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April 1294. With David returned from Ireland and Anna from Avalon, the time has come to confront the traitors who sought to assassinate David and take his throne.

But before that can happen, David is tested yet again by his inability to account for everything or everyone in his life—and especially the magic that surrounds him.
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Champions of Time takes place immediately following the events of Outpost in Time and Shades of Time, the previous books in the After Cilmeri series.

––––––––

Complete Series reading order: Daughter of Time, Footsteps in Time, Winds of Time, Prince of Time  Crossroads in Time, Children of Time, Exiles in Time, Castaways in Time, Ashes of Time, Warden of Time, Guardians of Time. Masters of Time, Outpost in Time, Shades of Time, Champions of Time, Refuge in Time, Outcasts in Time, Hidden in Time, Legacy of Time, Renegades in Time. Also, This Small Corner of Time: The After Cilmeri Series Companion.
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To my Carew
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Dearest Reader:
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While many of you will have a better recollection of the events of the previous books than I do, some readers might be joining us only now (note, if that’s you, you might consider starting with the prequel to this series, Daughter of Time, which is free in ebook at all retailers! https://www.sarahwoodbury.com/books/daughter-of-time/) or be struggling to recall some key events from the previous books. If that’s you, read on!
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The After Cilmeri series begins with Meg, a young, troubled modern American widow, who, at a moment of catastrophic danger, falls through time and into the life of Llywelyn ap Gruffydd, the last Prince of Wales. A strong and charismatic leader, he saves her, and she in turn saves him, thanks to her knowledge of future events. Although powerful forces seek to divide them, by working together, Meg and Llywelyn navigate the dangerous and shifting alliances that constantly undermine his rule and threaten the very existence of Wales. 

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

In Footsteps in Time, David and his older sister, Anna, as teenagers, return to the Middle Ages to save Llywelyn yet again. As Meg warned him they would, Norman lords have lured him into the fateful ambush at Cilmeri in eastern Wales. Without warning, David and Anna are thrown into a world they do not understand, among a people whose language and customs are totally unfamiliar. Ultimately, David is recognized as Llywelyn’s true son, and he and Anna begin to make a life for themselves in the Middle Ages, culminating with David’s crowning as King of England (Children of Time).
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Over the course of fourteen books, it becomes clear that the medieval world is actually an alternate universe, and Meg, Anna, and David (and ultimately his son, Arthur) time travel when their lives are in danger. In the process, many new characters, both medieval and modern, are introduced. These include Math, Llywelyn’s nephew, who marries Anna (Footsteps in Time); Ieuan, David’s captain, who travels with him to the modern world, also known as The Land of Madoc or Avalon (Prince of Time); and Lili, Ieuan’s sister, who becomes David’s wife (Crossroads in Time).

From the modern world comes Bronwen, an anthropology graduate student who marries Ieuan; Callum, an MI-5 agent suffering from PTSD, who attempts to prevent Meg and Llywelyn from returning to their world (Children of Time); Cassie, a Native American woman, who was plucked from the mountains of Oregon in the wake of Meg’s plane crash (Winds of Time) and must survive on her own in medieval Scotland (Exiles in Time); a busload of twenty-firsters, who make the mistake of traveling on the same bus as Meg and Anna and end up in their alternate universe (Ashes of Time); Meg’s family, including Christopher, David’s cousin (Masters of Time and Shades of Time), and three twenty-firsters, George, Andre, and Sophie, who work for David’s new ally, Chad Treadman. 
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All the while, the combined efforts of Anna, David, and their family and friends are transforming the medieval world. Not everyone appreciates the burgeoning equality, universal education, and democracy, however, and throughout the books, the twenty-firsters face threats both from outside their inner circle and from within it.
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Champions of Time picks up where Shades of Time and Outpost in Time left off. 
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Cast of Characters
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Anna—Time traveler, Princess of Wales

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

David (Dafydd)—Time traveler, King of England, Anna’s brother

Lili—David’s wife, Queen of England

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

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

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

Callum—Time traveler, Earl of Shrewsbury

Bronwen—Time traveler, Ieuan’s wife

Ieuan—Lili’s brother, Bronwen’s husband
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Mark Jones—Time traveler, MI-5 agent

Livia Cross—MI-5 agent

Chad Treadman—Avalonian mogul

Andre—Time Traveler, Chad Treadman’s employee

George—Time Traveler, Chad Treadman’s employee

Sophie—Time Traveler, Chad Treadman’s employee
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Humphrey de Bohun—Earl of Hereford, Constable of England

Edmund Mortimer—Earl of the March

Roger Mortimer—Edmund’s brother

John Balliol—King of Scots

Robert FitzWalter—Lord of Beeston Castle

Matha O’Reilly—Irish ambassador

Samuel—Callum’s companion

Bevyn—David’s companion

Venny—one of David’s soldiers

Constance—Lili’s bodyguard

Cador—Archer, Constance’s husband

Hugh—Venny’s father

Rhys—one of Math’s soldiers

Mathew—Venny’s friend
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Chapter One
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Dinas Bran

24 March 1294

David
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David stepped into Dinas Bran’s receiving room and immediately came to a dead halt as the various members of his family who were present looked at him. “Uh oh. This looks like trouble.”

