
        
            
                
            
        

    
 The Traveller

 Lynn Kurland

  Once upon a time there was a knight who made a vow, a solemn vow given with all his heart and soul to protect... 
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  A nearly deserted chapel near the Scottish border,1299

The air inside the small chapel was thick with portents, omens, and a goodly amount of dust. The latter caused the resident priest to double over with hacking that came close to rendering him quite unfit for his duties. He straightened finally with a great creaking noise, then coughed gingerly a time or two to test the workings of his frail frame. Finding it not unequal to his present business, he took a deep, wheezing breath and continued. 

"Ah, let me think a moment," he said, scratching his stubbled cheek, "um ... a vow .. . ah, a  solemn  vow to protect—" 

"Aye, aye," the knight standing before him said impatiently, picking a nit or two off his tabard and noting the threadbare patches. Damned seamstresses. 

"And defend women of all stations—" 

The knight grunted in grudging assent. All women save seamstresses, perhaps. 

"And champion children—" 

The knight turned a baleful eye on the nearest child he could see—his squire, no less—who was currently rummaging about behind the altar. The old priest was concentrating so hard on remembering what he was trying to say that he apparently didn't realize what mischief the boy was combining. The squire popped up from behind the stones with a triumphant smile, holding aloft a loaf of bread in one hand and a jug of drink in the other. 

"Excuse me for but a moment, Father," the knight said politely. He strode around to relieve the lad of his burdens, then booted him strongly on the backside. The boy went scampering off with a curse. Not as foul a curse as it likely could have been, though. The lad had no illusions about not receiving his share of the spoils. He scuttled to the back of the crumbling chapel and huddled near the knight's gear. The knight tucked the bread under one arm, the bottle under the other and went to stand in front of the friar yet again. 

"Now," he said shortly, "let us be about this sorry business. I've an assault to mount, and I need your blessing." 

The priest chewed upon toothless gums. "Let us see, my lord," he said, fumbling nervously with his robes and apparently searching his aging mind for further promises to bind upon the hapless man before him. 

"Um ... women . .. urn... children ... er—" 

"Nuisances, both," the knight muttered. 

"Hoisting of swords and such," the priest said, looking upward for a bit of inspiration. 

"Aye, aye," the man said, wondering if hoisting his sword with a man of the cloth skewered thereon would count as a breach of the vow he was making. He forbore, however. He had need of whatever help he could obtain. His inheritance hung in the balance. 

"Ah," the priest said suddenly, springing to life as if he'd been pierced by St. George's sainted blade itself. "Aye, one last thing is needful." 

The knight felt himself chill at the sudden fire that burned brightly in the priest's eyes. He hardly dared speculate on what it might mean for him. Even so, he was no coward, so he pressed forward. 

"And that would be?" the knight asked, steeling himself for the worst. 

The priest's words spewed forth in a great rush. 'The most important thing of all, something that no honorable knight would think to go into battle without, aye, likely the most fitting vow a man of a chivalrous nature would take upon himself..." 

The knight flinched. The saints preserve him. 

"A vow to protect—" 



Never a pleasant word. 

"Defend—" 

Even worse. 

"And rescue—" 

The knight closed his eyes and began a prayer of his own. 

"Any and all maidens in distress, but preferably a maiden in the greatest of distress ..." 

And then Sir William de Piaget, rebellious son of the useless, never-take-a-vow-upon-pain-of-death Hubert of Artane, grandson of the illustrious Phillip of Artane and great-grandson of the legendary Robin of Artane, knew he was in deep trouble, for no lad from Artane—save his sire, of course—had ever made a vow he hadn't kept. It would be as impossible for William to break his word as it would be to take his own life. 

But the thought of a possible maiden in distress, added to his other problems, was almost enough to induce him to consider both. 

  Once upon a time there was a knight who made a vow, a solemn vow given with all his heart and soul to protect women of all stations, champion children, defend and rescue any and all maidens in distress, but preferably one in the greatest of distress... 
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  A deserted health-food store in Manhattan, June 2001

Julianna Nelson stared glumly at the selections facing her at the counter. What she wanted was a DoveBar with dark chocolate firmly encasing chocolate ice cream that would leave her twitching till about 2 a.m. But in her continuing and eternal quest to remove ten pounds from her thighs, she had decided that the pleasures of the cocoa bean were no longer hers. 



Damn it anyway. 

"I'll take the carob-covered raisins," she said with a sigh. 

"Excellent choice," the salesgirl said. "I'll throw in a few carob-covered carrot slices as well. They're well chilled," she said with a bright smile. "You'll love 'em." 

Julianna could imagine many things she might feel toward them, but she suspected love would not be on that list. 

"Anything to drink?" 

Julianna looked hopefully for some sort of cola dispenser, but she saw nothing but a blender and what looked remarkably like lawn clippings in the bowl next to it, so she shook her head no. Quickly. Before the girl decided to puree any of that grass into something resembling a beverage. 

Julianna took her purchases, hoisted her bag onto her shoulder and shuffled gloomily toward an empty table near the window. Actually, all the tables were empty, but she hoped that at least there she might soak in a few UV rays to cheer herself up. She sat, tried a carrot, tried not to gag, and looked around for something to take her mind off what she was trying to ingest. 

Ah, her mail. She'd grabbed it on her way out that morning for another ugly day of job hunting. She'd made it through two interviews before stopping for sustenance. Unfortunately, there wasn't much call for her kind of specialty in New York these days. Her prospects were grim and her savings account balance even grimmer. She'd have to do something, and soon, if she intended to eat again. It was tempting to indulge in a far-fetched wish that a knight in shining armor might come to rescue her from her plight. That was certainly more appealing than the alternatives. 

Going home wasn't an option. She'd have to listen to her father lecture her on the idiocy of having gotten two advanced degrees in Ancient Languages while dabbling in cartooning and lapidary arts. She'd have to yet again explain her fascination with all things old, with things that made her laugh, and with sparkling things that went around her wrists and dangled from her ears—and why she had no desire to teach any of the above. 

Her mother would look at her reproachfully and ask when she planned on settling down and producing a few grandchildren. Then she would face the inevitable comparisons between her and her sisters. No, home was not the place for her right now. 

Siblings? Well, there was always her older sister's offer of a couch, but that came with let-me-set-you-up strings attached and Julianna didn't want to be set up. If she couldn't manage to land a decent job, how was she supposed to land a decent guy—even if he came as a fix-up? No, far better that she get her life together, then look for a man. 

She could only hope that when she managed the former, she wouldn't be too old to attempt the latter. 

She sighed, indulged in carob-covered raisins, and pulled out her mail. Bills, bills, and catalogs she could never afford to order from. She gathered up the lot to pitch in the trash when something slipped out, falling onto the table with a substantial  plop.  Julianna looked at the return address and blinked in surprise. 

All right, so she wasn't completely surprised. The letter was from a college roommate she hadn't seen in years, but it was, after all, not entirely unsolicited. Julianna had written her old roommate in care of that roommate's publisher, but she'd only half expected a response. That she'd actually run across Elizabeth again was something of a miracle. 

She'd been intending to use some scraped-together money for a nice, highbrow piece of ancient poetry when she'd seen a book just lying on a chair in her favorite bookstore. She'd picked it up and almost put it back down again. Romance wasn't her thing, but she'd flipped back to look at the author photo just to see what kind of yahoo wrote the stuff. Her surprise was complete when Elizabeth Smith's face stared back at her. 

Elizabeth's bio had said she was married and living in Scotland. Julianna wasn't very good at keeping up with old friends, but she'd found herself turning over a new leaf. She had taken the plunge and written. It had seemed like a good thing to do at the time, though she hadn't really expected anything to come of it. 

Now as she read her old friend's letter, she realized that maybe that small effort on her part might have been one of the best decisions she'd ever made. 

There was the usual business about home and family (husband, son and another child on the way), and a dismissive line or two about what was apparently a very successful career. But it was the very last of the letter that had Julianna sitting up straighter in her chair. 

  You mentioned you were changing jobs. If you have some free time, why don't you come to Scotland? We have plenty of room in the keep, and you'd be amazed at what Jamie's land can do toward healing all sorts of hurts. You can stay as long as you like. Who knows, you might even find yourself never wanting to leave. 

  But I have to warn you now, you'll need to be careful where you go. I know you'll have a hard time believing this, and I probably shouldn't be putting it in writing, but there are several places near our home that require care while roaming over. 

Julianna frowned. And just what was that supposed to mean? Would she be thrown in jail for trampling clumps of heather or annoying delicately constitutioned sheep? 

  You have to be careful in England, too, or so we've found. I'm sending you a map. If you come straight here and don't stray off the beaten path, you should be okay. In case you get lost, though, be careful. Like 1 said, you never know what kinds of unexpected travel you might be doing thanks to an innocent patch of grass. 

Julianna flipped to the last page and looked at the map Elizabeth had drawn. She recognized England's shape. There were several  Xs  drawn here and there. Julianna peered more closely and saw that beside each was a little label written in Elizabeth's clear hand. 

Chaucer's England. 



Revolutionary France. 

Trip to the Picts. 

Julianna laughed. She couldn't help it. Either Elizabeth was trying to cheer her up with a little make-believe, or she had smelled too much pure air and lost her mind. Julianna suspected that perhaps it was the former. Elizabeth had always been able to make her laugh, had always thought Ju-lianna's forays into cartoonland were brilliant and had worn every piece of jewelry Julianna had made her—even when the metal had been of considerably iffy quality. 

And now an invitation to visit. Julianna looked out the window and felt a strange hope begin to bloom in her heart. Scotland in the spring. Could there be a more lovely place to try to right what was wrong in her heart? She mentally counted the meager contents of her savings account. If she found a cheap fare, didn't eat much en route (or afterward), and mooched off Elizabeth while she was there, she might actually manage it. Besides, who knew what kind of contacts she might make? Maybe she'd run into someone who had a need for a little Old English translation, or help with his Anglo-Saxon, or had some Roman inscriptions he was just dying to learn to read. She had skills. She was just trying to use them in the wrong place. 

Julianna folded the letter up and had almost tucked it away in her purse when she noticed a very small postscript. 

  By the way, watch out for Gramercy Park as well. That place is a minefield. Fell asleep on a bench there once and wound up practically on another planet. Love, E. 

Julianna revisited her earlier opinion of her friend's mental state. It was obvious Elizabeth had lost her mind and was now mixing fantasy with reality. The book Elizabeth had written had been a time-travel where the heroine had fallen asleep on a park bench and woken up in medieval Scotland, but that had been pure fiction as far as Julianna had been concerned. Obviously, Elizabeth was starting to take herself way too seriously. 

Well, the very least she could do as a friend was to hurry over and bring the girl to her senses. Surely she could deplete the rest of her meager funds on such a mission of mercy and not feel guilty about it. 

Julianna shoved her carob delights into her high-capacity black shoulder bag, hoisted it and left the shop. 

Too bad such Gramercy-Park transporting wasn't possible. It would have saved on plane fare. 

She paused outside Rockefeller Center and contemplated her next two appointments with placement agencies. 

A dead-end job or a trip to Gramercy Park? 

A painful afternoon trying to justify her skills, or an afternoon in the sunshine on a park bench, willing herself across the ocean? 

It took her all of two minutes to decide before she turned and jaywalked across the street—communicating to the angry cabbies in the multilingual hand gestures all true New Yorkers instinctively knew—then stopped in at Godiva's to charge a very expensive box of assorted truffles. That necessity seen to, she then headed toward the subway that would drop her near Gramercy Park. What the hell. If she was going to lose her mind, her savings and all possibilities of food and rent money in one afternoon, she might as well be fat, happy and relaxed while she did it. 

Once she'd reached the park, she concentrated on finding a likely bench. All were occupied with various sorts of people she had no desire to get to know better. 

And then she came upon The Bench. 

She looked at it and had the strangest tingle go down her spine. It could have been from the volume of bird poop adorning it, but then again, it could have been something else. Ju-lianna looked down at her one good suit, a black Donna Karan number that had cost her an enormous amount of money but was practically guaranteed to get her taken seriously in any number of employment situations. She wondered how hard it would be for the dry cleaner to remove bird droppings from the back. 

Expensively hard, she decided. No sense in adding any unnecessary expenses to her venture. She looked around for something to use as cleaning tools. She plucked a couple of leaves off the tree overhanging the bench, made herself a relatively clean place and turned to back into the seat. She heard what sounded like a shotgun go off over her head and sat down in surprise. Her surprise doubled when she felt herself sit in something remarkably squishy. Before she had a chance to wonder what it had been, the same explosive sound came from just above her head. She realized that the same bird had deposited a second, and hopefully final, load onto her shoulder. 

She had no need to ask what she had just sat in. 

The bird chirped once and flew off, apparently feeling much better. 

Julianna was suddenly very grateful for a warm day, as it was a certainty she wouldn't be going anywhere until after dark now. She probably could have covered herself up with the shawl she'd stuffed in her bag that morning, but that would have meant more dry cleaning and she suspected what she now had already was going to cost her a fortune. So she turned her mind to more interesting things, namely discovering just what lay inside that five-pound assortment of Godiva she'd just purchased. She sniffed, selected, nibbled, then began her work of focusing on getting herself zapped over to Scotland without having to resort to forking out plane fare. She savored the chocolate and fantasized about fields of heather and handsome, bekilted Scotsmen. 

Time passed. 

She contemplated getting up and going for a drink, but then she might have lost her place on The Bench and that she couldn't have. 

The afternoon waned. 

A bathroom was starting to sound mighty nice as well, but that would have meant facing the general public and Julianna did still have her pride. She could only imagine the looks she would get in her doo-doo-bedecked silk suit. 

Twilight fell. 



It was starting to get cold. The park, she found, was suddenly quite empty. She pulled her feet up onto the bench and hugged her knees. A strange mist came up from the ground and surrounded her. Now, if it had been just any odd mist, she would have chalked it up to a sudden cloud of cannabis wafting her way from behind a bush, but it was more than that. Much more. There was a chill and a definite sense of Something Being Up. 

Julianna grabbed her bag and began to wonder if Elizabeth's book had been more autobiographical than she'd admitted. Then again, hadn't Elizabeth warned Julianna about the park? 

"Oh, man," she whispered, squeezing her eyes shut and hoping her sudden sense of vertigo was due to four truffles of superior strength and quality. "Man, oh, man." 

A stiff breeze full of mist blew over her suddenly. She opened her eyes and saw a boy standing in front of her, possibly the filthiest, scrawniest-looking teenager she had ever seen. His eyes widened and he yelped and ran off before she could yelp and run off herself. 

And then she realized something else. 

She wasn't sitting on a park bench anymore. 

She started to hiccup. 

She should have paid more attention to Elizabeth's postscript. She'd been cocky. She'd been pooped on. There had been red flags aplenty, but she'd ignored them. Maybe she deserved what she was getting. 

And now, here she sat in a location of indeterminate origin, listening to what sounded remarkably like cursing coming her way—Old Norman French cursing, mixed in liberally with a few of those Middle English swear words she was just certain no one had ever really used. 

She closed her eyes tight, clutched her bag to her chest and tried to smother her hiccups. Maybe if she sang a cheerful song her reality would return to normal. Yes, that was the ticket. She latched on to the first thing that came to mind. 

"It's the story ... of a lovely lady ..." 
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  " 'Tis  the  sorriest  tale I've ever heard," William growled at his squire. "A woman did you say?" 

"Sittin' all alone," the boy nodded, his eyes huge in his face. "Rockin' and singin' as if she's a mad thing." 



"Sitting where?" William demanded. 

"Where you intends to scale the wall, my lord, else I wouldn't have troubled you." 

William grunted. At least he'd trained Peter that well. He looked skyward, cursed, then shook his head. 

The bloody venture had been doomed from the start. And now a mad creature to dispatch before he could be about his business. For all he knew, she had alerted the keep's inhabitants to his intentions already. 

The siege was not going as he had planned. Apparently his sire—the same fool who had absconded with William's keep—had removed his lips from the ale spigot long enough to see to a defense. Twelve men only, and some of them less than able, but 'twas still a dozen against one. Or one and a bit, if you were to count Peter in the bargain, though how a cast-aside bastard child rescued from village streets could be much aid against trained men, William surely didn't know. 

