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To Dad

I think you would have

liked this one

Dearest Reader:

––––––––
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Exiles in Time is a complete story in itself, so no worries that you can’t enjoy it without reading all the others! It is the seventh installment in a long-running series, however, and for those readers joining us now or struggling to recall some key events from the previous books, read on!

––––––––
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The After Cilmeri series begins with Meg, a young, troubled American widow, who, at a moment of catastrophic danger, falls through time and into the life of Llywelyn ap Gruffydd, the last Prince of Wales (related in Daughter of Time, the prequel to the series which is free! in ebook at all retailers:

https://www.books2read.com/daughteroftime). 

A strong and charismatic leader, he saves her, and she in turn saves him, thanks to her knowledge of future events. Although powerful forces seek to divide them, by working together, Meg and Llywelyn navigate the dangerous and shifting alliances that constantly undermine his rule and threaten the very existence of Wales. 

But before they can create a future which avoids the predetermined death of Llywelyn, Meg is ripped from his world and returned to her own—in time to give birth to their son, David. 

David and his older sister, Anna, as teenagers, return to the Middle Ages to save Llywelyn yet again (Footsteps in Time). This time, Norman lords have lured him into the fateful ambush at Cilmeri in eastern Wales. Without warning, David and Anna are thrown into a world they do not understand, among a people whose language and customs are totally unfamiliar. Ultimately, David is recognized as Llywelyn’s true son, and he and Anna begin to make a life for themselves in the Middle Ages.

––––––––
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Over the course of the series, it becomes clear that the medieval world is actually an alternate universe, and Meg, Anna, and David travel from one to the other when their lives are in danger. In the process, many new characters, both medieval and modern, are introduced. These include Math (Lord Mathonwy), a nephew of Llywelyn, who marries Anna (Footsteps in Time); Ieuan, David’s captain, who travels with him to the modern world (Prince of Time) and marries Bronwen, a time-traveling archaeologist; and Lili, Ieuan’s sister, who becomes David’s wife (Crossroads in Time).

Throughout the books, David, his family, and friends rewrite history, charting a new course not only for Wales but ultimately England as well, in that, at the end of Children of Time, David is crowned King of England.

––––––––
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I hope you enjoy our time traveling friends’ new adventure ...



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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November 2016

Cardiff, Wales

––––––––
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Callum

––––––––
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“We found them.” It was Agent Jones, the new man, who so far had done a better job of keeping his composure in the current crisis than most of his superiors.

“Where?” Callum said, holding his dripping hands above the sink. Callum’s employer, the British internal security service known as MI-5, no longer stocked paper towels. Callum needed to run the drying machine, but the conversation with Jones came first.

“Fueling up at a petrol station south of Builth Wells,” said Jones. 

“So we have them,” Callum said, not as a question.

Jones paused before speaking. Callum sensed him arranging and rearranging his sentences in his head to find a way to tell the truth in the most efficient and least painful manner. “We didn’t catch the image in real time, sir. It’s from an hour ago.”

Callum slammed his fist onto the counter. “What road were they on?”

“The A470, sir.”

“I want to see the images. Set it up. I’ll be there in a minute.”

“Yes, sir.”

Callum dried his hands and was back in the conference room within the allotted time. 

Agent Jones stood at attention to the right of the screen that filled one wall. The images of their fugitives took up half the space: Meg Lloyd; her husband, Llywelyn Gruffydd (who claimed to be the last Prince of Wales); and Goronwy, whose surname they hadn’t yet determined. 

“So they’re headed back to Chepstow.” Callum nodded to Jones, who tapped a square in one corner of the screen showing a map of Wales. He highlighted the southeastern portion of the country and enlarged it to fill the screen. 

“They must have taken that trackway from Devil’s Bridge,” said Agent Natasha Clark, pointing to the unnamed road that ran through the Elan Valley. “No cameras, which is why it took so long to find them.”

“Not much of anything out there but sheep,” said Jones, “though at least the road is paved.”

“It couldn’t have been fun in the dark,” Natasha said. “They must have felt desperate to take that road.”

“We made them desperate,” Callum said.

The initial pickup had been handled badly, not by Callum, but by Thomas Smythe, a fellow security service agent. Although the file on Meg was Callum’s, and had been for six months, his boss had bypassed him for the lead on the case because Smythe spoke Welsh. Smythe didn’t know anything about people, however, and had misjudged his quarry badly, going in heavy when he should have gone in light.

“They could be heading anywhere, not necessarily Chepstow,” Callum said.

“If they didn’t go north, Chepstow Castle is the most logical choice,” said Jones. “They’re trying to reverse what they did to come here.”

According to Meg’s brother-in-law, Ted, Meg had spent the last few years living in medieval Wales. She and her companions had started out earlier in the week in the Middle Ages, jumped from Chepstow’s balcony that overlooked the Wye River, and gone from 1288 Chepstow to 2016 Aberystwyth in the blink of an eye. 

