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  Chapter one

Winter Jordan tapped her fingers on top of the steering wheel in tune to Reba McEntire’s, ‘Fancy’ while driving down the long, dark road. She’d just turned off the interstate, trying to find a café to eat and rest before continuing to Asheville, North Carolina. 
The roads were quite slick from a snow storm she had not expected to see this far south, and she needed to have her wits about her before she continued on her journey. As those thoughts crossed her mind, her tires briefly skidded sideways. She held her breath as she eased her foot off the gas petal, steered into the slight skid, and was able to right herself. Now, instead of taping her fingers to her favorite music, she white-knuckled the steering wheel.
As she continued to look for a diner, she thought back to the marital fiasco she'd gotten herself out of to Michael and she couldn't be happier. They had been living in Portland, Oregon until their marriage collapsed. Having no reason to remain there, among his family and friends whom she’d worked with at the lumber yard, she decided at twenty-three, it was time for a change and so, she moved back home with her parents.
But three months ago, her parents died, leaving their only child with no emotional ties to anyone or anything west of the Mississippi. She now had the freedom to move anywhere she wanted.
With the trust fund her parents had left her when they died, it gave her enough money to make such a move. She wasn’t wealthy by any means but she had enough to live on for years to come and possibly her entire life if the financial investments she’d made worked for her.
She’d found the ad for the flower and gift shop for sale in Asheville, North Carolina from an online realty magazine. After researching the area, she decided it would be the perfect place to relocate. She bought the gift shop, sight unseen, and was heading there for her new life. Driving across country for a risky venture might have been a drastic move, but all she wanted to do was leave her old life, so she decided to do it.
She was about one hundred and fifty miles from Asheville with still no sign of a place to pull over. The snowstorm was now heavier and it put her estimate into town longer than the hours she figured she should have had.
Her car swerved again. For the second time, she was able to keep it on the road. She slowed her speed. The snow had really piled up and she was practically driving in white-out conditions, barely able to see the side of the road.
She needed to turn her wipers to the highest setting since the snow was falling heavier than it had moments earlier, if that was possible. Reaching for the wiper blade controller, she looked away only for a moment when the car started fish-tailing and veered off the road, landing in a small, narrow river.
Winter groaned as she came to and the taste of blood filled her mouth. She grabbed her head and felt a cut with blood dripping down her face. She quickly unbuckled her seatbelt and stretched her arms. They moved. Wiggling her legs, she was relieved to discover they moved as well.
Glancing out of the broken front windshield, she saw her car laid in the river on its side. Panic set in as water started to flow inside.
'Oh, Lord, help me.' 
She climbed up to the passenger side and thankfully, the windows had the old roll-down mechanism. Rolling it down, she climbed out of the car, into the river.
Clinging to the vehicle for leverage so she wasn’t carried away by moving water, she moved herself along the side of it. She was shivering by this time, and snow started sticking to her.
Because the river was narrow, she could easily reach the side of the small incline. Digging her fingers into the snow-covered embankment, she struggled to climb out of her predicament. After several very slippery and exhausting attempts, she fell prostrate on the ground, exhaling with relief. 
But that relief was only temporary as she looked behind her and saw the water rise. Wet, cold, and exhausted, she decided she’d better get moving before the water grew higher and reached her. Slipping a couple of times and sliding back down, her heart raced. 
'Please, God, help me. I don’t want to die. Save me and I’ll do anything you ask.'
She hadn’t prayed in years, never went to church, and wasn’t sure what she believed anymore. Her parents were devout Christians who had hardly missed a church service, taking her with them until she turned eighteen. Her father, Marvin, was a deacon in the church and her mother, Shelby, a pianist and singer.
Winter believed in God, but she fell out of the church when she went to college at eighteen. Partied as most kids did and made some bad choices. She’d come back home after finishing her second semester of school, hooked on drugs, and pregnant.
Michael did the right thing by marrying her but whisked her off to Oregon to live with and near his family. While her husband worked for his father at the lumber yard, soon after arriving there, she’d miscarried. Bored with her situation and where she was living, and in a marriage she felt trapped, she’d decided she needed a change. 
Though she’d gotten clean, off the drugs and was proud of herself for it, Michael was still struggling to be clean. His parents only enabled him by paying him a wage, handing him the money, so that he could go buy more drugs, alcohol, and cigarettes. 
She was sick of him not wanting to get off drugs and better himself. If she'd stayed with him, he'd just drag her back down with him, so she left him and moved back in with her parents.
Her parents forgave her and let her return home, but she hadn’t forgiven herself because she felt her baby had died because of her addiction five years prior. She cried for her unborn child every night and prayed, but still relief never came. After her parents died, she felt lost.
Pushing those past, unsettling thoughts away, she dug her nails in the ground deeper and willed herself to climb the last few inches of the small, slick embankment until she reached the top of the road. She collapsed to the ground sobbing. 
