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Losing Time

“How do we get to your home from here?” Harry asked.

“This way, it’s not far,” Felicia told him.

It didn’t take long at a fast trot to reach the stretch of road and spot where her home should’ve been.  

“No! This can’t be.” She twisted in the saddle searching for any familiar sight. She kicked her mount into a gallop the direction of the Lancaster’s stable.

Harry and Cedric’s large destriers with their huge strides quickly caught up with her. “Where do you think to dash off to? You were warned,” Harry said in a raised voice to be heard over the galloping horses. 

“The stable. I’m not running off.” A moment later she was there but the stable wasn’t. She wheeled her mount in a circle unable to make sense of the empty countryside in front of her.
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Gloucestershire, England

Late morning, April-current time

Voices carried from the clearing. A woman spoke but Felicia couldn’t make out what was said nor could she identify her. This area of the woods didn’t get many strangers hiking through. A scientist and his team had been using almost exclusively. 

The scientists played it close to the vest when asked about their project. They gave vague answers about studying the universe and often switched the conversation to more famous scientists like Neil de Grasse Tyson and Stephen Hawking. Like all villages, rumors ran rampant. The most repeated gossip had the team seeking someplace in space that could support life in case our planet became uninhabitable. No one, Felicia included, knew for certain.  But if true, she couldn’t care less. As far as she was concerned, she didn’t want to relocate to another planet. She’d prefer for the powers that be to stop hurting this one and keep it habitable. 

“Chloe, come,” she ordered. Her little dachshund, true to her burrowing breed, had been furiously digging at the base of a leafy shrub. Also true to her breed, the stubborn doxie ignored the order and kept digging. 

Felicia patted her thigh. “Enough digging. Let’s see who’s in the glade.”

As Felicia came into the clearing, the makeup of the group struck her as odd, very odd. Electra and Esme, the Crippen sisters, their husbands, Roger and Stephen, and the mysterious scientists Dr. Gordon and his son, Leland, hovered around a black box the size of a car motor. The sisters had been her friends since their school days. Funny they never mentioned having business with the secretive Gordons.  

The group put earphones on just as Felicia was about to call out hello. What the devil were they up to? As she started their way, intending to ask them what they were doing, a rabbit darted out from the undergrowth. Chloe bolted after it. 

“Chloe, come back here.” Felicia chased after her. The dog ran past the group and between the black box and a granite outcropping with Felicia behind several steps. 

A sudden chorus of male and female voices shouted, “No!” 

Started, she glanced in that direction but immediately turned back toward Chloe.

“St—” 

The rest was drowned out by an explosive crack, like lightning overhead. The ground beneath her feet rolled in a hard wavelike motion. Felicia lurched forward and landed roughly on her stomach. She hadn’t time to raise her hands to break her fall. Somehow she’d managed to turn her head and her knees and forearms took the brunt of the fall. Light-headed and dizzy, she fell onto her side when she tried to rise. 

“What the hell?”

She closed her eyes and took several deep, steady breaths to relieve the unsteadiness. But when she opened her eyes everything remained fuzzy. She closed her eyes again, gave them a gentle rub and then opened them. The effort worked. Where the surroundings were initially blurry a moment earlier, they were clear now. Her mouth watered as though she’d been sucking lemons. She spit and spit again, not caring if it was unladylike. 

“Can someone give me a hand, please?”

No one answered or came to her aid. She looked around. Gone were the sisters and their husbands along with the Gordons and the machine.  

How could everyone disappear that fast? And why? What tripped her? There was nothing out of the ordinary on the ground. Crazy. She’d ask them later. Right now, she had to find Chloe. In the area of the woods they normally walked, the clever doxie could find her way home, if she ever got away from Felicia but this area was unfamiliar to Chloe. Using the outcropping for support, Felicia scrambled to her feet. 

“Chloe...” she called out and started walking the direction the dog ran, brushing herself off as she did. 

She couldn’t shake off the mystery of the group’s disappearance. She stopped and stared back at the spot where the machine and her friends had stood. Maybe she’d been knocked out. She looked up. The sun was still directly overhead. Plus, if she’d been unconscious for any length of time, she’d feel groggier. It didn’t make sense that no one came over to help her or that they’d managed to move a large piece of equipment. Once she found Chloe, she intended to find out.

“Chloe...”

Felicia climbed up the path to the old Roman road. Fortunately it saw little vehicle traffic, mostly farmers on tractors taking a shortcut from one field to another. Chloe wouldn’t be in terrible danger. The road gave Felicia a better view and Chloe stood a better chance of hearing her call out. 

“Chloe...” she called louder.

Hoof beats sounded behind her. Three seasons of the year the woods were a lovely sight with leafy mature oaks and alders and flowering shrubs. Locals on horseback were a common sight on the old Roman road. The nearby ruins of Elysian Fields, a medieval Norman castle, was a popular spot for riders to stop and enjoy a snack. 

As she turned to ask if the riders had seen the dog, a man said, “Hold where you are.” He and two riders with him eyed her up and down. They all wore medieval armor but the visors of their helms were up. The frowns on each of them deepened as they scrutinized her. 