“Does that sound as crazy to you as it does to me?” The last member of the team, John Driscoll, kicked back in his chair. 

“From their point of view, it makes a certain kind of sense,” said Jones.

Snorting his disgust, Driscoll tossed the papers he’d been holding onto the conference table. “A pregnant woman and two old men, one of whom has a heart condition, are running circles around us. How in the hell have they eluded us?” 

“While Meg might be from this world originally,” Natasha said, “Llywelyn and Goronwy are not. That reaches to the heart of our problem: they don’t think like we do.”

“I wouldn’t have taken you for a true believer, Natasha,” Driscoll said.

Natasha gave her fellow agent a sour look. “I’m not. Just keeping my options open.”

“I can’t believe we’re even having this discussion. As if that’s not crazy right there.” Driscoll mumbled the words under his breath as he typed into his laptop.

“If we could focus on the mission—” Callum said.

“Of course, sir,” Natasha said. “All I’m saying is that if Meg is telling the truth—” 

“Would you rather I put you on to infiltrating those Welsh nationalists in St. David’s?” Callum said. “You could reveal everything you know about the return of the last Prince of Wales and they’d welcome you to their meetings with open arms.”

That made Natasha laugh. “No, no. I’ll take this case any day over that.”

Callum checked his watch and then pointed to Jones. “Keep watching the cameras. If they’re in Chepstow, or getting close, we need to know.” He looked at the rest of his team. “I think we all should be involved in this.”

Driscoll closed the lid of his computer and got to his feet. “I’ll get Ted ready.” He left the room.

Callum turned to Natasha and Jones. “I don’t want to hear talk about anything but the task before us. We have a job to do, and we’re going to do it.” 

“Yes, sir,” Jones and Natasha said together.

The SUV pulled into the car park of Chepstow Castle a few minutes before seven in the morning. 

Natasha rubbed her hands together. “It looks cold.”

“It’s November in Wales. What did you expect?” Callum unlatched the door and discovered that the driver had parked directly over a puddle. Having just responded curtly to Natasha, Callum refrained from chewing out the driver. They were all going to get a lot wetter than this before the day was over. Callum was still dressed in his regular work clothes: business suit, trench coat, and respectable shoes. Half an hour ago when they’d left Cardiff, he hadn’t felt he could stop by his flat to collect his rain boots and hat.

The men who made up Callum’s security team wore Kevlar under black trench coats. While it was standard policy to wear armor during operations like this, Callum hadn’t seen the point for himself. As far as Callum was concerned, nobody was shooting anyone today, and certainly not pregnant women or men who thought they were nobles from medieval Wales. They weren’t a threat to anyone but themselves, and even that was debatable.

In fact, this was a crap assignment, and Callum would be the first to admit it. MI-5 usually dealt with threats to national security such as the detection and apprehension of terrorists. These people needed a psychiatrist. They certainly didn’t need to be chased by a dozen agents from MI-5.

For this mission, Callum had brought two SUVs and a larger van, which he directed to park in the castle’s rear car park. He then dispersed his ten men around the perimeter of Chepstow Castle. They could patrol the exterior until Callum got word that Cardiff had rousted the government official who managed the castle, and he had arrived to unlock the main door. Callum left Ted inside the second SUV with two agents to watch over him. There wasn’t any point in getting him wet until the castle opened for business. Callum got back into his SUV himself just as his phone rang. 

It was Jones. Callum put him on speaker and popped up the tablet that connected the SUV to the computer in the conference room back in Cardiff. His eyes went instinctively to a corner of the screen where Jones had pasted the picture of one of the girls who’d somehow gotten caught up in all this: Bronwen Llywelyn. She’d been an archaeology graduate student in Pennsylvania before she’d disappeared three years ago. Ted had met her and claimed that she’d gone back to the Middle Ages with Meg’s son, David. 

“What can you tell me?” Callum said. “Are we in the right place?”

“A camera caught their car coming into Chepstow earlier this morning,” said Jones. 

“When this is over, heads will roll,” Natasha said. “You can be sure that Smythe’s will be first, even if he is the current pet of Thames House.”

Callum glanced at Natasha in the rear view mirror, surprised at the venom in her voice. He was touched if it was on his behalf but sensed there was more to it. Ever since he’d come back from Afghanistan, there were moments when Callum didn’t trust his instincts, particularly with women. He wanted to ask Natasha what Smythe had done to her but now wasn’t the time. 

“Just so long as the head that rolls isn’t mine.” Callum couldn’t allow this mission to get out of control, not with junior MI-5 agents lurking in the wings, waiting for him to slip up. He walked a thin line as it was, having come back from Afghanistan with enough Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (known as PTSD) to feel like he had to hide it. The fact that everyone came back from Afghanistan with issues of one form or another meant that his obsessions were so minor they didn’t prevent him from working. But he didn’t care to advertise them either. As his American father had said, “Son, the war screwed you up, but not so much they feel they should mention it.”

