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Dinas Bran (Llangollen)

Christmas Eve 1292

Anna

––––––––

[image: ]


“Time travel isn’t meant to be a get-out-of-jail-free card.” 

Her mother’s words of warning echoed in Anna’s head as she prepared herself to travel one more time. She’d found a seat near the front of the bus, one of a number that faced inward so she was looking out the opposite windows. 

Ten years ago, the first time Anna remembered time traveling, she’d been seventeen, driving fourteen-year-old David to pick up their cousin, Christopher. A wall of snow had appeared across the road upon which they’d been driving, and when they’d crashed through it, they’d found themselves in medieval Wales. 

Unlike the other times she’d traveled, it wasn’t their own lives that had been in danger in that moment, but Papa’s. Both that day and this one had been gloomy December afternoons within an hour of sunset. Oddly, the turquoise color of the Cardiff bus wasn’t far off from the color of her aunt’s minivan either. Today, however, it was raining instead of snowing, and it wasn’t Anna driving the vehicle. 

The Cardiff bus was both bigger and smaller than Anna remembered. Bigger—because it had been a long time since Anna had seen any vehicle larger than a hay cart, and most medieval ships were half the size of this bus. But it was smaller too, barely seeming to hold, once they’d piled into it, the forty people they were taking to the twenty-first century. 

David, in his obsessive attention to detail, had built a well-graveled road expressly for this purpose. From the perspective of anyone who wasn’t in on the secret, the road itself looked pretty useless. It started at the bus hanger outside Llangollen and ended at the bottom of a cliff wall. David hadn’t completely given the game away because he’d had the road continue past the cliff until it reached a river. 

Still, one might wonder why such a magnificent road would end at a spot where there was neither a bridge nor a ford—and no road on the other side. If they made it through this, Math would have to build one.

Of course, David had built the road this way on purpose, and it very much resembled one of those ramps that semi-trucks were supposed to use when their brakes failed while driving down a steep hill. In this particular case, however, there would be no braking involved. The bed of the road was made of rock and hardened earth, not sand, and the goal was to get the bus going as fast as possible by the time it hit the cliff.

Which was what had prompted Mom to comment on the relationship between Monopoly and time travel in the first place. 

That had been a few days ago. Anna, Mom, and Lili, David’s wife, had been warming themselves on cushioned chairs near the fire in Anna’s sitting room, not even pretending to work on the needlework at their feet that was the required pastime of every noble woman in the Middle Ages, even those like Anna who hadn’t been born to it.

When Mom had added, “It might not work—” David, who’d been leaning against the frame of the door, had made a chopping motion with his hand, cutting her off. “This is going to work. I know it.”

Anna had already had this argument with her mother—and lost—so she’d brought in what she considered to be the big gun—David—and was more than willing to let him make her point for her.

David had been dressed, for once, as the King of England he was, in black leather boots polished so brightly they reflected the firelight, brown breeches and blue coat of the finest wool, and a silk shirt that wouldn’t have been out of place in one of the fanciest clubs in London in any century. Or so Anna supposed, since she’d never been in one.

Twenty-four years old in November, David’s once baby-round face had slimmed in the past few years as he’d grown into his body—and the pressures of being King of England weighed him down. When he’d arrived in Dinas Bran, Anna had been shocked to see a few strands of gray amidst his normally sandy brown hair.

He’d come with his family to celebrate Christmas—and the tenth anniversary of their father’s survival at Cilmeri. Dinas Bran had been full to bursting with time travelers and medieval people alike. David had ditched his entire English retinue at Chester Castle in England. His English retainers should have known by now that such behavior meant he was up to something, but as he was the King of England, they had allowed themselves to be persuaded. 

“Didn’t we decide that uncertainty and fear are necessary to make the traveling work?” Mom actually laughed. “Should I be worried that you’re not afraid enough?” 

“None of us will be feeling any shortage of fear, I assure you.” David shifted in the doorway, straightening slightly as his intensity level rose. “You need to get checked out, Mom. Breast cancer isn’t something to be screwing around with.”

“It’s nothing,” Mom had said. “Most lumps disappear on their own.”

“Most lumps do, and it is probably nothing,” David said, “but since I’m going, you might as well come too.”

“I will come with you, Meg,” Papa said. 

“Llywelyn, be reasonable. We can’t leave the twins alone. Who knows the trouble they’ll get into?” Mom put a hand on Papa’s cheek. 

Papa’s hair might have nearly as much gray in it now as black but, according to Rachel, he was fit and healthy, and his blue eyes had twinkled at Mom with compassion and understanding. Even after all these years, the looks that passed between them gave Anna a tingly feeling in her stomach to see how much her parents loved each other. In the need to see that love, some part of Anna would always be three years old, and she knew herself blessed to have found something similar in her marriage to Math.

Who, unfortunately, Anna would be leaving behind.

