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Dearest Reader:
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The events in Refuge in Time take place concurrently with and immediately after those related in Champions of Time, the previous book in the After Cilmeri series. To recap, David and William are forced to time travel to Avalon and end up at an archery tournament outside Beaumaris Castle. William has been injured by a crossbow bolt, fired by Thomas de Clare, who is captured trying to escape. The last remaining conspirator, Aymer de Valence, remains at large.

After Anna returned to Earth Two (in Shades of Time), along with twenty-firsters Sophie, Andre, and George, and her aunt’s family, David develops a plan to take Beeston Castle from the rebel forces led by Roger Mortimer and John Balliol, King of Scots. The new twenty-firsters are crucial to this endeavor, as they have the expertise to scale the cliff face and infiltrate the castle. This they do, rescuing Henry Percy, who was imprisoned in the keep, and the other prisoners. Callum and Math, who take charge of David’s army in his absence, destroy Beeston’s front gate with a rocket launcher brought on Chad Treadman’s plane.

Back in Avalon, Michael Dawar, a medic with an army background, tends to William in the field and then drives David to the hospital. Because the last thing David knew, MI-5 had ordered fighter jets to chase after Anna in Chad Treadman’s airplane, David phones Chad to ask for help.

One thing leads to another (or as my son says, shenanigans ensue), and Chad hires Michael as David’s bodyguard. Livia Cross, an MI-5 agent and Mark Jones’s co-worker, arrives at the hospital in an attempt to liaise with David and prove that MI-5 has his best interests at heart. David is willing to include her in his plans and invites her to Chad Treadman’s newly rented compound outside of Bangor.

Chad Treadman arranges for David to be interviewed by Owain Williams, a Welsh chat show host. At the end of the interview, a gunman fires upon the stage from the catwalk above it, and David and William are again forced to time travel, this time back to Earth Two, where they arrive at Skipton Castle.

At Skipton, David and William discover that John Balliol and Roger Mortimer have allied with Hakkon of Norway and have assembled a large army. They intend to march south and win the English crown for Balliol. David also reunites with Christopher, who was sent with Huw to scout the north, and Thomas Hartley, whom he befriended years earlier at Carlisle Castle and who is now a Templar knight.

Meanwhile, Callum and Math have ridden north in hopes of cutting off Balliol’s advance. Ultimately, their cavalry, Welsh archers, and James Stewart’s army, marching down from Scotland, surround Skipton. After a great battle, Balliol’s forces are defeated and surrender to David.
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Refuge in Time tells the rest of the story ...
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Cast of Characters
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Livia Cross—MI-5 officer

Michael Dawar—David’s bodyguard in Avalon

Sophie—Time traveler, Chad Treadman’s employee

Andre—Time traveler, Chad Treadman’s employee

George—Time traveler, Chad Treadman’s employee

Grant Dempsey—Head of Internal Security, MI-5

Amanda Crichton—Head of Internal Affairs, MI-5

Harold Philips—Director-General, MI-5

Chad Treadman—Avalonian mogul

Amelia—Chad’s head of media relations

Mark Jones—Time traveler, MI-5 officer

––––––––

[image: ]


David—Time traveler, King of England

Lili—David’s wife, Queen of England

Anna—Time traveler, Princess of Wales

Math (Mathonwy)—Lord of Dinas Bran, Anna’s husband

Llywelyn—David and Anna’s father, King of Wales

Meg—Time traveler, David and Anna’s mother, Queen of Wales

Bronwen—Time traveler, Ieuan’s wife

Ieuan—Lili’s brother, Bronwen’s husband

Christopher Shepherd–Time traveler, David and Anna’s cousin

Elisa Shepherd—Time traveler, Meg’s sister

Ted Shepherd—Time traveler, Elisa’s husband

Callum—Time traveler, Earl of Shrewsbury

Cassie—Time traveler, Callum’s wife

William de Bohun—Lord of the March
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The Children

Elen—Time traveler, Elisa and Ted’s daughter

Gwenllian–Llywelyn’s daughter by Elinor de Montfort

Elisa and Padrig–Twin children of Meg and Llywelyn

Cadell and Bran–Sons of Anna and Math

Arthur and Alexander–Sons of David and Lili

Catrin and Cadwaladr–Children of Bronwen and Ieuan

Gareth–Son of Cassie and Callum
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2 April 1294

Sophie
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“I think it’s time to go home.”

Andre and George had been packing their gear, and they looked up with questioning expressions on their faces.

Sophie shook herself, deciding she should be more assertive than that. “You can do what you like, but I can’t do this anymore. It’s time for me to go home.”

Now the two men exchanged a glance, one indicative of their concern for her—with just a touch of condescension. They knew, as she did, that going home wasn’t up to her.