“What in our Lord’s name are you?” the one who told her to hold asked.

“I could ask the same of you, but I’m not really interested. Just tell me if you’ve seen a small black and tan wiener dog.”

“It’s dressed like a man but it has butterbags,” the man on the left said. 

The knight in the middle nudged his horse closer. “Are you a man or woman?”

“I’ll ignore the insult, as I assume butterbags refers to my breasts. Did you or did you not see a dog?”

“I’ve no idea what a wiener dog is but we saw no dog of any kind.”

“Thanks.” She turned and over her shoulder snapped, “Speaking of boobs, you Renaissance Fair buffoons might try looking up chivalry.”

The lead knight wheeled his horse to block her and the other two flanked her. “You’re going with us.”  

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

He tipped his head and the third knight jumped to the ground and wrapped a powerful arm around her waist. Felicia screamed for help and fought his hold, trying to brace against it, knowing a sharp elbow would do no good against a metal breastplate. She stomped down on the top of his foot. He swore and there was a slight lessening of his hold but not enough for her to break free. She spun as best she could and punched him in the nose. He reeled and with his other hand grabbed her ponytail and pulled back hard so his face was out of reach. The second flanking knight had joined the battle and took hold of her from the other side. She kicked at them and continued to scream. Again, no one came. Together the two knights tossed her across the lead knight’s saddle. 

She hit the curve of the pommel below her belly button with bruising force. “Ow. Let me go. I’ll have the police on you.”

She searched for an unprotected part of his leg to claw at but found nothing useful. All she could do was try to wiggle and fight her way to the ground and take off running. 

“Tie her up,” the lead knight ordered. One of the other knights took her hands and one her feet and bound her with leather thongs. 

After they mounted, the three turned toward the castle ruins. “Where are you taking me? This is insane. You can’t just kidnap people. I’m a doctor. People know me. They’ll report me missing.”

“You’re trespassing on the Baron’s land. You’re in the Baron’s custody now. We serve him.”

Baron?  These guys were tinfoil-hat-wearing-super-flakes. There hadn’t been a baron ruling in this area since Cromwell’s time. So, where were they taking her? And, what was up with the costumes? She wasn’t a litigious person by nature, but she’d sue them all for roughing her up and detaining her and delaying her search for Chloe. Whoever these guys were, they needed to go to jail and pay a heavy fine.

“Who is this Baron you allegedly serve?” She had to yell to be heard over the horses.

“Baron Guiscard’s nephew Geoffrey de Sable but you will answer to his steward Richard Armstrong.”

“Never heard of any of them.” She decided to try a different tack other than threats. “Let me go now and I’ll never speak a word of this. You go your way and I’ll go mine. I need to find my dog.”

“Be quiet. Your blather is annoying. I told you we didn’t see a dog. I doubt there is a pup. Nor are you from this area. That is a lie. We know all who live or serve on the Baron’s lands.”

There weren’t any noble families nearby. She couldn’t imagine who the devil they were talking about. “Where does this Baron live?”

“Elysian Fields.”

Elysian Fields? The old castle was rubble. Obviously, these freaks didn’t know that. Fine. They were headed the direction of Elysian Fields. If they were forcibly taking her where they believed the castle existed, good. A ruin was easier to escape from than a functioning castle with its numerous servants, locking doors, and different levels. Maybe she’d catch a break and be able to slip from their grasp.

A short time later they cantered over a drawbridge. Nowhere in the immediate vicinity did a drawbridge exist. Felicia raised her head as best she could to see where the devil they were. Next they passed through a torchlit stone archway. Above, set in the stone was a grilled metal gate sharp-spiked at the bottom. Had they gone through a portcullis?

As they entered an open area where wooden booths lined the side, a young woman waved to the knight carrying Felicia. “Good afternoon, Harry. Will I see you after you’ve dropped off your prisoner?”

“Perhaps. Depends on what Richard wants to do with her...,” he patted Felicia’s head. “At least it claims to be a her.”

The three knights stopped. The one called Harry dismounted, untied her feet, and dragged her down from the saddle. He and the others handed their reins to young men. The other two knights walked off. 

Felicia froze. It didn’t matter that he’d untied her feet. She was stunned, frozen by the vision in front of her. She stood in the bailey of a full blown Norman castle, the courtyard a hive of activity. The castle was an impressive medieval fortress of blonde Cotswold stone with a round keep similar to the one at Windsor. A crenellated curtain wall three stories high with towers in each corner surrounded the bailey. The castle was also three stories high with wings coming from each side of the keep. It likely had one or more levels below the main floor as well. What baffled and astonished her was the very existence of such a structure. She grew up in the area, lived and worked here. If it existed, she’d have known. 

“Where...where is this place?” she asked Harry.

“Elysian Fields. I told you that’s where you were being taken.”

“It can’t be. Cromwell’s army destroyed Elysian Fields during the Civil War.”

Even in the shadow of his raised visor, she saw his expression harden, a deep frown line drawing all her attention to icy green eyes. “I’ve never heard of any Cromwell or this Civil War you speak of. I don’t know what you’re playing at but I mislike it.”

