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Kells, Ireland

January 1294

Walter

––––––––
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“More wine?” Richard de Feypo gestured with the carafe in his hand. 

“Wine will not aid this plan, Richard,” Walter Cusack said. “We need level heads and clear eyes going forward.”

“It’s going to work.” Already the most powerful of Geoffrey de Geneville’s vassals, Richard was grasping and ambitious, sometimes uncomfortably so. He was also short of stature, with coal black hair and a beaked nose—not the usual physique of a knight. But the size of his brain more than made up for his physical deficiencies, which was why Walter had thrown in with him in the first place.

“Geneville—”

“—is an old man,” Richard said. “His mind isn’t what it once was. Certainly his body has failed him, and he is distracted by his responsibilities in England. Did you know that he hasn’t come to Skryne Castle in five months? He has no idea what I do.”

“He has spies.” Thomas de Clare, brother to the recently deceased Gilbert, ran his hands through his hair, which was enviably thick and devoid of gray for a man of middle age. He wore it long too, which Walter thought was pure hubris. Walter himself was balding, and while his wife told him that it made him more handsome than ever, he hated every hair he found in his comb most mornings. 

“I have turned his spies.” Richard had an answer for everything, which was all to the good as far as Walter was concerned. That’s why he was questioning him. “I gave you the name of the stable boy he’d bought at Killeen. Did you take care of him?”

“He is dead.” Walter’s own ambition and his desire to keep both his lands and his head had led him down this path. He would do what was necessary, even if it was unsavory.

“How?” Thomas said sharply. “Nothing that might arouse suspicion, I hope.”

“Drowned in the Boyne. It just so happened that he couldn’t swim.”

Richard nodded. “Then we can move forward.”

“What about Valence and Comyn?” Thomas said. “Can you control them?”

Richard was more than confident. “Valence is driven by rage. He can see nothing but King David’s corpse on the ground and his head on a pike. You don’t have to worry about Aymer.”

Walter was pleased to agree with Feypo’s assessment. “For Comyn’s part, he is motivated by greed. He truly believes we will give him the High Kingship.”

Thomas scoffed. “He has to commit far more than five hundred men to our cause if he expects the crown.”

“He says he will bring more men if this initial attack goes well,” Richard said. “The throne of Scotland will stand with us.”

“If so, we will owe Balliol,” Thomas said. “You could lose control of this very quickly.”

“You will have Thomond so why do you care?” Richard said.

Thomas frowned. “I will care because there are miles of Irish-held territory between Thomond and Dublin. I want to know that you and our other allies will hold those lands, and that you won’t balk at a crucial moment—like when you have to kill David.”

“The men assigned to him will do their duty,” Richard said. “Why wouldn’t they?”

Thomas’s voice rose, incredulous. “Because he is the return of the great High King Murtagh Mac Ecra come to save the Irish from their oppressors and lead them to the land of milk and honey!” 

“That would be King Arthur to you, Richard.” Walter rapped his fingers on the table to emphasize his agreement with Thomas. “It’s the same tale by a different name, one I learned on my nanny’s knee, even if you didn’t, and all the peasants believe it. Mark my words, when it comes to it, nobody will want to be responsible for his death.”

“My men will be well paid for what they do.” Richard moved his hand dismissively. “I anticipate no problems.”

Though not completely convinced, Walter grunted his acceptance. David’s death was not the minor doing Richard pretended, but it was a small piece of the overall plan, so he was willing to put it aside for now. If all else failed, Walter himself would take care of David. Or Aymer would.

“What of these Irish allies?” Thomas asked. “Surely when it comes to it you don’t really intend to include them in the governance of Ireland.”

“Of course not. They will fight for us, and then we will isolate them and fall on them one by one.” Richard looked from Walter to Thomas and back again. “Is two months enough time for you to prepare?”

“More than enough. I’m already having to hold O’Rourke back. I told you we shouldn’t include him in any aspect of the plan until the last moment.” Thomas drained his drink and stood. “For that reason alone, I would argue against any delay. Even more, Geneville’s health fails daily. With no male heir, if he dies before Parliament convenes, David might claim his lands and give them to the Irish before we even know he’s done it. We could be out on our ears by spring.”

They all knew David would use any excuse to give away their domains. That was why they were moving at all. The idea that the Lord of Ireland would return their hard-fought lands to the native Irish was an anathema—a betrayal of all that he stood for and they’d fought for. But King David was unlike any king of England who’d gone before him. Which was why they had to act.

“We cannot move sooner. We have to wait until David arrives in Ireland.” Richard put one hand on Thomas’s shoulder and the other on Walter’s. “Now, if there are no more questions, are we agreed? We will see this through?”

The other men nodded their assent. But then Thomas said, “And the king’s cousin—this knave who killed my brother and is now hailed as the Hero of Westminster? He truly will come to Ireland as well?”

