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Dear Reader:
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Thank you for waiting so patiently for this book. 

The After Cilmeri series is a labor of love, and sometimes, as in labor, the birth process doesn’t go as smoothly as one would like. I needed a year between books to make this story the best it could be. I know the wait has been painful. For me too!

I also realize that, as with most of my books where time travel (world shifting) is involved, it is written in two threads woven together: Avalon and Earth Two. I am aware that you may be tempted to skip chapters in one world or the other because you are anxious to know what happens in one world or the other.

I’m here to tell you that’s okay. 

A book, once written, is in a sense no longer the property of its author. 

You, as much as I, have made this series come to life, and what happens between the pages of these books can shape your life as well as mine.

But once you’ve read the book all the way through the first time, in whatever order you see fit (I’m looking at everyone who skips to the end after the first chapter because they can’t stand not knowing!), I would hope you would enjoy it again from the beginning.

Happy reading!

—Sarah
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Cast of Characters
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On the Plane


David—pretty sure you know who this is! King of England; time traveler.

George—revealed to be a CIA agent tasked with abducting David’s son, Arthur; former employee of Chad Treadman; came on the plane (in Shades of Time) with Anna; worked with Andre, the pilot, and Sophie, who time traveled back to Avalon in Refuge in Time.




––––––––
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On the River Seine


Lili—David’s wife; Ieuan’s sister. Mother of Arthur and Alexander.

Bronwen—first appeared in Prince of Time, archaeology graduate student; married to Ieuan.

Ieuan—started out as the captain of David’s guard; he and Bronwen are parents to Catrin and Bran.

Jacob—the liaison from the Jewish community of Paris to the English court.

Rachel—arrived initially with Anna and Meg on the Cardiff Bus in Ashes of Time; physician; was imprisoned in Paris with Samuel and Aaron.

Darren—also arrived on the Cardiff bus; married to Rachel; former MI-5 agent.

Mark Jones—came to Earth Two on the Cardiff bus, stayed behind in Guardians of Time, and returned with Anna in Chad Treadman’s plane; technical officer at MI-5.

Livia—Former MI-5 officer, married to Michael, David’s bodyguard. We first meet her in Shades of Time when she is an assistant to Mark Jones; arrived in Earth Two in Refuge in Time.

Aaron—Jewish physician whom David’s mother met when she returned to Earth Two (detailed in Footsteps in Time and Winds of Time). He has been an adviser to the Welsh court ever since.

James Stewart—Scottish nobleman and mentor to Christopher and his friends; has had significant roles in Exiles in Time, Outpost in Time, and Champions of Time.




––––––––

[image: ]


Christopher and his friends (also currently on the Seine)


Christopher—David’s cousin; traveled to Earth Two in his car in Masters of Time; the Hero of Westminster; his family came to Earth Two with Anna in Shades of Time: Uncle Ted, Aunt Elisa, and Elen.

Isabelle—Christopher’s new special friend who happens also to be the daughter of Matthew Norris, the Master of the Paris Temple.

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

William de Bohun—heir to the Earldom of Hereford; he has been part of David’s court since Crossroads in Time; famous for you’ve got to be kidding me!

Robbie—Grows up to be Robert the Bruce. 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, along with Daddy Bruce and Grampa Bruce.




––––––––

[image: ]


In Paris


King Philippe—King of France; we first meet him in Masters of Time when he and David fall from the battlement at Chateau Niort. It is this meeting that also brings David into significant contact with the Templars.

Guillaume de Nogaret—King Philippe’s henchman and mastermind behind all sorts of schemes.

Matthew Norris—Master of the Paris Temple.

Henri—Templar first met in Masters of Time, who rode across France with David.

Thomas Hartley—Templar first met in Prince of Time when David and Ieuan were imprisoned at Carlisle Castle. As nephew to the castellan, he freed them; David met him again in Masters of Time.
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At the monastery guesthouse near Vincennes


Venny—The captain of David’s guard.