Felicia retreated a step. Whoever these nutbars were, reality wasn’t setting well. Panic at what they fantasized to do with her consumed her for several long seconds. Harry moved toward closer. A tiny cry of protest came out, so pathetic and small it took her a second to realize it was hers. She prided herself on never being pitiful or pathetic. 

“Why do you whimper? No one has hurt you,” Harry said.

The comment shook her from her terrorized state. Something was wrong, very, very wrong. She had no idea what yet but she was at their mercy and figured it best for the moment to cooperate. She mustered enough strength to consider a plan. She had to find an avenue of escape other than the way they came. Too many people and guards passed through or stood around the entry. She couldn’t be obvious as she searched for another way out. Feigned interest might fool crazy Harry. 

“What a fine stable. It’s quite large,” she said, pointing to the building where the boys were leading the horses. She used the observation to try for a quick look around the stable for an opening or gate. No luck there.

“The Baron has a good contingent of knights. We all have destriers. A large stable is necessary.”

“Yes, of course,” she mumbled and turned her attention to a girl leading a small herd of goats through a gate several meters past the portcullis. The girl didn’t bother to close the gate behind her. The goat gate might serve as an escape. She would have to run like the wind but it was her only shot. 

Felicia eyed Harry. As far as she could tell, he only carried a sword, no gun. To the best of her recollection from history class, a combination of armor and mail weighed approximately fifty pounds. She couldn’t outrun a bullet but a man wearing fifty pounds of extra weight, maybe, she might as long as no one else got in her way.

She glanced to make certain the gate was still open, raised on her toes and burst forward. Two steps, that’s as far as she got, two paltry steps. 

Harry quickly grabbed her upper arm so hard and fast, he lifted her off her feet. 

“Oh come on, Harry. Let me go before anyone gets hurt while it’s still no harm, no foul.”

“That’s Sir Harold to you.”  He hustled her forward. “Come along, you mad cow. Enough of your nonsense.”

****
[image: ]


GLOUCESTER-CURRENT day

Leland Gordon had seen pictures of Simon, Emily’s powerfully built husband that she had taken on the solar phone and sent through on the memory box. Prior to her being caught in the time tear, he’d known Emily in passing from the village. 

Simon picked up his crutch and using the outcropping for support struggled to his feet. Resting a hand on his knee, Simon remained bent as he shook his head then spit a couple of times before he straightened completely. “Emily, are you and Kendrick all right?” He extended his hand and helped her to her feet. She held their toddler, Kendrick, tight to her chest as she stood.

“I think so, yes.” She also spit but once on her feet, swayed. “Simon...help.” 

His crutch propped against his side, he wrapped his arms around her and the child. The cloth of his tunic bunched where she clutched it to keep her balance. He looked around wide-eyed. “You’re home.” His awed gaze landed on Esme’s husband. Simon broke into a huge grin. “Stephen!”

Esme and Electra ran to the couple. “Emily let go of Simon for a sisterly group embrace. Roger led Stephen to where Simon hurried to greet his long lost friend.

A miniature black and tan dachshund came bounding out of the woods, a wildflower stuck in her collar. The dog stopped between the two groups and looked around. She trotted to the outcropping, sniffed and then began to bark and paw at the base of the rock.

“Oh, please no, that’s Felicia Wycliff’s dog. She plays with our boy Sammy every once in a while,” Esme said. She and Leland hurried over. Esme picked the dog up and stroked her to help quiet her down. “Shh little one, it’s me, Esme, Sammy’s mom.”

Leland turned toward the direction the dog came from. “It’s the doctor’s dog but she’s nowhere in sight.” His father, Oliver, rushed over. “I have a bad feeling,” Leland told him.

“You don’t have to say it, I had the same terrible thought cross my mind when we didn’t see or hear the doctor appear beyond the outcropping.”

The others were excitedly talking and hadn’t heard Oliver or Leland’s concern. “I hate to interrupt this joyous reunion but we need to ask Simon and Emily something important. Did either of you see a woman as you crossed through the passage?” Oliver asked.

Emily shook her head. “I closed my eyes and just kept my cheek plastered to Kenrick.”

“I saw a flash of yellow and white but it was so fast I can’t say for certain what I saw. Why?” Simon asked.

Leland exchanged a concerned look with his father. “We fear we’ve lost a local doctor into the time tear. Just as we powered the lightning source into the outcropping, she ran past and disappeared.”

Simon spread his hands in a gesture meant to offer some relief. “I cannot say I saw a woman. I saw only a streak of white generated by I don’t know what.”

“The good doctor was wearing a white blouse,” Oliver said with a troubled sigh. 

Leland, the color drained from his face, turned back to his father. “My Lord, what have we done?”
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Chapter Two
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Elysian Fields-1359

“Stop pushing me...Harry.” Felicia attempted to wrench her arm from his grasp. 

Stepping inside the great hall, Harry stopped and spun her around taking hold of her other arm too. He proceeded to shake her twice. He didn’t hurt her but it did startle her enough to ramp up her fear factor. 