Mom patted the chair next to her. “No trouble at all—or at least, not more than you already know about.”

“So why are you all looking at me?”

Anna picked up one of the balls of yarn Bronwen was crocheting into a hat for Catrin and threw it at his chest. It bounced off and hit the floor. “Because you walked into the room, silly.”

He tossed the yarn back to Bronwen, who caught it, and then sat in the chair his mother had indicated. “I don’t believe you.”

There was a pause as the various members of David’s family—Dad, Mom, Anna, Math, Bronwen, and Ieuan—looked at each other, silently communicating in some fashion that resulted in Mom turning to speak to him again. “You’re right. We were talking about you.”

“Specifically, you becoming King of Scots,” Anna said. 

“I knew it.” David slapped his hand on the table. “The answer is no. Besides, any idea of me claiming that throne is premature. While its current occupant has invaded England with an army, at the moment he still wears the crown. John Balliol was elected democratically. I don’t have the power to dethrone him.”

“You do, actually,” Anna said. 

David didn’t know what it was about her latest trip to Avalon that had done it, but in the few days since she’d returned, it was as if the real Anna had been unleashed. She said what she thought more than ever without worrying about anyone’s sensibilities. He was willing to bet quite a large portion of his treasury that it was she who’d called this meeting. 

Mom shot her daughter a quelling look. “Regardless of what happens over the next weeks and months, Balliol incited a rebellion against you. You can’t let him keep his throne.” 

Anna nodded. “Give us a chance to explain. You need to listen to Mom.”

David’s father had been the first to push David to take England’s crown, and while he’d accepted the mantle out of a sense of desperation, he wasn’t sorry about being King of England now. Similarly, the High Kingship of Ireland had been thrust upon him by events that had careened out of control. And as his father’s eldest son, he was the heir to the Kingdom of Wales. He would accept that crown because, if it was anyone’s birthright, it was his. 

Scotland was another matter entirely. It had a long tradition of choosing its own rulers, and David’s claim to sovereignty there was beyond tenuous. The fact that, according to Uncle Ted, he did have a blood descent from Avalon’s King Alexander was beside the point. This was Earth Two, so that connection meant nothing. 

But because it was Anna who’d spoken, David held back a further retort. She was certainly right that something had to be done. Some had hoped that Balliol would fold his tents, apologize for conniving with wayward English barons, and fall back into Scotland from his current position at Barnard Castle, his family’s seat in the north of England. David had not been one of those optimists. Balliol would not be able to stand the resulting loss of face. 

Thus, with as studious an expression as he could muster, David prepared himself to be lectured. His mother usually knew what she was talking about.

“In the past, English kings have aspired to the thrones of all four countries: Wales, England, Ireland, and Scotland, either by force of arms or by claiming the right through a fictive or mythic past.”

“Sometimes dating back to Rome,” Bronwen said, “but always including King Arthur.”

“Who was Welsh anyway,” Anna said.

The three women were on a roll, but Mom made a gesture, asking not to be interrupted. David had no doubt they’d discussed what they were talking about at length before he’d arrived. 

“In Avalon’s Middle Ages, which is really the only time we care about at this point, King Edward came the closest to achieving the goal of uniting all four kingdoms. Once he conquered Wales, he allowed his barons to pursue absolute power in Ireland while he moved on to Scotland.”

“The last thing I want to do is follow in King Edward’s footsteps—”

His mom put out a hand to him. “We know that, David, and we’re not proposing anything along the lines of what Edward attempted—or any other English king, for that matter, up to and including present-day Avalon.”

“Then I really don’t understand. Why the history lesson?” David narrowed his eyes at his mother. “I thought you just suggested I become King of Scots?”

Mom gave a vigorous shake of her head. “We did. We do, but not for the reasons you think or the way you think. The kings of England who had designs on ruling all four nations rooted their right to do so in the fact that each of them was the King of England. We’re not proposing that at all.”

“In fact, quite the opposite,” Bronwen said.

David sat back in his chair. “You have completely lost me.”

He noted that Ieuan and Math weren’t looking at him—and he knew why. It wasn’t because they were as confused as he was. They agreed wholeheartedly with where the women were going with their argument and saw no reason to interfere. 

Anna leaned forward. “We are proposing that you do—we do—what you’ve always done: include people instead of exclude them. King Edward conquered Wales, Ireland, and Scotland and ruled them as the English king, from England, with the idea that English culture and laws were superior to any tradition in the barbaric north and west.” 

“I could never do that.”

“Of course you couldn’t. And we couldn’t support the idea—” Bronwen was practically bouncing up and down in her seat, “—which is what is so great. This is the chance we’ve been waiting for. We talked about it years ago at Rhuddlan before Anna and Meg went to Avalon.”