Mathew—A member of David’s guard.

Cador—a Welsh archer.

Constance—Lili’s bodyguard; Cador’s wife and an archer in her own right.

Matha—son of Gilla, an Irish chieftain, first appearing in Outpost in Time.

Samuel—son of Aaron the Physician, first appearing in Footsteps in Time.

Rhys—a Welsh member of David’s guard; Venny, Mathew, Cador, and Rhys were all imprisoned in Beeston Castle during the conflict with Roger Mortimer and John Balliol starting in Shades of Time.

Michael—David’s bodyguard from Champions of Time; married to Livia (a former MI-5 agent who is also floating down the Seine with David’s wife, Lili); arrived in Earth Two in Refuge in Time.
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Map of France
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Map of Rouen
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Chapter One
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August 1295

Day Three (continuing from Unbroken in Time)

George

––––––––
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George checked Andre’s pulse one more time. He’d tried to get the dosage exactly right, but he’d had to estimate Andre’s weight. The older man had lost quite a bit of girth since he’d arrived in Earth Two and was now more George’s size. Or so George guessed. At least Andre was sleeping well. Other than a headache when he woke, he should be fine.

If he wasn’t, George would regret it. From the start, Andre had been an ally in Earth Two. Sophie had gone home because she couldn’t hack the absence of hot showers, not to mention the lack of respect for women, in this forsaken place. Always playing his role, George had been dismissive of her complaints, but he shared them fully—less in terms of respect for women than for the amenity part. It was shallow, he knew, which was why he had never mentioned his irritation to anyone but Andre.

Unlike Sophie, George had discovered that he was not only very good at his job (she had been too), but that he really enjoyed it—up until very recently. He’d deceived an entire planetful of people without too much effort. He’d infiltrated the highest levels of power, both in England and in France. It was shameful how easy it had been to manipulate everyone. Nogaret was a piece-of-work, there was no doubt, but George’s knowledge of seven hundred more years of spycraft had given him the upper hand at every turn. Still, at this point, the only reason he was finishing his mission was because he’d burned so many bridges in the pursuit of it that there was no turning back. He reminded himself yet again that everything he’d done would pay off in the end.

Which it had better do, considering what it was costing him.

The question before him now was who would be the first to come out to the plane, and how many of them he’d have to subdue to get to David. If enough of his men disappeared, eventually David would come. George didn’t have an infinite supply of darts, but he had enough to render a dozen men unconscious, if David even had that many companions with him. While George had full permission to kill, á la James Bond, he never took pleasure in it. Unlike some of his colleagues, he saw it as a last resort.

Andre had parked the plane in a shed two fields away from the abbey guesthouse. The plane’s nose faced the road, ready for immediate departure. George crouched at the entrance to the shed, which was open to the elements, his eyes on the guesthouse door. At long last the circumstances were exactly right. And then, as the guesthouse door opened, he allowed himself a low chuckle to see David himself exiting the building and making a beeline for the shed. He didn’t slow down once he was away from the guesthouse either, but marched right up to the shed’s entrance. 

As he waited for David to come all the way inside, George retreated into the shadows behind a stack of crates, putting aside his dart gun and unholstering his pistol instead. The weapon would be more likely to impress upon David the importance of cooperating.

“Andre?” David called into the interior and took a few steps inside. “You in here?”

“I was wondering when someone would come.” George stepped out, almost grinning in relief to see David alone and that capturing him, in the end, had been easy. “Honestly, I didn’t think you’d be stupid enough to come out here by yourself.” He finally allowed himself to laugh out loud—more in relief that this all was finally over rather than with mirth—and gestured with the gun in his hand. 

For David to have come alone was exactly like him. Likely he hadn’t wanted to bother his men, or he wanted a moment alone with Andre. David’s problem was always that he was used to being the cleverest person in the room. Granted, he usually was, but even a clever man can occasionally be out-thought. 

“Are you really CIA?” David didn’t move other than to put up his hands. “Or am I dealing with some other organization?”