“I am assured that he will, and he’s all yours, Thomas. We win the day, and then you can avenge your brother’s death.” 
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Beyond the Pale, Ireland

12 March 1294

Christopher

––––––––
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From Christopher’s right, Huw spoke in lilting English. “Who are they?” 

Christopher didn’t actually say how the hell should I know? But his disbelief at being asked that question must have showed on his face, because Huw clapped him on the shoulder and turned to his other side where Robbie Bruce was peering through a pair of medieval binoculars, which (unbelievably) worked quite well. Christopher had already looked through them, so he knew what Robbie was seeing: a dozen ships were sailing up the Boyne River to the town of Drogheda. Given their size, each held at least fifty men and horses. It was a small army. Even Christopher wasn’t naïve enough to think that they were here for their health.

“My God,” Robbie said. “Those ships fly Red Comyn’s banner!”

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” William de Bohun, the last of Christopher’s companions, grabbed the binoculars and yanked them away from Robbie, who swatted at him for doing it but let them go. As far as Christopher could tell, he himself hadn’t been good for much during the nine months that he’d lived in the Middle Ages except for teaching his friends bits of American English. William loved the word kidding and applied it to almost any situation. Otherwise, he was the most difficult of Christopher’s friends to get to know, since most of the time it was impossible to decipher what—if anything—he was hiding beneath his quick banter and pride. 

Eighteen seconds into his sojourn in the Middle Ages, Christopher had figured out that he could say goodbye to ever being comfortable again. It wasn’t just that the beds were harder here than at home, or that he missed his computer chair, or that he’d ended nearly every day for the last nine months so exhausted he could barely lift his arms. Physical discomfort was the least of his concerns. It was the way everything he had ever thought he knew was not only wrong but likely to get him killed.

He hadn’t actually believed that lightsaber fighting with his friends bore much resemblance to sword fighting in the courtyard of a real castle. He’d known before his twelve intensive weeks with Bevyn, David’s first instructor, that all that fancy footwork in The Princess Bride was essentially useless. But knowing theoretically that one hundred percent of the point of fighting was to get the enemy on his back and drive a sword through his midsection, and understanding that fact, were two entirely different things. Bevyn hadn’t much cared what Christopher had to do to win either—as long as he won.

It was almost worse that Christopher had killed Gilbert de Clare with his car that very first day—that very first second—of his arrival in the Middle Ages. Because of it, everyone accorded Christopher a certain amount of respect he didn’t deserve. Unlike the guys he’d started hanging with here, each of whom had killed at least one man, Christopher had never killed anyone on purpose. 

But as he crouched with his three friends behind the stone wall that made up the border of some poor farmer’s field, he had a sinking feeling—to go along with the way his boots had sunk into the mud caused by the endless rain—that he could soon find himself equal to his friends. In fact, the opportunity to do so might be staring him in the face right now, whether or not Christopher was ready for it. 

As Christopher gazed through the late afternoon rain to the Boyne River, his stomach curdled at the implications of Red’s arrival, and his hand reflexively clutched the St. Christopher’s medal around his neck. The medal had been hanging from the rearview mirror of his car when he’d driven into the Middle Ages. Since St. Christopher was not only Christopher’s namesake but also the patron saint of travelers, storms, bachelors, and (bizarrely) toothache, he figured wearing it meant he was covering most of his bases. He hadn’t even been Catholic back at home, but here, it was the only Christian Church available. Everybody was Catholic and wore one talisman or another all the time.

“Gentlemen, we should move.” James Stewart tapped Christopher’s shoulder. He spoke with a Scottish accent that had taken Christopher’s ear ages to decipher, but once he had, he found himself mimicking it. James Stewart was the kind of knight that Christopher aspired to become, right down to his loose-hipped, long-legged stride. He was muscled but thin, smart, good-looking, and rich. He was also soft-spoken, but Christopher had noticed right off that when he did speak, people listened. So, Christopher backed away as James wanted, while at the same time keeping his head below the level of the wall. 

James was here because David had asked him to keep an eye on Christopher, essentially as a chaperone, which effectively meant that he was William’s and Robbie’s chaperone too. When he’d first heard about it, Christopher had wanted Rupert, his time-traveling journalist friend, to come along too, but he was in Dublin setting up Ireland’s first radio station—and he could barely ride a horse. Rupert had helped Christopher survive some of the harder moments of the last nine months, as one of the few people who understood what it was like to be here accidentally. Christopher missed Rupert’s humor and the way he had a sarcastic comment for every occasion.

David was in Ireland too, but as the King of England and Lord of Ireland, he was too busy playing politics to run around with Christopher. He’d spent the last three weeks talking with Ireland’s barons, trying to find a way to get them to stop fighting each other all the time. So far, however, nothing he or anyone else said seemed to be working. Christopher figured that James had agreed to keep an eye on him because he was sick of all the talking and had jumped at the chance of gallivanting around Ireland for a few days.

