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CHAPTER ONE

    Ysmay burst through the west door of the Red Tower, and darted a last glance over her
left shoulder into the glowering evening. Sounds of revelry resounded from the castle yard and
the Great Hall, though there was no one in sight along the curtain wall walkway. The setting sun
cast everything into sharp relief on the western horizon beyond the river but Ysmay had no time
for the beauty of the sunset. She banged the tower's heavy door shut, and was glad to see a hefty
bar and two stout brackets for it on the inside. They were surely new additions since she had
visited the tower a few months previous, and she was grateful for them.

    She heaved the bar in place and sagged in relief against the rough wall adjacent. She put
a hand to her chest, striving to calm her breathing, and ease her pounding heart.

    Surely she was safe for a little; perhaps with the aid of the bar, she might be secure for
the night. Axherth, being a stranger to Kenning Castle, would not be aware of the refuge that was
the Red Tower's top chamber. Someone would direct him though, when he asked, so she had best
protect herself thoroughly.

    If she remembered aright, there was another door that led out to the other, northerly,
portion of the curtain wall and thence, to the Great Hall. She crossed the room with half a dozen
quick strides. An unexpected, unremembered wooden wall stood in her way. She peered around
its edge cautiously. Someone had been making changes in this little-used room, to what purpose
she could not imagine. She searched the gathering gloom--ah, there--there was the other door,
with another bar. Skirting the wall, she hoisted the barrier into place and stood, swaying with
relief, her eyes closed. Axherth was at bay, for the moment.

    She pressed her fingers to her temples and strove for composure. Her reprieve was
temporary. Her guardian had said she would be married to Axherth on the morrow, before the
restrictions of Lent took effect. Therefore, she would be wed some hours by this time the next
evening, and maiden no more by the following morning. Axherth--the great, lumping oaf--was a
baron, and a knight of some renown. Also, he was a boor, a lecher, and a brutal, savage man. She
wanted none of him.

    There was no escape; there could be no flight from her fate. But she had had to avoid the
rest of this evening--the raucous revelry, the indecent jests and the drunken pawings that were
occurring in supposed celebration of their plighted troth. If she spent the night here in the tower
perhaps something, some plan, would occur to her. She sniffed, and then gulped back a sob,
impatient with herself; she had no time for futile brooding.

    Her eyes flew open. She was not yet safe, not even for the night. There was a trapdoor,
she recalled, to the spiral staircase that led downward to the other two levels of the tower and,
eventually, to the ground.

    Ysmay peered around in the gathering gloom. The door in the floor was near the curving
wall somewhere. She frowned as she realized there was a great deal of new furniture in the room.
Someone had been using the chamber but, as what? A solar?

    The two chairs and the square table that stood in the centre of the room were of strange
manufacture, unusually delicate, even ornate. She shrugged and crossed to the wall, studying the
floor as she walked. There it was--the trapdoor--she could see just a corner of it under a great
chest. That chest could not be lifted from below; the trap would offer no entrance to an unwanted
visitor. Her shoulders slumped in relief.

    She sank into a nearby chair, but then rose in surprise. Surely it was a vastly comfortable
and very fine thing? It had a cushion on the seat, and one on the back, fastened somehow to the
wooden frame. Curious despite her predicament, she studied the chamber with more care. A third
chair--if it were a chair--was similar, but long enough to seat two or even three persons. There
was even a narrow couch near the well-laid hearth. It was a bed, piled high with coverlets and
exuding comfort.

    Below the west window stood a small round table bearing a medley of small objects.
The window? It was used to be an arrow slit, surely. It was more broad and taller than it had
been. Was that glass in it? She hurried across to the wall, her problems momentarily
forgotten.

    It was glass. She ran a hesitant finger down the smooth surface. It was wonderfully fine
glass too--thin and clear.

    But something about the view was odd. Had there always been that house there in the
west, across the river? Surely not.

    She recrossed the room. The other arrow slit--it too had become a window somehow.
The last of the light outside and the crescent moon that had lit her way to the tower revealed
more peculiarities. The wall, the twelve foot thick curtain wall that protected Kenning Castle,
looked old, old and crumbling. That could not be. And the view that usually offered only the
busyness of the castle yard, a jumble of outbuildings and the opposite wall and fortified towers,
was drastically different. But the light was gone and she could see no more.

    She withdrew to the centre of the room while wrapping her arms about her waist. She
tossed her long hair over one shoulder; her barbette and filet must have fallen off in her headlong
run along the wall's walk. With furious intensity she considered what she thought she had seen
without.

    No, unquestionably this was nothing more than weariness, fear, and confusion. This was
the Red Tower of Kenning Castle, there was no doubt of it. Without was the barony of her
second cousin the Baron Kenning who had used to be plain Arthur de Joign. He was man
desirous of power and unscrupulous in its acquiring. He had used her, Ysmay of Scarsfield, to
cement his connection with Axherth of Cumber, and he would give that boor her family
lands.

    These were the facts. She knew them well. All else was hysteria, which she disdained.
She was safe, she would sleep. In the morning inspiration would come to her, and strength. She
would do what she had to do.

    First, she would light the fire--in the fireplace that had not, hitherto, existed--and then
she would rest on that couch. What a mercy it was that someone had furnished the chamber, no
matter that the furniture was different to any she had seen before.

    Ysmay knelt on the stone floor, ignoring that the chimneypiece was oddly shaped and
the hearth contained implements she did not recognize. She could barely see but she spied the
flint, steel, and tinder laid out on the cold stone. She was lucky with her spark, the tinder caught
and then the carefully stacked kindling. She had a warming fire more quickly than she had
hoped. Its light brought comfort, and the heat brought weariness.