George had training, so he knew not to get close enough to David to give him a chance at taking away his gun. He’d seen that little move in action during a practice session with Callum. David was a physical specimen, more so even than George—and that was saying something. “I’m CIA.”

George didn’t see any harm in admitting it. They were returning to Avalon, so David would find out the truth soon enough anyway.

Back in the spring, David had sent George to Europe to negotiate with Marco Polo, a task which George had entirely ignored. David cared about trade routes, which, as a king, was smart of him, but George had bigger fish to fry. The specific details of his plan up until now had all failed—but it sure didn’t look like failure now. While David’s goal had been to outwit Philippe, at which he appeared to have been successful, given that he was out of captivity and at the abbey, George’s intent all along had been to get David alone, right here, right now. 

To everyone else, the plane had been left near the abbey in case David and his family needed a quick pathway out of the country. That’s why they’d befriended the abbot of the Vincennes monastery, and ultimately why David had decided to come here after he’d escaped Philippe’s clutches. 

Somehow, George couldn’t be surprised that David had eluded Nogaret. Now, there was someone who really was too big for his britches and thought he was smarter than everyone else. Yesterday, George had warned him that things weren’t going to go the way he’d planned. Nogaret hadn’t listened. He’d believed he had everything well in hand. George briefly wondered if David had killed Nogaret and then thought not. David had killed before, George knew. But, like George, he knew that killing had repercussions that rippled out from the initial event like a stone thrown into a still pond.

“Let’s go.” George motioned again with the gun, this time indicating David should move towards the plane.

David walked stiff-legged up the stairway to the door, which was open. Once inside, he glanced into the cockpit to his left and let out a sigh to see Andre’s body slumped in the co-pilot’s seat. 

George tsked. “He isn’t dead, just drugged. Drag him into the back.”

David obeyed that order too, compressing himself a bit to maneuver Andre, who was shorter than he but stockier, out of his seat. Then he dragged him down the aisle. Andre was too heavy to lift onto the couch, so David left him face up on the floor. He looked peaceful, and he was breathing.

George tossed a set of handcuffs to David. “Cuff yourself to the handle.”

David sighed again but did as George asked, sitting in a chair on the left side of the aisle and cuffing his left hand to the handle above his head. It put him behind the pilot’s seat and kept his right hand free. George decided to let him have that little victory rather than order him to change seats. There was something he’d learned from David: with leadership, less is more.

Now that David was contained, which was the main thing, George moved to the pilot’s seat and set about preparing the plane for departure. He needed to get on his way before David’s men started wondering what had become of him.

“You were going to kidnap my son.” David sounded genuinely angry. 

George respected the emotion. Most of the time, David showed none, which was one of the more irritating things about him and made George want to needle him, just to see if he could get a response.

He’d never done it. He’d had a persona to protect. It was a relief to finally throw it off.

The cockpit had a little mirror that allowed George to see a portion of the cabin behind him, though only the right half of David’s body, since the headrest of George’s own seat blocked the rest of the view. 

George looked into the mirror and said, affecting a British accent, “Sorry, old chap. Needs must and all that.”

“Are you sure you can fly this plane? You served breakfast on the flight that took Anna home.”

George scoffed, even as he was also pleased that his low profile had so effectively lulled even David into a false sense of security. “It was worth my while to pretend to be other than I was. The CIA can fabricate any story, you know.”

“You mean you weren’t really with the Chicago police before you joined Chad’s organization?” 

“Of course I was.” George, in fact, had been one of many agents sent to infiltrate organizations interested in time travel. Chad Treadman had simply been the one to win the lottery. Given that Chad had hired David’s Uncle Ted, the odds had been in George’s favor, if in anyone’s. “You forget that your parents showed up in that clinic in Aberystwyth seven years ago. We’ve had time to plan. My bosses wanted Arthur rather than you, but they’ll settle for you, and I’m pretty sure they’ll realize soon enough you’re the better option. Even my outfit can get antsy about exploiting a kid.”