For the first time he found himself regretting not having acquired a few guardsmen over the years. Aye, and he should have held on to much more of the gold he'd acquired from his forays into the French tournament circuit. Unfortunately, he'd never thought to want home and hearth, so what had been the need for bags of gold that called out to any and all ruffians? William had preferred to travel lightly, live riotously, and remain free of the clutches of thieves and desperate heiresses both. No men to feed had seemed like a good thing at the time, but now he began to wonder if he might have been better served to have retained a few men-at-arms to aid him in his ventures. 

Not that he'd ever suspected he would have any ventures—not of this sort anyway. Being the second son of a completely useless second son, he had known he would have little, if anything, come his way. 

His grandsire had been generous enough to have seen him sent to squire. Phillip had also equipped William with a bright new sword and fine destrier upon his having earned his spurs. For those things alone, William had been damned grateful. He surely hadn't expected anything else. 

It had caught him completely by surprise to have a missive find him in France telling him that he had an inheritance—albeit a less-than-perfect one—in England and would he please return to claim it? William had known of his grandsire's passing, but hadn't been able to return to see him laid to rest. The tidings of his prize in England had come from his uncle. William had been surprised at the gift but even more surprised that the keep hadn't gone to his father or his brother first. 

Then again, his father and brother were fools, which both his uncle and his grandsire had known very well. Appreciating his uncle's good judgment, William had been more than happy to see to a bit of said uncle's business before taking up his residence. 

He had then expected to make his way north and find a hot fire and drinkable wine waiting for him. He hadn't expected to find his father in possession of his inheritance. 

Damn the useless fool. 

So, now he was faced with the unenviable task of trying to wrest his home from underneath his sire before his sire depleted what poor sustenance remained in the larder and impregnated what minimal number of serving wenches might be found inside. 

"The woman, my lord," Peter reminded him. 



And if that weren't task enough, now he had a madwoman to contend with? 

"Aye, aye," William grumbled. "Show me the way, lad. Mayhap she can hoist a sword. We'll put her to use." 

But he cursed fluently and vigorously as he tramped after his squire. The mist was formidable and it wasn't until they were fair crashing into the wall surrounding the keep that William realized where they were. 

Well, 'twas a woman, to be sure. Daft as a duck, no less. She was rocking and singing just as Peter had warned, with her eyes scrunched up tight and a sack of some kind clutched firmly to her chest. William found the words of her song unintelligible and the tune nothing short of irritating. 

"Will you cease?" he whispered sharply. "Will you bring the barbarians from the north down upon us with that foul noise?" 

The woman opened her eyes and then closed them again just as quickly. Her teeth began to chatter, which did nothing to improve the rendition of her lays. 

William looked up and saw the glint of something directly above the woman's head. He shoved Peter back, then leaped forward and hauled the woman to her feet. 

And then, as if he'd been trying to maul her instead of rescue her, the ungrateful wench hauled back and clouted him with the sack she had been clinging to. 

William stumbled backward and clutched the abused side of his head as he tried to regain the sense she had fair knocked from him. He blinked a time or two and eyed the heavy black sack with disfavor. 

A movement above assured him there was yet something else unfriendly afoot. He reached out to jerk the woman away from certain danger only to find she was rearing back for another swing. He backed away instinctively, then watched in horror as the contents of a large pot were poured down upon the hapless wench—half expecting to find her screaming from being drenched in boiling oil. 

Hearty laughter from above turned his suspicions in another direction. As did the sudden cessation of all movement and sound from the madwoman in front of him. 

William leaned forward and sniffed. Then he put his hand to his nose to save it further abuse and looked at the former contents of the keep's cesspit which now adorned the woman standing before him. 

Apparently all was not well at Redesburn's supper table. William shook his head in sympathy. 

And as he did so, an unwelcome memory assaulted him. 

. . . vow  to protect, defend, and rescue any and all maidens in distress . . . 

The priest's gleefully spoken words echoed through William's poor mind, making him wonder what in hell's name he'd been thinking to visit a priest in the first place. And to have given his word? By the saints, he'd been just as daft as the creature before him! 

He looked at her narrowly. Surely this one didn't qualify as one he should rescue. He spent a moment or two working that out only to find himself assaulted by yet another annoying thought. 



  Chivalry is never convenient. 

William pursed his lips. That had been his grandsire's favorite saying. And as his grandsire had already given him so much—including all his gear, his morals, and enough of the Artane blood that the gift of swordplay ran true in him—William supposed he had little choice but to heed the words and rescue the damned woman. 

Mayhap it would rain and rid her of some of her stench. 

William cursed heartily, grasped the woman by the hand that clutched her sack so she would leave off with clouting him with it, and dragged her after him. At least she had ceased with her singing. William found himself grateful for that small respite. 

He stomped back to his camp, cursing all the way. What was he to do with the wench now that he'd rescued her? He needed his mind focused on the task at hand, not fretting over furnishing soft surroundings for a woman. The stench of cesspit leavings wafted past him again, and he decided that the first thing to do was rid her of that. Even if she could keep herself from singing, she would give away their position by her smell alone. 

William paused at his hastily made camp and considered. This was not a place he'd intended to inhabit for long—surely not long enough to see to the comfort of a woman. They could make no fire, lest it give away his position, and there was nothing to use for a shelter. He sighed and rolled his eyes heavenward. 

Why couldn't things have been simple? 

Retreat. 

What a nasty word that was. 

It appeared he had no choice. He looked at Peter. "Gather our gear. We'll go back to the chapel." 

Peter apparently found the idea to his liking, for he wasted no time in doing as commanded. William wondered if there had been perhaps more sustenance behind the altar than he'd noticed. He saddled his mount, then looked at the woman he'd left standing a pace or two behind him. She was watching him with what he could only deem horror. 

"What?" he demanded. "Have you never cast eyes on a poor knight before?" 

Her eyes were huge in her face. She shook her head slowly. 

At least she wasn't completely witless. But that she should think so little of him, his threadbare tabard and patched cloak aside, rankled. He drew himself up. 

"I am lord of that keep," he said, pointing back toward his absconded-with castle. "I was attempting to retake it when you distracted me from my purpose." 

She looked neither impressed nor contrite. Indeed, she looked to be on the verge of breaking into song again. William reached for her bag, intending to hold it for her whilst she mounted his horse. She held it away immediately, her eyes taking on a feverish light. 

"What have you therein?" he asked in annoyance. "Sacred relics?" 



"W-what?" she managed. 

Ah, so she was at least capable of a response, useless though it might have been. William looked at her with a fresh eye. Perhaps she wasn't as daft as she seemed. And then he looked at her truly and wondered why he'd been so distracted by the disasters around him that he hadn't seen what he was facing. He ignored the refuse in her hair and on her clothes and noticed, for the first time, just how strangely she was dressed. 

All in black, she was, as if she'd been a demon sent straight from Hell. Her skirts—if that's what they could be deemed—fell just to her knees in the manner of the Scots. Below that, her legs were as black as her skirts, but with big, gaping patches of white. William bent and examined and found that her legs were covered by hose, but of a flimsy kind of cloth he'd never before seen. 

And then there were her shoes. They had likely been white at one time and perhaps would be nearly so again once they were clean. They were laced with colored string of some kind and adorned with shiny beads. The beads directly over her toes were yellow with marks that greatly resembled a smiling face. 

Miraculous and nothing but. William straightened and looked at the woman again. Perhaps she was a saint come back to life, or an angel come to aid him in his quest. For all he knew, aiding her might in turn be what aided him—

He found himself suddenly on his back thanks to a great wallop on the head. He shook his head and struggled to clear his vision. His lurched to his feet and swayed for a moment or two. 

"She went that way," Peter said wisely, pointing to the south. 

William tossed Peter onto their packhorse, then swung up onto his own mount. It took him only minutes to catch the woman, and by that time, his temper had fair overcome him. 

"Stop, you fiendish wench!" he bellowed. 

The woman turned to look at him without ceasing her flight and that was her mistake. She tripped and went sprawling. William winced at the unmistakable sound of skull against something unyielding. He pulled up his mount and jumped down. 

Damnation, this was all he needed to make his miserable life complete. He scooped the wench up in his arms, tossed her over his horse's withers and mounted. Now he had no choice but to make for the church again. Perhaps he would leave her there and return to see to his business. Aye, that would count as rescuing, wouldn't it? 

He studiously ignored the fact that foisting her off on an unwilling priest might not fulfill the defending and protecting portions of his vow. 

Vows, he thought with disgust. 

He should have known where they would lead. 
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Julianna came to with a roaring headache. She didn't dare open her eyes, on the off chance the pain might choose to intensify. Good grief, what had happened to her? Had she been assaulted by thugs? 

Robbed? Mugged while innocently savoring chocolate on a park bench? 

She wrinkled her nose at the smell that seemed to be all around her. Maybe she'd sat in bird poop so long that it was starting to take on an odor she hadn't known it could. Well, no sense in putting off the inevitable any longer. She would have to open her eyes, get up and go home. Maybe it was still dark outside and she would only be gaped at by night-people on the subway. It could have been worse. 

She opened her eyes. 

Oh. It  was  worse. 

There, not five feet from her, was a man—a man she unfortunately recognized all too well. Damn, she thought she'd dreamed him. But there he was, with his little scrawny helper, starting to go through her purse. 

"Hey," she croaked. "Stop that." 

The man looked up calmly, as if he felt no guilt at rifling through her things. He held her chocolate in one large hand. Julianna watched in horror as he prepared to toss her box of truffles over his shoulder. 

"That's Godiva, you idiot," she gasped, lurching forward. 

He said one word very sharply. Julianna quickly ran through her mental New Jersey-synonym finder and came up with a blank. Searching back into the unused portions of her overeducated brain, she came up with an obscure word that sounded remarkably like what the man had just barked at her. 

Poison. 

"Heavens no," she said. "Chocolate." She held her head between her hands and crawled over to the man on her knees. She kept one hand in place to keep her head from spinning off her shoulders and groped for her things. She shoved what little he'd gotten around to investigating back into her purse and snatched the golden treasure from his hands. "It might be the last of it I can afford." She inched her way back to the wall she'd been apparently sleeping against and clutched her bag to her chest. No sense in letting it out of her sight again. 

It took a moment or two for her head to clear, and when it did, she wished it hadn't. Maybe she had a concussion. Maybe her headache was causing hallucinations. Maybe she was losing her mind. 

Well, whatever the case really was, one thing was for sure: She wasn't in Gramercy Park anymore. 



She suspected she might not even be in Manhattan anymore. 

Maybe there'd been more to Elizabeth's map than met the eye. 

She looked around her. She was in a ramshackle old stone church. It still had a roof and walls, but there were plants growing where they shouldn't be and all sorts of nestlike items loitering inside that she was just sure housed animals of dubious origin. She looked to her right and saw an altar adorned with what she could only assume was an unconscious priest. She was worried he might be dead until he suddenly gave a great snort, then began to snore. 

Okay, you might have found something like that in Jersey. 

But that didn't account for the guy facing her who continued to demand "Who are you?" and "Whence hail you?" in a language that sounded remarkably like Middle English. When those very intelligible words gave way to what resembled Norman French to a frightening degree and a litany of curses she could only half understand, she began to think that even Jersey couldn't produce something quite this strange. 

Then there was the chain mail to consider. A student of medieval languages didn't learn the words without learning a great deal about the history. His gear looked late 13th century. Maybe early 14th if he'd been poor and had to use hand-me-downs. But his sword was very bright and no doubt very sharp. 

She looked to her left and found two large horses standing just inside the front door of the church. 

Hollywood movie set? 

She had her doubts. 

  By the way, watch out for Gramercy Park. That place is a minefield. Fell asleep on a bench there once and wound up practically on another planet. 

Elizabeth's words came back to her mind with uncomfortable clarity.  Another planet  was just a figure of speech, wasn't it? She hadn't landed on some kind of  Star Trek  world where life was perpetually stuck in the Middle Ages, had she? 

"... and to be sure, I only made the vow to assure myself of success," the man was saying as he eyed her with distinct disfavor. 

Julianna had been watching his lips move; she realized only then that he'd been using them to form words. 

"I'll need all of that I can have," he continued with a grumble, "for removing his sorry arse from my keep will be a difficult task even if he can scarce hoist a sword to save his neck." 

Julianna felt as if she'd been dumped suddenly into a foreign country where the babbling going on around her had suddenly begun to resemble the language she'd been diligently studying. Only, she was beginning to wonder if her brief semester exchange at Cambridge had been enough to get her American professors' 

accents out of her ears. Then it struck her that she was listening to a man gripe at her in Norman French and curse the teenager sitting next to him in Middle English—and it was then she began to be firmly convinced that she was losing her mind. 

"'Tis his father's sorry arse he speaks of," the teenager supplied cheerfully. "Stole his—" 



The kid ducked a friendly, if pointed, cuff to his ear and fell silent. Julianna looked at the man and latched on to the one word she thought she could repeat without screaming. 

"Vow?" she asked hoarsely. 

"Aye, pox rot you," the man replied curtly. 

She blinked at him. 

He cursed. "To rescue and defend any and all maidens in distress—" 

"Protect," the priest supplied in a weak voice, then began to cough, which precipitated an abrupt slide off the altar. He landed with another cough and a snort. He shifted around, made himself comfortable, then almost immediately began to snore again. 

The man threw the man of the rotting cloth a dark look, then returned his unfriendly gaze to her. "Now, for the last time, what is your name? Whence hail you?" 

Julianna took a deep breath. It was just all too unreal. She couldn't believe what she was hearing. She didn't want to believe what she was smelling. Her every molecule of common sense didn't want to come to the conclusion that seemed most obvious. 

Time travel. 

It wasn't possible. 

Was it? 

She looked at the man and smiled weakly. What the hell. Might as well try out the truth on him and see how he reacted. Maybe she would exhaust his stores of Norman French, and he would give up the game and admit it had all been an elaborate hoax. He'd show her to the showers, beg her forgiveness for pulling her leg so hard and long, and then offer her a job with his reenactment society. 

Or maybe he wouldn't do any of those things. Maybe he wouldn't believe her, he'd think she was a witch, and try to burn her at the stake. Because no matter what her common sense said, she was almost certain she wasn't in Manhattan anymore. Though her forays into the lands south of the city had been few, she was almost certain that not even Jersey could cough up scenery like this. The one thing she was sure of was that the man she was going to have to get help from didn't exactly look like he headed up the local Welcome Wagon. 

"Your name," he repeated. 

"Name," she agreed with a croak. "Julianna Nelson. I'm from New York." She was certain her accent was far from perfect, but she hoped she was managing to get her words in the right places and get her meaning across. "Manhattan," she clarified. 

"Manhattan?" he repeated. He shook his head with a frown." 'Tis unfamiliar to me." 

"That ain't the half of it, buddy," she said under her breath. 

Then she took a deep breath—and wished she hadn't. Memories flooded back, as did the strong suspicion that she'd had the contents of a Porta Potti dumped on her. She started to hiccup. It always happened to her when she got really stressed. It was unpleasant during job interviews; now it was just downright annoying—probably because every time she sucked in air involuntarily, she wasn't quite sure what else she was sucking in off her clothes. 

"Water," she asked.  "Hic-hic." 

"Hic-hic?" He looked at her as if she'd lost her mind, but another round of violent hiccups apparently cleared up the mystery for him. He frowned. "There is a stream—" 

"Yes." She nodded. "Where?" 

He rose, eyeing her bag once more, but apparently her smell was enough to keep him at bay. He kept his distance enthusiastically as he led her out the front of the chapel and a small distance away. He pointed to the small trickle, then folded his arms over his chest and waited. 

Julianna took a big drink, praying the water wasn't polluted enough to kill her. It didn't stop her hiccups, but it slowed them down enough that she could turn her mind to others things—namely a bit of a bath. 

Never mind that it was raining enough to soak her through to the skin. Never mind that there wasn't enough current for a good wash and that a good wash would likely have given her pneumonia. She wanted her clothes off, her hair clean and she wanted to do it in peace. She looked at her unwilling host. 

"Go," she said pointedly. No sense in muddying up the communication flow with words that didn't need to be there. 

"Nay." 

"Privacy," she attempted, with another hiccup. 

He looked at her blankly. 