David took in a breath, and his heart actually beat a little faster. “You’re talking about the United States of Britain.”

“With you as High King.” Before David could protest at her choice of title, Bronwen put out a hand to him like both Mom and Anna had done. “For now.” 

Mom took over again. “This wouldn’t be a situation where Wales, Ireland, and Scotland were subordinate to the English throne, and everyone had to become English, speak English, and abide by English laws. It would be a confederation, with each country having equal say, but united out of an acknowledgment that all the countries that make up Britain share a common future.”

Anna nodded vigorously. “Here’s your challenge and our dream, David: to leverage your unique position into a meaningful monarchy of the whole of Britain, one that doesn’t make everyone English, but makes room for everyone.”

David ran both hands through his hair and dropped them. “I agree with everything you’re saying. Of course I do. I want what you want. But it’s overstepping. How can we create unity out of something that will so plainly cause disunity?”

“Who’s to say it will?” Anna said, and then at David’s baleful look, modified her question. “Yes, of course not everyone is going to like it. But seeing as how you’re already King of England, High King of Ireland, and Prince of Wales, are any of the people in those countries really going to argue with what we’re proposing? If the people of Scotland accept the idea, would that be convincing enough?”

David looked around at the rest of his family. “All right, gentlemen. You need to tell me what you think. Ieuan? Or you, Math? Dad? You’ve been awfully quiet.”

Ieuan laughed. “As you’d undoubtedly guessed already, Math and I are of one mind and have been for some time. Rule Scotland as the King of England or as High King or as—” he made a dismissive gesture, “—president if you must. As long as you rule, we don’t care how or why.”

Bronwen patted her husband’s thigh. “Some people are less concerned with theory than with practice.”

“I see Bohun and Mortimer aren’t here either. Nor Lili.” David had left his wife bathing their sons.

“They don’t care about the specifics of rule either, though for different reasons. Bohun and Mortimer are Norman and know only power and the ability and willingness to wield it.” Math looked hard at David. “I have been at your side for twelve years now, and I barely comprehend what my own wife is telling me. If it weren’t she saying it—and clearly of so much importance to all of you—I would probably have dismissed it out of hand as a finer point that means nothing in the end.”

“But we have come to understand that it means everything in the end—not just to you but to all of us,” Dad said, speaking for the first time. “When you insisted that I welcome the Jews into Wales, I agreed. But it was more to show you that I respected your ability to make decisions than because I understood your reasons. I understand them now.” He looked around the table. “We all do, now.”

Then he focused again on David. “Take the throne of the High King, son. Britain—and the world—will be better for it.”
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Chester Castle

1 April 1294

William de Bohun
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“Bohun! Get a move on! It’s nearly dawn!” The not-so-dulcet tones of his friend Christopher shouting at him from the corridor roused William from a deep sleep. 

He blinked his eyes and lifted his head, disoriented about where he was, though the feeling dissipated immediately when he recognized the room in the guest house he shared with the other young men at Chester Castle. 

“I’m coming! I’m coming!” He grumbled the words, annoyed at himself for waking late but also at Christopher for waking him. He’d been dreaming about Aine, a girl he’d met in Ireland. He hoped he would see her again, but right now this blasted rebellion was interfering.

The door flew open to reveal Christopher, fully dressed but not yet wearing his armor or sword. 

Huw, the tallest of the three, bobbed up and down behind him. “King Dafydd has been asking for you.”

That got William to his feet like nothing else could have. Excitement was building in his chest, not just at the summons from the king, but also at what today would bring. This was the morning of mornings. They were finally moving out, and he was thankful his friends wouldn’t consider leaving him behind. The plan today was to begin the march across England as the latest step in showing the world that David was not only alive but willing to fight for his throne and his country. William himself was long past the point of admitting that he would follow David anywhere. If that meant more battle, then he would be right beside the king when it happened. He wasn’t David’s squire anymore, but a squire of the king never quite gave up the job.

“Where’s the king?” 

“On the wall-walk.” Christopher gestured to Huw. “We’ve already had our talking to. We’ve been waiting for you.” 

“What kind of talking to?” William wracked his brains for some reason he might have garnered the king’s displeasure, but couldn’t come up with anything recent. 

“You’ll see.” Huw sounded pretty cheerful about the coming chastisement. 

And since whatever William could have done wrong had been done by his friends too, his stomach settled enough for him to realize he was hungry.

While for men like King David or William’s father, the last two weeks had been a blur of preparation for war, William and his friends had been given little of importance to do. After the battle of Tara, all three of them (four with Robbie Bruce, who’d gone with James Stewart to Scotland) were knights now, but their elevation hadn’t noticeably changed their status or routine. The three of them had whiled away the hours in training, as they had most of this past year, or leading scouting parties from Chester, which was a good-sized town, refortified by King David after the death of the Earl of Chester ten years ago. 

