to desire her. They were friends. At least they used to be. But that was over. She marched up the wide front steps and onto the wraparound porch. Evan plodded along behind her.

She pressed the doorbell and waited.

Evan stood close to her, the enticing scent of his cologne digging up memories better forgotten. Had it really been almost ten years since she’d first laid eyes on him as a lanky high school freshman and her silly heart had gone into major crush mode?

She dared a glance at his strong jawline. Funny how being away from him for a year brought up ancient feelings. Abigail stiffened, trying to gain a hold on the way his nearness heightened her senses. Stupid. She’d conquered that ridiculous attraction a long time ago.

Friends. They’d been better off as friends.

They’d maintained their unusual friendship nearly all the way through college, with him being the popular jock and her being…well, her. They’d been close, despite their differences. At least until he’d turned his back on their friendship and—

The front door swung open, bringing Abigail’s thoughts to a jarring halt. A short woman grinned at them. She wore a blue gown that made her look as if she had unnaturally wide hips with a skirt fashioned from what had to be dozens of yards of embroidered fabric. The square neckline was dotted with gaudy bows. Her graying curls had been piled high and topped with a little white cap.

The woman stared at Abigail as openly as Abigail stared at the woman’s ornate costume. Maddie hadn’t mentioned crazy outfits.

Evan chuckled, and Abigail jabbed her elbow into his ribs. The laugh cut off with a grunt.

Maddie had warned her about the quirky lady who ran this Victorian inn called The Depot, but the woman’s outfit still took Abigail by surprise.

“Renaissance fair in town?” Evan asked.

The woman smiled at Evan sympathetically. “Wrong era, dear. I take it you’re not familiar with history?”

Abigail couldn’t help but laugh. The woman spoke sweetly, mischief dancing in her eyes.

Evan shifted his feet, appearing adequately embarrassed. Looked as if Abigail had finally found someone who could rattle that man’s unshakable confidence.

“Sorry, ma’am,” he said.

“Mrs. Easley.” She swept a gaze over him. “And you are?”

“Evan Blake.” He glanced at Abigail again, but she merely smirked. Something about this lady in period costume had him rattled.

“Mr. Blake, so that you are not caught unaware, I shall enlighten you on a bit of history.” She waved for them to enter the house and closed the door on the chilly wind behind them.

Inside, the foyer of the grand house was washed in warm yellow gaslight, and the air smelled of sugar cookies. But Abigail didn’t get any weird tingles. No sense of the magical.

There didn’t seem to be anything special about this house aside from the intricately carved molding and fine craftsmanship. Well, that and the woman in the elaborate costume.

“This,” Mrs. Easley said, gesturing down at her gown, “is not a dress from the Renaissance. It’s the height of ladies’ fashion from 1773.”

Looking somewhat sheepish, Evan nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

Abigail smirked.

Mrs. Easley’s eyes swung her way. “You must be Miss Martin. Are you familiar with the time period?”

Aside from elementary school history class? “Not particularly.”

“Oh. That will present some challenges, I suppose.” She waved a hand. “But no matter. Let’s get you checked in, shall we? I’ve already looked up your room number.” She eyed Evan again. “No room for this young man, though… Curious.”

“He’s not staying. Just helping me with my luggage.”

The statement brought a smile to Mrs. Easley’s lined face. “How gentlemanly.” Her gaze swept over him again, assessing. “Curious indeed.” She gave a dip of her chin. “I’ll get your key, dear.”

As soon as the woman turned her back, Evan leaned close to Abigail’s ear. “That woman is seven shades of weird.”

Abigail shrugged. She’d been expecting the owner to be eccentric. “She’s just playing a part. Didn’t you read the sign?”

“What sign?” Evan watched the woman sweep away through the doorway, her wide skirt brushing the frame on both sides.

“The one outside that talked about stepping back in time.”

Evan rolled his eyes. “You pick the worst places.”

She cringed at the dig. As if her confidence weren’t already at an all-time low.

“Sorry.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulder and tucked her against his side. “You know I only meant this house.”

“I know.” He probably hadn’t meant to poke her with a jab about her terrible choices. She was just too sensitive. She stepped out of his embrace.

