
In Time for You

Knights in Time

Book 4

[image: image]

Chris Karlsen


Table of Contents

Title Page

Excerpt from In Time for You

Copyright

Look for Other Books by Chris Karlsen

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

READ BOOK 1 in the BLOODSTONE SERIES | SILK

CHAPTER ONE SILK | Chapter One

About the Author

Books to Go Now

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Excerpt from In Time for You

[image: ]


While she ate, the button on Electra’s sleeve fell out of the frog loop. She didn’t hook the button again, reaching for her wine instead. The sleeve pulled back from her wrist to expose her watch, which she hadn’t thought to remove. 

“What is that?” Simon asked and pointed to her Seiko.

“A watch.” What a bizarre question. There wasn’t a corner of the planet that people didn’t recognize a wristwatch. 

A frown slowly formed and he stretched across Emily and took hold of Electra’s hand to tug it toward him for a better look. He turned her hand over and in a matter of seconds had the clasp undone. 

He brought the candle in front of his trencher closer and held the watch under it. “What do the numbers mean?”

“It’s a clock, a miniature timepiece you wear on your wrist.”

From his expression, the explanation puzzled him. “Do they not have candle clocks in this Greenland you claim you’re from?”

How to explain the abundance of various clocks to a man who apparently has no context for the anything beyond a candle clock or similar ancient means of telling time?

“Are you saying you’ve never seen a clock?” Emily asked.

“One like this? No, I have not.”

Emily bent her head nearer Electra and whispered, “Are you thinking what I am?”

“Sadly, yes.”

Simon ran his finger over the watch face. “These small digits, what is their meaning?” 

“It’s the date and year: 5.14.15.” 

He shook his head. “What year is 15?”

“2015, of course.”

“You are mad. It’s the year of our Lord, 1357.”

“What year were you born?”

“1327, why?”

Electra didn’t care for the speed which Simon answered. She held onto the small hope this was some odd reality show and that he’d stumble or hesitate before coming up with a year. “No reason, I was just curious.” She turned to Richard who’d been chatting with the serving girl. She tapped his arm. Getting his attention she asked, “Richard, what year is this?” 

He tipped his head like a dog hearing a strange noise. She assumed he too thought her mad for asking. “1357. Do you measure your years differently in your native country?”

“Yes, it’s a different time there.” A different world. She looked over at Emily, who’d been listening. The color had drained from her face. 

For both their sakes, Electra fought to keep from falling apart in front of the whole room. She failed and began to tremble uncontrollably. She balled her hands into fists and turned from Simon to Richard. “I need to go outside. I feel sick.”

“I’d like to go too,” Emily told Simon.

“I’ll go as well.” He smiled. “Just to make certain nothing untoward befalls you.”
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Poitiers, France

September, 1356

Roger Marchand stood by his destrier, Conquerant, and waited for the order to mount. He watched as the English enemy formed up on the opposite plateau, his French countrymen greatly outnumbering them. What madness possessed the English he couldn’t guess. Why would Edward, the Black Prince, a man said to have a brilliant mind for tactics, choose to stand his ground and fight? The Prince could easily retreat back to Bordeaux, the English held French province. To stay was suicidal pride.

“Comte...” Henri, Roger’s squire, handed him a silver cup of wine. “It’s from the King’s own supply. A taste of wine now. A taste of victory soon according to his majesty.” 

“Thank you.” Roger took a large swallow but saved some for the squire. “Have the rest.” He handed the cup back. “No reason for you not to enjoy the royal harvest.”

Henri tipped his chin toward the English side. “I’ve secretly followed a few of them for the past week as they left their camp. They forage for food for them and their horses. They scratch for dandelions to boil and eat. Weeds.” Henri curled his lip in distaste and turned to Roger. “Look at them, tattered and hungry. There’ll be no surprise victory for the invaders today, like at Crecy.”

Roger made the sign of the cross. “You must not speak about such a thing before battle. To give voice to our past defeat is to invite bad fate.” The squire was young, too young to have accompanied Roger at Crecy, ten years earlier. Roger had been twenty-four at the time. Older than his cousins who died in the battle and clever enough to avoid capture and ransoming by the English. But if he had been taken prisoner, his father would’ve paid any price asked for the return of his only son. After the heavy tax imposed by the king to cover the cost of the war, ransom would’ve seriously depleted the family coffers, but of no matter to his father. 

“Let us speak prayers this is the battle that will bring an end to the English challenge. I want nothing more than to go home,” Roger said. “I want to tend to my land, sit in front of my hearth, and bed my mistress when the mood is upon me.”

“You will, sire. Soon.”

Priests were blessing weapons and men. Roger waved one over. When he came, Roger unsheathed his sword and knelt, Henri by his side. “Father, I do not ask for my life but whatever God’s will, I ask to meet it with courage and honor.” 

“HE will see you through, my son.” The priest sprinkled Holy Water on Roger’s bent head and on the sword he presented. Roger rose and said, “My squire and horse as well, father.” The priest pulled back and looked about to balk. Roger took one step closer to him. “My squire and horse as well, father.”

The priest nodded, said a fast blessing, sprinkled water on Conquerant’s head then eyed Roger seeing if the action met with his approval. Roger nodded in return and sheathed his sword. The priest quickly moved on to another man. 

