
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      FOOTSTEPS IN TIME

    

    
      First edition. January 22, 2011.

      Copyright © 2011 Sarah Woodbury.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1386937791

    

    
    
      Written by Sarah Woodbury.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


A Brief Guide to Welsh Pronunciation
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Names derived from languages other than English aren’t always easy to pronounce for English speakers, and Welsh is no exception. As far as I am concerned, please feel free to pronounce the names and places in this book however you like. I want you to be happy! 

That said, some people really want to know the ‘right’ way to pronounce a word, and for them, I have included the pronunciation guide for Welsh sounds below.

Enjoy!

––––––––
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a ‘ah’ as in ‘rah’ (Caradog)

ae ‘eye’ as in ‘my’ (Cadfael)

ai ‘eye’ as in ‘my’ (Owain)

aw ‘ow’ as in ‘cow’ (Alaw)

c a hard ‘c’ sound (Cadfael)

ch a non-English sound as in Scottish ‘ch’ in ‘loch’ (Fychan)

dd a buzzy ‘th’ sound, as in ‘there’ (Ddu; Gwynedd)

e ‘eh’ as in ‘met’ (Ceri)

eu ‘ay’ as in ‘day’ (Ddeufaen—this would be pronounced ‘theyvine’)

f ‘v’ as in ‘of’ (Cadfael)

ff as in ‘off’ (Gruffydd)

g a hard ‘g’ sound, as in ‘gas’ (Goronwy)

i ‘ee’ as in ‘see’ (Ceri)

ia ‘yah’ as in ‘yawn’ (Iago)

ieu sounds like the cheer, ‘yay’ (Ieuan) 

l as in ‘lamp’ (Llywelyn)

ll a /sh/ sound that does not occur in English (Llywelyn)

o ‘aw’ as in ‘dog’ (Cadog)

oe ‘oy’ as in ‘boy’ (Coel)

rh a breathy mix between ‘r’ and ‘rh’ that does not occur in English (Rhys)

th a softer sound than for ‘dd,’ as in ‘thick’ (Arthur)

u a short ‘ih’ sound (Gruffydd), or a long ‘ee’ sound (Cymru—pronounced ‘kumree’)

w as a consonant, it’s an English ‘w’ (Llywelyn); as a vowel, an ‘oo’ sound (Bwlch). 

y the only letter in which Welsh is not phonetic. It can be an ‘ih’ sound, as in ‘Gwyn,’ is often an ‘uh’ sound (Cymru), and at the end of the word is an ‘ee’ sound (thus, both Cymru—the modern word for Wales—and Cymry—the word for Wales in the Dark Ages—are pronounced ‘kumree’).
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Prologue
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Llywelyn

––––––––
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“How can you leave Gwynedd undefended, my lord? Without you, we can’t hold back the English.” 

Goronwy stood with his back to me, gazing out the window at the courtyard where a dozen men prepared to ride out on a scouting mission. I didn’t envy them, for rain lashed their faces and the temperature hovered just above freezing. It was cold for November, even here by the sea. 

I put aside the letter I was writing and gave Goronwy, my steadfast friend through nearly fifty years of governing and fighting, my full attention. 

“Dafydd will hold the north for me, and you with him,” I said. “You may travel with me as far as Castell y Bere, but not beyond that. I need you to watch Dafydd and rein him in if necessary.”

“Dafydd.” Goronwy swung around to face me. “Traitor isn’t too strong a word to describe him. You can’t deny it.”

“I don’t deny it. Dafydd follows always his own desires, usually in direct opposition to mine. I can’t trust him to remain true to Wales or to me, but I can trust him to remain true to himself. For now, his interests and those of Wales coincide.” I picked up my pen and twirled it in my hand. “It’s not Dafydd’s loyalty that concerns me, but the Mortimers.”

“The Mortimers!” Goronwy’s tone for them matched the one he’d used for Dafydd. “We’ve heard rumors only. They hold Buellt Castle for King Edward and no amount of persuasion is ever going to talk them out of it.”

“So Marged said.”

“You still want to risk it? You listen to neither her nor me. If you go south to meet them, I fear you meet your death.”

“I do listen, Goronwy,” I said. “That’s why you’re staying behind, in case I don’t return. The men will follow Dafydd if they know you stand with him.” 

Goronwy rubbed his face with both hands. “There’s nothing I can say to persuade you not to make this journey?”

“If we are to defeat the English once and for all, if I am to rule Wales in fact as well as name, I must control the south. The Mortimers’ allegiance would strengthen my position and shorten the war. Surely you can see that I must meet them?”

“If it were true, I would see it, my lord; but I don’t believe they will betray England. Not all men bend with the wind as easily as Dafydd.”

“Some bend; some break.” I picked up the letter and saluted Goronwy with it. “This time either Edward or I will break. I know only that I can bend no longer.”

Goronwy took a deep breath. “May I take my leave, my lord?” 