It might be, for example, that the goons deep in the belly of Thames House knew all about Callum’s secret compulsion to wash his hands a little too often, even if the IT department swore they hadn’t put cameras in the loo. Callum didn’t trust them to tell the truth. Admittedly, that was an occupational hazard.

“The other news could be better,” said Jones. “Chepstow is having a fair today—hundreds of people are expected.”

“Bloody hell. We need to shut it down,” Callum said.

But even as Callum spoke, Natasha was shaking her head from the back seat. 

“Hold on, Jones.” Callum turned to look at her. “What?”

“If nobody is here, if all Meg sees when she arrives is our men, she’s smart enough not to approach. A crowd might be better,” Natasha said.

Callum directed his voice towards the speaker again. “I take that back. We’ll stick to the current plan.”

“A crowd will give them cover,” said Jones.

“But it will also make them think they’re safe,” Callum said. “We can’t let them get away again.” 

“The men are good,” said Jones. “They’ll see to it.”

“You’ve got the camera feeds?” 

“Eight of them,” said Jones. “The only difficult spot is the rear of the castle. The cameras in the car park are working, but the two that cover the west side are out. You’ll have to mind that back gate in particular. That’s where we’re completely blind.” 

“The gate was locked when I visited Chepstow a few months ago,” Natasha said. “I know because I wanted to use it, but the custodian told me I couldn’t.”

“I doubt that something like that would have changed,” Callum said, “but we shouldn’t presume.”

“Right,” said Jones. “According to the plans I have here, the original entrance was destroyed, and that gate is used only for maintenance.” 

“I’m orienting the men now,” Natasha said, one hand to her ear piece. “They’ll patrol there specifically.” 

Jones disconnected, and Callum scrubbed at his hair with one hand, feeling every one of his thirty-four years. Natasha had deep circles under her eyes too, not surprising since neither of them had slept in twenty-four hours. If they stayed at this much longer, their boss would replace Callum’s team with a different unit. Tired men made mistakes. 

“Worst case, the river patrol has to scoop our fugitives out of the Wye,” Natasha said. 

“I’d prefer it didn’t come to that,” Callum said. “I can see the headline now: Pregnant Woman Evades Security Service, Jumps into Wye River!”

“Have you ever been inside the castle?” Natasha said.

“I dated a girl who brought me here soon after I arrived at Cardiff. It was summer, so warmer then.” Callum checked the sky as he slipped his gloves back on. “Though admittedly, not by much.”

Natasha nodded her head towards the entrance to the castle. Only three people had passed across their line of sight since they’d arrived. “Where should I set up the command post?” 

“You’ll be my point person here and coordinate with the team,” Callum said. “I’ll take the balcony when it comes to it.” 

“They’ll never reach it,” Natasha said. “We could use you elsewhere. Maybe on the battlement.” She gazed up at the crenellations on the closest tower. The rain had turned the normally yellowish stone a dark grey.

“We’ve underestimated them from the beginning,” Callum said. “I’d like to start thinking two steps ahead.” The driver had left the engine running and the heat bathed Callum’s face. Callum relaxed against the headrest. “We need to move to a less noticeable location. We don’t want to scare them off before we’ve started.” 

It took until eight o’clock to contact the custodian of the castle. By then, the man was already on his way in. To top the morning off right, the rain started to fall again, though the crowd that had gathered to await the opening of the castle seemed unperturbed by it. 

Natasha, talking through her headset, had been patiently directing the men. As the time neared eight-thirty, she tapped Callum’s shoulder. “Have you noticed what everyone is wearing?”

Too late, Callum realized that the crowds not only would hide Meg, Llywelyn, and Goronwy, but would provide them an easier cover than he had expected: everyone in the crowd that was forming outside the castle gate wore medieval garb. 

Callum grabbed the binoculars and put them to his eyes, focusing on one individual at a time as he worked his way through the crowd. It was one thing to find the three fugitives in broad daylight, but with the rain, hoods were up and cloaks were tucked tight under chins. Callum’s men were going to have a hard time spotting them, even with cameras watching keenly.

Callum turned up his earpiece. “Driscoll, get Ted to the front gate. We need someone closer who can recognize them on sight.”

“Yes, sir,” Driscoll said, “but we risk Meg spotting him.”

“Better that than to lose her entirely,” Callum said. 

“We can watch the crowd for anyone who balks as he approaches the entrance,” Natasha said.

“I don’t like this.” Callum turned to Natasha. “I need a better picture of what’s happening. I’m too far away.”

Natasha put one hand to her ear, listening, and held up her other hand to Callum. Then she said, “The custodian has arrived and is waiting for you at the castle entrance.”

