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      This is the third of three volumes in a huge collection of 100 of my short stories. Volume one has 35 sweet wholesome contemporary romance short stories. Volume two has 33 historical romances, and volume three has 32 time travel stories.

      

      All these stories are published individually. But thanks to my wonderful Kickstarter supporters, they are now available in three volumes. The three volumes together are 2,500 pages of reading.

      

      True love can overcome anything.

      

      Even time itself.

      

      Scientists work hard to keep our thinking within logical boundaries. But some things can’t be explained.

      

      One of those things is time. Sometimes time seems to fly past. Sometimes it seems to move at a snail’s pace.

      

      Sometimes it’s permeable. Illogical.

      

      Like love. If anything can defy the boundaries of time, love can.

      

      We all try to make sense of love. To find our perfect match. To wait for that perfect time.

      

      But love is like time. Any control is only an illusion.

      

      True love knows no boundaries. Not even time itself.

      

      I hope you enjoy reading these stories from my heart as much as I enjoyed writing them.

      

      Kathryn Kaleigh

      Houston, Texas
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        May 1863

      

      

      The Yankees were coming.

      Actually they were already here. I could hear them marching along the street outside my little two-story whitewashed cottage.

      Everyone else - almost everyone else - had left for the caves.

      With Vicksburg only an hour away from my little town of Le Tourneau, I was certain any accessible caves between here and there would be far too crowded for my taste.

      I preferred to stay put.

      I sat at the dining room table in the kitchen. The table was shoved against a window and I had the curtains pulled tight over it. I had one lit candle next to me, safely burning in a glass lantern.

      I hoped the glow from the lantern was muted by the thick emerald velvet curtains. I preferred that the Yankees not come to my door. Like moths to a flame.

      My long-haired cat, Peterson, sat in the middle of the dining room table. The cat was mostly white, but had splashes of gray here and there. He wore one of those splashes of gray like a mask on his face.

      Peterson watched me as I turned the pages of an ancient over-sized book. The worn pages of the book were at least eighteen inches long. Though it was no more a quarter of an inch thick, it was by far the largest book I'd ever seen.

      The brittle pages smelled like sulfur and though I probably should have found the scent to be distasteful, I actually found it to be intriguing.

      Peterson narrowed his eyes at me and, though he'd been watching me in silence for about an hour, I could tell he was growing restless.

      Peterson was about six months old. I'd found him in the barn after I'd just fed the horses. That was back when we had horses.

      Peterson had walked right up to me, his tail held high and bunted my skirt. When the hoop skirt swayed back his way, he'd jumped back sideways in surprise. I'd laughed at him and he'd sat down, looking at me curiously.

      I remembered the day well. There was actually a dusting of snow on the ground. That was something that never happened in this part of Mississippi.

      Peterson had let me pick him up and carry him back to the house, cradling him on his back. I'd immediately fallen in love with his soft kitten fur.

      I'd set him right here on this dining room table and ever since then, he'd acted like the table was his personal space.

      So I'd put him a blanket on the table and he'd learned to nuzzle his way beneath it. Sometimes on those cold winter days, if he couldn't manage to get himself covered up, he'd meow until I came over and helped him out. He'd spend hours sleeping under that blanket.

      But now that it was warmer, he'd just sit on top of the blanket and nap. Or watch me. Whichever he found to be more interesting at the time.

      Since Father was off fighting for the cause and Mother, as far as I knew - which wasn't too far - had gone with him, I was left in the house by myself.

      I wasn't supposed to be here, but that was another story.

      On a cold rainy day in March, Peterson and I had gone exploring in the attic. I'd been a little nervous about the rickety ladder that we had to climb to get through the little attic door, but Peterson had jumped up there like it was nothing.

      There were mostly just old paintings and boxes of clothes that no one wanted any more. There was a trunk full of letters that I might look through one day, but right now, with everything going on with the war, they didn't interest me so much. There was also an old clock and a several lanterns.

      Somehow someone had put an old rocking chair up there, though I have no idea how they'd lifted it up those attic stairs and managed to get it through the door that was only about four or five feet square.

      Probably Grandfather. He could do just about anything.

      Grandfather had died ten years ago when I was nine years old. He'd taught me most of what I knew.

      When I was growing up, Mother spent most of her days sewing for those people who could afford to buy fancy ball gowns and Father spent his time working in a sawmill near Jackson. Jackson was far enough away that Father had to live with a bunch of other men in a bunker. So we rarely saw Father, though he occasionally stopped by and gave Mother money.

      Grandpa never said much about Father, but he always got a funny look on his face when Father showed up.

      On those days, Grandpa would take me fishing or out riding horses. Always keeping me away from the house when Father was home.

      I never asked him why and frankly, never gave it much thought at the time.

      After all, he was the one I spent my days with anyway.

      But he never showed me this book.

      Spells and Other Useful Things.

      Not a very creative title for a book, but quite descriptive for what seemed to be just that. Spells and so far other things like recipes.

      I was only about two pages into the book, having just turned one of the large brittle pages, when Peterson stepped over and laid down on top of the open book.

      "What is it, Peterson?" I asked. "Are you hungry?"

      I went to the pantry and crumbled up some dried chicken on a saucer. Usually, Peterson would have already been on the floor, rubbing against my skirts by the time I had his saucer out, but right now, he just stretched onto his back and rolled against the brittle pages.

      "Come on, Peterson." Since I had just found the book and still didn't know what kind of significance it might hold, I didn't want the wayward kitten to destroy it.

      So I picked Peterson up and placed him on the floor next to his saucer.

      He started eating like he was supposed to.

      I sighed and went back to sit at the table.

      Two soldiers passed by outside my window, talking loudly. My window was about ten, maybe fifteen, feet away from the street. I couldn't understand what the soldiers were talking about, but a few words were discernable.

      Siege. Vicksburg. Cigars.

      I could tell they were Yankees by their accent.

      I probably should have been afraid of them, but I wasn't.

      Peterson finished his chicken and jumped back onto the table.

      With a fake stern look, I moved the book out of his way, holding it up instead. I shifted it toward the soft glow of the candle so I could see the faint ink on the pages a little better.