The best of the cavalry lined up behind rows of foot soldiers armed with various weapons. Behind them, but on foot, were cavalry knights who lacked the skill of riders like Roger. All the French ranks were flanked by crossbow men. He had mixed feelings regarding the crossbow men. While their bolts penetrated armor, it took the men far longer to load than it did an English long bowman. The English devils could turn the heavens black with their arrows, and black again, and again. Close in, at fifty yards, their arrows could also penetrate armor. At great expense, Roger had armor for Conquerant made. The terror of an arrow-wounded horse magnified the chaos of battle. Bad enough he had to be aware of the men and mounts around him when one or the other was wounded. An injury to Conquerant could prove deadly to them both. 

Roger removed his surcoat from the saddlebag and slipped it on over his armor. The garment bore his family’s coat of arms: a black panther on a field of orange. Like all the knights, Roger wouldn’t put his helm on until the last minute. The helm made even a shouted command nearly impossible to hear. On the far side of the French plateau, when the King put his helmet on and mounted, Roger followed suit and mounted. The dauphin raised his father, the King’s, banner. For those who couldn’t hear the order to charge, the banner would drop and signal to advance. 

Henri laid a hand on Roger’s arm. “God be with you, sire.”

“I pray God is with us all this day.”

The first banner dropped and all but the cavalry line charged. The flat field between the armies grew thick with fallen foot soldiers, the English arrows taking a terrible toll. The banner for the mounted knights dropped and Roger rode hard over English and French dead and wounded alike. To ride too slow while enemy arrows rained down Would mean death. 

The last column of English cavalry, the Black Prince among them, charged down the plateau. A knight on a large white horse who’d been engaged in a sword fight, killing a French knight, turned to challenge Roger who was almost upon him. In explicably, the Englishman paused, for only a fraction of a second, but long enough for Roger to bring his sword down on the Englishman’s helm hard, smashing the visor into the enemy’s eyes. The blow knocked the man from his saddle to the ground. He crawled from the spot where he fell toward an area of shrubs and stones, his horse trailing next to him and occasionally nudging the wounded knight. The knight finally stopped. Blood dripped from behind his helm, pooling on the ground. He tried to rise on all fours but collapsed. 

The white horse pawed the earth and nudged the knight again. 

“Arthur,” the knight whispered just loud enough for Roger to hear.

Roger pulled his long sword from the saddle ring and raised it high, prepared to drive through the Englishman’s neck mail and finish him off. “English pig.”

Conquerant pinned his ears and reared. He tossed his head as though the bit pained him. Arching, he positioned himself to lunge and bolt. 

The stallion never spooked. Mystified, Roger struggled to control the powerful animal, forgetting about the English knight. 

“Conquerant—” Roger tightened his grip on the reins. As he did, a sudden dizziness washed over him and the ground rolled beneath him. The enemy knight blurred and the image of nearby fighting men grew hazy. 

He locked his hand onto the pommel to stay astride. His mouth had been dry as sand when he rode into battle but now it watered like a mad dog’s.

The odd disturbance ceased and Conquerant stopped his defiance, although the animal’s mane stood strangely on end. Roger’s vision cleared and the wounded knight came back into focus. 

The sounds of war were no more. No clanging of metal on metal or cries from dying men and horses. Battle is many things but never quiet. Roger gripped the pommel tight again. His heart raced as a strange uncertainty settled over him as he took in the sights around him and he tried to make sense of what he saw. Houses were built where the French and English camps existed. The armies were gone. Black material with white lines covered the dirt road that bordered the field where they fought. He twisted in the saddle surrounded by a world he didn’t recognize and worked to hold fear at bay. The sight of the distant Noialles Abbey and the familiar woods gave him some comfort. But even those familiar sites couldn’t keep the worst from his mind.

What was this place?

Where had God sent him?
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Gloucester, England

Spring-current year

“You have everything I asked for?” 

The cafe owner nodded.

“You made certain the champagne is French. My lady loves French champagne, which is natural, of course,” Roger told the man.

“Yes. We’ve prepared the luncheon according to your wishes. The cheese is French as well. We made our own baguette. Honestly sir, we know how to bake bread on this side of the English Channel too. I included a variety of sliced meat, berries and fruit. Fret not,” the owner said. “We even have a small vase of flowers for you.”

He didn’t doubt the English were capable bakers of bread but there was a reason people asked for French bread and never said, bring me a loaf of English bread. An observation he thought best to keep to himself lest the man do something wicked to the food. 

“Thank you.” As he left, Roger looked at his reflection in the large display window. He’d awakened early to polish his riding boots to a high gloss, and broke out his new jodhpurs and a crisp white shirt. In the pocket of his riding jacket was the velvet box with a marquis cut ruby and diamond engagement ring. Rubies were Electra’s favorite gem. The ring wasn’t as many carats as he’d have liked to give her but he couldn’t afford a larger ring. In his previous life, price wouldn’t have mattered. Not being rich now didn’t often bother him. But for Electra, he wished he had more.

Worry over whether she’d accept his proposal hung like a dark cloud over his plans and hopes. Before he asked for her hand, he’d have to tell her the truth of his past—who and what he was then, and how he came to be here. Stephen had told Esme and although she didn’t believe him at first, she eventually accepted the truth. Esme’s love for Stephen wasn’t diminished by the bizarre tale of traveling through time. Roger hoped her sister shared that quality of trust.

