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      Today was Abigail Hawk’s birthday—lucky number thirteen. She now had the privilege of calling herself a teenager.

      Big whoop.

      She didn’t see any benefit to the label. Pimples, popularity, body image angst, more homework. None of that sounded very appealing. But this was the age where she should be breaking through the paper tape of the finish line of adolescence. She had survived childhood! She was moving on to phase two. But instead of relief, there was a lingering knot of worry sitting and festering in her stomach like a bad burrito. She needed a plan to get through all the ages that ended with “teen” without a blip on the woe-is-me radar.

      It was true that some of her past plans to improve her life hadn’t fared so well.

      Learning to be a hairstylist by practicing on her Barbie’s hair.

      Fail.

      Building a cabin in the backyard so she could have some privacy.

      Fail.

      Starting a blog about building a cabin in the backyard.

      Double fail.

      But this new plan was going to work. It was going to be her greatest feat, her coup d’état (a fancy French word for overthrowing the government, which sounded a lot like what she was getting ready to do with her teen years). The plan was solid. She hoped. Because by far, her greatest fear was that she’d end up being one of those teenage girls who cried into her pillow at night because she had no friends.

      Because currently she didn’t.

      Have any.

      Friends.

      “Abigail! Let’s go!” her mother yelled up the stairs.

      She quickly stuffed her cross-body bag with all the essentials—journal/sketchpad, water bottle, and phone. She wrapped a blue checkered scarf around her neck, even though it was September, because it made her feel more European.

      She tied back her frizzy blonde hair and sighed. Today was the day she would begin her plan to become an artist—one where she’d travel the world with her own exhibit and laugh at the jokes of millionaires clamoring to buy her art while she sipped expensive mineral water collected from an ancient spring.

      She closed her eyes and smiled, savoring the thought.

      “Abigail! I have a manicure appointment! If you want me to drop you off, we have to leave now!”

      Abigail stomped down the stairs hoping her mother would hear the anger in her steps. She didn’t exactly blame her mother for the divorce, but her mother’s decision to pack up the SUV and move her and her two older sisters across the country to Raleigh, North Carolina was the reason Abigail had to concoct a stupid plan to begin with. How else was she to cope with having no friends on her thirteenth birthday?

      Well, she shouldn’t say she had no friends. Technically, she had one. But she wasn’t sure he counted. His name was Daniel. She’d met him at the North Carolina Museum of Art last weekend when she was mapping out her I’m-turning-thirteen-seven-year-plan-to-avoid-adolescence-and-become-a-famous-artist plan.

      Daniel was thirteen. Maybe. She wasn’t sure, and for some reason it hadn’t come up. Their first meeting had been…strange.

      She’d been standing in front of a contemporary painting when a boy approached and stood beside her. She’d only taken notice of him because he had been wearing a baggy jacket over a black vest and collarless white shirt that was loosely tucked into his tan pants. It looked like he’d pulled out clothes from a dusty trunk he’d found in his grandparent’s attic in an old farmhouse in New Hampshire.

      The meeting had gone something like this:

      

      “This one’s not worth a fart in a whirlwind,” Daniel said with a snicker.

      Abigail looked over at him like he was a dead rat the family cat had left at the door.

      “Oh, excuse me,” he said upon seeing her expression. He stood a little taller, pushed his shaggy brown hair out of his eyes, and cleared this throat. “This picture has existential value, don’t you think?” He rubbed his dimpled chin in contemplation while holding a small red book over his heart.

      The book may have been his most secret thoughts, or just as likely, something he carried to complete his attempt to impress people.

      “Do you even know what that word means?” she asked. Because she didn’t know what it meant, and she wanted to be impressed with his knowledge of such a big word, but at the same time, she was thinking he was 100% crazy and was just making up nonsensical garbage.

      He looked over at her with his steely blue eyes and lifted his chin ever so slightly.

      “Existential. E-x-i-s-t-e-n-t-i-a-l. Existential is a philosophical way of thinking. It sees humans with will and consciousness as being in a world of objects which do not have those qualities.”

      First, she did a quick translation in her head of what she thought the word really meant. Humans possess something the world around them does not.

