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In Avalon


George, a CIA agent tasked with abducting David’s son, Arthur, and later an employee of Chad Treadman, upon whose plane he arrived in Earth Two (in Shades of Time). His associates are Andre, a pilot, and Sophie, both of whom have lived in Earth Two.



––––––––
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In Earth Two


David is the King of England, a time traveler, and married to Lili, who is also Ieuan’s sister; They are parents of Arthur and Alexander.

Anna, along with David, her brother, first came to Earth Two in Footsteps in Time. She is married to Math, and they are parents of Cadell, Bran, and Rhiannon.

Meg married Llywelyn, King of Wales in Daughter of Time. They are parents of David, Anna, Gwenllian, Padrig, and Elisa.

Bronwen first appeared in Prince of Time as an archaeology graduate student. She is married to Ieuan, who started out as the captain of David’s guard. They are parents to Catrin, Cadwaladr, and Gweneth.

Callum arrived in Earth Two on the heels (literally) of Meg, Llywelyn, and Goronwy in Children of Time. In Exiles in Time, he meets Cassie, another twenty-firster, who was stranded in the Middle Ages by Meg’s plane in Winds of Time.

Rachel arrived initially with Anna and Meg on the Cardiff Bus in Ashes of Time. She is a physician and married to Darren, who is a former MI-5 agent. Parents of Esther.

Abraham is Rachel’s father and a physician in David’s court. He arrived in Earth Two in Guardians of Time.

Michael is David’s bodyguard from Champions of Time and married to Livia, a former MI-5 agent. They arrived in Earth Two in Refuge in Time and are parents to Arya.

Christopher is David’s cousin. He traveled to Earth Two in his car in Masters of Time, after which he became known as the Hero of Westminster. The rest of his family came to Earth Two in Shades of Time: and include Ted, Elisa, and Elen. He is married to Isabelle, daughter of Matthew Norris, the Master of the Paris Temple.

Huw is a Welsh companion we first meet in Footsteps in Time when David was abducted.

William de Bohun is heir to the Earldom of Hereford and has been part of David’s court since Crossroads in Time. He is famous for saying you’ve got to be kidding me! He met his wife, Daisy, former Princess of England, in Hidden in Time.

Robbie in Avalon grows up to be Robert the Bruce, King of Scots. We first meet him in Exiles in Time as one of the Bruce men all named Robert. At the time, he is dubbed Baby Bruce by Bronwen. 







Others

Venny - Captain of David’s guard


Margaret “Daisy” – Daughter of King Edward and Queen Eleanor, married to William de Bohun

Mary “Molly” – Daughter of King Edward and Queen Eleanor

Elizabeth “Lizzie” – youngest daughter of King Edward and Queen Eleanor

Boniface – The Pope

Francesco – Pope Boniface’s nephew

Iwan – Archbishop of St. David’s

Gilbert de Clare – Earl of Gloucester (deceased)

Bogo de Clare – fugitive, brother of Gilbert, Thomas, and Maggie

Edmund of Almain – Uncle to Lizzie, Daisy, and Molly

Margaret “Maggie” de Clare – Almain’s wife, sister of Bogo, Thomas, and Gilbert

Thomas de Clare – banished brother of Maggie, Bogo, and Gilbert

Philippe – King of France

John “Primus” - Duke of Brabant

John “Secundus” – Count of Zeeland and Holland

Isabel – Bogo’s “niece” and former companion
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A Quick Recap of the Previous Book...
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As usual, I expect your recall of the past books is better than my own, but just in case you need some catching up to where we left things:

In Hidden in Time, the previous book in the After Cilmeri series, we are introduced to three of King Edward’s surviving daughters: Daisy, Molly, and Lizzie. Years ago they were stashed away in a convent by none other than Gilbert de Clare, with the approval of their Uncle Almain, as part of Gilbert’s bid to take the throne of England (Masters of Time). Gilbert died on the front of Christopher’s car, and Almain left the girls in their convent to languish until such a time as he could find a use for them, putting out a false story about what had happened to them.

With David otherwise occupied in France, Bogo de Clare, Gilbert’s younger brother, decides that the time is ripe for another attempt to take the throne, and he intends to use Daisy to do it. He abducts Daisy and Molly from the convent and brings them to Berkhamsted Castle, Almain’s seat. Almain goes along with the plot because he genuinely hopes to put Daisy on the throne—and through her control England for himself. However, Lizzie escapes Bogo’s clutches and, despite the fact that she has been raised to despise Meg and Llywelyn, rides to Kings Langley where they are keeping an eye on England while David is gone.

Bogo is a ne’er-do-well and a schemer, and he complicates the plan by abducting Meg, Gwenllian, and Elen, in an attempt to force Llywelyn to support his bid for the throne. Elen sacrifices her freedom for Lizzie’s, allowing Lizzie to return to Kings Langley to raise an army against Berkhamsted. The book ends with the women escaping from the tower as David’s forces assault the castle from the front. Almain is captured, but after the castle is taken, they discover that Bogo has already fled ...
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Chapter One
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Avalon

George

––––––––
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“I don’t know what angel you have looking over your shoulder,” the guard started speaking as he was pulling open the heavy metal door to George’s cell, “but you’re getting out of here, just like you said you would.”