****
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ELECTRA OPENED THE door just as Roger raised his hand to knock. “Hi.” She leaned up and kissed him, then took him by the hand into the vestibule. “I’m ready. We’re just waiting on Emily. She’s putting her phone and driver’s license in a carrier for the saddlebag.”

“I didn’t know Emily was joining us.” Roger fingered the velvet box and plastered a smile on his face. Of all days to invite her younger sister, Electra chose today. Emily hadn’t ridden with them in weeks.

“You don’t mind do you?” Electra asked. Behind her, Emily looked up from retying a boot.

“Of course not.”

“Ready,” Emily said and came over with her small phone in hand. An obsessive worrywart, she reminded everyone on a regular basis you can never be too careful. Anytime she went someplace new, she had her car GPS on, the phone GPS, plus a physical map in her glove box.

“Leave the phone for once. Roger has his,” Electra told her. 

“No can do. I feel naked without it.”

Electra rolled her eyes at Roger who just walked away.

They rode through the heavily wooded area of the forest that abutted Lancaster land. Shafts of sunlight broke through the leafy green canopy giving life to occasional patches of wildflowers. They followed a worn path to a clearing that ended at the Old Roman Road. It had fallen into disrepair from decades of neglect. Traffic on the road was predominantly folks on foot or horseback; motorists favored the nearby dual carriageway.

The spot Roger chose to have the picnic lay halfway between where the forest path intersected the road and the ruin of Elysian Fields. According to Alex Lancaster, Elysian Fields was a grand Norman Castle built by his ancestors in the twelfth century. Cromwell ordered it laid to waste five centuries later during the English Civil War. Alex purchased what was left, including a thousand acres around the site, from the Heritage Society. Two years ago, he’d donated a large parcel of the site to Cambridge University for a study being conducted by a renowned astrophysicist Oliver Gordon. 

Other than to offer a brief history of Elysian Fields, Alex didn’t speak about his ancestral home. Understandable. Roger expected the pain of seeing its destruction was best left buried. In his day, Roger’s own beautiful, and formidable, chateau made an impressive sight perched high on her rocky cliff. Most of the Marchand chateau still remained but had been turned into a popular chain hotel. The conversion wasn’t much better than being turned into a ruin, in his opinion. 

He shook off the memory of seeing what had been his home converted to a commercial enterprise and turned toward Elysian Fields. “This way.” 

Off in the distance, out over the Bristol Channel, lightning spiked. “Did you see that?” Electra asked. “It was almost pretty. It had a purple aura around the bolt.” She turned to Roger. “You checked the weather for today didn’t you?”

“Yes, my love. I wouldn’t have taken us out if I’d thought we’d run into a storm.” 

Emily had halted her horse several strides behind them and pulled her phone from the saddlebag. “Roger’s right. Looks like we got lucky,” she said, holding her reins and the phone in one hand and tapping the screen with finger. “A thunderstorm off Bristol is hanging over the bay but thankfully it’s not moving this way. The BBC predicted it to move south and for once they were right. I’m leery of riding Lola if bad weather threatens, sometimes she’s spooked by thunder.”

Lola was a young Arabian and hot-blooded under saddle. Roger never cared for the breed, too high-strung in his opinion. They had pretty faces and good conformation, that couldn’t be argued, but he wouldn’t take one into battle. Conquerant was a 17 hands high Flanders horse. Thick set, with powerful legs and back, the stallion possessed a fearless and strong constitution. 

“What are you smirking at?” Electra asked.

“Your sister. She managed to find a horse as skittish as she is.”

“She’s cautious is all.”

“Please, she’s like a bee caught in a bell jar.”

“Shh, here she comes.”

“What are you two whispering about?” Emily stroked Lola’s neck to no avail. The horse continued her equine jig as the far off thunder rumbled.

“Just ahead. I have a surprise set up,” Roger said as he trotted toward Elysian Fields again. 

He led them to an open field where the sunlight was bright and the ground flat. The cafe staff had laid everything out on a red and white checked tablecloth from the restaurant. A platter held cheeses and fruit arranged around chunks of the baguette. The champagne sat chilling in a silver bucket with two flutes at the side. He’d share a flute with Electra. 

“Damn,” he muttered, they’d forgotten the flowers. 

Everyone dismounted and tied the horses to an oak tree with low hanging branches. 

“It’s lovely. You are such a romantic,” Electra said, kissing him on the cheek. 

Emily gave him a sheepish look. “Tell the truth, Roger. You planned for this to be enjoyed by just the two of you. I’m the proverbial third wheel, aren’t I?”

Only a lout with a complete lack of chivalry would answer truthfully. “Don’t be silly. What man...” he tipped his head at her, “especially a Frenchman, wouldn’t be delighted to have two charming ladies at his side?”

“You’re sweet to say that,” Emily said. “Is there some sort of all occasion book Frenchmen work out of that tells them what to say to women? If not, you should consider writing one. You’d make a fortune.”

“Thank you—I think.”

Electra turned to Emily. “Want to pick some flowers?” 

Emily nodded.

Electra emptied a wicker basket that held honey and butter while Emily took the sharp meat knife from the platter. “We’ll be back in a flash,” Electra said. 

“Where are you going?”

“We passed a blanket of wildflowers not far back. I thought we’d gather a bunch for our table.”

“Where exactly is this spot that’s not far back?” He asked, anxious to pour the champagne and his heart out and propose. 

“By that granite outcropping.”