“Between their nannies, Gwenllian, and me, we are perfectly capable of taking care of the twins for a few days—weeks even, if that’s what it takes,” Lili had said, “and Wales is in good hands with Math and Ieuan. You’re going to have to look for a different excuse not to go.”

Lili was heavily pregnant with her second child, which meant Mom hadn’t asked why she wasn’t going. Mom had time traveled while pregnant three times. Anna herself had done so with her mother when she was a toddler, so traveling didn’t appear to have any negative effects on small people. Still, the very act meant putting themselves in danger, which nobody, least of all David, was going to let Lili do. Childbirth in the Middle Ages was dangerous enough.

Mom had faced David again, shaking her head hard enough in annoyance to loosen a pin or two from her elaborate upswept hairdo. Brown strands framed her face, and her eyes flashed. “What about England? Don’t you think you’re being just a teensy bit reckless and irresponsible leaving everyone in the lurch so you can go back to the modern world? You just want a McDonald’s hamburger for the first time in ten years.”

David had studied his mother and hadn’t answered. 

Mom’s color had been high, and the words she’d thrown at David hadn’t been nice—or even true. Then she’d looked away. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I don’t believe it. I’m just—”

“Scared.” Papa brought both hands down onto Mom’s shoulders. “As we all are. But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t go forward anyway. You must see a physician. More to the point, you must have one of these—” he made an impatient gesture with one hand, “—scans.”

“If it were just you, Mom,” David said, “I’d consider waiting to see if the lump goes away. You say it’s tender, which cancer generally isn’t, and Rachel tells me lumps like yours happen all the time to forty-something women who’ve nursed four kids. You are an unlikely candidate for breast cancer anyway. I believe her. But I’ve been thinking about this for a while, and now that Shane is sick—”

His voice had broken off as they all considered the real reason—the driving reason—that David was contemplating this trip. Shane, a tow-headed seven-year-old who’d come to the Middle Ages on the Cardiff bus with his parents, Jane and Carl, had what Rachel feared to be childhood leukemia. The disease was eminently curable in the twenty-first century. Not so much in the thirteenth. 

David, in fact, had confessed to Anna that he was taking Shane to the modern world regardless of what anyone else thought or said against it, even if he had to hold Shane in his arms and jump off a cliff alone as he’d done with Ieuan a number of years ago.

In the end, Mom had agreed to come. She’d even seen the wisdom in taking the other bus passengers back with them. Now, Anna’s overriding concern was to have them all survive the attempt. Like David, Anna assumed it was going to work. It had better work!

From the front of the bus where he’d been standing near the driver’s seat, checking names off a list, David lifted a hand to get the attention of the passengers. “Everybody buckle up!”

Anna got to her feet instead. “I should stand beside you, David.” 

“Sit, sit, sit!” David flapped a hand at her. “You’re fine where you are, Anna.” And then he added in an undertone, “You and Mom should wear your seat belts in case this doesn’t work.”

“That is not what I wanted to hear from you,” Papa said, but then he smiled, and his tone softened. “We’re with you, son. Whatever happens.” He draped one arm across the back of Mom’s seat and bent one leg to rest his ankle on his knee. He was looking far more relaxed about the trip than Anna might have expected.

In fact, Papa had been with David from the start. Mom had traveled with Papa and Goronwy a few years ago to save Papa’s life. He saw it as a fair trade that he would be doing the same for her. Besides, the shadows behind his eyes told Anna how worried he was about Mom, as they all were, even if they told themselves the worry was for nothing. More than any other disease, cancer was a terrifying proposition, incurable in the Middle Ages. Anna saw it as a parasite growing inside her mother, and she just wanted it out!

David actually managed a smile. “It’s just that Anna has never done this alone, and Mom isn’t going to lose both of us in one day if this doesn’t turn out the way we want it to.”

“I thought you said it was going to work.” Shane’s mother, Jane, looked up at David from her position in the driver’s seat. The Cardiff bus had been lovingly repaired by several of the more mechanically-minded time travelers, Jane among them, so it seemed oddly appropriate that she would be the one to drive it into the cliff today. 

Since she would be at the very front of the bus with him, Jane was risking her life almost as much as David was, though if they crashed, she at least would have an airbag to protect her. David was going to stand beside her, his hands gripping the metal bar that ran horizontally across the dash. He’d have no protection if the bus ran head first into the cliff instead of time traveling. He would be thrown through the windshield and killed. 

“Oh my God.” Mom, who was sitting in a seat that faced front, but adjacent to Anna, suddenly put both hands to her face, her fingers spread wide to cover her mouth and cheeks. “This is insane. I cannot believe I let you talk me into this.”

“It’s our fault Shane is here, even if we didn’t mean to bring him.” Anna said. “We can’t let him die when we could do something about it.”

“Then if that’s the case, I should be taking him by myself.” Mom straightened her spine, revealing her innate courage that was never far beneath the surface. “Nobody else needs to risk it.”