George was quite sure the creature riding him was a demon, not an angel. Even so, he wasn’t going to argue with an open door, discuss fraught theology he didn’t believe in anyway, nor tell the guard that he’d said he was getting out of his cell more to keep up his own spirits than because he thought it was the truth. He had been sitting cross-legged on the floor by the toilet, meditating, as he’d done every day at this hour for the last three years. Other than what went on in his own brain, which they couldn’t take away from him or monitor, he’d been allowed pencil and paper, all the books he could read or listen to, two hours of exercise a day, and no visitors.

Not a one.

By CIA standards that meant he hadn’t been tortured, not even with methods that left no physical damage. By this point, he might have welcomed any attention. 

And still, even with all that, he could never regret shooting David. 

Shooting at him, that is.

Once he’d sent David back to Earth Two, George had been bundled into a car, where he’d been immediately blindfolded and drugged. He hadn’t been given a chance to talk to anyone, and when he’d asked for a phone call, Paige Blanchard had laughed. 

Laughed.

Chad, reliable Chad, good old Chad, had run after them, protesting, but as far as George could tell in the few moments he’d had before that bag had come down over his head, the representatives from MI-5 had quietly faded away. With David gone, they didn’t care one whit about the man who’d taken action, especially since George had been the schmuck who’d brought David to Avalon in the first place. 

Besides, the people at MI-5—and certainly at their sister agency, MI-6—had to work with the CIA. International diplomacy took precedence over the welfare of one man, and the UK agencies were well aware which of them was the big brother and which the little sister, who did as she was told.

David, meanwhile, had disappeared, as George had meant him to. They never knew where David would end up when he time traveled, but wherever he’d gone, it was far away from that park in Oregon. What George did regret were the words he’d said to Paige, right before his fellow agents had tackled him to the ground. A portion of his daily meditation addressed what had been a dangerous arrogance: “Before you arrest me and toss me in a deep pit of despair, might I remind you that I know where your bodies are buried.”

What a laugh. Paige had surely had the last one.

“What day is it?” George shoved his feet into his lace-less sneakers. That was the sum total of what needed doing before he could leave.

“September 19th.” Then the guard paused as if he had more to say.

George looked at him curiously. “And the year?”

He had been attempting to woo his guards the whole time he’d been incarcerated. He knew a great deal about many of them—their wives, their kids, and the fact that this particular guard had burned the hamburgers at the Fourth of July picnic. Every morning when one of them delivered George’s breakfast, George had asked him the date, and he had never given it, always changing the subject. At long last, today was different.

Maybe for that reason, since this guard was one of the few who’d treated George like a human being, his expression turned rueful before he said, “2025.”

George absorbed that news with something of an increased heart rate. His captors hadn’t stolen three years from him as he’d thought. It had been hardly more than two years since he’d shot David. But even as the realization came as a relief, it was accompanied by a spurt of anger. They’d screwed up his biorhythms so profoundly he’d thought he’d been locked away one-third again as long as he actually had. They had tortured him. Who knew what horrible illness he was going to get as a result? 

Even when his captors had given George the chance to exercise, they hadn’t taken him outside but instead to an interior gym with fake sunlight. His captors even blindfolded him on the way so he couldn’t see or speak to anyone. 

It seemed like an awful lot of trouble to take for not much in the way of reward. He had been kept on ice all this time for a reason, but with no questions asked of him, nothing required, and nobody to talk to except for a few guards who’d been instructed to keep their interactions to a minimum, George still had no idea why that might have been.

At the guard’s news, the old George would have cursed long and loud, maybe throwing in some of the more flowery profanity he’d learned while he was in Earth Two. The new George might have too, if it would have done any good. But if nothing else, he didn’t want to give anybody watching the satisfaction of seeing him flip out.

In addition, if he allowed himself to truly give in to the rage that had been brewing inside him for the last three—strike that, two—years, it might consume him. This was the battle he’d fought every day in his little cell, and why he’d pushed himself for every second of those two hours they gave him to exercise. 

So instead, he forced himself to breathe and, once again, to accept. He reminded himself that two years ago he had done what had been necessary at the time. Because of it, he could leave here with his head held high. He didn’t know what he’d face when he stepped out the front doors of this facility, but he would put one foot in front of the other until he ran into a wall, which he would then find a way around, over, or through. That was how Paige (ironically) had trained him: to accept the process; to adapt; to reassess. One had to keep moving at all times.

Another breath and he was back to his serene self. He couldn’t change what had been done to him, nor get back the time he’d lost in captivity. He would remember the feeling of that bag coming down over his head for the rest of his life.

But he didn’t have to live inside it anymore.
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Chapter Two
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19 September 1297

Carew Castle – Earth Two

David

––––––––
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“I know you’re right, cariad,” Lili said, “but in this instance, being right isn’t going to do you any good if the people aren’t on your side. I’m with you on this. Your sister and Bronwen might be too. But we aren’t the ones who matter.”