Roger reached for the basket. “You can’t go there. That’s not Alex’s land. It’s part of the acreage he donated to Dr. Gordon’s group.”

Electra held tight to the basket. “So? It’s not like Gordon is going to know we were there. What harm are we causing picking a few flowers? None.”

“His knowing is not the point. It’s the principle. You’ve no right to go traipsing about on his property without permission.” This was a thorny issue for him. In her defense, Electra didn’t know that. Over the years, Roger had had his share of trespassers and poachers on his land. He’d never have given poachers permission to cross his land, but the trespassers, had they asked, he’d have let cross.

“Since you’re determined to do this, hurry up and get away from there,” he told Electra. “I’ll open the champagne and have a glass ready for you.”

“We’ll work double fast,” Emily added and the two jogged off. 

He’d opened the champagne and was in the process of pouring when Electra’s panicked scream came from the spot near the outcropping.

“Roger!” 

He dropped the bottle and ran. 

Gone. Both sisters were gone. The basket with a handful of flowers inside lay on the ground. 

“Electra,” he called out. “Emily.” 

He ran in a widening spiral hoping to find them. When he didn’t, he returned and checked the scattered patches where the flowers grew for a clue. He looked for any sign someone had come along and taken them by force. Perhaps one of Dr. Gordon’s crew had hustled them back to the trailer that served as their lab. Perhaps they demanded an explanation for what the women were doing. 

He was grasping at straws and knew it. Anyone of the Gordon group could clearly see the women were picking flowers. Taking them off to their camp was heavy-handed especially for a bunch of scientists. Nor were there any footprints other than those left by Electra and Emily’s riding boots. 

What the devil could’ve happened to them? People don’t just vanish without a clue.

He climbed to the top of the outcropping and called out again. Only the rustling of the breeze through the trees and the low roll of thunder from the storm miles away could be heard.
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Roger felt the policeman’s eyes burning into his back as he walked over to Ian. “He didn’t say it, he didn’t have to, but he clearly thinks I’ve done some harm to Electra and Emily.”

“Can you blame him?” Ian asked. 

Roger could only shake his head at the logical suspicion. Anyone hearing the story would think the worst. Two women in his company simply disappear and he had no information to offer as to why, or how it happened, or where they went.

Terry Crippen left his crying wife, Janet, and came over. A dignified country gentleman with close-cut gray hair and piercing blue eyes, he stood almost nose-to-nose with Roger. 

“Janet and I have accepted you into our family like a son. But should it come to light that you are responsible for any injury to my daughters, I will do to you what was done to them. My dear wife hasn’t a strong heart. If her condition suffers because of something you’ve done, trust that it will not go unaddressed.”

“I swear to you on my very soul, I did nothing to bring their disappearance about and am as mystified as you over this.” Roger pulled the engagement ring from his pocket. “Terry, I love Electra. I thought that was apparent.” He opened the box. “I planned on proposing to her today.”

“I would find more consolation in that, if men and women didn’t kill the ones they love with some frequency.”

Roger put the box back in his pocket. “I told you I lost my young son many years ago. I told you I somehow lived through it. But I thought you understood that I will never get over it, ever. You never get over the loss of a child. Believe me, I wouldn’t wish that agony on my worst enemy. Surely you know that.”

Terry stood silent for a moment. Roger thought he was weighing the anguish Roger had shared with him against the fear Electra and Emily might’ve met the same dark fate. One Roger might’ve perpetrated. “I want to believe you.”

“Is there anything more I can say to reassure you and Janet?”

Terry looked over at his wife, wiping her eyes with a shaky hand. “No.”

Two police canine units and four additional officers had arrived and joined the two who responded to Roger’s distressed call. The lead officer, the one who had interviewed Roger, deployed them so they could conduct a grid search, on foot. The canine details would man each flank. Janet had provided scarves from each woman for the dogs to scent key on. 

Terry and Janet told the officer they wished to be part of the search. The officer agreed and they joined the men working the grid. 

Roger turned to Ian. “You believe me, don’t you? Improbable as it sounds, they truly vanished. I can’t offer a reason. There’s a term people of this time use–otherworldly. It’s like something otherworldly has happened to them.”

“I do believe you, but unlike most here, I’ve been party to some highly unusual occurrences in my life...or rather, lifetimes,” he corrected himself.

Roger watched Terry Crippen consoling his sobbing wife. Her shoulders continued to violently shake. Pain and anguish deafens one to soft words, as he well knew. “I need to join the search. I can cover a lot of ground on Conquerant. You say Owen and his son are coming from the stable to take the other two horses?”

“He should be here shortly,” Ian said. “You might not want to go too far. Alex is en route and he told me he needed to speak with you, urgently.”

“I think the search is far more important than anything he has to talk about now.”

Ian’s brows lifted a notch. “If he is going to tell you what I suspect he plans to, you need to hear him out.”

“What will the police and Terry think if I don’t go with them right away?”

“Frankly, they can’t think much worse of you at the moment. A few minutes delay in going with them won’t make things much worse.”

Roger grunted his agreement. But he couldn’t stand by any longer waiting for Alex, listening to the search party beat the shrubbery. The canine officers and their dogs were already out of sight. The rest of the officers would be in a couple of minutes.

“Tell Alex I’ll speak to him later. I have to go,” he said and started toward Conquerant.

“Roger—” Esme, Electra’s younger sister, called out. 