      There at the top of page three were the words What to do in the event of a siege.

      I angled the book closer to the light, certain I'd read it wrong.

      Beneath the title was a list of five things.

      The first item read Keep your light dim. Preferably away from any windows.

      I glanced at the thick curtains. Depending on whether or not there was a full moon - I didn't even know what the moon looked like tonight - my candle may or may not be visible from outside through the window.

      I moved the candle further away from the window just in case. Peterson licked his paws as though he'd just remembered to wash up after eating his chicken.

      I moved to the second item on the list.

      Make sure to keep your doors locked. If anyone knocks on the door, do not answer it.

      As I read the words, I heard some scuffling outside on the front porch.

      Quietly, but quickly, dropping the open book onto the table, I dashed to the door and checked the lock. It was secure.

      I turned, pressing my hands against my skirt. My heart was beating much too quickly.

      It was nonsense, of course. A coincidence.

      Peterson was sitting in the middle of the book, licking one of his hind legs.

      Feeling a compulsion to preserve the book, nonsense though it may be, I grabbed Peterson up and cradling him on his back, held him close to me.

      When someone knocked on the door, Peterson leaped out of my arms, skidding back onto the table. He went straight for his blanket, nudging his way beneath it, leaving only his tail showing.

      "Some help you are," I said under my breath. There was still the matter of the person at the door.

      If anyone knocks on the door, don't answer it.

      It was an old, ancient book, its pages faded and tattered. What could the words possibly have to do with right now?

      But instead of going to the door, I went back to my chair at the table and the list of things to do in the event of a siege.

      It didn't even say what kind of siege.

      I went to number three.

      Number three. Find a good hiding place.

      I had to put a hand over my mouth to keep from laughing out loud.

      Peterson had this one figured out already.

      I looked around. There was no place to hide in here. Maybe I should go back to the attic. But I wasn't leaving Peterson here and I had a feeling there was no way I was going to get him into the attic.

      I turned my attention back to the book. Perhaps I needed to know what was next before I abandoned the book for a hiding place.

      Number Four. Create a spell.

      The rest of number four and number five were smeared from Peterson's licking.

      Create a spell?

      What kind of spell? And then what?

      The man knocked again. I could tell it was a man just by the way he knocked.

      A soldier.

      I tossed the blanket over Peterson's tail and blew out the candle.

      The book's words seemed sound. And I saw no reason not to follow them.

      Peterson made a sound. I couldn't tell if it was a protest or a thank you.

      I closed the book and left it to go toward the stairs. There were two bedrooms upstairs and surely I could find a hiding place up there.

      I lifted my skirts and was just about to put a foot on the bottom step when the man on the other side of the front door said my name.

      "Miss Charlotte?"

      I froze, since my name was indeed Charlotte.

      I tried to think who might know I was here, but I couldn't come up with anyone.

      Nonetheless, I had grown up here, so there were any number of people who could have known me before I left home after my grandfather died.

      "Charlotte? Are you in there?"

      I didn't recognize the voice.

      And he didn't sound like a Yankee after all. Not that I had ever personally spoken to a Yankee. I'd merely heard snatches of their conversations as they passed by on the street.

      Peterson was watching me now, peeking out from beneath the blanket. I could just see the glow of his eyes.

      Squinting his eyes, his reached out and slapped the book to the floor with one paw.

      So much for being quiet and not letting the man know I was in here.

      The book had fallen open and I gently picked it up, placing it on the table. Why was Peterson being so difficult?

      The cat swished his tail against the window, allowing the glow of a moonbeam to splash across the open book.

      Number Five. If the man knows your name, you must let him inside.

      I stared at the words. Read through the list again. Keep down the light. Lock the door. Hide. Cast a spell. Let him inside.

      My eyes narrowed, I looked up at Peterson. He was resting his face on his paws, looking quite innocent, at least for a cat. If a cat could look innocent.

      I was beginning to think that cats were not innocent creatures at all.

      "What do you want me to do Peterson?" I asked in a whisper. Here I was. Looking to ancient books and cats for answers to a real world problem.

      What had the world come to?

      Peterson flipped his tail and the room was in darkness again.

      I heard the sound of soldiers marching this way. Soldiers marching by moonlight.

      I didn't even have time to process the question of soldiers marching at night, when the knocking started again. Frantic now.

      "Charlotte. Please. Let me in."

      The man not only knew me. He knew I was in here. And he sounded like he was in danger.

      "The Yankees are coming."

      I heard it then. The fear in his voice.

      Cats and book be damned.

      I threw open the lock and a man, who must have been leaning hard against it, fell onto the floor. In my foyer.

      But before I had time to process it all, he was back on his feet. He closed the door and slammed the lock home.

      "Come on," he said, taking my hand and leading me up the stairs.

      I couldn't even see the stairs, but he seemed to have no problem seeing in the dark and besides that, he knew exactly which way to go.

      I bunched up my skirts with my free hand. I had no choice, really, but to go with him. My feet barely seemed to touch the ground as he pulled me along behind him.

      When we reached the top of the stairs, I realized that all the curtains were open on the second floor and moonlight streamed in through the open windows. I rarely went up here. The house seemed much more manageable if I just ignored the fact that there was a second floor.

      He turned right, towards what used to be my bedroom. In another lifetime.

      Peterson dashed past us, running into the bedroom just ahead of us.

      How was it that a cat who'd been hiding beneath a blanket just a few seconds ago, could now be darting ahead of us? Just like this soldier who obviously knew my house as well as I did, Peterson seemed to be heading the same place we were.

      Just as he closed the bedroom door behind the three of us, I heard the Yankees pounding against the door. Then I heard the distinct sound of wood splintering. The Yankees were inside the house.

      Whoever wrote the book of spells and useful things had gotten the order wrong. It should have been open the door, then hide. Or just hide.

      "Now what?" I asked out loud, mostly to myself.

      The man shoved the armoire aside. It was a large armoire that was nearly as tall as the ceiling. And heavy. I'd never known it to be moved. Not even during the annual Spring cleaning ordeal. He pressed on wall, up high, and the wall opened up.

      Then we were through the wall - that was actually a door - and began shoving the armoire back in place.