William was the last to leave the wall, but after another long look through the binoculars, he hustled after the rest. “What does Red Comyn want? Why has he brought an army to Drogheda?”

James answered without looking back. “I have no idea.” Through some sixth sense, which was one of the things Christopher hoped one day to have for himself, James found a path that would bring them closer to the town walls, while at the same time keeping them somewhat hidden from any watchers who might be braving the rain.

None of them had to ask who Red Comyn was, not even Christopher. Before taking him to Ireland in the company of William and Robbie, David had given Christopher a longwinded lecture about noble families and his companions’ place in them. Not only were William and Robbie cousins, both descended from William Marshal, the great knight (and Earl of Pembroke AND King of Leinster), but Red Comyn, Robbie’s sworn enemy, was too. William was even a true heir to the throne of Scotland. William teased Robbie endlessly about that fact, though he hadn’t put in his claim when it mattered.

David had explained to Christopher at great length how, in the Avalon timeline, Robbie had murdered Red in a Scottish church about ten years from now. And then David had immediately made Christopher swear not to tell Robbie about it. Christopher had to admit that sometimes his cousin’s lectures were impossibly tedious, but they had a way of sticking in your brain. For example, he now knew that Robbie’s killing of Red had prompted Red’s family to engineer the capture and eight-year imprisonment of Robbie’s future wife, Elizabeth de Burgh. He even could tell you that Elizabeth, who was only ten years old today, happened also to be the daughter of the Earl of Ulster and the niece of James Stewart’s Irish wife, Gilles. Christopher took a moment to rub his head. How did David live with all of that swimming around inside his brain, knowing what his friends’ future could hold?

The five companions reached the spot where they’d left their horses cropping the grass amidst a stand of trees that screened them from the battlements of Drogheda’s town walls. Christopher was a far less experienced horseman than the others, but of all the skills that he’d had to learn in the last nine months, riding was the one he’d taken to most easily. He had no trouble keeping up with his friends on horseback. In fact, he was already a better rider than Huw, who hadn’t been born to it either, despite being medieval. Admittedly, Huw wasn’t part of the gang because he was a great swordsman or rider. He was here for the same reason James was: to keep an eye on Christopher. 

The others viewed Huw as a servant, but the idea of being waited on that way was weird and uncomfortable to Christopher, so he’d settled on treating Huw like what he was—his cousin’s friend, who occasionally helped him put on armor. The best thing Huw did for Christopher, however, was to steer him through the blur of names and faces in the castles and countries David visited. Christopher had no memory for names whatsoever, but Huw did, and his voice had been a constant whisper in Christopher’s ear about who this lord was or that lady, and he never hesitated to tell Christopher exactly how he was supposed to behave in polite company.

This region of Ireland consisted mostly of farmland and pastureland. Drogheda, where Comyn’s ships were docking, was twenty miles northeast of Trim Castle, where the Irish Parliament was meeting. Drogheda was as far as James had intended for them to travel today, and they’d planned to spend the night either at the castle or in the guesthouse of the Dominican monastery, located on the north bank of the Boyne River at the highest point of the town. 

With Red Comyn’s arrival, that plan wasn’t going to work, since there was no way they were letting Robbie Bruce spend the night anywhere near where a Comyn was staying.

The castle lay on the south side of the Boyne River, but the town had been built on both sides with a bridge across the Boyne connecting the two halves. Massive stone walls twenty feet high surrounded the whole thing, and the towers were three times higher than that. 

According to James, only English people lived in the town. When the barons from England had conquered this part of Ireland, they’d kicked all the Irish out and made them live in the countryside, though they still had to tithe to the conquerors. Back in Avalon, after King Edward had conquered Wales, he’d done the same thing to the Welsh, effectively making them foreigners in their own country. 

In fact, according to Aunt Meg (who rivaled David in her ability to tell you everything about everything), England had used the same tactic over and over again throughout the world. Here in Ireland, the Boyne River acted as the boundary between land that looked to England for authority (called the Pale) and land that was either entirely under Irish control or claimed and fought over by both sides. A big reason David had chosen this moment to come to Ireland and get the peace process going was because it had reached a point in the last year where the warfare never stopped. 

Everybody was fighting everyone else, regardless of their ancestry. It was like every lord had delusions of grandeur and was trying to carve out a mini-kingdom for himself. 

“We need to find out what Comyn plans before we return to Trim Castle,” Robbie said. 

“Robbie is right,” William chimed in. “We can’t go back now!”

William and Robbie were always ready for anything that involved risk. Robbie was older than William, and therefore a little bit wiser, but the two of them together were what Aunt Meg called a potent combination. More to the point, they acted first and asked questions later. 

Christopher was still waiting for James to answer. He was their leader, so in the end it wouldn’t matter what any of them wanted because they would do what James said. After another few seconds of silence, however, Christopher gave in to his impatience. “How worried are you?”