"I want to be alone," she said, in her best Garbo imitation. 

That only served to force his eyebrows up below his ragged bangs. He put his hand on his sword. 

"My vow," he said, as if the very words left a bad taste in his mouth. "I will protect you. 'Tis my knightly duty." 

"You could— hic—turn your back." 

"I might miss an assailant." 

Great, a lecher with scruples. Julianna considered her alternative, which was to smell like a sewer for the foreseeable future, then turned her back on her uneager protector and took stock. She set her bag aside, then took off her shoes and tried to discreetly pull down her nylons. They were almost a total loss, though she supposed holes were better than completely bare legs, so she put them in a pile to wash. She took off her jacket and wondered if a good dunking in a cold stream would violate the dry-clean-only dictum on the tag. There appeared to be no other choice. Her skirt followed, adorned as it was by bird poop and other unmentionable substances. Her blouse only had minor damage, so she started with that first, ignoring the fact that she was kneeling in the mud with her back to a man, wearing only her slip. 



She'd had better days. 

She also could have wished for much firmer thighs as she leaned over and dunked her head into the water. The touch of the icy stream sent her headache into another dimension entirely, and she thought she just might faint. Before she could truly give in to the impulse, she felt strong hands on her arms, holding her back from a complete tumble into the stream bed. An ungentle hand washed her hair for her, then wrung the water out with an expert twist or two. Julianna soon found herself back on her feet, squinting up at a man substantially taller and broader than she, who apparently wasn't bothered by a little rain. She wiped the water out of her eyes, took as good a look as her pounding head would allow and realized, with a start, that while her rescuer might have been grumpy, he was extraordinarily good looking. 

His hair was dark as sin—and as the thought ran through her mind, she realized that she had perhaps read one too many of Elizabeth's romances. Since she'd only read one, perhaps even that had been too much for her. Too bad she didn't write them. The man in front of her would have been good hero material. He had an amazing pair of light gray eyes, a chiseled jaw and sculpted cheekbones. Yes sir, she would definitely have to tell Elizabeth about him the first chance she got. 

She also suspected shoulders and arms that looked that substantial even in chain mail didn't come from a desk job. He made her feel fragile. She sensed that, miraculously, the extra ten pounds on her thighs were melting into insignificance. 

"Can you stand?" he asked. 

"Um-hmm," she said, unable to suppress the start of a smile. She noticed, quite suddenly, that her hiccups had gone the way of her common sense. Well, if she had to get thrown back into some alternate reality, or off into some rustic land that time had forgotten, this was certainly the way to go. "Thank you." 

He grunted. "Damned vow." 

But his grumbling didn't stop him from dumping all her clothes into the stream and swishing them around in a particularly manly fashion—quickly and not very carefully. Julianna would have protested his less-than-gentle treatment of her two-month-salary suit, but then again, she wasn't having to wash it and watching her rescuer do her laundry was wrenching another smile from someplace very tender inside her. 

He had all her dripping things in one great paw, and then he turned purposely toward her bag. 

And her smile faded abruptly. 

She dove for it just as he did and for the second time in recent memory she felt as if she'd dashed her head against a rock. She straightened, rubbing her head only to find him doing the same thing. She scowled at him, received a scowl in return, then found herself beginning to sway. She really had to stop abusing her skull or she'd be in serious trouble. She watched the ground beginning to come toward her and closed her eyes in self-defense. Great, all that washing up and now she was going to get all muddy again. 

She soon found herself, however, not on the ground but held up on her feet by a pair of very strong hands. 

With her bag firmly clutched to her chest, of course. Not even a potential slide into unconsciousness was enough to make her let go when Godiva was at stake. 



"I'll carry that," he announced, looking at the bag purposefully. 

Couldn't he think about anything else? "You won't," she stated with equal firmness. 

"I'll not maul your sacred relics." 

She looked up at him skeptically. She'd seen him starting to look through her bag with the methodical impartiality of an NYPD veteran. His apparent lack of respect for her comfort food was enough to forbid him any further access. Who knew what else he might choose to discard? 

He sighed, rolled his eyes heavenward and, before she could squeak out a protest, swooped her up into his arms and was striding back toward the crumbling church, her clothes and shoes grasped carelessly in one hand. 

"Oh, my," she said, putting her hand to her heart in a Southern Belle gesture she had never before used in her life. 

Dire circumstances brought out the best in a woman, apparently. 

He grumbled something at her, and it took a moment or two for her to work it out. When she did, she started to laugh. 

  Chivalry is never convenient. 

He looked at her, seemingly startled, then frowned and continued on his way. Julianna found herself deposited back where she'd started. Her clothes hit the floor next to her. She stood, shivering, and watched as the man fetched a blanket from his gear. He came over to her with an easy gait and draped the blanket around her shoulders. 

"Oh," she said, nonplussed. "Thank you." 

He grunted, then turned and nudged his dozing companion with his foot. 

"Up, Peter," he said. "Keep watch. No fire, understood?" 

"But, my lord, where go—" 

"To sleep, child. You'll manage for an hour or two." 

The boy named Peter gulped, then jumped to his feet. He accepted the man's sword with scrawny, quaking arms and a great shiver. Julianna watched as the knight—and she could hardly call him anything else after watching him draw that medieval broadsword with the big fat red gem winking like blood in the hilt—turned his back on them both and went to the other side of the chapel. He rolled up in his cloak and soon was still. Whether he slept or not, she couldn't have said. 

One thing was for certain: He wasn't about to answer any of her questions. And she had plenty of questions. Such as where was she really? Why was everyone currently speaking languages that were popular eight hundred years in the past? Why were there horses defecating not twenty feet away and no one thought it was weird? 

That didn't begin to address how she was going to get out of where she was and back to where she should have been. She looked at William's back and decided that he wasn't going to be of any use on any of those problems at present. 

She looked to her right. The priest had propped himself up with his back against the altar and was drooling as he dreamed. 

That left the scrawny kid in front of her, who looked at her as if she'd just been released from an insane asylum. Great. Bad enough that he thought she was crazy. Worse yet that he was holding the sword. 

The only bright spot was that he did look hungry. Maybe it was time for a serious foray into the depths of her bag. Surely there would be something there to sway a teenager. She could hold lunch in her hand and use it as a bribe for information. 

She sat down as gracefully and as modestly as she could, keeping her eyes on the unstable-looking sword bearer. She wondered what would possibly entertain the kid. She had her Godiva, of course, but she had the feeling that would be wasted on him. If his boss thought it was poison, he probably would too. 

Okay, so chocolate was out. She contemplated the contents of her bag. Scarf, Dick Francis mystery, dog-eared copy of  The Canterbury Tales  for long subway rides, and dire-dire-emergency bottle of pop she  never  touched. For all she knew, it might save her life one day. She had her Day-Timer with its special section of games for those bored in meetings, and a pair of Cole Haan pumps that never touched anything rougher than Berber carpet. There was her sketchbook and a pencil case full of colored pencils. 

Oh, and what she'd purchased at the health-food store. She suspected carob-covered carrots were not the way to this kid's heart, but it was the best she had, so she would make do. 

She pulled out the crinkly bag, held it in her hand and looked Peter in the eye. 

"Now, Peter," she said in the don't-give-me-any-crap voice she reserved for civil servants and the super of her building, "I have a few questions for you___" 
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Two days later, William stood at the edge of the forest, stared off into the mist surrounding his seized castle and cursed his current straits. He should have been inside his keep with a warm fire near his toes and a bottle of something drinkable and sweet at his elbow. And he would have been, and two days ago at that, had events not conspired so strongly against him. Now look at him—out in the rain, staring stupidly at his quarry and finding himself without a strategy. 

He sighed and leaned back against a tree. His hope of surprise was gone. Even though he stood in the shadows of a goodly bit of forest, he suspected he was being marked. No doubt Hubert's men had enlightened him at great length and with great merriment about the events at the wall two nights earlier. 

William sincerely hoped his sire had laughed long and well. It would be the last thing he'd find to laugh over for some time to come. For even though Hubert was a drunkard and a fool, he couldn't have been fool enough to believe a little refuse would keep William from taking back what was rightfully his. 

Of course, that was before William had found himself saddled with a woman who likely couldn't fend for herself if she'd been left inside a secured hall with a larder full to overflowing and two score of the finest mercenaries as guardsmen. 

William cursed heartily, though it provided him with little satisfaction. For the first time in his life, he found himself forced to care not only for someone else's, but for his own sweet neck as well, and that was a sorry state of affairs indeed. His value as a warrior had always come from his total disregard for his own safety. He had dared where others had shrunk back in fear. He'd forged ahead where others had hesitated. He'd thrown himself into the heat of battle with abandon where others had stopped to consider the cost. Such had won him a fiercesome reputation and enough gold to see himself fed, wined and wenched to his satisfaction whenever he pleased. 

Should any of the victims of his former ruthlessness have been witness to his current state, though, they likely would have laughed themselves ill. William of Artane, callous executor of war, hesitating because of a woman. 

Pitiful. 

He pushed himself away from the tree and gave himself a good shake. What did he care for a woman who had no business roaming about by herself—and just where was Manhattan, anyway?—and likely deserved whatever fate she met? He was a warrior, by St. George's foul sword, and his business was before him in the keep, not behind him in the chapel. 

He looked over said keep with a critical eye. The wall was crumbling in places, but sturdy enough to still keep out most assailants. William felt sure he would be pleased by that fact when he was viewing those walls from a different vantage point. The hall itself was small, but perfectly adequate for a minor lord such as himself—at least what he could tell of it from just being able to see the top of it. He hoped to find it defensible on closer inspection. 

But how to take back his inheritance? He stroked his chin thoughtfully. Perhaps he should merely plant himself on the road up to the gate and challenge his father's men to come and meet him one by one. He could dispatch a dozen men, assuming none of them stuck a bolt through him first. 

But what if those were men beholden to the keep and not to his sire? He would be killing his own potential guardsmen. 

He chewed on that for a bit, then contemplated another idea. He could strip down to his hose, a tunic and a leather jerkin and simply slip over the wall at a vulnerable place, sneak inside the keep and put his father to the sword before anyone was the wiser. He'd done it before with great success. 

It was, however, a very dangerous idea. 

"Damn woman," he muttered, then turned and melted back into the woods. What did he care what happened to the wench? The priest had been addled when he'd bound that into the vow. How could William possibly be held to such a thing, especially in light of what kind of creature he'd stumbled upon? 

He walked swiftly back to the chapel, but still it took him a goodly while to get there. By the time he reached the crumbling building, he was cross, soaked to the skin, and wondering what had possessed him to ever have come to the chapel in the first place. 

  Never discount aid from Above. 

William wished his grandsire were there before him, for he would have given him some pointed thoughts on the matter. How could any wench be thought of as help from a celestial source? Aye, 'twas a pity Phillip was no longer alive. William would have retaken his keep, then returned to Artane and dumped his wench of questionable origin off on his grandsire, just to see how she would have changed his mind. 

William took a deep breath to stifle what would no doubt have been a sigh of epic proportions, then slipped inside the door of the chapel. He gave his horse a pat, then looked around him to see what sort of madness Julianna was combining today. 

He would have cursed, but he was too busy losing his breath. Damn the woman. Was it not enough that she had befouled his plans? Did she also have to render him dumb and faint in the head as well? If he'd had any idea just what had lain beneath the cesspit refuse, he never would have rescued her. 

He wondered absently if he could truly be held to his vow if the maiden in question was of the ilk of wench that could completely distract a man from his manly duties. Perhaps he would question the priest more closely on that—but later. Now 'twas much more satisfying to look at the wench in question and give in to a few well-earned, silent grumbles. 

She was sitting on the floor playing—ah, if he could but remember the last time he'd had leisure for a game!—something called checkers with his squire whilst the priest looked on. The game was something she'd unearthed from her sacred relic sack. William was itching to get a more thorough look at the sack's contents, but apparently he'd been too free with her belongings the first night, for no other look had been offered to him. Peter, however, seemed to suffer from no such ban, for he was allowed to paw liberally through Julianna's gear. That was the first thing that set William's teeth on edge. The second was the woman who, after cleaning up a bit, had turned out to be not so much beautiful as striking—and would that someone had struck him on the head before he'd rescued her! He hadn't paid much heed to her whilst she'd bathed that first evening, apart from saving her yet again from another disaster by stopping her from tumbling face first into the stream. He certainly hadn't thought of her as he'd taken a well-deserved rest. More unfortunate was he that he'd awoken soon after to find the arresting woman hiccuping fiercely as she tried to make sense of his squire's babbles. William hadn't been able to take his eyes from her, despite his best intentions. 

She'd been offering Peter something from the palm of her hand as if he were a whipped pup who needed to be taught to trust again. And damn the lad if he hadn't succumbed fully. Even the priest had stopped making signs to ward off evil long enough to sample something from Julianna's golden box of poison. 

Godiva. Hah. What sort of foodstuffs was that? 

The third thing that he found to be more of a distraction than he would have liked was the matter of her origins. Manhattan? He'd never heard of such a place, and he'd seen a goodly amount of villages in his travels. Not only that, how had she found herself without kin or servants, sitting against his wall dressed in clothing he had surely never seen the like of before? 

Perhaps these were mysteries he should see to before he ground his teeth to powder. 



And perhaps  then  he might have the peace he needed for planning his assault. 

William stepped out of the shadows and crossed over the broken stone floor. Perhaps when he was lord of his own keep, he would see this chapel restored as well. Despite its distance from the keep, it could be made useful. To be sure he would need all the blessings he could get. 

He stopped a handful of paces from his unstable wench and looked down at her. Well, at least today there was no sign of hiccups, nor of those foolish songs she seemed to spout without warning. 

Nor was there any acknowledgment of his presence. William almost opened his mouth to chastise her for her lack of respect, but found himself distracted by the substantial amount of curling hair that fell down far past her shoulders. It was tangled and lovely, and he found himself tempted to put aside his cares for a moment and take his fingers to it that he might put it to rights. 

And where such a damned foolish impulse had come from he couldn't have said, but he was powerfully tempted to put his hand to his forehead and see if he burned with a sudden fever. 

Perhaps Julianna's madness was catching. 

Then she lifted her face up and looked at him. And he knew that not only was he feverish, he was fast losing whatever paltry wits remained him. 

  Striking. 

Aye, she was that. Her eyes were a blue of such painful vividness, he could scarce look in them. Her skin was fair and smooth, and her face was of a shape to be so pleasing, it was all he could do not to cup it in his hands and kiss a mouth that surely seemed fashioned for just such a thing. But beautiful? Nay, he could not say that about her. 

Yet he suspected he would be hard-pressed to forget the sight of her. 

She turned her attentions back to the game, and William felt his head clear. He glared at the priest and cleared his throat. The priest leaped immediately to his feet and began bobbing respectfully. 

William waved the man away and concentrated his energies on the two still sitting. Peter seemed to feel the heat of his master's gaze still somewhat compelling, because he looked up with only a minor hesitation. 

"My lord?" he said. 

"On your feet, you ungrateful wretch," William growled. 

Peter cast one last, longing look at his game before he crawled to his feet and vacated his place. William sat down with a grunt and looked at Julianna. "You will," he said without preamble, "show me your sacred relics." 

Her mouth worked a moment or two, and he greatly feared another attack of hiccups. Then she seemed to gather herself together. 

And then she shook her head. 



William frowned. He was not accustomed to being contradicted. "You will—" 

"I want to know the date first," Julianna interrupted firmly. "The year." 

"The year?" he repeated in surprise. By the saints, perhaps she was further gone than he'd feared. 

"The year," she said, pulling her bag into her lap. "Peter didn't know, and your priest is convinced it is 1250." 

Twelve-fifty? William shook his head. Daft soul. 

Julianna carefully put her checkers game into the bag as well. 

William frowned. She was supposed to be pulling things out, not putting them away. Ah, well, it didn't look as if he'd have his look until he satisfied her demented curiosity. 

" 'Tis the Year of Our Lord, 1299," he said with a sigh. "A year from the world coming to an end, though I don't believe that foolishness." He looked at her to see if she agreed. 

She was looking at him as if  he  were the one who was daft. 