“Excellent.” Callum got out of the car, checked that his earpiece was working properly, and headed towards the castle gate. His trench coat with the collar up didn’t fit in with the re-enactors, but at least he wasn’t in black like his men. Their coats hid their firearms from the crowd, but they still looked like cockroaches on a bed sheet. At this point, however, it was too late to find them medieval clothing. It wasn’t as if Callum could buy that kind of attire at Marks and Spencer.

Welsh gun laws were more than strict. People weren’t used to seeing weaponry outside of their televisions. Callum didn’t wear his gun openly either. He didn’t want to intimidate the innocent onlookers more than he had to. Callum wanted this to be easy. It should have been easy from the start. 

Callum eased through the crowd, smiling and nodding, trying to blend in and pretend he enjoyed medieval pageantry. All the while, he cursed the rain, the bad luck that had brought Meg to Chepstow on this day, the errant custodian who had only just arrived, and Smythe for his initial heavy-handed approach to their fugitives. Remarkably, Smythe had never learned that much more could be accomplished with honey than with vinegar.

As promised, the custodian was waiting for Callum at the castle entrance and unlocked the door as he approached. The custodian didn’t immediately push the door open, however; he just stood there, gabbing at Callum. “I don’t understand what this is all about.” 

“You don’t need to,” Callum said.

“If something untoward is going on, I need to know about it,” the man said. His expression told Callum what he thought of this insult to his authority.

“No, you don’t.” Callum put his hand on the door and shoved it inward with enough force to knock the door handle from the custodian’s hand. The custodian sputtered his disapproval, but Callum pushed past him and entered Chepstow’s lower bailey.

He was alone for only a minute before a host of organizers and re-enactors followed. With them came Callum’s men who would watch for Meg from inside the castle. Before they set about their task, Callum took them aside. “I want you on the walls and in the doorways between the baileys. We stay in constant communication.”

“Yes, sir,” the men said in unison.

Callum then did a complete survey of the interior of the castle, all the way up to the rear door. It was locked. He returned to the lower bailey and entered the gift shop, looking for the custodian. The man wasn’t happy to see Callum, but he delegated the ticket taking to someone else and gave Callum his full attention. “Tell me about the back gate,” Callum said.

“It’s always locked,” the man said. “Only the groundskeeper and I have keys.”

“Is the groundskeeper here today?”

“He’ll be along in a minute,” the custodian said.

“Send him to me when he comes in,” Callum said. “I’ll be on the balcony off the wine cellar.”

“Yes, sir.”

Having little faith that the custodian would do as he requested, Callum asked Natasha to let him know when the maintenance worker arrived. He was sorry he had rubbed the custodian the wrong way, but Callum had a job to do. It was ridiculous for the man to question how he did it.

Callum made his way through the kitchen, already busy with preparations for a medieval meal, down the stairs, and into the wine cellar. Chepstow Castle was in better repair than many ancient fortresses since it had never been taken by an enemy force in battle. Still, it wasn’t what one might call habitable, having lost its wooden infrastructure—specifically the roofs to all its buildings and halls—centuries ago.

The room in which Callum found himself now, however, was built in stone. Contemplating the rain, he stood in the doorway to the balcony that overlooked the Wye River. He couldn’t help but think about the men who’d lived here centuries ago when the cellar was full and the purpose of the castle was to stand as a last bastion of English strength against the miles of Wales to the west.

Seven hundred years ago, Llywelyn ap Gruffydd, the man Meg claimed was her husband, had died, and Wales had fallen to England. Callum hadn’t lived in Wales very long, but only an imbecile could have failed to notice how many Welsh people wished that had never happened. Callum stared at the puddles forming on the uneven stones at his feet. He wished he could speak to his father, who’d have had a thing or two to say about the day Callum was having. 

From the back of the wine cellar, perched on a building stone that could have fallen off the balcony wall four hundred years ago, Callum called in to Natasha. “What do you see?”

“I —crackle, crackle— someth — crackle, crackle—” 

“You’re breaking up.”

“I —crackle, crackle—”

“Forget it. It’s my fault. I’m coming up.”

Natasha was right that waiting for Meg in the wine cellar was a waste of his time, especially since the stones blocked the reception for his earpiece. Callum had allowed the knowledge that Meg had eluded them so far to cloud his thinking. He was ascribing superpowers to a pregnant former history professor burdened by two older men, one of whom was fresh out of hospital. If Callum hadn’t felt that his job was somehow on the line, he would have laughed out loud at the absurdity of his situation. 

Callum came out of the former great hall of Chepstow Castle into a dramatically changed scene. When he’d entered earlier, the castle had just been starting to fill. Now, an expansive pavilion had been set up in the center of the lower bailey. Tourists streamed through the gift shop, heading towards either the pavilion or the middle bailey, where Callum could hear a speaker welcoming everyone to Chepstow Castle. Three of Callum’s men observed the movements of the crowd from the battlement, and two more stood in the doorway between the middle and lower bailey, checking the face of every person who went through it.

Callum tried Natasha again. “Where are we?” 