“If I were, would it help?” James gave a sharp shake of his head. “I’m worried, which is why we’re going to do as Robbie suggests and find out everything we can about why Comyn is here, so we can tell your cousin.”

“We really are?” William said. “How?”

“We could find a way inside the castle to listen in on what they’re plotting,” Christopher said. “Hide in a hay cart like it’s the Trojan Horse.”

William and Robbie, both of whom knew Greek mythology, nodded vigorously. 

Then Christopher’s brow furrowed. “Though, now that I think about it, it would probably be easier just to ride down to the dock. Even if Comyn is here to cause trouble, it isn’t as if he’s going to attack us—especially you, James. You’re the Steward of Scotland!”

“I’m sorry to say that I can’t agree with either plan,” James said. “If Comyn is making a play for power in Ireland, letting you anywhere near Drogheda could make you a pawn in his game.”

Christopher blinked. There it was again—the special status he had simply because he was David’s cousin. Christopher had been thinking that either he or Huw should be the one to sneak into the castle in a hay cart because nobody would recognize them. He regularly forgot that David was the King of England, the most powerful man in Europe. Not even the pope could tell him what to do. There was no way James was ever going to let Christopher do anything even slightly risky. He was lucky James had thought the ride to Drogheda was a walk in the park, or they wouldn’t have come.

“Does this mean that Comyn is conspiring with the castellan of the castle?” William said. “John de Tuyt is supposed to be loyal to Geoffrey de Geneville!”

There was a grim set to James’s jaw. “Maybe he still is.” 

“But—” William was struggling with the implications. “That means Geneville—” He broke off, unable to finish the thought.

“Might not be faithful. Yes.” James was projecting strength and calm, which was good because Christopher certainly wasn’t feeling either. Christopher had met Geoffrey de Geneville over Gilbert de Clare’s corpse that first day at Westminster Castle. He was one of the barons David trusted, and Christopher got a sick feeling in his stomach at the thought that Geoffrey might no longer be a friend. 

“We should confront Red now.” Robbie’s eyes lit with an inner fire.

Christopher decided that he didn’t care if he came off as ignorant again. “It makes no sense at all that Red would ally with Geneville. Even I know that he and Red have nothing in common. Red doesn’t even have any lands in Ireland.”

“Like me, his wife does, so he does.” James glanced at Christopher. “King David has made no secret of the fact that he doesn’t approve of his barons’ rule of Ireland. If they’re afraid that he might force them to give up their lands in favor of their Irish rivals, they might see the advantage of enlisting outsiders such as Red Comyn—men who aren’t loyal to King David and never will be.”

“Cousins will be pitted against each other! Brothers too!” William looked horrified, showing for once that he wasn’t as jaded as he pretended to be.

James softened his tone. “They already are, William. That’s why we’re here.” He motioned that everyone should close in around him. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. While it is my assumption that Comyn is up to no good, he could have sailed to Ireland as part of the Scot delegation to the Irish Parliament. Or even if Red isn’t here innocently, this may be some kind of internal affair that doesn’t affect us.” 

Robbie scoffed, a sound James ignored, instead studying each of the young men in turn. “Robbie and I will ride towards the town and see if we can get a better view of what is happening on the dock. Huw and William will go along the river on foot since the terrain there is no good for horses. I want to know if anyone in Comyn’s party disembarks before reaching Drogheda.”

William opened his mouth to say something—knowing him, probably to argue—but James flicked out a hand to him before he could. “We need to know if it is truly Tuyt who greets Comyn, and if more men are coming. If Tuyt has an army too, or they are allied with other lords, it will change what King David does. Meet back here in an hour.” He pointed a finger at Huw. “No shooting. Keep those arrows in your quiver.”

Huw grinned, but he nodded. He wasn’t a knight and didn’t wear a sword. Instead he wore two sheathed knives, one long, one short, secured by a belt at his waist, and he held his great bow in his left hand. That left his right hand free to reach the arrows on his back. 

Finally, James turned to Christopher. “You will stay with the horses.”

Christopher didn’t even bother to complain. He’d known that staying behind would be his fate before James had opened his mouth. James would have insisted that it wasn’t because he didn’t trust Christopher but because someone had to stay with the horses. But it showed Christopher yet again that his rank counted only when people were being polite. When push came to shove, Christopher was a newbie, not medieval, and unreliable. 

He couldn’t keep his annoyance from showing, and his voice came out belligerent. “What you haven’t said is why Tuyt would conspire with Comyn in the first place. He isn’t a great lord. He’s just the castellan. None of these lands are his.”

“Tuyt’s ancestors sailed to Ireland with Strongbow at the very start of the conquest,” James said. “He has never known any home but Ireland.”