“What exactly do you mean by that?” After handing a black case to George, who was standing in the bed of the cart, Andre came closer to where she stood in the center of the almost empty pavilion. They could put away their twenty-first-century gear because the Battle of Beeston Castle had been won.

Yay for us.

“You can follow the army north if you like, all the way to Scotland if necessary, but I’m not going. You don’t have to tell me Avalon may be out of reach.” She shook her head. “I know that. It doesn’t matter. I’m going back to Chester.”

“I support your right to do that,” Andre said, “and I’m sure we can find someone to escort you, since George and I are going north, but are you sure? What’s in Chester?”

“I’ve just come from the great hall. Everyone is praising what we did. What I did.” Sophie raised a hand and dropped it, feeling helpless in a way that belied the accolades she’d spent all morning receiving. 

“You did do well,” George said, still from the back of the cart. “We all did. Except for Andre.” He shot Andre a grin.

“I do actually believe that,” she said, ignoring George’s jibe at Andre. The two men had settled into a steady policy of continual ribbing, to the amusement of both. They knew each other well enough by now not to take offense. “And I’m not fundamentally sorry I helped, but this—” she gestured to her surroundings, “—isn’t me. It’s playing a role I don’t want to play anymore.”

George scoffed and hefted another case into the cart. “You’d rather be a medieval woman, sitting at home having babies and sewing?”

“Wow. Tell me what you really think.” She looked him up and down. “I’m sorry you don’t think those things are worthwhile or as important as winning battles, but I also don’t see them as my only options.”

He shrugged. “Better to be a soldier than a peasant.”

Before coming to Earth Two, Sophie hadn’t thought much about George one way or the other. When he’d joined Chad’s staff, there’d been an immediate flurry among the other members, from vice presidents on down, because he was handsome and unattached. He’d come in as Chad’s personal bodyguard and jack-of-all-trades, and evolved to invoke such trust that at times Chad had deputized George to act for him in a variety of matters.

But Sophie was liking him less in this moment. “You’re right about one thing. We don’t need to pretend here, and maybe that’s the point. We’ve all been stripped down to the core of who we are.”

“And you’re not a fighter,” Andre said, not as a question. He was ignoring George, who’d scoffed and gone back to what he’d been doing. 

“No.” She took in a breath. “I could have died. We all could have died.”

Andre lowered his voice. “What’s your plan, then? When—if—David gets back, are you going to ask him to turn around and take you home?”

Sophie let out a breath. “I can’t do that.”

“He’d take you.”

“Which is why I can’t.”

Andre nodded. “Just checking.”

“I mean, I’d go if he offered. In a way, coming here is like I died already. My parents must be grieving. I’m grieving. I need to see them.”

“I’m sorry you feel this way. I hope you won’t think I’m condescending if I tell you what you’re feeling is temporary. Everyone gets depressed after a fortnight in-country.” He pulled a notebook and pen from his back pocket and started ticking items off a list. It could have been dismissive, but she’d been around him long enough to realize he was merely multi-tasking. “If you do make it home, I’m also not sure you’ll be happy with what you’ll be coming home to.” He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. “Just saying.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“He means,” George said loudly, indicating he’d been listening closely all the while, “that Andre and I are questioning our boss’s role in all this.” Then, at her startled look, he gave another snort. “It didn’t occur to you that Chad had something to do with us time traveling?”

“No. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

George dusted off his hands and picked up another box, this one full of Mark’s equipment he hadn’t been able to take with him on his ride north. He’d taken plenty as it was. “How about this for starters: how did MI-5 know Anna was a passenger on our airplane?”

Sophie blinked, surprised at the question. “How should I know?”

“Sure, it was a plane taking off from Chad’s house, but he had clearance for that. What were the grounds for taking us down? For even hailing us?”

“We were a legal flight,” Andre said with more patience than George was exhibiting. “How did they know where Anna was? How did they know she’d gone to Chad’s castle in Chalfont St. Giles in the first place?”

“You think Chad gave her away? Why would he do that?”

“So she would time travel and prove this whole thing was real,” George said, in a tone that implied it should have been obvious. “He just bought that media company, remember? What could be better than being first on the scene to a takedown by MI-5 and/or witnessing our disappearance?”

“Andre was the pilot! He flew the plane into Snowdon!” Sophie was starting to lose patience herself. “That was our decision. Chad couldn’t have known what we’d choose to do.”

“Couldn’t he?” George said. “It isn’t outside the realm of possibility, especially from where we’re sitting, that this feud with MI-5 was a fraud. You told Anna that I agreed to come to Earth Two, but that’s stretching my agreement quite a bit. Did Chad ask you if you wanted to come here?”