    She looked at the bed, and once more at the strange furnishings of the room. Her head
spun. Sinking down on the surprisingly comfortable resting place, she drew a soft coverlet over
her. She would feed the fire in a moment; she was tired, so tired.

    As she watched the dancing flames in the wide mouth of the fireplace, her hand gripped
the gold cross that hung about her neck on a finely wrought chain. The emerald at its centre dug
into her hand. All would come right in the morning; surely all would be well.

* * * *

    "There is someone in the tower, my lord."

    The entry of his land steward, John Debray, into his library, was an interruption Garret
Kenning, Lord Therneforde, had expected this morning. He had been surprised, in fact, that he
had not encountered Debray earlier, in the breakfast parlour. "I know," he said. "I saw the light
late last evening." After he had retired for the night, Garret had looked from his bedchamber
window, as he generally did, at the Red Tower silhouetted against the western sky, and wondered
about it. Then, he had seen a flicker of light in one of the usually dark windows, and had watched
with trepidation as it grew and steadied. Someone had lit the fire laid so carefully in the tower's
hearth. A stranger had arrived.

    The stocky steward, a man fifteen years his senior and his best friend, came to stand
before Therneforde's desk, and jolted him from his thoughts. Garret, dispelling his frown with
difficulty, looked at him affectionately. John was a good man, utterly trustworthy, hardworking,
and just now as troubled as he was by their unexpected visitor.

    "I'll wager you didn't sleep after seeing it," Debray said. "Well, I didn't discover it until
this morning. I was doing my regular tour, checking the grounds, the outbuildings. When I came
to the tower both doors into the top chamber were barred. I rapped, then tried them to force them.
There was no response and I could hear no noise from within."

    Garret twisted the quill he held in his fingers. "Poor beggar must be nigh dead with
apprehension." He had slept only restlessly and thought about little else all night. "If he looks
from the windows, doubtless the view is not that to which he is accustomed."

    "It'll be a sore shock, that's certain. But 'tis not easy either, for you. This is the first
visitor you will handle without your father's support." The steward was watching him with some
concern.

    "It is," Garret said. He did not doubt his ability to cope with the traveler and the distress
he must experience, but there was no question that it was a responsibility--a heavy burden.
"There was the one in '01 when my father was still alive; I helped him with that one. And there
was one when I was a child, when Father first told me of the strange capacity of the Red Tower
to transport folk through time. I have certainly had opportunity to prepare myself for this." He
tossed down the quill, closed his inkwell with a snap, straightened the papers on his desk
precisely, and rose.

    His steward snorted inelegantly. "Can one be prepared for such an odd occurrence? I am
not. It goes against all nature and logic, to travel through time. Why, I remember that last
fellow--he was quite deranged by the process."

    "He was," Garret said with a grimace. "We were fortunate the portal allowed him access
to make a return. I have often wondered, though, if he did return to his own time, or some time
quite other."

    Debray went to the window and stared out at the aged tower with its weathered red-tiled
conical roof. "I still think we should tear down the tower and be done with the whole matter. But
I know your thoughts on that." He turned back to face Garret. "What shall we do then for this
traveler, my lord?"

    "We had best offer him food first of all, I suppose. If you will ask Mrs. Betts for a tray,
it can be brought to me here. I will take it across to the tower." He pushed his great oak chair
close to the desk tidily, and flipped shut his account books.

    "I'll go and fetch it. We want to arouse no suspicions among the staff." Debray nodded
briefly, and strode off.

    Just before his friend closed the library door, Garret asked, "Did the newspapers come
from London?" He needed normality in the face of the abnormal thing that had occurred. .

    Debray spoke over his shoulder. "They did. The King has taken a turn for the worse.
The Prince Regent's not much better from the sound of it."

    "Fool." said Garret, dispassionately.

    "That he is," the steward agreed, and shut the door carefully behind his departure.

    Crossing to the window, Garret stared across the immaculate gardens at the six hundred
year old Red Tower that rose near the equally ancient Great Hall--two remnants from the past,
from his family's history. John did not see those family connections when he looked at the tower
and advocated its destruction. He could not see that the knowledge that the top chamber of the
Red Tower was some sort of portal to the past and the future had been passed from father to son
for generations of his family. It was something of a sacred trust: to see that the poor confused
travellers came to no harm, to do for them what could be done.

    No one had ever discerned how the portal worked, or why. Most often there was no
effect at all when a person walked through the west door of the Red Tower, now connected to
only a remnant of the original curtain wall of the former Kenning Castle. But very occasionally,
a hapless person would be transported far from their own time to this point in time--1813. His
grandfather had reportedly entertained a traveler from the future, one who had talked of horseless
carriages, and flying ships. Garret did not know if that tale was true or not; it certainly sounded
like nonsense and his grandfather had died before his birth.

    Debray was probably correct; he should have the tower torn down. It would solve the
problem of travellers from the future--no tower in their time, no travel. But what of the travellers
from the past; where would they arrive if there was no longer a tower in existence? Was there
some sort of limbo--a hell of sorts--for such stranded travellers? He did not think he could take
the risk. He strummed his fingers on the window sill.

    It was a fine day, he noted absently. The rain of the past week had given way to clear
skies, and light winds. The daffodils, though nearly done, showed bravely in the lawn, west of
the formal gardens, which disappeared down the rise from the eminence on which his home was
situated. The poor fellow in the tower would not think it a good day.

    A tap at the door heralded John Debray's return.

    "Come!" Garret cared little for the niceties of class where his friend was concerned;
John was the brother he had never had. But there were boundaries Debray would not cross and
formalities he would not abandon. He would knock at doors, and call him "my lord", and defer
far too often to his wishes. While deploring the formality, Garret could only respect his actions
and his wish to keep their friendship separated from their working relationship.