I nodded. Goronwy bowed and left the room. I gripped my pen, reading over the words I’d written, and signed my name at the end: We fight because we are forced to fight, for we, and all Wales, are oppressed, subjugated, despoiled, reduced to servitude by the royal officers and bailiffs so that we feel, and have often so protested to the king, that we are left without any remedy ...
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Chapter One
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Anna

––––––––
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“Do you want me to come with you?”

Anna looked back at her brother. He’d followed her to the door, his coat in his hand.

“Okay.” She tried not to sound relieved. “You can hold the map.”

The clouds were so low they blended into the trees around the house and Anna tipped her head to the sky, feeling a few gentle snowflakes hit her face. They walked across the driveway, the first to leave tracks in the new snow. 

“You’re sure you can handle this?” David eyed the van. It faced the house so Anna would have to back it out.

“Christopher’s waiting,” Anna said. “It’s not like I have a choice.” 

“If you say so.” 

Their aunt had asked Anna to pick up her cousin at a friend’s house since she had a late meeting and wouldn’t make it. Ignoring David’s skeptical expression, Anna tugged open the door, threw her purse on the floor between the seats, and got in the driver’s side. David plopped himself beside her with a mischievous grin. 

“And don’t you dare say anything!” She wagged her finger in his face before he could open his mouth. He was three years younger than she, having just turned fourteen in November, unbearably pompous at times, and good at everything. Except for his handwriting, which was atrocious. Sometimes a girl had to hold onto the small things.

“Which way?” Anna said once they reached the main road. The windshield wipers flicked away the new snow, barely keeping up. Anna peered through the white for oncoming cars and waited for David to say something.

David studied the map, disconcertingly turning it this way and that, and then finally settled back in his seat with it upside down. “Uh ... right.” 

Anna took a right, and then a left, and within three minutes they were thoroughly lost. “This is so unlike you.”

“I’m trying! But look at this—” He held out the map. 

Anna glanced at it, but one of the reasons she’d accepted his offer to come with her was because maps confused her under the best of circumstances. 

“The roads wander at random, and they all look the same,” he said. “Half of them don’t even have signs.”

Anna had to agree. Identical leafless trees and rugged terrain faced them at every turn. She drove up one hill and down another, winding back and forth around rocky outcroppings and spectacular, yet similar, mansions. As the minutes ticked by, Anna clenched the wheel more tightly. She and David sat unspeaking in their heated, all-wheel drive cocoon, while the snow fell harder and the sky outside the windows darkened with the waning of the day. Then, just as they crested a small rise and were taking a downhill curve to the left, David hissed and reached for the handhold above his door. 

“What?” Anna took a quick look at David. His mouth was open but no sound came out, and he pointed straight ahead.

Anna returned her gaze to the windshield. Ten feet in front of them, a wall of snow blocked the road, like a massive, opaque picture window. She had no time to respond, think, or press the brake before they hit it.

Whuf!

They powered through the wall and, for a long three seconds, a vast black space surrounded them. Then they burst through to the other side to find themselves bouncing down a snow-covered hill, much like the one they’d been driving on but with grass beneath their wheels instead of asphalt. During the first few seconds as Anna fought to bring the van under control, they rumbled into a clearing situated halfway down the hill. She gaped through the windshield at the three men on horseback, who’d appeared out of nowhere. They stared back at her, frozen as if in a photograph, oblivious now to a fourth man, who’d fallen on the ground. 

All four men held swords. 

“Anna!” David finally found his voice.

Anna stood on the brakes but couldn’t get any traction in the snow. All three horses reared, catapulting their riders out of their saddles. Anna careened into two of the men who fell under the wheels with a sickening crunching thud. Still unable to stop the van, she plowed right over them and the snow-covered grass into the underside of a rearing horse. 

By then, the van was starting to slide sideways, and its nose slewed under the horse’s front hooves, which were high in the air, and hit its midsection full on. The windshield shattered from the impact of the hooves, the horse fell backwards, pinning its rider beneath it, and the airbags exploded. By then, the van’s momentum had spun it completely around, carried it across the clearing to the edge, and over it.

The van slid another twenty feet down the hill before it connected with a tree at the bottom of the slope. Breathless, chained by the seatbelt, Anna sat stunned. 

David fumbled with the door handle. “Come on.” He shoved at her shoulder. When she didn’t move, he grasped her chin and turned her head to look at him. “The gas tank could explode.”

Her heart catching in her throat, Anna wrenched the door open and tumbled into the snow. She and David ran toward a small stand of trees thirty feet to their left and stopped there, breathing hard. The van remained as they’d left it, sad and crumpled against the tree at the base of the hill. David had a line of blood on his cheek. Anna put her hand to her forehead, and it came away with blood, marring her brown glove.

“What—” Anna swallowed hard and tried again. “How did we go from lost to totaled in two point four seconds?” She found a tissue in her pocket, wiped at the blood on her glove, and began dabbing at her forehead. 