“We knew what we signed up for,” Sophie said staunchly. 

“Did we?” Andre said. “Are you telling me you signed up to time travel? For real?”

“Actually, I kind of did. I would have jumped at the chance if it had been offered.”

“Would have,” George said. “None of us should even have been on that plane.”

Andre made a motion in George’s direction, apparently telling him to desist, and George obeyed, though he continued to grumble under his breath. Andre put away his notebook and gave Sophie his full attention. “Let’s assume the worst. Say Chad tipped off MI-5 that Anna was on our flight. If that’s the case, don’t a great many pieces fall into place?”

Sophie was silent for a long moment, looking down at the compressed grass of the field. It had yellowed in the few days the pavilion had been standing. “Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?”

“What good would it have done?” George was moving equipment around in the back of the cart in quick, jerky movements. “We needed to get acclimated. You don’t ruin the morale of one of your best soldiers to no purpose, not when there wasn’t anything you could do about it.”

Sophie still had her eyes on the ground. She’d heard George’s compliment, and appreciated it, but she didn’t want to admit what they were saying could be true. She could admit to herself, however, that she was far less certain than she had been a moment ago. 

But then her resolve solidified, and she looked up. “All the more reason to go back and straighten things out.” She tipped her head as she looked at Andre. “You could come with me.”

He scoffed. “I don’t think so.”

“Really?” She was genuinely surprised. “I thought you hated it here?”

Andre laughed. “Did you? I’m a grumpy old man, that’s all. I’m having the time of my life!” He genuinely seemed to mean it.

“You thought he hated it here because you hate it here.” George had progressed to tightening down the ropes that held the equipment in the bed of the cart.

“I thought you just told me how angry you are at Chad for setting us up to come here,” Sophie said, speaking to George. “Now you say you want to stay?”

“Oh, I’m pissed off at Chad, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t do me a favor. Remember what I said about how good it is to be a soldier? Andre and I are heroes. Hard to have a better life anywhere in any universe than to be a hero in the Middle Ages.” George finally jumped off the bed of the cart and came closer, coming to a halt beside Andre. “I get that this isn’t the life for you. Nothing wrong with that. But if you do get a chance to go back, stay away from Chad.”

Andre nodded. “I know you don’t want to believe it, but he’s trouble.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter Two
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3 April 2022

Michael

––––––––
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“Are you nervous?” Amelia had moved on to Michael, since Mr. Treadman—Chad—had gained David’s attention, giving him some last minute, probably unwanted, advice. Amelia was Chad’s media relations coordinator. Dressed in an emerald green pantsuit with black heels, she exuded confidence and competence, both of which Michael assumed she genuinely felt.

Somehow he couldn’t feel the same. “I’m not the one going on stage.”

While the debate about what everyone was going to wear tonight had exceeded all reason, Michael appreciated that, even if theoretically it shouldn’t matter what anyone wore, it genuinely did. As a person with Pakistani ancestry, Michael understood how easy it was for people to misconstrue or dismiss a man based upon what he looked like. 

Michael himself was dressed in a navy blue suit and tie, befitting the bodyguard he had become. The suit was even bespoke—tailored exactly for him—which was what Amelia had concluded was necessary once she realized no off-the-rack suit would fit Michael’s torso. It wasn’t that Michael was fat—quite the opposite—but any suit jacket wide enough for his shoulders hung too loosely and bulkily around his waist. 

As she smoothed the cloth along his shoulders, Amelia commented that she was going to have to get him front and center soon enough. The implication was that he looked good. The idea was not displeasing. His eyes strayed to Livia, who was dressed to perfection as usual in a sleek black skirt, jacket, and three-inch black heels, with her blonde hair swept up into a chignon at the back of her head. The only off-note was that she was chewing on the unpolished nail of her pinky finger.

Livia saw him glance at her, stopped chewing on her nail, and came closer. If he had been barefoot, she would have been taller than he was. As it was, with her in heels and him in his fancy dress shoes, they were effectively the same height. “Amelia wasn’t wondering if you were nervous about being seen. I agree with her that you shouldn’t be worrying about that at all. It’s the security arrangements for tonight that have us wound tight. Have me wound tight,” she amended.

Michael blinked. As Chad’s spokesperson, Amelia had taken charge of all of them with an enviable steadiness and utter calm, regardless of what had gone on. Livia was an officer for MI-5, sent to them as the liaison from her agency at the direct request of Director-General Philips. No event, no matter how mad, had seemed to disturb either of them—including the fact that they were about to witness an interview between a time traveling King of England and a chat show host.