“I’ve moved Ted and Agent Driscoll inside the gift shop,” Natasha said. “Ted was getting restless and cold.”

“How well can he see from there?”

“He can see better,” she said. “We’re having people remove their hats and hoods once they’re inside—for security purposes.”

“Excellent,” Callum said. “No sign of them, I assume?”

“No, sir.”

That wasn’t excellent. While Callum had been speaking to Natasha, the speaker in the middle bailey had released the crowd, which surged into the lower bailey. A girl brushed past Callum lugging an iron pot. It was so heavy, she needed both hands on the handle to carry it. Steam rose from the liquid inside, wafting the scent of beef and barley stew in his direction.

Uncertain about his next move and sure that he was missing something important, Callum moved closer to the castle entrance. He spent a few minutes scanning the face of every tourist who entered the castle. With each person who passed by, Callum’s irritation and suspicion rose, until he remembered that he hadn’t yet spoken to the groundskeeper.

“Who’s watching the back gate?” Callum said, cutting through the chatter amongst his men that came constantly through his earpiece. He hadn’t cut them off earlier in large part because men standing around talking looked more natural than men glaring at the crowd.

“Agents Jeffries and Leon, sir,” Natasha said.

“Excuse me, sir,” Agent Leon said, “but Chapman and Stevens were assigned to the rear of the castle. Jeffries and I have been up on the wall in the middle bailey for the last thirty minutes.”

“That’s not right, sir. Chapman and I were tasked with watching the car park,” Stevens said.

Bollocks. “Stevens, check the back gate. Jeffries, find the groundskeeper.”

“They haven’t slipped past us from the front,” Natasha said. “I’m sure of it.”

“I’m going to have a look at the cellar again as a precaution,” Callum said. 

Of all the times to screw up the assignments. That had been Natasha’s job, but it was ultimately Callum’s responsibility. If he couldn’t stop Meg from jumping off the balcony, the head that would roll would be his. Callum trotted back into the passageway that led to the wine cellar. 

Tourists’ wet boots had made the stones slippery, and Callum was glad for the good tread on his rubber soled work shoes. No electric light or torch guided his feet as he descended into the darkness of the wine cellar, but as he neared the bottom of the stairs, dim light came from the doorway to the balcony. Callum reached it a second later and pulled up, stunned by what he saw.

“Stop!”  

At Callum’s shout, the woman—Meg—pushed back the hood of her cloak and glanced over her shoulder, letting the rain sweep into her face. Goronwy, the shorter, squatter, and greyer of the two men, already stood on the wall that overlooked the Wye River. He glared at Callum, who couldn’t blame him, given that for the last twelve hours MI-5 had chased him across the length and breadth of Wales. All three fugitives looked as tired as Callum felt.

Goronwy’s hand strayed to the hilt of his sword, but he didn’t draw his weapon. Llywelyn didn’t even glance at Callum. Instead, he hoisted himself up onto the stones to stand on the wall beside Goronwy. It wasn’t a wide wall, either, maybe a foot deep. Both men balanced there securely, even Llywelyn with his gimpy heart. 

“Please. Let us go.” Meg clutched her skirt in one hand and gripped Goronwy’s hand tightly with the other.

“Don’t make another move except to step down slowly. I need you to come with me.” Callum put a hand to his ear, noticing the absence of conversation, and realized that his earpiece had gone on the fritz again, blocked by the stones above his head. 

Meg dropped her skirt and reached for Llywelyn’s hand. “We can’t. We have to go home.” 

While Callum watched, helpless to stop them, the two men lifted her onto the wall. Callum took a step forward, one hand out, fumbling with his other hand in the pocket of his trench coat for his phone. What he didn’t do was pull his gun from its holster under his suit jacket. Callum needed to end this before it went further, but not with a bullet wound. 

He pressed ‘talk’ and put the phone to his ear. As the phone rang, Meg, Llywelyn, and Goronwy sidled closer together. Goronwy and Llywelyn clutched Meg around the waist while she slipped her arms under their cloaks and held on. 

Even as Natasha picked up with a distant Hello? Callum lowered the phone. 

“Don’t do it!” he said.

“Sir?” Natasha’s voice came from Callum’s phone. 

Callum wanted to answer but the situation was too delicate. A wrong move by him might encourage them to jump. If Callum couldn’t come up with the right thing to say, that headline on the front page of the national rag was going to be written after all.

Then feet pounded in the corridor above him, the metal fittings of boots rapping loudly on the stones. Callum didn’t know if Meg heard the noise or if it was an instinctive twitch from him that gave the game away. As Meg bent her knees, Callum dropped his phone, took a step, and threw himself forward in a flying tackle. He managed to wrap his arms around Llywelyn’s shins, but he was too late. Their feet had left the balustrade. Their combined weight and Callum’s momentum carried him over the wall.

The water rushed four stories below him. As he fell, seconds passed as if they were days. He forgot to breathe. And then a great chasm of blackness opened beneath him and swallowed him whole.