As far as George was concerned, David had always been the better option, something he'd explained to his bosses from the start. They’d sent George in with the order to take Arthur anyway. He was going to tell them he tried, but they were just going to have to make do with what they got.

Having prepared the plane for departure while he’d been talking to David, George began taxiing out of the shed towards the high road to Paris, all the while keeping an eye on the door to the guesthouse. Whoever had come to the abbey with David, Michael for sure but probably Venny as well, would be getting worried. Even if the plane’s engines were quiet, thanks to Chad’s super-duper technology, the noise of their departure would carry through the medieval morning air. 

It was a relief to be committed. David hadn’t known that George was a pilot, and, admittedly, George hadn’t flown for a while, but he could handle this. Crashing once they reached Avalon would defeat the entire purpose of the endeavor, since it would bring them right back to Earth Two.

Unless, this once, David’s luck ran out, and it killed them. George supposed, if that were the case, he wouldn’t be alive to know it. He felt remarkably at peace with the idea. While he very much wanted to live—and was looking forward to seeing everyone’s faces when he brought David back to Avalon—he’d accepted long ago that he couldn’t control everything. That was another thing David was right about. 

The plane reached the road and turned onto it, heading east, against the wind, and began to pick up speed. It was still early in the morning, but a farmer was in his field, and his dog ran down a lane, leapt a low stone wall, and nipped at the tires. The plane lifted off the ground. 

“I considered flying into the Alps,” George said in a conversational tone, “but then I thought, why bother? This will be more fun.” And he turned the plane until it was headed back towards the city. He glanced into the mirror to see David leaning into the aisle, so he could look through the front windshield.

“Don’t—” David stopped, and since he didn’t finish his sentence, George ignored him. They were on their way, and there was nothing David could do about it. 

Within a minute they were soaring over the outskirts of the city. The engines roared.

“You can’t be serious!”

George glanced into the mirror to see David trying to work his hand out of the cuff—or at least that’s what it looked like he was doing. The only way he'd be managing that was by breaking his own thumb. Even David wasn’t that committed ... or was he? George let out a laugh to think that David might still outwit him, and then he laughed again at how high and near hysterical his voice sounded as it came out. “You’re afraid this won’t work?”

“I’m always afraid it won’t work.” David appeared to have given up his efforts, since he leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes.

Plans and opportunities, George mumbled under his breath, ironically quoting David himself. Then he returned his attention to the view ahead of him, his total focus on the bell tower of the cathedral of Notre Dame. These were the old towers, rising towards the sky in all their medieval glory.

He didn’t dare look away, even when every impulse in his body howled at him to flinch. A hundred yards ... fifty ... twenty ... they were so close he could see the carvings. George thought he might be screaming. It didn’t matter. They were going to destroy Notre Dame in a fiery inferno seven hundred years too soon.

They plunged into a darkness so complete George couldn’t breathe. He’d been through it before, but somehow he’d forgotten how terrifying it was to feel so much weight on his chest and at the same time to feel nothing.

One, two, three ...
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Chapter Two
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August 2023

Day Three

David

––––––––
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Between one heartbeat and the next, the darkness dissipated, as it always did. Instead of the City of Paris or the fields of France, Chad Treadman’s plane soared over a very different terrain, this one all browns and yellows, with a very large blue river making its way west towards snow-covered peaks shining white in the morning sun.

George sent up a cheer. “We did it! My God, we did it!”

David was thankful too, though he doubted George was really praising God, given his total lack of concern so far about anyone other than himself. That said, plenty of men throughout the ages had justified the means with an end result and called it holy. David also spared a wry thought for George’s use of the word we.