“Stop fighting me.” He gave her another small shake then his grip on her arm lightened but he continued holding onto her. “I’ve no desire to be overly harsh with you. I won’t hesitate to force you to cooperate, should you put me in a position. I repeat. One more time, you will explain to the castle steward why you trespass on the Baron’s land. If he’s satisfied you pose no danger, then you will be free, eventually. But know this, I will argue in favor of keeping you under our watchful eye, at least for a while.”

“Why? You saw I wasn’t doing anything wrong. I was searching for my dog. Lord knows where she’s gotten to now. If he says to let me go, please allow it. My little dog isn’t use to being out on her own, please.”

“Again, this mystery dog that my friends and I never saw.”

“She’s going to get hurt. Raccoons or foxes will attack her if she doesn’t come home.”

“Are you going to cry? You sound it.”

No, not yet. The one thing in the world that could always make her cry was for something bad to happen to a beloved pet. “I’m afraid for her, is all.”

“The creature giving you trouble?” A bald knight said and came over from a side corridor. He was one of the three who kidnapped her. 

“No Cedric. But she is being a thorn in my paw about her dog. I suspect it is a ruse to gain freedom.”

“It’s not a ruse,” Felicia insisted. “She’s only ten pounds. She can’t defend herself. You didn’t see her because she’s tiny. Oh bloody hell, talking to you two is like talking to a couple of tins of tuna.” This time when she jerked to free her arm, Harry let go. 

“Do you know where Richard is?” Harry asked Cedric.

“His chamber. You up for a game of Hazards? They’re getting a game together in the barracks.”

“I can’t. I don’t know what Richard will want to do with our troublesome trespasser. I may be awhile.”

“Well, if you get done in a timely manner. I’m sure we’ll still be at it.” 

“See you at the evening meal,” Harry told Cedric. “Come along,” Harry ordered, taking her arm in a firm hand. “And no more twaddle about your dog.”  

Harry rushed her through the hall where long dining tables were propped against the wall toward a rear staircase. As they quickly passed, Felicia tried to note the placement of doors and if any weapons were stashed in corners or anywhere in sight. She tried to commit to memory what she could of the room. In case this Richard fellow released her, she wanted to tell the police as much detail as possible. 

The hall had numerous rectangular leaded glass windows on the eastern and western walls, positioned so that a good amount of natural light streamed into the room. Leaded glass windows during any period of time were expensive. This Baron Harry spoke of must’ve spent a fortune on the windows alone. A fireplace the height of a man was built into the eastern wall with an elegantly carved surround of battling knights. Tapestries covered the farthest wall. One had a Latin phrase but they went by too fast for her to read it. Not that she read Latin. She’d still like to have seen it. When or if she ever got free, she’d look up the meaning.

They climbed a spiral staircase with torches along the interior wall. Inset arrow loop windows along the exterior wall gave the castle’s archers a strategic view of the bailey with no blind spots should the castle get attacked. It had been years since she’d studied the middle ages in school. She’d found the period fascinating. She remembered reading about medieval warfare strategies and how they were utilized defending various fortresses and castles.

“I’m going insane,” she mumbled, realizing she’d allowed herself to forget she was a prisoner of lunatics, forget that whatever this place was, it was not the real and true Elysian Fields, medieval castle. 

“What?”

“Nothing.”

They stopped in front of a black oak door about eight feet tall with large iron studs and a heavy metal lock made for a skeleton key. 

Harry knocked and a man inside said, “Enter.”

They went inside and Harry closed the door behind them. A middle-aged man with salt and pepper hair and a well-trimmed beard seated at the desk looked up. On the corner of the desk sat a thick, white wax candle clock with the hours marked off in red wax. A candle clock. Where does a person even buy those these days? To Felicia’s surprise, it appeared to keep fairly correct time. She didn’t dare sneak a peek at her watch, fearing they might take it from her just out of nastiness. But based on her estimate on how much time passed since she lost sight of Chloe. The candle looked like it was right. 

“What have you got here, Harold?”

“Good day, Richard. We found her trespassing near the woods by the old Roman Road. She claims to be looking for her dog. We never saw any dog. When we advised her she trespassed on the Baron’s land, she insisted there was no Baron. Then, she even went on to tell a bizarre tale that Elysian Fields didn’t exist anymore, that it was turned to rubble by someone named Cromwell during an alleged Civil War.”

Richard shifted his attention from Harry to her. “You can see this building, can you not?”

“Of course.”

“And us?”

“Again, of course.”

“How can you claim the castle doesn’t exist? Explain this Civil War and who is Cromwell?” 

Harry let go of her and crossed his arms over his chest. “Yes, please explain.”

“Have you never picked up a history book? Cromwell fought against King Charles, the First, in the 1600’s. During the uprising he destroyed many castles belonging to nobles loyal to the king, Elysian Fields was one. There. Satisfied?”  