Callum hit the river and went under.
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May 1289 

Kings Langley Palace, Hertfordshire, England

––––––––
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Callum

––––––––
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Six Months Later ...

––––––––
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Callum brought his sword down on David’s shield and then sidestepped a countering move by mere inches. The king had gotten the jump on Callum early in the fight and had kept him on the defensive ever since. The two men drove back and forth—thrust, parry, block—until Callum’s arm was shaking with the effort. For the mock fight, they were using blunted swords that were a half pound heavier than Callum’s personal blade. The added weight made the fourteen years Callum had on David and the years of swordplay David had on Callum more evident with each minute that passed.

David’s shield splintered. He dropped it, leaping to the attack with two hands on the hilt of his sword. Callum countered yet again, using his greater weight to push back until the two men grappled together, their faces a foot apart. They’d been going at it for half an hour now. David had cleared the small courtyard of watchers, but Callum could feel the eyes of the garrison on them, watching surreptitiously from the battlement and the top of the keep.

“Enough!” David shoved Callum away from him. 

Callum dropped his sword and shield to the ground and bent forward with his hands on his knees, breathing hard. “Give up, do you?” 

“I wouldn’t want an old man to get hurt.” 

“You’re only twenty,” Callum said. “I wouldn’t call that old.”

David laughed and gazed at Callum with that particular expression he often wore—of amusement and intelligence and am I really the King of England? He didn’t often turn it on Callum, and it made Callum straighten and forget the fight, instantly wary of what might be coming.

“You’ll have muddy roads all the way north, unless this good weather lasts,” David said.

Callum swallowed down laughter and incredulity. “So that’s what this was all about? A test? You wanted to see if I was ready to go off on my own?” 

“You’ve been cooling your heels as a glorified bodyguard since you came here,” David said. “Today has been a long time coming.” 

“You’re saying I’m to go to Scotland for you?” Callum clenched his suddenly shaking fists and took a step towards David. 

“You speak Gaelic. How could I not send you?” David said. “I once stood in your shoes, you know.”

Callum took in a deep breath and let it out, acknowledging that few men could understand Callum better than David. He had arrived in medieval Wales at the age of fourteen and grown to be the King of England. “That isn’t something I could ever forget, even if others might.” 

“You could have told me how you felt,” David said.

“You’ve had enough on your plate without worrying about me. I didn’t want to make your life harder. But you are right. If I have to spend one more day with nothing of value to do, I might lose my mind.” 

“Then this is the right time for you to leave,” David said. 

In the early days of his sojourn in the medieval world, Callum had hoped that the near constant activity involved in learning this new way of life would be enough to sustain him until he could return to the modern world. But as the weeks and months had dragged on, it became increasingly clear that the opportunity for return was not going to be forthcoming—not from Meg, not from her daughter, Anna, and particularly not from her son, David, who had a kingdom to run. 

Callum had come to accept that he was stranded in the Middle Ages for the time being. He hadn’t asked Meg to take him back to the modern world, and after living for six months among these people, it seemed less likely with each passing day that he could. He understood that he would only be able to leave if an opportunity dropped into his lap. He couldn’t plan on it. It would be a matter of being in the right place at the right time for once, as he’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time on the balcony at Chepstow. 

By treating his life here as just another mission, and by living the life of a soldier again, Callum had also hoped to have banished the PTSD for good. But the enforced inactivity of late winter had unveiled new symptoms, worse ones. Callum dreamed every night of his old life in MI-5, or on bad nights, of the flash of exploding IEDs and death. He would wake with grit in his teeth, more tired than when he went to sleep. He’d taken to pushing himself physically so he could go to bed exhausted. If that didn’t work, or Callum awoke in the night and couldn’t go back to sleep, he would return to the hall and consume more beer than was good for him. A drinking companion was never hard to find in medieval England. 

David hadn’t said anything to Callum about his behavior. The king might be all of twenty years old, but he was still effectively Callum’s boss. As odd as that was, David never took advantage of it, never threw his weight around, and never implied that he knew more than Callum about what was best for him. Even if he did.

Callum had spent much of the spring—when he wasn’t learning impossible languages or practicing sword-fighting as he’d done today—riding with the garrison on patrol as if he belonged with the other men. Everyone knew Callum didn’t. The men humored him, even accepted his company as his horsemanship improved, but he could never be one of them. Callum had finally concluded that he needed something real to do.

And it seemed that David, despite his total silence on the subject, had understood that too. 

David tossed his weapon into a pile with Callum’s sword and shield. Then he pulled off his gloves and sweat-soaked shirt, effectively giving Callum permission to do the same. The day had grown warm. David sat on a bench in the shade of a north-facing wall and leaned back, stretching his long legs in front of him. “From that first day at St. Paul’s, I had every intention of using you. It was a matter of finding where your interests and mine aligned.”