As David stared down at the wide river below him, he allowed his heart to constrict for a single moment for Lili and his boys, floating down the Seine. One of the reasons he’d chosen this hour to leave Earth Two was because they would be out of communication for at least the few days it would take them to reach Rouen, where they hoped to meet Amaury de Montfort and resupply, before making the last push down the river to the ships that were waiting to take them to England. With the shortwave radio packed away in a box in the hold of one of the boats, Mark Jones couldn’t communicate directly with either London or Angoulême, so nobody would know David was gone until Michael and the rest of his personal guard left behind at the abbey reached them in Rouen. The last thing David wanted was for one of his family members to decide, as Cadell had done a year and a half ago, that he needed rescuing. 

Before that could happen, if things went according to his plans, he’d be back with them. For now, the less anyone in Earth Two knew about what he was doing, the better. For months, he’d carefully asked questions of his recent companions from Avalon, grilling them about various aspects of their organizations and their lives in the third decade of the twenty-first century, plotting how to trap George into taking him to Avalon without letting him realize he’d been trapped.

Some percentage of Paris must know that something spectacular had just happened, even if they didn’t know exactly what. It would have been hard to miss George driving the plane into—and then through—Notre Dame. King Philippe, if he hadn’t believed the stories about David before, would have to now.

David pressed his nose to the round window next to his seat. He’d flown over this terrain a long time ago—a lifetime ago, really—and knew where he was. By the jubilation coming from the pilot’s seat, so did George. David had a rising excitement in his chest too, though not at all for the same reasons.

He had done it. And he was glad about it.

Could be he was also incredibly stupid. He would find out soon enough.

In a nutshell, David’s plan was to allow the CIA to do with him as they pleased. They were going to force him to time travel, he was sure, but when they did, David was also sure that nothing about that traveling was going to go exactly as the CIA expected. Eventually, if they failed enough times, they would realize that working with David was better than working without him. He had developed this plan because he believed absolutely that coming here to allow them to do their worst to him was the only way to protect his family.

He still thought so, even if, in this moment, he was dreading what might come next.

As the plane flew south, George spoke into his headset, which had come to life now that they were in the twenty-first century. David couldn’t hear most of what was said, but the conversation was lengthy and seemed to be about more than just the flight. George kept saying Yes, sir and Thank you, sir. There was even a Sorry it took so long, sir, which implied to David that he was talking to his superior officer—or at least a superior officer. 

It was an interesting choice, really, for whatever power that controlled David’s world-shifting, to drop him yet again into Eastern Oregon. Back in 2012, David’s mother had been flying through this area when the pilot, Marty, had crashed the plane into the Wallowa mountain range. Cassie, now a staunch companion, had been hunting with her grandfather when she’d been caught in the plane’s wake and transported to 1284 Scotland. David’s mother had ended up at Hadrian’s Wall. 

It was to this region of Oregon also that David’s mother and sister had traveled a second time, weirdly again at Marty’s instigation, seven years later. The CIA had not been an ally that time either, and it was occurring to David only now that agents had followed so closely on his sister’s and mother’s heels because they had a base in the area.

George circled the plane to land at a substantial airport. It was larger than David would have expected to be associated with the adjacent small town, nestled in a river valley to the south and east below the plateau on which the airport was built. In point of fact, the plane could have landed on grass, since Chad Treadman, who’d designed it, had thought of everything.

Well, except for this, since he’d been the one who’d hired George in the first place. When next David saw him, they were going to have a conversation about his vetting procedures. The CIA was good, but Chad Treadman had always prided himself on being better.

Trucks and jeeps, colored the characteristic green of the U.S. Army, were parked near the airstrip and associated hangars. Other areas were covered with green and gray tarps or netting, which, given the brown and yellow wheat fields all around them, were the wrong color for the job. Maybe the camouflage worked better in the spring when the wheat was green.

George pointed the plane’s nose towards the end of the runway and, in short order, brought it in for a graceful landing. He proceeded to taxi not towards the public airport buildings, but up to a giant hangar located at the opposite end, near which several men waited on the tarmac. 