And with James’s simple explanation, Christopher finally understood why Ireland was such a problem: it had become home to these former Englishmen as much as it was to the Irish who were here first. Christopher missed his home at times so much his belly ached with it. Nobody here was going to give theirs up without a fight. 
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Trim Castle

David

––––––––
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David’s fondness for battlements went beyond access to a long, life-threatening fall, though he was pleased to see that Trim Castle lay in one of the Boyne River’s sinuous curves. The river flowed roughly north to south on the castle’s east side as it wended its way northeast to the Irish Sea. Because of the precariousness of the castle’s location, a second river, on the west side of the castle, had been diverted as a further defensive measure, such that the castle was completely surrounded by water. 

David didn’t want to time travel anywhere. In fact, just thinking about it made his stomach churn. Now that he had a wife and children, he was repelled not only by the idea of leaving them here alone but at deliberately risking his life to do so. The fact that he had done so multiple times had him questioning his own sanity. For this trip to Ireland, he’d left them behind in Wales at Dinas Bran. Lili wouldn’t have enjoyed the politics and the posturing of the last three weeks. She would definitely be having more fun with Anna and Bronwen than with him here.

And yet, the daily routine of being King of England—and now finally following through with some of his commitments as Lord of Ireland—had him longing for the freedom and anonymity of Avalon. Here, he couldn’t take a step, make an offhand comment, talk to someone, or make any kind of decision at all without it being examined, dissected, and discussed in absurd detail. He was rich and powerful, but he was also the object of jealousy, intrigue, and adulation. He could be objective enough about himself to acknowledge that he now wore a mantle of authority like an extra layer of skin, but much of the rest he could have done without. 

Then again, the last few times he’d been in Avalon, he’d been treated like a kid, and he’d never managed to remain anonymous for more than a few hours before being hunted. So ... no solution there either.

Outside of the time travel potential, battlements also tended to be good places to talk, which was what he’d been doing last year with the King of France when Gilbert de Clare’s men had attempted to assassinate them both. That happened also to be what Callum, David, and Dad were doing at the moment—hopefully without the assassination attempt. From the moment they’d set foot in Ireland, Callum had been one hundred percent about security, but David was prepared to jump with his dad if someone tried to do them in.

The rain continued to fall—at the moment more like a super heavy mist than actual rain—and a few drips were managing to make it through the timber and hide roof that covered this portion of the battlement. With Callum protecting the far end of the wall-walk, nobody could overhear them.

In most castles, the gap-toothed battlements weren’t exposed to the elements all the way around their perimeter. Lengths of them were usually enclosed to protect the defenders from enemy fire, with roofs made of wood and hide. During a siege, the hides were soaked in water so they wouldn’t burn easily, though that clearly wasn’t a problem today. The coverings were logical, really, but not obvious to the modern observer since anything not made of stone had long since been destroyed or decayed away. 

Trim Castle itself was the largest castle in Ireland, with a stunning hundred-foot-tall white-washed keep that could fit three Aber Castles into it, red tile roofs, and a five-hundred-yard-long curtain wall with ten D-shaped towers. It was also Geoffrey of Geneville’s seat in Ireland. His son had died in 1292, however, leaving him no heir except for a granddaughter, Joan, who was only eight years old.

“It isn’t that I’m ready to give up,” David had been saying to his father, “but everybody’s talking past each other, and nobody will listen to anyone else.” He himself had not yet participated in the Parliamentary meetings themselves, not wanting to be perceived as overbearing. It was Dad who was facilitating the meetings. David confined himself to speaking to lords individually before and after the talks, campaigning for peace in the shadows.

“The Irish love to argue,” his father said dryly, “and the English are a close second.”

David snorted laughter, as he was meant to. “You did warn me. I should have pressed harder for them to come to Aber or Caerphilly.”

“To the people here, the world ends at the Irish Sea, and anything beyond it is here be dragons. It wasn’t always the case.”

“Your prejudices are showing, Dad.” David leaned into one of the crenels and looked out at the rain and the lush landscape beyond it. He’d been warned before coming that it rained a lot in Ireland. It rained a lot in Wales and England too, but there was a lot and there was a lot. His parents had arrived only a few days ago, not wanting to try Anna’s patience by leaving their five-year-old twins in her hands for too long, but David had been here for three weeks. While it didn’t rain all day, it did rain every day. No wonder the country was so green and everyone so argumentative. 

Admittedly, as he’d said to his father, the Irish had a great deal to be angry about, and even though David hadn’t had anything to do with the initial conquest of Ireland a hundred years ago, he was the Lord of Ireland now. They blamed him.

“It would have been less of a security risk,” Callum said from the end of the walkway without looking at David. That would have required him to stop surveying the bailey.

“If Trim isn’t safe, no place is. You can’t protect against everything, particularly treachery from the inside,” David said.

“I can try.”

David turned back to his father so Callum wouldn’t feel like he was mocking him. Which he wasn’t. He agreed that security was of paramount importance for everyone. That was why every man’s credentials were checked twice before they entered the inner ward: once at the outer gate and once past the barbican. Not that anyone would have an ID card, but any man not in a lord’s private retinue had to be personally known to Geoffrey de Geneville’s captain or vouched for by someone he did know.