Owain Williams, the host for tonight’s broadcast, had been specially chosen by Chad Treadman, as had the arena, an old shipping warehouse east of Conwy that had been re-purposed as a recording and television studio for productions set in Wales. The interview was being filmed before a live studio audience, with a stage set before several hundred seats, those in the back raised up on risers. Men and women readied four cameras, so the stage could be filmed from every angle, and massive lights, suspended from big I-beams and scaffolding up in the ceiling, lit the stage and the audience.

Amelia, Chad, and the rest were positioned behind a curtain that, to the audience, looked like black velvet, but to those on the stage was like one-way glass, with pleats. It gave everyone in the wings a full view of the audience and the warehouse without those on the other side having any idea they were being watched. Michael had supposed that the effect would be reversed if it were darker in the warehouse than on the stage, but he’d checked earlier and that hadn’t been the case.

After another pat on his shoulder, Amelia left to speak urgently to one of Owain Williams’ people, which left Michael to answer only to Livia. He gestured to the rafters, forty feet in the air. “I scouted the stairway and the catwalk and did a full sweep of the entire warehouse. As far as I can tell, it’s clean.” He frowned at her. “You could have looked too.”

“Dennis Rathman made it clear I was not welcome. I’m a technology expert, not someone trained specifically in security.” Dennis was the new overall head of Chad Treadman’s security force. 

Then Livia eyed him again. “He implied something similar about you.”

Michael wrinkled his nose at that, knowing what she said was true. Belatedly, he put his hand to his earpiece, making sure he had his voice on mute, even if he could still hear the chatter among the rest of the security personnel. He lowered the volume slightly so their call-ins were less distracting.

Then he looked more closely at Livia, remembering her uncharacteristic nail chewing. “Are you worried about something in particular?”

Livia gave a little shiver. “Nothing I can pinpoint. I’ve done security work, but Dennis is right that it’s hardly my primary training.”

“I’ll listen to anything you have to say. Anything at all.” What Michael didn’t say to Livia, at least not yet, was that he thought the security in and out of the warehouse was too lax for comfort and woefully inadequate for the size of the building, with far too few people to oversee such a large space.

Beyond Michael himself, Dennis, and Reg, one of the original members of Chad’s security team, whom Michael had met at the hospital the day David had arrived, they had one man guarding the front entrance to the warehouse car park, two patrolling the outside, two stationed inside the warehouse, and two more providing personal security to Chad wherever he went. Even with all that, they should have had at least four more, if only to sub in when someone wanted to use the loo. Dennis had given them all earpieces, which was helpful, but Michael didn’t think technology was a substitute for boots on the ground. 

Michael wasn’t an expert, however, as his new boss had pointedly remarked, apparently not just to him, since Livia had deduced Dennis’s disdain as well. His exact words to Michael had been, Weren’t you a medic in the army? The truth, of course, was that Dennis thought Michael unqualified for his new job and didn’t see why he should listen to him. 

Unfortunately, the man who should have been Michael’s boss, someone Michael had heard great things about, wasn’t currently in this universe. Andre had been overall head of security, and George his second-in-command, among the many other things he did as Chad’s go-to guy. They had gone with Anna in the plane to Earth Two, and it appeared Chad was reluctant to definitively replace them. Dennis was running this operation as an interim manager. Michael saw him as diligent but uninventive.

It was the fear of someone who was inventive that had Michael rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet. 

Livia saw him do it, though he had meant to keep himself firmly planted so as not to alarm her. “You are worried! Did you tell David?”

“I thought he had enough on his plate to be going on with.” Michael shook his head. “I may be new at this job, but I’m paid to worry. The men and women Chad employs are highly qualified, but their focus appears to be more on containing the press and the audience than on actual physical threats to David’s safety.” 

Worse, to Michael’s way of thinking, he didn’t personally know the other members of the security team. They weren’t his team yet, and he knew from his time in the army that a team was only as strong as its weakest link. He hadn’t been with the organization long enough to know who that weak link might be. Likely, many of the security personnel thought it was him.

Livia glanced towards where Amelia was now talking to Chad. “That might be her fault. Dennis shut me out as a matter of course, but all of us want to contain the press while appearing not to.”

“Well, that is Amelia’s job.” He attempted a smile. “We should stick to worrying about ours.”

Once Dennis had made clear his annoyance at Michael’s interference, Michael had subsided, knowing from long experience when his advice wasn’t wanted and wouldn’t be heeded if he gave it. But Livia was another matter, and now that she’d started the conversation, he didn’t see why he shouldn’t share his concerns with someone, even if she was a scary beautiful MI-5 officer. 

They had rubbed shoulders quite a bit over the last few days as they circled around David. As David’s bodyguard, Michael had been a constant presence at his side. Since Livia appeared not to want to let David out of her sight either, they had been thrown together much of the time and often found themselves hovering in doorways or loitering in corridors together. 

