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Windsor Castle, England

September, 1289

Bronwen

––––––––
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“I know you’re busy, but we needed to see you before you left.” Bronwen stepped through the doorway into David’s office. 

David glanced up from the last-minute papers he was signing, looking past her to Lili, who’d entered the room too. He stood to take the sleeping Arthur from Lili’s arms and kissed both his baby and his wife. 

Bronwen smiled, hardly able to believe that this was the same sixteen-year-old boy who’d dropped into her life four years ago when he’d time-traveled back to the modern world, and whose man-at-arms had plucked her from her former life as a graduate student in archaeology and brought her to the Middle Ages with him.

Already dressed in her breeches in preparation for their upcoming journey, Cassie was the last to enter the room. She closed the door behind her and found a chair next to Bronwen, who set the wooden box she’d been carrying onto David’s desk. 

“Well, isn’t this a rogues’ gallery? To what do I owe the pleasure?” David leaned back in his chair, rocking his son and smiling at the three women arrayed in front of him. “I’ve known for a while that you guys were up to something. Are you finally going to tell me what it is?” He spoke in modern American English because Lili’s grasp of that language was better than Cassie’s Welsh. While they’d started out trying to speak medieval ‘English’ when talking among themselves, Lili had complained that American crept in at every third word, and she’d had to learn it out of desperation.

Almost breathless with anticipation at what David’s response was going to be, Bronwen reached into the box and lifted out a tray.

David recoiled as she’d hoped he would. “What the—!” He cut himself off with a glance at his son in his arms. 

Bronwen smiled all the more. Arthur was only three months old, and David was already watching his language. 

“It’s moldy,” he said.

“It sure is,” Bronwen said.

David stared at her creation as she placed it on his desk, and then he looked into her face. “Is that a cantaloupe? Or should I say, was that a cantaloupe?”

“It was,” Bronwen said. 

“Where’d you get a cantaloupe?”

“There are some benefits of being the Queen of England,” Lili said.

David shot his wife a bemused look. “I’m pretty sure cantaloupe aren’t grown in England.”

“A Genoese trader brought them to me a few weeks ago,” Lili said. 

“This one was grown in Italy. She requisitioned ten of them,” Cassie said.

Bronwen poked at the fruit with a quill pen from David’s desk. “Our friend here is the one that produced what looked like the best mold.”

“Why on earth would you want to create a moldy cantaloupe?” David said. “And why are you all grinning at me?”

“What we have here, my lord, is penicillin.” Bronwen used the honorific because it amused her to do so. “I hope.”

“Do we really?” David leaned in to study the mold. 

Bronwen recognized the look on his face. It was one he wore when he was giving something his full attention. 

“Now that is good news indeed,” David said. “How did you know to use cantaloupe?”

“Anna found a discussion of penicillin in those papers you printed out when we were at your aunt’s house four years ago,” Bronwen said. “Don’t you remember including it?”

“I remember printing off the information. I used up a whole ream of paper,” David said. “I couldn’t tell you half of what I printed out, though, especially the pages that had to do with medicine. I had half a day to sift through the entire internet to collect everything I could think of that could be remotely important to us.”

“Okay,” Bronwen said. “To summarize: most penicillin molds have no antibiotic properties, and most cantaloupe molds don’t either, but in 1941, a woman found a moldy cantaloupe in a market in Ohio or Iowa or somewhere like that—blue-green and secreting a yellow goo—which the government turned into enough penicillin before D-Day to treat two million injured soldiers.”

“Sounds great,” David said. “How do we get from here to there?”

“We can’t,” Bronwen said, “but we can get further along than we are now, and that’s what we need Anna for.” 

“Wait a minute.” David looked up from poking at the mold. “Anna’s here?”

“No, of course not,” Bronwen said. “A rider came in this morning, however, to say that she, Math, and the boys are on their way.”

“They’re a day or two out, no more,” Lili said. 

David gave a tsk of disgust. “I’m going to miss them.”

“You’ll just have to finish up this business with Valence as quickly as you can,” Lili said.

Bronwen eyed her sister-in-law. Lili had remained relentlessly cheerful all this week about David’s upcoming journey, but the inherent danger in it had them all on edge. Over the last year, William de Valence had been the driving force behind a series of plots against Wales, against Scotland, and against David personally. Everyone knew that Valence couldn’t be allowed to continue his shenanigans, but the fact that he was currently residing in Ireland made him difficult to pin down. 

David had deprived him of his lands in England and Wales already; Valence was supposed to have removed himself from his castle at Wexford in Ireland too, but he continued to range freely throughout his Irish estates, snubbing David’s authority.

Thus, that very day, David was leaving with Callum and Cassie for Ireland. The pair had returned from Orkney without having uncovered any conclusive evidence that Margaret of Scotland had been murdered. That failure had made David realize that he had to deal with Valence before anyone else died from unspecified causes. 