Weapons were the big problem, since every lord, knight, and man-at-arms carried a sword on his hip. No weapons were allowed in the great hall, which was swept daily for hidden stashes, and no lord had been allowed to bring more than ten men with him to Trim. That way, they wouldn’t have a repeat of what happened in France.

These regulations applied to David and his father too. Relations between David and his barons were strained enough without David turning Trim into his personal armed camp, and none of the lords would have come at all out of fear of being taken hostage or killed outright. Even Geoffrey de Geneville had complied with the rule, dispersing all but thirty men of his garrison, who were required for the most basic security of Trim, to Skryne Castle where Geoffrey’s wife, Maud, was staying for the week. Callum had circumvented the rules by sending most of the servants, stable boys, and craft workers to Skryne too and replacing them with David’s men in disguise. 

Dad was rubbing at his chin as he looked out on the countryside with David. “I’m not sure some of these men know how to live without fighting. Someday they might be willing to talk, but it isn’t today.”

“They’ve been fighting a long time, and the grievances on both sides are many and justified.” David let out a sharp sigh. “I know you and Mom just got here, but maybe we should go home.”

Dad shook his head. “We can’t go home. Leaving would show weakness and truly make things worse. The only way you can go home now without some kind of treaty or settlement is if you intend to return at the head of a massive army. Those you couldn’t subjugate you would kill, and then the remainder would have to listen. You have the resources to do it too, which is the only thing that is keeping these men at the table.”

David stared at his dad. He hadn’t seen it. Maybe his father had known this all along and had assumed that David knew what he was doing, but he himself hadn’t put two and two together: the men of Ireland were only sitting down to talk because they thought David was holding a sword above their heads. It hadn’t been his intent, but now that his father had pointed it out, it was obvious that’s what they thought. And really, that was David’s own fault. He’d gotten the Scots to talk by threatening them with what would have been a ruinous war—why not the lords of Ireland?

From the other end of the wall-walk, Callum nodded to someone in the bailey below, and then he raised a hand to David and his father. “My lords, it’s time.”

Dad looked at David apologetically, “Son—”

David shrugged. “I know. I know. You have to go.” And then he added under his breath, “I hate being the bad guy.”

“You aren’t the bad guy.” Callum had followed up his warning by moving closer. “You’re about as far from being the bad guy in Ireland as could be imagined. You’re the most powerful man in the world, and still, the people love you.” He shrugged. “It’s just the nobles who are terrified of you and what you might do next—to them, for them, or with them.”

David laughed and felt the tension easing out of him. Then he sobered and shook his head. “If only they knew the truth.”

“They do know the truth,” Dad said matter-of-factly. “That’s why they fear you. Most men either don’t know what is right and just do what they personally want, or they do know and do what they want anyway. It is just as Nicholas de Carew said years ago before King Edward’s death: nobody knows what to make of a man like you. And they are afraid of what they don’t understand. The idea of someone who doesn’t act in his own self-interest is so strange that you come off as unpredictable. You aren’t attending the conference yourself because you want the justiciars to be able to express themselves freely without feeling like you are looming over them. But it hasn’t worked. They see me not as a mediator but as your mouthpiece. You can’t escape your authority.”

David laughed again, though this time it was mocking. “King Arthur: returned, worshiped, loathed, and resented all in the same breath. If I were they, I would resent me too. In fact, when we were in their shoes, we did.”

“We won too,” Dad said.

“Don’t I know it.” David shook his head. “I could walk away today if war wasn’t the inevitable result.”

“If what your father says is true, then war is still the most probable result. The most reasonable proposal I’ve heard so far from the English side is to partition the country—” Callum broke off to laugh, “—and we know how badly that turns out.”

“Meanwhile the Irish demand that the English give up their lands,” Dad added, “which is never going to happen.”

Callum nodded. “Though they don’t know it, it’s a thousand-year-old argument.”

Frustrated, David ran both hands through his hair, which was still wet from the rainy walk to the battlements. “Clearly, we need a Nelson Mandela solution, but he isn’t here to offer one up. You can see why I resisted the legend for so long. Being the return of Arthur—this Mac Ecra to the Irish—is not all it’s cracked up to be.”

Dad sighed and pulled up the hood of his cloak. “As usual, I have no idea what you two are talking about, but I think this is where I come in.” He glanced at David. “I know why your predecessor preferred war to peace.”

“Why?” 

“Less talking.”

David laughed and sent his father on his way. 

Callum, however, didn’t go with him, instead moving closer and looking out over the landscape with David, towards Irish-controlled lands farther inland. 

“Before you do anything rash, I’d like to make a case, if I may.” From an inner pocket of his coat, Callum brought out a stoppered bottle and then two small cups. He set the cups on the stones of the crenel, poured red wine into each of them, and handed one to David.