      Second, she scanned the room to make sure she hadn’t inadvertently walked into a spelling bee. There was no one else around except for a security guard dressed in the museum’s uniform—royal blue polo shirt and black pants. He seemed to take account of them with unbiased professionalism.

      Abigail considered walking away, but since this boy had just given her a new word she hadn’t known (and yes, she had a thing for words), she pursed her lips and countered with the intention of being disagreeable instead.

      “No. I don’t think it does. Have existential value.” She let the word roll off her tongue as though she had used it hundreds of times.

      He raised an eyebrow. “No?”

      Abigail folded her arms, tucking the museum brochure she’d been carrying around under one arm. The arm folding was her defense mechanism whenever she felt uncomfortable.

      There was a brief awkward silence, and then he laughed. And not just a chuckle. He slapped a knee with his hand and howled. For some reason, this angered her. She glanced over at the guard. He was picking at something in his teeth with his tongue.

      “What’s so funny?” she snapped.

      He wiped one of his eyes with the back of his hand then grinned at her.

      “I’m Daniel,” he said, extending his hand.

      Her only thought at that moment was—no, you’re weird.

      She shook his hand like it was a bit of toilet paper she’d just pulled off the bottom of her shoe. “Abigail,” she said warily.

      Her lack of enthusiasm didn’t seem to affect his good humor.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you. Have I seen you here before? You look familiar.”

      “No,” she said flatly, though she’d been to the museum last week with her mother, and it was likely that he had seen her. She couldn’t help but feel like she had just been the brunt of a joke, and she wasn’t quite ready to be best buds.

      He opened his jacket so she could get a full view of his vest. “You probably don’t remember seeing me because I’m often in disguise.”

      She debated at this point whether she should just walk away. Honestly, isn’t that what most people would do? But the situation was akin to standing at the edge of a pool of freezing water. She didn’t really want to jump in, but a part of her wanted to show how tough she was. No wimping out.

      Abigail sighed, though she masked it by releasing it slowly through her nose. “And why do you disguise yourself?” she asked, bracing herself for a long explanation which she’d already decided was going to be ridiculous.

      “My mom works here,” he said. “And frankly, I get tired of being recognized by her cohorts.”

      She stored the word cohort in her mind vault, deducing that it meant coworker.

      “Oh Daniel, how you’ve grown,” he said in a high-pitched voice. “How handsome you are young Daniel.” He fluttered his eyelashes. “Don’t you have a girlfriend yet?”

      He rolled his eyes.

      Abigail smiled and unfolded her arms. Now this was something she could relate to. Her mother’s long string of friends were equally annoying. Normally, they gushed over her frizzy blonde hair, and told her how lucky she was to have hair with so much potential. Inside she’d be cringing because she hated her hair. It was so thick and unruly it could have had its own zip code.

      

      Anyway, that’s how Daniel and she had become sort of friends. She didn’t even know what school he went to or what his last name was. That’s why she wasn’t completely sure he counted as a real friend, but he would have to do because she needed someone to spend her birthday with. Otherwise, she would have been stuck with her mother’s idea of a celebration, which would no doubt amount to her mother inviting her new adult work friends and asking them to bring their kids to stand in as Abigail’s friends.

      No, thank you.

      The only hiccup in her birthday plan was that she’d let it slip to Daniel that today was her birthday. The fact that she was choosing to spend it with him at the art museum wasn’t exactly her proudest moment. But a girl had to make do with what she had. He’d said he was going to plan a big surprise for her at the museum. She had told him no gifts, and he’d assured her that what he had in mind was better than any gift. She hadn’t asked him to explain.

      That was a huge mistake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Abigail spotted Daniel pacing in front of the gleaming white West Building of the art museum. He was wearing the same old clothes he’d worn last weekend along with a flimsy cap like someone from a Dickens novel would wear. He was tipping his cap and saying good morning to everyone who passed him until he spotted her.

      “Abigail, over here,” he yelled, waving his arm in the air.

      She scowled as she drew closer. “Really?” she asked, surprised to see him in the same ancient clothes.

      “There’s a reason, I promise,” he said.

      “You look like you just stepped out of a Dickens novel.”

      “Who is Dickens?”