David followed the van tracks with his eyes. “Can you walk up the hill with me and see what’s up there?”

“Shouldn’t we call Mom first?” Their mother was giving a talk at a medieval history conference in Philadelphia, which is why she’d parked her children at her sister’s house in Bryn Mawr in the first place.

“Let’s find out where we are before we call her,” David said.

Anna was starting to shake, whether from cold or shock it didn’t really matter. David saw it and took her hand for perhaps the first time in ten years. He tugged her up the hill to the clearing. They came to a stop at the top, unable to take another step. Two dozen men lay dead on the ground. They sprawled in every possible position. A man close to Anna was missing an arm, and his blood stained the snow around him. Anna’s stomach heaved, and she turned away, but there was no place to look where a dead man didn’t lie. 

But even as she looked away, her brain registered that the men weren’t dressed normally. They wore mail and helmets and many still had swords in their hands. Then David left her at a run, heading along the path the van had followed. Anna watched him, trying not to see anyone else. He crouched next to a body. 

“Over here!” He waved an arm.

Anna followed David’s snowy footprints, weaving among the dead men. Every one had been butchered. By the time she came to a halt beside David, tears streamed down her cheeks.

“My God, David.” She choked on the words. “Where are we?” Heedless of the snow, Anna fell to her knees beside the man David was helping to sit upright. She was still breathing hard. She’d never been in a car accident before, much less one that landed her in the middle of a clearing full of dead men. 

“I don’t know.” David had gotten his arm under the man’s shoulder and now braced his back. The man didn’t appear to have any blood on him, although it was obvious from his quiet moans that he was hurt.

The man grunted and put his hands to his helmet, struggling to pull it from his head. Anna leaned forward, helped him remove it, and then set it on the ground beside him. The man looked old to have been in a battle. He had a head of dark hair, with touches of white at his temples, but his mustache was mostly gray and his face was lined. At the moment, it was also streaked with sweat and dirt—and very pale.

“Diolch,” he said. 

Anna blinked. That was thank you in Welsh, which she knew because of her mother’s near-continual efforts to teach her the language, although Anna had never thought she’d actually need to know it. She met the man’s eyes. They were deep blue but bloodshot from his exertions. To her surprise, instead of finding them full of fear and pain, they held amusement. Anna couldn’t credit it and decided she must be mistaken. 

The man turned to David. “Pwy dach chi?” Who are you?

“Dafydd dw i,” David said. My name is David. David gestured towards Anna and continued in Welsh. “This is my sister, Anna.”

The man’s eyes tracked back to Anna, and a twitch of a smile flickered at the corner of his mouth. “We need to find safety before night falls,” he said, still all in Welsh. “I must find my men.”

Now that was equally ridiculous and impossible. 

Anna was trying to think what to say to him, anything to say to him, when someone shouted. She swung around. A dozen men on horses rode out of the trees near the van. David settled the man back on the ground and stood up. At the sight of him, the lead rider reined his horse. The others crowded up behind him. 

They all stared at each other, or rather, the men stared at David. They seemed frozen to their horses, and Anna looked up at David, trying to see what they saw. He had turned fourteen in November, but his voice hadn’t yet changed. Nor had he grown as tall as many of his friends. At 5’ 6”, he was still four inches taller than she, however. David had sandy blonde hair, cut short, and an athletic build thanks to his continuous efforts in soccer and karate. Anna’s friends at school considered him cute in a geeky sort of way.

“What is it?” she whispered.

“I don’t know,” David said. “Is it our clothes? Your hair?”

Anna touched her head, feeling the clip that held her hair back from her face. The bun had come loose, and her hair cascaded down her back in a tangled, curly mass.

“They’re looking at you, David, not me.”

The man they’d helped moaned, and David crouched again beside him. His movement broke the spell holding the horsemen. They shouted, something like “move!” and “now!” and their lead rider climbed the hill and dismounted. He elbowed Anna out of the way, knocking her on her rear in the snow, and knelt beside the wounded man. This newcomer was about David’s height but fit the description Anna had always attributed to the word grizzled. Like all these men, he wore mail and a helmet and bore a sword. He had bracers on his arms—where had she learned that word?—and a surcoat over his chain mail. 

He and the injured man held a conversation while David and Anna looked at each other across the six feet of space that separated them. Despite her comprehension earlier, Anna couldn’t understand a word. Maybe the man had spoken slower for their benefit or in a different dialect from what he spoke now. 

Then the grizzled man shouted something and other men responded by hurrying up the hill. They surrounded the downed man and lifted him to his feet. He walked away—actually walked—men supporting him on either side.

David and Anna sat in the snow, forgotten. Anna’s jeans were soaking wet, she was stiff from the cold, and her hands were frozen, even in her winter gloves. 

“What do we do now?” David’s eyes tracked the progress of the soldiers.

“Let’s go back up the hill,” Anna said. “We didn’t drive that far. There must be a road at the top.” 