David accepted the wine, though he swirled it around in the cup without drinking. “What case is that?”

“For the continuation of the monarchy.” Callum looked over the rim of his cup at David.

David laughed under his breath. “Who said anything about abolishing the monarchy?”

“You have, numerous times. If not in so many words, you’ve implied it. I think you’ve been thinking about it a great deal since we arrived.”

David sighed. “You’re not wrong.” He gestured with the cup, indicating the world at large. “I would give anything not to be in this position.”

“I would argue that there will always be somebody in this position, and there’s nobody I would rather have in it than you. There’s a place, even in a modern government, for a leader who stands outside the political process, who isn’t answerable to votes, and who can make decisions based on conscience. You have only to look at any modern political structure to see that something like this is needed ... and you know as well as I do that right now in this world and in Avalon, democracy is not working.”

“Democracy has always been messy—”

“It isn’t working. It can’t work when the populace is uneducated and the entire process is being hijacked by powerful men who see openness and honesty as weakness. I don’t care which century they’re from.” 

David pressed his lips together, not wanting to argue, but feeling stubborn at the same time. “That’s easy for you to say, Callum. We’re the ones in power here.”

Callum added gently, “At the very least, you have to acknowledge that Ireland isn’t England. Children don’t go to school. It’s every man for himself. Worse, many Irish don’t view their country as one entity, and Geneville is right when he says that without us, the Irish kings will descend into open war again—as they have for thousands of years.”

“They would be governing themselves,” David said. 

“No—the most powerful and brutal would be governing everyone else. That might have been acceptable at one time, but are you going to turn your back on the fatherless children and the raped mothers and daughters that result? As king, you have the chance to make things better here.”

“Should one man really have that much power?” David said.

“He should if he’s you.”

David drained his drink in one gulp. It was a seductive argument, but a dangerous one. “And if he isn’t me?”

“The monarchy is bigger than one man. You can’t make a decision like this based on how you feel.”

David laughed again. “I can, actually, since I am the king. That’s the problem. But just say, for argument, that I don’t disagree. I am the last person to make such a case, since I directly benefit from it—as do you. Us being here in Ireland is no different from when Edward tried to conquer Wales.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. Wales had your father, and he kept order among his barons. Ireland has no such leader.”

“They had high kings up until 1169,” David said.

Callum scoffed. “I’ve been reading up. I know you have too. Murtach MacLaughlan, despite swearing an oath of truce to the Bishop of Armagh, had the King of Ulster blinded. Murtach was killed by Rory O’Conner, whose entire career consisted of burning and pillaging the lands of other Irish chieftains. The O’Neills and the O’Briens were no better.” 

David couldn’t pretend he didn’t see what Callum was getting at. “I have no Irish blood.”

Callum made a pfft sound of disgust. “Don’t give me that. Through your father, you are descended from the great High King, Brian Boru, not to say Murtagh Mac Ecra. You couldn’t have a greater claim if you tried.”

“The people don’t want me. I can’t waltz in here as the savior and expect everyone to fall at my feet.”

“A few powerful barons don’t want you. The Burghs, Butlers, and Fitzgeralds are fully supportive. And, as I said, the common people love you. King Arthur was Irish. You should have learned that by now.” He accompanied this last statement with a wink.

David was officially annoyed. Callum had systematically picked away at his finely conceived thesis. “You sound just like my father.”

“That’s because your father’s right.”
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Chapter Three
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Drogheda

James

––––––––
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James glanced towards the town’s battlements, wishing he could see beneath the covering roofs to the guards inside. More than any place James had ever lived, and that included Scotland, Ireland was a land of war. Town and castle defenses were maintained daily. A castle was kitted out properly or it fell. Except for short sections, each length of battlement was covered, so attackers couldn’t see how many men defended, and crossbowmen or archers (if present) were protected from missiles fired from the ground. And from the rain.

He thought again about Christopher’s suggestions and, to his own surprise, decided to take one of them and simply enter the town through Drogheda’s east gatehouse, the Great East Gate, one of ten such entrances into the city. As the brother-in-law to the Earl of Ulster, he had every right to be here. Still, in their approach to the gate, James and Robbie endeavored to keep to the trees and drew their cloaks closely around themselves. They were riding horses, however, so there was no mistaking that they were men of worth, and the guards could see their swords along their left sides. In some parts of Ireland, men could be cut down for less. 

Even if he couldn’t see them, he felt the eyes of the garrison on him and Robbie. From now until they left the town, they would be vulnerable to attack or arrest. The town would have crossbowmen within their ranks, and James’s only consolation was that archery itself was not practiced here with the same dedication as in Wales—and now England, thanks to David. They shouldn’t have Huw’s equivalent up there. 

None of the lords who’d crossed the Irish Sea with King David had brought more than a handful of retainers with them, and the contingent of two hundred Welsh archers, without whom David never traveled, had been left behind in Dublin with the ships. David wasn’t here to conquer anyone. He was here to talk, and he had been very careful from the start to ensure that that was the message he was sending.