David recognized the way his wife was using the endearment, cariad, which meant my dearest in Welsh, to mean something a bit different from common speech. He knew she loved him, but by employing the term the way she’d just done, it carried more than the usual weight. She was asking him to listen to her in a way that went beyond the times she simply called him Dafydd. She was appealing to the part of him that loved her.

And whether or not he wanted to listen, or would have preferred to march on as he had determined was necessary, she was making him stop and reconsider. Partly, it was because she was his wife. The other part was because this wouldn’t be the first time he had been right and wrong at the same time.

“It isn’t true. They know it isn’t true.” He refrained from using the word lie, even in a private discussion with his wife. “It’s long past time everyone admitted it publicly. If we did that, we could start talking about what’s really going on. At a minimum, how can I play the role when I know it isn’t true?”

“By playing the role, Dafydd. Think of it as a pantomime. We are pretending. You are King Arthur; Ieuan is your brother, Cai; Michael is the valiant Lancelot. And so on. It’s for fun. It isn’t as if you are going to send them on real Arthurian missions, though come to think on it, that could be fun too.” She beamed up at him. “I don’t mind being your Gwenhwyfar.”

His family had come to Carew Castle because Nicholas de Carew, the owner of the castle (naturally), was putting on a tournament in the spirit of King Arthur, with David playing the central role. Everybody was invited, commoner and nobleman alike. 

When Carew had first proposed the event, David’s mom had coughed and laughed at the same time, practically having to be revived from lack of air. Then she’d explained that King Edward, back in 1284 Avalon, had put on a similarly-styled tournament to celebrate his conquest of Wales. His purpose had been to place himself in the lineage of Arthur. That was, of course, Carew’s intention too, except he wanted David to take on that role, admittedly one he had been playing from the moment his father had acknowledged him as his son.

David had been persuaded to go along with the tournament mostly because his father had been one of its biggest proponents. After all, Wales was still independent, and David was Welsh, genuinely descended from that great line of kings. Unlike Edward, David would not be remaking the story of Arthur into an English, rather than Welsh, legend. So why not throw a party? Why not admit what everyone else thought was true? Play the part. For fun.

Thankfully, unlike his role as King Arthur in this ongoing play/tournament, consultation with his wife wasn’t performance art, even if they were up on the wall-walk of Carew Castle, grabbing a last moment alone before they headed to the feast being held in the central pavilion in a nearby field. A dozen people were within sight but nobody was within earshot. 

“I’m just feeding the beast with this tournament. It’s a celebration of the old order, Lili, even as I am trying to usher in the new.” 

She looked at him with a gentle expression. “That was, undoubtedly, Carew’s point.”

There was a finality in her voice that told him he’d lost the argument. Plucking the sweet she was about to eat from the dish in her hand, he popped it into his mouth. He didn’t even know what it was. Something nutty. The point was to tease her and probably to distract himself from disagreeing with her again. 

“Thief!” Lili wrinkled her nose at him. 

Truth be told, he’d never much liked nuts, hated them, in fact, even peanut butter, which he couldn’t get here anyway since peanuts were a New World food. He thought about spitting out the treat, but it was beneath his dignity to spit food he didn’t like over the wall of the battlement, like he was a five-year-old forced to eat eggplant parmesan. Too many people were watching, even if none were within earshot. It was one thing to observe at a distance an intense discussion between Lili and him; it was quite another to witness the king spewing over the battlement. What he said could be kept private. What he did was always public. Performance art, when one was the King of England, was relative.

So he swallowed it down. That would teach him to tease his wife by stealing her food.

Watching the sour face he made, Lili laughed. “There are some things that have been so important you’ve had to put your foot down, Dafydd. But I don’t think this is one of them, and I don’t want to see you wasting your political capital arguing about whether you are or are not the return of Arthur, especially when things are going so well.”

“That’s why I should be doing it now.” He couldn’t help countering. “Do people care if I claim the mantle of Arthur or if the place we time travel to is Avalon or the future in an alternate universe?”

“Of course they care. You feel like you’re lying to everyone every day. I saw the way you swallowed down the word earlier.” She stepped closer to him. “But what about it is a lie, really?”

“Everything.”

“Is it?” And then, when he didn’t respond immediately, she added, “You can order anyone in the entire kingdom to do what you want. You can force change upon them, and you have done so, time and again. But every time you do, you find yourself dragging half the people along behind you, kicking and screaming. Most of them don’t ever give up their old position. And your role as Arthur is something in which they take pride. It was one thing to force the guilds to admit women. It is quite another to take away an idea people love—particularly one that has no material cost.”

“It feels like it does to me.”

“I know it does. And I honor you for your integrity. I wish it could be the right time. Truly, I do. But the people aren’t ready. Even your friends aren’t ready. You can’t make them be ready.”

He was about to say “I think I can,” but he was distracted by a strange discomfort in his mouth. He swallowed again. “I thought I could until I started talking to you. England is entering a new age. We have a functioning Parliament and a prime minister!”

Much of the last two years had been devoted to explaining to his people how their country and their lives could be better. David had wanted to convert England into a direct democracy with an elected president, but he’d been persuaded that the idea was unworkable—maybe in much the same way Lili was persuading him now. At a minimum, all the nobility, many of whom still had important positions in the government and at court, held their estates directly from him. If he wasn’t king, if in fact there was no king, would they all lose their lands? And if so, to whom would they be given?