David gave her a skeptical look, which she ignored. Anna took a few steps, trying not to look at the dead men whom she’d managed to forget for a few minutes, and then found herself running away across the meadow. She veered into the wheel tracks of the van. David pounded along beside her until she had to slow down. They’d reached the upward slope at the far side of the meadow. The snow was deeper here because men and horses hadn’t packed it down; her feet lost their purchase on the steep slope, and she put out a hand to keep from falling. 

Anna looked up the hill. Only a dozen yards away, the van tracks began. Beyond them, smooth fresh snow stretched as far as she could see. It was as if they’d dropped out of the sky.

More shouts interrupted her astonishment, and Anna turned to find horsemen bearing down on them. She looked around wildly, but there was nowhere to run. One man leaned down and, in a smooth movement, caught her around the waist. Before she could think, he pulled her in front of him. She struggled to free herself, but the man tightened his grip and growled something she didn’t catch but could easily have been sit still, dammit!

“David!” Anna’s voice went high.

“I’m here, Anna.”

The man holding her turned the horse, and they passed David, just getting comfortable on his own horse. Dumbstruck, Anna twisted in her seat to look back at him. 

All he did was shrug, and Anna faced forward again. They rode across the meadow and down the hill, reaching the bottom just as the wounded man got a boost onto a horse. He gathered the reins while glancing at the van. Anna followed his gaze. The van sat where she’d left it. It was hopeless to think of driving it, even if they had somewhere to go.

The company followed a trail through the trees. A litany of complaints—about her wet clothes and hair, about her aching neck and back from the car crash, and most of all, her inability to understand what was happening—cycled through Anna’s head as they rode. 

Fortunately, after a mile or two (it was hard to tell in the growing darkness and her misery) they trotted off the trail into a camp. Three fire rings burned brightly and the twenty men who’d ridden in with David and Anna had doubled the number of people in the small space. The man behind Anna dismounted and pulled her after him. Although she tried to stand, her knees buckled, and he scooped her up, carried her to a fallen log near one of the fires, and set her down on it. 

“Thanks,” Anna said automatically, forgetting he probably couldn’t understand English. Fighting tears, she pulled up her hood to hide her face.

Then David materialized beside her.

“Tell me you have an explanation for all this,” Anna said, the moment he sat down.

He crossed his arms and shook his head. “Not one I’m ready to share, even with you.”

Great. 

They sat unspeaking as men walked back and forth around the fire. Some cooked; some tended the horses staked near the trees on the edges of the clearing. Three men emerged from a tent thirty feet away. Their chain mail didn’t clink like Anna imagined plate mail would, but it creaked a little as they walked. Someone somewhere roasted meat and, despite her queasiness, Anna’s stomach growled. 

Nobody approached them, and it seemed to Anna that whenever one of the men looked at them, his gaze immediately slid away. She wasn’t confused enough to imagine they couldn’t see her, but maybe they didn’t want to see her or know what to make of her. Anna pulled her coat over her knees, trying to make herself as small as possible. The sky grew darker, and still she and David sat silent.

“Do you think we’ve stumbled upon a Welsh extremist group that prefers the medieval period to the present day?” Anna finally said.

“Twenty miles from Philadelphia? Bryn Mawr isn’t that rural. Somehow I just can’t see it.”

“Maybe we aren’t in Pennsylvania anymore, David.” Anna had been thinking those words for the last half hour and couldn’t hold them in any longer.

He sighed. “No, perhaps not.”

“Mom’s going to be worried sick.” Anna choked on the words. “She was supposed to call us at 8 o’clock. I can’t imagine what Aunt Elisa is going to tell her.” Then Anna kicked herself for being so stupid and whipped out her phone.

“It says searching for service,” David said. “I already tried it.” 

Anna doubled over and put her head into David’s chest. Her lungs felt squeezed, and her throat was tight with unshed tears. He patted her back in a there, there motion, like he wasn’t really paying attention, but when she tried to pull away, he tightened his grip and hugged her to him.

Eventually, Anna wiped her tears and straightened to look into his face. He tried to smile, but his eyes were reddened and his heart wasn’t in it. Looking at him, Anna resolved not to pretend that all was well. They needed to talk about what had happened even if David didn’t want to. How many books have we all read where the heroine refuses to face reality? How many times have I thrown the book across the room in disgust at her stupidity?

“What are you thinking?” she asked him.

He shook his head.

“We could leave right now, follow the trail back to the van,” Anna said. “It couldn’t be more than a few miles from here.” 

David cleared his throat. “No.”

“Why not?” she said.

“What for?” 

“I want to climb to the top of the hill we came down and see what’s up there,” she said. “I know the tracks of the van disappeared, but we had to have driven down that hill from somewhere. We couldn’t have appeared out of nowhere.”

“Couldn’t we?” David sat with his elbows resting on his knees and his chin in his hands. When Anna didn’t respond, he canted his head to look at her. “Do you really think we’ll find the road home at the top of that hill?”