While his friends went down the stairwell, William made his way to the doorway at the end of the corridor that led to the curtain wall. The news that King David was on the wall-walk was in no way a surprise, especially on a day that had dawned clear, and they could see for miles. If the king wasn’t in his quarters or the hall, he was usually to be found on the ramparts, often walking with Arthur, or Alexander when he was fussy.

David was without his sons today. He stood with bared head, though in cloak and boots, facing away from the rising sun, his hands resting on the stones of two adjacent merlons. Chester Castle stretched a hundred yards along the River Dee, taking up a dominant position in one corner of the town of Chester. 

William’s room was in the guest house, a large stone building built into the western curtain wall, putting the wall-walk some thirty feet above the level of the bailey. Below him, on the other side of the wall, was the moat with its connection to the sea, one of the many improvements that David had made since taking over the castle.

To William’s right, the bailey teemed with men and horses and, on second glance, wasn’t quite as chaotic as it had first appeared. Ieuan, who was in charge of the king’s men, wouldn’t tolerate anything but an ordered muster. Besides, most of the soldiers who’d come at David’s call had been camped in the fields around the town, not inside the castle itself, and most of them had started their march at first light, under the command of their captains and minor lords from whose domains they’d come.

“You asked to see me, my lord?”

“I did.” David turned to him, and William was relieved to see the benevolent expression on his face. The king was feeling good today too.

So William risked a query. “Did I do something wrong?”

David laughed. “Not unless there’s something I don’t know about—”

“I’ll see you in hell!” The shout echoed in the still morning air, heard clearly above the movement of men and horses below them.

William turned his head towards the opposite battlement from which the shout had come and was forced to put up a hand to keep the newly risen sun’s light from blinding him. He could barely make out the figure on the opposite wall-walk a hundred feet away, but the silhouette appeared to be that of a crossbowman. 

The realization that the king’s life was in danger came over William like someone had thrown a bucket of cold water over his head. At the same instant that the crossbowman released his bolt, William shouted, “Get down!” and launched himself towards David, his only thought to shield him from the bolt as best he could. But David was already moving too, reaching for William and trying to move him out of the way in order to take the missile himself. 

The crossbow bolt ripped across the bailey.

Pain exploded in William’s side.

And the world went dark. 

One ... two ... three ...
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Chapter Three
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1 April 1294

Sophie
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The first volley of arrows came from men on Chester’s highest towers. Up until that moment, these men had been facing outward, watching for an approaching enemy army. Everyone in the bailey had heard the assassin’s shout, but in the single moment between his shout and when he released the bolt few were able to process what was happening. 

These guards were constantly prepared for danger, however, and were the quickest on the uptake. Certainly quicker than Sophie had been, not that she could have done anything constructive by way of a response. She and Bronwen had been talking together in the shadow of the keep. They’d watched the events unfold, but so quickly there’d hardly been time for two breaths.

But in the five seconds it took, first to register that the crossbowman had actually shot a bolt at David, and then to reach for a bow and arrow, the would-be assassin dropped his weapon and flung himself through the crenel behind him.

Even Morgan, David’s chief archer, who was among those in the muster in the bailey, could do nothing. Nobody had noticed the assassin before he shot, and even if Morgan had marked him, his bow had been tucked into its rest alongside his saddle. 

“No! No! No!” The disappearance of the crossbowman released Bronwen, and she ran for the stairway up to the wall-walk from which David had disappeared, hiking up her skirts to take the stairs two at a time.

A host of men, Morgan and Bevyn among them, ran for the wall-walk opposite, from which the crossbowman had escaped. Even as Sophie mounted the stairway after Bronwen, she glanced over her shoulder and saw Morgan pointing to other soldiers, telling them to go around the outside of the castle, something they could accomplish either by slipping through the postern gate or going through the town. Men moved to do his bidding. With so many prepared to travel this morning, they had more than enough men for any kind of pursuit.

The two women arrived at the top of the stairway a half-second before Samuel, Callum’s friend, who’d come out of a nearby tower, all of them pulling up short at a spot halfway along the rampart. A crossbow bolt, bloody along its full length, lay on the stones of the wall-walk.

Samuel reached down and picked up the bolt to hold it gingerly in his fingers, which came away bloody. “How-what-what just happened?”

Callum came to a halt behind him, and Sophie was sure she’d never seen such a grim look on any man’s face. Samuel may not have seen the events unfold, but Callum had been standing at the far end of the wall-walk, as was his habit, as a kind of guard for David. He held a gun loosely in his hand, but now he wordlessly reached for the small of his back and holstered the weapon unfired. He had arrived back at Chester only last night, having spent the last ten days in Shrewsbury, marshaling his portion of the army, as the Earl of Shrewsbury.

Sophie knew medieval weaponry. She’d learned something about it in the months of research about the Middle Ages she’d put in as part of the preparations Chad had made for the eventual arrival in Avalon of someone from Ted’s family. When she’d told Anna on the plane that she wanted to go to the Middle Ages, that it was part of her job, and that she’d prepared for it, she had been completely serious. Neither she—nor Chad Treadman—ever did anything by halves.