'God, please, don’t let me die.'
Slowly making it into a standing position, she looked around the area. Off in the distance, she saw a large home with its lights on. It was a good sign! Shivering, cold, hungry and tired, she slowly made her way toward it. Upon reaching it, she climbed the steps and rang the doorbell.
The door opened and there stood a young girl around the age of five with red hair and big brown eyes, smiling brightly. She reminded Winter of herself at that age. “Hi.”
“Hi.” She looked past the little girl and into the wide, long hallway behind her. “Are your parents home?”
“Hello, young lady,” a tall, dark-haired man said smiling at her. Where did he come from? And behind him stood a brown-haired woman with a smile on her face.
The woman placed her arm on the little girl. “Reba, go and bring a cup of hot chocolate to our guest.” As Reba ran down the hall, the woman took Winter’s hand and escorted her in. “Come inside and warm yourself.”
As soon as Winter entered the house, the heat she was met with welcomed her. Maybe my luck is changing.
Whispering through chattering teeth, she said, “Thank you for allowing me to come in. I’ve just had a wreck. My car is in a small river just north of here. I had to climb a hill to get to safety so it’s why I’m so wet and muddy.” She glanced around the lovely home. To her right, was a large kitchen with a bar separating it from the living room, which held a large fireplace against one wall with a roaring fire inside it. The fireplace looks inviting. “I don’t want to get mud everywhere.”
The man closed the door behind her. “I’m Gabe. This is Sarah. Don’t you worry about being muddy, but you need to clean up and get on some clean, warm clothes. It’s one heck of a snowstorm we’re having. Very rare, indeed.”
Sarah pointed down the hall. “Follow me to the bathroom and you can shower while I get you something warm to wear.” She glanced at Winter, measuring her with her eyes. “I’d say you’re a size five.”
Winter nodded. “Yes, you’re right.”
Reba approached her with a cup hot chocolate. “Here, you go, Miss.”
Winter took the cup and sipped it, savoring the delicious warm liquid. “Thank you, Reba.”
“You’re pretty.”
“Thank you, sweetheart, and you are very pretty, too.” Her heart startled a little looking at the child. She was at the age her child would have been by now and was sadden to remember her unborn child would have been a girl. She’d chosen the name Rebecca.
Reba’s cheeks turned the softest pink. “Thank you.”
Sarah said, “Follow me to the bathroom. While you’re in there, I’ll prepare some food for you.”
Gabe chimed in, “And I’ll tend to the fire. Gonna be a frigid Thanksgiving night in this snowstorm.”
“Thank you,” she said to him before following Sarah down the long hallway to the bathroom.







  
  Chapter two

After a hot shower, Winter dressed in the lovely, purple plush, fluffy fleece pajama pants with a long-sleeved matching top—both fit her perfectly. When she saw the purple-feathered house slippers sitting on the floor, she let out a slight giggle. On the front portion of them, sat a white bunny. She had a feeling the five-year-old picked them out for her.  Cute! I didn’t tell them what size shoes I wear, but they look to be the right fit. 
After she slipped them on, and feeling how comfortable they were, she took the fluffy white and purple wrap-around and draped it over her shoulders. Looking into the full-length mirror, her brown eyes looked back at her. Were they seeing a stranger in the immaculate, comfortable sleepwear?
Looking at the entire ensemble with her gaze ending at the bunny slippers, she laughed again, and whispered, “Nice touch.”
As she walked down the hallway toward the kitchen, various scents of Thanksgiving filled her nostrils. Her stomach growled when she entered the room. “Oh my, something smells delicious in here.” 
Reba looked up from an opposite bar where she rolled out dough with Gabe while Sarah removed freshly baked cinnamon and raisin cookies from the oven. Sarah set the cookies onto a cooling rack. “We love baking. I can hardly wait until Christmas arrives.”
“May I help you with something?” she asked as she set the now empty hot chocolate cup onto the counter.
“No, dear, go relax by the fire. The turkey and its accompanying partners for this evening’s meal are nearly finished.” Sarah stopped talking and burst into laughter. “Love your slippers.”
Gabe and Reba approached Sarah’s side and looked at her. Gabe chuckled and Reba nodded her head with approval. “Love them.”
Sarah shook her head. “Reba, you little sneak. I told you to get her some cozy, matching slippers.”
She laughed with the rest of them. “They are cozy and match just fine. Very comfortable.”
Gabe suggested, “Reba, take our guest into the living room by the fire and entertain her with some music while we finish up in here.”
Reba approached her, and cupping her small hand inside hers, she led her to the living room, to a comfortable chair by the fire. Sitting down at the piano, the child politely said, “I can play some music for you, if you like.”
“Yes, please do, I enjoy music. It’s amazing you can play a piano at your age.”
“Oh, it’s easy to learn things where we’re from. And it’s beautiful, Winter. You’re going to love it there.”