      “You know. A Christmas Carol?”

      Daniel blinked a few times with wide-eyed curiosity.

      “God bless us everyone?”

      “Hmm,” Daniel said, seeming completely clueless.

      Strangers were casting sideways glances as they walked by Daniel. “People are staring,” Abigail said.

      “How do you know they’re not staring at you?” he said with a wry grin.

      She grabbed his arm and led him toward the large silver doors, anxious to hide him from curious eyes among the many galleries.

      “Your shirt is quite the eye-catcher,” he said as they entered the museum’s white halls. “What do the initials stand for? M-E-H?”

      She stopped. “You’re kidding, right?”

      He shrugged.

      There was something different about Daniel that she couldn’t put her finger on. His lack of knowledge of pop culture was worth raising an eyebrow over, not to mention his strange choice of clothes.

      “Meh,” she said, “means, I’m not impressed. Or, I don’t care. Take your pick. It’s indifference.”

      “Oh,” he said, his voice deflating.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, wondering if he had taken her words the wrong way.

      He scratched his cheek. “Nothing.”

      “I’m just not excited about turning thirteen. My shirt has nothing to do with you, okay?”

      “Very well. There’s nothing to be done about it now.” He strode off past the information desk.

      She jogged to catch up. “So…what’s the big surprise?” she asked cheerfully, trying to brighten the mood.

      “You’ll see.”

      She dug into her bag and pulled out her new leather art journal and a pencil. It had been the only birthday gift she’d asked for. A ship was etched on the front—perfect for chronicling her plan to sail through her teen years.

      Ooo, metaphor. She gave herself a mental pat on the back.

      Day 1, she scribbled at the top of the page while she walked.

      “What do you think of Rodin?” Daniel asked.

      She looked up. They were standing in the midst of Rodin’s Court. Auguste Rodin to be exact—a French sculptor. The museum held one of the largest collections of his bronze statues in the world. The court was a sea of dark, twisted torsos, hands, and faces—a virtual graveyard of black-bronze monuments.

      Daniel stepped up to a statue of a nude man and waited for Abigail to study it. The sculpted man’s whole body was bent backward as if he had just been struck. One knee was down, embedded in what looked like a large stone. She read the placard.

      The Falling Man.

      She didn’t know what Daniel was expecting her to say, so she remained silent.

      “It’s a version of the man clinging to the underside of the doorway of Rodin’s sculpture The Gates of Hell. He’s trying to escape the fire,” he said.

      She glanced over at him, wondering what this had to do with her birthday surprise. A black contorted figure in distress wasn’t exactly what she’d had in mind. She was thinking more of the painting The Garden Parasol—a woman of leisure in the serene setting of a French countryside garden taking tea and reading poetry under a bright yellow parasol.

      “Does this freak you out?” he asked.

      He’d said the word freak like he’d never used it before and was trying it out.

      ”No. It’s just a statue,” she said, still thinking of how splendid it would be to sip tea in a French garden.

      “Good,” he said taking off.

      She scrambled after him, shoving her journal into her pack. “Where are we going? I want to actually learn something about art today.”

      “Oh, you will,” he said.

      He held open a door that led to an outdoor courtyard and bowed slightly, gesturing with a sweep of his hand for her to go first.

      Abigail rolled her eyes at his attempt at chivalry. She stepped out onto the gray graveled courtyard known as Rodin’s Garden. A handful of life-sized sculptures of men were positioned around a long, rectangular reflecting pool bordered with river rocks and filled with water lilies. The word that came to her mind was zen-like.

      “Come on,” Daniel said, hurrying toward the far end of the water feature.

      She reluctantly followed. She’d rather be inside writing something brilliant about an art piece. She wasn’t up for Daniel’s game. If this was a game.

      He stopped at a statue at the end of the garden. The sculpture was of three nude men, slightly hunched with their heads touching as if they were conjoined. Their left arms dangled in front of them; their right arms were held by their sides.

      “Did you know that all three men are identical?” Daniel said. “They only look different because they’re turned at different angles. It’s the only sculpture ever done this way.”

      “Wow, you’re right,” she said, walking around the statue. The three men all had the same face, same muscular arms and legs—like bodybuilders. “Why are they looking down?”