To that end, he’d put together a coalition of barons, both Norman and native Irish. It would be David’s first visit since he became Lord of Ireland (and King of England), and he could not postpone it for even one day to see his sister. Gilbert de Clare had already departed to pave the way for David’s arrival and to begin preparations for the assault on Valence’s stronghold.

“I’m glad she’s coming,” David said. “I like knowing that all of you will be together for once.”

“Quite aside from wanting to see her, making penicillin is something I don’t have the knowledge to do on my own,” Bronwen said. “Not only does she have all the pages you printed out, but she’s been working with Aaron and the other physicians far more than I have. She told me I needed some cantaloupes but not what I should do with them once they started growing mold.”

A knock came at the door, and Callum poked in his head. “We’re ready.”

David held up one finger. “I need a minute, Callum. Probably more than one.”

Callum surveyed the three women sitting in front of David and bestowed a grin on them before saying, “I’ll tell the men.” He held out his hand to Cassie, who rose to her feet and took it. 

“I wanted to be here to see your face when you saw the mold, David, but I have a few last-minute things to see to,” Cassie said. “This is Bronwen’s and Lili’s party.”

David nodded and lifted a hand without actually looking at her, distracted again by the swath of blue-green mold on the cantaloupe. “Was it hard to grow?”

“It was easy,” Bronwen said. “We cut open the cantaloupe and voilá!”

“Can penicillin help us with the recent measles epidemic in London?” David adjusted Arthur in his arms. The baby yawned, and David jiggled him a few times to settle him back down to sleep. 

Bronwen shook her head regretfully. “Measles is caused by a virus. Some of the policies you instituted have helped control its spread, but only a vaccine is going to seriously curb it. Scarlet fever, on the other hand, is caused by bacteria. This should work on it.”

“Thank God,” David said. “Tangible results are what we need.”

When David had taken the throne of England, it was as if a bomb had gone off in the English court. He was from the outside and hadn’t grown up at court with its traditions and expectations, and thus, he didn’t take anything anyone said at face value. He was completely willing to shake up the status quo if it meant getting done what he wanted done. 

Ironically, that made him similar to his predecessor, King Edward, and they had more in common than David might want to admit. Like Edward, he had no patience for blowhards or sycophants and wasn’t afraid of making unpopular decisions. But unlike Edward, he was careful to wear a velvet glove over his iron fist, which was perhaps why Valence consistently underestimated him and believed he could defy David with impunity. 

Still, in the nine months since his coronation, David had ruffled more than a few feathers. If he could provide real treatment for a disease like scarlet fever, it could go a long way towards getting some of the less enthusiastic barons on board with his less popular policies—among them, issues of education, land reform, taxation, and health care.

Take disease, for example. David and his medical consultants (Aaron, his fellow Jewish physicians, Anna, and Bronwen) had come up with a strategy for impeding the spread of disease, with an eye to the Black Plague, which they could expect to arrive in another sixty years. 

But change was hard for anyone to accept, much less a medieval sailor who’d been taught to view disease as caused by the wrath of God. Or a churchman who believed the same. More than one priest had condemned David from the pulpit for what he was trying to do. Though David had been reluctant to call upon outside help to deal with issues of discipline, he’d asked the Archbishop of Canterbury twice to talk sense into one of his underlings or, if he couldn’t, to banish him to a remote monastery.

David had hired cadres of customs officers to manage the quarantining of ships. Before any ship docked on England’s shores, the officers identified sick travelers, isolated them, and arranged for treatment. He’d instituted refuse collection throughout London, much to the groans of the populace at first, though he wasn’t hearing anything like the complaints he used to get. People were even beginning to admit that it was nice being able to walk down the street without fear of a bed pan being dumped on their heads.

“When Anna gets here, I’ll have a better idea of what the timeline might be for getting this stuff to work. We’ll have to test it,” Bronwen said, already thinking about test subjects and control groups.

“Do you know how hard it is to get scholars to switch their focus from alchemy to the scientific method? To grasp the concepts behind germ theory?” David gestured towards the door, but Bronwen knew he meant the world at large. “I can barely get these yahoos to believe CPR could possibly work, much less that women should be educated equally with men.” 

“Aaron understands. It’s been the basis of the academy he and Anna have begun in Llangollen,” Lili said.

“And not a moment too soon.” David tapped on the desk with his fingers. “That said, when Anna gets here and you start experimenting with this, we need to put those twenty scholars from Oxford and Cambridge to work. I’m not going to dance around either their egos or their sensibilities any longer. Tell them the invitation is from me.” He gave a wolfish grin. “Play off the two universities against each other if you have to.”

Lili gestured to the cantaloupe. “At least this is a natural result of exposing fruit to the air. Many of them may have seen mold like this before on apples, which is a source of penicillin too, just not as good.” 

“It would be best to avoid all accusations of witchcraft,” Bronwen said.