    Debray entered with a laden tray. "I told Mrs. Betts you were sharp-set and would not
take time to leave your books for a meal in the dining room." He set the silver tray on one of the
library's walnut tables.

    Garret peered under the various covers. There was a near-full loaf of bread, the end of a
joint, neatly carved, a blanc-mange, a bowl of steaming broth, a tankard of ale and a jug of water.
Utensils were neatly wrapped in a cloth. "Looks eminently suitable for our new friend," he said,
and picked up the tray. "Let's repair to your office. I'll enter the tower from the east door. Well,
I'll hammer on the east door for entry if it is still, as you say, barred."

    "Allow me to carry the tray, my lord," Debray said.

    "I can do it, John. Open the door, for pity's sake, and stop mithering."

    The steward grinned briefly, and opened the long glassed door which led on to the
terrace that bordered the house and the gardens.

    They passed out and crossed the gardens on the immaculate graveled paths to the
ancient door which led into the Great Hall. Generations of Kennings had repaired and
refurbished the Hall, inserting a floor as fashions changed and the forty-foot ceiling space of the
main room was no longer needed. It had been the Kenning ancestral home until the substantial
new house they had just left was built in the mid 1700s. It was a tribute to its construction that
the Hall was still usable and inhabitable. Debray, and his late wife, had made a comfortable
home on its first floor, and the steward lived there still with his sons. The ground floor housed
offices for the estate, and display rooms for the antiquities which the Kenning family had
collected over the centuries.

    Garret inhaled the familiar scent of beeswax and great age that denoted the Hall in his
mind, as they entered and trod the ancient flagstones worn by centuries of steps. Half-way down
the corridor they paused before the broad door of the main estate offices, where Debray spent his
days.

    "I'll come with you, up to the tower." The steward did not open his door.

    "No. Best I go alone. Whoever it is may be distressed; if so, he will surely be less
confused by one stranger than two." Garret paused, balancing the heavy tray on one hand.

    "But--"

    "John, you are my senior, but you must admit my capabilities. I appreciate your help but
this is my burden. I will leave open the doors, and will shout if I have need of you." Garret
turned on his heel and strode to the end of the hall. At the foot of the old oak staircase he looked
back. Debray was still watching him.

    He shook his head as he mounted the stairs. Sometimes Debray treated him like another
of his sons--he had two--rather than a man of nine and twenty, full-grown, fully capable, and lord
of his manor. Of course John had taken over his father's position as steward when Garret was but
ten years of age, but still....

    He gained the top of the stairs and, passing the sparsely furnished oriel chamber, he
balanced the tray against the back of an aged walnut chair, to open the great door. It led to the
remnant of curtain wall that joined the Great Hall to the Red Tower, as it had for generations.
The wind, he discovered as he stepped out, was stronger than he'd thought and the early spring
chill was discernible. Still it was a fine day. He spared a glance north across the river, the vista
stretching more than a mile to his neighbour's manor. Over his left shoulder he cast a look south
to the "new" house, elegantly Georgian in its lovely setting. He was a fortunate man, unlike the
poor beggar he was about to encounter.

    He set the tray carefully upon the broad stones of the aged wall, and paused before the
door with its worn latch. He lifted the latch and pushed. The door was still barred. He raised his
hand and, knotting a substantial fist, began to knock.

* * * *

    Ysmay rose with the first light, as was her custom. Without considering aught else, she
relaid the fire and lit it, for the chill in the tower belied the advance of the spring season.

    She sat back on her heels, warming herself. She had slept undisturbed--she had not
thought it possible--and had awakened hoping to find her difficulties manageable in the light of
day. She was rested and clear-headed but still was not prepared to face the world outside the
tower. Her plans were not refined, yet she needed to send messages. She had need to contact the
prior at St. Werburgh's, and the abbess at the adjoining convent. Surely she could return there,
where she had spent her happiest years. Perhaps she could slip down to the castle yard and find a
lad to carry her letters. But how could she write them? She clenched her fists in frustration.

    Surely Axherth would not want so unwilling a bride. She was aware that that was a vain
hope. Axherth cared nothing for her feelings, whether she was willing or unwilling. He wanted
her inheritance from her dead father--Scarsfield--the keep, the land and all its retainers. That he
could have her body as well was incidental; that she might bear him heirs, a windfall.

    As she stared into the fire, she was distracted by the oddities nearby its hearth. In the
dim light of the previous evening, she had been able to dismiss the strangeness of her
surroundings. Now the unfamiliarity was borne in upon her again in the increasing light of day
which poured in through the extraordinary new windows. There was no hood to the fireplace,
and how indeed, had they been able to build such a thing at all, in a tower? And how could she
have been unaware of the building? As well, there were appurtenances holding the fire above the
hearth, finely crafted tools for the maintenance of the blaze...

    A rattling of the east door's latch startled her. Her hand flew to her throat. Axherth or the
Baron? It little mattered which it was--either would drag her out to stand before the priest and
recite vows she abhorred.

    The rattling of the latch was replaced by a knocking, and spurred her to her feet.
Whoever it was, he would not find her in a sorry state of dishevelment. The table across the
chamber held everything she needed for comfort and a sketchy toilette, but for water. She could
see even a comb. As she crossed to the table, she forbore to look from the windows; she could
not have said why. Perhaps it was because the furnishings of the chamber--this chamber that she
thought she knew, that she thought was empty of all but a chest or two of weapons--were so very
unexpected. She picked up the comb, itself finer in design and construction than any she had ever
seen, and slowly drew it through the long strands of her loose hair as she reflected.