“Anna offered to do the same thing, but I told her no.” David unbent from his post behind Jane’s seat and came closer. “It isn’t just about Shane any more. We need information and whatever supplies we can get so we can reverse engineer what we can’t yet make. At a minimum, Rachel says a high-powered microscope would do wonders. What’s more, by taking the bus today, everyone who came with you on it can go home. One shot deal. Do not pass go. Do not collect two hundred dollars.”

“I think that’s what the game tells you to do when you’re going to jail, not escaping it,” Mom said, though she managed a smile to mask her worry. 

Anna had certainly been annoyed at times over the years with David’s intense sense of purpose and what amounted to tunnel vision when he was sure he was doing the right thing. Today, however, his earnestness was endearing—in large part because what he believed to be right definitely was.

David reached for his mother’s other hand. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe this time we will all die in a great tragedy like when the White Ship went down in the English Channel and King Henry lost his son and the flower of English nobility in one go. You’re right that time travel isn’t to be used frivolously, but this isn’t frivolous.” 

“It isn’t like David’s been running down to the corner store every five minutes,” Anna said.

“Yeah, well, Mom’s right that sometimes it feels like I am,” David said. “Even if I didn’t stay, I did travel only a few months ago when I dropped off Lee.”

David was referring to one of the bus passengers, who’d turned out to be a terrorist, possibly for an offshoot of the Irish Republican Army. Lee had been involved not only in the bombings in Avalon in Cardiff, which had brought Anna, Mom, and the bus to the Middle Ages in the first place, but also bombings at Canterbury Castle and Dover Castle in September. 

In his confrontation with Lee, David had inadvertently returned to Avalon and, as he said, dropped Lee off. It was a huge relief to be rid of Lee, but they all retained a nagging anxiety about what kind of trouble he might be causing wherever he was now. Since the traveling was keyed to David’s needs, not Lee’s, Lee wouldn’t have ended up some place remote like the Arctic or the Sahara Desert. He’d have fallen into North America or Wales, where he could do a great deal of harm.

“If people are going to stay here, they have to truly choose it—and not because they’re afraid to die on the way back. You don’t have to go. I can’t make you. But regardless of your choice, I am going.” David’s voice went soft. “I can’t have them on my conscience any more. I have to do this.” 

Mom gazed down the length of the bus and finally nodded. “More than anything, children like Shane need to grow up where they were born and live with all the advantages that life can give them.”

Bursts of laughter came here and there from the bus passengers as they situated themselves. Some of the people climbed to the upper level of the bus, which Anna thought brave of them, given what they were about to do. This was sure to look much worse from up there. 

Anna herself wasn’t sure she really wanted to see the bus crash at all, though she was probably required to do so since she was one of the people who had to fear for her life in order for the time travel to work. She prodded David’s toe with hers. “They’re happy to be here.”

“I’m really glad to know that. I thought they would be, once they started thinking about all the people and things they’d missed over the last year. I just hope—” David cut himself off.

“What do you hope?” Mom said.

David licked his lips. “I just hope that what they’re going home to is still there. You guys left Cardiff in kind of a mess. Who knows what damage those terrorists have done in the last year?”

“That would be their fault,” Anna said, knowing where her brother’s thoughts had headed, “not yours.”

David gave a disparaging click of his tongue. “Even I am not so full of self-importance as to think I’m in any way responsible for the problems of the modern world, but I did give Lee back to them. It’s been three months! A year in the Middle Ages was probably the best thing that ever happened to Lee, because it allowed him to elude the authorities to the point of dropping completely off the radar.”

“All set, my lord.” Callum appeared in front of David, with his wife, Cassie; and time travelers Darren Jeffries and Peter Cobb in tow. 

When Callum had arrived in the Middle Ages, he’d been a capable, even superior, MI-5 agent, but one suffering from his experience in war and too honorable to be happy serving employers who had less honor than he did. A few months in David’s service had given him purpose, focusing his energies and intelligence and turning him into one of David’s closest confidants. Now, as the Earl of Shrewsbury, he was one of the most powerful men in England to boot.

Leaving space for Callum to sit directly behind the driver, Cassie set her backpack on the floor in front of her, took the next seat down, and buckled up. She wore jeans, a sweater, and a leather jacket, all of which fit her well since they were hers. She, along with those of them who were planning to return to the Middle Ages once their work in the twenty-first century was done, had stored their medieval clothing for the return journey in the back of the bus. 

At the moment, Anna’s mother wore the modern clothes she’d borrowed from Cassie’s aunt’s house last Thanksgiving when she and Anna had traveled on Thanksgiving Day. Though David himself hadn’t had the pleasure of that experience, he meant to model this trip on that one: on Christmas Eve, the authorities would be short-staffed, thinking more about presents and ham dinners than tracking rogue time travelers across the planet. The only real drawback was that it meant missing Christmas with their children.