"The Year of Our Lord's Grace, 1299," he repeated firmly. "The same as it was yesterday and the day before. And as it will be tomorrow—" 

A horrendous rending sound echoed in the chapel. He was on his feet, crouched with his sword drawn almost before he knew he intended to do such. 

He looked about quickly, but saw nothing. His squire and the priest had flung themselves behind the altar. Julianna was staring at him as if he'd just confirmed her worst fears. Then she slowly held up her bag. 

"Zipper," she said. 

He lowered his sword slowly. "Zipper?" 

She pulled on something and the sound rang out again, only more faintly this time. William sank to his knees, gaping at the sack. By the saints, there was more to this business of carrying sacred relics than he'd expected. 

Then another thought occurred to him. Perhaps 'twas the burden of transporting those relics that had wrought the foul work upon her senses. She was, after all, merely a woman and likely not equal to the stamina required for such a thing. Had her obligation to her relics driven her mad? 

That was somehow a far sight more comforting than believing she'd arrived in her current state on her own. 

"I want to go home," she whispered. 

That was the other thing that puzzled him. Her language was understood well enough, though 'twas spoken a bit strangely. But her habit of throwing in words he could not divine was frankly quite disconcerting. 

"You want to go home," he said, immediately deciding that he had no time for such a journey. He had a keep to recover and after it was recovered, he would likely be spending all his time trying to keep it recovered. Besides, his vow only called for rescuing and defending. It didn't call for providing an escort back to wherever she'd come from. 

"I'm not really sure how I got here—if here is really a place anyway and not some wacky medieval reenactment boot camp—" 

He paused and considered. How had she come to be sitting against his wall with nothing but her relic sack to guard her? Was she a nun? A saint? 

"... I'm just not up to this," she was saying, beginning to hiccup again. "I don't— hic—like to camp, I hate to wear nylons— hic-hic—and I think I'm allergic to your damned horses— hic—" 

William greatly suspected that saints did not swear. He was almost certain they didn't hiccup in such a ferocious manner. 

"Not even sit— hic—com songs are working for me!" she exclaimed, glaring at him as if all that was amiss in her life was directly attributable to him. 

A madwoman, he decided with finality. But one possessing sacred relics that he was almost certain would aid him in his task. 

'Twas a certainty they couldn't hurt. 

"I really want to go home," she said, shutting her eyes as if even the very thought of such a thing pained her. 

"I will help," William lied, deciding that whatever he had to say, he would say if it would get him a look inside her bag. 

She opened her eyes and stared at him as if he'd just saved her from being tossed into a fiery furnace. 

"You will?" she whispered. 

His conscience pricked him fiercely, and it was with a great effort that he ignored it. The woman was daft. Surely that made his vow of no effect. 

Didn't it? 

He gritted his teeth. "Aye, I will," he said, fully intending never to do the like. 

Her look of gratitude was almost his undoing. But he hardened his heart, reminded himself that she was daft and he wasn't really responsible for her; then steeled himself for a look at things that would no doubt provide him with his heart's desire. 

Never mind that she was striking. Or that she accorded him trust he surely didn't deserve. She was a madwoman and he wasn't answerable for her fate. Or so he told himself. 
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Backwoods? Rural? Julianna was fast coming to the conclusion that there wasn't a rustic word in any of the languages she knew that described the yokel-like condition of the crew she was facing. 

Could it have something to do with the current date? 

Twelve-ninety-nine. She'd finally resigned herself to the truth of it. How could she deny it, given the circumstances? Take the reactions, for instance, to her little show-and-tell of the contents of her bag. 

Spiked heels had left knight, teenager and priest falling back in horror. Day-Timer with pencils had left them gaping in slack-mouthed astonishment. A Mickey Mouse Pez dispenser had left the priest crossing himself, William scratching his head, and Peter holding out his hand for candy. 

Teenage boys acted like teenage boys no matter the year, she supposed. 

She had turned to literature to see what sort of reaction that would get. She peeked over the top of her book to see three belly-laughing yahoos. No offense to the Screen Actors Guild, but she had her doubts it had many members who could read  The Canterbury Tales  in the original language, much less guffaw over their contents. 

William had definitely loosened up the longer she'd read. He now managed to contain his mirth long enough to sit up, wipe the tears from his eyes and cough a time or two. 

"By the saints, Julianna," he said, "you're a fine spinner of tales. Can you do another?" 

"I didn't spin them," she said, turning the book so he could see it. "I'm just reading what's written here." 

"Bah," he said, waving a hand benevolently. "Women cannot read. But you needn't fear we'll think less of your words just because they come from your head." 

"I can too read," she said tartly, "and what I'm reading is what's written on this page. Here. Look for yourself." 

She watched his face still at the sight of the book shoved at him, and she knew in an instant that he couldn't decipher what was written there. She brought the book back in her lap without hesitation, though why she wanted to save him embarrassment of admitting his illiteracy she couldn't have said. It wasn't as if he'd done all that much for her. 

Besides washing her hair, that was. 



"Where did  you  learn to read?" William asked, as if her own possible qualifications were too ridiculous to contemplate. 

"I learned in school. Then at university," she answered. "Cambridge here in England, University of Indiana at home." 

"Cambridge," William said, looking at her skeptically. "Do they allow women to study there?" 

Julianna wished suddenly she were sitting back on The Bench in Gramercy Park covered with bird poop. She wished she were sitting in a lousy interview trying to justify the fact that she was fluent in Latin, Norman French, and various forms of English instead of listening to a happy combination of all three being spewed at her from three directions in a decrepit church in the middle of the Middle Ages. 

She wondered if this sort of situation could be considered a dire,  dire  emergency. When she felt her breath begin to quicken and knew that another round of serious hiccups was on the way, she decided quickly that it could. She reached into her bag, dug around in its depths and pulled out her don't-drink-until-absolutely-necessary cola. Without a pause, she twisted the top of the plastic bottle, sniffed quickly to appreciate the fine bouquet of escaping gases she didn't want to identify, then pulled the top completely off, put the bottle mouth to her lips and took an enormous swig of nirvana. 

Odd how she'd forgotten that carbonation burned like whiskey. 

She coughed, her eyes watered madly, and she soon found herself being slapped on the back by what felt like half a dozen baseball bats. 

Her drink was ripped from her clutching hands, and William's face came into view not six inches from hers. 

"What do you?" he bellowed. "Think you to poison yourself truly this time?" 

Julianna held up her hand to stop him from trying to beat any more oxygen into her lungs, coughed another time or two, and gasped out her most pressing need. 

"Give it back," she wheezed. "It's my last one." 

"And none too soon, I'd say," William said, eyeing the bottle with disfavor. "Where did you come by this foul drink?" 

"I brought it with me." 

He resumed his seat, keeping her final vestige of colaized civilization firmly clutched in his hand, and lifted one eyebrow as he looked at her. 

"Brought it with you from where?" he asked. 

Well, there was no time like the present to explain the future. 

"I brought it," she said without hesitating, "from the year 2001." 

William blinked at her, Peter's mouth hung open and the priest began to cross himself again. 



These were not good signs. 

Then all three suddenly relaxed and smiled indulgently as if they'd orchestrated it. They looked at each other. 

"Womanly weakness," the priest offered. 

"Daft as a duck," Peter said wisely. 

'Too much learning," William concluded. "And ill aftereffects of her misfortune at the bailey wall." He turned and looked at her. "Think you the refuse seeped into your head and fouled your thoughts?" 

"No, I—" 

"A pity we've no surgeon," he said, frowning suddenly. "He could look at your head and see if any holes there are leaking." 

"I don't have any leaks in my head!" She held up her Day-Timer. "What about this? What about the shoes? Good grief, what about  me?  How did I get out here in the middle of nowhere just out of the blue?" 

"Aye, how did you?" Peter piped up. He caught William's frown and ducked his head. " 'Tis a fair question, my lord." 

"It matters not," the priest said, rubbing his gnarled hands together. "She's a maiden fair in need of a rescue. 'Tis his duty to see to her." 

"He has not the time," Peter said, turning a disgruntled look on the priest. "She's befouled his plans. No offense, my lady," he said, throwing her an apologetic look. "But you did. My lord was nigh onto recovering his keep when we found you sitting against the wall, and what was he to do?" 

"Couldn't leave her," the priest said, shaking his head. "Against his vow." 

Peter snorted. "What has his vow served him, old man?" 

"What would you know of it, young pup?" the priest said, smacking his toothless gums together energetically. 

"I knows plenty," Peter replied hotly. "More than you, I'd say." 

"You know nothing," the priest said. 

The argument only escalated from there. Julianna looked at William, curious as to when he intended to stop things only to find him flipping thoughtfully through the pages of her Day-Timer. He fingered the metal rings, idly flicked the plastic placeholder, then gave a closer look to the pouch full of pens and pencils. Then he looked up at her suddenly, and she saw the unmistakable signs of someone coming to a conclusion. 

Silently he rose to his feet, hauled her to hers, then scooped up her bag. Without asking her opinion, he kept her hand in his and led her from the chapel. Julianna had to jog to keep up with him as he strode off into the woods. He walked for perhaps a quarter of an hour before he stopped in a little clearing, dropped her hand and turned to face her. But he said nothing. 

Julianna started to get uncomfortable. There was still plenty of daylight left in spite of the clouds, and she had no trouble seeing the expressions that passed over her rescuer's beautiful face. Curiosity, puzzlement, but mostly skepticism. 

"Are you a demon?" he asked suddenly. 

She blinked. "Me? Of course not." 

"Hmmm," he said thoughtfully. "I suspected that might not be the truth of it. Your visage is too pleasing for that." 

"Well," she said, finding herself beginning to blush in the way she generally did when she tripped on the sidewalk in front of construction workers, "thank you." 

"An angel then?" 

Apparently he wasn't interested in lingering over compliments. Julianna smiled weakly. "Do I look like an angel?" 

She knew she was fishing, but she could hardly help herself. But then, as she found herself being pinned in place by those pale gray eyes, she realized she was way out of her league with this guy. She'd only meant to wring another compliment from him. She hadn't meant to have herself raked over by a frank perusal that left her wishing she had something besides the muddy ground to sit down on. Whatever else she could find to say about the man, she had to admit that he certainly could leave a girl feeling as if she had no secrets with just a look. 

"You, lady," he said at length, "look nothing like any angel I've ever seen." 

"Have you seen many?" she asked, wondering why her voice had suddenly acquired such a breathy quality. Well, at least she wasn't breaking into a debilitating round of hiccups. 

"I've seen my share," he said. 

  Sure you have,  she meant to say, but he had taken a step or two closer to her, lifted the hand that wasn't still clutching her Day-Timer and reached out to touch her hair. If she hadn't wanted to sit down before, she was almost overpowered by the desire now. She just wasn't sure at all that her knees would hold her up much longer. 

"Hair in such disobedient disarray?" he mused, tucking a lock of errant hair behind her ear. 

Julianna made a mental note to cancel that appointment she had to get her hair straightened. Suddenly, all the frustration of years of fighting with it vanished. Hell, it was  good  hair. 

"Eyes that fair pierce my soul?" he continued, looking down at her gravely. 

Bag the green contact idea, as well. Blue eyes were a  very  good thing. 

"Nay, lady," he said quietly, "you are no angel. What you are, I do not know. But I do know that now I've seen you, I could never forget you." 



Julianna knew her mouth was hanging open very unattractively, but what could she do? One of the most handsome men she had ever seen was giving her the compliments of her life—never mind that he was carrying a sword, wearing her purse and clutching her Day-Timer as if he meant to do damage with it—and looking as if he might kiss her at any moment. She wasn't drooling and she wasn't hiccuping. Life was good. 

William slid his hand under her hair, and Julianna felt a shiver go through her. She watched as he lowered his head and knew that a moment of truth was upon her. He was going to kiss her, and she suspected it was going to be the kiss of a lifetime. His lips were a half inch from hers. She closed her eyes and hoped she wouldn't embarrass herself by melting at his feet. 

Then he froze. 

"Are you a saint?" he asked. 

Julianna jerked her eyes open—it was a supreme effort to do so—and blinked at him. "Huh?" 

"A saint?" he asked urgently. "Damnation, what am I thinking!" 

She grabbed him before he could pull too far away. "I'm not a saint," she said. "Really. Now, where were we?" 

"I cannot kiss a saint," he said, looking faintly horrified. 

"I told you, I'm no saint. Honestly." 

But he had already pulled his hand out from under her hair. It was, however, still resting on her shoulder, which, to her mind, was a very positive thing. 

"I suppose not," he said slowly. "After all, saints do not swear." 

"Damn straight." 

"Or have such problems with their breathing." 

If she could have produced a hiccup right then, she would have. It figured the one time she wanted them, she couldn't get them. "You're so right," she said encouragingly. 

"There is, however, your sacred relic sack to consider." 

"It's just stuff. I wouldn't worry about it." 

"And this, what did you call it?" he asked, holding up her book. 

"Day-Timer," she said, searching desperately for something to get him back on track. "But look at my hair. Any saint you know have hair like this?" 

He looked but, disappointingly, didn't touch. "Nay," he admitted slowly. 

"Eyes?" she said, opening them wide for his inspection. "Baby blues like this?" 



He shook his head slowly, the slightest of smiles crossing his face. "Nay, my lady, I've seen none like them." 

"There you go then. I'm not a demon, an angel or a saint. Now that we've got that settled ..." she trailed off meaningfully. 

He kept his fingers on her shoulder and reached up with his thumb to touch her jaw. He smiled a half smile at her. "But, if you're none of those things, then who  are  you?" 

"I'm just Julianna," she said simply.  Now kiss me, you big lug, and let's see if that doesn't give me new purpose in life. 

"Do you know," he said conversationally, as if tracing lazy circles on her cheek and jaw wasn't the most incredibly distracting thing a man could do to a woman he'd come very near to kissing into incoherence, 

"that once I fancied you were a saint come to aid me in my quest?" 

"Did you now?" she wheezed. 

"And I hoped that something in your sack would be just what I needed to liberate my keep from my sire's vile clutches." 

"Sorry," she managed. "Unless you'd like to clobber them with my Cole Haans—um, the shoes with the spikes," she clarified. 

He continued to stroke. "I can think of no other being but a saint who would appear from nowhere, without kin or husband. You haven't any gear as well." 

"It's a long story." 

He looked at her in silence for a moment or two. 

Then he began to frown. Julianna watched the doubt develop in his face, and she had no idea how to stave it off. 

"I do not believe," he said finally, "that the Future could spit out one of its own and land her at my keep. 

In spite of what you carry in your sack." 

Julianna swallowed with more difficulty than she would have liked. He might have still been caressing her face, but somehow the skepticism in his expression had turned to something very unyielding. She wondered if this was the expression his victims were treated to before he put them to the sword. 

"You can," she managed with as much sincerity as she could, "believe what you like, but it doesn't change the truth of it." 

"It makes no sense." 

"I know." 

He pursed his lips. " 'Tis that bloody vow I made. I think I've conjured you up because of it. I  never should have let that daft priest bind me to any rescues." 



"Well," she said, feeling a little flat all of a sudden, "you don't have to keep it." 

He jerked back as if she'd slapped him. "Not keep my vow? My honor rests upon it!" 

"Oh," she said, "well, then. But why did you make it in the first place?" 

" 'Tis a very long tale," he said, stepping away from her and fumbling with her bag. He managed to get the zipper open, her Day-Timer inside, and the zipper closed again with only a minor shiver or two. He looked at her and shook his head. "You may be no demon, my lady, but your gear is passing strange." 

"It's—" 

"Future gear," he finished for her. "Aye, aye, I know." 

"Tell me about your castle," she said, aiming for a distraction. All right, so she'd lost out on the kiss of a lifetime. She'd never get close to having another one if he kept looking at her like she'd just slithered up from Hell for a visit. 

"I was in France," he began, "leading a very pleasant, if purposeless existence, when I received word from my uncle, Henry of Artane—Have you heard of him?" 

She shook her head. 

"Ah, well, perhaps Manhattan is a little more primitive than I suspected—" 

Julianna watched as he took her hand in his and turned her back toward the chapel. It was such an ordinary thing, holding hands with a man. Yet, somehow, the feeling of his warm, callused hand holding hers was possibly the most singularly amazing thing she'd ever felt. 

"He bid me come back to England to claim an inheritance my grandsire had left me," William continued. 