In addition, David had been deeply wounded by Gilbert de Clare’s betrayal. As a result, most of the soldiers serving David were, in fact, Llywelyn’s. David had lost Justin, his captain and companion, to Clare’s treason, along with a host of other loyal men, and though he continued to move about England with a full complement of guards, he hadn’t yet rebuilt his teulu. 

While James should have brought his ten men from Trim, he’d left them to augment the force under Callum’s command. He hadn’t done so at Callum’s request, but rather because James had seen the concern, not to say fear, in Callum’s eyes when he spoke of the castle’s security. There were too many lords at Trim who’d spent too many years at each other’s throats not to fear for the safety of the king in such a company.

“Whose side will Gilles come down on?” Robbie said. 

“Mine.” James was glad that Robbie had chosen that moment to talk. It made them look more natural. “But she’s also going to want to choose the side that will allow her to continue to live in Ireland and allow her brother to keep his lands.” He was sure of that if he was sure of anything.

Although he was only thirty-four years old, James had already lost two wives before marrying Gilles, which had turned out to be by far the best decision of his life. She was smart and capable—and utterly lovely with her thick auburn hair, wide hazel eyes, and white skin. She was also the sister of Richard de Burgh, the Earl of Ulster, who was one of the most powerful lords in Ireland. Her Irish looks had come from her grandmother, who’d been an O’Brien and the daughter of the King of Thomond.

As the guard bowed and admitted them to the town of Drogheda, James acknowledged to himself that his vested interest in the governance of Ireland was well on the way to causing him something of a problem. Even now, with Red Comyn meeting with John de Tuyt, James found himself torn by his competing interests: a desire to remain in Ireland—one shared by all the other English barons; hatred of the Comyns and the impulse to act in every way directly opposite to them; and loyalty to David. The last was, on the surface, an absurd position for a Scottish nobleman to be in. By rights, James should have no obligations to David at all. Scotland owed nothing to England’s king and, while Gilles had been born into an Anglo-Norman-Irish family, when she’d married him, she’d become a Scot.

But, by God, he loved Ireland. He hadn’t expected to. Up until they’d spied Comyn’s ships, today had been a great day for the simple chance of exploring the country unencumbered by his normally weighty responsibilities. 

While Scotland was beautiful, and he knew every rock and tree of Strathgryffe, the Stewart ancestral lands in lowland Scotland, every morning that he woke to breathe Irish air was a good morning. He was glad that peace had come to Scotland, but he could have lived without it. Ireland, on the other hand, was a gem in the middle of the sea, and he hated to see one blade of grass trampled by the marching feet of fighting men. 

But he knew, regardless of what he’d said to the others about not jumping to conclusions, that the presence of Red Comyn at Drogheda’s dock meant the country was about to be torn apart again. He could not countenance that, not now that he had a son of his own, born late last year, to think of. 

And it was that knowledge that had James suddenly straightening his shoulders and urging his horse directly towards the bridge across the Boyne. He ignored Robbie’s whoop of surprise and kept going. Robbie expected James to always pursue the most conservative action while Robbie argued for the opposite. The whole world knew that nobody was more measured in his thoughts and actions than James Stewart. And yet, ignoring the startled shouts from the townspeople he passed, he cantered the last yards to the river gate and then across the bridge. 

Comyn and Tuyt saw him coming, of course, and their soldiers spread out by instinct, though it was absurd to think that two men, no matter how well armed, were any kind of threat. Whether because John de Tuyt recognized this fact or simply because James and Robbie were known to him, by the time James was halfway across the bridge, Tuyt had waved a hand to tell his men to stand down. 

Once in the middle of the bridge, James tried to get a better look at Comyn’s ships, which were docked downstream of Drogheda’s armada of river boats. Unlike Red’s seagoing vessels, these were flat-bottomed in order to navigate the fords along the Boyne River, which was navigable all the way to Trim Castle, twenty-five miles upstream. 

Established at a narrow section of the Boyne River, Drogheda’s location allowed the town to exact a tax on any vessels small enough to fit under the bridge, while the goods from ships like Comyn’s, which couldn’t sail upriver (because of the bridge and the shallow riverbed), would have to be transferred to boats rented from the town. All in all, it was a very profitable scheme for Geoffrey de Geneville, the overlord of these lands. 

James trotted his horse the last yards to the far bank of the Boyne and then slowed to a walk before reining in near Comyn and Tuyt. The gray stone castle loomed behind them on its motte. As on the other side of the river, the town walls ran all the way down to the riverbank, enclosing an area three hundred yards wide east-to-west and twice that distance from the Boyne south. Down by the river, the wind blew less strongly, and thus the rain wasn’t quite as forceful as it had been on the hill to the north of the town. Still, James waited until the last moment to push back his hood. 
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