      "Wait," I said, putting a hand on his upper arm. "My cat."

      The man nodded over his shoulder. I followed his gaze.

      Peterson had slipped into the secret room and sat behind me, his eyes narrowed.

      Using the little bit of moonlight that streamed in through the bedroom window, the man lit a candle and using the dim light, put the wall back together.

      As my heart rate slowed a little, I saw that the room was small. Only about six feet by four feet. No windows.

      But there was a box full of candles and some jars of dried fruit.

      What was this place? In my own home, there was a room I didn't know about.

      As my gaze was drawn back to the stranger who knew my name, he put a finger to his lips, cautioning me to stay quiet.

      Footsteps echoed as the enemy soldiers wandered the house. It would be obvious to anyone that someone was recently home. The candle at the dining room table would still be warm if anyone bothered to check.

      There would still be crumbs of chicken in Peterson's food saucer. He always left crumbs when he ate.

      I held my breath as soldiers walked through my bedroom, then I exhaled slowly as they left the upper floor.

      The strength left my limbs and I leaned against the wall. Peterson jumped up on the one small table in the room and head bunted me. It was just like him to make himself at home on the only table in the room.

      In the dim candlelight, I studied the soldier then. He was watching me as well.

      He was a young man, perhaps somewhere around my age. His hair was too long. It fell against his collar. And he needed a shave. So I couldn't tell much about what he looked like.

      But his eyes were kind.

      "Who are you?" I asked in a whisper.

      "I'm Peter." He was surprised I didn't know who he was, but he hid it well.

      I looked over at my cat. "This is Peterson."

      "You named your cat after me?"

      "What?" I straightened. This was all much too surreal. The book. The soldiers. The secret room.

      Now a savior with almost the same name as my cat.

      "Charlotte," he said, his voice kind. "You don't remember me. But it was a long time ago."

      "Should I?" I asked. "Remember you?"

      "I knew you before you left. I knew your grandfather."

      "But how?"

      He slipped off his cap and tucked it into his pants pocket. "I worked in the stables. My family had a farm just down the road."

      Realization hit me slowly. Like a slow ocean wave heading toward me that seemed to take forever to get there, but nearly knocked me down when it hit.

      "Peter." I remembered the boy in the stables. He'd been a couple of years younger than I was and I could always tell that Grandfather had a fondness for him.

      I knew that sometimes Grandfather worked with him in the stables and took him fishing and such when I was studying or doing needlepoint or reluctantly practicing the piano.

      I'd asked Grandfather about him a few times, but Grandfather always just shrugged off an answer. "He's just a boy from down the road. He doesn't have anyone, so I try to teach him a few things."

      But I'd known. I'd known that Grandfather had a fondness for him that was different than what he felt for me. Grandfather had no sons and no grandsons. No one to pass along the things that a man would naturally teach a boy.

      Grandfather had taught me to ride, too. I could ride as well as any boy and I could even shoot a gun. But I also had to learn things he couldn't teach me. Like needlepoint and piano. He wanted me to be accomplished. I knew he was proud of me. I hadn't been jealous of Peter. Just curious as any child would be, but not enough to worry about it.

      "What's this room?" I asked, needing to pull my thoughts away from my Grandfather.

      He looked a bit sheepish. "When I realized the war was going to happen, I built it. As a safe place for anyone who might need it."

      "You knew I was coming back."

      "I knew that you might. I knew that you'd be out of school. And that was enough for me."

      Peterson nudged at my hand until I petted him on the head. "You built this room for me." It was more of a statement than a question.

      "It was the least I could do."

      I picked up Peterson and cradled him to me. "What do you mean?"

      "Your grandfather left this house to me." He cleared his throat. "Sort of. He told me to promise to keep it for you. If you ever wanted to live here again, I was to help you. If you didn't want it, I could live here." He shrugged. "Then there was the war, so I had to go."

      "Of course." He had to go fight. It was his duty.

      I was trying to remember Peter. I hadn't paid him a whole lot of attention. He was just a boy. And well, boys hadn't held much interest to me back when I was a child.

      "Look," he said. "I'm sorry I frightened you. But I need to take care of something. But..." he paused. "I really don't want to lock you in here."

      He was looking at me with an odd expression, his eyes bright, a little smile playing about his lips.

      "I don't really want to be locked in here."

      "I'll leave the armoire moved and leave it so that you can close yourself up in here. If you need to."

      I nodded. I was still trying to wrap my head around this soldier, Peter, being the same little boy who'd followed my grandfather around in the barn, learning about horses and such.

      He smiled at me, then gently took my hand and kissed the back of it.

      My face felt a little flushed. Peter certainly wasn't a child now.

      He moved the wall, then shoved the armoire aside, and with a quick nod, left me standing there, holding Peterson.
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        Three weeks later

      

      

      I sat at the little dining room table. The curtains were wide open, letting the warm sunshine in.

      Peterson lay in the sunshine, stretched out on his back, his stomach full from his dinner of dried chicken and fresh biscuits I'd made just that morning.

      The Yankees had passed through our little town, moving on uneventfully. Vicksburg, it seemed, was of much greater importance for whatever their purpose was than Le Tourneau.

      I hadn't spent any more time in the secret room that Peter had built, but I'd used the candles and I'd eaten some of the dried fruit.

      I was sitting at the table peeling some potatoes to make some soup for later. I had the book, Spells and Other Useful Things, open on the table in front of me. There was a recipe for soup and I just happened to have everything I needed.

      I'd been thinking about my options for things I could do after the war was over.

      One thing I was considering was taking up my mother's work as a seamstress. Once the war was over, people were going to need clothing. Especially dresses.

      In fact, I had a piece of paper on the table and had written down some things I'd need to buy before I started offering my services. Likes needles and pins.

      A movement outside the window caught my attention.

      There was a soldier walking toward the front door. I watched as he came up the porch stairs then lost sight of him as he reached the door.

      Although he looked different - clean-shaven and his hair was short - I knew it was Peter.

      My heart pounded in my chest as I got up to answer the door.

      I tucked my hair behind my ears, then pulled it to one side. I was wearing an old faded yellow dress that had seen better days.