David honestly didn’t doubt that a complete restructuring of land tenureship in England was in order, but open revolt and civil war would undermine all the other things they were trying to do. Thus, once again, theory had run head on into practice. They’d settled for a constitutional monarchy. A month ago, David had met with the newly elected Prime Minister of England, one Ralph Sandwich, and given him the authority to form a new government. 

What would happen to David’s personal power, and his role as England’s king, given the obvious and continuing potential threats to pretty much everything, remained to be seen. 

“That is exactly my point, my love.” 

My love. They’d been talking in Welsh, but by switching to English, Lili had pounded the final nail into his coffin. By now, he was arguing for argument’s sake anyway. Lili was fluent in French too, but somehow her talking to him with the same American accent he still employed always made him smile. 

She saw it, and it annoyed her. “Don’t laugh at me.” She shook her finger at him.

“I am not. I would never.” He grabbed the offending finger, kissed it, and then pulled her close, unable to help himself. He didn’t want to diminish her in any way, but he couldn’t have her glowering at him without falling in love all over again. “Truly.”

She pushed back slightly to look up at him, refusing to be distracted by the attention he was paying her. “Countries are built on myth and legend, which is why the story of Arthur has always been so powerful.”

“I know that—” David broke off to clear his throat, trying to rid himself of the worsening tickle that had formed there.

Now she smiled. “Bad enough that England has a prime minister. They can’t lose their king too. It means too much to them. Don’t take away something that gives them such pride.”

“The irony, of course, is that in pushing through the change in our government, I was trying to rid myself of some of this power—” He coughed into his fist and wondered if he was coming down with something. It would be just so typical if the exact moment he went on vacation with his family, for the first time since he had been crowned King of England almost ten years ago, he got sick. 

Lili remained undeterred in her position. “Be that as it may. Everyone still looks to you for leadership, even if you’ve devolved much of your power to parliament and the prime minister. Change is hard. You know that. You don’t have to rub their noses in what is right in front of them. They’ll stumble through it themselves soon enough.”

David was genuinely listening, even as he rubbed his eyes, finding them itching and watery. First he’d been thinking he was getting a cold; now he was wondering if a change in the weather was sparking his allergies. That would have made sense if he wasn’t a bit flushed too. He sneezed three times, and then coughed. Once he started, he couldn’t stop.

Lili frowned at him. “Are you okay, Dafydd?”

All of a sudden, David was finding it hard to pull air into his lungs. “I don’t know.” He put a hand to his throat. “I can’t—” He stopped talking in his struggle to take a breath. It felt like he’d swallowed a golf ball. His head started to spin.

David never went anywhere without bodyguards so, by now, others had noticed his distress. As he’d told himself when he hadn’t spit that treat out over the battlement, someone was always watching. 

In this case, it was David’s captain, Venny, who’d been standing a respectful distance away near one of the towers, not wanting to involve himself in their marital dispute. At some point, they’d conveyed to him a more complete story of his family’s time traveling—or rather, world shifting—but even to him, their home world was still Avalon, and David was the return of Arthur. Full stop. Even in his distress, David could see Lili’s point.

Venny took a hesitant step towards them. He was right to, since David was having trouble even staying on his feet. He would have been cursing himself for being such an idiot if he wasn’t in such trouble.

“Dafydd! What is wrong?” Lili had her hands to either side of his face, looking up into his eyes.

“Can’t breathe.” Clamping one hand on Lili’s shoulder, he put the other on the stones of the crenel beside him and hung on for dear life. “This happened once before, when I was little, though not as bad. I thought I didn’t need to worry anymore.”

Until David was fourteen, he’d been such a picky eater that avoiding nuts hadn’t been a particular challenge, on top of all the other foods he didn’t like. He’d always been a bread and meat kind of guy, with an occasional vegetable thrown in for nutrition. As a prince of Wales, and then the King of England, he never had to eat anything he didn’t enjoy, and everyone who cooked for him knew not to serve him nuts. He didn’t like them, so he didn’t eat them. Until he stupidly tried to tease his wife. Unintended consequences.

“Dear God.” That was David’s mother’s phrase. Coming from Lili it carried real weight, even more than when she’d called him cariad. She swung around to Venny, who was almost upon them. “He needs help!”

Venny slammed to a stop, took one look at David and started back the way he’d come. “I’ll get Abraham!” 

David had been too focused on drawing in air to tell him that finding Abraham wasn’t going to help, because David himself knew what this was and what he needed. Fortunately, Ieuan had also seen that something was amiss and had run from the opposite direction along the wall-walk. Arriving on David’s other side, he took in what was happening with a single glance, and asked, “What can I do?” 

“Find Michael,” David managed to say. “Tell him I need an EpiPen.” 

“I don’t know what that is.”

“He does.”

Ieuan still hesitated, looking now at Lili. “Has he eaten anything since lunch?”

“He-he ate the sweet I brought from the kitchen. Honeycomb and walnuts.”