"It should have gone to my sire first, of course, but he being the wastrel he is, could not possibly have held it. The saints only know where my older brother is, but I suspect that he's currently loitering beneath a dripping ale spigot. That left only me. I suspect that when my father learned of my uncle's intentions, he was passing furious." 

Julianna looked up at him as he talked and wondered with even more amazement how it was that she was walking through the woods, holding hands with a man who spoke Norman French as easily as if it had been his first language— which it was. And when he apparently wasn't sure she understood something, he would repeat it in Middle English, just as easily as you pleased. 

She was suddenly very grateful for all those hours spent studying. Who would have thought it would have become so necessary to her survival? 

"Of course, the keep wasn't promised to be in perfect condition. I daresay, though, that 'twas the best my grandsire could have in good conscience offered me. He had six sons, you see, and that many more grandsons, as well as girl children, so there is only so much land to go around, never mind his great wealth. I felt fortunate to have been offered anything at all." 

Fiefs, peasants, swords and inheritances. Julianna listened, shook her head and wondered just how in the world she was supposed to fit into all this. Or was she? Was she supposed to try to get back home? 



"I suspect that my grandsire felt that if I had some land under my feet, I might turn my mind to other things, namely getting myself a wife and an heir—" 

That brought her out of her reverie. "You're engaged?" she demanded. "Betrothed?" 

"Betrothed? Saints, nay." Then he looked at her sharply. "You?" 

"No," she said. She wanted to believe he looked relieved at that fact. But why should she care? She wanted a good job, travel and life in the fast lane. What could possibly be appealing about a man, a home and a family? 

Besides just about everything? 

She considered. If she found herself making a home and family with this man, she could use all her language skills. She could probably even use her metalworking skills. She certainly didn't see a blacksmith hanging around as part of William's entourage. She'd made jewelry before. Couldn't she parlay that into a little sword-making? 

Now, the cartooning was a bust, but she could live with that, couldn't she? Then again maybe she could start her own newspaper with spoofings of the current monarch taking up serious front-page space. 

Roasting the monarch could possibly lead to a roasting of oneself so she was back to cartooning being a bust. 

"... Of course, I was very surprised to find my own gates barred against me, and my sire no doubt reclining upon his sorry arse in my chair. I had just made my vow—for vow-making is very much a part of my family, you see—and was preparing to scale the wall when I happened upon you." 

"Looking less than my best." 

"Aye, my lady, you were passing pungent." He sighed. "Now you have my poor tale and see why I thought perhaps you had come to aid me." 

"I wish I could," she said. 

He gave her a little smile. "It matters not. I can see to it myself." 

"What will you do?" 

"Well, I had thought to climb over the wall in the night and murder my sire before he was the wiser, then rout out his men before the whole keep was awake and had raised arms against me." 

"Sounds dangerous," she said breathlessly. 

He shrugged. "I've done it before with great success." 

  That  thought was enough to push her over the edge. To think he had done something that perilous and could discuss it so casually was astounding. So she made the only response she could. 

  "Hic,"  she said.  "Hic-hic." 



"Ah, by the saints," he said with a half laugh. "I can see how you feel about that." 

"Sorry— hic-hic." 

" 'Tis in the past, Julianna." He sighed and dragged his free hand through his hair. "Saints, but I cannot think of it now. 'Tis a pity, though, for it made me a good warrior." 

"Climbing over— hic—walls?" 

He shook his head. "Nay, lady. Having no one to care for but myself." 

"What's changed?" she asked. "Find someone recently?" 

And then she clapped her hand over her mouth on the pretense of trying to stop her hiccups. In reality, it was the only way she could stop the words that seemed to be spewing out of her mouth without her permission. 

William stopped and turned to look at her. 

She found, suddenly, that the words had ceased to flow as quickly as they'd started to. Even her hiccups disappeared. A silence fell until all she could hear was the call of the occasional bird and a bit of wind blowing gently through the trees. But she couldn't look to see where the wind was blowing or what birds were carrying on their sporadic conversations. All she could do was look at the man in front of her: a medieval knight with a sword at his side and her bag over his shoulder who was looking at her with an intensity that left her weak. 

"Aye," he said at length. "I have." 

"Really," she managed. "Who? Peter?" 

He shook his head. 

"The priest?" 

He shook his head again, and damn him if he didn't reach out, slide his hand under her hair again and move closer to her. Julianna swallowed with a gulp. She wanted to get a definitive answer out of him, but she found herself becoming quite distracted by his hand tangling gently in her hair. It was a most mesmerizing feeling, and she found herself absorbed by it—and the sheer amazement that she'd actually found someone who was single, handsome and gallant. Never mind that he was in the wrong century entirely. 

He smiled down at her, and she thought the sheer wattage of that smile might just start up her unfortunate reaction again. But before she could catch her breath to make any kind of hiccuping noise, he bent his head and kissed her. 

Heck, who needed to breathe? 

"Perhaps," he said at length, when he lifted his mouth from hers, "our good priest had more sense than I suspected in the wording of his vow." 

"Were you supposed to rescue a maiden in distress?" she asked, wondering if he would notice if she started to fan herself. Who knew that kissing out in the rain could generate such internal heat? 

"Aye, I was." 

"And rescue her from dragons?" she added, wondering in addition if he could feel her knees becoming wobbly. 

"There was nothing about dragons. I suspect the only foul thing I will be rescuing you from is the foodstuffs and drink in your sack." He smiled down at her. "Let me be about the reclaiming of my hall, then we'll see to a decent meal or two." 

All right, so it wasn't a proposal. It was an invitation to dinner, and who knew where that might lead? 

Besides, Julianna was starting to wonder about the advisability of living on bottled water and carob-covered fruits and vegetables. The sooner William got on with his little project, the better as far as she was concerned. 

"I have a stun gun you could use," she offered. 

"How does it go about its work?" 

"You poke someone with it and it leaves them senseless and drooling." 

"So does my sword," he said. "Let us go back. I'll manage well enough on my own." 

Maybe it was for the best. For all she knew, William would point the thing the wrong way and there he'd be, senseless and drooling, and then she and Peter would be the ones trying to pick up his sword and do damage with it. 

"So," she said, as they walked back to the hall, "what's next?" 

"I daresay I have little choice but to climb over the wall and murder him in his bed." 

She stopped still. "You said you weren't—" 

He bent his head and kissed her again so quickly, she didn't see it coming. And when he stopped and simply looked down at her, she found she just couldn't say anything at all. 

"I'll return," he said. 

"But—" 

"I'll return, Julianna. I vow it with my life." 

Great. She had just hooked herself up with a medieval knight bent on murder and mayhem. Her mother would have fainted dead away at the thought. 

She wondered in passing how Elizabeth would have reacted to the news:  Oh, by the way, on my way to your castle, I paused in the Middle Ages and found myself being rescued by a knight. A very handsome, attentive, manly knight. .. 

She very much suspected Elizabeth wouldn't have been surprised. But she wondered what Elizabeth's advice would have been. Stay in the past, or try to get home? Hmmm, ask a complete romantic if she should fall in love, or go back home and look for a dead-end job? 

Julianna wondered absently if she could survive the rest of her life without a flush toilet. 

Or with a man who thought nothing of risking his life in the seemingly riskiest of ways. Well, if she was going to be any good at this time period, she would just have to suck it up and trust him. She took a deep breath. 

"All right," she said, lifting her chin. "Do what you have to." 

"You'll be here when I return?" 

It was on the tip of her tongue to say  Where else would I go,  but she stopped herself just in time. 

She took another breath. The pond was deep and she had no idea what was lurking on the bottom, but there was no sense in not jumping in with both feet. 

"I'll be here." She paused. "And that's my choice." 

He smiled again, and she wondered why in the world he didn't have a line a mile long of girls waiting for that look. Then again, maybe he didn't show it to very many people. 

"Have you ever had a girlfriend?" she asked. 

"Women?" He looked dumbfounded. "Dozens." 

"Why didn't you marry any of them?" 

He laughed and shook his head. "By the saints, lady, you have no fear of me, do you? That isn't a question many would dare ask." 

She only waited. If he had some major flaw, it was best she know about it now. 

"I'm not overly wealthy," he said, looking amused. "I have too many scars from battle. Or perhaps 'tis I was waiting for the Future to spew you back at me. Does that satisfy?" 

Before she could find any good response to that, he had kissed her again and then was leading her back to the chapel, still shaking his head and smiling. 

What else could she do but the same? 


 seven

William stood in the shadows of the trees and looked at the keep before him. He realized with wry amusement that he'd stood in the same place the day before, staring in much the same way, but with far different thoughts. He'd wanted his keep, to be certain, but he'd been driven to action by thoughts of the manly comforts of a warm fire, a well-manned garrison, and lists for his pleasure. 

Odd how the passage of a single day could change a heart so. 

He still wanted his keep, of course, and lists for himself and his garrison, but added to that was the thought of hearth and home for a wife and children—one wife in particular, that is. 

He eased back into the forest and made his way silently around the perimeter of the castle, making a mental note to clear more trees when the keep was finally his. 'Twas far too easy for an enemy to hide himself in such substantial growth, even if William found himself obliged a time or two to crawl on his belly to take advantage of the cover of smaller bushes and things. 

He crept around to the back of the keep and waited for a goodly while to make certain there was no stray guard haunting the walls. He saw no movement, but that didn't satisfy him. He had a very good reason to keep himself alive, and he suspected that reason would be passing angry with him if he left her stranded with Peter and the priest. He tightened the strap that bound his sword to his back and felt himself begin to smile in spite of the seriousness of his situation. By the saints, the woman was fascinating. 

Not only was she looking more beautiful to him by the heartbeat, but she could read. 

Perhaps she had learned that in the Future as well. 

By the saints, he could scarce fathom such a thing as a body traveling from another time. But he could fathom her in his bed, next to him at supper and bearing him a dozen children with riotous hair and eyes so blue they would hurt a man to look in them. 

And if he could hope for the latter, perhaps he could believe the former. 

All of which left him where he was at present—preparing to scale his own walls and rid his keep of his unwelcome and certainly uninvited guests so he could proceed with the rest of his life. 

He sighed deeply and steeled himself for what was to come. It would have been easier with a ladder, or a rope for that matter, but those things came with the price of possible discovery, which he was unwilling to pay. He would have to find what finger- and toeholds he could, and pray his eyes had told him true that such things actually existed on the scarred outer walls. He had exceptionally strong hands, which was a boon, and his boots were worn clear through to the toes, which was also a boon at present. And he'd scaled less inviting walls than this with no more than his own poor form as his only aid. 

So, taking advantage of the last bit of darkness before dawn, he slipped from shadow to shadow and approached the wall. 

It was easier than he'd dared hope, which left him cursing silently at the sorry state of his keep's outer defenses. He would have to see to them at his earliest opportunity. Until he had sufficient men to guard those walls, they would need to be an unassailable shield. 



He slithered over the wall and dropped into a crouch on the parapet. His heart raced at the sight of a guardsman he'd narrowly avoided knocking off. The man turned and died before he had the chance to shout a warning. William did not slay him gladly, for he very much suspected that if the men had a choice between him and his sire, they would choose him. But he couldn't allow himself to be discovered, not when the first difficulty had been overcome so quickly. 

He pushed the body close to the wall, that it might not be noticed right off, then inspected the inner bailey. From what he could see, his uncle hadn't done justice to the sorry condition of things. The buildings were falling down and the courtyard was covered with piles of what he was sure would eventually reveal themselves to be refuse and waste. He shuddered to think what the inside of the keep would look like. 

But 'twas his, this pile of stones, and he would have it— gladly. 

He looked up at the sky and was surprised to find that night was waning. Obviously he'd spent more time pondering than he should have. Well, there was naught to be done about it but proceed as quickly as he dared before dawn. Given what he'd observed over the past few days, there weren't all that many souls to be rising and working, but a rooster crowed whether its master willed it or not. 'Twas best he was about his business whilst he still had some cover of darkness to aid him. 

He clouted another man into insensibility as he made his way along the walls toward the steps that slid down into the courtyard, but he saw no other man and heard no shout of warning. 

There was something rather unsettling about that, on the whole. 

He looked for a way into the keep, but saw none but the hall door. It left him with little choice but to enter thereby. He took a final look about the bailey, saw no movement coming even from the poor huts scattered here and there, then began his assault. He hugged the side of the hall and made his way carefully. 

No one stopped him. 

The hall doors were open, and he walked inside as if he had every right to. The smell alone almost knocked him flat. Once his eyes had ceased to burn from the smokey interior and a few of his wits had returned to him, he noticed something else odd. 

There were no men sleeping on the floor. 

If he hadn't been unnerved before, he was now. 

He knew he had no choice but to search the keep and there was no better place to start than the kitchen. He made his way there carefully. The stench of that place was worse, if possible, than the rest of the hall. There was only a pair of scrawny lads there, sleeping on the floor, apparently quite overcome with weariness. William retreated silently. 

He made his way back into the great hall, found a stairwell and climbed it to the upper floor of the keep. 

He crept down the passageway and peered into a large solar and a small chamber. Both were devoid of all but the most rude and rough bits of furniture. Aside from a single, drunken knight sprawled in a passageway, William found no other bodies. 

And then a most unsettling thought occurred to him. 



Had he been anticipated? 

And then an even more unsettling thought occurred to him. 

What if his father was now encircling the chapel with his men? 

William thumped back down the stairs, ran through the empty great hall, threw open the doors and crossed the empty courtyard. He was not stopped, saw no soul, and that only added to his fear. By the saints, if he had left Julianna behind in danger when he'd thought the danger was in front of him.... 

It was only when he reached the gates that he found himself skidding to a halt. He gaped at the sight in front of him and realized just how seriously he'd miscalculated his father's deviousness. He was, quite frankly, amazed that the man had stopped downing his ale long enough to conceive a plan this foul. 

William felt the point of his sword falling downward until it was stopped by the dirt at his feet. 

Ah, by the saints, he hadn't planned for this. 

"Look you what I found outside my walls," Hubert drawled. "Three little ruffians bent on mayhem." 

William looked at Julianna as she stood next to his father with her glorious hair caught firmly in the bastard's hand. She looked at him, then closed her eyes and winced as Hubert tightened his fist. 

Peter and the priest were being held by others of his sire's guard. Even his horses had become prisoners. 

"We came to help ye, my lord," Peter squeaked, then he was cuffed into silence. 

"He needs all of that he can have," Hubert sneered. "Why Artane thought you could hold this land is beyond me." 

William looked at his father and could scarce believe he'd been sired by the fool. William put his shoulders back. His character had been shaped by his grandsire and his uncles and they were the finest of men. Their blood also ran through his veins. Not for the first time, he was very glad his father had departed Artane after William's birth and left him behind in his grandsire's care. 

Hubert gestured negligently to one of his men. "Kill him," he said. 

William watched a crossbow be lifted, and he cursed. He'd known it. Hadn't he known it? The one thing he could not possibly defend against and that was what he faced. He wondered fleetingly if he could possibly dodge the bolt. What would become of Julianna otherwise? The man took aim. 

A movement startled William. He looked to Julianna to find that she had elbowed his father full in the nose. The man released her with a howl and clutched his face. Then Julianna prodded the bowman with something held in her hand. He screamed, then fell to the ground, senseless and drooling. "Stun gun," she said proudly. 

Then Hubert struck her full across the face and sent her sprawling on the ground. 

William roared. He cut down five of his father's men before they knew what he intended. The remaining five threw down their weapons and backed away. William would have been pleased with himself, and with the hasty release of his squire and priest, but he turned his attentions back to his sire and caught an unobstructed vision of his lady who was now back on her feet. 

With his father's knife to her throat. "It would seem," his father said tightly, "that I have something you want." 

William stabbed his sword into the dirt at his feet and placed both hands on the hilt. 

"You cannot win, Father," William said, his chest heaving. "Release her." 

"Choose," Hubert returned. "The wench or the keep." 

William wouldn't have been more surprised if his father had reached out and clouted him on the nose. 

"But—" 

"Choose!" his father shouted. "The wench or the keep! I'll not be left with naught for all my trouble!" 