She and her husband Stephen and his seeing-eye dog, Sammy, stepped around the messy remains of what was supposed to be a picnic. He and Stephen were once mortal enemies. Now Stephen was his employer and closest friend. 

“Hi, thank you for coming but you needn’t have. We have a large contingent here, including canine units.” Stephen was a proud man and strove to be independent. Roger didn’t want to deny him the opportunity to lend a hand, but how much help could a blind man lend? 

“Don’t be silly. They’re my sisters. Of course, we’re going to help. We’ve no intention of sitting home at a time like this. Sammy is smart as a whip, he’s familiar with Electra’s and Emily’s scent, and he’s as strong a nose as the coppers dogs,” Stephen said.

“I don’t doubt it.” Roger took Esme by the elbow and led her away a few feet, out of earshot of Stephen. “I know he means well and I really appreciate the offer, but we must be realistic. We need eyes to look for clues.”

“Not to worry. In addition to Sammy, you know we ride in these woods all the time. I’ll be his eyes as we hunt on foot.”

Stephen came to where they stood whispering. “I have four of five senses, which is more than enough to aid in searching..including keen hearing.”

“I wasn’t trying to insult you,” Roger said. “I’d love your help.”

“Where do you want us to start?” Ian asked, joining them. Roger hadn’t seen him arrive and was surprised to see him. He’d met Ian only a few times. He was an old friend of Stephen’s from his days as a knight. Ian and Alex had also come forward in time but under different circumstances than Roger and Stephen. 

The woods between the picnic area and the ruin had the thinnest forest growth and would be best for Stephen to walk. “Toward the ruin,” Roger told her.
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England

Date Unknown

After a wobbly effort, Electra got to her feet and brushed herself off. “What just happened?”

Emily used the outcropping for support as she stood. “I haven’t clue. I’m still feeling lightheaded though. How about you?”

“Before I fell, I lost my balance and was dizzy for a few seconds, like I was on a carnival ride.” She licked her lips and spit. “Sorry, but my mouth tastes like the inside of a tin can.”

“Mine is watering like crazy.” Emily reached up and smoothed Electra’s hair. “You should see your hair. It looks like you stuck your finger in a light socket.”

Electra ran her hand over Emily’s. “Yours too.”

A tree near the outcropping now cast them in shadow, the branches thick with leaves, hid the sun. The long dead tree had been split and barren when they were picking flowers. Electra pointed. “That tree.”

Emily looked and asked, “What about it?”

“It’s alive.”

“Things are too strange for my taste. Forget the wildflowers, I’m going back to the picnic spot and tell Roger about our weird experience.” Electra started that way. 

Emily followed.

The picnic area was a short distance, twenty-five yards at the most. But when Electra came to the edge of the clearing and in sight of the area, the spot was covered with forest undergrowth and fallen branches. She knew these woods. She’d walked them and ridden them all her life and she knew this was where they left Roger and the picnic spread. “What the....”

Emily had joined her but left her side and went to where the horses had been tied. “El...where are the horses?”

“Where’s Roger and all the picnic stuff? No way would he have taken the horses and left us here.” Electra told herself not to panic. “I’m sure this is where we left him. I mean, I’m not crazy, this is the spot.”

“If you’re crazy, then it’s catchy because I guarantee this is the right place.” 

Electra investigated the area where the blanket had been laid out with the food platters. She wasn’t sure what to look for but hoped she’d find clue. People didn’t just up and disappear and no way had Roger taken off.

“Do you think Roger’s playing a joke?” Emily asked, circling the picnic spot.

“No. No way would he play a joke that stood a chance of scaring us. He’s too protective.”

“I didn’t think so, but I had to ask. I hoped this was a joke in bad taste.”

The two walked around for a few minutes more, neither speaking.

Electra looked under the shrubbery she knew wasn’t there when they dismounted. 

“What are you looking for?” 

“Some clue, anything that helps us to know what is going on. Have you noticed how different the bushes and trees are from when we stopped and how overgrown it is now? There was a clearing here and now there isn’t,” Electra said and took note of the lack of hoofprints and footprints where there should’ve been several. “I’m calling Roger.” She pulled her cell phone from the pocket of her riding jacket. “I’m getting a no service message. I’m going back to the outcropping.”

“Why?”

“Walking around here until we’re blue in the face isn’t helping. Retracing our steps can’t hurt.”

At the outcropping, she immediately started to climb the large boulder. Her riding boots made it difficult. One side of the rock was flat with no crevices or protruding shelves to gain a foothold. The side that had enough to wedge her foot into or onto offered little surface for the stiff-toed boots to find purchase. Sheer determination got her close to the top. 

Emily stood at the base of the outcropping. “See anything good?” When Electra didn’t answer, Emily repeated, “El, do you see anything?”

Electra hadn’t answered because what she saw didn’t make sense. 

“El?”

“I see the Old Roman Road.”

“Of course you would. Do you see anything useful?”

“You need to see this. Are you able to climb up across from me?”

“I think so.” Emily had the same issue with her riding boots but managed to come parallel with Electra. When she did, her eyes widened. “It’s...it’s...dirt. What happened to the paving?” She fixed worried eyes on Electra. “What is going on here?” 

Electra shook her head as stumped as Emily. “This is all too weird for me.” She took her cell phone out again. “I’m still getting a no service message.” She held the phone higher and turned it the opposite direction. “Same thing.”

A low rumble was faint in the distance. “Is that from the storm?”