So she knew a modern crossbow could fire a four-hundred-grain bolt at four hundred feet per second, achieving a kinetic energy of a hundred and twenty-four pounds at thirty yards, which was roughly the distance across the bailey. Even at half that weight and power, this crossbow bolt would have been unstoppable in the time between when the crossbowman fired it and when it hit William.

Only William, it seemed, could move faster, and Sophie thought it likely that his movement to protect David had started out of instinct before the bolt was fired, like a striker in cricket who was already swinging before the bowler released the ball.

By comparison, the crossbowman had moved much more slowly, but even he had wasted no time getting away. On the opposite wall-walk, one of the guards held up a hook and rope that had been anchored to the corner of the crenel. Morgan, meanwhile, bow in hand, was loosing arrows one after another over the other side of the wall. Sophie was pretty sure the only way out of Chester for the assailant from that part of the wall-walk was to swim the moat, which he could be doing now under fire.

Callum called across the bailey, “Don’t kill him!” 

Morgan didn’t respond to the order, but Bevyn, who stood beside him, cupped his hands around his mouth to answer. “He has already hit him in the calf as he was coming up the bank on the other side. He’s across the moat, but he won’t get far.”

“This is impossible.” Callum took a moment to lean through a nearby crenel and then pulled out. 

Sophie had already looked down to the ground on their side of the castle. While the medieval Chester Castle looked very different from the modern one she’d explored with friends several years ago, there was still nothing to see. All the vegetation on the slope had been cleared as a security measure, to prevent anyone from sneaking over the castle wall once they made it through the moat, and she could see plainly that David’s body wasn’t floating in the water. 

She let out a breath. “How worried are we?” 

It was a genuine question. Her experience with time travel and the medieval world was far less than the others’. Though she’d heard all the stories, read all the files, and time-traveled herself, she’d never experienced anything like this. Anyone could see that neither David nor William was here, which meant they’d gone to Avalon. 

“Better in Avalon than dead,” Callum said.

Bronwen had her arms wrapped around her waist. “I keep looking around, expecting him to appear at any moment.”

“How did the assassin get inside the castle?” Samuel said. “He couldn’t have climbed in the same way he escaped. Someone would have seen him!” 

Ieuan arrived on the wall-walk, puffing to a halt behind Sophie. “I hate to say it, but the bowman was clever enough to have a plan he stuck to. He didn’t waste time talking about what he was going to do but saw his target and shot.”

“He shouldn’t have shouted at all,” Callum said, “but maybe he wanted to see David’s face when he killed him.”

Ieuan barked a laugh. “You mean he’s an honorable villain, who couldn’t bring himself to shoot Dafydd in the back?” He put his arm around Bronwen and pulled her to him. 

His wife shook her head. “I don’t understand how this could happen.”

“We’ll discover that too.” Ieuan meant to be comforting, but unlike Callum’s grimness, he looked worried. “I’m in charge of the men. That the assassin got inside Chester Castle is my fault.”

“That’s not what I meant.” Bronwen made a despairing gesture towards the bolt in Samuel’s hand. “What I really want to know is how did this work?”

Callum took the bolt from Samuel and fingered the deadly point. “I’m with Bronwen. Why did the bolt remain behind?” 

“Dafydd’s life was in danger.” Ieuan seemed the most philosophical about what he’d seen. “Didn’t something similar happen back at Dover when Dafydd fell off the wall with Lee? He fell, traveled to Avalon, was almost shot, and traveled back, all in the blink of an eye and was never actually injured himself?”

Callum let out a breath. “We can only hope. He hadn’t yet put on his armor this morning. He was wearing his Kevlar vest, but—” he shook his head, “—unlike a bullet, a bolt has a non-deforming steel point. At this range, the Kevlar might not even have slowed it down. Maybe if the bolt hit the ceramic plate above David’s heart it would have stopped it, but who’s to say that’s where it was aimed.” 

Bronwen looked to be near tears. “You mean it went right through him.” She spoke dully and turned her face into Ieuan’s shoulder.

“Or he traveled before it could.” Ieuan put both arms around her now. “The blood may just be from William.” He kissed the top of Bronwen’s head. “We have no way to know, not until Dafydd returns.” 

Samuel took the bolt back from Callum. “We must face the fact, however, that William is seriously wounded, if not dead.”

“I don’t look forward to telling that to his father,” Ieuan said. 

“William isn’t dead.” Callum’s face became slightly less grim and took on a contemplative look. “It went through him without sticking, which means it pierced only tissue.”

“That’s not making me feel better,” Bronwen said. 

Somewhat tentatively, Sophie put up a hand to get everyone’s attention. “Chad will be waiting for David.” 