Anna looked away from him and into the fire. No ... No more than you do. “You’re thinking time travel, aren’t you?”

“Time travel is impossible.”

“Why do you say that?” 

Anna’s abrupt question made David hunch. Then he straightened. “Okay. If time travel is possible, why don’t we have people from the future stopping by all the time? If time travel is possible, all of time itself has to have already happened. It would need to be one big pre-existent event.”

“That doesn’t work for me.”

“Not for me either,” David said. “It’s pretty arrogant for us to think that 2010 is as far as time has gotten, but these people’s lives have already happened, or else how could we travel back and relive it with them?”

“So you’re saying the same argument could hold for people traveling from 3010 to 2010. To them, we’ve already lived our lives because they are living theirs.”

“Exactly,” David said. 

“Then where are we? Is this real?”

“Of course it’s real,” he said, “but maybe not the same reality we knew at home.”

“I’m not following you,” Anna said.

“What if the wall of snow led us to a parallel universe?” 

“A parallel universe that has gotten only to the Middle Ages instead of 2010?” 

“Sure.”

“You’ve read too much science fiction,” she said.

David actually smiled. “Now, that’s not possible.” 

Anna put her head in her hands, not wanting to believe it. David picked up a stick and began digging in the dirt at his feet. He stabbed the stick into the ground between them again and again, twisting it around until it stuck there, upright. Anna studied it, then reached over, pulled it out, and threw it into the fire in front of them.

“Hey!” David said.

Anna turned on him. “Are we ever going to be able to go home again? How could this have happened to us? Why has this happened to us? Do you even realize how appalling this all is?”

David opened his mouth to speak, perhaps to protest that she shouldn’t be angry at him, but at that moment a man came out of the far tent and approached them. Instead of addressing them, however, he looked over their heads to someone behind them and spoke. At his words, two men grasped David and Anna by their upper arms and lifted them to their feet. The first man turned back to the tent, and their captors hustled them after him. At the entrance, the man indicated that they should enter. David put his hand at the small of Anna’s back and urged her forward. 

She ducked through the entrance, worried about what she might find, but it was only the wounded man from the meadow, reclining among blankets on the ground. He no longer wore his armor but had on a cream-colored shirt. A blanket covered him to his waist. Several candles guttering in shallow dishes lit the tent, and the remains of a meal sat on a plate beside him. He took a sip from a small cup and looked at them over the top of it.

The tent held one other man, this one still in full armor, and he gestured them closer. They walked to the wounded man and knelt by his side. He gave them a long look, set down his cup, and then pointed to himself. 

“Llywelyn ap Gruffydd.”

Anna knew she looked blank, but she simply couldn’t accept his words. He tried again, thinking that they hadn’t understood. “Llywelyn—ap—Gruffydd.”

“Llywelyn ap Gruffydd,” David and Anna said together, the words passing Anna’s lips as if they belonged to someone else. 

Llywelyn nodded. “You understand who I am?” Again, he spoke in Welsh.

Anna’s neck hurt to bend forward, but she made her chin bob in acknowledgement. She was frozen in a nightmare that wouldn’t let her go. 

David recovered more quickly. “You are the Prince of Wales. Thank you, my lord, for bringing us with you. We would have been lost without your assistance.”

“It is I who should be thanking you,” he said.

Anna had been growing colder inside with every sentence David and Llywelyn spoke. Llywelyn’s eyes flicked to her face, and she could read the concern in them. Finally, she took in a deep breath, accepting for now what she couldn’t deny. 

“My lord,” she said, in half-remembered and badly pronounced Welsh, “Could you please tell us the date?”

“Certainly. It is the day of Damasus the Pope, Friday, the 11th of December.”

David’s face paled as he realized the importance of the question. 

Anna was determined to get the whole truth out and wasn’t going to stop pressing because her brother was finally having the same heart attack she was. “And the year?” 

“The year of our Lord twelve hundred and eighty-two,” Llywelyn said.

“You remember the story now, don’t you, David?” Anna spoke in English, her voice a whisper, because to speak her thoughts more loudly would give them greater credence. David couldn’t have forgotten it any more readily than she could. Their mother had told them stories about medieval Wales since before they could walk—and tales of this man in particular. “Llywelyn ap Gruffydd was lured into a trap by some English lords and killed on December 11, 1282 near a place called Cilmeri. Except—” 

Anna kept her eyes fixed on Llywelyn’s.

“Except we just saved his life,” David said. 
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Chapter Two
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David

––––––––
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It just wasn’t possible. None of it. David stared into the fire. The kindling popped, and the sparks flew above the trees. In his head, he went over the trip from Aunt Elisa’s house, crossing the black abyss, watching the men go under the wheels. It didn’t look as if Anna had yet absorbed the fact that she’d driven the van into three people and killed them. David glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. He wasn’t going to remind her if she hadn’t thought of it. She tended to be rather single-minded, and right now other things were more important.