“Let’s start with Owain Williams,” he said.

Livia looked to where Michael indicated. “Ah. You mistrust our esteemed host?”

Michael snorted laughter. “Maybe not him, exactly, but he also brought his own security crew, on top of the army of people required to put on the show, from makeup artists, to caterers, to the light technicians in the ceiling, none of whom has been properly vetted.”

“Did you talk to Chad about this?”

“I did, even if going over your boss’s head is never a good idea your third day on the job.”

“What did he say?”

“Chad didn’t dismiss outright what I told him, but he’s far more interested in putting on this show. Following up on a caterer’s dodgy background, if his resume and living arrangements have been looked into at all, is far down the list of his concerns.”

Livia pursed her lips. “I wish you’d told me sooner. I could have put Five on it.”

Michael gave a disgusted grunt. 

“You don’t trust me.”

He eyed her. “It isn’t you I don’t trust.”

She gave a low laugh. “David basically said that exact same thing to me.”

“You have to admit it’s for good reasons.”

“I do, but you have to admit that if we know anything, it’s security.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Michael said, not even that grudgingly—mostly because he was kicking himself for not confiding in her sooner. “I should have thought of it earlier.” His gaze fell on the center of the stage. It was seconds from showtime, and several members of the crew had put up their hands to shush the audience. “Now it’s too late.” 
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3 April 2022

Livia

––––––––
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After what felt like an interminable wait, Owain introduced David, who left off conferring with Amelia and Chad to walk onstage. The moment he appeared, everyone in the audience stood and clapped. A whole faction sitting on the right side of the stands was composed of women who appeared to be screaming, as if David were the Beatles, U2, and Jesus Christ rolled into one. Several women in the front row were even crying. 

Under the cover of the crowd, Michael leaned in to whisper to Livia, “Can you believe this?”

She could. 

She hadn’t known David very long, but she too had been disarmed by his sincerity, sense of justice, and his sheer wattage when it came to intelligence. She’d vouched for him to the Director-General, who probably thought she had a crush on him like the rest of the planet. At one time, she might have fallen for him hard, but she’d been around the block a time or two since university. Even in their short acquaintance, she could tell he would be an intense person to live with. His wife, Lili, had her hands full.

That didn’t mean, however, David wasn’t one of the most impressive people she’d ever met. He’d told her early on that he’d been treated like a kid every other time he’d come to Avalon, so he was genuinely surprised at the outpouring of attention and respect—and in the case of the women in the audience, love—that had been directed at him since he’d arrived this time. 

And truthfully, her approach to him at the start of this assignment was hardly better than the agents who’d interacted with him on previous trips. While she’d resolved to treat him like a human being, which Five up until that time had not been doing, in retrospect, her initial attitude had been a bit patronizing. Even if Director-General Philips was determined to rectify the mistakes of the past, the unspoken subtext had been exactly as David had feared: He is an uneducated twenty-five-year-old American kid. We’ll humor him, convince him that working with us is the way to go, and make him think we really believe he is the King of England. But we know better, don’t we? Wink, wink. 

David finally made it to his seat, but the moment he sat, he sank down so his head was a good foot lower than where Owain was sitting at his desk, and Livia’s heart sank with him. The seating was one of the things Chad had tried to arrange in advance. Owain himself was no more than five foot eight, so Livia could understand him not wanting to stand during the interview and spend the whole time looking up at David, but this was going too far in the opposite direction. 

While many tall women attempted to hide their height, wearing flat shoes and slouching, Livia had taught herself not to. If some men didn’t like the fact that she could look them in the eye (and there’d been plenty), that was their problem. She was pleased that Michael appeared not to care. It was refreshing to spend time with a man who was different and unfazed by that difference. To Livia’s eyes, few attributes in a man were sexier than the quiet competence and confidence he exhibited.

For a moment after David sank into the sofa, Owain looked away, towards where Chad stood a few feet from Livia. In that split-second, Owain’s eyes crinkled in the corners, and his mouth twitched wider in an extra bit of smile. It told Livia that Owain knew exactly what he’d done, and he was pleased it had turned out the way he’d planned. Livia had the distinct impression that it wasn’t David whom Owain wanted to put one over on so much as Chad.

Livia nodded. A person had to be confident to allow another to appear superior in any way. Some people thought everything was about money, power, and hierarchy. Livia didn’t share that opinion. She was pretty sure by now that Michael didn’t either. But she understood that many people did. As with the heels, she used their insecurity to her advantage.

Beside her, however, Michael ground his teeth, irate on David’s behalf. “It’s insulting.”

“Sure, but David is a big boy. His best bet is to play along as if he hasn’t noticed, and even if he did, that it doesn’t matter—and look, he’s doing it.” 