Warm eyes watched her. Why did he have to be here? He’d shown up at the airport instead of his mother. If Abigail hadn’t needed to ration what few funds she still had, she would have called an Uber in the first place. Calling Connie Blake had cost her. The conversation about why she’d refused to answer any of Evan’s calls or texts was a time bomb she hoped she could continue to avoid. So far, she’d been able to turn aside Miss Connie’s questions by saying she needed a little time before she was ready to answer. Women understood things like that. But then Evan had peppered her the entire ride over from the airport, and she’d used every vague answer and evasive maneuver she could think of.

Now she could see the question in his eyes again, and she was running out of excuses. She stepped toward the doorway.

“Abs, I’ve missed you. Tell me the truth. Why didn’t you answer—?”

“She’s coming back.”

Mrs. Easley appeared a second later with a gigantic black key. She held it out to Abigail. “You’ll be in room two.” She looked at Evan again. “You plan on going all the way up with her?”

“If it’s all the same to you.”

Abigail withheld a groan. He’d follow her until he cornered her and forced conversations she didn’t want to have. At the very least, he’d try to talk her out of staying. She didn’t need him pointing out all the reasons she shouldn’t take a room at the Victorian inn. Her plan was tenuous at best. If he made too many logical points about how she shouldn’t spend money on a room—money she didn’t have—she’d probably cave and go to his parents’ house.

And she didn’t want that.

“Abs, are you sure you—?”

Abigail cut him off and fired a question at Mrs. Easley. “Do you remember my friend Maddie Palmer?”

Mrs. Easley’s eyes jumped from Evan to her, and a broad smile lit her face. “Of course! Are she and the captain doing well?”

“Happily married.”

She clasped her hands, clearly delighted. “Oh, how wonderful. I love how everything works out according to His plan.”

Evan relaxed next to her. A subtle easing of his shoulders. A slight release of breath. Things she only noticed because she knew him so well. Had the woman’s reference to God set him at ease? Interesting. Regardless, maybe now he wouldn’t pester her about staying here.

Mrs. Easley gestured up the stairs, and Abigail gripped the key. Before the woman could turn away she said, “This might sound weird, but I’m curious. Did anything”—she glanced at Evan—“unusual happen to Maddie and Nate while they were here?”

The woman lifted her eyebrows. “What do you classify as unusual?”

Abigail had a suspicion. Something that Maddie had hinted at but hadn’t said outright. Something totally and completely impossible.

Time travel.

The suspicion had brought Abigail here. The ridiculous hope that she could find a way to go back and undo what she’d done in Atlanta. Or at the very least, go to the beginning of her family’s problems and see the truth for herself.

Evan tensed beside her again, and she could feel his eyes boring into her. Almost as though he thought he could dig into her brain and find answers there.

Stupid. Why hadn’t she waited until Evan was gone to ask? Her and her wayward mouth. When would she ever learn to think before talking? Saying bizarre things out loud, especially in front of Evan, would lead to him dragging her out of here and straight to his sister. And she did not need a forced session with a shrink. Regardless of what people kept saying, she wasn’t crazy.

Abigail laughed it off. “You know, magical moments to fall in love.”

A slow smile curved Mrs. Easley’s lips. “Is that what you came here for?”

Uh-oh. This was going downhill in a hurry. Laughing again, though it sounded painfully forced, Abigail waved a hand as though she could shoo away the awkwardness. “Nope. Just want to get away. Do something new.”

Mrs. Easley smirked. “Leaving troubles behind and finding something new is our specialty.”

She felt, rather than saw, Evan roll his eyes. “Offer still stands, Abs.”

Before she could think better of what was probably another terrible choice, Abigail marched up the stairs. After three steps, Evan scrambled after her.

“She’ll need your help, son,” Mrs. Easley called after them. “Do try to keep an open mind.”

“That woman is wacko,” Evan grumbled as soon as they reached the top of the stairs. “You need to get out of here.”

“I’m staying.” Now if for no other reason than the fact that he was telling her not to.

“Then I will too.”

“That’s stupid.”

He planted his feet in the middle of the hallway. “What’s gotten into you? Not only have you refused to talk to me since you left for Atlanta, but now you’re acting like I’m your enemy.” Pain flicked in his eyes. “Can we talk?”

“I just need a little space. Time to think things through.”

Evan watched her a second, then stepped closer. “More time than all those months in Atlanta?” She refused to answer, but he kept watching her anyway as though he could read her thoughts on her face. After a moment, he sighed. “You seem to be searching for something.”