“I agree.” But then David’s brow furrowed. “You know as well as I do that these things go better when you guys work behind the scenes. The midwifery classes are one thing, but when those twenty men sit in that room and are expected to listen to any of you talk, their ears will close. It’s inevitable. I’m not saying you shouldn’t be there; I’m just saying that we have to think strategically about how to make them listen to women.”

“Good thing Cassie already left, or she’d box your ears just for suggesting that any of us step behind a curtain,” Bronwen said. “We can’t do that, if only because nobody else understands what we’re doing as well as Anna, Lili, or I.”

“You know I don’t like to suggest it,” David said. 

“We’re not going to take a back seat in the experimenting either, if that’s what you were going to say next,” Bronwen said.

“I wasn’t,” David said, “but you will make waves if you don’t.”

“You mean we’ll ruffle some feathers when they find out that they not only have to listen to a woman—three women, in fact—but we’re in charge,” Bronwen said.

“You said it, not me,” David said.

“My only response to that is, it’s about time,” Bronwen said. 

“I know it is,” David said, “but—”

Bronwen cut him off. “I’m not implying that it’s your fault that things haven’t improved faster for women.”

“It is his fault, just a little bit,” Lili said. 

“He didn’t make the rules,” Bronwen said.

David bowed his head. “Thank you for defending me, but I know that I have failed you to a certain extent in this. I haven’t pushed like I could have.”

“I know why you haven’t,” Bronwen said.

“It isn’t that I don’t think women’s rights are important—”

Arthur gave a little cry, and Lili reached across David’s desk to take the baby from him. “Husband, as long as girls aren’t educated equally with boys, as long as they can’t represent their towns in Parliament, change won’t happen the way we want it to.”

Bronwen didn’t smirk at Lili’s ‘we’. One of their first conversations had been about the difference between her upbringing and Lili’s, and how Lili admired Bronwen’s surety as a human being. Bronwen believed herself worthy of respect and expected men to listen to her. Lili had wanted that for herself, and David had encouraged her, but she was still a medieval woman living in the Middle Ages. 

For all that they were pressing David now, Bronwen remained realistic about what they could change. This was one of those instances, however, when Bronwen was going to hold firm. “This is our project.” 

“As a compromise, who do we have who could stand up with Bronwen and Anna and lend credibility to their words?” Lili said. “He doesn’t have to say anything.”

“I wish I could do it,” David said, “but I’m leaving today.”

Since Bronwen felt she had won the battle, she was willing to give in slightly on the negotiations. “Roger Bacon should do very nicely. The man has pride. He’s already entranced at being on the cutting edge of our little scientific revolution. And he listens to me when I talk instead of pretending I’m not in the room.” 

David dropped the front feet of his chair to the floor with a thud. “Let’s talk to him together before I go.”

“Can you make him understand what we’re trying to do here, do you think?” Lili gestured to the cantaloupe. “We don’t want him to undermine what little progress we’ve made.”

“I am the King of England, and Bronwen is a woman unlike any he has ever encountered.” David winked at Bronwen. “I’m pretty sure the two of us can convince him.” 
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September, 1289

David

––––––––
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“We sail with the evening tide, my lord.” Callum halted in front of David and gave him a quick bow. They’d arrived at Cardiff at midday and were departing at sunset, facing an eighteen-hour journey across the Irish Sea.

“How long until then?” 

“An hour, no more,” Callum said.

“Then I suppose we ought to get everyone on board,” David said. “The longer it takes for us to get to Ireland, the more ready Valence will be for us.” 

The ship on which they were sailing might be called a ‘cog’ or a ‘hulk’ by historians. It was an oak-timbered, single-masted ship with a square-rigged sail. Each cog had been fitted to carry between twenty and thirty horses and a comparable number of men. David’s ship presented the one exception. He would sail with only five horses and fewer men because, like Air Force One, it had been designed with substantial accommodation for him.

When William the Bastard had conquered England in 1066, he’d brought two thousand horses across the English Channel. David wasn’t trying to duplicate that feat. He was taking ten ships carrying two hundred men and horses. In Ireland, they would meet Gilbert de Clare, to whom David had given oversight of the royal estates, and join the army he’d gathered. Dublin was the most common port in Ireland for disembarking, but David had chosen to land at the smaller port at Waterford, far to the south.

“Well, my king.” Humphrey de Bohun sauntered up to David. “The time of reckoning has come.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” David said. “We have a long way to go before we can rein in Valence.”

Humphrey rubbed his hands together with undisguised glee. “I hear he has dug in at Wexford, and if we’re to get to him, we’re going to have to dig him out.”

David knew that Humphrey wanted Wexford for himself. That wasn’t necessarily part of David’s plan, though he might have to reward Humphrey somehow if he made a major contribution to the upcoming fight. It made David uncomfortable to know that to the Irish, he was part of the conquering nation. The Welsh had always been the underdog, and David liked knowing that his was the side of justice. 