      I took a deep breath and opened the door. My hands were shaking.

      I didn't remember anything much about Peter as a child, but I'd certainly been thinking about him a lot for the last three weeks.

      There was so much I wanted to know. I wanted to know how he'd kept up with me... and more importantly, why.

      Oh my. In the bright sunshine, I could see the bright blue of his eyes. Now that he'd shaven, I could see what I couldn't tell before.

      Peter was a handsome man.

      So very handsome. With clear skin and warm kissable lips.

      "Come in," I said, backing up to give him space to come inside. "I'm just in the kitchen making some soup."

      He followed me inside. "How are you?" he asked as we walked into the kitchen.

      Peterson was sitting in the middle of the table, his eyes bright, his ears forward.

      "Good," I said, with a smile over my shoulder. "Sit. I'll make you some coffee."

      Peter sat down at the table in my chair. I set the kettle on the stovetop.

      "Have you been writing?" he asked.

      "Yes," I said, taking two mugs from the cabinet.

      I turned back and saw him looking at the open book, Spells and Other Useful Things.

      The paper I'd been writing on was underneath the table.

      Peterson was looking at me with a smug expression. Then he lifted a paw and licked it delicately.

      "This is an interesting poem," Peter said, turning in the chair, a devilish grin on his face.

      "What?" I took a step forward. "The soup recipe?"

      He lifted an eyebrow. "Looks like a poem to me."

      Reading over Peter's shoulder, I realized the poor man knew absolutely nothing about poetry.

      There were lines on the page opposite the soup recipe, but any rhyming was questionable.

      During a bright flower moon,

      I met a man named Peter.

      Peter set my heart aflutter.

      And if ever I see Peter again,

      I think I shall marry him.

      I stepped back with a gasp. "I didn't write..."

      Peter was grinning from ear to ear.

      I looked over at Peterson. The cat finished licking his other paw and blinked innocently, swishing his tail with satisfaction.
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      Something was wrong.

      Sophia sat in a little wooden high-backed chair in front of the open window, staring out into the darkness.

      The only sound in front of her came from the crickets chirping and a night owl complaining about the darkness.

      Behind her, there was nothing but the steady ticking of the little clock over the cold fireplace.

      She set her knitting aside and blew out the one little candle that separated her from the darkness of night.

      The sulfur burned her eyes, bringing tears.

      With the clouds carrying a storm on its heels, she hadn't noticed how late it was getting.

      She could still smell the cornbread she'd made for dinner. That's what they'd had. Cornbread. That and the one ripe tomato she'd found growing on a vine in what used to be a garden.

      That was before the Yankees had used their yard as a road and, like a swarm of locusts, had taken all the food as they passed through.

      They hadn't even bothered to stop and ask permission.

      But they'd gone on their way, and that was probably more than she could have asked for.

      She'd heard stories of much much worse. So much worse, it terrified her to think about what could have happened.

      Besides, she had more than just herself to think about. She had to think about her brother, Charlie.

      Charlie had come back from the war broken.

      Unable to walk. He'd collapsed on the doorstep and hadn't taken a step since.

      Charlie had been in the bed for two weeks now. He hadn't moved. Hadn't said a word. He wouldn't even look at her.

      There was a rumble of thunder in the distance.

      It was just a rumble of thunder.

      But something was wrong.

      The train hadn't kept an exact schedule since the war started. But it ran every day.

      Every evening.

      But not tonight.

      Tonight there had been no train.

      The last time there had been no train, the Yankees had descended on them.

      A flash of lightening lit up everything from here to the train tracks.

      About fifty yards.

      When the train came by, it sucked away all other sounds with the roar of the engine and the rumble of the wheels over the tracks.

      It shook the whole two-story cottage.

      It wasn't something that could be missed.

      Sophia had grown up in this house. The passing of the train signified bedtime.

      As a child she and Charlie had known that once the train chugged past, it was time for them to blow out their candles and climb into bed.

      It punctuated the end of the day.

      Sophia hadn't planned on staying here. The house was in the middle of nowhere. Going into town took all day. A two-hour wagon ride one way. Then a two-hour wagon ride back home again.

      Now, with the war going on, Sophia avoided the trip except when absolutely necessary.

      However, she had a vague memory of herself as a teenager longing to go into town every day. She'd wanted to see other people her own age.

      Then she'd wanted to meet boys.

      Which also required going into town.

      She'd dreamed about leaving here as soon as she was of age. She didn't know how she would do it. A woman couldn't just leave home and go live by herself. It wasn't proper.

      The one time she'd mentioned her idea to her mother, her mother had informed her that the only way she could support herself in town - alone - was to be a woman of ill-repute.

      Sophia hadn't mentioned it to her mother again. That hadn't kept her from trying to figure out a way to make it happen.

      Then the war had happened. And she'd watched her older brother and her father parade around in their new uniforms.

      Then they'd ridden off.

      To fight.

      We won't be gone long. They'd been certain that the war would be swift and painless. At least painless for the Southerners. They expected the Yankees to turn tail and run like scared rabbits.

      Six months later Charlie had been declared missing and presumed dead. Just days later, they'd gotten word that Father had been killed.

      Sophia's mother had shut down. Much like Charlie was doing now.

      She'd gone to bed. Stopped eating.

      Then died. A broken heart.

      She hadn't lived to see Charlie return home after all.

      Sophia refused to let Charlie go like that. She made sure Charlie ate even if he wouldn't talk to her or even look at her.

      Tomorrow.

      Tomorrow she would go at him again. Force him out of bed. Wash the bedding.

      Maybe she could get him out of the house for a walk.

      Or least outside on the porch.

      The rumble of thunder that followed turned into the familiar sound of the train coming their way.

      Sophia's heart tripped into a gallop.

      The train no longer brought the comfort it once had. Now there was no way to predict what it would bring.

      She'd taken to holding her breath as it passed. Hoping that it would pass by uneventfully.

      But there was no reason for the train to stop here.

      It had never stopped here.

      There was no reason for it to.

      There was nothing here other than their house and stable. A stable with only one old horse that could get her to town every few weeks. And one little chicken that gave them eggs on occasion.