    Someone had built a fine paneled wall across one side of the chamber; it concealed one
of the doors, but why anyone would do such a thing in a tower fortification, she could not
imagine. The bed upon which she had slept was a marvel of comfort and the chairs too were
cushioned and covered in fine materials. There was a delicacy about the furniture that was
strange to her, with nothing of the rough heaviness to which she was accustomed.

    A cold fear clutched at her. The differences were too great; something was very wrong
with her surroundings. She pinched her wrist with sudden, vehement violence. The pain made
her gasp, but reassured her that she was awake and not still lost in dreams. She forced herself to
finish combing her tangled hair, finally tossing it back, over her shoulders. Avoiding the
inevitable, she shook out the skirts of her green woolen gown. It was the finest weave and with a
beautifully broidered hem, as befit her station, but it was not meant as a sleeping robe, and it now
was sadly wrinkled, as was the plaited red and blue girdle about her hips.

    Ysmay shivered. It was no use; she would have to approach those surprisingly wide
windows, and look from them.

    She took a step, and another, slowly. The tower room was different, and she had not
known of the changes. The windows were changed, and she had not seen the construction occur.
Likewise, the fireplace had been inserted. Surely it all was not so very inexplicable.

    Forcing herself across the chamber, she stared from the west window above the small
table, through the fine, clear glass. Thoughts of the furniture, her troubles, and all else faded in
view of the prospect before her. It was familiar, the drop to the river, the rising ground of the far
bank, the trees that fringed it, but surely the trees were different somehow, bigger, and assuredly
there was a substantial house, with outbuildings, on the horizon, where there had been no house
before. She drew in a shuddering breath. Something was very awry.

    She wrapped her arms across her body, cupped her elbows in her hands. Her stomach
roiled with equal parts hunger and anxiety. How could she be hungry in the view of such strange
occurrences? Dismissing the physical sensation she seized on the anxiety, a much more
understandable response. Unwillingly she forced her steps across the room, and looked from the
narrow south window. She took one look, and closed her eyes against the vision.

    They flew open again as the latch of the west door rattled, and was followed by an
urgent knocking. She paid no notice.

    Below her, at the foot of the tower, there should spread a busy castle yard. There should
be knights lounging in the castle yard, heckling the squires training with their masters. There
should be laundry maids toiling in the hanging yard, smiths shoeing horses, and armourers fitting
protective gear and doling out swords and pikes. Directly across the yard should stand the
gatehouse with its sturdy portcullis.

    She reviewed what she knew, keeping her eyes closed. The curtain wall encompassed
the eminence of land that stood above the river. Within the wall was the Great Hall, a vast stone
edifice one hundred feet by fifty feet, with a forty foot high ceiling supported by great wooden
beams. A stone stair climbed its exterior wall and joined the Hall to the wall-walk. The Red
Tower was part of the wall, as were the north and south towers and the gatehouse. She knew this.
She walked round it every day. And beyond the castle wall she should be able to glimpse the
rough huts of the village that huddled between the foot of the castle's height of land and the
curve of the river.

    Slowly she opened her eyes, forced herself to confront the view before her. There was
no gatehouse, there was no yard, there was-- Jesu Mercy. She crossed herself without
conscious thought. --no curtain wall. At the foot of the tower spread an orderly garden, bright
with daffydowndillies, the soil prepared for spring planting, groomed gravel paths separating
handsome beds edged by some green shrubbery.

    Beyond the gardens was the greatest shock of all. A substantial building of three or four
stories--a house--stood settled on the hill's south edge. It looked as though it had stood there for
an hundred years or more. But that could not be. Was this a night dream? A fever dream? Or was
she dead? Had Axherth killed her in anger over her flight and she had wakened after death with
no memory of it?

    She pinched her wrist again. She was awake. Willing herself to calm, she began to pray.
Aves and Paternosters provided a litany of normality. There had to be an explanation, there
must.

    Ysmay shivered. To find that explanation she would have to leave the safety of the
tower. She did not think she could. To enter that, that alien world, which should have been so
familiar, would take more strength than she could muster. Oh, she had been called brave,
froward, strong, stubborn and willful, by her guardian and many others, many times, but
this called for more courage than she thought she possessed. To unbar one of the doors, to open
it, and step out into that spring day--she could not.

    She sank onto the corner of the bed, and covered her face with her hands. What had
happened? What could possibly have occurred? Her betrothal to Axherth had been announced by
her guardian in the Hall. Axherth had hauled her to him for a rough and unpleasant kiss. She had
broken away and run, her future all too clear before her, and most unwelcome. She had left the
Hall, crossed the yard, climbed the steps to the top of the curtain wall, and run along the parapet
to the Red Tower. She had burst through the door, slammed it after her, and suddenly all was
different, changed. How?

    She huddled, her face hidden in her hands, for she knew not how long, turning the
matter over and over in her mind. No likely explanation occurred to her, it simply was not
possible to be in the same place, yet, at one and the same time, in a very different place.

    A sudden sound behind the paneled wall shocked her upright; she dropped her hands
and clenched them on her knees. Someone had tried to open the door beyond the wall, again. The
different sound came then--a knock on the wooden door. A polite knock, not a hammering such
as Axherth or her guardian would administer. It came again, a little louder. She was unable to
move, barely remembered to breathe.

    A third time the knocking came, louder, unavoidable, insistent. The person who supplied
that knocking knew she was there, was not going away.

    She rose, brushed down her gown, tossed her hair over one shoulder. Her desire for
answers to her many questions was overcoming her fear, and her paralysis. There would be an
explanation; there was always a reason for whatever happened in life. Or she would wake from
this dream when she unbarred the door.