Thus, David’s sympathies remained with the native Irish people, and one of the more pressing tasks that faced him was how to control all of his Norman barons who viewed Ireland—like the March of Wales—as their own private playground. He couldn’t afford to lose their support, especially now. But in the long run, he wanted the Irish to govern Ireland. 

While the situation with Valence appeared clear cut to David, leaving the issue of Irish independence unresolved was one of the many compromises he’d made since becoming king. Sorting all this out was a delicate task if there ever was one, and how he was going to square his conscience with what he might have to do—or not do—he didn’t yet know. 

“Son.” A hand dropped onto his shoulder, and David turned to see his father standing to his left. “It was good to see you.”

“Good to see you too.” David went to embrace his father but then stopped himself. 

“What’s wrong?” Llywelyn said.

David grimaced. “I’m not feeling great.” That was, in fact, an understatement. He had a sore throat and ached all over. It wasn’t a good way to start a trip across the Irish Sea, but he felt that he had no choice but to continue what he’d started. 

His father didn’t hide his concern, and they settled for grasping forearms. 

“It’s why I stayed away from the twins last night,” David said.

Yesterday, David’s company had spent the night with David’s family at Caerphilly. He and his mother had managed a short evening of conversation before she’d disappeared to nurse his twin siblings, and then he’d stayed up talking with his father until well past midnight. 

Even if David was paying for the late night now, he wasn’t sorry. He’d listened to all the advice his father could give him, and he found it terrifying to think that the rest was up to him. David had taken on the absurd mantle of the King of England, but in his father’s presence, he realized how little he knew about governing, and how much he was still feeling his way in the dark. 

Thank goodness he had Callum with him. Callum wasn’t David’s father, but he knew more about more things than anyone David had ever met outside of his own family. 

“I’d tell you to be careful, but I know it won’t do any good,” his father said.

“I’m always careful,” David said. 

His father laughed. “Except when you’re not.” Then he sobered and gripped David’s shoulder, shaking him a little. “Come back to us.”

David nodded. “I will. You can count on it.”

“My lord, it’s time.” Callum reappeared, holding out a hand to David, having overseen the disposition of David’s men on the other ships.

“Of course.” David patted his father’s arm, nodded to Humphrey, who would be sailing on a different ship, and walked up the gangplank in front of Callum.

“Do you get seasick, my lord?” Cassie greeted him from the top of the gangway. She stood with legs spread, as tall as the average man, beautiful and uncommon in her male clothing. She had pulled her cloak close around her against the wind that blew from the east. It meant they would get to Ireland all the faster.

“No, I don’t,” David said. “My mother does. How about you?”

“I haven’t before,” Cassie said. “When Callum and I sailed to Orkney, the ride was smooth enough, but there’s a chop to the water today that I didn’t expect.” 

David studied the waves that lapped at the side of the ship. All the waters around Britain, the Bristol Channel included, were known for their unpredictability. “We’ll hope for the best.”

“All aboard who’s coming aboard!” The ship’s captain ordered the ropes untied. The shallow bottom of the ship meant that, unlike larger sailing vessels in later centuries, it could be moored at a dock. Soon, the wind filled the sail, and the ship sailed out of Cardiff harbor into the Bristol Channel. They’d be sailing west and then northwest, since Waterford was on the south coast of Ireland.

Once David saw that they were properly underway, he turned to Callum. “Let me know if something happens. I’m going to sleep.”

“Yes, my lord.” Callum smirked. 

“You may laugh, but your time will come.” 

“Of course, my lord,” Callum said.

Despite the stress of being King of England, David had managed a good night’s sleep most nights but not since the birth of Arthur. Even though Lili or a nanny took on the bulk of the baby’s needs at night, David had changed one or two middle-of-the-night diapers. Cassie had given no sign that a child was in the offing for her and Callum, but unless something was very wrong with one of them, children were inevitable. David crawled into his narrow bunk and grinned evilly at the ceiling, thinking of Callum as a father. He’d make a great one.

The old wooden cog was salted and splintered, though it seemed sturdy enough. David recalled the first night he’d been given a room of his own after his father had told him he was his son. David had reveled in the feeling of the down mattress and marveled at what it was like to be alone. Tonight, he missed Lili and Arthur but didn’t regret that he’d arranged for every counselor other than Callum to ride in a different ship. On one hand, David might regret avoiding the mountain of paperwork he could have worked through during these eighteen hours. On the other hand, he could sleep instead. 

He closed his eyes but found his mind still churning over his last conversation with Bronwen at Windsor. In the nine months since he’d become King of England, he’d upended every aspect of the social order. Bronwen complained about the slow pace of his policies regarding the role of women in society, but the idea of establishing village schools to educate all boys in England was terrifying to many noblemen, most of whom couldn’t read or write themselves. 