She could fully admit to herself that she’d bought into David’s mystique long before she’d arrived in Avalon, and the man himself had done nothing to disappoint her. He’d been wearing a crown when he’d greeted the plane in Ireland, but he appeared every inch a king without it. She remembered what Anna had said about him always being treated like a kid when he went to Avalon, but even not knowing him beyond the superficial conversations they’d had so far, she didn’t think he’d find himself so much at a disadvantage this time.

For her part, the medieval world was everything and nothing like she’d imagined. Bronwen and Mark Jones had assured her that she would find her feet, but she felt so far out of her depth that the bottom was a hundred feet down with no hope of ever touching. In a way, losing David and William a moment ago was just one more mad event in a world gone mad.

Not knowing the direction Sophie’s thoughts had taken, Bronwen nodded. “I’m still reluctant to trust, but I’m not sorry that David has Chad—glad of it, in fact. He’ll call him as soon as he can—and get back to us as soon as he can. He knows the urgency.” After a quick glance into the bailey, she made a motion with her arm and headed down the wall-walk to the guesthouse doorway from which William had arrived on the battlement hardly twenty minutes ago. “We’d better get off the wall-walk. We’re too much of a spectacle up here.”

They reached the doorway at the same moment that Lili opened it. David’s wife was looking stricken, sad, and determined all at the same time. Bronwen embraced her, and there was a moment when the rest stood awkwardly in a line behind them.

Lili released her sister-in-law and wiped at her cheeks with the backs of her hands. Then she gestured everyone inside. Now, instead of standing on the wall-walk so everyone could see them, they clustered together in a narrow hallway. Constance, Lili’s bodyguard, stood a respectful distance away at the top of the stairwell. 

Quickly Ieuan filled his sister in on what they knew so far, which admittedly wasn’t much. Lili took the bolt and held it up to the light of the lantern hanging from a hook on the wall. By now, the blood was streaked and drying. 

“It’s from Chester’s armory,” Ieuan said flatly. “Englishmen employ crossbows, and it was among the stockpile intended for the garrison’s use.”

“That means the crossbowman blended in well enough here to get to it.” Lili sighed. “Is it really someone we know? None of you recognized him?”

“I never managed a good look,” Ieuan said, “but whoever it is, we’ll find out soon. Morgan was shooting at him, and Bevyn said they could see the direction he was taking. He won’t get away. Even had he escaped into the town, not a soul would aid him.”

Lili straightened her shoulders. Between one second and the next, she transformed herself from grieving wife to Queen of England. While David had taken the throne reluctantly, Lili had been even more reluctant than her husband. But she’d accepted the mantle anyway and had lived within it for the last five years. 

Standing before them now, her hands on her hips, Lili didn’t spend any more time on tears. “I need your thoughts. How do we move forward? Without Dafydd, how much of our plan can survive?”

“The army is already marching, and we know how it must be used.” Ieuan turned to Callum. “Have we heard from Math?”

“I spoke with him this morning. He will meet us at Beeston.” Their conversation would have taken place through their telecommunications network that linked David’s major castles.

“I thought he wasn’t coming?” Last Sophie had heard, David and his father had decided that he and Math should remain in Wales, held in reserve in case the fighting went badly. Including Welsh forces sent the wrong message to both the English people and the Scots. For that reason, David had also moved his command center from Dinas Bran to Chester, to highlight the fact that this was an English rebellion and he was England’s king. 

“Dafydd changed his mind.” Lili shook her head. “He claims to have nothing of the Sight, but sometimes I wonder ...”

“Math can stand in for Dafydd better than I can,” Callum said.

“Or I. I lead the men, but they all know that I’m merely the go-between.” Ieuan made this comment entirely without resentment.

“I have a couple of ideas, actually.” Sophie raised her hand again, like she was in school, and then dropped it when everyone looked at her.

Lili spread her hands wide. “We’re listening. Just say it. Everyone outside is still in shock, but in another minute they’ll start to feel lost without Dafydd to lead them. They were just getting used to having him back. I need to speak to them soon, and I need a clear idea of what to say and what we are going to do next.”

“David was going to parade across England to show everyone he’s alive, but it wasn’t really necessary, right?” The words tumbled out of Sophie’s mouth. “Everyone knows by now that the plot in Ireland failed. David went to Warenne, who surrendered. All the men have seen him, and word has spread.”

John de Warenne had predicated his rebellion on the supposed fact of David’s death. When David had ridden to Lyons Castle to confront him, Warenne had come out alone, with bared head, and bent a knee in the middle of his drawbridge. David had accepted his obeisance, his offer of payment, and his castle. He’d instructed Warenne to lead his army against Beeston, and that’s where he now sat with Humphrey de Bohun and Edmund Mortimer, who’d insisted that if anyone was going to take down his brother, it would be he. Even now, their army of nearly five hundred men was camped around the massive plateau upon which Beeston Castle sat.

There were nods all around, so Sophie barely paused to draw breath. “That means we should divide the army now. Those who’ve just left Chester should be diverted to Barnard Castle and Balliol. They aren’t necessary for the taking of Beeston anyway, not with the weapons we have. Those of us who go to Beeston can simply tell everyone there that David went to Barnard, and those who go to Barnard can tell everyone that David stopped at Beeston.”