    She took a step toward the paneled wall and then another. Briefly she detoured to pick
up the poker with which she had prepared the fire earlier. She could defend herself; she was tall
and strong, she reassured herself.

    Another knock struck the door as she reached for the bar. She was reaching for the
future, she thought, surprised at her own whimsy.




CHAPTER TWO

    Garret wasn't surprised to find the east door to the Red Tower still barred against entry.
So far as he knew there were three reactions one could expect from time travellers. They left the
tower and ran pell-mell in fear; they repeatedly crossed the threshold of the west door in hopes of
returning home; or they stayed in the tower room, inconsolable and bewildered. Apparently this
visitor had chosen the third option.

    He knocked repeatedly and was near to giving up for the present when he heard the bar
lifted. He identified the sound of it being thumped to rest on the stone floor, and then the ancient,
but well-oiled, latch moved. The door swung slowly inward.

    His mouth, deplorably, fell open.

    His visitor, the traveler, was a woman, quite a lovely one. Garret's astonished gaze took
in every detail of her appearance. Her regular features were illuminated by well-opened eyes of a
blue that verged on green, and her lips were sweetly curved above a firm chin. Tawny hair fell
below her waist, unbound and undressed. She was tall and lithe and gowned simply in crumpled
green wool, confined at the waist by a plaited girdle. The sleeves of her gown were long and
tight, and its neck was high and round and finely embroidered. The slippers that peeped from
beneath her hem were point-toed, of a green-dyed leather.

    He closed his mouth and gathered his thoughts. Spying the poker in her long-fingered
hands, he was glad she had not thought yet to use her weapon.

    "Good day," he managed to say. He tried to remember if there had ever been a female
traveler before. He did not think so. It hardly mattered anyway. Of more importance was
identifying the period of history that she might be from. All his life he had studied past times, to
better understand, evaluate and aid their visitors. He ventured to guess that this woman had come
from the Kenning Castle of the Middle Ages.

    She was as speechless as he had been. She raised the poker in a half-hearted threat, but
said nothing.

    He extended his hands, empty palms up, and spread them far apart. Surely she could see
he meant her no harm, but one could not be certain. The only thing worse than an excitable
woman, in his opinion, was an armed, excitable woman. He eyed her warily. He supposed she
would have hysterics as he tried to explain to her what had happened. Females, in his experience,
were ever over-wrought.

    She lowered her weapon; in fact she cast it aside, with an appalling clatter. But she did
not come out of the tower, and still she said nothing.

    Garret gritted his teeth. He had studied ancient languages, besides the Greek and Latin
of his school days, such as he could. Surely he could make himself understood. "I am Garret
Kenning."

    There was a spark of something--was it understanding?--in her face.

    He thumped his own chest. "Therneforde. Garret Leo Kenning, Earl of
Therneforde."

    "Kenning? Kenning Castle," she said in a clear low voice, and gestured with her slender
arms to indicate their surroundings.

    "Yes, yes," he said, nodding eagerly. "Kenning." He pointed at her. "You?"

    She looked puzzled.

    He pointed at himself again. "I-- Therneforde. You?"

    She seemed to understand; there was a gleam now in her eyes. Slowly she pointed to
herself. "Ysmay of Scarsfield," she said.

    "Esme?" he said.

    "Ysmay," she snapped.

    "Ysmay," he repeated. Close enough to Esme to me. The wind caught his hair,
stirred her skirts. Remembering, he turned and picked up the tray. He offered it, while waving
one hand at the chamber behind her. "Food--will you eat?"

    Relief, wonder and confusion chased across her expressive face. The gleam in her eyes
intensified, assured him that she understood. She backed into the tower chamber and he followed
slowly. She did not take her eyes from him but watched him as though every moment she
expected attack.

    He laid the tray on the centre table and retired to the west window to allow her to do as
she would. She explored the tray, all the while glancing his way. After a moment, she hesitantly
supped from the tankard of ale, and popped a slice of beef in her mouth. She was hungry, he
could see that, but she was dainty about supplying her wants. The jug of water she took to the
kettle hanging at the hearth, filled it and swung the crane over the fire.

    Garret relaxed a little. She knew what she was about, showed no sign of hysteria or
anguish. In fact, she proceeded to ignore him as she returned to the table, sat, and ate and drank.
He wondered what she was thinking.

    Finally, she sat back from the table, and stared at him. After a moment, she burst into a
torrent of speech. She had a low, melodious voice, but he understood no more than a few words.
Someone called "Axherth" seemed to figure prominently, as did a Baron Kenning. She waved at
the windows, obviously questioning the changes within and without the tower, and finally
slowed as he shook his head. He had a notion he might understand her if she spoke slowly. He
tried to tell her so.

    "We are both English," he said very slowly and distinctly. "This is England, this still is
Kenning Castle. What year do you know?"

    He could see that she understood him when he spoke of England and the castle; she did
not seem to recognize his request for the date. "Year? Anno Domini?" he tried
again.

    Comprehension dawned visibly. "Wat yeer? Verily the yeer of Our
Lord, twelve hundred thirty-seven." She spoke now as slowly as he had. "The twelfth day of
March in all truth, a fasting Friday. It be near Lent."

    Garret suppressed a sigh of relief. If they spoke slowly enough they could converse. "It
is indeed the twelfth day of March, and a Friday, but the year is eighteen hundred thirteen."

    "Please it you to wit that this be 1237!" She looked both angry and disbelieving, as well
she might. "Naught else is possible."

    "I agree it is impossible, but it is 1813. You have seen the changes, in this room
and outside it. You have travelled in time, even though it is impossible." It was an effort
to speak slowly, and still be emphatic.