David’s insistence on educating girls as well as boys, and including their mothers and grandmothers on village councils—not to mention Parliament, which was the next step—had them apoplectic with shock and horror. It was astonishing to David that medieval men wouldn’t want their wives and daughters educated, but thousands of years of history couldn’t be undone in a year. It probably couldn’t be undone in a hundred.

The status of women was just one of a dozen issues at hand. David’s lecture on the scientific method at the newly established college of Peterhouse at Cambridge had been given to a packed house. Much of what had gone into that talk he’d plotted out with Callum in a marathon study session. 

Callum had said openly that he’d survived his first months in the Middle Ages only because of the help David had given him, but from David’s perspective, the benefit had gone almost entirely the other way. Callum had himself gone to university at Cambridge, and while David felt himself capable of understanding anything once taught, every day he was reminded of his own lack of education. 

When he’d come to the Middle Ages, he’d been a freshman in high school, taking Algebra II and advanced biology. It was only through concentrated study with his mother, Aaron, Bronwen, and now Callum, not to mention the endless pages he’d printed out that frantic afternoon at his aunt’s house in Radnor, that he was able to feel like he could hold his own with his elders. He just plain didn’t know enough.

All the while, he’d had to deal with numerous sticky political situations. The nobles of England were growing in their acceptance of him—he hoped—but they would lose their faith in him and his ability to lead if he allowed Valence continued freedom to wreak havoc throughout his domains. The man had to be stopped somehow. David didn’t know yet how he was going to do it. 

He might even have to order the man killed. Humphrey de Bohun was only the most recent baron to suggest rather loudly that a beheading was in order. The delegation from the throne of Scotland he’d spoken in front of had happily concurred. David had reached a point where he needed to act. When he found Valence, he would first try to speak to him, but he assumed that by now, whatever words he used needed to be backed up by an army. 

He didn’t want more war. But he’d come to realize in the six years he’d lived in the Middle Ages that he had to find it within himself to use force. The key was to understand the difference between using it as a shortcut to get what he wanted and using it for justice. 
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September, 1289

Callum

––––––––
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Callum sat upright with a jerk. Something had woken him, and it wasn’t only that Cassie wasn’t beside him on the narrow bunk they shared. He threw off the blanket and got to his feet. Because he could see well enough without a lantern to find his clothing and weapons, dawn wasn’t far off. Callum pulled on his boots, wrapped his cloak around his shoulders, buckled on his sword, and went to find his wife.

He ducked under the lintel but had to catch the frame of the door in order to keep himself upright. While the weather had been fair when they’d gone to bed, clouds had blown in overnight, and the waves had grown larger. In the murk of the morning, the only real light came from lanterns that lit up the deck, bow and stern, and swung with the motion of the ship. 

Callum found his wife standing at the bow, her hands tucked into her cloak and her hood up against the wind and the chill of the morning. 

“Why aren’t you in bed?” he said.

“As it turns out, I don’t get seasick, but the rocking of the ship was bothering me. I lay awake for hours before I decided to get up, so I wouldn’t disturb you with my tossing and turning.” Cassie turned her head to look at him. “That so-called bed was hard, even by medieval standards.”

Callum had slept in far worse circumstances, as had Cassie, but instead of mentioning this, he put his arm around her shoulders and looked with her towards Ireland. The fierce wind whipped the waves ever higher, and other than the faraway lights from several of the ships that sailed with them, all he could see were gray clouds and sea.

David had arranged it so that only Callum, in his station as Earl of Shrewsbury, sailed with him in this particular ship. Ever since the White Ship had gone down in the English Channel a hundred and fifty years ago, losing England its prince and the flower of its nobility who’d sailed all in the same ship, no English king had sailed with more than a handful of his retainers in a single craft. To continue that tradition made sense and, in this case, served David’s purposes. 

Back at home, Callum would have been surprised not to find David up and about by dawn, but here, alone for once, he could sleep without interruption. Most of the time, Callum forgot that David was only twenty years old. For all that he took up more space than the average man, he looked his age—maybe younger. When Callum was twenty, he’d still been growing and had been known to sleep for fifteen hours at a stretch.

Callum moved behind Cassie, placing his arms around her waist and his chin on her shoulder. “The wind is picking up.”

She leaned against him. “It’s changed direction again.” 

Callum licked his index finger and stuck it in the air. He’d seen other people do that to gauge the direction of the wind, but all it did for him was make his finger cold. Better to look at the sail above their heads. 

“It’s coming down from the north.” His brow furrowed. “That’s not usual.”

“It isn’t,” Cassie said. “A north wind is an ill wind; isn’t that what the old wives in Scotland say?”

Callum laughed. “You would know better than I. All I know is that we’re in the middle of the Irish Sea with no radio or GPS.”

“If this turns into a real storm, is it too late to make for safe harbor at Pembroke?” Cassie said. 

Callum looked behind them, in the direction from which they’d come. “I can’t see land anywhere.”

“If I had a thermometer, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that the temperature had dropped twenty degrees in the last ten minutes,” Cassie said.