Richard stared at her hard for a long moment. It occurred to Felicia that if they’d recreated an authentic castle in more than superficial ways, it had a dungeon. She couldn’t be sure that the heat in Richard’s eyes wasn’t a send-her-to-the-dungeon look. The bottom line here was: if they were willing to kidnap her, what would stop them from throwing her in a dungeon? Nothing, to her way of thinking. 

“Come here,” Richard said at last.

She did and stood at the front of the desk. 

“Give me your hand.”

She reached over, and Richard took her hand and walked over to Harry. “Put your arms down and remove your breastplate.” Harry did. Richard pressed her hand against Harry’s chest. “Do you not feel a man’s heartbeat?”

“Yes.”

“He practically dragged her back to his desk and slammed her palm against the top. “Do you feel that?”

“Yes.”

Still holding her hand, he pulled her with him and went over to the wall with the door and laid her hand on the stone. “Feel that?”

She nodded. 

“Feel cold...hard...rough?”

“Yes.”

“Like castle stone?”

“Yes.”

“Then why do you tell this tale about the destruction of Elysian Fields?” His warm breath blew her bangs up, and she smelled the sweet wine he must’ve had earlier in the day.

Enough already. She’d had enough. “I don’t know. Why do you kidnap innocent women?” She succeeded in yanking her hand from his. “I told Harry here my dog ran off. I chased after her. I was looking for her when he happened upon me. I know nothing of this castle, but I know what I studied about Elysian Fields. I know I grew up in this area and if this place were Elysian Fields, I’d have seen it long before this. I don’t care why your lot is perpetuating this fiction. Just let me look for my dog.”

Richard huffed. Defeated, Felicia’s shoulders sagged. All the explaining and all she got for it was a mild huff. In the background, Harry grunted, which elevated the huff on the response rating scale.

Richard looked her up and down and up again. “What is this outfit you wear?” he asked, waggling his finger. 

“What is wrong with my outfit? Never mind, don’t answer. I’m sure your reason will be something lame. I was out walking my dog. What more do I need to wear other than jeans and a blouse?”

Richard walked in a circle around her and pulled once on her ponytail. He turned to Harry. “Emily and Electra wore similar clothes and their hair in a similar fashion when they first came here. Do you recall?”

“They did. I hadn’t thought about it—but now that you mention it.”

Emily and Electra? Emily Crippen had disappeared two years earlier after going on a picnic with Electra and Roger. He couldn’t be talking about the sisters, could he? Felicia had to know. “What did this Emily and Electra look like? I might know them.”

“Oh? Emily lives here with her husband, Simon. Richard went to the door and called out to a knight passing by in the corridor. “Norton, see if you can find Simon and Emily. Bring them to me when you do,” he instructed. “Let’s see if you two know each other,” he said, turning to Felicia. 

What the hell was happening in this place? “Emily lives here?”

Richard nodded.

“For how long?”

“Going on two years. Why?”

What was this place? Nothing made sense. Had this band of crazies kidnapped Emily and been holding her? But thinking back on the day of her disappearance that didn’t seem right. Felicia tried to remember what she’d read about the incident. According to the paper, Electra was with Emily the entire time. There was no mention of them being attacked. To the best of Felicia’s recollection, the police also confirmed there wasn’t any evidence that there’d been a struggle. Nor had anyone suggested either was abducted. Wicked gossip followed Electra and Roger when Emily disappeared. With no evidence of foul play, officially the case remained a mystery. But if she’d come here of her own free will, wouldn’t Electra have said? Something was desperately wrong with this entire scenario.

Richard picked up a ewer from his desk and a goblet. “Wine?” he asked Harry.

“Please.” Richard poured and handed him the goblet. 

Felicia had no intention of accepting wine should he offer, which he didn’t. Instead, Richard sat halfway on the corner of his desk, one butt cheek and thigh on and the other off, the way men do in offices the world over. Except instead of a shirt and tie and proper trousers, he wore a white tunic with a swan in red over a grey linen undershirt and dark grey knit hose. That and he was talking to a man dressed from a page of Ivanhoe or a book on the Crusades.  

Ignoring her for the moment, Richard asked Harry, “Think the French will stay true to it?” 

Harry took a swallow of wine before answering. “Hard to say. They’re a cunning lot. I hope they see the wisdom of the treaty. After all, John is still Edward’s unwilling guest.”

From the few details mentioned, they were talking about the Treaty of London. What began as a knot of irritation in Felicia’s stomach morphed into a hard ball of fear. These crazies were taking the medieval routine way too far. The Treaty of London was from the mid-1300’s, for God’s sake. Edward’s unwilling guest, John, could only be King John of France, captured at the Battle of Poitiers.

Weird as that was, none of that insanity applied to the here and now. At this point, she’d rather not wait to see the missing Emily. She’d demand to leave, and once she was home safe and sound, she’d report what she heard to the police. 

Ever so slowly, Felicia inched toward the door. 

Harry’s head snapped left. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“Home. This is stupid. You’re stupid.” She jabbed the air with her finger wishing it was his chest. “This whole ridiculous business you people are up to is insane. I’m leaving. Don’t you dare try to stop me.” She spun and made for the door.

“Oh no you don’t.” Harry clamped a hand on her shoulder and forced her to turn around. 