Just like last time too, Mom wore the Pendleton wool coat she’d borrowed from Cassie’s aunt, which should keep her as warm as the thick wool cloak she normally wore. Anna wore the clothes she’d borrowed too, including the puffy purple parka she’d had to forgo once they’d returned to medieval Gwynedd. Peter Cobb wore casual clothing (not his fatigues), which he’d had in his duffel when he arrived in the Middle Ages on the bus, but Callum and Darren were looking extremely handsome, dressed as they were once again in their MI-5 suits and trench coats. Anna knew for a fact that Callum had secreted his gun at the small of his back, making it almost a given that Darren had too. 

That left Papa and David in best-they-could-do medieval replicas of modern garb, which was pretty hilarious and ironic when Anna thought about it. Both wore wool pants over their regular leather boots, a linen shirt, and a wool sweater over the top. Somewhere David might still have the clothes he’d come to the Middle Ages wearing ten years ago, but it wasn’t as if they would fit him.

“Is everyone here?” Anna looked up at Callum.

“According to my list, they are,” David said.

Mom clasped her hands in front of her lips and studied David and Anna over the top of them. “You do know that to return a busload of people from the Middle Ages to the twenty-first century is completely mad.”

“Yup,” Anna caught her brother’s eye and saw the same recklessness in his expression that had suddenly swept over her. 

“You have no idea where we’re going to end up,” Mom said.

“No, we don’t,” Anna said.

David’s chin firmed. “But I sure do hope we run into Lee.”

At which point Anna thought, but didn’t say, be careful what you wish for! In David’s case, wishes had a disconcerting tendency to come true.
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Chapter Two
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Anna

––––––––
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Anna kept her eyes fixed on Math, whom she could see through the window as he stood outside the bus. His tousled black hair was wet from the rain, and she was noticing only now that she couldn’t do anything about it that it had grown longer than she usually let it. She reminded herself to give him a haircut when she came home. 

Then she smiled at him, though she felt her eyes fill with tears as she did so.

Anna had said goodbye to her boys earlier, not wanting them here to witness whatever came next. Cadell had stood solemnly before Math as he’d explained that David was taking the adults to Avalon and that Cadell would need to protect his cousins in their parents’ absence. Bran knew she was taking a trip, which Anna did occasionally. Usually, it was to medical clinics in the region or to collect herbal remedies from across Britain, some of which were remarkably effective and rivaled—or even were better than—modern drugs. Unfortunately, none could address her mother’s cancer or Shane’s.

Lili and Bronwen had also remained behind with Arthur, Gwenllian, and the twins, none of whom needed to see what happened with the bus—whatever that might be. 

It was already later in the afternoon than David had anticipated leaving. They were coming off a large Christmas feast in the hall at the university in Llangollen. The party had been for villagers, students, visiting scholars, and bus passengers alike, in lieu of any celebration up at the castle tomorrow. David was hoping that people, in general, wouldn’t mind that the feast had been held on Christmas Eve instead of on Christmas Day. 

The festivities had actually begun before noon, but while they’d intended to spend a couple of hours at the gathering, they hadn’t planned on it being nearly dark by the time they set out. This close to the solstice, the sun set at 3:30 in the afternoon. Yet Anna and Math hadn’t felt they could leave until the feast was well and truly over. At least none of them had to stay to clean up—one of the many perks of being part of the Welsh royal family.

Anna blinked back her tears again, and when they wouldn’t stay away, closed her eyes and pressed her fingers to the corners, willing herself to remain calm. She was about to face death for something she believed in. She was no more willing than David to leave the risk to others.

“Hi there.”

She opened her eyes to find Math right in front of her, this time inside the bus. He sat down next to her, fumbling with the unfamiliar seat belt buckle.

Anna gaped at him. “What—Math, no—you’re supposed to be regent in Papa’s absence.” 

“You’re not glad to see me?” 

“Of course I’m glad to see you.”

Math smirked. “So then don’t tell me to get off the bus. I’m coming with you.”

“You can’t!”

Math tsked through his teeth. “I asked you once if you would return to Avalon if you could, and you said you weren’t going anywhere without me. At the time, I told you that I had no intention of giving you a choice. What kind of husband would I be if I let you go alone now under these circumstances?”

Anna put her head on his shoulder while at the same time reaching for his hand. She didn’t know what to say, because of course she wanted him with her. But it was reckless and irresponsible of him. And yet, it was only as reckless and irresponsible as David and Papa were being.

Math patted her hand. As she straightened up again, she saw that he and Papa were gazing at each other. 

“Did you speak with Goronwy about the change in plans?” Papa said.

“He told me to go. He knows what to do,” Math said.

Anna could see the man in question standing outside the bus, his arms folded across his chest and his mustache bristling even in the rain, which—typically for late December in Wales—had started to fall more heavily. Some years it snowed by late December, but not so far this year.