Callum held out his hand as the first drops of rain began to patter onto the deck. “We should get under cover.” 

Cassie moved with him back towards their tiny cabin, but before they reached it, the captain planted himself in front of Callum. “I swear to you, I inspected the ship myself this morning,” he said. “The rudder was whole then.”

Callum’s stomach sank into his boots. “But it isn’t now?” The rudder was a very important part of the ship.

“The tiller has jammed. I can’t steer her.”

Cassie edged closer to the captain. “Can you rig something up? The way you swing the sail steers us too, doesn’t it?”

“Normally, yes, but if this squall becomes a storm, I’ll have to shorten sail, maybe even drop it. We’ll be dead in the water with no way to control the ship.”

Callum lifted a hand to protect his eyes from the rain, which fell harder, sweeping across the deck with each gust of wind. He tugged up his hood, but the wind immediately blew it off his head again. The ship began to rock uncomfortably with each swelling wave. “I’ll wake the king. Maybe he’ll have an idea.”

“He doesn’t and knows far too little about sailing.” David stood in the doorway of his cabin, clutching the frame and rocking back and forth as the ship dove into another trough and came up the other side. “Captain Evan, do you suspect sabotage?”

The captain bowed low before David. “I couldn’t say. I can vouch for every one of my sailors.”

“I don’t doubt that, since without a rudder, they’re in the same predicament as we are,” David said. “Presumably none of them have a death wish.”

The captain’s eyes crossed as if he wasn’t entirely sure what David was saying. Callum could have told him that he wasn’t the only one who didn’t always catch David’s meaning.

“Can you fix it?” David said, overriding the captain’s confusion. 

“Not without getting into the water, which would be deadly in this weather,” the captain said.

David took a deep breath and let it out, and then he stepped out of the doorway to look beyond the rail of the ship. Looking with him, Callum could make out the lights of only two of their ships, both at least two hundred yards to the south. 

“What are the odds their captains learned that SOS code like I instructed and will respond?” David said. 

“I spoke with them all before we departed. They know SOS, if no other Morse code, but—” Callum peered into the distance. “I do believe one of them is signaling to us!”

David turned back to the captain. “Send out our own signal. We can’t help them and can only hope that they have contact with another ship farther to the south. Perhaps they can pass on our distress call.”

“Yes, my lord,” said the captain. 

“Is there anything else we can do?” Callum said.

“No, my lord,” the captain said.

“I suggest pray,” Cassie said.

The captain genuinely laughed before returning to the stern of the ship, passing among the horses that were tied to the deck, heads down. He began shouting orders at his men.

Callum watched for a moment and then staggered towards David’s cabin. David and Cassie had already gone inside. They’d pulled the curtain that acted as a door across the opening, but right in front of Callum, the wind half tore it off and whipped it up so it lay in a sodden mass on the roof, the ends flapping every now and then in a stronger gust. Inside the cabin, Callum found Cassie sitting on the end of David’s bunk and David gripping the beam that ran a few inches above his head for the length of the cabin. His jaw was set. 

Callum lunged for an iron ring on the wall to hold onto as the ship rocked, creaked, and suddenly tipped sideways such that they all slid along the deck. 

“The captain said she was sturdy!” Cassie said.

“Like he would have told us otherwise,” David said.

“Man overboard! Man overboard!” Through the open doorway, Callum could see the first mate slide down the deck towards the tiller—or what remained of it. “It’s the captain!” Shouts and calls intermingled with the horses’ whinnies as everyone on board strove to stay upright and alive. The cog fell down into a trough that Callum feared they’d never come out of, but then it struggled upwards once again.

“I suppose we’re a little early in time for rubberized lifeboats,” Cassie said. 

Callum thought she was being remarkably calm. On the next plunge downward, he released the ring he’d been holding and slid across the floor to her. He caught a post with one arm and put the other around her.

David was braced in the doorway, observing the activity outside the cabin without speaking.

“My lord!” The first mate wove back and forth like he was drunk, fighting the wind and trying not to knock into the horses. At the last second, the deck heaved, and he stumbled into David, who caught him by the arms.

“See to your crew, Captain,” David said. “Their safety is paramount.”

“That’s what I came to tell you, my lord,” the first mate-turned-captain said. “The rope that attached the dinghy to the ship broke in the last wave. It’s already too far away to haul back.”

David gave a brief shake of his head. “I’m sorry.”

“My lord!” The man was practically in tears, wringing his hands. “I wish there was more I could do. I trusted the captain with my life, but I’ve already lost him and two more over the side!”

“Tie everyone and everything down,” David said. “We can ride her out.”

The first mate gave David a wide-eyed look and turned away, responding to a shout from a crewman near the tiller. David continued to gaze stoically, though Callum didn’t see how he could see much of anything through the driving rain. Then David released his hold on the frame of the door and strode away, following the first mate.