That was the last straw. She’d had enough of being manhandled by loons. As soon as she was halfway around, she punched Harry in the nose. She should’ve waited a fraction of a second longer and caught him square on the beezer. But in her haste, she got part nose, part cheek but it was enough to make him loosen his grip and stumble back a step. 

“Witch!” He hadn’t let go completely, so he tightened his grasp on her shoulder, then grabbed the other shoulder and shook her like a rag doll. 

“Stop it, you brute.” She kicked at his shin and had a painful run-in with metal. She bent her leg and aimed higher, hoping to hit crotch. “I’ll kick you so hard, you’ll squeal like a girl.”

Richard broke them apart. “That will be enough of your threats and trying to escape.” He slid his hand under her upper arm and ushered her to a chair across the room while Harry shot her a foul look and rubbed the sides of his nose. 

“You made me shake you,’ Harry said, sounding more nasal than before. “I’ve no desire to do such things. It’s not a man’s place to hurt a woman. So stop acting like a trapped badger.”

“Let me go and I will.”  Felicia thought once she was out of there, the second thing she’d do after reporting them to the police was to take a self-defense course.

Richard poured another wine and handed it to her and then sat on the corner of the desk again. “You must reconcile yourself to the fact that you cannot run from this room or the keep for that matter without being stopped. We shall work for the truth. Who are you and how do you know Emily?”

“I am Dr. Felicia Wycliff. I’ve lived in this area all my life. Bring Emily here. She’ll tell you who I am. I’ve known the Crippen family all my life. I went to school with the sisters. 

Harry pulled a chair over and sat in front of Felicia. 

“Now do I get to ask a question?” She held her agitation at bay as well as she could but her nerves were breaking through. 

Harry sipped his wine and stared over the rim of the goblet. “No. If you know the sisters, why hasn’t Emily ever spoken of you? For that matter, Electra never mentioned anyone by your name.”

“I’ve no idea. I can’t answer for them. I imagine they were as flabbergasted by you cheeseballs, to use an American term, as I am.” Expressions of confusion chased the initial frowns from their faces at the term cheeseballs. “I’m positive I was one of the last people on their minds in their dealings with you.”

“I know what a ball of cheese is. What is an American?” Richard asked.

“What do you mean you’re a doctor?” Harry interjected, looking more confused. 

“Forget the American expression. It’s not important. But in spite of the period you two seem to want to be stuck in, I’m comparable to any male physician. For the record, I’m alarmed I have to explain.”

This time Harry huffed. “I remind you we were supposed to be working from the truth. Physicians and doctors are not women. You might be a healer. That is the more sensible statement. We’ve one of those in the village. I don’t see where all this loftiness on your part comes from.”

“All right, playing along with your misogynistic game I’m not just any healer, Harry. I’m a healer extraordinaire.”

“It’s Sir Harold to you.”

She stuck her tongue out and blew a raspberry his way. 

“Rude wench.”

She blew a second raspberry.

A scowling Richard asked, “What is the meaning of that word you called us-mis something?”

“Misogynists.”

His scowl deepened. “That sounds like an insult. Is it an insult?”

“Not to another misogynist,” she said in a snippy tone, tiring of the insanity of the situation.

There was a knock on the door and Norton stepped inside. “Martin and I can’t find Emily or Simon on the grounds anywhere. I sent Martin to see if they were sitting along the river with the baby.”

“You checked the lists?”

“I did.”

“Strange. I’ve never known Simon to not oversee practice. Odd. Well, send them to me as soon as they’re found,” Richard told him. “A healer extraordinaire eh? In what way?” he asked turning to Felicia again.

“Seems self-explanatory but I am able to cure illnesses and injuries that your village...” she almost said bumpkin but stopped herself. The healer, whoever she was, supposing their gender feminine, was probably sincere in her efforts and working with the best herbs and treatments she had available. She deserved respect and not a dismissive, snarky name. “I’ve learned many new means of treating injury and illness not commonly known here.” 

“Hah! There it is. The liar’s slip of the tongue.” It was Harry.

The accusation briefly knocked her for six. What had set him off? “What slip of the tongue are you on about? Everything I said is true.”

“You claimed to be from this shire. You said you grew up here and are known to all. Then, you said you have grand knowledge unknown to us. That means you’ve acquired it elsewhere and you must practice your healing powers elsewhere. Otherwise we’d have heard of you. You lied to us.” 

“I could say the same about you two and this castle. I hate to circle back to my original statement about Elysian Fields but the castle is a ruin now. I don’t know what this pile of stone really is but it is not Elysian Fields. Wait until Emily sees me. She will confirm what I’m saying and who I am.”

“She’s never spoken such nonsense about Elysian Fields.” Richard stood and gestured for Harry to join him several feet from where she sat. They whispered about her unaware of her excellent hearing. They were unsure what to do with her.

“Let me go. I’ll be out of your hair in a blink,” she said.

One of Harry’s brows arced. “You heard us? Apparently, you did.” The brow eased down as he answered his own question. “Your opinion is not required.”