Math squeezed Anna’s hand where it rested on his thigh. “I’m looking forward to finally seeing what’s on the other side.”

“I am too.” David touched Jane’s shoulder. “I think it’s time.” 

Shane and Jane’s husband, Carl, sat farther back in the bus with the other passengers. Even though this was David’s plan, everyone had loudly shouted down any notion that he should drive the bus. He’d never learned to drive properly, since he’d been just fourteen when they’d come to Wales ten years ago, and he had driven only a few times since then. 

Anna would never have dared to suggest that driving a city bus into a cliff wall was beyond her brother. She wasn’t sure if anything was. But if he tipped the bus over before they reached the wall, it might not be enough danger to cause them to time travel, and then they’d be stuck trying to figure out a way to right it before returning to the beginning and going through the whole procedure again.

Nobody wanted that. Since Jane was the mechanic, and since they were traveling in large part for Shane’s benefit, she’d taken on the task.

“Yes, sir.” Jane started the engine, which roared to life and then settled into a well-oiled purr.

“Nice.” David straightened, resolve in every line of his body. 

“Wait a minute!”

Anna shifted in her seat to look behind her, and her mouth fell open to see Bridget, a woman in her mid-twenties and the last person Anna would have expected to see rising to her feet and gathering her gear. Her red curly hair framed her face in its usual untamed mane, and her green eyes gazed stonily ahead at David.

Like everyone else who’d come to the Middle Ages on the Cardiff bus a year ago, it had taken time for Bridget to adjust to the medieval world. But as the year had progressed, she’d done better than most. Back in Avalon, Bridget had worked in a shop in Cardiff, and as with Callum, her arrival in the Middle Ages had clarified her purpose in a way the vicissitudes of modern life had not. She’d rejected the malaise of some of the other travelers her age, and made the best of a bad situation.

She’d come to the Middle Ages with little formal education, though Anna knew her to be intelligent and more well-read than many university graduates, thanks to her local library and the internet. Bridget had a strong working class background, which meant she’d connected with the regular English folk in Shrewsbury, Callum’s seat, better than Anna or Cassie ever could. 

Her secret power was that she was a knitting aficionado, a skill that had been developed in the Middle East for luxury items in silk, cotton, or linen, but hadn’t yet reached much of Europe. Shortly after Christmas a year ago, Bridget had set up a shop in Shrewsbury, which was the wool capitol of western England, using start-up funds given to her by Callum. 

She’d begun producing knitted woolen products, among them hats, mittens, scarves, and sweaters—one of which David was currently wearing. Before spring, she’d hired three employees, and by autumn, with demand growing by leaps and bounds, she’d employed ten. 

What’s more, Callum had seen qualities in her that had been lost on her society in her old life and turned her shop into the clearing house for his spy network. Rather than having informants make the trek up to the castle to deliver news, thus revealing themselves to anyone who might wonder what business they could have with the earl, they now brought their news to Bridget. In turn, Bridget passed what she learned on to one of Callum’s lieutenants: Samuel, the sheriff of Shrewsbury; or Peter Cobb, his right-hand man. Or so she had done until today.

Bridget marched up to David. “What’s this about Mark coming back here with you?” 

David glanced down the bus towards Mark Jones, the man in question. He was one of the former MI-5 agents who’d come with Anna and her mother on the bus from Cardiff and had found a place in the Middle Ages working for Callum. As Anna watched, Mark raised his shoulders in an elaborate shrug and mouthed the word, sorry. 

David looked back to Bridget, hesitating before answering and clearly stalling so as to give himself time to figure out how to reply. Bridget kept her gaze fixed on him, and finally he said, “It was the only way to get him on the bus, short of handcuffing him to a rail.”

“You didn’t tell me that I had that choice,” Bridget said.

Peter, who’d remained standing near David at the front of the bus, put out a hand to her shoulder. “It’s going be okay, Bridget—” 

Bridget flailed out her right arm, smacking his hand away. “Don’t patronize me.”

Eyebrows in his hairline, his mouth forming a whoo, Peter put up both hands, palms out, and stepped back. “No, ma’am.”

That didn’t appease Bridget in the way Peter might have been hoping for because Bridget turned her glower on him. “I don’t suppose you’re staying either.”

Peter’s eyes shifted nervously towards David and then back to Bridget. “Er ... no.”

Bridget swung back to David. “So why do I have to come at all?”

“I suppose, when it comes down to it, you don’t.” He cleared his throat. “But you have to be really sure this is what you want because I’m not doing this again. If you get off this bus, you’re living in the Middle Ages for the rest of your life.”

Bridget turned to look again at Peter. “Are you coming back for sure?”

Peter fell back on his military training, clasping his hands together behind his back and standing at parade rest. “Yes.”

“Do you promise?”