    The woman formed the sign of the cross on her breast as he had seen papists do.
"Nonpossible," she echoed. "I would return to mine own yeer."

    "That is likewise impossible," he said with resolute patience. Could she understand the
explanation he was about to make? "You travelled as you came through that door." He pointed to
the west door with its bar still in place. "Do you pass through it again, there is no guarantee of
return to your time, or indeed of any travel in time at all."

    "Guarantee?" she said, ruminating on a word apparently unfamiliar.

    "I cannot warrant it, secure it. You might not travel, or you might." He watched her
carefully; he saw no sign of panic, horror, or hysteria. Shock certainly, and something of fear,
and trepidation, but in the main a concentration on his words and a careful consideration of
them.

    "There was naught but 1237 outside that door last even," she said at last. "And the
knight Axherth. I trod the stairs of the curtain wall ful faste, away from him, entered
within and barred that dore." She pointed, rising again, and spoke more quickly.

    Garret struggled to understand her archaic accent. "And entered upon 1813," he said. "I
do not know how this can be. But it has happened before." He continued to speak very
slowly.

    She looked alarmed. "There be others here? Axherth?"

    "No, no. Other travellers, long ago."

    "I knowe not what has fellen, but ik would return to mine own
yeer," she said again, watching him closely.

    Then, before he could move, she whisked across the chamber to the barred door, lifted
the heavy board from its supports and deftly laid it aside. She lifted the latch...

    "Do not!" he shouted as soon as he realized her intention. He was too late.

    She pushed open the door and stepped through the aperture, without a backward
look.

* * * *

    Ysmay halted in dismay outside the door. Nothing had happened, she could see that
immediately. The sun was warm on her hair and the wind lifted it gently; nature at least was
familiar. But the fine wall that she had rushed along on the previous evening was gone. The steep
stone stairs by which she had ascended the night before, which should have stood twenty feet
distant, were gone. She stood on but a sad, worn remnant of the proud structures--only a
fragment of crumbling wall and a make-shift staircase were immediately before her. Below
spread burgeoning gardens she found it impossible to accept or to appreciate.

    She turned, staring back to the door, to the tower, and at the person within the tower
room. If this man--this self-possessed and stiff erl--was correct, time had changed when
she entered the Red Tower. How could time change--surely what was, was? But if time could
change, if she reentered the tower now, would time change again? Would the man be gone?
Where would she be?

    "Bah!" she declared aloud, dismissing the troubling thoughts. Boldly, though not
without qualms, she stepped back into the chamber.

    Nothing changed; it remained the year 1813. All was altered from 1237; the chamber
was as odd, as she had left it. The man, a frown creasing his brow, watched her warily. The
remnants of the meal he had provided still lay on the table. The kettle she had hung over the fire
was boiling. For want of better occupation, she walked to it and with the tail of her skirt
protecting her hand, swung the hot crane away from the flames.

    She sat again by the table, fearing her legs would not hold her. She had been frightened
of Axherth, and her future with him. She had sought refuge from that future in the tower.
According to this person, the refuge had turned into exile. Suddenly her future was something
utterly different than the one she had expected. Surely the Lord did not allow such happenings in
his realm. If he did, what could be his purpose?

    The man was speaking. She did not listen but studied him, for the first time, carefully.
He was of a goodly height and, though slim, looked strong. She could not imagine why then he
wore clothes that a jester might wear: a coat with tails, a cloth close about his throat, pale trews
that showed the muscles in his legs and extended into shining boots. He could neither work, nor
fight, nor ride in such clothes. Was he a clerk, a priest, or a knave? But no, he had said he was an
erl.

    Did he speak any truth?

    His eyes were grey; they were direct, and she saw no shadow of falsehood or treachery
in them. His jaw was firm, his mouth resolute. He had dark hair that curled a little, he was
close-shaven to an extreme she had never seen before, and his hands were cleaner than she thought any
man's hands could be. Even Abbot Anselm had not such clean, unmarked hands. This
erl must spend his life in idleness.

    He was still speaking, repeating himself, she thought. Certainly he could talk, unlike
Axherth, who communicated his wishes with grunts and orders, or Kenning her guardian who
treated her as an idiot child.

    "You will be our honoured guest," he said. "Whatever can give you comfort you will
have. Have you family? Shall this change in circumstance grieve you?"

    Some of his words she did not understand, but Ysmay realized suddenly that this man
expected her to weep, to bemoan her fate, to deride God, Providence, and Destiny for what had
happened. He had, she thought, a low opinion of her intellect or, perhaps, the intelligence of all
women. If that was true, he was not so different from the men of 1237. Perhaps this new world
was not greatly different from her own. She looked away from him.

    The door remained open to the north-east where the curtain wall still stood proud and
she could glimpse the reassuring bulk of the Great Hall. It was aged but not noticeably changed.
She took heart from the familiar. "I shall greve but little and question much. I cannot
understand..."

    She rose without finishing her thought. There was another man striding down the wall
walk. The erl's back was to the door. She gestured without speaking, and he swung
round.

    Ysmay tensed. One man she could manage; more than that and suddenly she was
aferd. This new man was more of a sort she recognized; indeed he reminded her of
someone in her own time. His features were more broad, his form more stocky than her host, but
he looked clever, and his glance at her was speculative. He was considerably older than the
erl and she wondered at their relationship for their greeting, though brief, was
cordial.

    Her ear was becoming accustomed to their mode of address, and by dint of intense
concentration, she could follow their conversation.

    "Is all well?" the newcomer asked.

    "Well, as you see. We've a woman traveler, drat it. What shall I do with her?"

    They were speaking quickly, and they cast speculative looks at her. Ysmay thought they
believed she could not understand them.