Can we really be in the Middle Ages? If he and Anna were really in the Middle Ages, everything David had ever thought was true might not be. What about the laws of physics? Mathematics? David could understand Anna’s anger and despair, but didn’t know what to tell her.

He looked up as a lone man rode off the trail to the right, stopping at the edge of the clearing, his horse lathered. Two men-at-arms ran to him as he dismounted. One grabbed the horse’s reins and led it away, towards the trees where the rest of the horses were picketed, but the other walked with him to Llywelyn’s tent and disappeared inside.

Llywelyn ap Gruffydd. David repeated the name, trying to recall everything his mother had ever told him about Wales, or he’d gleaned from the bits of her research he’d paid attention to. It was her specialty after all. His mother should have been there instead of him and Anna. She’d kill to have been there instead of them.

David ran his hand through his hair, and then clenched his fists as if that would help him sort out his thoughts. They’d arrived in Wales smack in the middle of a war between the Welsh and the English. In fact, Llywelyn’s death tonight would have nearly ended it. 

Llywelyn had traveled south to Cilmeri to try to bolster support for his cause while his brother, Dafydd, was supposed to continue Llywelyn’s campaign in the north. Instead, in the old world, Llywelyn died when the Mortimers lured him away from the bulk of his army. They ambushed and slaughtered him and eighteen of his men. Edward then killed or imprisoned all of Llywelyn’s family. Once Edward caught Dafydd, he had him hanged, drawn, and quartered before dragging what remained of his body behind a horse through the streets of Shrewsbury.

Edward crushed Wales so completely and successfully, it may not have been possible for Llywelyn to have held it together even if he’d lived. What is going to happen now? David shook his head at the thought that he and Anna were going to have a front row seat in finding out.

“I cannot believe this,” Anna said. After their meal of meat and bread, she and David had curled up facing each other, with the blankets pulled to their chins. “This can’t be real. How can we be in the thirteenth century?”

“It isn’t very warm, is it?” David shifted to find a spot that was slightly less rocky. The woolen blankets were scratchy, and the ground was really hard—that one year in boy scouts when the winter jamboree occurred in the middle of a snowstorm had not prepared David for sleeping outside without even a tent.

“No central heating, no pasteurized milk, no antibiotics! David! We could die out here from a hangnail!”

“It’s worse than that,” David said. “They don’t have a lot of stuff we depend upon, but in addition, nobody here knows anything about the way the world works. The printing press wasn’t invented until the 1430s; we’ve got the Inquisition coming up in another two hundred years; and we are nearly five hundred years from the Age of Enlightenment. Don’t even get me started on the black plague.” David closed his eyes, trying to push these thoughts away. 

“But—” Anna said.

David kept his eyes closed, resolutely ignoring her. She grumbled to herself but didn’t bother him again, and eventually they fell asleep. Both of them woke some time later. But where David was merely cold, Anna trembled and gasped for breath. The top blanket had slipped, so he pulled it over their shoulders and shifted to his side. 

“You were dreaming.” He watched her through slitted eyes. “Want to tell me about it?”

She didn’t answer at first, and he thought she might be punishing him for his earlier silence, but then she must have decided she didn’t need to keep it from him. “It was a jumble of men on horses, riding fast, and bloody swords swinging my way. It wasn’t really coherent.” Anna tried to hold back sobs, her fist stuffed in her mouth. 

At home, whenever they’d had bad dreams they’d always gone to Mom. Since their dad had died before David was born, Mom had slept alone in a big bed next to his. Not that David had gone to her in several years, but whether he was two or ten, she’d roll over and tuck him in beside her for the rest of the night. This time Mom was too far away to help. There was only David, and he was afraid he wasn’t going to do Anna much good.

David turned onto his back, Anna’s head on his shoulder. She fell asleep again, but David lay there, awake and restless. His feet kept twitching; it was strange to go to sleep wearing shoes. At least he wore waterproof brown hiking boots, pulled on because of the snow at the last minute before he left the house. His sneakers would have looked ridiculous in thirteenth century Wales.

David turned his head to study the other men. Every so often he caught the glint of the fire off metal and realized that a sentry had passed by, patrolling the camp near the edge of the woods. At one point, the soldier, who’d been with Llywelyn in the tent, pushed open the flap and came out. He stood, his hands on his hips, helmetless, surveying the sleeping men. For a moment it seemed that his eyes met David’s, but he was too far away, and it was probably just a trick of the light. 

A man lying on the ground to David’s right grunted, scratching his chest in his sleep, and another thought occurred to David—one that nearly made him choke: if this was the Middle Ages, then he was responsible for Anna. It was his job to protect her, maybe even from men such as these. In this world, a woman had no rights or status without a man, whether father, husband, or brother. How can that man be me? 