“Did you have some of it too?”

“N-n-no. I didn’t get a chance, since we were talking, I put the plate down over there in a crenel.” She pointed down the wall-walk.

That got Ieuan moving when the request for an EpiPen hadn’t.

Lili by now had David by both arms. “What did you ask for? Why do you need Michael?” She was back to Welsh instead of American English, which told him all he needed to know about how dire his situation was to her eyes. 

If he had been thinking clearly, he would have kept Ieuan with him instead of sending him to find Michael, since David was now in such dire straits he didn’t think they could make it back here in time to save him. The EpiPens were in a box in Abraham’s stores somewhere, not to mention long since expired. Meanwhile, the lack of oxygen was literally killing David where he stood. 

Venny was long gone too, since Abraham had been all the way over in the hospital tent at the tournament. That would teach David to ask for a few moments alone with his wife. At least he was smart enough to talk to her on the battlement. An old habit.

You need to go now!

For a moment, David heard his mother’s voice, even though he knew she wasn’t here. He was losing himself; he was certainly about to lose his life if he didn’t do something drastic. He could feel his breathing getting more ragged, and by now his eyes were nearly swollen shut. Finding Lili’s face amidst the chaos, he said with as much urgency as he could muster, “Remember to ask for an EpiPen.”

Lili clutched him tightly, as if somehow she could breathe for him if only she were close enough. “Are we going to Avalon? What about Michael?” She glanced around desperately for their friends. 

“No time.” He sure hoped Chad had taken to heart some of what they’d talked about over the years. It might mean the difference between getting shot upon arrival and getting the help he needed. Given what David had experienced the last time he was in Avalon, however, maybe he should just be hoping it was still there.

With effort, he unbuckled his sword belt and dropped it to the stones at his feet. 

All he could see through the slits that had become his eyes were Lili’s beautiful gray ones inches from his own. They were the same color as Arthur’s. The thought of Lili alone in Avalon if he himself didn’t survive what was happening to him was terrifying, but the thought of her raising his boys without him here terrified him too. David pushed the fear away. He couldn’t think about his sons right now. It wouldn’t help his breathing. He knew what he had to do. He just wished he wasn’t doing it with Lili. At the same time, he also knew he had to have someone with him. A vision of their first kiss flashed before his eyes, and he managed to fight his way to another breath.

“I can’t lift you,” Lili said.

David was on the verge of passing out. His hip hit the edge of the crenel, but then he had no power to get into it, not to mention drag both of them over it. 

“Gotta find a way to go.” He hadn’t meant to say the words out loud, but maybe his mouth had moved anyway, in between his attempts to catch a breath. 

“Not without me you don’t!” 

“Never.” That single word came out clearly. He had no intention of leaving without her. It was just that he had no way to take her. 

Lili flung her arms around his waist and held on, expecting him to throw them together over the battlement. But he couldn’t move. He couldn’t breathe. Panic rose within him. He was dying! 

The certainty of it overwhelmed his mind, even as his arms tightened around Lili. If only he could—

One, two, three ... 
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Chapter Three

[image: ]




19 September – Earth Two

Anna

––––––––
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“He’s late.” Anna took a sip from her cup. “I knew he was going to have trouble with all this. You know how much he hates the King Arthur mantle.”

“He’ll come.” Papa was serene. “And when he does, I will be happy to give up my seat for him.”

When they’d arrived, Papa had taken one look at the way the high table was arranged, noted David’s absence, and settled himself in the central seat, with Mom on one side and Nicholas de Carew on the other. 

Carew had been one of David’s, and thus Llywelyn’s, loyal supporters almost from the moment of David and Anna’s arrival in Earth Two, having gauged which way the wind was blowing and decided to move with it. In all the years since King Edward’s death, he’d had no cause to regret his allegiance. David was a strong enough leader that he didn’t feel the need to slap down anyone who had the nerve to stick his head up above the crowd. 

The other members of David’s family, plus nobles like Humphrey de Bohun and Edmund Mortimer, had dispersed themselves in the remaining seats. David’s court was informal, but this was a ceremonial occasion and protocol was to be observed. 

“If he doesn’t come,” Mom said, “with your father front and center, few will notice or care about David’s absence.”

“That’s not entirely true,” Anna murmured, her eyes on the next table over where John, the Duke of Brabant; and John, the Count of Holland and Zeeland, had taken seats.

With their arrival at the tournament, there’d been significant confusion amongst the twenty-firsters about whether Zeeland was even a real place, different from New Zealand (which didn’t yet exist as a political entity) and Zealand (which was part of Denmark). Furthermore, in the hopes of keeping the two men straight, Bronwen had dubbed them John Primus and John Secundus, respectively, from the Latin. 

In Avalon, John Primus had married Margaret, the daughter of King Edward, known to them as Daisy. Here in Earth Two, she had married William de Bohun instead. John Secundus, who at only thirteen was coming to act as John Primus’s squire, should have married Daisy’s sister, Elizabeth, known to them as Lizzie, earlier this year. Clearly that hadn’t happened, and wasn’t going to happen, at least not yet. This was just as well since the Avalonian version of Lizzie hadn’t liked him anyway. After John Secundus’s death in two years’ time from dysentery, or possibly murder, she had married William de Bohun. Their William. To whom her sister Daisy was now married. The mixing up of their two universes wasn’t without irony, and it was quite a job for the twenty-firsters to keep everything straight.