“Lie, you mean,” Ieuan said, though she didn’t get the sense his words were an implied criticism, just a point of clarification.

Sophie shrugged. “If you like, but communication being what it is, you have no idea where David is. He could have turned around straight away and come back, and you wouldn’t know it until he showed up. Once you separate the two forces, neither will know anything at all for certain.”

Callum laughed. “I like it. It’s clear-eyed. And with Math’s forces coming to Beeston, we’ll have more than enough men there to do what needs to be done.”

“Would David agree?” Samuel asked.

Lili said gently, “He’s not here. None of us can operate on what we think Dafydd might do or say in our place. Without him, it is up to us to act in his stead as we think best.”

“Though I’ve obviously only known him for days instead of years, David isn’t the same boy who arrived here to save Llywelyn, or even the man who was crowned King of England five years ago,” Sophie said. “He is as capable as anyone of being clear-eyed and calculating.” 

Lili laughed lightly. “It’s true that my husband can be quite unpredictable.”

“Besides, you all realize what just happened, right?” Bronwen said. “He—and we—are part of a greater plan. The fact that we know it but don’t understand it doesn’t change the fact that a plan exists.”

Bronwen’s idea was the one part of the universe shifting with which Sophie struggled most. Still, she couldn’t argue with what she’d seen with her own eyes.

Lili raised both hands and dropped them. “Regardless of the hows and whys, we are left to pick up the pieces, and it does us no good to be standing around while there’s work to be done. I will speak to our people now.” She headed for the door that would take her back to the wall-walk.

“Tell them all is well, and Dafydd has gone to Avalon, and that he’ll be back,” Ieuan said. And then, after a nod from Callum, he went after her. Ieuan left the door open, so Sophie could see him raising his hands to the people below, telling them to quiet so Lili could speak. 

“Right.” Callum made an expansive gesture, indicating that everyone who was left in the corridor should huddle closer. “Sophie is absolutely correct. There’s no better way to show how unconcerned we are about David’s absence than to take Beeston Castle as we planned. With or without David’s physical presence, Roger Mortimer’s defiance cannot be allowed to continue for even one more day.”
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They dropped three inches, landing with hardly a thud onto thick, wet grass, but even so, William’s weight caused David to stagger. He clutched his friend to him, afraid he was going to slide right out of his arms. 

Once David regained his balance, he didn’t waste time lamenting his arrival in Avalon but immediately laid William full length on the ground, unhooked the toggle on William’s cloak so the fabric had more give to it, and wadded up a handful of the cloth so he could stanch the flow of blood from William’s wound. The bolt had pierced William’s underarm at something of an angle and passed through the muscle back to front.

A weightlifter would have more tissue in that area, but William was somewhat less large, even though as a knight he was very well muscled. It was a wound David had never seen before, and indicated that William had thrown up his arm and been twisting forward in an attempt to save David when the bolt had entered his flesh at the back, grazed his ribs, and come out the other side. He had blood staining the whole right side of his body from armpit to hip.

It didn’t matter how it had happened, only that it had. David pressed hard on the wound, trying desperately to stem the bleeding. The only saving grace was that the hole was in about as safe a place as it was possible to be shot and not have it be fatal. William was losing a lot of blood, however, which if it went on much longer would be.

“Help!” David looked around. “My friend needs an ambulance!” 

When they’d first come in, David had seen over William’s shoulder that upwards of a hundred people were sharing the field with them, but they’d been a football field away at the time, with archery butts between them and him. While these were out of place anywhere in Avalon David had ever been, he could recognize an archery tournament when he saw one.

Thankfully, by now a dozen or more had begun to walk towards them. They appeared somewhat wary, however, and David would have waved at them to hurry if he wasn’t already using both hands to stanch the flow of blood from William’s wound.

Then William groaned, and David looked into his face. “Hang in there, my friend. You’re going to be okay.”

“I feel terrible.”

“I’m not surprised, since you have a new hole in your body where there isn’t supposed to be one. What were you thinking?” 

“I was thinking that your life was worth more than mine.” 

David tsked through his teeth. “Tell that to your father.” His words came out angry, but he didn’t mean to be angry at William. It was more that he was angry at himself for being caught off-guard again. So he added, “Thank you, by the way. It isn’t possible to thank you enough.”

William took in a trembling breath. “You tried to push me aside and take the bolt yourself. You—you weren’t looking to die, were you?”

David could hear the horror and fear in his voice. In the past there had certainly been days when David had been overwhelmed by his responsibilities, seeing them primarily as a burden, but he’d never been so far gone as to hurt himself on purpose.

“No,” he said simply. “I knew if I was shot, I’d come here.”

“Here?”

“We’re in Avalon, William.” 