    The second man seemed disposed to calm. "We can do nothing but offer charity and
hospitality. Put her in the care of your lady aunt. She will be kind."

    The erl exuded frustration. "With what story? She speaks oddly, and look at her
clothes. She's pretty enough..."

    "She's lovely. Don't try so hard to be disinterested..." The second man interrupted the
erl and suddenly Ysmay realized that he had a look--very faintly--of her guardian. She
could not trust her own perceptions on this day, however, so she dismissed the thought.

    The erl sneered. "Very well, she is beautiful. But she's a woman, and though it
is in her favour that she is not weeping and wailing, I cannot think she understands the gravity of
the situation."

    Ysmay shifted a chair in annoyance, and then sat upon it, frowning about the sneer. She
would not be ignored or insulted. These men, so very clean, so very gentil, were no
better than Axherth or the baron.

    The erl, after a quick glance at her, said. "You'd best go. She'll get upset with
two of us here. You get my aunt to your office, and I'll convince our guest to leave the
tower."

    The elder man bowed a little and left without a word spoken directly to her.

    Ysmay rose again, lifting her chin proudly. "I pray you heartily, my lord, to treat me not
as if I am a kaynard; I am not feeble-witted. I wit ful wel the severity
of my predicament. Ik am your prisoner."

    He appeared stung by her choice of words, as she had intended. "In no sense are you my
captive. You are free to go where you will. But you must be warned: you will find your life here
difficult, and different to anything you know."

    "Mine life has been ever difficult." She met the gaze of the erl squarely. "I may
not leave this time, for mine own or any other?"

    The man who called himself Therneforde shook his head. "I know of no reliable way of
doing so."

    Ysmay had made her decision. "Then I am a prisoner, even if none of yours. So I must
stay. But there is no one to greve my disappearance from mine own time. Axherth alone
will find it a passing annoyance. My wardeyn, Kenning, will be aggravated that he is
not to enjoy my bride price, but my lands will go to him nonetheless."

    "Who is Axherth?"

    Ysmay considered the erl narrowly. "The name means nothing to you?"

    He shook his dark head again, and leaned his broad shoulders against the stones of the
tower wall behind him.

    The sun was streaming through the windows now; it was past midday, Ysmay judged,
and suddenly she felt an overwhelming weariness. "He is a knyght and powerful, also an
untrusty hounde. The baron hath betrothed me to him."

    "He loves you?"

    That comment surprised a harsh laugh from Ysmay. "He knows naught of love, Axherth.
Much of lecherye, and violence and vileynye, but nothing of love. The Red
Tower has done me a service there." She regarded the erl. He was a solemn man, she
thought, not given to levity, smiles or easy assurances. It would surprise her if he was not, even
now, constructing a plan for her succour. If he was like other men, he would wish to tell her what
to do.

    Well, she would ask, and listen, and then she would decide on her own course of action.
"I pray you will vouchsafe what I shall do..." She folded her hands at her waist and waited.

    As she expected, Therneforde looked gratified, and began to speak.

* * * *

    Ysmay of Scarsfield asked for his counsel, and Garret gave it. He found himself
questioning every other word he spoke, wondering if the woman would understand it, but that
did not stop him from advising her. "You need have no fear. We shall go now to the Great Hall
and my aunt, Lady Margery, will meet us there. As will the gentleman just here; he is my bailiff,
my man of business. My aunt, a kind lady and good, will take you into her care."

    The woman seemed to follow his conversation well enough, though she said nothing, so
he continued. "If you would like to make use of that hot water in the kettle, and tidy yourself, I
shall wait for you outside the door. Then we will go."

    He waited, but still she did not speak. She looked down at her wrinkled gown and shook
her head, and then gestured that he should leave the chamber. Without further discussion she
took up the kettle and poured the steaming water into the washbasin on the table near the
window.

    Garret withdrew, and shut the door carefully behind him. The day had warmed and he
turned his face to the sun. A countryman to the core, he anticipated the coming of summer with
pleasure. Just now, the bulb gardens flaunted their earliest colours, and the trees north of the wall
displayed a vivid spring green that encouraged a verdant hope. He scowled; he had not the
leisure to indulge in idle enjoyment.

    Leaning against the wall's crenellations, he ruminated on his guest. Garret had a notion
that the woman was neither as meek nor as biddable as she appeared, but he had no evidence to
support his impression. The woman's arrival was both more difficult and yet more easy than if
she had been a man. It was more difficult because he had to involve his aunt in her care, and yet
easier because she would not require employment outside his household. She would, as a
woman, not draw as much attention to herself as a man might.

    But he needed a story to explain the sudden, and rustic, appearance of Ysmay of
Scarsfield--Lady Esme Scarsfield. He nodded decisively at his quick transformation of her name.
A cousin, she had to be a distant cousin, come to visit, of an impoverished branch of the family.
From where...? Scotland! Yes, that would do--the highlands of Scotland. That would explain her
garb, her language and her innocence of the modern world. How had she travelled from there?
By stagecoach, surely. But only to Chester. Her portmanteau and money were stolen there,
innocent that she is, and she had walked the several miles from Chester to Kenningham. Or
perhaps she had been given a ride by a carter?

    A sturdy countrywoman anyway, come to stay indefinitely. He warmed to his theme,
developing his story. An indigent relative come to work in the household. Perhaps she had some
skill--needlework, perhaps, or...or...he could not think what else a gentlewoman might do. He
could scarcely put her to work at laundry or cooking. Lady Margery would know. She ran his
household flawlessly, as women were born to do.