      The thunder rumbled louder, mixing with the roar of the train.

      Sophia fought the urge to leave the window. To go to her brother's room and wait with him until after the train passed. But she couldn't pull herself away from the window. Away from the bolts of lightning that lit up the area between here and the train tracks.

      She felt the electricity in the air.

      Electricity filled the air as the train neared. She could feel the earth shaking beneath her.

      The plates in the cupboard rattled dangerously.

      Then the world outside lit up.
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      The train had been the only available last-minute mode of transportation. Amtrak wouldn't have been his first choice. But he'd ridden the train before. And he'd probably ride it again.

      At least it was fast. And considering that his car was in the shop, it was faster than trying to rent a car. The trip from Savannah to Charleston would have been scenic under other circumstances. Like daylight. And if he'd been in less of a rush.

      George dropped his iPad in his lap and closed his eyes, rubbing his eyelids.

      He was tired of reading.

      Tired of sitting.

      He was late. It was already after ten o'clock at night. He was supposed to have been with his sister by now.

      He stared out the little window next to his seat. He was in seat 2B. He had the row of seats to himself. In fact, he was the only person in this train car.

      Very unusual.

      The countryside was hidden behind a blur of darkness.

      A bolt of lightning lit up the countryside. Oak trees draped with moss sped past.

      There hadn't been any rain in the forecast.

      He clicked open his iPad to check the forecast. The weather was always changing, but this was completely unexpected.

      No service.

      Not surprising really. But in this day and time it seemed like there would be cell phone service everywhere.

      He took his phone out of his jacket pocket. He'd sent his sister a text, but she hadn't answered yet.

      She'd said not to worry. That it was probably a false alarm. And even if it wasn't, that first babies usually took longer to deliver.

      Just get here, okay? That was the last text he'd gotten from her. An hour ago.

      He'd written her back nine times.

      He ran a hand through his hair. If anything happened to his sister and he wasn't there, he'd never forgive himself.

      He tapped his fingers on the armrest.

      Then he remembered. The train had Wi-Fi.

      Shouldn't that mean he would have service? He tried logging into the Wi-Fi. He even pulled out the paper he'd stashed in the back seat pocket that had the password info on it and typed it in.

      Nothing.

      His phone had no service. It may as well be in airplane mode. He checked, but it wasn't. There was a charging station next to his chair and he kept his phone plugged into the charger out of habit. He had a hundred percent power. He unplugged the phone and plugged the iPad into the charger, setting it in the empty seat next to him.

      He turned off the phone and turned it back on. His anxiety was through the roof by the time it went through the process of turning back on.

      Still no service.

      He looked around for an attendant. He needed to call his sister.

      To make sure she was alright.

      But there was no one else in his car. No other passengers and no attendant. He hadn't noticed that before. He'd been too focused on just getting this journey over with. Getting to the hospital.

      Maybe everyone had gone to one of the other cars. They'd be back. He'd just have to wait.

      He'd promised he'd be there when his sister had her baby. She didn't have anyone.

      When she'd made the decision to keep the baby, he'd promised to be her person. He just hadn't planned on being in Savannah when she went in for delivery.

      Nothing was going as planned.

      Surely things had to get better.

      He tried the deep breathing he taught his clients. But the deep breathing techniques were seriously overrated.

      He told himself his sister was okay. That she was in the hospital. That she was in good hands.

      There was no sense in making himself sick worrying about something he couldn't control.

      He was on his way. It was all he could do.

      A crash of thunder interrupted his relaxation session.

      He stared out the window again. They were passing one of the plantation homes along the route.

      There was a carriage sitting out in front of it with a horse hitched to it.

      This was not good weather for leaving a horse outside. He was surprised the horse was sitting there so calmly.

      He envied the horse. He wasn't even in the rain and he was sitting on pins and needles.

      Then the train started slowing.

      Surely they weren't to Charleston yet.

      As much as he wanted to be there already, it was too soon.

      There must be some kind of problem.

      He'd been wrong. Things could get worse.

      The train came to a stop.
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      Sophia watched in horror as the world outside her window lit up. The train was bearing down on them.

      Something wasn't right.

      The world outside her window was lit up like daylight.

      If she could have pulled herself away, she would gone for her brother.

      But she couldn't even bring herself to call out his name.

      It was all happening so fast.

      Perhaps the moon was falling from the sky.

      She didn't know.

      She just knew that the world was spinning out of control.

      She pressed her fingertips against the cool glass of the window, watching as the world exploded in front of her eyes.

      She watched. Waiting for the train to pass in front of her. Just like it had every night for the last twenty something years.

      Thunder crashed, shaking the glass beneath her fingertips.

      Then everything went black.

      And quiet.

      The light disappeared.

      And the roar.

      Her ears rang from the silence.

      She squeezed her eyes closed and then slowly opened them.

      But there was nothing other than darkness all around her.

      No moon. No stars.

      No light from the train.

      Or whatever that had been about to crash upon them.

      She didn't dare move.

      Maybe this was the calm before the storm.

      Even the rain had stopped.

      Fear coursed through her veins.

      Fear like she'd never felt before. Even when Yankees passed by. At least they were men. This was... she didn't know what this was.

      Then she heard her brother's snoring from his bedroom.

      She put a hand against her forehead and let the wave of relief wash over her.

      She was imagining things.

      That was it.

      Everything was as it should be.

      Her brother was sleeping in the guest room off the kitchen.

      It was just a dark night.

      She refused to let herself think about the train. The train that hadn't been.

      The seconds ticked past as she waited. But the train didn't come.

      Then she turned and made her way across the room. By memory.

      She thought about making a fire in the fireplace to ward off the chill in the air. But it was late so she decided to just go to bed.

      Tomorrow would be a better day.

      Perhaps tomorrow it wouldn't rain and she could get outside. Maybe find some more tomatoes growing wild from what she'd planted last year.

      She walked around the sofa toward the stairs to go up to her bedroom. It was pitch dark. She held out her hand and ran her fingers over the smooth wood of the banister.

      Someone knocked on the door.

      She jumped, her feet leaving the floor, and covered her mouth to keep from crying out.

      "Hello?" A man called from the other side of the door.