And there he was decoding her again. She reached for the familiar comfort of sarcasm. “I’m looking for a place to spend my time off where people won’t pepper me with a million questions.”

Not even a cringe. “I’m here for you. You know that, right?”

She offered a tight smile. “I’m in room two. Must be down the hall.” She whirled around and scurried away.

“Interesting paintings,” Evan said behind her.

The out-of-place statement caught her off guard. She paused. “What?”

Evan gestured to a frame hanging on the wall in front of him. “Woman must be obsessed with the Revolutionary period.”

He was baiting her. Trying to keep her talking. “Room’s this way.” If he wasn’t going to follow, she’d grab her suitcase out of the hall later.

“Huh.”

Now what? She turned again. Evan was leaning close to the picture, squinting. “That man looks like me.”

“Just leave the suitcase. I’ll get it.”

“I’m serious.” He reached out and touched the painting but suddenly jerked back as though something had bitten him.

Evan stumbled and grabbed at his chest.

Abigail screamed. She reached him just as he crumpled to the floor. “Help! Someone help.” She dropped to her knees beside him, grabbing his face in her hands.

Heat suddenly poured through her. Her head swam.

Dizzy. Why was she so dizzy?

Should have never—

Everything went black.


Two


This had to be the worst headache of his life.

Evan massaged his temples and drew long breaths. He hadn’t felt this mowed over since an Alabama left tackle ear-holed him his senior year at Mississippi State.

Slowly, the pain receded, allowing his thoughts to focus on something other than the throbbing. He quickly assessed his position. Lying on his back, softness beneath him.

Not the floor.

He tried to think back.

He’d been in the hallway. Everything had started to go dark. He vaguely remembered hitting the floor, followed by Abigail’s frantic shout.

He’d blacked out.

Another thought occurred, pulling him further out of the murky area between sleep and wakefulness. Had he been carried to the hospital? Abigail would be worried. And he’d need to call his parents. Let them know, if she hadn’t already.

He forced his eyes open. Above him, a wood beam ceiling supported pale white walls. Definitely not a hospital. He blinked at the ceiling until his eyes regained clear sight. Slowly, his gaze drifted around the room. All the furniture looked antique. He groaned and sat up. He must be in Abigail’s bed at the weird hotel where she wanted to spend Thanksgiving.

Instead of with him.

He swung his feet off the lumpy bed and dropped them to a woven rug on the floor. He paused. His lower calves were covered with stockings, and his feet had been shoved into goofy shoes with pointy toes and low heels. Knee-length pants similar to ones he’d worn in football wrapped his thighs. Heat bubbled up in his middle.

Had that crazy woman dressed him in one of her wacko costumes while he’d been passed out? He gripped his head, still trying to get the fog in his brain to clear.

What had happened?

He’d seen a painting in the hall depicting a harbor with historical ships, the kind with three tall masts and sails. Men had been pictured shouting on the docks, holding lanterns and wearing triangular hats. One of those men had been pointing at the ships. That guy had looked a lot like him. He’d reached out and touched the painting.

Then—nothing. Why had he passed out? He shook his head and pushed off the mattress, his mind clearing.

Across from the bed, a floor-length mirror with wavy glass offered a hazy reflection.

What on God’s green earth? Evan ground his teeth. He wore a pair of brown, way-too-tight pants, women’s white stockings, a white shirt he could only describe as frilly with all that lacy stuff around his neck and wrists, and a gray vest with a bunch of metal buttons.

Too far, lady. Way too far.

He’d give that Mrs. Easley a piece of his mind. What kind of person undressed another while he was sleeping? Not one he wanted around Abigail. He stalked across the room, barely noticing the lengths the woman had gone to for her B&B’s theme.

He needed to find Abigail and get them out of there. ASAP. She’d protest, but this time he’d speak his mind. There was absolutely no reason she needed to stay with a creepy old woman at a weird hotel when she would be much more comfortable at his parents’ house.

They were like family. Or had been, once.

He’d promised himself the moment Abigail Martin had waltzed back into his life that he’d take a four-hundred-pound linebacker stomping his face before he’d lose her again. He wasn’t the coward he’d been in high school. Or the prideful jerk he’d been in college. God and knee injuries had a way of humbling a man. And giving him perspective.