The Johns had come all this way because they genuinely believed David to be the return of Arthur and thought that if they fell at his feet, he would help them. This summer, the Johns’ combined armies had lost a significant battle against French forces led by none other than Robert d’Artois, whom Callum had released two years ago as part of their negotiations with the King of France. In Avalon, the lowland province of Zeeland, in particular, had never recovered from that defeat. Over the centuries, it had been subsumed into one political entity after another, always fighting a losing battle for its own autonomy, much as had been the case with Wales, but with even less support from the rest of the world or its diaspora. Zeeland was ultimately incorporated into the modern Netherlands.

David had expressed his remorse about that, but he feared involving himself in war after war between aspiring nations and petty states. Not meddling wasn’t without its advantages either. The Battle of Stirling Bridge, one of the major engagements in King Edward’s war in Scotland, should have taken place nine days ago.

“More than just those two will notice,” Math said darkly from his seat next to Anna. “Look who just arrived.”

The pavilion was open on the sides, since it had been a nice day and so many people were crowded into it. There was no point in restricting their comings and goings, and the interior would become sweltering without fresh air. In addition, the most notable bards in Wales were having their own eisteddfod—a musical contest—this week, and each night a variety of contestants were performing on a stage set up on the opposite side of the pavilion. 

Several musicians had been tuning their instruments, but all of a sudden, they stopped abruptly and rose to their feet.

Soon others in the pavilion began to rise as well, something they might not have done for anyone other than Llywelyn or David tonight. But religion was a way of life here, and even if the kings of Europe, David among them, distrusted the current pope, they showed deference to his representative, in this case Iwan, the Archbishop of St. David’s, whom everyone recognized immediately. He had brought an extensive entourage of at least a dozen other men, none of whom Anna knew, but even she could spot a cardinal when she saw one.

They processed towards the high table, each portion of the pavilion quieting as they passed, until finally they stood before Llywelyn. Nobody could be sorry now that Papa had taken David’s seat. He was the King of Wales, after all, and St. David’s was within his purview. In Avalon, the seat had never been elevated to an archbishopric, and they’d dropped the apostrophe, making the place St Davids. But this was Earth Two, where things were still done the right way.

“King Llywelyn.” The archbishop bent his head, as did Papa in return, though he didn’t come around to kiss the archbishop’s ring. Even after all these years, Anna wasn’t sure of the proper protocol in these situations. 

“Archbishop. You honor us with your presence.”

Archbishop Iwan made a general motion with his hand, which those within the pavilion took to mean they could return to what they had been doing. “This is a noble gathering, and I have brought you a noble visitor: Cardinal Francesco Caetano, Pope Boniface’s nephew and guardian of Britain to the Curia, to speak to you and your son of France.”

Llywelyn accepted this news with another respectful nod, but if he was suddenly glad not only to have taken David’s seat but that David wasn’t present, he wouldn’t be the only one. Pope Boniface was currently embroiled in a long-running dispute with the King of France about temporal versus spiritual authority—meaning the Pope wanted everyone on the planet to be answerable to him on all things and King Philippe objected. To have the Pope speak to David about his current relationship went against everything David himself had been trying to change about the way this world worked. Certainly David wasn’t any more interested than Philippe in being controlled by the Pope.

“He will be happy to hear you, I’m sure,” Llywelyn said, lying through his teeth. “He should be arriving for the meal soon.” Then he gestured graciously, and several of their closest friends and companions, including Nicholas de Carew himself, vacated their seats. Anna watched Carew step away from the table with a tinge of jealousy. It was just too bad it wasn’t quite time to put her children to bed. Thankfully, the exuberant trio of Gwenllian, Elen, and Lizzie had already gone off with their younger siblings and assorted friends, having had their fill of both the food and the adult conversation. Ever since the three girls had been imprisoned together in Berkhamsted Castle—and escaped in large part through the use of their own wits—they’d been inseparable. 

Anna found herself approached by one of Francesco’s companions, who bowed over her hand. But instead of speaking French with the Italian accent she’d expected, he said in perfect Norman French, “I was already grateful for the hospitality of Wales, but what a pleasure to be at the side of such a beautiful woman tonight.”

Anna could feel her husband glowering from her other side. She herself had blinked at the compliment, which she wouldn’t have expected from a churchman. “Are you saying you’ve been here long? I was under the impression you had just arrived.”

“We have just arrived at Carew, of course, but we were all very ill during the crossing from France and have spent a week recovering at Lamphey.” He was referring to a country residence of the Archbishop of St. David’s. It had initially been built by the Normans when they’d ruled the area, but since then it had been taken over by the Welsh diocese.

Then Francesco waved a hand, having settled himself in what had been Carew’s seat next to Llywelyn. “You, of course, wouldn’t know yet, my lady, but we have some very good news. My esteemed colleague has been newly named cardinal by His Holiness Pope Boniface.”