“Probably,” Electra said.

“Those beastly dark clouds are still hovering over the bay. I hope the storm didn’t switch directions and start this way.” She unclipped her cell phone from a holder on her belt. “I don’t know what’s wrong with your phone. Mine should work. I’m going to see if the storm is coming toward us and then I’ll call Roger.”

Emily cocked her head and moved her phone around. “I’m getting a no service message too. I’ve never had trouble with cell service anywhere in this area. How can we both have no bars?”

“Let’s start walking,” Electra suggested and started down.

Emily did the same. “You want to go back the way we came? It’s shorter to Esme and Stephen’s place. Or, do you want to stay on the road?”

“The road is the way Roger will come looking for us and the road is safer, just in case the storm is headed to us. We shouldn’t be in the woods with lightning going off.”

They walked at a fast pace for fifteen minutes. They came to where a service road built during World War II intersected with the Old Roman Road. Instead mature oaks and alder dotted what should’ve been the single-lane service road. Gone too was the old sign indicating the direction of the wartime airfield abandoned in 1946. 

“I’m afraid, El. Nothing is what or where it should be. Things are the same but different.”

“I’m afraid too. I don’t understand any of this. Like you said, it’s all the same in the main, but the details are all wrong. It’s as though we’re part of an artist’s rendition of this place, but he erased Roger and the horses, and the picnic part. Instead he drew in foliage and kept us.”

Emily tried her cell phone again with no luck. “Maybe we should wait here. I’m certain Roger will come for us. He’s probably already headed this way. Don’t you think?”

Electra didn’t want to tell her what she feared. She had no idea what was happening to them or what they needed to do, but in her heart, she feared if he was coming, he’d be there by now. 

“No, I don’t think he’s on the way,” Electra said, truthfully. Emily would figure it out soon enough. “I don’t see how staying in one place is better than keeping on toward the house.”

“And if your imaginary artist erased the house?”

“Then we’ll work out our next move.”

They continued on to where Esme and Stephen’s house stood or should’ve stood. Their cottage dated back to Tudor times as did the stable and other outbuildings. They’d survived hellacious storms, German bombs, and natural decay for 500 years. 

The sisters froze at the sight. None of the buildings were there, only short stone fences sectioning off various sheep pastures that occupied the land. 

“Shall we try and find the farmer?” Emily asked. 

“I guess.”

The small herd of sheep in the closest enclosure came trotting over The lead ewe wore a bell that jingled all the way. The familiar sound offered a moment’s relief from Electra’s fear. She sat on the stone wall to collect her thoughts and try to sort out the unexplainable. The gathering of sheep quickly lost interest in the sisters and trotted away, scattering to various parts of the field. She glanced over her shoulder as the cheerful jingle of the bell drifted away. 

Emily sat next to her and pulled her phone out again. 

“No service, right?” Electra asked, suspecting the answer.

Emily shook her head and a fat tear dripped onto the phone, followed by several more. 

“Don’t cry. If you fall apart, then I will too, and we can’t let that happen.”

“No you won’t. You’re tough. You’ve never been a crier.”

She put her arm around her sister. “I prefer brash. I’m not given to crying, but it doesn’t mean I won’t” Given the right provocation. “Come on, wipe your tears and let’s see if we can find the farmer. He’s got to live close to his pasture.”

“Lord only knows what he’ll be like.”

“I hear you. The pastures look normal, as normal as something that shouldn’t be here to begin with can look. We’ve got those alien crop circles in Wiltshire. I’m crossing my fingers he’s of this earth and not some alien who’s messed up the environment,” Electra said, hoping to lighten the mood. 

“The way our luck is going, the sheep might be the top dogs in this world and humans are dinner.”

Electra took a deep breath and stood. “I really didn’t need that thought put in my head. But we’ve no choice, get up, and let’s see if you’re right.” 

“I think we should go straight and cut across the fields,” Emily said. 

“Fine.”

Beyond the pastures, they crossed into a large wheat field plowed into neat rows. Along the rows were hoofprints. 

“El, who uses a horse to plow nowadays?”

“No one.”

“Maybe this is an Amish farm or something,” Emily said.

“When have you ever seen an Amish person here?”

“I haven’t. I’m just putting it out there. I’ve nothing else.” Emily pointed. “Look. White smoke. It’s probably the farmer’s house.”

“Come on.” They jogged until they came to a cob cottage with a thatched roof. A woman in an old-fashioned dress whose hem dragged on the ground, tossed feed to chickens from a dirty, white apron.

Electra sighed. She perversely appreciated the consistency of the weird scene with all the other weirdness of the day.

“What’s up with her outfit? You think she’s with a re-enactment group, like those Renaissance Fair people?” Emily asked.

“No. They travel in bands and camp from fairground to fairground, gypsy-like. This is something else.”

“She could be one of the people living off the grid. I saw a show on them on BBC. They live without electricity and phones and whatnot.”

“Are you talking about Amish again?” Electra thought they’d agreed no Amish lived in the area.

“No. They’re not Amish. The folks they interviewed all wore modern clothes, tatty, homemade outfits, but modern. They said one day they just decided to drop out of society and live by their wits. A bunch of crazy buggers if you ask me. I could never live without electricity, indoor plumbing, or hot and cold running water.” Emily thought for a moment. “I might—might be able to do without electricity.”