      Sophia swallowed, her fingers wrapped hard around the wood of the banister. As she turned, the room lit up with light coming around the edges of the door. "What?"

      "Is anyone home?" the man asked.

      "Who?" She cleared her throat. "Who's there?"

      "My name is George." The man said. "I was on the train."

      The train.

      The train that didn't make it.
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      George had used the light on his cell phone to navigate his way through the woods.

      He'd had no idea where he was going.

      He didn't even know what had happened. He been in his deserted car on the Amtrak speeding toward Charleston when the train had just come to a dead stop.

      The door had been open, so he'd stepped outside, looking toward the other cars. To see if there was someone else there. Anyone else who'd been on the train.

      But he didn't see anyone.

      He turned his back to the train and looked out toward the darkness of the woods.

      He checked his phone again. Still no service. He had no idea where he was. In the middle of nowhere between Savannah and Charleston.

      His sister was waiting for him. He'd made a promise to be there for her and here he was stuck in the middle of nowhere.

      A hand against his forehead, he turned back to face the train.

      The train was gone.

      Just gone.

      He slowly walked back toward the tracks. The tracks with no train on them.

      Lighting his way with his phone light, he walked toward the tracks.

      The tracks were made with hand-split wooden crossties.

      George bent down and studied the tracks with his light.

      He hadn't paid that much attention to the Amtrak tracks. It was sort of like looking under the hood of a new car. As long as it worked he didn't need to know how it worked.

      Same thing with the train. As long as it got him where he wanted to go, he didn't need to know how.

      But this was a different situation altogether.

      The train was gone.

      How did a train just disappear?

      Trains didn't disappear.

      Maybe there was something wrong with him.

      He ran through the possibilities in his head.

      He was thirty-three. Too old for a schizophrenic break.

      No recent traumatic experiences.

      No medication. Maybe a benzo now and then to help him sleep.

      He wasn't drinking. Wasn't doing drugs.

      At the most, he felt some stress and urgency to get to his sister's bedside to held her through her first childbirth.

      With no reason to stay around the train tracks, he'd just started walking alongside them.

      That's when he'd come to this house.

      It was a two-story wooden cottage with a wide front porch. That was about all he could tell about it with his meager light.

      Damn. He'd left his iPad on the train.

      When his cell phone battery died, he'd be completely in the dark. He closed off the light on the cell phone to preserve the battery.

      There was a woman on the other side of the door.

      "I was on the train," he said again. "I don't know what happened. But..." He didn't want to sound like a crazy person.

      She didn't answer and he was afraid he'd frightened her away.

      Maybe he should just start walking again. He'd eventually come to place that had phone service.

      Then the door opened and a young woman stood in the doorway looking at him. "What happened to the train?" she asked, her voice barely more than a whisper. She looked past him as though she, too, expected the train to suddenly appear.

      "I don't know." He tried to look over her shoulder. It was dark inside the house, too. There must have been a power outage. That explained some things at least.

      Just not the disappearing train.

      "But you were on it." She was looking warily at his phone now.

      "I was," he said. "But now..." Would she have heard it? The train? "It stopped."

      "I heard it," she said, meeting his gaze now. "Did it explode?"

      "I don't know." He ran a hand over his chin. He hadn't considered that possibility. Had he been unconscious?

      "Are you hurt?"

      He looked down. He didn't see any blood. No evidence of injury. "I don't think so."

      "Come inside." She backed up, urging him inside now, with a wary glance past him into the darkness.

      He came inside and she closed the door. He noticed that there was no lock on the door. How did someone live without a lock on their door?

      "Sit," she said. "I'll make a fire."

      He sat on the couch. "Did you lose power?" he asked.

      Kneeling in front of the fireplace, she glanced back over her shoulder, but she didn't answer.

      George took that to mean yes. There was no other explanation.

      As the flames roared to life, she wiped her hands on her skirts and sat on the other end of the couch.

      She studied him in the faint firelight.

      And he studied her.

      She was dressed in a long solid blue dress. Her hair fell loosely around her face. She was young. Maybe early twenties. And lovely.

      There was an innocence about her that he found unsettling.

      George forced himself to focus on the issue at hand. "Do you have a phone I could use?"

      Again, she just tilted her head to one side without answering.

      Then she looked over his shoulder, her eyes wide.
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      "Charlie!"

      Sophia stood up and took a step back. She put a hand up to her neck.

      Charlie hadn't been out of his room and had barely been out of his bed since he came back from the war. Broken.

      But right now Charlie was focused on their guest.

      Their guest, George, was wearing dark pants and a white shirt. He was a clean-shaven man with short hair. He had the look and speech of an educated man.

      Sophia and Charlie had a tutor growing up. They weren't part of the wealthy class by any means. But they were well enough off for father to hire a tutor.

      Then the war had come and they struggled along with everyone else just to put food on the table.

      Charlie took three steps forward into the light of the fireplace. He walked with a slight limp, not from injury, but from disuse.

      When Charlie spoke, his voice was rusty. "You were on the train?"

      George stood up and faced her brother, his expression full of hope. "Yes. I was on the train."

      Charlie nodded. He kept his gaze locked on the stranger. "I saw the train."

      "Tonight?" George took a step closer to Charlie. "You saw the train tonight?"

      Charlie shook his head. "No. Not tonight. But I've seen it."

      George fiddled with a little box in his hand. He lifted it and it lit up.

      Sophia muffled a gasp.

      First there was the train that had stopped before it passed here.

      Then this man who had a magic box.

      "What do you know about it?" George asked.

      Charlie shook his head. "I don't know anything about it." He waited a beat. "But I've seen it."

      George scratched his head. "Do you know where the train is?"

      Charlie put his hands on the back of the couch. "It isn't real."

      George turned pale. Even in the light glow of the fireplace, Sophia could see that all the color had drained from his face. "I was on the train," he said, his voice little more than a whisper.

      Charlie came forward, motioned toward the couch. "I think you need to sit down."

      George sat down on the couch, still holding his little box.

      Charlie pulled up a chair and sat across from him. Sophia watched him closely, looking for signs of weakness.

      Charlie had been abed for almost two weeks now.