William considered the odds of slaying his father before his sire slew Julianna, but knew almost immediately that such a thing was beyond possibility. He'd already made good use of his own knife by burying it to the hilt in a fallen knight's eye. He could retrieve his sword and heave it at his sire, true, but

'twould be just his luck that his father would use Julianna as a shield. 

Julianna shifted with her stun gun in her hand, and William stepped forward instinctively. 

"Nay," he said, shaking his head. 

"Do not," his sire commanded, pressing the blade more firmly against her neck. A small trickle of red crept down her throat. Julianna lowered her arm, closed her eyes, and swallowed convulsively. 

William closed his eyes briefly and saw in his mind the pitiful pile of stones behind him. It was his birthright, a legacy he could pass down to his children, a final gesture of love from a man he had loved with all his heart. It meant security, steadiness, a place of his own—all the things he had never had the whole of his adult life. 

Then he opened his eyes and looked at the woman held captive in his father's foul embrace. She had opened her eyes and was now looking at him with absolutely no expression on her face. That alone told him that she was trying very hard not to force him into a decision. 

Then she hiccuped. 

It came close to slitting her throat for her. 

"Daft wench," his father muttered, shifting the blade in his hand. 

William smiled in spite of himself and, as he did, he realized the truth of the matter. His home was before him. In truth, if he'd wanted a pile of stones of his own, wouldn't he have found one by now? Apparently he was destined to go about without ties. 

Save for the one he intended to make with the woman standing before him now hiccuping madly. 

Nay, there had been little need for thought. If the choice was between Julianna or the crumbling wreck behind him, there was no choice to be made. 



"Take it," William said, jerking his head toward the hall. "Take your blade from my lady's neck and seek out your comforts within. But remove your steel carefully, Father. You'd not like your death otherwise." 

Hubert looked at him narrowly. "Your word that the hall 'tis mine?" 

"Aye," William said simply. 

"Vow it." 

"Oh, by the saints," William said in disgust. "Take the bloody pile of stones. I'll not trouble you further for it. Give it to your other son. If you can find him to foist it upon after you've had done with it." 

"Rolfe is a fine—" 

"Drunkard and a fool," William finished for him. "Aye, his life is a fitting legacy for your own. I'm certain he'll be quite happy to see what you have for him." 

"I  never  would have given it to you," Hubert snarled. 

William shrugged. His elder brother was no doubt lying in some deserted corner of a village, reeking of wine and whatever else he had found to imbibe. The only thing that would have surprised William would have been to find his brother alive and well. Nay, Hubert would not find him to gift him anything. 

"Vow it," Hubert repeated stubbornly. "Vow you'll leave me in peace and never return." 

William inclined his head. "I vow that I'll leave you in peace and never return. Now, release my lady." 

Hubert looked to be considering something foul. William looked at his father dispassionately and shook his head. 

"I wouldn't." 

His father shifted—the first sign of nervousness William had seen in him. 

"Think you I can kill with my sword alone?" William asked pleasantly. "I assure you, Father, that my time spent in the company of honorless mercenaries was not wasted. I can call to mind half a dozen ways to end your life—very painfully, I might add—without putting my hand to my sword." 

"You gave me your word you'd leave me be," Hubert said, but there was a quaver in his voice. 

"Aye, if my lady comes into my arms unharmed," William said calmly, as if he had an indefinite amount of time to discuss the matter—and as if his heart wasn't beating in his throat with the force of a dozen heavy fists. By the saints, all it would take was the slightest pressure and her throat would be cut. Her bloody hiccups were nigh onto seeing to that by themselves. Her lifeblood would spill from her and there wouldn't be a revenge vile enough to remedy that. 

Hubert considered. Then he lifted his knife away. Before William could move, he shoved Julianna toward William. She stumbled and fell facedown in the dirt at William's feet. 

But at least she was free. William pulled her up and into his arms. He couldn't look at her. He'd just traded his inheritance for her and he damn well didn't want to see revulsion on her face. He looked at Peter. 

"There's another horse inside the gates. Fetch it." 

"But—" Hubert protested. 

"Payment for your unchivalrous treatment of your future daughter," William said pointedly. "Unless you'd care to haggle more?" 

"You said you'd leave me be!" 

"I will. And I'll also take your best nag before I leave. Consider yourself fortunate. I could have taken much more." 

"Honorless whoreson," Hubert spat. 

That stung, but William let it pass. "My vow was to leave you be. I daresay you wouldn't be qualified to judge how I honor that." 

Peter returned with a horse that William suspected wouldn't last the se'nnight, but at least it would carry the priest. William threw Peter up onto the packhorse, tossed the priest onto the feeble nag, then led his trembling lady over to his own mount and helped her up into the saddle. He looked once more at the hall that was no longer his, then at his sire. 

And then he looked up at the woman with the riotous hair and striking blue eyes and found himself smiling in spite of his attempts to stifle it. 

"Well?" he asked. 

"Hell of a trade," she said hoarsely. 

William laughed as he swung up behind her. He looked at his sire and gestured to the keep. 

"'Tis yours, Father. May you live long to enjoy it." 

Hubert glared at him, but tromped inside the gates just the same. His five remaining guardsmen followed him none-too-eagerly. Well, the man he'd left senseless on the wall would wake up soon enough, as well as the drunkard in the passageway, and perhaps they could cheer their fellows. William felt a weight come off his shoulders and he whistled cheerfully as he turned his horse south. Perhaps binding himself to a hall was truly not for him. 

"Where are we going, my lord?" Peter asked. 

"I've no idea," William said pleasantly. 

He had several destinations in mind, but none of them would be reached that day, so what was the point in worrying about it? They would ride for a while, then he would give thought to where he might take his lady. 

"I'm— hic—sorry," she whispered. 



"Nay," he said, shaking his head. "Do not be. 'Twas a fair trade." 

She took several deep breaths and, miracle of miracles, her breathing returned to normal. She relaxed in his arms. 

"I probably should have stayed at the chapel," she offered. 

"Aye, well, perhaps that is true." 

"I thought you might need some help." 

He suspected that now was not the time to point out that he was the trained warrior, not she. She was trembling in his arms, and he supposed that she either felt badly for his loss or realized how close she had come to death. He could scarce chide her for her act, especially when it had been conceived as a means to aid him. 

" 'Twas a generous gesture," he said. 

"I never meant for you to lose your keep." 

"I gained my lady in its place." He paused. "Where is your sacred relic sack?" 

"Strapped to your horse." 

"Well, see?" he said. "You've your dowry to offer me, as well as your fetching self. What else could I want?" 

She twisted to look up at him. "You want me?" 

He smiled dryly. "I just traded my birthright for you. What does that tell you?" 

"Was that a proposal of marriage?" 

He laughed softly. "I'll give you a proper one when I've decided where we'll go." 

"Oh," she said, "I kind of liked being haggled over with your father's knife at my throat. Really. What more could a girl want when it comes to romance?" 

He wrapped his arms around her and held on, amazed at how comforting it was to do the like. He'd made the right choice. What was a pile of stones when compared to a woman whom he thought might just learn to love him in time? 

He found himself turning toward the east and realized he was heading toward Artane. It was home enough for the present. He could wed her there properly, then perhaps they would decide what to do. 

He smiled, because he simply couldn't help himself. 
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Julianna had learned, after three days of slow travel, how to sleep in manly arms on the back of a horse. 

Riding a horse was not a skill she had ever planned on having, but apparently it was something she was going to have to add to her repertoire. When in Rome—rather, when in medieval England .. . 

They'd elected to rise in the middle of the previous night and get going. She hadn't been all that excited by the idea, but when William had promised her a soft bed instead of lumpy ground if they hurried, she'd quickly found more enthusiasm for the idea. She'd just as quickly fallen asleep in the saddle, propped up against William's chest. 

The lightening of the sky had woken her—that and a healthy poke from her quasi-fiancé. She'd opened her eyes. 

And fought a healthy round of hiccups. 

It was a castle, and what a castle. It looked horrendously medieval, in mint condition and—distressingly enough—inhabited. She'd seen a few inhabited castles during her tenure in England as a student, but they'd been updated with things like electricity, AGA stoves and indoor plumbing. There had usually been cars parked out in front and some sort of accommodations for touristy visits. Villages had consisted of quaint brick houses, nicely paved streets and hospitable B&Bs. 

Not open sewers, huts made from straw and inhabitants who looked as if they had never taken a bath in their lives. 

The very functional drawbridge was down and a continual stream of humanity crossed over it either on foot or horseback. Julianna felt incredibly conspicuous in her Keds and Donna Karan suit. William removed his cloak from his shoulders and draped it over the front of her. It didn't, however, cover her shoes. 

"Better?" he asked. 

"Oh, sure," she agreed. "It'll keep me warm until they stoke up the fire to burn me at the stake." 

He only snorted out a little laugh and expertly avoided trampling a peasant boy or two who were scuffling near the guard tower. 

They dismounted in the courtyard. Julianna found that she could do nothing but clutch William's hand and gape at her surroundings. Her purse found itself hoisted over his shoulder for safekeeping, and she found herself being led up steps into what she could only assume was the great hall. Maybe she wasn't much of a judge in such matters, but it looked as if whoever owned this place was incredibly rich. 



"You grew up here?" she managed as he opened the door for her. 

He looked down at her with an amused smile. "Aye. Does that surprise you?" 

"Your family must have buckets of money." 

"And my grandsire had several sons and a pair of daughters. Gold doesn't last long with so many children to see to." 

She paused before they went inside and looked at the man who had not only saved her life, but had practically proposed as well. She wondered if he resented the wealth, since he certainly didn't have very much of it himself. And now he had even less, thanks to her. 

"I'm sorry about your castle," she said. 

He waved aside her words. "I've told you—how many times now?—that I feel myself well rid of the place. 'Twas a generous gesture on my grandsire's part, and I daresay he knew I was grateful. But there is more to life than a pile of stones." 

"But—" 

"It would have taken a great deal of work to have made it habitable, Julianna." 

"Well, remodeling is hell," she agreed. 

He kissed her briefly. "We'll rest here for a few days, then see where our fancy takes us." He smiled encouragingly. "We'll find someplace that suits. And you'll not starve. I haven't fed you very well as of yet, but I promise I'll do better. For now, my uncle sets a fine table and we'll eat our fill." 

And that seemed to be all he wanted to say on the matter. Not that he would have had a chance for much more talking because Julianna found herself swept up into activity that was almost annoying in its intensity after days out in the boonies. 

To think she had once enjoyed the bustle of New York City. 

William's uncle descended upon them with smiles and hearty hugs, closely followed by his wife and so many of William's cousins and other assorted family that Julianna gave up trying to keep names straight. 

What she did understand was the offer of clean clothes. She worried, as the women prepared to abscond with her to places unknown, that she might not be quick enough on her feet to come up with a decent explanation about her origins, but William solved it for her. He put one arm around her and the other around his aunt and spoke in a low voice. 

"Julianna is from Manhattan," he began. 

"Where?" his aunt queried. 

"A little place that would likely seem very strange to us. They have different forms of dress and the like, and she's very tender about it all. You'll take care of her, won't you, and not hurt her feelings?" he finished, looking at his aunt with a devastating smile. 

At least Julianna was devastated by his smile. Apparently his aunt wasn't immune to his charms either. 



"Of course, love," she said promptly. 

Julianna looked at him openmouthed, but he only winked at her and sauntered away. 

"What a lovely pair of shoes," his aunt remarked kindly. 

Julianna gulped and managed an inarticulate sort of response she sincerely hoped passed as a thank-you. 

A short while later she found herself in a room where she was washed, coiffed and perfumed by a handful of women she'd never seen before. She was then dressed in clothes that were made on the fly by a handful of very speedy seam-stresses. Her shoes were examined closely, then cleaned expertly. The beads were lovingly and thoroughly buffed to a brilliant shine. Julianna modeled her new outfit, then looked down at her feet and burst out laughing. 

If any of her professors could have seen her, dressed in medieval finery with Keds on her feet, they would have swooned. 

No one else seemed to find it strange though, so she turned her attentions to other things—namely a little nap. She had eaten heartily during her morning of beauty so when she was offered a bed, she took off her gown without a second thought, crawled under the sheets in her sliplike shift and promptly passed out. 

  She woke  to find it was morning again, and she was surrounded by women bent on foofing her up for some kind of shindig. 

"What's going on?" she asked sleepily as she was dragged out of bed. 

William's cousins all laughed. "Your marriage, of course," they all said together. 

She was dressed, her hair was braided and done up in some sort of medieval headgear, and she was hustled to the chapel almost before she was awake enough to realize it. 

The place was packed. 

What she wanted was to sit down and take stock of the situation. 

She spent the rest of the day wanting to sit down and take stock of the situation. 

But by the time she actually managed to get a grip on the events of the day, it was evening, and she was in Artane's tower room facing her husband who looked much less bewildered than she felt. She looked down at the simple gold ring that he had apparently given her at some point during the wedding ceremony. She looked up at him. 

"Did you propose to me yet?" she asked, scratching her head. 



"I believe, my lady," he said gravely, "that 'tis too late for that. I fear I've already wed you." 

"And I said yes." 

"That was the word you gasped out when I pinched you, aye," he said, a twinkle coming into his eye. 

"Well," she said with a frown, "I don't remember much of it." 

"Then let me remind you. We met before our beloved priest who demanded a recounting of all we would bring to the union. You offered—" 

"My sacred relic sack." 

"Aye, and my family was most impressed with the sheer weight of it. I brought myself—" 

She looked at him narrowly. "And quite a bit else if memory serves." She pointed a finger at him. "You said you were poor." 

"Well, I'm less poor this evening than I was this morning," he said with a snort. "My uncle was passing, and stubbornly, generous." 

"Of course you didn't have any gold stashed in his castle either," she said pointedly. 

He shrugged. "I wasn't completely without a thought for the future. I could have set aside more, I suppose, but I never planned to need it. My cache certainly wasn't enough to make me rich. But my uncle's gift of several dozen knight's fees..." 

"That was a nice thing for him to do." 

"Aye, and it will likely get us murdered on the side of the road," he said with a grimace. 

"Cheer up," she said. "It could be worse." 

He looked at her silently for a moment or two, then smiled. "Aye. I could have passed on my grandsire's gift and never come back to England. I could have never gone to Redesburn. And look you what I would have missed." 

She smiled weakly. "And I would still be sitting against that wall, covered in various forms of, well—" 

"Aye," he agreed. "That." 

She stood there and looked at him. He returned her gaze steadily. Julianna wiped her hands on her dress. It wasn't as if she hadn't thought about doing, well,  it  before. She had. Lots. She'd just never really had the right guy and the right time in the right place. 

She put her shoulders back. All that had changed. She was now married to a gorgeous man who apparently liked her well enough to give up his inheritance for her. His future plans certainly seemed to include her in a big way. 

He was waiting. 



Julianna held up her bag. "What do you want first, me or my dowry?" 

"Your dowry." 

Her smile faltered. "Oh," she said. She held out her bag. "Here, then." 

He took it and set it down behind him. "That's done, then. Now I'll have you." 

"Oh," she said, feeling quite a bit better. 

He held out his hands and she put hers into them. He pulled her a step closer, then smiled down at her. 

Julianna watched the candlelight flickering over his face and wondered why she hadn't done more things by candlelight when she'd had the choice. It was a very soft, gentle light. She suspected it was something she could learn to appreciate very much. 

"May I say something?" William said. "In all seriousness?" 

Oh, great. Was he going to tell her that along with the "minor" amount of gold he'd managed to send home for safekeeping, he had a mistress or two tucked away as well? 

"Yes?" she asked sharply. 

He clasped his hands behind his back and looked at her solemnly. "I hope," he began slowly, "I hope that in time you will, if nothing else, become fond of me." He took a deep breath. "Nay, that isn't what I mean. I hope that in time, you will come to love me." 

Then he shut his mouth and looked at her in silence. 

"That's it?" she asked, incredulous. 

"Aye," he said stiffly. "Unless the thought—" 

"I thought you were going to tell me you had a mistress!" 

He looked at her with an expression of complete bewilderment. "I just wed you. Why would I keep a mistress?" 

"You tell me." 

"I'm telling you that I have fond feelings for you," he said, sounding as if those feelings were about to take a hike out the door. "Feelings that I am quite certain will only increase with time. And I hoped," he added with a scowl, "that you might feel the same way." 