George then braked, flicked a bunch of switches, and took off his headset. Turning around, he grinned at David and said with an irksome degree of sauciness, “Welcome to Avalon, your highness.”
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August 1295

Day Three

Michael

––––––––
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Constance jogged past Michael, who was standing in the little lane which ran from the guesthouse to the road. “Come on!” She waved an arm. “What are you waiting for?”

“There’s nothing to wait for, Constance.” A wealth of curses welled up inside Michael as he watched the airplane take off. “You might as well not bother.”

She ran a little farther anyway before cupping her hands around her mouth. “Andre!” But the plane didn’t stop, as, of course, it wouldn’t. Constance swung around. “Why is Andre taking off?”

“I don’t think it’s Andre. In fact, I’m pretty sure that was George in the pilot’s seat.”

“George?” She was thinking very slowly for Constance. “So ... where’s the king?” 

Michael couldn’t blame her for refusing to believe what her eyes were telling her. Michael didn’t want to believe his eyes either.

Cador and Samuel had each run towards the road too, but now Samuel diverted to the shed, loping along with haste at first and then slowing as he came to understand, as Michael already had, that he wouldn’t find David there. Michael respected Samuel’s need to check.

Constance was still working it out. “I know little about these things, but George once told me that he didn’t know how to fly the plane.”

“He lied.” Michael was making her work for the truth, which wasn’t fair, but inside he was fuming, and he was afraid he would take his anger out on her if he imparted more than the barest information at any one time.

“So—”

“George forced David into the plane,” Michael said. “He has to have done.”

Constance herself wasn’t one to curse, and she didn’t this time either.

Her husband had come to rest beside her, however, and more than made up for her lack. He finished with a final curse and then added, “We had one task, and we failed!”

Michael was reminded of a meme that had gone around the internet a few years before he’d come to Earth Two, the text of which read, You had one job! below which would be an image of a bathroom faucet installed upside down. 

With David’s disappearance, they were well beyond plumbing issues. The plane circled above them and turned towards Paris. Michael watched it until it was out of sight, at which point his brain finally started working again.

He turned to the others. “Why did David go to the shed in the first place?”

Constance’s brow furrowed as she thought. “He said he was going to speak to Andre.”

By now, Samuel had reached the shed, entered, and come out again. He made a motion with both arms like an American baseball umpire indicating the baserunner was safe at home plate, but since Samuel was medieval and would never have seen a baseball game, Michael took him to mean that nobody was there.

No Andre. No David. No George.

No surprise.

Michael gritted his teeth and deliberately wiped away his thoughts, refusing to allow them to churn inside his head like they wanted to. Instead, he turned on his heel and strode back into the guesthouse and then up the stairs to the room in which David had slept. Nobody had managed anything close to a full night’s sleep, not with how late they’d arrived at the abbey. Michael’s four hours were luxurious compared to what Venny, Matha, and Mathew had achieved. Those three had taken Nogaret to the dungeon in Paris and thus had arrived back at the abbey even later.

As Michael stood on the threshold of the chamber, Venny appeared, smoothing down wet hair he’d just dunked into the basin of water in his room. In all, eight of them remained at the guesthouse: Michael himself, Rhys, Samuel, Constance, Cador, Matha, Mathew, and Venny.

“What happened?” Venny had been the captain of David’s guard for some time now, a position he hadn’t attained by being slow to understand when something was wrong.

Michael told him.

Like Constance, Venny didn’t curse. In fact, he didn’t appear to react at all, though Michael knew him well enough to know his innards were churning like Michael’s own.

Thinking to give Venny a minute to come to terms with his new reality, Michael entered the room and began to go through the few possessions David had left behind. They hadn’t carried much in their saddlebags to begin with and had merely collapsed into their beds when they’d arrived at the guesthouse. David’s bed was typically mussed, and Michael threw back the sheet and blanket, shaking them out just in case something had dropped from David’s pockets while he slept. His cloak hung on a hook by the door, and the sword he’d been wearing when he arrived at the monastery was propped in one corner in its sheath. 

The presence of both gave Michael pause, and he stood a moment, looking from one to the other. 