Electra smiled and shook her head. “Oh please, you can’t even live without your cell phone. Here goes nothing. Hello,” Electra said from where she and Emily had stopped at the edge of the yard. She wasn’t certain of how their greeting would be met and thought it best to stay far enough away for a running head start if necessary. 

The woman screamed, let go of her apron, and ran toward the cottage. Chickens squawked, beat their wings, and scattered but returned fast to pounce on the dropped feed. Like the curious sheep, the pigs ran to the pen fence and poked their snouts through the slats, snorting and snuffling. 

“That went well,” Electra said. 

The farmer’s wife peered at them from the side of an un-shuttered window. 

“Shall we?” Electra gestured toward the cottage door. 

“Do you have a plan?”

“Nope. You?”

“Other than find a pair of ruby slippers and click my way home? No.”

The woman continued to peer at them tipping her head out of the window to watch as Electra knocked. 

“She’s not going to open the door to you. Let me try to coax her into talking to us. Your scowl would put anybody off of talking to us,” Emily said. 

“I’m not scowling. This is my I seriously want to go home right now look, please tell me you know where I should go, lady.”

“Come on.” Emily gestured for Electra to follow her to the window. She leaned in almost over the sill and called to the woman, “Madame, please come out and talk with us. We’re lost and need help. We are not here to hurt you.”

“Go away witches. I’ll not have dealings with the likes of you.”

Emily glanced over to Electra. “Witches?” She leaned over the sill again. “Madame—” Emily repeated. “Please—”

Electra crossed from her side of the window and grabbed Emily’s arm and tugged her away from the window. “For God’s sake, Emily, don’t get so close. What if she tries to stab you in the eye or something?” 

“Why would she do that?”

“She takes us for witches. For all you know, she might believe she gets some kind of reward for stabbing witches in the eye. Her husband’s probably around here somewhere. They might think they’ll get a gold star from the local priest for capturing witches for the village to burn.”

“We have to talk to someone and get this figured out.” Emily went to the window but not as close as the last time. “Madame, we aren’t witches. I swear on my very soul we are normal women who are lost.”

The woman popped her head out. “What do you want?” She looked them up and down. “Where are you from? You look like no women I’ve ever seen,” she asked before ducking out of sight once more.

“What should I tell her?” Emily whispered.

“Tell her we’re from a country far away.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know...Greenland.” The woman might have a good working knowledge of Europe and America and likely much of the Middle East from television. 

“What if she asks us questions about Greenland? I don’t know anything about it. Do you?”

“It’s big, cold, and west of here.”

“And what if she knows way more than that? That wouldn’t be hard, by the way.”

“Emily, look at the woman. Do you really believe she has deep knowledge about Greenland? Other than a Greenlander, who does?”

“We’re from Greenland,” Emily called to her.

Something sharp jabbed Electra in the back. “Put your hands up,” a man’s voice ordered.

Electra did as instructed. Emily turned. Big-eyed, she raised her hands as well. 

The sharp object was taken away. “Turn around, witch.”

Electra did. A short man held a pitchfork inches from her abdomen. She’d never seen anyone dressed like him except in books...history books. His boots were ankle length and soft leather, not made well at all from the battered look. His trousers, using the term loosely, were short, just hitting him mid-calf, with ragged hems. The sweat-stained shirt was a oversize blousy thing with baggy sleeves and body. A leather thong tied the collar shut.

The woman came out and joined the man, standing close. 

“Let’s clear this witch business up right away,” Electra said, “We’re not witches.” She started to lower her hands.

“Hands up, I said.” The man gave a quick jab with the pitchfork. “I don’t expect the devil’s minions to tell the truth, but if not witches, what are you? French spies, I think from your strange clothes.” The man said, “You see, Martha. Those Frenchies aren’t like us. See how shamefully they let their women dress.”

“We’re not French or spies either. Can we put our hands down? My arms are getting tired,” Electra said. 

“You may. Fair warning, keep your mitts by your sides or you’ll feel the wrong end of my fork.” He looked past Electra to Emily who stood behind her. “You.” He lifted his chin toward Emily. “Come stand here, next to your lady spy friend.”

Emily did what he asked. 

“Martha, take that black thing from her waist.”

It took the woman several tries to get the cell phone from the holster. “What is this?” the man asked when the woman brought it back. 

“A cell phone,” Emily said. 

“A cell phone,” he said, slowly. “More nonsense words. French code words, I’ll wager.”

“It’s not French. We’re not French and if we were, why would that make us spies?” Electra asked.

“El, don’t push them. They’re clearly nut bars,” Emily whispered.

The woman pressed the “on” button and brought up Emily’s screen saver, a roaring tiger with no service across the bottom.

The woman gave a small scream. The man grabbed the phone, threw it hard to the ground and stomped on it.

“I wasn’t eligible for an upgrade for another year,” Emily said, staring at the ruined phone.

The man waved the pitchfork back and forth. “You two, sit on the ground. Martha, ride to the castle and tell them we’ve caught French spies. We need a few of their knights to take them prisoner.”

Electra kept her elbow tight to her side, hoping he wouldn’t decide to search her and destroy her phone. It was their only source of communication, if they got the chance to get away from these crazies. She also resisted the temptation to sneak a peek at her watch. She didn’t want the man to find a reason to take it.

“It’s as though we stepped back in time,” Emily said low. “You don’t think—”

Electra met her sister’s curious look with a fierce one of her own. This wasn’t the time for Emily’s flights of fancy. “No. I. Don’t.” 