      “Rodin designed them to stand at the top of The Gates of Hell.”

      She eyed the men’s oversized feet. “So, they’re supposed to be what? Guarding the…gate?”

      Daniel laughed a little. “Not so much guarding it as warning those who are about to enter.”

      She studied their sad, dejected faces.

      Daniel continued. “On the final piece, these men are at the top pointing down to the inscription above the doorway. Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.”

      “That’s kind of creepy.”

      “These men represent the dead.”

      “So, the sculpture inside that you showed me?”

      “You’ll find The Falling Man on the side of Rodin’s Gates.”

      “Wow,” Abigail said, lifting the flap of her bag. “You really know how to throw a birthday party.” Finally, she had something interesting to write about in her art journal.

      Daniel reached out and stopped her. “Not yet,” he said.

      Abigail sighed. “Daniel, I want to write this down.”

      He held up a hand. “Just…please wait.”

      “Fine,” she said, closing the flap of her bag.

      He took out the same red book he had been carrying last weekend and read something from it silently, then stuffed it back into his pocket. He then held out his hand to her, waiting for her to take it.

      She scowled. “Daniel, I don’t think we’re that kind of friends.”

      He grinned as if she’d said something ridiculous. “Just for a second. Trust me, I’m not trying to win your affections or anything.”

      His response, though weirdly formal, was more insulting than trying to hold her hand. “Why aren’t you trying to win my affections?” she asked, “What’s wrong with me?”

      “You’re…” He seemed to be struggling to find words. “I’m too old for you.”

      “How old are you?” she asked.

      “Thirteen?” he said with a grimace.

      “We’re literally the same age!”

      “It’s hard to explain. But you’ll understand soon enough.” He stood there resolutely with his hand still extended.

      She sighed and took his hand. He glanced over his shoulder, clearly making sure they were alone. She was ready to knock him in the head if he tried to kiss her. But he didn’t. He squeezed her hand tightly and said in a voice that sounded like church bells announcing the midnight hour, “Through me is the way into the doleful city.”

      “Dan—“ her words were cut off by a blinding light and a feeling of falling. Her stomach dropped like she was plummeting on a roller coaster.

      What is happening? Am I passing out?

      Her body plunged through darkness and light in a kind of nauseating, endless spiral. But just as quickly as the feeling of nausea had come, her senses began returning one by one.

      Feet. On solid ground.

      Daniel’s warm hand. Still in hers.

      A whiff of animal, straw, and salty sea air.

      Face. Warmed by the familiar touch of the sun.

      She blinked. Her vision slowly returned, expanding from a small pinprick into brilliant light. She was…

      Somewhere else?

      Daniel released her hand. They were standing on a dirt road lined with buildings that were made of plaster and wood and had thick, thatched roofs. It was like they had stepped back into medieval times. A weathered piece of wood, nailed to a post, indicated they were standing on Shoe Lane.

      “Daniel,” she said slowly.

      “Surprise!” he said, with weary enthusiasm.

      The heat of fear rose from her neck to her face. “Where…are we?”

      Daniel removed his cap and scratched his head. “I’m not sure exactly. Not yet anyway.”

      She grabbed his arm and squeezed with all her might. “What do you mean you’re not sure?”

      “Ouch,” he said, pulling away. “Calm down. I’ll figure it out in a minute.”

      “Figure what out?” she exclaimed.

      Daniel slowly turned in a circle and took in their surroundings. “If I were to guess, I’d say we landed somewhere in the 1300s.”

      Abigail swallowed and eyed the old-world style buildings and dirt streets. Multiple flags were flying atop the buildings that lined the street. The flags were a faded royal blue and were dotted with yellow markings that looked kind of like an iris flower—fleur-de-lis she believed the symbols were called. Seagulls called to each other in the distance.

      “I’m dreaming,” she said to herself. “This is one of those dreams inside a dream where you think you’re dreaming and then you realize you’re not, but you have, in fact, been dreaming the whole time—”

      “Oh no,” Daniel said, interrupting her.

      “What?”

      “I hope I’m wrong, but I think we might be in Calais. The flag has the colors of the French crown. And if I’m right, the sound of seagulls means we’re on the coast.”