Beside her, Michael relaxed and nodded.

While she hadn’t known Michael long, she’d worked out in the first ten minutes that he had a very sane view of the world. He didn’t wear rose-colored glasses, but neither was he cynical. He saw what was happening and accepted it. As did David, which was maybe why the two men got along so well. And in this case, it wasn’t as if David could walk out in response. He was committed to going through with the interview, whatever the circumstances or the outcome. 

Chad stepped closer to Michael and Livia, far less accepting. “I don’t like that Owain saw fit to break our deal in the first few seconds of the interview. I’d like to know what else he’s done.” The deal in question was that, in exchange for Chad himself not running the interview or using his own film crew, Owain would be honest with David and not turn the interview into an ambush.

Michael’s brow furrowed. “Owain wouldn’t actually try to harm David in front of the entire world.” He paused. “Would he?”

“I can’t see how he even could, but he is going to try to get the better of him—in order to get at me. I hadn’t realized I was the problem, or I would have taken myself out of the equation.” 

That was exactly what Livia had been thinking, and it was a more insightful observation than she would have given Chad credit for a moment ago. She reminded herself that Chad was more than an awkward nerd. He looked like a nerd, with nondescript brown hair, blue eyes, short stature, and an unathletic build, but he was also the founder and CEO of one of the largest corporations on the planet. When she’d been introduced to him, he’d taken in her appearance and height with a glance, and then, like Michael, hadn’t given them a second thought. It occurred to her that he might also use his appearance as a mask, just like she did, but in the opposite direction, to disarm and de-escalate. And then to get the better of his competitors.

It was food for thought. Meanwhile, Chad chewed nervously on his lower lip. “I should have put this off a few more days to prep him better.” 

Michael shook his head. “Sunday night is the night for interviews, and we couldn’t have held off the reporters much longer. They subsided for as long as they did only because of the promise of tonight.” 

Out of the corner of her eye, Livia glanced at the gaggle of them, clogging the entire space to the right of the stands, as well as the darkness beyond. Chad had set up giant screens so they could watch what was occurring onstage without encroaching any more than they already were on the actual audience. Owain had agreed not to allow the reporters to ask any questions. Besides, it suited his ego to be the only one with that authority.

“I don’t think you could have held off David much longer either,” Livia added. “It’s only because William was injured that David agreed to stay here until today.”

Chad grinned. “You know those charities that pay for a dying person’s last wish, which is often to have dinner with their favorite celebrity? It’s pretty cool that I got my wish. Now I can die happy.”

“Wait ... what? Sir?” Michael gazed open-mouthed at Chad.

The Treadman Global CEO flapped a hand at him, shushing him since Owain had finally managed to get the audience to quiet. “Don’t worry. A figure of speech. Not dying yet.”

As the last of the crying women seemed to gain control of herself, Owain straightened in his office chair and faced the central camera. “Welcome to the Owain Williams show. Thank you for being with us, and special thanks to David ap Llywelyn for being here tonight.” He pronounced the Welsh ll correctly, not surprising since the whole point of having him do the interview was that he was Welsh.

Michael, however, gave a little snort, prompting a smile from Livia. He’d been part of Chad’s retinue for all of three days, but already his language skills were legendary among the rest of the staff. He’d admitted to her, after some prodding on her part, that he spoke with some fluency Urdu, Pashto, Punjabi, Arabic, German, and French (which meant Italian and Spanish too, of course), in addition to English. But he hadn’t yet mastered the ll in Welsh.

David bent his head. “My pleasure. Happy to be here.”

Beyond Livia, Amelia breathed a sigh of relief. “He’s sticking to the script.” 

“First off, how is William doing—that’s the name of your friend, isn’t it?” Owain said. “I understand he arrived with an injury. A crossbow bolt, was it?”

“Yes. He is healing. Thank you for asking. And thanks especially to the staff at Ysbyty Gwynedd in Bangor. Because of them, William should be fine.” David lifted his chin to indicate the opposite wing of the stage, effectively where Livia and the others were standing. “He was well enough to come tonight.”

William, in fact, had spent the last half-hour chatting in a mix of French and English with the young woman, Alex, Chad had acquired to help him negotiate the modern world. On occasion, William managed to convey what he meant with startling clarity, including his favorite phrase, you’ve got to be kidding me! said with a perfect American accent, which the American members of Chad’s staff thought hilarious.

Now, while Alex hung back, William moved to stand next to Amelia so they made up a row of observers: William, Amelia, Livia, Michael, and Chad.