“I want her out of my chamber.” Richard sat back down. “I’ve work to do and she’s too much of a distraction with her silly nattering. Do something with her,” he ordered with a dismissive wave of his hand. 

Harry made no attempt to hide his objection to the order. “I’m no lady’s maid. What if I lock her in one of the chambers until we find Emily?”

Richard gazed over at Felicia. He was working out what he wanted Harry to do, that much was clear from his hard scrutiny. Felicia guessed he might be gauging how much of a danger she presented. To her way of thinking, she obviously presented none but who knew what he imagined? 

“I believe we can put an end to some of her foolish allegations while we seek Emily. It will save us time if we eliminate much of her drivel and focus on the core issue of her presence in the area,” Richard told Harry.

Richard moved away from Harry to stand in front of Felicia. “You’ve seen your beliefs about Elysian Fields are wrong. What will you do if we show you that your cottage can’t be near here or on the Baron’s land either? Then will you tell us the truth about yourself, knowing that continuing with a false tale cannot benefit you?”

“How can I promise that without knowing what you intend to show me as proof?”

The two men turned their backs on her and after a bout of furious whispering, Harry said, “Get up. Can you ride?”

“It’s Gloucestershire. Who doesn’t ride?”

“Let’s go.”

“Where?”

Harry went to the door. “Your fantasy cottage.”

“How do I know I’ll be safe...that your intentions are honorable?”

“Either go with me or stay here locked in a chamber until Emily is brought to us. Your choice.”

She only hesitated for less than a minute. If he or the other knights meant to do her harm, they had their chance when they came upon her. “I’ll go with you.”

Outside the castle walls she might have a small opportunity to escape. Small being a highly optimistic view of her chances but inside the walls gave her no opportunity. 

They waited in the bailey while three squires brought out three saddled mounts. Two were immense warhorses, at least 17 hands high, the third was a hand shorter and had smaller bone structure. Its conformation was similar to a Thoroughbred’s but with a narrower barrel and flank. 

Cedric, the bald knight, joined them, taking the reins of a bay warhorse from one of the squires. “You called me away from the Hazards game for your thorn in the paw? I was winning.”

“Sorry. Richard wants us to take her to the place she says she lives.”

“Is it close by?”

“So she says, but...” Harry made a circular motion with his finger by his temple. “I believe, she’s you know, soft in the head.” He took the reins of a chestnut warhorse from another squire. Nodding to the young man holding the reins of a smaller bay, the squire held out the reins to Felicia. “Mount up,” Harry ordered.

Cedric rode on her right and Harry on her left. As they approached the portcullis Harry halted and said, “If you are harboring a notion to dash off once we cross into the open, I advise you to disabuse yourself of the thought. Cedric and I will chase you down. The castle does have a dungeon. There’s no guarantee you go from captive to a locked comfortable chamber. You could go to a locked, rat-infested cell. So, you best behave.”

Outside the confines of the castle and across the drawbridge, at the edge of the woods, Harry stopped again. He turned to her. “When we come to the area you say you live and you see it is different than you claim, as different as your claim about Elysian Fields, I hope you are inspired to be more forthcoming with the truth.” 

“You’ll see the proof I live here. That won’t affect what I know about the castle. I know what I know.”

Harry turned to Cedric. “This is what I mean. She’s daft. She thinks Elysian Fields is a ruin.”

“She was there. She saw it wasn’t.”

Harry made a finger circle by his temple again. He turned back to Felicia. “Well healer, where’s this cottage of yours? What village are you close to?”  

“My practice is in Stroud. I live at Daffodil Cottage not far from here. It’s close to the Lancaster’s stable.”

“What do you mean ‘my practice’?” Cedric asked sharply, as though she’d deliberately tried to drop a confusing word on him.

Harry waved off the question. “Ignore it. It’s more of her blather.” He angled his horse across the front of hers. “I’m also interested in your reference to this Lancaster stable being close to here. This is all the Baron’s land for miles and miles. There are no tenants by that name. If you know of some, they are squatting as are you.”

No point in arguing with him. Let him see for himself and explain to her what he was all about, he and Richard and the rest of the costumed kidnappers. “Let’s have a look, shall we?”

“We’ll use the outcropping as our start point.” 

They rode in silence to the granite where Felicia’s world turned topsy-turvy in the blink of an eye. One second she’d been  running after Chloe, the next she was on the ground, disoriented and alone. 

“How do we get to your home from here?” Harry asked.

“This way, it’s not far. If either of you see a small, red dog, let me know.” 

“Hmm, your imaginary wiener, whatever that is, of a dog,” Harry commented.

It didn’t take long at a fast trot to reach the stretch of road and spot where her home should’ve been.  

“No! This can’t be.” She twisted in the saddle searching for any familiar sight. She kicked her mount into a gallop the direction of the Lancaster’s stable.

Harry and Cedric’s large destriers with their huge strides quickly caught up with her. “Where do you think to dash off to? You were warned,” Harry said in a raised voice to be heard over the galloping horses. 

“The stable. I’m not running off.” A moment later she was there but the stable wasn’t. She wheeled her mount in a circle unable to make sense of the empty countryside in front of her. “I must’ve taken a wrong turn somehow.”