      “Where’s Calais?”

      “France.”
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        Calais, France

        August 3, 1347

        Jean de Fiennes – with Pierre & Jacques de Wissant

      

      

      

      Jean stood with the Wissant brothers in the town square with the rest of Calais, anxiously waiting the governor’s arrival. The Wissant brothers, much older than Jean, had taken him under their wing after his father had died. He appreciated their kind gesture, but he was eighteen and perfectly capable of living on his own—not that what was going on in Calais could be called living. Their French town had been under siege by King Edward’s English army for the past eleven months. The city’s wells were drying up, and food was as scarce as the rain. Some nights, when things grew still, he could hear the distant laughter and music of the English army camped outside their city walls. Those were often the same nights when a light ocean breeze would carry a whiff of boiled potatoes or hot goose fat dripping into a fire. Those faint smells would wrack Jean with pains of hunger so severe he’d have to spend the rest of the night in his bed with his knees drawn to his chest.

      “What word from the governor do you suppose?” Pierre Wissant asked, rubbing a hand through his short hair.

      “I’d say he plans to surrender,” his older brother Jacques said. “I don’t see that we have a choice now that our French king has abandoned us. Almost a year we waited for the brute, while we’ve all wasted away to skin and bones. And what does he do? The great King Phillip leaves us to fend for ourselves.”

      Pierre nodded solemnly.

      Jean kept silent. He had no fight left in him.

      “Mark my words,” Jacques continued. “If England takes Calais, the rest of France will fall, and all Frenchmen will be bowing to the whims of England.”

      Jean stared vacantly at his dirty bare feet. He’d forgotten to put on shoes.

      Pierre, the brother who had taken on more of a fatherly role with him, clasped Jean on the shoulder. “Why don’t you come by the house, after this. We don’t have much, but Henrietta is still laying a few eggs, though I fear her days are numbered.”

      “You name your chickens?” Jean asked, finding this sentiment strange in the midst of a starving city. Everyone who raised and killed animals knew not to grow attached by naming them.

      Jacques grinned and held up a finger. “Correction. He has one chicken.”

      Pierre ignored his brother. “She’s alone now and naming her is the one bit I can do for her, scrawny thing that she is.”

      “Not that it will do Henrietta any good,” Jacques said. “He’ll have her on his table soon enough.”

      Pierre smiled and gave Jacques a friendly push.

      Despite his inner emptiness, Jean smiled too. He didn’t realize he was still capable of doing that. It warmed his heart to hear the Wissant brothers carrying on with each other in the midst of such a crisis. It showed their good natures, and it made Jean glad to be in their company.

      Suddenly the crowd tensed, and murmurs spread. Jean and the brothers stood on their toes. The governor was taking the platform to speak. Now they would hear the fate of their beloved city of Calais—fight on and starve, or surrender their home to England’s King Edward?
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      “FRANCE!” Abigail shouted, but then she immediately flew into denial. “Hah, hah. I hate this dream.” She pinched herself over and over, but she couldn’t wake herself up. She checked inside her bag. Everything she had packed that morning was safe and secure. It didn’t look like she was dreaming.

      Her breathing quickened.

      Daniel took her gently by the arms. “You need to breathe.”

      She nodded and took a deep breath and blew it out slowly.

      “We’ve traveled to the past. Rodin’s sculpture, The Three Shades, is a gate—a portal to the past.”

      “Uh huh,” she said, still unable to comprehend what was happening.

      He released her and stepped back. “I wanted to surprise you for your birthday, though I had been hoping for another time period—clearly.”

      She took a tentative look around. There were shops with signs hanging above them, but every door was closed and the curtains drawn. No one was on the street. It was like one of those western movies where the cowboys ride into a town and tumbleweeds bounce down the abandoned dirt streets.

      “This isn’t possible,” she said.

      “I felt the same way the first time I time traveled,” he said.

      She widened her eyes. “You’ve done this before?”

      “Once,” he said, removing his hat.

      “I want to go back,” she said matter-of-factly.

      He grimaced and scratched his head. “It’s not that simple.”

      The blood drained from her face. She unwound the scarf from around
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