In the Middle Ages, cardinals were elevated by the pope himself, who could do it whenever and however and for whomever he pleased. 

The man beside Anna smiled. “I received word of my elevation after we left Rome, and thus am not dressed appropriately for a cardinal. Truly, I find myself content in the simple attire of the priest I have always been.” 

Anna had already thought the man looked familiar, though she hadn’t been sure exactly where she’d seen him before. Now a sinking feeling overtook her stomach—at the exact same moment Daisy, having just entered the pavilion, her husband at her side, gasped. She too had been a prisoner at Berkhamsted.

Cardinal Francesco continued smoothly, “May I introduce to you the newest member of the College of Cardinals, his eminence Bogo de Clare.”
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19 September – Avalon

Lili
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One moment they were surrounded by a darkness so oppressive Lili herself struggled to breathe, and the next they were through to a world of light and sound. David was unable to stay on his feet, and she went down with him to a polished floor so smooth it could have been ice, except it wasn’t cold.

On her knees beside her husband, Lili shouted, “He needs an EpiPen!” 

She knew how to say EpiPen only in English, but since they could be in France, she repeated what she could in French, then in Welsh, and then back to English. 

Nobody had responded to her shout the first time, which she could understand, given the shock of their sudden arrival out of the void. 

That they had made it to Avalon was obvious from the moment she blinked away the dark. If nothing else, she knew it from the lights above her head, which were so bright, coming in long rectangular shapes, she couldn’t look directly at them. 

On either side of where they’d come to rest on the floor were massive shelves filled with boxes and packages in multitudinous colors, sizes, and shapes, every one covered in words and pictures. Neither the pictures nor the words made sense to Lili, even though they appeared to be in English. “Nasal spray!” was touted by one, with a picture of a smiling woman wearing a white shirt and dark pants on a bright red box. “Night time cold relief!” said another, though how something in a box that small could alleviate the chill of night, Lili didn’t know. It was hard to imagine anything better than a down blanket and a cup of warm mead.

In truth, she didn’t care. As Dafydd drew in another ragged breath, but barely, she knew his breaths were coming too slowly to be doing much more than keeping him alive. His face was so swollen by now that his eyes wouldn’t open. She still didn’t know what an EpiPen was, but Dafydd had been clear about what he needed, in a moment when he could have said so many other things. 

She trusted him, along with the God who’d brought him into her life and made her his wife, so she shouted the request one more time. “He needs an EpiPen!” 

A number of people were in the vicinity, every one of them gaping open-mouthed at them. Behind a nearby bright blue counter, three women stared at them with equally stunned expressions. The general lack of response was the reason she’d thought to try one of the other languages she knew. Still, that same faith that had her calling for an EpiPen had her believing they had appeared in this building for a reason. Dafydd always went where he was supposed to go.

But given the lack of motion from anyone in front of her, she was worried now that she had misunderstood what Dafydd had wanted her to say, and the people here didn’t understand her either. 

Then, after what felt like an hour but might have been a matter of seconds that was the twenty-firster preferred unit of time, an older woman with short, gray, curly hair, who’d been standing at the counter as Lili and Dafydd had arrived, held out a white bag with writing on it. 

“I-I-I have one.” The bag said Walmart in big blue letters, followed by pharmacy.

Lili was so relieved she almost forgot to breathe herself. She knew both those words from all the times the twenty-firsters had come back from Avalon. “Please help him.”

The woman was already moving forward, since anyone could see the kind of trouble Dafydd was in, and fell to her knees beside Lili. “I actually have two EpiPens, in case we need a second. I literally just got them from the pharmacist.” Ripping open the bag, she pulled out a yellow box and then ripped that open too to reveal an elongated object, some six inches in length. “Have you ever used one?”

“No.”

“Then I’ll do it.” As if Dafydd were an enemy she meant to stab with a knife, the woman pounded the point of the object through his trousers into the middle of his thigh and held it there for a count of five. 

Lili let her do it. At this point, whatever that thing was—EpiPen or an instrument of torture—Dafydd was dying anyway. It seemed foolish not to let the woman try.

Then the gray-haired stranger sat back on her heels, rubbing the spot where she’d stabbed him and studying his face. Lili clasped her hands together and prayed. An even older woman, who sat hunched in a nearby chair, had her eyes closed and was going through a rosary in her hand, mouthing the words of her prayer. Lili took comfort in the familiarity of it and redoubled her efforts.

A man in a white coat came through a door next to the blue counter, carrying a—something—which he proceeded to put over Dafydd’s face. It turned out to be a clear mask for his nose and mouth attached to a tube and then a something else. “We’re on hold with 911.”

The older woman stared at the newcomer. “I didn’t think that was possible.”

“It wasn’t always like this, not even during Round-Up, but with the budget cuts, they’re short-staffed, which is not a good thing to be with a hundred thousand extra people in town.” After the man put the mask on Dafydd, he felt at his neck for a pulse. 

“He’s alive?” Lili’s heart was in her mouth.

“Yes.” He looked meaningfully at the older woman, implying to Lili that Dafydd was even worse off than she’d feared. “He might need the other.”