David hardly ever talked to her, really. She was three and a half years older and three years ahead of him in school. Their lives almost never intersected in or out of the classroom, not with homework, sports, and totally different friends getting in the way. They took karate together, but that was it. When was the last time we had a real conversation before today? David couldn’t remember.

More scared than he’d been since Anna drove the van into the clearing, David hugged his sister to him. The stars were fully out now. They were beautiful beyond reckoning, and yet unfamiliar. In the end, there were more than David could count, but he tried.
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Chapter Three
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Anna

––––––––
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Anna drifted off to sleep with David’s arm wrapped around her and found herself back in a nightmare, though this time as her mother.

––––––––
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I enter my hotel room just as my cell phone rings. I think it’s Anna and clear my mind, putting away the talk I’ve just heard on medieval trade. It’s not Anna, though, but Elisa whose voice I hear.

“Meg!” She sobs into the phone. 

“What is it?” I ask, imagining the worst, as mothers do. And the worst it is.

“Anna and David have disappeared! I sent them to pick up Christopher but they never arrived, and nobody has seen them.”

“I’m coming now,” I say, glancing at my watch. 8 o’clock. “Have you called the police?”

“Right before I called you,” she says.

I put down the phone and lean forward over the bed, my hands supporting my weight. My breath quickens, and I swallow hard, trying to hold down the panic and the tears. Where are they? What could they be doing? I dial Anna’s cell phone number, but her phone doesn’t ring, immediately switching to her messaging. I try David’s number with the same result. I snap the phone shut, my eyes closed.

It takes me an hour to get to Bryn Mawr from my hotel. The train is late and packed with commuters. I find myself hiding my face from the other passengers in case I disturb them with my tears. I call Elisa every ten minutes, my hands shaking as I dial the phone, but each time Elisa answers with ‘I’m sorry’.

Elisa meets me at the station and drives me back to her house. A police car sits in the driveway where Elisa usually parks the van and an officer stands near the front stoop, talking with Elisa’s husband, Ted. I get out of the car and the policeman turns to me, eyes narrowed.

“I’ll need a description of your children,” he says. “Have they run away before?”

I put a hand to my mouth, trying to hold in a cry—

––––––––

[image: ]


“Anna!” 

She opened her eyes. 

David’s concerned face hovered above her. “Dreaming of swords again?” 

Anna shook her head. “Mom.” She massaged her temples with her fingers, still lost in the dream, while at the same time trying to push it away. This kind of dream was always the worst: so tangible and terrible that she always woke up relieved it hadn’t happened in real life.

Anna sat up. The stars were gone, and the sky was growing paler with the coming dawn. Someone had stoked the fire and men ate near it. Others checked the horses and prepared their saddlebags, but there seemed fewer men than the night before. Anna swallowed, her throat dry, and wondered about a bathroom. 

Suddenly resolute, she stood up, studied the surrounding forest, bracing herself for the inevitable, and strode off into the woods. 

“Where are you going?” David said. 

Anna waved a hand at him without turning around. “I have to pee!” 

Behind her, David laughed, but Anna surely wasn’t laughing. Wherever they were going had to be better than this, right? Didn’t castles have outhouses? And cloth instead of frozen leaves?

David had acquired food by the time Anna returned. He handed her a length of dried meat. She nibbled at it but her stomach had that nauseous feeling that too little sleep can leave. David had no compunctions at all. He laid into his meal with all the enthusiasm of a starving fourteen-year-old boy. Watching him eat, Anna recalled with horror another tidbit about Welsh culture: David was fourteen and therefore considered a man by Welsh law. Appalling thought.

“Sorry about earlier.”

“About what?” Anna said.

“Laughing at you, I mean.”

“Oh,” she said.

“We’re going to have to stick together. This is going to be—” He paused, searching for the words, “—really, really difficult.” 

Anna turned her head to see his face, but he was looking past her. He bowed slightly, and Anna followed his gaze.

Sure enough, Llywelyn himself limped towards them. He held out his hand to David who stood to greet him. David gripped his forearm as Anna had seen other men do. When Llywelyn released him, he turned to Anna and unfolded an expanse of fabric he’d tucked under his arm. He swung the cloak around her shoulders, enveloping her from head to foot. Anna hugged it to her, warm for the first time since they’d arrived.

The men prepared to depart, and this time David and Anna got to stay together, with him in the saddle and her riding pillion behind him. They trotted out of the clearing and onto the same path the company had traveled up the day before. When the sun rose, so low in the sky it was barely there, it became clear they were headed north, which made sense if their destination was Llywelyn’s home. 

“It’s beautiful here,” David said, after a while.

Although Anna was having a hard time seeing past her own misery, she had to admit that the snow-covered mountains were spectacular. 

“No cars, no machines, power lines, houses, or garbage.” For once, she agreed with him. “But why can’t we understand better what they’re saying?” 

“It’s Middle Welsh. Didn’t you—” David stopped himself as he remembered who’d been willing to sit through another Welsh language class and who hadn’t.