After what she guessed was an hour with the man holding the pitchfork on them the entire time, Martha returned with three men dressed like knights.

“I’m hating this day more and more,” Emily said as the group approached.

“I hear you. I’m hungry. I’m thirsty. I am out of patience and about to tear my hair out, or someone else’s, if this charade doesn’t end soon.”

A barrel-chested, ginger-haired and bearded bear masquerading as a man dismounted first. His right leg was missing below the knee but his stance remained balanced while he removed a crutch from a ring on his saddle.

“Crops look good, Wildon. You should have a fine harvest this season,” he said as he hobbled to where the farmer stood. 

“Sir Simon, good to see you. Yes, if the weather co-operates we’ll bring in ample wheat.”

The other two knights joined the farmer and the first knight. 

“Martha tells us you have spies,” the one called Simon asked as he eyed Electra and Emily. 

“We do, French ones.”

“This is absurd. We are neither French, nor spies. We’re English through and through. Even if we were French, why would we be spies? We’re not at war with each other.” Electra scrambled to her feet. 

Emily did the same.

“Stay right there, ladies. I’ll allow you to stand but you’re not to move without my permission,” Simon said. 

“English indeed. They told me they came from someplace called Greenland,” Martha chimed.

Electra wanted to kick herself for forgetting the lie.

“Never heard of it,” another knight said.

“I lost my leg on a French field fighting in a war you say doesn’t exist,” Simon said to Electra.

The knight beside him said, “What is your business here if you are not spies?”

“Our sister’s house was in this spot and now it isn’t. Since everyone is asking questions, we’d like to know what happened to it.”

The knights and the couple exchanged suspicious looks. Finally Simon spoke. “No home other than this has been in this spot for many years. This is Guiscard land, and this is the only cottage meant to be right here.”

“Guiscard land?” Emily said. “This is Alex Lancaster’s land. What are you trying to pull? Whatever it is, when we tell him, you’ll know trouble.”

“We know of no such person as Alex Lancaster. The late baron’s ancestor fought with the Conqueror. King William bestowed this land to Lord Guiscard in appreciation for his service.”

Simon stepped in front of Emily. His expression softened and for the span of several heartbeats he stared down at her. For an equally long moment, the anger and defensiveness was chased from Emily’s face. Then he straightened and put his finger against her chest. “Do not think to threaten me again.”

He moved in front of Electra. “Your manner of dress. I have seen it once before, two years ago. Our late lord’s lady wore such garments when she first came to the castle. She said she was from a place called Lapland. You claim to be from a Greenland. Greenland, Lapland, I suspect these a where unicorns come from.”

“Unicorns?”

“Yes, they are of questionable existence, not unlike your homes. What name do you go by in this Greenland?” Simon asked.

“Electra.”

His brows dipped and he gave her an odd look. “Baron Guy Guiscard, our lord until his death, married the lady from Lapland. She too had a similar name. Shakira. Her name was Shakira. I’d never heard it before or since.”

“If you know Shakira, then you know she’s Alex’s wife, and you obviously know this is his land. Why you’re all playing this crazy game is beyond me. But it is not funny and I insist you explain yourselves and take us to Alex’s home,” Electra said. 

“Lady Shakira is no longer here. She was the baron’s wife but she was taken by the devil. Sir Stephen and I saw her disappear into the large outcropping near the Old Roman Road. The baron denied she was a witch, but I am not so sure.”

The more he said, the more Electra’s confusion grew. How was Shakira involved with these people? To Electra’s knowledge she was never married before, certainly never to a baron. Alex had to know this baron they spoke of. He had to have bought the land from him. None of that explained the medieval knights and the farmer’s medieval lifestyle. 

Simon untied a pouch from his sword belt and shook out two coins into his palm. “Here.” He handed the coins to the farmer. “This is in gratitude for capturing the women. Whoever they are, they do not belong. They’ll ride with you,” he told the other two knights.

Electra had been scared but not terrified. At the words: they’ll ride with you, her heart raced at attack speed. Better to wander until they came to something familiar than to leave with these strange men. 

She balled her fists so Simon wouldn’t see her hands shaking. “Please, let us go. You can see we carry no weapons. We are not spies. We’ll leave this family and not bother anyone else, if you’ll let us be on our way.” The entire situation and the people involved made no sense. There’d be time down the road to sort the events out. As long as the men didn’t take them, they’d be safe. “Please.”

Simon listened to her plea. When she finished he said, “Help them mount,” to the other knights. 

Emily shrank away from the knight who reached for her.

He clamped a gauntleted hand onto her elbow. “You may walk to my horse on your own or I shall throw you over my shoulder like a sack of flour. Your choice.”

“I’ll take her,” Simon told him and grasped his hand over her other elbow.

The knight nodded and went to his horse.

Frightened more than she’d ever been, Electra hadn’t budged. She crossed her arms, stuck her chin out, and hoped she succeeded to hide her fear. “Where are you taking us?”

“To Elysian Fields, the Guiscard family home.”

“Elysian Fields? It’s a ruin. The holding was destroyed in the Civil War centuries ago. And you know Shakira, so you know that too.”

“It stands as strong today as it always has. With every word you say, I am further convinced you are touched with madness.”

With every moment since they stopped at the farm, she was more and more convinced he was right. 

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/image003.jpg
N T
=W





d2d_images/scene_break.png