“My lord, don’t!” Callum shouted as loud as he could, but the storm whipped away the sound of his voice, and David didn’t turn back.

“We should go after him!” Cassie said. “We could lose him overboard as easily as the captain.”

Callum and Cassie let go of their post at the same time and in two steps were able to clutch the doorframe as David had been doing. The crew had pulled down the sail, since it would only capsize the boat in a storm like this. The horses whinnied and tried to rear, though they were tied down so tightly they couldn’t. Callum was glad only five had been staked to the deck. If even one worked free, it could maim everyone on the ship in its panic before escaping into the sea. At the other end of the cog, the first mate was trying to hold the ship together by sheer willpower. Callum could see him gesticulating and urging his men on. Through the rain and the wind, Callum couldn’t hear what he was saying, but it looked as if they were trying to fix the tiller.

Callum peered through the rain and was about to set off towards the stern of the ship after David, when he reappeared, bringing with him a thick rope. Like everything else on the ship, it was waterlogged, but he managed to tie it around Cassie’s waist anyway.

“Get your men out of the hold if they will come,” David said.

Callum went to the trap door and lifted it up. At the start of the journey, his men had insisted on staying in the hold, but now a tall Saxon named John scrambled up the ladder. “The hull is breached! We’ll drown if we stay down there.”

“Unfortunately, we’re already drowning up here,” Callum said. 

Several more soldiers came out of the hold, though not all of them. Callum stuck his head through the trap door. “Come on, men!”

“We’re going to die!”

“I can’t swim!”

Callum reached a hand down and hauled two more men out before another huge wave swamped the cog and poured water into the hold. Those he’d rescued scuttled to the stern and huddled there with the crew.

David, meanwhile, had pulled out his belt knife and begun working at the ropes that bound the horses. 

“What are you doing?” Callum said.

“I’m turning the horses loose. They should have a better chance of surviving out there than on the ship.” 

Callum would have helped him, but at that moment Cassie screamed and clung to the rail as the plummeting ship swept her off her feet. Callum leapt towards her, catching her around the waist with one arm and gripping the rail with the other. As the ship climbed back up out of the trough, he tied the other end of Cassie’s rope around his own waist to link himself to her. If a wave sent them overboard, they could more easily find each other—and save each other—if they were attached together. Callum continued to keep her between him and the rail, both of them hanging on for dear life. 

The first mate joined David with the horses, cursing as one of them reared and flailed his hooves. Callum glanced down the deck to his men and was horrified to see fewer of them than before. With the horses finally gone, David returned to where Cassie and Callum cowered by the rail. He grabbed the end of their rope, wound it around his own waist, and then urged them towards the mast. 

“David, what exactly are you doing?” Cassie said.

“Saving us, I hope!”

“How is tying us to the mast saving us? The ship is sinking!” Cassie was soaked from head to foot. Rain streamed down her face, and she swept a sodden lock out of her eyes.

“What about everybody else?” Callum said.

“I don’t think they want to go where we’re going,” David said, “and I couldn’t ask it of them, even if I could control what happens next.”

“What happens next—” Cassie stopped speaking at the look David gave her. 

David remained focused on tying the rope to the mast, and then he cinched it tight one last time. “If this turns out like I fear it might, it would be better if we took the ship with us.”

“With us?” The words caught in Callum’s throat. For months, up until the day he and Cassie met, in fact, he’d longed for this moment. Now that it might finally be here, however, he was terrified. He pulled Cassie close, wrapped his arms tightly around her, and managed a few words. “Hang on to me.”

The three of them huddled together on the deck. With each wave, the ship dove and came up like it was climbing a mountain. Cassie peered past Callum to shout at David one more time. “Do you really think that we’ll return—”

That was all she got out, because David suddenly stood and faced north, taking the full weight of the storm in his face. To Callum, he had the look of Odysseus, tied to the mast lest he follow the siren song to his death. 

“Is this really happening?” Cassie’s voice caught on the last word. 

“Yes,” David said.

The ocean seemed to open up in front of them; they fell into yet another giant trough, and as they came up the other side, the water rose with them. Callum curled himself around Cassie’s head and shoulders. But even as he tried to protect her, he was in the water—and then he was water. He couldn’t breathe; the world went black all around him for a count of three, and then—

With a thud, he landed flat on his back on the deck, with Cassie on top of him and all of the air gone from his lungs. Callum gasped for breath and then ran his hands up and down Cassie’s back, willing her to be unhurt. He breathed easier when she opened her eyes. Her wet hair had come loose from her braid and formed a veil over his face. He swept a length of it aside. The sun was a bright circle overhead in a nearly cloudless sky.

Had they really—?

Someone sputtered beside him, and Callum turned his head to see David sprawled beneath the mast, shaking with laughter. 
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Chapter Four
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September, 2017

David

––––––––
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David pushed up onto his elbows and looked over at Callum and Cassie. They were both conscious, thank God, though Callum was staring at him as if by laughing he proved he’d lost his mind. Given that they’d just time-traveled from the Middle Ages to the twenty-first century, he didn’t think anyone should blame him for being a little punchy.