Until now, David hadn’t asked anything of Callum, just provided: food and shelter, tutors, weapons training—anything that Callum thought he needed, and some things that he hadn’t known he needed to take his place as a knight in medieval England. David hadn’t said one word about Callum serving him. 

But now ... now Callum had a task he could sink his teeth into. 

Since Christmas, Callum had been catching up on all the British history that had bored him stiff in school. A matter of kings and crowns and untimely deaths, only some of which had turned out to be the same here as back in the old world.

David’s current headache had to do with who would sit on Scotland’s throne, empty since the death of the last king, Alexander III, in 1286. Scotland had been ruled during the three years since by a council of Guardians: two Scottish bishops, two Scottish lords, and two English noblemen. Callum’s headache was keeping it all straight, but it helped that one of the English lords happened to be Gilbert de Clare, a strong ally of David. The other English lord had died and hadn’t been replaced. 

These Guardians had held the throne in trust on behalf of Alexander’s last legitimate heir: his six-year-old granddaughter, Margaret. Fearful to wait until she grew up, her father, Erik of Norway, had sent the girl to Scotland to stand before her people as their queen. Margaret had died during the journey from Norway, however, before she could be crowned. 

The girl’s death had happened in the old world too, and King Edward had stepped in to mediate the succession. As the new King of England, it was David’s task now, and all of Britain was counting on him to stop Scotland from going off the rails. 

David tapped a finger to his lips. “I promised the Scots I would ride north to meet Margaret and speak before their Parliament, but I was hoping to put it off until the summer. Now that she’s dead, I’m stuck with that promise and have a pressing need for a delegation. The Scots are still expecting me to come, but I can’t go. You’ll have to convey my regrets to them.”

Callum went up on the balls of his feet and came down. “It’s important to be here for the birth of your first child.”

David scoffed. “You and I are the only men who think so. You should have heard the uproar among my advisors when I told them I wasn’t going.”

“The Scots might appreciate your lack of interference,” Callum said.

“That’s exactly what I explained to my council.” David laughed. “The good news is that I have managed to turn my selfish desire into kingly magnanimity. By not journeying to Scotland now, I show the Scots that I mean what I say: I do not want their throne.” He eyed Callum, still smirking. “You will have to do.”

“What about Gilbert de Clare?” Callum said. “He could speak for you instead of me.”

“He is overseeing his estates in Ireland,” David said. “I sent him a message that he’s needed, but communication being what it is, he may not have received it yet. I can’t predict when he will arrive in Scotland.”

“I will do my best for you, my lord.” Callum bowed. He didn’t bow before David very often, but this moment seemed to call for some formality. 

“I trust you more than any of the other men I’m sending in the delegation,” David said. “I’m counting on you to be my eyes and ears in Scotland. Bishop Kirby thinks he’s the primary ambassador and will take all the responsibility for the mediation if he can—as well as all the credit for its success—but I don’t trust him.”

Callum met that statement with the silence it deserved, taking a moment to pour David a cup of water from a pitcher and hand it to him. Callum poured a cup for himself too, and they both drank. David had told Callum about the behind-the-scenes machinations that had taken place leading up to David’s crowning as King of England. Kirby had forged documents attesting that Meg was the daughter of King Henry and Caitir, an illegitimate daughter of King Alexander II of Scotland. 

Although David had declared time and again that the documents were fake, nobody seemed to believe him, especially since the Church had gone ahead and crowned him King of England anyway. Other claimants to the throne of Scotland now feared that those same documents gave David a right to the Scottish throne too, and that David would back up his supposed claim with military might.

“I have ordered Kirby to leave my rights out of this, no matter how acrimonious the negotiations become among the Scots.” David poured the last of the water in his cup over his head and then brushed the wet hair back from his face with both hands. “Kirby has assented. I’m not getting involved in a war in Scotland. As you and I know, it would be a quagmire. Do try to head one off if you can.” 

“You’re sure about asking Kirby to lead your delegation?” Callum said. 

“The task should have gone to Archbishop Peckham, but he has been ill since the winter and is still recovering. Kirby begged for the job, and while his desire for it concerns me since it appears to be a thankless task, I don’t want you to get sucked into the dispute. You are to stay free of bias towards any faction. Your job is to be a calming influence among the Scottish nobility, to ferret out what’s happening behind closed doors and in the underbelly of the royal court, and—I want to know who killed Princess Margaret.”

“She died of what sounds like the flu or pneumonia,” Callum said.

David shrugged. “So they say. I’m reluctant to believe in so coincidental a death, even if it would take an awfully cold heart to murder a small child.” 

“It has happened before,” Callum said. “Maybe recently.”

“That’s exactly my concern,” David said. “It’s bad enough that I never discovered if my predecessor, little Prince Edward, died of smallpox or was murdered. I don’t want to place the crown of Scotland on the head of the man who ordered Margaret’s death.”