Livia remembered something she’d read at university about how it would be possible to dress up a Cro Magnon man in a suit, and he would be indistinguishable from a modern person. Why she had thought medieval people might look a bit different she didn’t know, but William, in his charcoal-gray suit with a subdued black sling for his arm, was any young woman’s dream date. David was only twenty-five, but he seemed to attract a slightly older set.

William was also an example of a lesson Livia had learned the hard way, growing up as she had in a household in which non-native English people were resented: that just because someone needed help didn’t make them either helpless or not worth helping. Thinking back to her interactions with Anna two weeks ago, Livia was relieved to recall that she had treated Anna with respect, but as with people who didn’t speak English, it was difficult sometimes to remember that Anna’s ignorance of current technology and events didn’t mean she didn’t know other things.

With a sidelong glance at Michael, Livia guessed that, given his background, he’d learned that lesson too, at a far earlier age. She’d read his file. While Michael was concerned that Chad’s organization hadn’t properly vetted everyone who was currently in this warehouse, Five had done its job with him.

Owain launched into a series of questions about David’s family. He particularly wanted to hear the story of how David and Lili had met and married. These were easy questions for David to answer, and both David on his couch and Amelia beside Livia appeared to be feeling more confident. 

Then Owain said, “So, if I understand correctly, you were last here during the bombing of Caernarfon Castle.”

“Yes.”

Owain motioned towards a large screen set up behind him. “We’ll get to that later, since we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Let me just say, for our audience, that you claim to be the King of England in an alternate universe. Do I have that right?”

David canted his head. “It isn’t something I claim to be. I am the King of England in an alternate universe.” 

Amelia had been firm on this point, and Livia nearly laughed at the look of consternation that crossed Owain’s face. Then he mustered a smile, and his expression turned calculating. 

“Uh oh,” Livia said. 

“Why?” Michael said. “I thought that was what he was supposed to say?” 

“He was,” Chad said. “He needed to say just what he said, but it’s going to be trouble.”

Amelia, who was standing with her hands clasped before her lips, looking pensive, nodded. 

Michael shifted from one foot to the other and folded his arms across his chest. Livia didn’t know if he intended to look intimidating, but he was glaring at Owain, and folding his arms had the effect of bulging the muscles in his biceps, threatening to split his new suit. 

While Owain was turned away and didn’t notice—and might have been happy if he had noticed—David’s couch was positioned so he faced them. Livia nudged Michael, who glanced at her. She mouthed the word relax and tipped her head in David’s direction. Fortunately, David at that moment had been looking at Amelia, who smiled at him. Belatedly, Michael gave David a thumbs-up sign.

Then Owain showed the clip of David’s arrival at Beaumaris. “You seem to appear out of nowhere.”

“Yes.” 

Owain waited a beat, and Livia had to stifle a laugh that David wasn’t endeavoring to be more helpful. 

To the surprise of none of them, Owain’s next question was deliberately antagonistic: “I’m sure our viewers are wanting to know if you and this alternate world pose a threat to those of us in this world. How do you respond to that?”

“I would hope it doesn’t. I have worked with scientists over the years in both the private and public sector in hopes of finding the truth. We have no evidence that it is doing damage.”

“But none that it isn’t.”

“It isn’t. You can’t prove a negative,” Chad said, under his breath. “You’re an idiot.”

But Livia knew the question was one—or soon would be one—that more people would be asking. Amanda Crichton, MI-5’s head of Internal Affairs, had put forth the very same idea in the middle of a high-level meeting at Thames House on Friday. The problem was that it wasn’t just David time traveling. It was his whole family. Even David’s son Arthur had done it. Likely Anna’s two boys and Meg’s twins could as well. Now that the CIA had shared its information—or most of it—with Five, and the Time Travel Initiative was being reconstructed, the dossier on David and his family took up an entire server. 

That Amanda had been fired before the end of the meeting didn’t change the fact that she’d asked the question. With three generations of British people having been teethed on Dr. Who, a fact pointed out by a fellow director, Grant Dempsey, it wouldn’t be long before it would be unusual not to worry about the damage David’s world shifting was doing to the fabric of reality.

But, to everyone’s relief, the moment of contention passed and ultimately concluded with Owain conceding that David was actually the King of England. Everyone in the wings thought that was a significant victory until Owain said, “Have you killed people?” 

Livia felt the sudden fire rise in Michael at the question. He started forward, but he managed only a single step before Livia caught his arm, as did Chad and Amelia, and together the three of them hauled him back. 

Chad gripped Michael’s arm. “It’s okay. Let David handle it.”

Livia could see Michael struggling to contain his emotions. She had never been a soldier herself, but MI-5 was full of ex-soldiers, she’d been in the field, and she’d spent time on a military base. The question Owain had asked was one of the greatest barriers to reacclimating to civilian life. Michael, like David, had killed for his country. It was in his bones and always would be. And from Michael’s dossier, it had taken him two years of therapy, which hadn’t been his cup of tea at all, to realize it didn’t define who he was. She was pretty sure she was never going to tell him Five had acquired his medical records, and she had read them.