    The door behind him opened. He turned to behold the lady refreshed. She had combed
her long, flowing hair and had plaited it, though she had nothing to confine the end of the thick
plait. Her face was rosy from the hot water, and she had smoothed some of the creases from her
green gown. John was correct, he thought, feeling an unwilling interest stir his blood. She was
lovely.

    "Come along," he said, suddenly impatient of this new burden of care.

    She stood in the doorway, unwilling it seemed, to walk out onto the wall's broad stones.
"I commend me to your patience, my lord. I find I want not to step suddenly into a new
world."

    Garrett's irritation seeped away. If this phenomenon was a burden to him, it must be a
nightmare to her. He moved to stand before her. "You are in no danger. All will be well." He
spoke the words he had rehearsed many times over the years, knowing that one day he would be
in this situation. He reached out a hand, in encouragement and support.

    She stared at it, then at his face, and then again, at his bare hand. He should have worn a
glove he thought, then realized her world had not held such niceties. "Come," he urged.

    Ysmay stretched out a slender, long-fingered hand and touched his. She shivered
perceptibly and said, "You are real." She gripped his fingers with surprising strength suddenly,
and took a step beyond the doorway. "You are real, and all of this," she gestured with her free
arm in the direction of the new house, "is trewe."

    "It is." He drew her hand through the crook of his arm, and held it reassuringly. She did
not draw away but he could feel her palpable anxiety. Her slender fingers were cold, and he
fought an urge to retain and warm them. Instead he placed them on the superfine cloth covering
his forearm. "This is customary for a gentleman to support a lady thus," he said.

    Her glance was quizzical, but she left her hand where he placed it. She took two steps
and stopped as she looked south, across the courtyard, to the roofs of town nestled half a mile
away at the foot of the prominence on which the great house was built--where the castle keep
had once stood.

    Finally she spoke. "Jesu Mercy, can it be that that is the village I knew? That
grew without the castle walls? It had but a street or two and certes the church."

    "It is that self-same village, still with the church, but grown large. It is a town called
Kenningham now."

    "From a village to a town..."

    "It has been near six hundred years..."

    She shivered again, and took her hand from his arm to twine her fingers together until
the knuckles shone white.

    Garret castigated himself for reminding her of the incredible thing that had happened to
her. While he sought for reassuring words, the distinctive call of the wheatear echoed up from
the wetland by the river. He thought she relaxed a little, and then to his utter surprise, she
laughed.

    "I am more full of years even than Abraham," she said, shaking her head. "Yet the
wheatear still calls, and the river is little changed," she added, turning to follow its path from the
south of the town to where it curved beyond the curtain wall, north of them. Both the town and
the prominence on which the castle stood were situated within its loop. "'Tis still the River
Auld?"

    "It is." He was glad he could tell her so. It must be a relief to her to have some things
familiar.

    "But what happened to the castle, the courtyard, the other towers?" She showed no
inclination to walk further, but was staring over the gardens and at last considering the fine house
on the other side.

    "There have been battles, even wars, in these six hundred years. The castle was
conquered, retaken, damaged and repaired many times. Finally it was outgrown, unneeded. My
great-great-grandfather had the wall, the keep and the towers demolished and the new house built
more than one hundred years ago. He kept the Great Hall out of family pride, and the Red Tower
out of curiosity. It has ever had a strange history."

    "Even in my time it is a sore strange place. There are squires who will not go near
    it--stories of oddities and happenings that curdle the mind. In every storm that rises, lightning
striketh it."

    "Fascinating..." Garret would have liked to pursue the discussion, but knew they must
press on. He took a step and, taking up her hand again, drew her forward. She accompanied him,
but then stopped once more. He suppressed a sigh.

    She surveyed the obvious signs of age that scarred the Great Hall. "The Hall. It is
changed within?"

    "How did it look...yesterday?" He thought to distract her as he urged her gently along
the wall walk.

    "'Tis a hall, just that. A dais at one end, at the other a screen and above a solar recently
built, with a stairs. They put a hole unto the wall walk for a door," she gestured at the door ahead
of them. "It was an odd humour then to open into the solar."

    Garret grimaced. "You will find the hall much changed. The solar now is attached to a
whole floor of rooms. The space is divided into living chambers, working chambers. And there
are rooms below as well. The hall as it was, is no more."

    Ysmay halted again. "In truth, little remains unchanged."

    He looked at her then, and did not know what to say. A single tear crept down her
cheek, and the wind lifted her long hair, stirred it from the plait. A butterfly, on that breeze,
soared over the wall, and landed on the green wool sleeve of her gown. She contemplated it
wordlessly as it fanned its orange wings, barred and dotted with black. No more tears followed
the first, but she was silent until the insect swept away.

    At length, she said, "What of the chapel?"

    "What chapel?" Garret was caught off guard.

    "The chapel near the east tower, that which is governed by the Abbey of St. Eadeswald
just there." Ysmay pointed to the hills lying to the north.

    "There is no east tower, as you can see, no chapel, and there is no Abbey. It is only ruins
now," Garret said, without a leavening of gentleness. He could think of no way to soften the
repeated blows.

    She had taken a few more steps; the door was very near, but now she stopped again.
"Where then do you conduct your daily devotions? The house holds a chapel?"

    Garret was feeling the strain of this encounter. He was discomposed by the traveller's
composure, confused by her strength, and disconcerted by her questions. "No, no, it does not.
The church you knew, the Roman church, has changed. You must have patience. There is much
for you to learn."

    "God does not change. Is this a heathen nation now?" The gaze of her wide eyes, shining
more blue than green in the bright afternoon sun, was intent and unblinking on his face.

    "No, certainly not. But it is not what you know." In desperation he flung open the door
and urged her inside the Great Hall.
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