Peter looked at her warily. David’s eyes were flicking between the two of them, a slight smile on his lips, and then he shifted forward and lowered his voice. “Bridget, I will bring him home if it is at all possible for me to do so.”

Bridget chewed on her lower lip, studying Peter, who had the look of a man who knew that something was going on, but he wasn’t sure what that something was. 

“What?” he finally said when she still hadn’t moved from her spot—about six inches from where he was standing. 

By way of an answer, Bridget took the lapels of his coat in her fists, tugged on him so he had to bend towards her while she stood on tiptoe, and kissed him full on the mouth. 

To his credit, Peter responded instantly, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her to him so he could return the kiss properly. 

Everybody around them burst into laughter, even David, though he rolled his eyes at Anna when the kiss went on longer than a few seconds. Finally, Bridget and Peter let go of one another, moving apart enough for their gazes to meet.

Whatever Bridget saw in Peter’s eyes seemed to decide something for her, because she nodded, turned to David, and poked him in the chest with one finger. “Okay. I’m holding you to that.” Then she picked up her hat, gloves, and backpack from where she’d left them on a nearby seat, marched down the aisle to the back door, and left the bus.

Peter’s normally pale face had flushed all the way to the roots of his dark blond hair, which he still kept extremely short for ease of care, and his expression was stunned—probably not only at the kiss but also at Bridget’s subsequent departure.

“What just happened?” he said.

Grinning wildly, Darren clapped him on the shoulder. “If you don’t know the answer to that, my friend, you truly are a hopeless case.”

Callum gripped Peter’s upper arm. “You should get off the bus. Follow her.”

Peter glanced in the direction Bridget had gone and then cleaned the window of steam with his fist in order to peer through the glass. “Don’t you need me?”

“We could use you, it’s true,” Callum said. 

“But do you really want to leave it like that?” Cassie said from behind him. “You want to be with her, right?” 

“Of course, I do.” Peter straightened to look at Cassie. “I’d get off this bus in a heartbeat if—” He broke off, his eyes moving now to David’s face.

“If what?” David said.

Peter took in a breath. “If I didn’t feel obligated to you, sire.”

David shook his head. “For the last few hours, I’ve had a nagging feeling in my stomach about how few of us are remaining behind. I didn’t say anything because it would be unfair of me to ask anyone to sacrifice the opportunity to go home, but it would relieve my mind very much to know you were here holding the fort.”

Peter puffed out his cheeks and released a breath but didn’t answer.

“Speak, Peter,” Callum said.

Anna had spent enough time with Peter over the last year to know that the command was necessary. It wasn’t so much that his upper lip was British stiff. He was perfectly talkative when it came to work or an investigation he was conducting for Callum. But he was one of those men who had a particularly hard time conveying to anyone else what he was feeling. For him, showing no emotion and speaking little was ingrained.

He managed it this time, at least to Callum. “Yeah, I’ll stay. I’m glad to stay. I was dreading going back almost as much as Bridget, though I didn’t realize it until right now.” He turned to Darren. “Call my parents. Let them know I’m alive.”

“I’ll tell them you’re working undercover in Botswana,” Darren said. 

Peter nodded. “That will make sense to them.” He blew out another breath and looked around at his friends. “Good luck.”

“The sooner you get off this bus,” David said, with a smile splitting his face, “the sooner we can get this show on the road.” 

Peter followed the path Bridget had taken, and David hit the intercom so the people on the second level could hear him too. 

“Folks, in a minute we’ll be on our way. Just as a reminder of what’s going to happen so nobody is surprised: the road winds down the hill, and then it will straighten out and head directly towards the bottom of the cliff. Jane’s going to get going as fast as this old bus can travel on a gravel road. We plan to hit the cliff wall at speed, and Jane has promised not to put her foot on the brake.” He cleared his throat. “I’d like everybody to fasten their seat belts. The ride might get a bit bumpy.”

He paused, releasing the button and studying the faces in front of him. Then he activated the intercom again. “If this doesn’t work, I’m sorry. It’s been an honor.”

And with that abrupt comment, he turned around and placed both hands on the dash in front of him. 

Anna knew her brother. His voice had been thick with emotion there at the end, and he’d cut off any further speech because he didn’t want anyone else to know how he was feeling. As Jane shifted into first gear and started down the hill, Anna met her mother’s eyes. Mom was clutching Papa’s hand the same way Anna was holding Math’s. 

They didn’t speak as the bus safely navigated the first two switchbacks, and then the bus started down the straight stretch, picking up speed and jostling everyone as it went. The bus wasn’t designed for gravel roads, even one hardened and smoothed as this one had been. Rain pounded on the roof and ran in rivulets down the windows, at a slant because the wind was whipping too and the bus was going fast.

“Mother of God,” Math said.

“I can’t let David do this alone.” Abruptly, Anna unbuckled her seatbelt and staggered towards the front of the bus. She steadied herself with one hand on the metal bar that ran from floor to ceiling behind the driver’s seat and grabbed for David’s arm with the other. 