“I can’t promise—”

“I’m asking too much, I know. Do what you can.”

“Yes, my lord.”

David smirked. “My title never sounds right coming from you, though it’s not as bad as when my sister says it.”

Callum smiled. “Yes, my lord.” 

Then David held up a hand, having one more thing to say. “To give you the stature you require in order to move freely throughout the north, I am awarding you the earldom of Shrewsbury.”

All the air left Callum’s chest. It was an outrageous gift and one he didn’t deserve. David’s advisors must have nearly had apoplexy when he suggested it. “My lord—you can’t!”

“The Earldom of Shrewsbury was allowed to expire almost two hundred years ago,” David said. “I can bestow it upon whomever I wish.” 

“I know for a fact that Humphrey de Bohun covets it for his son, William,” Callum said.

“I’ve given Worcester to William. He didn’t complain so I don’t see why you should. It is a done deal. I signed the document this morning.” 

Callum was still staring at David, his mouth agape. 

Then Lili appeared through the archway that led from the courtyard to the kitchen garden. She glanced at Callum and grinned. “I gather you told him?”

David stood, clapped a hand on Callum’s shoulder, and strode past him towards his wife. As an excuse for David not to ride to Scotland, she was a good one. Less than a month remained in her pregnancy, and he was determined to be with her for the birth. 

David had moved the court from Westminster Palace to Kings Langley so she could have sunshine and quiet as she waited. He had little of either himself no matter where he resided, though this was better than the stink and press of London. Even through Callum’s very modern eyes, the London of the Middle Ages was crowded and polluted. Kings Langley couldn’t compare to the mountains of Wales, but it was more like them than the city.

David took Lili’s hand. “Are you well? Is there something you wanted?”

“I’m fine. I’m fine.” Lili laughed at David’s attentiveness. “I won’t break, you know. I just came to tell you that the men on the wall can see Ieuan’s banner in the distance.”

“Finally!” David gestured that Callum should come with him. 

Callum had met the rest of David’s family at Christmas, after David’s tour of England as the country’s new king, but he hadn’t seen any of them since then. In the Middle Ages, travel was dangerous and difficult. While David’s rule had brought peace to England and its roads were for the most part safe, to travel a hundred miles still took three days on horseback. It was too much of a challenge for a woman with a new baby, of which David’s family suddenly had quite a few.

A few weeks ago, David’s sister, Anna, and her husband, Math, had welcomed a second son. They’d named him Bran after the original ruler of Dinas Bran, Math’s seat in northeast Wales. Before that, in March, Meg had given birth to her twins, Elisa and Padrig. Neither woman felt comfortable leaving her children to travel to England.

Thus, the only family members who could make the journey from Wales for the birth of Lili’s baby were Bronwen, a fellow time traveler; her husband, Ieuan (who was also Lili’s brother); and their six-month-old daughter, Catrin. 

Callum knew that childbirth was one of the events that seemed to precipitate time travel. He’d spent approximately one minute scheming as to how he might attend the births, on the off chance that one of the women did time travel home, but then discarded the idea just as quickly. What could he have done? Hovered over Anna or Meg as they labored, waiting for that moment when they might take him back to the modern world? It would have been an obscene request, and he’d stayed in England rather than be tempted.

Callum accepted the clean shirt Lili had brought for him, slipping it on and buckling his real sword around his waist, before following David towards the gatehouse of the castle. They reached it just as the visitors came to a halt in the outer bailey. 

Bronwen shot Callum a grin from the saddle as she handed Catrin down to Ieuan, who had dismounted first. “You’re here!”

Callum moved to help her to the ground. “Why does that surprise you?”

“I don’t know,” Bronwen said. “You had the look a few months ago of someone whose feet were itching to hit the road.”

“And so they are,” Callum said. 

Aaron, the physician for the Welsh royal court, held his hand to his lower back. “The journey from Caerphilly to London was quite enough for me.” 

“You are a steadfast companion, nonetheless, Aaron,” Bronwen said, and then looked past him to smile at his son, “as is Samuel.” 

If Callum had thought the day couldn’t be improved upon, he was wrong. Thanks to a long-term (clandestine) relationship with a Scottish woman who now lived in Carlisle, Samuel spoke Gaelic. Because Callum did too, Samuel had been one of the few people with whom Callum could communicate in the first months he’d lived in Wales. Like English and French, Gaelic had changed between the thirteenth century and the twenty-first, but Callum had more easily navigated those changes, and Samuel had been willing to help. 

Although Samuel was of Jewish descent, at six feet tall, with light brown hair and the body of a soldier, he could be mistaken for a run-of-the-mill Englishman. Very often, he meant to be. Until the death of Edmund of Lancaster, King Edward’s brother, in whose company Samuel served before 1285, Samuel had denied his Jewish heritage and passed for an Englishman. In the new world David had created, such deception was no longer required. Not surprisingly, Samuel now served David instead of any English baron.
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