Nonetheless, he quit laughing. His stomach clenched at the magnitude of the distance that now lay between him and Lili and Arthur, but as soon as the thought of them came into his head, he brutally crushed it. The only thing that would return him to them was to face full on the reality of his present circumstance.

His immediate concern, beyond the fact of their location, was the precarious condition of the ship. Looking down the deck, it appeared that they no longer had a stern at all, which would explain why none of his men or the ship’s crew had time-traveled with them. The cog must have split in two on its way to sinking.

The loss of half the cog was daunting, and David hoped they weren’t going to sink to the bottom just yet. The cog was riding relatively flat, though with a definite (and disconcerting) tilt downward from where they lay to the water, which lapped ominously at the ragged boards twenty feet away. He was pleased to see that the storm had never happened in this world—or if it had happened in 1289, it didn’t matter in the slightest to the sunny morning in 2017 they were currently experiencing. 

“I’d ask what happened, but—” Cassie rolled off Callum and sat up, allowing him to pop up between her and David. Neither man said anything, and Cassie finished her thought, “—I guess at this point it’s pretty clear.” She looked over at David. “You could have been a little less opaque.”

“Time travel is still hard for me to say out loud, even after all the times it’s happened,” David said. “And I could have been wrong. We could have just drowned.”

Even as he spoke, the cog tipped a bit more towards the stern. Instinctively, the three of them scurried backwards like crabs, trying to bring the damaged ship back into balance.

“I can’t believe you brought us back,” Cassie said. 

“Not on purpose, I assure you,” David said. “If prior experience is anything to go by, this is September 2017, but I don’t recognize our location. What do you think?” He studied the stretch of land half a mile away and wondered if they could swim the distance if the cog decided within the next minute or two to sink to the bottom. “At least it’s green.” 

“I know where we are. That’s the Pennarth head, near Cardiff.” Callum made this comment without any inflection in his voice. 

The shape of the bluff, now that David had a chance to study it, was definitely familiar. They’d sailed out of Cardiff harbor not twelve hours ago, so David had seen it then. But the adjacent pier and the six-to-ten story buildings lining the esplanade were not familiar. There was no mistaking that they weren’t in the Middle Ages any more.

Now that his initial laughter had faded, a heavy weight came to rest on David’s heart. He glanced at his friends, sensing that they weren’t feeling exhilaration either. For all that both Cassie and Callum had confessed more than once the desire to return to the modern world, actually returning was something else entirely. Now that they were here, they seemed more stunned than anything, and neither smiled. For David’s part, he was disgusted. He really didn’t have time for this. 

“I know that we’ve been here for two minutes, and it’s probably too early to make any decisions or even think about the logistics of getting back, but you have to know that I’m already thinking about it. I’m giving myself two days here, and then we’re gone—or I’m gone, if you don’t want to come. I don’t think I have to tell you that my preference would be for you to stay with me—to return with me—but you’ll have to make your own decision when the time comes.”

When neither Cassie nor Callum responded immediately, David added, “Not to be overly formal, Callum, but as of this moment, I release you from my service.”

“That’s not—” Callum cut himself off with a glance at Cassie, who swung her gaze away from the shoreline to look at David. 

“Don’t be ridiculous. Of course we’re coming back with you.” Cassie brushed her hands together and stood up. 

David pushed to his feet too, clutching at the mast as he found himself swaying—not from the motion of the cog but from the lack of motion. His body had grown used to the rise and fall of the ship, and the current calmness of the Bristol Channel was confusing his inner ear. “I’m really sorry about this, guys.” 

Cassie looked up at him. The sun was shining above his head, so she put up a hand to block the light. “What are you sorry for?”

“Not giving you fair warning,” David said. “I tied that rope around you and didn’t say, I think we’re about to be transported to the modern world. Let me know if you don’t want to come. It was selfish of me, but I didn’t want to end up here alone. So I made it so you’d come with me if I did.” 

“If the choice was between drowning and—” Cassie broke off, swallowing hard. 

“I can’t say I’m sorry either, given that alternative.” Callum took the hand Cassie offered him and got laboriously to his feet, rubbing at his right hip as if it hurt.

David gazed beyond the ship, which seemed to be making its slow way into shore on its own, since the pier looked a little bit closer than before. Perhaps the tide was going in. The three of them stood side-by-side on the slowly sinking cog and thought about what to do next. 

“We’ll be all right, Callum,” Cassie said. 

“I know we will.” Callum wrapped his arms around her, and they held on for a few seconds before parting with a kiss that David tried not to see. They continued to hold hands, and David felt awkward standing beside them during their marital moment. He cleared his throat, but Callum spoke before David could think of something to say. “Why do we have only two days?”
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