“Anna! What are you doing?” The tears were gone from David’s voice. Now he just sounded horrified.

“We started this together. We’re going to finish it the same way.” Anna glared at David, daring him to send her back to her seat. 

“All right.” David brought his hand off the dash and clasped her left hand with his right. “Together.”

They both stared out the front window as the cliff rose up before them.

“David.” Jane’s voice was all fear and warning.

“Keep that pedal to the floor,” David ordered. 

A hundred feet. Fifty feet. People in the back of the bus and on the upper level, where they had a better view, were openly screaming now. Some were praying. Anna was screaming on the inside, her breath caught so far up in her throat it was choking her. She glanced down at the speedometer, which was in kilometers per hour. It told her they were going a hundred.

And then Mom was behind them, wedging herself between her children, her arms wrapped around their waists. “I’m here, you two.” The cliff wall was right in front of them.

Twenty feet. Ten feet.

There was no stopping now, even if they wanted to. They were going to hit the wall. An irresistible force colliding with an immovable object. 

“Eyes open!” David’s voice cracked.

Anna screamed as the front of the bus hit the stones of the cliff with a resounding crash—
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But no, like the miracle it had always been and continued to be, instead of hitting the wall, they went right through it, as if they were on a ghost bus and had become ghosts themselves. Anna could only guess what it looked like from the outside. For the first time, because she was determined to experience the traveling fully, she kept her eyes open wide as David had ordered. But the lights at the front of the bus shone into nothingness. 

She clutched David’s hand, which she was still holding, felt her mom’s tight grip around her waist, and counted through the three seconds of blackness that surrounded the bus. 

Then they were through to the other side—and the bus was screaming down a highway going the wrong way. 

Horns blared from the two lanes of cars coming at them.

“Iesu Mawr!” Jane said, swearing fluently in Welsh as she swerved the bus to avoid the oncoming cars. 

The bus’s windshield wipers flailed back and forth at high speed. It was snowing here instead of raining, with at least three or four inches already on the ground. Since the road wasn’t a true divided highway, the easiest thing for Jane to do should have been to veer into the far left lane, where cars were going in their direction, but a series of giant orange barrels barred the way. The road was under construction, and it looked to Anna as if it was being expanded into a four-lane divided highway. They were driving on the right side of the road, which of course was the wrong side for Wales. 

Mom staggered away from the dash, bringing Anna with her. They collapsed into their seats, and Anna felt Math’s arms come around her waist and pull her close to him. She put her head into his chest, her whole body vibrating. 

“We’re going to head right back to the Middle Ages if we don’t get off this road!” Callum had risen to his feet to stand by David, who was no longer leaning forward on the dash but had moved both hands to the metal pole behind Jane’s seat, which Anna had been holding.

“I’m trying!” An oncoming van forced Jane to careen the bus to the far right side of the road. Unfortunately, as was usual in Wales, the shoulder was about three inches wide with a stone wall buttressing it. On an American highway, they could have pulled off the road and stopped, even if they were facing the wrong way. Here, there was nowhere to go. 

“As soon as you can.” David’s voice turned calm. While Callum stooped to look out the windshield, David stepped closer to Anna so he could bend forward to look out the side window of the bus above her head. “Hey, sis. Thanks.” He smiled at Anna and put out a hand to her. “It worked.”

She grasped his hand. “It did, you idiot. One more time.” 
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Chapter Three
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David

––––––––
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David was forced to admit, in those first moments as they careened the wrong way down the road, that he’d been criminally arrogant, and he didn’t need Anna to call him an idiot to realize it. His time traveling had never hurt anyone before—that he knew of anyway. As he watched a car, in its attempt to avoid the bus, narrowly miss the series of orange barrels that ran down the middle of the highway, it staggered him to realize how much trust the bus passengers had placed in him, allowing him to risk their lives on the hope that he could bring them home. 

He didn’t know where he’d expected to end up. Somewhere in the twenty-first century was as far ahead as he’d thought. If pressed, he’d have guessed that they’d end up in a field or an empty hillside either in Wales or Pennsylvania—or in a pinch, Oregon. That’s where they’d always found themselves before. But then, except for when Anna and Mom had dropped the bus into the middle of a medieval battle, they’d never gone back to the modern world in a vehicle capable of causing the kind of havoc the Cardiff double-decker was currently wreaking on the highway.

A deathly quiet descended upon the bus itself, even as car after car swerved out of their way. With the dark and the snow, getting out of this with only a few dings and some scared drivers would be a miracle. Nobody spoke, not wanting to disturb Jane’s concentration and muttered cursing as she fought the wheel, the snow, and the other cars to navigate safely through them.