Julianna felt many things, but most overwhelming of which was surprise that she found herself standing in the tower room of a castle, married to a man she had known not quite a week, and happier than she'd ever been in her life— even when faced with a dwindling stash of junk food and no possibility of indoor plumbing in the near future. 

So she took a step forward, put her arms around her medieval knight and snuggled against his chest. His arms went immediately around her in a sure embrace. Julianna sighed happily. 



"Well?" His voice rumbled deeply in his chest. 

"Yes," she said. "I think it's more than possible." She pulled back only far enough to look up at him. "I think it's unavoidable." 

He bent his head and kissed her softly. "Then let me make you mine in truth. With any luck at all, that will endear me to you and start us on the proper path." 

"You don't want to look in my bag first?" 

He shook her head with a smile. "Later. I've the true prize in my arms and no desire to relinquish it. The other will keep." 

How could she argue with that? 

And she found that along with being an exceptional swordsman, her husband was an exceptional lover. 

She was very grateful she'd had such a good night's sleep the night before. 

  Julianna opened her eyes and realized that it was morning. She realized then that it had been the cold that had awakened her. Odd how one grew accustomed to the warmth of a husband in such short order. 

Odder still how one grew accustomed to other things as well in such short order. 

The thought of that made her blush and she was grateful the candle that burned on the table probably wouldn't give her away. Who would have thought it? If she'd known that's what she'd been missing, she might have indulged a little sooner. 

Then again, perhaps it all had to do with the man she had married. 

She turned that thought over in her head for some time— coming quite easily to the conclusion that William and a ring on her finger had made all the difference—then she tried to get up. She clenched her teeth to keep from groaning from the protests of sore muscles. 

"Are you unwell?" 

The deep voice startled her and she sat up with a squeak. 

" 'Tis only me, Julianna," William said, sounding amused. He was sitting at the table, but turned to look at her. "Who else?" 

"Who else indeed," she muttered as she gingerly got to her feet and pulled a blanket off the bed. She wrapped it around her and went round the end of the bed to stand next to her husband. He was holding her copy of  The Canterbury Tales  and fondling it with what she could only term reverence. "Find anything interesting?" she asked, noting the contents of her bag littering the table. 



He shivered. "Interesting, nay. Unsettling, aye." 

"I told you the truth." 

He looked up at her, then put his arm around her waist and hugged her. "Aye, and more the fool am I for not having believed you at first." 

"It's a lot to take in." 

He dropped his arm and bowed his head. "Aye. It is." 

She had the sinking feeling that maybe he was beginning to have serious regrets. She contemplated going back to bed and trying to reawaken after William had dealt with things, but that would have been cowardly and she wasn't a coward. Or, not much of one, anyway. 

No, she wasn't and it didn't matter if she'd just decided that a medieval kind of gal should have a medieval sense of courage. William was, literally, all she had in the world and she wasn't going to let something as stupid as his discomfort come between them. 

"All right," she said, kneeling down next to him, "talk. I can't guess what you're thinking and I'm not going to try. If you have regrets, you'd better tell me now." 

"Me?" he said, looking at her with an expression of surprise. "Rather you should have them, I'm thinking." 

"Me?" she asked in much the same tone. "Why would I have regrets?" 

He held up a sportswear catalog. "Look at this," he demanded. "Look at what you've given up for me." 

"That?" she asked with a half laugh. "William, there's more to life than clothes." 

He blinked, silently. Then he smiled a bit ruefully. "I suppose there is. But Julianna, these marvels—" 

"Mean nothing if I had to trade you to have them," she finished. She smiled up at him. "I'm passing fond of you, you know. You're well worth trading my birthright for." 

He kissed her and she was almost certain she felt the tension ease out of him. 

"I feared," he whispered against her mouth, "that you would wake and regret having given yourself to me. Especially when I understood what you had given up." 

She didn't want to tell him that he didn't understand the half of it, so she merely nodded and let him kiss the socks off her. If she'd had socks on, that was. Soon she didn't even have on a blanket, and she was just sure she soon wasn't going to be able to walk anymore. 

"Will you read to me?" he asked much later as he snuggled happily next to her in bed with her Chaucer in his hands. "These stories are passing amusing." 

She smiled at him and touched his cheek. "I could teach you to read them yourself." 



"There is no use in it. The priest here at Artane tried to teach me, but without success. My father, on one of his rare visits to see if I lived still, said I was too feebleminded to manage the feat." 

"Your father is an ass." 

He smiled briefly. "Aye, I suppose so." 

"What was the problem?" 

"I couldn't fathom the letters," he said. "They moved about and turned themselves around until I wept in frustration. So I conceded the battle and turned my energies to other things." 

"It's probably dyslexia," she ventured, hoping she was right. "The same thing happens to me with my numbers. Half the time they're not in the same place I left them when I go back to read them again. It's very confusing." 

He leaned up on one elbow and looked at her in astonishment. "Nay," he breathed. "For you too?" 

She took a deep breath. She didn't want to promise him something she couldn't deliver, but maybe with enough time, she could help him. And after all, she had all the time in the world and not a lot of distractions. 

"I think you can learn to read," she said slowly. "But it wouldn't be easy." 

He looked as if she'd just come down from heaven and given him his heart's desire. The terrible hope on his face almost brought tears to her eyes. 

"Think you?" he whispered. 

"Anything's possible," she said quietly. 

He lifted one eyebrow as he looked at her, then smiled. "I suppose, lady, that you are proof enough of that. But for now, read me another tale or two and I'll be content." 

She took the book and opened it only to have something fall from the pages. She unfolded it. 

It was Elizabeth's map. 

"What is this?" he asked. 

"It's what got me into trouble in the first place," she said dryly. "My friend drew me a map of England. 

According to her, these places are spots where if you stand on them, you can travel through time." 

"And you stood on one of these?" he asked, tracing the outline of the island. 

"Nope. I sat on a bench in a park. It's the same idea though." 

"Tell me what they say," he urged. 

"Well, I guess they're all to different centuries. The Picts—those were the ancestors of the Scots up north. Vikings—" 



"Aye, I know them," he said with a shudder. "Unpleasant lot." 

"Pirates in the seventeenth century, Jousts in the Middle Ages—" 

"A fine destination," he noted. 

"And this one ... here ..." She squinted to make out the words—and when she thought she might have the faintest idea what they said, she sat bolt upright. She scrambled out of bed and practically leaped to the table. 

William soon came up behind her, wrapped a blanket around her, and peered over her shoulder. "What does it say?" 

She pulled the candle toward her and held the paper behind it where she could see the words clearly. "It says," she began, squinting to make out Elizabeth's tiny writing, "'Return to Scotland of the Future.' And there's a note at the bottom that says 'Good from Any Century.'" 

"By all the saints," he breathed. "Think you 'tis true?" 

She could hardly breathe. To think that she might be able to get home. To think the possibility existed and she'd had the answer in her bag all the time. She turned her head to look at him. 

"I can't imagine why Elizabeth would be lying." 

"Julianna!" he exclaimed suddenly. 

She looked back at the map and screeched. 

The paper was on fire. 

William yanked the map away, tossed it on the table and beat the flames out. 

"Crap, crap, crap," she said, hopping up and down. "Did I ruin it?" 

He looked at her with a rueful smile. "Came close, I'd say. You tell me what's gone." 

She took the map and noticed that Trip to the Picts was nothing but a black curl, as was any reference to Vikings. 

"We weren't interested in those anyway," she said, holding the map well away from the flame and peering at it closely. "It's okay," she said with relief. "There the little circle is, right there. Now, if we just had any idea where  there  was." 

And then she realized what she was saying. 

She had just married a medieval knight and committed herself to a life with him. Even contemplating returning home was something she couldn't allow herself to do. 

Unless he wanted to come along. 



She looked up at him to find him studying her with a thoughtful expression. 

"What?" she asked. 

He smiled faintly. "I'm wondering if we're considering a like foolish notion." 

"A little jaunt to the future?" 

He nodded, then shook his head. "I cannot believe I'm even considering it. It seems passing improbable." 

She sighed. "It's probably a really silly idea anyway—" 

"But one worth considering," he finished. "What think you of a walk on the shore? I've always done my best thinking there." 

"Is there a possibility of breakfast first?" 

"I think, my lady, that too many days of subsisting on your future food has shown you what a foul work it has wrought upon you. Aye, we'll have something edible before we go." 

He took the map from her, folded it carefully and placed it back between the pages of the book. "We'll keep this with us at all times as well. No sense in losing it before we've had a chance to try it." 

"William, we don't have to—" 

"Don't you wish to go home?" 

It had become altogether too possible for her taste. She couldn't move. She couldn't shake her head or nod or even breathe for that matter. There was only one thought that seemed to be clear in the swirling mist of possibilities. She looked at William and smiled. 

"My home is with you." 

"See?" he said with satisfaction. "I told you that you might become fond of me in time." 

She put her arms around him and hugged him. "How right you were." 

"Clothes, food, then the shore," he said, kissing the top of her head and disentangling himself from her arms. "We'll have clearer heads for thinking there." 

Julianna dressed in her medieval clothing and tried not to let her thoughts run amok. Somehow, though, she just couldn't stop them. It was one thing to be stuck in the past and be resigned to it. It was another thing entirely to think that perhaps there was a way back to the future. 

Then again, perhaps she had already made her choice. She'd married a man centuries in the past with every intention of staying with him. A little piece of paper wasn't going to change that. 

But what if it were true? 

She could hardly bear the thought of it. 
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William walked down the passageway to his uncle's solar, trying not to think about what the man's reaction would be to the question William had to put to him. He paused before the door, clutched the rolled map in his hand, then knocked. 

"Enter." 

William cast a look heavenward before he blew out his breath and entered his uncle's chamber. 

Henry looked up from his table upon which was spread a variety of sheaves of paper. He smiled. "You left your bride so soon, nephew?" 

"She begged me for a rest." 

Henry laughed heartily. "No doubt, lad. Well, now that your labors have obviously been properly accomplished, what other mischief are you combining?" 

William pulled up a stool and sat facing his uncle. He realized, with a start, that he'd done the same thing scores of times before, except it had been his grandsire sitting opposite him. He found the memory surprisingly hard to face. 

"You too?" Henry asked wistfully. "I can call to mind countless times when I sat in council with my sire exactly thusly." 

William cleared his throat roughly. "Perhaps 'tis unmanly to miss him." 

"He was as much your sire as he was mine," Henry said simply. 

"Aye, he was." William fingered Julianna's map for several moments in silence until he thought he might be able to speak without an embarrassing display of emotion. "And I am grateful for it," he managed finally. "He made a man out of me." 

Henry drummed his fingers thoughtfully on the table. "He would have agreed with your choice, I think." 

"My choice?" 

"To trade that crumbling holding for your lady. Though I wonder what it is you'll do now. Castles are, as you know, bloody expensive to build and man." 



William snorted. "You gave me enough gold to at least see to outer walls. Perhaps a tent would serve as the hall." 

" 'Twas the very least I could do," Henry said. "Now, how is it you intend to proceed? Will you wait out your sire, or retake your keep despite your vow?" 

William took a deep breath, then looked his uncle full in the face. "Neither." 

Henry blinked. "Neither?" 

"I would like Peter to have it after Hubert is dead." 

Henry's jaw slid down. "Your squire? And where is it you intend to be?" 

"I'm going to Manhattan with Julianna." 

"And just where is Manhattan?" Henry asked. "I've tried to puzzle it out in my head, but I cannot seem to place it. On the continent?" 

" 'Tis a small island," William said, thinking about the geography lesson Julianna had given him earlier that morning in the sand. Manhattan was an island indeed, though one his uncle never had and never would clap eyes on. 

The saints pity him for a fool that he thought he actually might himself. 

But that didn't stop him from bringing out his map and spreading it out before his uncle. 

"Ignore the words," William said. " 'Tis a jest from someone Julianna knows. But I would know about this mark here." He pointed to the red circle. "I think it lies near Falconberg. What think you?" 

Henry studied the map in silence for a great amount of time. William suspected his uncle was mentally judging William's own wits—or lack thereof. 

" 'Return to Scotland of the Future,'" Henry mused. " 'Good from Any Century.'" He looked up at William. "A jest?" 

"A poor one." 

"Who is your wife, William?" 

"No one who needs to be drawn and quartered, uncle." 

Henry seemed to consider, then he smiled briefly. "As you say. Now, you intend to travel to this small red marking?" 

"Aye." 

"And do what once you're there?" 

"What do you think, uncle?" 



"I think 'tis madness, William." 

"Likely so." 

"You needn't give up your keep, nephew." 

William took a deep breath. "Keep my priest, if you will, and my squire. If I get word to you that I've found another place to call mine, send them to me. If not, please let the priest live out his remaining years here. And give Redesburn to Peter." 

Henry looked at him, then shook his head with pursed lips. "I think too much traveling has given you fanciful ideas, lad, but it will be as you wish. And aye, I would say this is close to Falconberg. You know how things are there?" 

"Nay. Should I?" 

"Be aware that 'tis those of Brackwald ilk who hold it." 

"Wasn't there a fire there once?" 

"Aye, a mighty one and it killed the last of the Falconberg line. The younger Brackwald lad rebuilt the hall. 'Twas rumored his elder brother was the one to set the fire and perished thereafter with a knife in his back for the deed. The saints only know who put it there. I suspect, however, that you can count on a decent bite at the board and perhaps even a bed if you ask nicely." 

'Thank you, uncle." 

"When are you planning to leave?" 

William smiled and stretched. "In another day or two. You've a fine goosefeather mattress in that tower chamber, my lord, and I'm loath to leave it." 

"And I do set a fine table." 

"Aye, that as well." William rose. "Thank you, my lord. For everything." 

Henry waved aside his words. "Nothing I wouldn't have done for a brother." 

If sitting on his favorite stool hadn't come near to unmanning him, hearing that certainly did. William left before his uncle could see his tears. 

  They left a month later. William tried to convince himself that they needed to depart sooner, but he couldn't manage it. He spent hours walking the paths he'd walked in his youth, reliving moments spent with his grandsire, storing up in his heart the sights, smells and sounds of his home. 



Ofttimes Julianna came with him on his little rambles, but just as often she stayed behind. In such cases, he found her almost without fail in the company of his aunt, bludgeoning the woman with questions. His aunt answered everything with endless patience. William had laughed behind his hand the first time he'd seen the two women at it. He half suspected his aunt feared she would drive Julianna off some hidden precipice into madness if she did not humor her. If she thought there was aught amiss with his lady, she said nothing of it. And on the morn of their leave-taking, she presented Julianna with a satchel full of womanly things—from cuttings from her garden to all manner of threads, needles and cloth. 

Julianna, likely much to his aunt's relief, accepted all in stunned, grateful silence. 

They traveled in relative luxury, with a horse each and a packhorse loaded up with as much gear as Henry had been able to force on them. Not being sure where their travels would take them, William had accepted all and ignored his discomfort over the charity. He was too old for such quantities of gifts, but for all he'd known, that would be what sustained them for quite some time. 

Well, that and the bags of gold hanging from his saddle that clanked like hammers on anvil with each fall of hoof. 

And so William had kept a crossbow loaded and loose in his hands as they traveled, certain their wealth would be a beacon to any and all ruffians in the countryside. Adding to his unease was Julianna stopping them several times, telling him that she was certain she'd heard someone traveling behind them. 

William had heard nothing, though, so he passed it off as her preoccupation with his aunt's gifts, which she delved into every chance she got. 

It took them well over a fortnight to reach Falconberg. They hadn't traveled with haste, and William wondered if Julianna's reluctance mirrored his. 

What if the map was wrong? 

"Is this it, do you think?" 

His lady wife's voice startled him out of his reverie. He looked at her and smiled grimly. 

"Falconberg? Aye, but I think we won't trouble the lord for a bed. He'll send someone to see who we are, no doubt, and we'll give him what answers he wants. But I've no mind to find myself inside walls this eve." He unloaded his crossbow and hooked it over his saddlebag. "Let us find a place to camp and see if we can look as harmless as possible." 

She nodded and reined in her horse. 

Then she froze. 

"William, look." 

He followed her gesture, then felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up of their own accord. 