He was hardly the first former military person to struggle since returning home, and she recalled an offhand comment David had made that very morning about how every single one of his confidants and friends in Earth Two had one form of PTSD or another. How could they not? had been Livia’s response. 

But, as Livia’s own counselor had told her after the dreadful fiasco that had been her previous assignment in the Balkans, one didn’t have to let trauma define oneself. That was the essence of what David was objecting to now about Owain’s question, canting his head and pausing long enough to let everyone know he didn’t approve. 

“The answer, of course, is yes, though I wonder at your decision to ask me that. The fact that I’ve fought in battle puts me apart, doesn’t it? I’m outside polite company. It’s one of the reasons soldiers don’t talk about their experiences in war except with each other.”

David’s answer had Michael subsiding completely, though his arms were again folded rigidly across his chest. David glanced in their direction again, for approval and support, Livia thought. All five of them responded with an encouraging nod, which prompted a wisp of a grin from David.

Then he looked at his audience. A few people had gasped at Owain’s question, moving firmly to David’s point of view if they hadn’t been there already. All of a sudden, David stood abruptly and walked to the edge of the stage.

The movement had Amelia gasping slightly, and Chad said dryly. “You’re the one who told him to improvise.”

“I know. I know.”

Now it was Livia’s turn to shush them, so she could listen to David talk about his vision for the universe. When he had the entire audience in the palm of his hand, including Owain Williams, David gestured towards the wings, and William stepped forward in response to what to him must have been a command. As David had done, he walked across the stage calmly, raising a hand to the audience and smiling. Livia had been among the people earlier with whom William had practiced shaking hands in what David called a ‘manly’ fashion—firmly without squeezing or a contest of wills, gripping with the full hand, rather than limply with just fingers. 

Livia had been happy to defy William’s expectations about what handshaking was. In his world, men did it. Women were bowed to—or likely ignored, since he was a member of the nobility. 

William shook hands with Owain and then with David, though with him it was the medieval way, gripping each other’s forearms. And then for the next ten minutes, David and William posed for the audience, still shaking hands and grinning, allowing people to take picture after picture of them. It went on too long, but nobody appeared tired of either the pictures or the applause. David’s eyes strayed towards the wings, and Livia could see the desperation there, but she couldn’t help him. Instead, she smiled and applauded with the rest.

Chad, however, when Livia turned to him to ask what was supposed to happen next, was focused on the rafters, and his lips were pursed. Livia looked too, but the lights were so blinding, she couldn’t see anything beyond them. Chad made a gesture with one hand, which Livia interpreted as a signal—but to Michael or to her or to someone in the audience, she couldn’t say. And before she could ask what was bothering him, a gunman on the catwalk above them opened fire with an automatic weapon. The bullets chewed up the area in front of the stage and the steps up to it. 

And between one second and the next, David and William vanished. 
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Chapter Four
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3 April 2022

Michael

––––––––
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The sound of the gunfire was deafening, but it was something for which Michael had trained, and his instincts took over. For all Dennis’s stodginess, he had emphasized to the entire security team the importance of keeping one’s eyes on one’s principal. And, in truth, if Michael had looked away, he would have missed it.

It being David’s disappearance. David and William weren’t lying bloody on the stage or fallen off the front, bleeding out. They had gone to Earth Two, if that was even possible. 

Michael’s job now was to protect the people closest to him, namely Amelia, Livia, and Chad. He couldn’t have cared less about Owain Williams, who wasn’t in sight anyway, having dived away when the shooting started. With no thought for decorum or the women’s completely impractical high heels, Michael threw one arm around each of them, spun around, and ran with them towards the steps that led down from the stage. 

Amelia kept saying, “My God! My God!”

Livia’s response was a more prosaic. “Damn these shoes.” But when they reached the steps, she said, “We’re good. You go.”

“Right.” Michael turned back for Chad, but he was behind them, William’s new translator friend Alex in tow, and they caught up before Livia and Amelia were down the steps. A moment later, Livia had pulled them all into the darkness of the warehouse, and they were heading as quickly as possible for the door. Michael was pleased, though not surprised, to see it was Livia who’d stepped up to protect the people around her.

Michael tapped his earpiece to unmute it and cut through the momentary chaos that still reigned among the security staff. “David and William are gone. Chad, Livia, Alex, and Amelia are headed for the exit.”

“Got ‘em.” Reg came out of the darkness to intercept them halfway across the floor to the door, and he put up a hand to Michael.
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