Jane split the difference between the two lanes in order to avoid two cars that veered away by inches, and then, finally, a gap appeared in the traffic at the same time as a roundabout. She swung the wheel so as to follow the roundabout to the left, which enabled her to merge with the traffic on the other side of the barrels. She ended up not only in the proper lane for Wales—though now, to David, since they were on the left side of the road, it was the wrong lane—but also with the ability to exit the highway entirely. 

Unfortunately, the sign telling them what exit they were taking was obscured by blown snow, which had adhered to the reflective lettering. David could make out only a C, and an ‘on’, and on the next line maybe a dd and an ll. That meant they could be anywhere in Wales.

Three minutes later, Jane pulled into the parking lot of a Tesco store, which was roughly the British equivalent to Wal-Mart in the United States. As she braked to a stop, David closed his eyes for a second, feeling his heart ease into a more normal pattern, and pressed his forehead into the heel of his hand. He felt the bus settle as the engine slowed to a low hum. 

Jane leaned back in her seat, wiping sweat off her brow, and then looked over at him. “We didn’t die.”

“Apparently not,” David said, “though not for lack of trying.”

“That was too bloody close,” Darren said in an undertone.

David nodded fervently and turned to look at his family and friends. Nobody was really talking yet, though some of the bus passengers had risen to their feet to look out the windows of the bus, and a couple of people had opened other windows to let in fresh air and snow.

Then Mom let out an unqueenlike guffaw of laughter, and David found himself smiling at her. They’d done it, and they hadn’t killed anyone in the process. A major victory. Yes, he’d been arrogant, but once again, he hadn’t been badly punished for it.

“What do we do now?” Mark said brightly, articulating what everyone had to be thinking. 

It was on David to come up with the answers, though now that they were here, he felt completely overwhelmed by the magnitude of what faced them. It wasn’t enough that he’d brought all the bus passengers back to the modern world. He couldn’t just drop them off in a Tesco parking lot and leave them. 

But then his ears tuned into the babble of voices coming from the seats behind Mark, Rachel, and Darren. Cell phones had materialized in a dozen hands. Earlier, he’d been too busy to notice the little outlets—both USB ports and those for regular plugs—located beside each pair of seats. Most of the passengers had thought to bring their cell phones and chargers against the moment they reached the modern world and could use them again. 

From the back of the bus came the sound of someone sobbing, and David moved toward the voice, afraid the woman in question was injured. 

Callum reached out a hand to stop him. “She’s just called her family. Leave her be.”

David stopped. Other people had tears in their eyes too, Cassie among them. She already had her phone to her ear too, and as he moved back to his post behind Jane’s seat, he heard her say, “Merry Christmas, Grandad.”

His mother would need to call her sister, but David himself had no other family in the modern world, and no reason to feel any emotion about being here other than relief. Still, he could relate—if he’d had a cell phone to call Lili the last time he’d returned to the Middle Ages after being shipwrecked near Cardiff, he would have used it in a heartbeat.

He raised a hand to get everyone’s attention. “Was anyone injured on the journey?”

Shaken heads showed all around, including from the woman who’d been crying. David remembered the intercom and pressed it. “You guys okay up there?”

A chorus of yes! sounded from upstairs, followed by a moment where the only sound was the murmuring of the bus passengers as they spoke into their phones. David looked at his friends, not sure what to expect next—and then the thunder of dozens of feet resounded throughout the bus. David looked up at the ceiling, amazed at the noise and wondering if the passengers were bending the metal supports as they pounded down the aisle and the stairs towards the exit. 

Then, as if on cue, the people on the lower level rose to their feet too, their voices rising in an excited babble. Someone pushed open the back door and stepped out. And then, within two minutes, the bus was deserted except for David’s family and close friends. 

David gaped in the direction the passengers had gone. He’d prepared a speech about how grateful he was for everyone’s trust in him, and how honored he was to have been part of their lives, but there was nobody left to hear it. 

“What are they doing?” David said.

Callum gave a cough. “Let them go. I’ve seen it before when a group of people has been in danger and is finally rescued.”

“What do you mean?” David said.

Callum made an I don’t know if I can explain motion with his head. “It’s as if they’ve lived on a desert island this past year. While they developed a camaraderie with their fellow passengers and might promise to keep in touch forever, the moment they arrive home, it becomes clear that, with a few exceptions, nobody will.” 

“For desert island read the Middle Ages, and you’ve got it,” Darren said.

“Huh,” was all David managed to say.

Mom gave him a rueful smile. “They’re home. You can’t blame them for being happy.”

Cassie pulled her phone down from her ear for a second and frowned in the direction of the last few stragglers leaving the bus. “Really? Nobody is even going to say thank you?”

“We brought them to the Middle Ages against their will,” David said, “and we returned them to their world, as was their due. On top of which, I’m not the King of England here. I’m nobody, and they owe me nothing.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
SARAI. -

\\(/OJJ BURY

THE AFTER CILMERI SERIES






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