“No,” Anna said. “I took German.”

“Useful language, German,” David said. “Especially about now.” 

Crap.

That evening, they camped beside the trail as before. This time, Anna needed no help getting off the horse, but then she was left alone on the edge of the camp, uncertain. Her rear hurt so badly she couldn’t bear the thought of sitting, so she stood and tried to stretch without calling attention to herself.

Once David had seen to the horse, he found her again. “You okay?” 

Anna stared at him for a second, befuddled. Okay? How could he even ask such a question? Of course I’m not okay, and neither is he. She didn’t answer because she was so irritated, but then realized he was trying to be understanding, in his limited way, and relented.

“I survived the day and am still upright,” she said. 

David nodded, and awkwardly put his arm around her shoulder. He was trying. He didn’t stay beside her long, though, because the grizzled man from the day before called him over: “Dafydd!”

David blinked, but did as he was bid. The man stood in the middle of a large open space and held a long stick in his hand, which he tossed to David. He shouted something, the Welsh equivalent of en garde! and David brought his stick up as if it were a sword. Anna almost laughed, but stopped herself because nobody else was laughing. A dozen men stood nearby, watching intently. It was unbelievable and right out of a fantasy film. Anna could think of at least three movies where such a scene occurred and was willing to bet David knew them too. 

For an hour, David stabbed and parried, twisted and lunged. He looked competent to her, but Anna had nothing but movies to judge him by, and she doubted their accuracy. Several men patted David on the shoulder afterwards, however, so perhaps he had done well. 

David sat beside her at dinner, disheveled and hot from his exertions. “It was a lot harder than I expected.”

“Not quite like the battles you have with your friends?” Anna tried to keep the mocking out of her voice but suspected that she hadn’t succeeded.

David glanced at her and then smiled. Anna was glad to see it. 

“I think it’s going to be okay,” he said. “I think I can do this.”

Again his words startled Anna. Do what? And what about me?

Her primary concern was what Prince Llywelyn thought about them. She desperately wanted to talk to him because their continued survival depended on his good will. Listening to her mother’s stories about the Middle Ages was a far cry from living them.

Anna was particularly concerned about David finding a place here. He was really smart, but would anyone recognize it? The Welsh wouldn’t have any use for his computer skills or his encyclopedic knowledge of dinosaurs. It wasn’t as if he’d taken any engineering courses and could build them a steam engine. And how was anyone to know how smart he was if all they wanted him to do was learn how to handle a sword? He wouldn’t even make a good clerk, since his writing was illegible and when he did write it was in American English, not Latin, French, or Welsh. As an alternative, what did he know about farming? Or animal husbandry? 

These problems nagged at Anna constantly. She was too freaked out to worry about herself, but as she lay on the ground beside David after the second day of travel, unable to sleep, David revealed that he was worrying about her. 

“They’re going to want to marry you off to someone pretty quick, you know.” 

Anna rolled over and punched him in the side. “So, how’s your sword fighting coming?” 

At David’s second sword fighting session earlier that evening, Prince Llywelyn had graduated David to a real sword. He’d buckled it on immediately, and Anna was pretty sure he had it tucked under the blanket with him. 

“I’m serious!” David rolled over to face her. “How are you going to handle that? You’re only seventeen!”

“I know, David. I remember from things Mom said that women aren’t quite as oppressed in Wales as elsewhere in this day and age, but I don’t remember exactly what that means.” 

“I can tell you what it means,” David said. “If Prince Llywelyn thinks you ought to marry someone, neither one of us is going to have any say in the matter. You do what your lord says and that’s that.”

“Maybe when we get to wherever we’re going—”

“Castell y Bere,” David said.

“How do you know that?” 

“I overheard the men talking about it earlier.”

Anna glared at him, disgusted. “I don’t know why I put up with you. You’re going to have Middle Welsh completely mastered within the week!”

“Well, maybe ... not quite ... and that isn’t going to help us tomorrow when we arrive,” David said.

“And I suppose you just ‘overheard’ that too, didn’t you?”

Even in the flickering firelight, Anna could see that David was trying unsuccessfully to look modest. 

“I guess so.”

“Maybe,” Anna said, “if we learn Welsh fast enough I can talk to Prince Llywelyn about what happened with the van, and tell him what the future would have held for Wales if we hadn’t killed those men.”

“Maybe,” said David. “Either that or he’ll think you’re a witch and burn you at the stake.” 

And with that helpful thought, David wrapped his arms around Anna for warmth, and they both went to sleep.

* * * * *
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The company reached Castell y Bere the next afternoon. The castle sat on a high promontory with commanding views of the valley below and the mountains in the distance. During the two hours between when they spotted it and when they reached it, it acted as a beacon. Anna’s thoughts focused on hot fires and warm food. New snow slowed their pace, and it was a steep climb to the impressive and elaborate main gate. They finally clattered through it into a crowd of men, women, and children who waited to greet the company.
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