“Oh, and where are you from? And why do you think I’m going there?” What an odd thing for her to assume she’d be going somewhere. “Wait, how’d you know my name?”
Reba’s face turned red. “I wasn’t supposed to say that.” Turning her attention to the piano, she began to play beautiful music she didn’t believe she’d ever heard before anywhere. She enjoyed the pieces Reba played and it was obvious she was quite talented. Still, it bothered her the child knew her name when she’d not given it.
After the music stopped, Gabe rolled in a large cart with a large silver platter in the center, which held a sizable turkey and ham with pineapple rings on top. Surrounding the delectable-looking meats were side dishes of mashed potatoes, brown gravy, giblet gravy, coleslaw, and baked beans. Behind him, Sarah rolled in a second cart full of breads, desserts, and pitchers of drinks. 
She swore she was drooling. Still curious as to how Reba knew her name, but starving enough to not care at the moment, she pushed the question to the back of her mind and followed them to the oak dining table in the adjoining dining room.
After placing everything onto the table, Sarah and Gabe pushed the carts back into the kitchen. When they returned, they all sat down.
To her amazement, she watched her three hosts fold their hands, close their eyes, and Gabe started the blessing.
“Dear, God, thank you for this evening’s meal. We pray you bless it to the nourishment of our bodies. We want to thank you for this opportunity in entertaining a guest in our home this evening. May your will be done in her life. In Jesus name, I pray—Amen.”
“Amen,” Sarah and Reba said together.
She picked up her silverware only after her hosts had done so. It not only surprised her to see people still prayed over their meals, it impressed her. Her parents had always done so, but her in-laws weren’t believers in anything except the almighty dollar. She’d even go so far to say it was their ‘god’.
She'd learned a long time ago, money was the thing that made the world function. With it, one could do most anything they wanted and live the high life. Without it, one could starve to death and freeze in the winter if one couldn’t afford to pay the high mortgages or rents. It was just a fact of life.
“Is the food not to your liking, dear?” Sarah asked with concern.
“Oh, it is and I’m starving. I’m sorry, I was thinking of my car in the river and where I needed to be tomorrow.”
“Don’t worry about tomorrow, for God has it in His hands.” Gabe grinned as he dished himself a spoonful of mash potatoes onto his plate and poured gravy over them.
She’d heard those words before from her father. Her heart ached a little at remembering him. How she missed both of her parents. Her stomach growled as she shoved her thoughts away and began to eat in earnest.
To her surprise, she’d devoured the divine meal in no time. She pushed her plate away from her and smiled. “It was delicious. Thank you."
Gabe, Sarah, and Reba stood as Gabe motioned toward the inviting sofa and loveseat in front of the fire. “Come and sit with us awhile. We have a lot to discuss, Winter.”
She shot him a shocked expression, remembering her original question when Reba first called her by her name. “How do you know my name without me having given it to you?” The question came from her in a bit more suspicious tone than she meant, but, still, she wanted the answer.
“Please. Let’s sit down and we’ll talk,” Gabe said.
She followed them to the fireplace and sat down on the love seat next to Reba while Sarah and Gabe took seats on the sofa, across from them. Once they were all settled, she asked the question once more. “How do you know my name without me telling you?”
Gabe answered, “We know all about you, Winter, because God told us.”
“God?” She lifted a brow, filled with a mixture of interest and doubt.
“Yes, we are angels sent from God to deliver a message to you,” Sarah said in a monotone voice.
“Okay, sure, and I’m the Virgin Mary.” She would’ve supposed these people were sent to spy on her from Michael if she’d not been the one to seek them out at their home. “I thank you for the hot shower, the clothes, and the delicious meal but I don’t have time for games. I must find a way to get to Ashville."
Gabe nodded. “You do need to get to Ashville because you have an important mission. You must save someone’s life to save your soul.”
“Excuse me?” What kind of nuts have I found myself with? Serial killers? Still, they know my name. What’s going on here? I must be dreaming. Wake up. I hit my head. That’s it. I’m imagining all of this.
Reba, who had been sitting quietly until now, took her hand in hers, and looked at her with those big brown eyes. “No, Winter, you’re not sleeping, and in a dream nor is it your imagination. And no, we’re not serial killers. We mean you no harm, but only good for you.”
“You’re just a little girl. How can you talk with such clarity and how...how did you just repeat back to me everything I just thought?” She clutched her aching head. She caressed her temples and looked at the floor. It was spinning.
“Because it’s as Gabe said, we’re messengers from God.”
She looked over at Reba to say something, but when she did, she saw a white light appear from the air and twirl around the child. She stood with shock and glanced at Gabe and Sarah, seeing they had the same white and gold sparkling lights glowing around them. 
She cupped her mouth with her hand. "What is happening?"
"Gabe and I are angels and as he said, we're here to give you a
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