“I told you there was no family Lancaster on the Baron’s land. Your cottage could not exist either or we’d have known.” Harry’s gaze dropped to her trembling hands. He sidled closer, close enough to reach over and place his hand on hers. “Calm yourself. You’re shaking.”

He was right, of course. She was a physician. She’d been trained not to panic, no matter what unexpected complication or dilemma arose. A doctor acting in panic was often more deadly than the problem. 

“Let’s return to the rock and ride out in a partial star formation. We’ll eliminate the possibility of misdirection on her part,” Cedric suggested. 

“You’ve stopped shaking. Good.” Harry removed his hand. “I think Cedric has a good idea. Once you see there is no cottage and that all you speak of is false, then we can work on the truth.”

They kept going back and forth from the outcropping. Using the rock as a hub and riding out at various degrees and directions like the spokes of a bike. Nothing was where it should be. The trailers that housed the scientist’s labs, the trailer Oliver Gordon lived in, her house, the Lancaster’s stable and arenas, the groundskeeper’s tithe cottage, the school down the road from her place, all were gone. 

This cannot be. It just cannot. “Can we ride down the Old Roman road for a little way?” she asked Harry. 

Harry glanced over at Cedric who gave him an I don’t care shrug. “If you wish.”

She was grasping at straws with the request. A kilometer away should be a signpost indicating the location of an old World War Two airfield. No one had bothered to take it down. Decades later, the sign remained with its faded spitfire painted in black and an arrow pointing to the field’s site. 

Deep down, she questioned the wisdom of making the side trip. Any sane person would’ve accepted that she’d entered the modern day version of the Twilight Zone just from her missing cottage and all the rest. Her world was one of scientific fact not supernatural theory or speculation. She didn’t even care for movies about the supernatural. She needed to exhaust all examples of the world she knew. Until then, she couldn’t begin to consider explanations for what was happening to her outside the realm of normal. 

Please let the sign be there.

“This is the place,” she said and brought her horse to a halt. She slid from the saddle and feeling nauseated pressed her forehead to the saddle’s leather flap and closed her eyes, fearing she’d vomit. Behind her, Harry told Cedric to hold their reins.

“Felicia?” Harry stood next to her, his gauntleted hand on her back. 

She opened her eyes and stared up at him. He’d never addressed her by her name. “You called me Felicia.”

“Is that not your name?”

“Yes, but you never used it.”

“Seemed like the right thing to do at the moment. Don’t mistake kindness for weakness.”

“No worries there. I don’t. You surprised me. That’s all.”

“You’re ghostly pale. Are you all right?”

“I don’t know.”

“What did you hope to find?”

“A sign, an old sign. Certainly not this farm.” She gestured to the man ploughing a field with a large horse. Behind him, a woman planted seeds she carried in a folded apron. She wore the apron over an old-fashioned ankle length dress. It was a working farm but she’d had been down the road a thousand times and never seen the farm. It was undeveloped land owned by the Lancasters.

“Perhaps you are not in the right place. Can you have misjudged where you wanted to stop?”

“No. This is the right spot. See the cornerstone on the farmer’s rock fence. The LXVI carved into it is Roman. The stone marker has been here all my life. 

“I don’t understand what is happening to me.” Lightheaded and dizzy, she felt as though she’d risen too fast after giving blood. She took a stumbling step and grabbed onto Harry’s arm but had trouble holding on because of his armor. 

Harry caught her around the waist. “Hand me your skin of water,” Harry told Cedric.

Cedric untied the bag and gave it to Harry who pulled the cork out with his teeth. “Drink,” he said, holding it to Felicia’s mouth. 

The water helped shake her from her shock enough to give her the courage to go back to Elysian Fields and face whatever they planned for her. Not that she’d have a choice whether to return or not. 

“More?” Harry asked.

She shook her head. “No, thank you. I’d like to have a better look at the farm.” She headed for the gate to the farmer’s yard. She’d seen oodles of movies and knew how realistic a set designer could make a façade appear. The barn and house might be a façade. Again, deep down, she doubted it was but desperate people take hope where they can.  

She entered the barn, which proved to be almost identical to modern barns with a hayloft, stalls, and basic equipment. It didn’t have any power tools or equipment common to the barns she’d seen up to today.

“Do you wish to see the inside of the cottage?” Harry asked. “If so, I will get permission from the couple who live here. It wouldn’t do for you to enter without permission.”

Felicia shook her head. She had all the proof she needed. Sadly, this was no movie set. “I’m ready to return to Elysian Fields.”

“Do you wish to speak of what is going through your head?” Harry asked as they rode the Old Roman road toward the castle.

“No.” What could she say? I don’t know what the devil is happening to me. I don’t have a clue who you and your friends really are. Tell them she might’ve sustained an injury and was in a coma. This might be a coma induced hallucination. I hope it is. She’d talked to colleagues who had patients who’d come out of comas. They said the patients never remembered what went on with them mentally. She’d never done much reading on the topic. Maybe there
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