      It had taken this stranger from the train to get him out of the bed.

      The stranger from the train that hadn't come.

      "What do you know about the train?" George asked again.

      Charlie ran a hand over his face, then looked George in the eye. "No one gets off the train."

      A burning log dropped in the fireplace, sending sparks through the air.

      Somewhere far away in the distance, a wolf howled.

      Sophia sat on the arm of the couch, watching the conversation between the two men.

      "I got off the train," George said.

      Charlie pointed to the box in George's hand. "What's that?"

      "This?" George lifted the phone. "My phone." He touched the front of it and it lit up again.

      Charlie just nodded. "You're from the future."

      George shook his head. "That's not possible."

      "What year do you think this is?" Charlie asked calmly.

      "2020." George's answer came quickly. He didn't have to think about it.

      "It's 1864."

      George laughed. Looked over at Sophia.

      Sophia held her breath.

      The man - George - thought he was in 2020.

      George was from the future.

      The train that didn't come had brought him here.

      But what was even more disconcerting was that her brother knew about the train.

      "How do you know about the train?" Sophia asked her brother.

      "It's been coming by lately," he said. "After you go to sleep." Charlie looked at George. "I think maybe it was bringing him."

      George looked at them both as though they had gone daft. "Why would the train bring me?"

      "I'm hoping you can tell us."

      The three of them sat for a few minutes as the seconds ticked past on the clock.

      Charlie seemed certain that the train from the future had brought George here.

      George didn't believe him, but he seemed to know that there was something unusual about the train.

      Sophia didn't know what to think.

      She knew what she'd heard. What she'd seen when the train lit up the world outside. She also saw that George carried some kind of magic box in his hand. He carried it as though it were a part of him. Like a man would carry a walking cane. Something he used all the time or needed in order to get around.

      Perhaps George needed the box. What would happen if he didn't have it? Would he disappear like the train had done?

      Sophia was tired. And she knew that she needed to be a good hostess and offer George a bed for the night.

      "It's late," Sophia said. "We're all tired. Surely we can talk about this more tomorrow." She stood up. "After we've had some sleep."

      The men looked at her, but didn't protest.

      "George, my brother is using the guest room downstairs, so I'll show you to his room upstairs. You can sleep there."

      Charlie went back to his room as Sophia led their guest upstairs.

      Tomorrow, in the light of day, things would look different.

      Tomorrow they figure out the mystery of the train and George could figure out why he thought he was from the future.

      But most importantly, Sophia needed to know why her brother thought George was from the future.

      Charlie was the most no-nonsense person Sophia knew.
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      George woke refreshed the next morning. With that feeling of well-being that only happens during that elusive time between sleep and first waking up.

      He stretched in the bed. A bed that felt strangely lumpy.

      Then he opened his eyes.

      He was most definitely not in his bed.

      The power must still be off. The house had that quiet feeling that came when there was no electricity. He didn't even see any lights.

      His first coherent thought was that he needed to call his sister. Needed to let her know that he was delayed, but on his way. But mostly he needed to know that she was okay.

      He grabbed his phone off his nightstand and checked his messages.

      Damn it. He still had no service. Just three dots where the service bars should be. Surely these people, living out here in the middle of nowhere, either had a land line or a cell phone that worked.

      He vaguely remembered asking about that last night, but he hadn't gotten an answer.

      Getting out of bed, he pulled on his jeans and put on his shirt, slowly buttoning the buttons while his mind raced. He'd slept in his tee-shirt and boxers.

      He had nothing with him other than the clothes on his back, his phone that was nothing more than a glorified flashlight, and his wallet.

      He replayed last night in his head. The girl... did he even get her name... had been quiet, but kind.

      The man had been kinda weird. He'd talked about the train. About how no one gets off the train.

      Well, George had gotten off the train.

      And it was time he found out what was going on, so he could get back on it.

      He left his room and went downstairs.

      He found the girl and Charlie sitting in the kitchen.

      Charlie had cleaned up - shaved and trimmed his hair. He looked like a different person. George could see now that Charlie was a bit gaunt. Like he hadn't eaten in a long time.

      His gaze drifted to the girl. She was a bit undernourished, too, but it didn't take away from her attractiveness.

      She was wearing a different dress. This one was a plum colored plaid with a high neck. It was high quality material, though the colors were a bit faded.

      When she saw him, she stood up and he saw that she wore a hoop skirt.

      George's sister had worn a hoop skirt to her prom. Otherwise, he wouldn't have known. He'd seen pictures in history books, but history wasn't something that had ever interested him much.

      Her hair was pulled away from her face and with the exception of a few strands, fell from the top of her head down her back.

      She had soft features with luscious pink lips. Her cheeks, too, were tinted with a big of natural pinkness. She had clear green eyes and a smile that lit up her face.

      

      She was lovely.

      "Good morning," she said. "Would you like some coffee?"

      "Coffee would be wonderful." George had visions of Starbucks dancing through his head. He could use a cappuccino right about now.

      She poured coffee from what looked like an old tin teapot into a stone mug and handed it to him.

      George nodded at Charlie as he pulled out a chair and sat next to him.

      "I trust you slept well," Charlie said. "The mattress in my room is a good one."

      George nodded politely. He didn't want to tell Charlie that his mattress was a lumpy uncomfortable mess. But he'd still slept well, so it wasn't worth mentioning. Besides, they'd gone out of their way to take him in.

      George took a sip of the coffee and it took everything he had not to spit it out. It was the worst excuse for coffee he'd ever tasted.

      He tried hard not to make a face, but he must not have done a very good job.

      "I had to make coffee out of tree bark," the girl said. "With the war, there isn't any coffee to be had."

      "Tree bark," he echoed, trying to imagine what making coffee from tree bark might entail. It tasted like he imagined warm tree bark would taste like. "That's... um... inventive."

      "I'm sorry," she said. "It's all I have to offer. But we have eggs and ham. Can I make you a plate?"

      George steeled himself but agreed. If the breakfast was anything like the coffee, he didn't think he could bring himself to eat it.

      "It's real ham," she said, with a little smile, as she set the plate in front of him. "And the eggs are fresh. We have one chicken left."