But William had closed his eyes, and he made no response, which he would have done if he’d heard him. David didn’t bother to repeat his words. William didn’t need to understand just yet how unnecessary his sacrifice had been. David couldn’t die if he wanted to. The fact that they were in Avalon yet again proved it.

That wasn’t to say that David at all understood what had happened. Within the space of a single second, the crossbowman had fired his bolt, William had thrown himself at David, and David had tried to stop William from sacrificing himself by moving him out of the way. The next second, they were overcome by the darkness that heralded their arrival in Avalon. 

David could get his head around that much. The problem was that he had no real sense of how they’d traveled. He hadn’t fallen off the rampart as he had in the past. It wasn’t as if he’d just wrecked a car. He looked down at his chest. The crossbow bolt should have been sticking out of it, but while he was covered in blood, all of it seemed to be William’s. David could only conclude that, before the bolt could hit him, he had de-materialized.

Or rather, he and William had.

“I didn’t see them there! I swear it!” Members of the crowd had finally arrived, and the first man to reach them was a few inches shorter than David, more stocky, and spoke English with a Welsh accent. He held a bow, wore a quiver on his back, and was otherwise dressed from head to toe in medieval gear. “Oh my God! Oh my God! I killed him!”

If the parking lot in the distance wasn’t enough to tell him he was in the modern world, he would have known it by the man’s choice of words. Not even hardened knights cursed as easily as modern people. Though, really, knights were the least likely to take the name of the Lord in vain since they were also some of the most superstitious men David knew.

David tried to reassure the archer. “You didn’t, really.”

But before he could explain, a second person, a large man in his mid-fifties, huffed up. “What the hell are you doing back here! Where did you come from? We had this whole area blocked off.” 

“I-I—” David didn’t have the wherewithal to answer, but it wasn’t necessary since the question had been rhetorical, and the man didn’t wait to hear his explanation. He turned exasperatedly to a young woman about David’s age, who was also wearing a bow and quiver. She was gaping down at William with her hand to her mouth. “I know you still have your phone on you, despite the rules. Call an ambulance.”

The woman’s mouth closed with a snap, and she hastily dug into a pocket in her breeches, came up with a big screen smartphone, and started poking at the screen with one finger. David had a flash of satisfaction that he knew about phones now because of Anna and Mark, but then he returned his attention to William. Though his former squire was breathing easily, implying that the bolt hadn’t gone through anything important, he’d lost a lot of blood by now, and his eyes were fluttering. David told himself that as long as William breathed, there was hope.

“An ambulance is on its way,” the woman said. 

Beyond the field, to the west, which David could tell by the direction of the light, sat a truncated castle that he’d noticed first thing and knew didn’t exist in his world. To the south lay a parking lot full of cars, then a body of water, and beyond that were gray clouds and green hills. 

With a profound sense of relief, David recognized where he was: Gray skies? Check. Wet grass? Check. Cloud-covered mountains? Check. They were on Anglesey, the body of water was the Menai Strait, and the nearby castle was Beaumaris, which lay across the Strait from his father’s palace at Aber.

What’s more, it was clear now that the people running towards them had been participating in a twenty-first century medieval festival. It seemed he and William had dropped into the center of nerddom in Wales. Whatever power had brought him to Avalon had made him appear at the right place at the right time, in a place where his clothing and the wound in William’s side could be explained with a minimum of fuss. 

William regained consciousness enough to grip David’s wrist above the hand that pressed against his chest. “It hurts.” He closed his eyes against the pain.

“I know. Keep your eyes open.”

“I can’t.” He paused, his eyes fluttering a bit again. “My lord, I don’t want to.”

For once, David wasn’t sure if William was speaking to him or actually to God.

“What-what happened to the arrow?” This man was the fourth to speak and was distinguishable from the others by his jester’s costume. He also had bright red hair and freckles. By now, a dozen people had gathered around David and William.

“In the woods, most likely,” the burly older man said. “Billy always was a crap shot.”

Billy, the first man to arrive, fell to his knees near William’s head. “I’m so sorry. What can I do?”

David looked him up and down, feeling guilty about misleading everyone about the source of William’s wound. While he could accept the gift of his present location, he wasn’t going to let an innocent person suffer because of it. “I need to tell you straight out that it wasn’t your arrow that went through William.”

“What do you mean? Nobody else was shooting.”

“I know. I can’t explain what happened right now, but if I were you, I’d find your arrow. It will prove to anyone who asks that this isn’t your fault. It won’t be bloody and won’t match the wound.” 

David didn’t know if anyone would be clever enough to try to match the arrow to William’s wound, but if he did, he would find that crossbow bolts were slightly thicker than the arrows used for longbows. At least, this was true in Earth Two. Thankfully, unlike guns, bolts didn’t make bigger holes on the way out than on the way in or the hole in William’s chest would have been a lot bigger.

“O-Okay.” Billy looked highly skeptical, but he got to his feet and set off for the woods. 

David bent over William again, and to his great relief, William’s eyes opened. “It’s okay. You
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