There, not ten paces before them, was a circle. A faery ring was what some folk called it. The circle of flowers bloomed eagerly, as if it wanted nothing more to invite the hapless soul within its bounds. 



"By the saints," he managed in a choked voice. 

"Do you still want to go?" 

He swallowed with difficulty. "Aye." 

"Then let's do it now," she said, dismounting. "I think we need to hurry." 

Her urgency became his. He dismounted as well and led both his horse and the packhorse into the circle. Julianna followed him. Her horse had scarce placed all four feet inside the circle when he heard the crack of a twig. 

And then the sound of something far more lethal. 

He turned instinctively at the sound of a crossbow bolt being pulled back into place. Likely one of Falconberg scouts—

He froze at the sight that greeted him. 

"Good morrow to you, son." 

William wondered absently if he would have the time to slip the dagger from his belt, flip it so he grasped it by the blade with his fingertips, then fling it into his father's eye before the fool squeezed the trigger and sent the bolt flying home. 

Hubert smiled in triumph. "Did you think I would simply fade into oblivion?" 

A body could hope. William glared at the man who had sired him. "You have your keep. Isn't that enough?" 

"Ah," Hubert said, looking at Julianna briefly, then back at William, "but I have no lady to share it with." 

"Find your own," William said, slipping his other dagger down from inside his sleeve. "You'll not have mine." 

"Won't I?" Hubert mused. "I suppose we'll soon see—" 

And with that, Hubert released the crossbow bolt. 

And at the same moment, William sent his blade hurling toward his sire. 

"No!" Julianna said, and, to William's complete horror, threw herself in front of him. 

"Julianna, nay!" he cried out, trying to jerk her back. He set her aside, then looked down at his chest, fully expecting to see an arrow protruding from between his ribs. He wondered, absently, why there was no pain. Perhaps that was a gift for the dying.... 

Then he realized something quite astonishing. 

There was no bolt. 



He looked up. 

His father was gone as well. 

"Oh, my goodness." 

William turned his attentions to his wife, wondering if he might find the arrow lodged somewhere in her precious form. But she was standing on her feet with apparent ease. Her eyes were huge in her face, those beloved eyes of vivid blue, as she looked around them. 

"The trees," she whispered. "Look at the trees." 

"Julianna," he began. 

"Look at the forest," she insisted. 

William scowled. There were several things that were of much greater importance than observing the forest around them, such as finding out where his father had hidden himself and why neither of them was bleeding from a life-threatening wound. 

Then he understood the words she had spoken. 

Forest? 

He looked down. They were still standing in the midst of a faery ring, but the trees surrounding them were far different than they had been but a moment before. Gone were the shorter, leafier trees. In their place were tall, close-set evergreens that cast the glade into deep shadow. 

William gaped at his wife. "Think you we're in Scotland ... ?" 

"I don't know what else to think." 

William looked around him, searching the shadows for his father. But the man was nowhere to be seen. 

Nor was the knife that William had flung at his sire. 

He suspected this was not a mystery that would be easily solved. 

"Let us mount up," he said, handing her the reins and giving her a leg up. He swung up onto his own horse. Wherever they were, and whoever might or might not be following them, they would no doubt be served well by removing themselves from an open glade. "We should keep watch for my sire." 

"I don't think he'll be following us." 

"Don't you?" William asked. "What would stop him?" 

She smiled weakly. "He's a nasty person?" 

"Then only saintly souls are allowed to skip about the centuries as if in a dance?" 

"One could hope." 



"One could hope my blade found home in his chest. I daresay, my love, that such will be the only way he remains behind." 

Which meant he would be keeping watch for a goodly while, until he was satisfied. 

But for the moment, what he did know was that he'd been spared, for whatever the reason. He wouldn't be caught unawares again. 

He led the way along a path that seemed to be unnaturally well-trod, past a large pond and into a castle courtyard. 

There were strangely formed wagons with shiny wheels and enclosed with brilliantly colored coverings standing in front of the hall door. 

"Cars," Julianna breathed. 

Well, an explanation was definitely in order, but perhaps later, after they'd discovered where they were truly and if the inhabitants were friend or foe. 

Julianna slid off her horse near the hall door. William was hard-pressed to tie up their horses to a post and catch her before she'd ascended the three flat steps. He managed to catch her hand before she knocked. He drew his sword, pulled her behind him and gave her a pointed look. She rolled her eyes and sighed. But she stepped behind him willingly enough. 

He turned his attentions to his current task and banged on the door sharply with the hilt of his sword. 

The occupants weren't expecting visitors, if the lack of haste employed in opening the door was any indication. 

A young man pulled the door open, drinking deeply from some kind of long, white box. He finished, dragged his sleeve across his mouth and looked at them with great indifference. 

"Yeah?" 

"Who is lord of this keep?" William demanded. "I'll speak with him immediately." 

"And you would be?" the other asked. 

William eyed him narrowly. The lad was doing irreparable damage to the peasant's English, but perhaps he was a servant and knew no better. Though with the way he slouched against the doorframe as if he hadn't any cares, William feared he hadn't yet hit upon the boy's identity. Perhaps this was the steward and he was accustomed to men banging on the doors, demanding to see his master. William knew there was no fault to be found with his own appearance. He could thank his uncle for replacing his threadbare garments. Whoever this young pup was, he should have been more impressed. William resheathed his sword with a flourish and put his shoulders back. 

"I am William of Artane," he said slowly and distinctly, as if that very utterance should cause all within hearing to back up a pace. "And I demand to know where I am." 

"William—" Julianna poked him in the back. 



"And in what year," William added for good measure. 

"William—" 

"Julianna, I can see to this on my own." 

"Julianna?" 

William looked back at the keeper of the door and was surprised to see a flicker of emotion cross his face. 

"Julianna Nelson?" the young man asked. 

"Julianna de Piaget," William corrected, but before he could elaborate on that, his wife had popped out from behind his back and was blathering on in the same horrific butchering of the peasant's English the lad had used. 

He found, however, that if he concentrated very hard, he could understand most of what was said. That, at least, gave him some small measure of comfort. Perhaps 'twas true he couldn't read. He did, however, have an ear for different tongues. He suspected it might serve him very well. 

The lad was holding out his hand. "Zachary Smith. Elizabeth's brother." 

Julianna took his hand and William snatched his wife's hand away just as quickly. He threw Zachary Smith a glare. How dare the wretch take liberties with his bride! 

"All right," the young man said, carefully backing up so they could enter. "No problem. Come on in." 

"Where is Elizabeth?" Julianna asked. 

"She and Jamie are away for a week or so. It's just me. Alone. Again." 

Elizabeth was Julianna's friend and the maker of the magical map. William suspected he would eventually thank her for the like. First he would have to see if the Future agreed with him, for though he'd had no direct answer to his question, even he possessed wits enough to know that if he was looking at Elizabeth MacLeod's brother, he'd come to Julianna's time in truth. 

The saints preserve him. 

"This is the deal." 

William stiffened when he found himself being stared at so pointedly by young Zachary Smith. 

"No swords down the toilets. No phone calls without supervision. No standing in front of an open fridge taking a bite out of everything inside. And the remote is mine in the evenings." 

William had no idea what idiocy the lad was babbling, so he dismissed it and began to look about him. 

There was a very adequate fireplace with several comfortable chairs set before it. William nodded with satisfaction. That, at least, he found to his liking. He strode out into the hall and looked about him. No rushes, but the floor was passing clean and had a pleasant smell. He turned to his left and walked into what he assumed might be the kitchens. 

And then he froze in place. 

Several enormous boxes made from materials he'd never before seen in his life stared back at him in a forbidding, unyielding way. 

Zachary Smith pushed past him and walked to one of the boxes. William found he couldn't even hold out a hand to stop the lad. 

"Fridge," Zachary said, wrestling with one of the shiny beasts and opening its belly. "Not much food, of course, because no one's gone shopping. But you can scrape the mold off—" 

William looked at his wife and very carefully swallowed. It served him not at all, but he hoped it looked like a manly swallow and not the one of a body about to fall to his knees and weep. 

And then bless his sweet lady if she didn't put her arms around him and soothe him in the very comforting French he'd grown to manhood speaking. 

"Let's go have a nap," she said. 

He knew that word. It was a word from her Future, but one he had grown heartily fond of in the past month. 

"We'll put it all to rights later," she added. 

"Think you?" he whispered against her hair. 

"I do." 

William took a deep breath, stepped back and stiffened his spine. "As you say. First, I must see to our mounts and bring in our gear. Then you may lead on to where we might nap in peace." 

He had, after all, put his foot to this path and there was little hope of turning back. He was not one to walk away from a battle and if the Future wanted to wage one against him, it wouldn't come away victorious. 

He only hoped the fridge was the least of the marvels he would be called upon to endure. 



  Once upon a time there was a knight who made a vow, a solemn vow given with all his heart and soul to protect women of all stations, champion children, defend, and rescue any and all maidens in distress, but preferably one in the greatest of distress. 

  And when he found such a maiden, he vowed to rescue her from dragons, sweep her up into his arms and carry her off to his castle near the sea where he would wed her and make yet another vow to... 
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Julianna tapped her pencil against her chin. "'... make yet another vow to ... love, honor and cherish She scratched that out and scowled. Much too modern. She'd have to pick her husband's brain for what had actually been said during their wedding ceremony. All she could remember of it was having him poke her when it was time for her to agree to be his. 

She wondered what William would say when she told him he was going to be starring in the children's book she'd decided to write. 

Scotland was, apparently, very conducive to thoughts of creating books. 

She looked around her and had to shake her head over her surroundings. Who would have thought that such an innocent wish to come to Scotland would have resulted in this? 

She herself was snuggled up in a comfortable chair in what Zachary called Jamie's thinking room with her sketchbook in her lap. Her husband sat next to her in the largest chair in the room, looking incredibly knightlike in borrowed jeans with his sword across his lap. She smiled and contemplated the house rules he'd broken already—and only seventy-two hours into his visit. 

His sword had indeed gone down the toilet to test its mettle—the toilet's not his sword's—and many other places it definitely shouldn't have gone. Only Zachary's quickness had saved William from electrocuting himself. 

A very angry, sleepy man in Venezuela had been the recipient of William's first random, long distance phone call. 

The only up side to the refrigerator doors having been left open was that William had pretty much cleaned out the contents first. Luckily there hadn't been much to throw away. 

And now the battle for the remote. 



Zachary had, obviously, lost. 

Apparently he wasn't up to Artane standards of swordplay. 

She looked at Elizabeth's younger brother and wondered at his calm in the face of the storm he'd faced over the past three days. Maybe William wasn't the first to have found refuge in James MacLeod's modern castle. Zachary seemed to find nothing odd about the strangled noises of horror, delight, and amazement that her husband was currently making as he watched TV. When William gurgled out a particularly hair-raising oath at the scantily clad women on an underwear commercial, Zachary only yawned, stretched and got to his feet. 

"Anyone want dinner?" he asked. 

William perked up immediately. "Dinner?" 

Zachary nodded. "We have a deep freeze. Lots of frozen pizzas in there." He patted his stomach affectionately. "Combination. Pepperoni. Sausage. Very tasty." 

Julianna suspected Zachary was a from-the-box connoisseur, given what he'd cooked up for them so far. But since she hadn't had to do the cooking herself, she had no complaints. 

"I'll help," William said, heaving himself to his feet. He sheathed his sword with a flourish, then looked at Julianna. "You rest and work on your drawings. I'll come fetch you when we've laid the table." 

Zachary looked at her beseechingly, but she only smiled. William in the kitchen was a rather frightening prospect. She scanned him for potential life-threatening current conductors, but except for his sword, apparently all metal had been left in their bedroom. He was much more likely to investigate small electrical gadgets with a knife than he was that huge blade, so she supposed he was safe enough. She waved at Zachary as he was summarily dragged from the room. 

Julianna leaned back against the chair and sighed deeply. She could hardly believe that it was almost two months ago that she'd been miserable in the city, pounding the pavement for a job and ducking fix-up offers from well-meaning relatives and friends. She would definitely have to thank Elizabeth for taking care of the latter. Not that her employment situation was any better, but at least now she had some use for her language skills. 

Zachary had told her to make herself at home, that they could stay as long as they liked. He'd found them clothes and kept them fed. He'd given them the guestroom. He'd also been very matter-of-fact about William taking his time to adjust. She had wondered if this wasn't the first time he'd gone through this. 

Of course, that didn't solve their long-term problems of what to do and where to go—and how to get there. Her passport was at home and William didn't have one. Zachary had assured her his brother Alex had dubious connections that would see to all that in time. But even if he could and they could get back into the States, what would they do there? She couldn't imagine William rattling around her four-hundred-square-foot apartment while she worked in the restaurant industry because she couldn't find a job that took advantage of her particular skills. 

She looked down at her sketchbook. Her doodles would make a very interesting children's book, but she suspected that wouldn't keep them fed. 



William was an exceptional knight, but she suspected that that wouldn't keep them fed either. 

She looked thoughtfully at the television and blinked at the commercial for bus tours of strings of castles and notable residences. Maybe they could hire themselves out as tour guides. She wondered if Artane could possibly exist in any kind of form resembling what she'd seen not a week ago, and if the current earl had any need for anyone to explain how things had been in the Middle Ages. 

Not that either of them could admit firsthand knowledge of that, of course. 

But the idea was somehow very tantalizing. Maybe she and William could start their own reenactment society. They could lure unwary travelers into the wild and convince the hapless souls that they had actually traveled back in time. 

What an incredible thought. 

She wondered, however, about William's potential opposition to the idea. With the way he seemed to be taking to Zachary Smith's diet, she might never get him away from boxed food again. 

Well, she'd have to approach him later. For the moment, she would take his advice and rest. It would give her ample time to contemplate the wonders of modern food, the miracle of hot running water, and the delight of a luscious down comforter to snuggle under at night. 

With a man she had found seven hundred years in the past. 

And that thought brought her up out of her chair. She followed her nose down to the kitchen. She leaned against the doorframe and smiled at the sight that greeted her eyes. Zachary was reading the pizza box out loud to her husband, pausing every now and again to explain where the ingredients had come from. 

Julianna shook her head in wonder at how quickly her husband was picking up Zachary's words—and his American accent. His gift for language was nothing short of astonishing. 

Something inside her eased, something she hadn't even realized was anxious. If William could adapt this easily, then they would make it. She hadn't really realized until that moment how desperately she'd wanted that. 

William turned and looked at her and the welcoming smile on his face made her realize that perhaps his wish that she would love him might be coming true much sooner than he'd anticipated. 

"What have you drawn?" he asked. 

She shrugged. "Just doodles." 

"Might I see?" 

She opened her sketchbook and handed it to him. 

"A fine dragon, my lady. And a formidable knight. What are these scribbles here?" 

"The story." 

He smiled at her. "And how does it end?" 



She smiled back. "With a vow." 

"A very original idea." 

She laughed. "A little too close to reality?" 

"That depends on how well your drawings resemble my sweet visage." 

"I'll do my best." 

"I've no doubt you will. Now, will you have some of these foodstuffs? The combination flavor looks to be a true marvel of modern pizza creation." 

How could she resist the man? She laughed as she turned and wrapped her arms around him. She hugged him tightly, then leaned up and whispered three words in his ear. 

"Do you?" he said, pulling back in surprise. 

"Aye," she said, finding suddenly that the reality of such a simple expression of affection had brought tears to her eyes. 

"In truth?" he asked quietly. 

"I vow it." 

He swung her up in his arms before she knew what he intended. She managed to keep her sketchbook from sliding south. 

"No pizza?" Zachary asked. 

"My lady just told me she loved me," William said, heading toward the doorway of the kitchen. "Food can wait." 

"Wow," she said with a laugh. "You must like me." 

"Love, Julianna," he said, not breaking stride. "I love you." 

"Do you?" she asked wistfully. 

"I vow it." 

And with William of Artane, there was no greater guarantee. To think it had taken traveling through time to find him. 

She wondered if that bench in Gramercy Park could be bronzed without inviting countless questions as to why. 

Then she found that her husband required all her attention, so she gave up thinking about things that didn't matter and concentrated on the one person who did. 



And when he asked her to promise that she would always do the like, she did the only thing she could. 

She did belong, after all, to a vow-making family now. 


 The End
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