      George forced himself to swallow the coffee. The whole time, hoping tree bark wasn't toxic.

      Surely not, as they were both drinking it, too.

      But the eggs and ham were the best he'd ever had.

      Ever.

      He told her so, after he finished up his breakfast, barely stopping for air.

      "I wish we had more to give you," she said. "but the Yankees took everything."

      "The Yankees."

      She glanced nervously at Charlie. Charlie was leaning back in his chair, both hands on his coffee mug, watching him.

      George kept his gaze on the girl. Charlie was a bit unsettling.

      "Let's take a walk," Charlie said.

      George lowered his gaze. Was this one of those situations where two went out and one came back? "Should I be worried?" he asked, glancing between the two of them.

      "I want you to see the train tracks," Charlie said with a small smile.

      "I'm coming, too," the girl said, standing up.

      "Sophia-" Charlie said.

      "Now hush, Charlie, you're weak as a kitten. And besides, I want to see, too."

      Sophia. A beautiful name for a beautiful girl.

      The three of them went out into the soft morning air and walked the few yards to the train track.

      Just as he feared, the tracks had uneven wooden ties connected by pieces of steel. George was no expert on train tracks, but even he could see that this was not something a modern Amtrak train could run on.

      Going to the middle of the track, he stood there and looked one way, then the other.

      "What did you see?" he asked, turning to ask Charlie.

      "A steel tube, racing through the night. Moving so fast, I could barely get a look at it."

      George nodded. "An Amtrak."

      Sophia was looking at both of them as though they'd lost their minds.

      "I don't know what you call it," Charlie said, "but I call it a phantom train. Something that wasn't supposed to be there."

      "It never stopped?" George put a boot on one of the rails. It shifted slightly beneath his foot. Didn't look sturdy enough to him to support an Amtrak.

      Charlie shook his head. "Nope."

      "What are you two talking about?" Sophia asked.

      They both looked at her.

      Charlie was the one who said it. "George is from the future."

      Sophia shook her head. "Nonsense."

      George wasn't convinced he was in the past, but he felt compelled for her to believe that he was from the future.

      He took his little leather wallet from his front pocket. It wasn't much bigger than a money clip, but it held his credit card and driver's license.

      He pulled out his driver's license and handed it to her.

      Sophia studied it for a long time. She read every line, turning it over several times in her hands.

      Then she slowly sat down on the train rail and stared blankly toward her house.
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      George was from the future.

      Sophia saw it right there in black and white on the little card. His name. Date of birth. Address. Even his eye color.

      Blue eyes. A lackluster description for such wonderful deep blue eyes if she'd ever heard one.

      The birds were welcoming the morning. Like they always did.

      The world was the same, yet George's world was different.

      Her world was different.

      A phantom train had deposited a man on her doorstep. A man from the future.

      How did that even happen?

      And right in the middle of a war.

      She expected a stray soldier on her doorstep anytime. Or even a Yankee.

      But a man from 2020? That didn't happen.

      She looked at him. Met his gaze.

      She wanted to know everything about him. Everything about his world.

      Even if he hadn't been from the future, she would still want to know everything about him.

      He was a handsome man. The most handsome she'd ever seen. And she liked the way he looked at her.

      Like she was someone he was interested in getting to know, too.

      "Welcome," she said, handing his card back to him.

      "Thank you," he said, starting to put it back up, then handing it to her brother instead.

      Yes, her brother would want to see, too.

      "You're welcome to stay here," she said, then looked at Charlie. But it was Charlie's house, too. "If it's all right with Charlie."

      Charlie didn't answer right away. He was studying the little card. Then he looked at both of them. "You can stay," he said. "if you'll help out around here. I could use another hand."

      Sophia was certain in that moment, that her world had changed. Not as much as George's world, but it had changed.

      And it had changed for the better.
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      George went in through the back door of the house.

      Sophia had cooked bacon and made hash browns. His favorite. They didn't have eggs anymore because a fox had taken down the chicken.

      He missed the eggs, but she'd have biscuits. Whoever decided breakfast was the most important meal of the day must have lived in the 1860s. Because George had to agree one hundred percent.

      Sometimes they had breakfast twice a day because bacon and biscuits were all they had to eat.

      George didn't sleep much anymore. He spent his mornings with Charlie out hunting for food. Chopping wood. Working around the house. Doing whatever needed to be done. They'd done some planting. Potatoes and such.

      Then a nap in the afternoon.

      As soon as the sun set, he went out to walk the train tracks.

      He'd started doing it that first night.

      And that first night something had happened that he'd never forget.

      It had been stormy that night, but he'd heard the roar of the Amtrak coming toward him. He'd even seen the lights.

      He stepped away from the track, knowing it wasn't going to stop here in the middle of nowhere.

      His cell phone had chimed with about a hundred text messages from his sister and a ton of voice mails.

      He'd played the last one. And by the time he finished listening to the message, he was in tears.

      His sister was well. She'd had the baby without complications. She was home. She missed him. She was worried sick.

      He'd held the phone a few minutes. He didn't know how long he'd have service. Feeling a frantic sense of urgency, he typed in a quick text.

      I'm sorry I'm not there. I'm somewhere outside of Charleston. But I think I've gone back in time. I don't know when I'll...

      He shook his head. Started to tap the delete key. But the light from the train was fading.

      "No!" He hit send in a frantic panic.

      He wanted his sister to know that he was alive.

      Then the noise and the train were gone. And he was left with nothing more than the deafening quiet.

      George had walked the tracks every night for twenty-five days. Then he'd gone to every other day.

      Then every third day.

      Then once a week.

      Last night would be his last. At least for awhile.

      He wasn't sure he'd ever completely stop.

      He'd always have hope that it could happen again.

      But his cell phone battery had died after the first three days and he knew he'd have no other chance to connect with his sister.

      "How was your night?" Sophia asked with a bright smile.

      "The same," he said, sitting at the table.

      "I'm sorry," she said.

      "It's okay." When George said it this time, he meant it. He'd made a home here. With Charlie and Sophia.

      He and Sophia talked. A lot.

      And it was moving into more than just talking.

      When she set a plate
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