“I’ve got it ready.” A second device appeared in her hand. 

The man nodded. “We need to give him another minute first. He’s already breathing better.”

Lili hadn’t realized that was true until the man said it. Dafydd’s breathing was coming more frequently and evenly, condensing inside the mask, like breathing on a mirror.

And then, at long last, he took a genuine deep breath, albeit one that was still rasping. And then another. Where a moment before his face had been puffed like a new feather pillow, it started shrinking back down before her eyes.

Lili grasped his hand. “Dafydd?”

“Yeah, I’m here.” He spoke in American English and, in a manner of moments, had gone from half-dead to having the wherewithal to pull down the mask to talk to her. 

The people around them had been watching intently, some with their hands to their mouths, others praying like Lili and the old woman, and others holding up what Lili knew to be cell phones, but for a reason she couldn’t discern. They had also been tensely quiet, in a way she’d seen just that very day on the tournament field when William de Bohun had fallen from his horse. 

But at the sound of Dafydd’s voice, all of a sudden everyone in the shop broke into wild applause, even cheers. “He’s alive!” “Thank God!” “Wait ‘til I tell Mom about this!”

Dafydd had been lying on his back, but now he rolled more onto his side, curling up. “We made it, I see.” This time his words were in Welsh, coming softly for Lili’s ears alone.

“We did.” Lili suppressed an impulse to laugh and ask, So this is Avalon? 

She supposed she should have known from everyone’s descriptions that the experience would involve an almost unbearable cascade of light, color, and sound. 

And, to her amazement, extraordinarily kind people, if the few she’d encountered so far were anything to go on. That was something she hadn’t been prepared for. The stories told by the twenty-firsters involved being chased from one end of the planet to the other over and over again. This chasing had happened pretty much every time they’d come here. It might still happen. But first impressions indicated that the people here were as human as she was, in all the best possible ways.

Now that Dafydd was breathing, she could take a deep breath too. It wasn’t just that Avalon was open to them. It had reached out and taken them in. Dafydd hadn’t even had to act. Lili’s faith had been shown to be well-placed—as it had been every time up until now that Dafydd or a member of his family had traveled. 

Her husband had needed an EpiPen, and they’d arrived in a place where one was not only to be found, but immediately available, in the hands of a woman who not only knew how to use it, but cared enough about helping a total stranger that she would use it. Lili couldn’t pretend to understand how any of this world-shifting worked, but that it was still working for Dafydd was indisputable.

As to what Avalon was really about? Five minutes in, she hadn’t a clue. 
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George

19 September – Avalon

––––––––
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After a few more cleansing breaths, George’s anger subsided. 

Since the guard was answering questions today, George decided to try another. “Do you know who, if anyone, is meeting me? Am I simply being let go on my own recognizance?”

“As far as I know.”

While George believed the guard might not know, he didn’t believe the CIA would genuinely just let him go. They’d follow him, for sure. Though, now that he was adjusting to his new reality, it occurred to him that even that wouldn’t be necessary since they’d put a chip in his wrist. He’d woken up to it in his cell that very first day and had hated it every one of the days since. His skin twitched involuntarily just thinking about having it burrowed into his body. He somehow doubted they’d take it out if he asked them to, and he decided then and there he shouldn’t ask. Better for them to think he was so excited about breathing free air again that he’d forgotten he had it in him.

“Do you know where Paige is?”

“Who?”

George managed to refrain from rolling his eyes. “Paige Blanchard. Your boss?”

“I’m sorry. I’ve never met anyone by that name.” The guard seemed to be regretting his forthcomingness.

Now that he was in the corridor, George also knew where he was. If it had been physically possible, his head would have exploded. This was the very same installation from which he’d walked away two years ago. He would have recognized those same sterile white walls and ceiling, that particular pattern on the doors, and the way the buttons on the elevator at the end of the corridor lit up, with sub-basement three brighter than all the rest. 

As it turned out, he’d been exercising in the very gym he could have gone to when he’d been here as a free man. He didn’t know why he found it almost more horrifying to still be in Oregon than anything else they’d done to him.

He’d known ever since he’d sent David back to Earth Two that Paige Blanchard had been in charge of his branch of the CIA all this time, with the full support of his and her superiors. They had sent her to that park to meet with David with the expectation that he would take her back with him to Earth Two. That had been David’s marvelous compromise: he would bring from each agency one woman for the purpose of allowing them the opportunity to create a kind of refuge for Avalonians in Earth Two. 

If George hadn’t shot David, she would be there now, wreaking who knew what kind of havoc.

That same latent rage rose in him again, and he swallowed it down. In the past, it had controlled him, and he was pleased to note that his hard-won serenity held firm. 

As much as he hated Paige, he had to forget about her. From now on, his mission had to be as it always should have been: to keep the world safe, both this one and however many others there were. He’d done what he could for the planet when he’d sent David back to Earth Two. He would do it again if necessary, and he would keep on doing it until the CIA ran out of black sites to keep him in.

As the elevator doors closed and they started rising through the floors, a lightness of being inside George rose with it. He’d told the truth; he’d done the right thing. Maybe there really was something about virtue being its own reward.
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