This time, Evan wouldn’t let Abigail face trouble alone. This time, he’d be there for her. And maybe even tell her how he felt.

When the time was right.

First, he had to get her out of this creepy house. He jerked open the door and stalked into the hallway.

And froze.

This wasn’t the hallway he remembered. Lined with dark wood paneling and dripping candles on wall sconces, this wasn’t the airy B&B with its floral wallpaper and lace-lined windows. No series of paintings from different time periods hung on the walls.

Unease clawed in his stomach. Maybe he was just in a different part of the house. “Abigail?”

He walked slowly, nerves tingling. A door down the hall stood open. He moved that direction, adrenaline heightening his senses. “Abigail?”

Someone groaned. He paused, listening. The sound came from the room with the open door. He sprinted the remaining distance and launched himself through the doorway. “Abigail!”

She lay crumpled on the floor, clothed in mounds of a shimmering brownish-gold fabric. He dropped to her side and gripped her shoulder. Long lashes fluttered against her flushed cheeks, then opened to reveal the most beautiful bluish-green hazel eyes he’d ever seen.

Blinking, she seemed to have trouble focusing. Did her head hurt? He eased his fingers into her thick mahogany hair, which had been curled and pinned to her head, looking for signs of injury. Something he hadn’t even considered for himself. The up-do made feeling around on her scalp difficult, but he didn’t think there was anything—

“Evan?” Her voice pinched with concern. “Are you okay?”

Was he okay? “I’m fine.” He didn’t feel any lumps on her head. He leaned close. “What happened?”

“I don’t know.” She blinked again. “My brain feels foggy.”

“Mine did too. It’s better now.” He sat back. If that woman had drugged them, they had much bigger problems than her dressing them up like dolls. The idea made his skin crawl.

Abigail drew in a long breath and let it out slowly. She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, they seemed clearer. Those two-toned depths reeled him in.

She suddenly sat up, forcing him to move back. Her gaze darted around the small room, which was packed with more antique furniture. “Where are we?”

“In that stupid hotel.” Probably in a different part. He hoped. But maybe not. He had no idea where they were. Not that he would freak her out by saying so.

“Why are you wearing that outfit?” Her face twisted into a scowl. “It’s not nice to make fun of the hostess woman.”

Hostess woman? “You mean the B&B owner? I’m guessing she’s the one who put me in this getup.”

Abigail patted the dress mounded up around her legs as though noticing it for the first time. “You mean she dressed us in costumes while we were passed out?”

The fear in her voice sent tingles through him. He wrapped a protective arm around her shoulders. “I’m getting you out of here.”

She nodded weakly. He had to help her to her feet. Yards of fabric trimmed in tons of lace pooled around her, tangling her legs and causing her to grunt as she fought against the constraint.

“Should have known better,” she grumbled.

Evan kept a firm grip on Abigail’s elbow. “About what?”

She cut a sharp glance at him as though she hadn’t expected him to hear her. “It doesn’t matter.” She drew in a determined breath and straightened her spine in that way she did when she wanted the world to witness her defiance. They stepped into the hallway, and she paused. “This isn’t the same hall.” She glanced around. “And where is my suitcase?”

“I’ll come back for it.” Probably with a few policemen in tow.

He pulled her to a set of stairs. Noise drifted up from the lower floor he hadn’t noticed before. Some kind of party? Wrapping an arm around Abigail’s waist, he guided her down the stairs.

Smells assaulted him. Meat, primarily. But also fermented scents of alcohol and…livestock? What kind of place did this woman run?

They descended into another hallway, and a thin woman wearing a stained apron bustled out of a swinging door, her hands laden with a massive tray topped with heaping plates. She cast a quick glance at them and bobbed her head.

Another woman, younger than the first but also garbed in a historical costume, hurried out of the door and through another across the hall. No one seemed interested in stopping Abigail and him. He led her down the dim hallway and toward a door at the far end. One that hopefully led them out of the Twilight Zone.

Bristling with the tingle of nervous energy, Evan half-dragged Abigail past what looked to be a busy kitchen and through the heavy wood door with a metal doorknob.

He drew up short as soon as they stepped outside.

“A barn?” Abigail turned slowly, the hem of her dress grazing the dirt. “There wasn’t
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