Venny noted his attention. “What’s wrong—I mean, beyond the obvious?”

“When David came downstairs for breakfast this morning, he was dressed in shirt, trousers, and tunic.”

“So?”

Michael made a gesture to indicate his own attire. “I have not lived among you as long as he has. Perhaps because of that, I am very aware of what is required to look the part. What knight belts his tunic at the waist but doesn’t wear his sword?”

“No knight.” Venny’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the sword and then back to Michael. “You’re saying David took the sword off the belt? Why would he do that? He’s the one who’s always hammering on at us about being prepared.”

“That’s just it. He wouldn’t.”

“But he did.”

Michael let that thought settle for a second before saying, in a somewhat gentle tone, “Which means he meant to.” 

“What would make him—” Venny cut himself off before he could finish the thought.

Michael didn’t stay to discuss it, not that at this point they needed to, since the look on Venny’s face was one of stunned comprehension. Instead, Michael headed back down the stairs to the dining room, where he found the rest of David’s men (and Constance), clustered around the breakfast table. Mathew and Matha were awake now too. Nobody was eating.

Samuel, typically, was pacing, but he stopped as Michael entered the room and correctly read the message in his face. “He’s gone. He’s really gone.”

Matha was irate. “We have to get him back!” 

He still didn’t see the full extent of what had happened. 

Michael wasn’t sure any of the others, even Venny, did yet either. “We can’t,” he said flatly. 

“Of course we can.” This was from Mathew, whose plain face wore a puzzled expression. “We just have to follow the direction the plane was taking and keep going until we find him. They were headed back towards Paris, though I don’t see how George could have thought he could land the plane in the city.”

Michael looked around the room. Over the last year and a half since he’d come to Earth Two, these people had become his friends and companions. To a man (and woman), they were loyal, honest, and upright. Some could be cynical at times. They’d fought in wars and killed men, so they had experience dealing with the worst the world could dish out. 

And that meant he needed to take the time to explain as best he could what he thought had happened. To some degree he was guessing too, but he thought his guesses might be pretty good. 

“I don’t know how many of you know that David has been suspicious of George for months, if not from the moment he arrived from Avalon with Anna. He never talked outright about his concerns to me, beyond the bare minimum required to stop me from asking questions. But I could not be at his side as much as I have been since Livia and I arrived and not know that he was worried. George worried him.”

The mention of Livia made Michael’s heart clench for a moment, thinking of her sailing down the Seine without him. At the same time, he knew she was one hundred percent capable of taking care of herself. While he certainly would have preferred to have her beside him, he wasn’t going to wish he was with her there instead, since he was clearly where he needed to be. And that meant she was too. Given that David was gone, Lili would need her more than he did.

“I knew that too,” Constance said.

Everybody else in the room bobbed their heads in agreement, and Matha punctuated his nod with a snort of disgust. “Of course he didn’t trust George. Anyone could tell that George wasn’t committed to our missions the way we all were. I wondered more than once why the king didn’t cut him loose, as I’ve heard Lord Callum say.”

“George is from Avalon,” Michael said flatly, “and that made him dangerous.”

Constance was chewing on her lower lip. “You are certain George was flying that plane?”

“As certain as I can be.” Michael wondered briefly what had happened to Andre and hoped he was still alive. He didn’t mention his concern to the others. It would cause fruitless speculation that would do none of them any good at this late hour.

“What does George want with the king?” Cador was standing beside his wife and was fully dressed to the point of wearing his bow and quiver, which were slung together on his back. “If he meant to kill David, he would have done it in the abbey’s shed.”

And with that question, Michael realized the extent to which his friends still didn’t understand what had happened—and what might be happening even now. Every one of them knew that Avalon was another world. Not all of them understood exactly what that meant or that David, Anna, and Meg had thought, when they first arrived, that they’d time traveled to their world’s past. Truly, Michael himself didn’t really understand how it all worked. But, while the idea of multiple universes wasn’t something the medieval mind could truly grasp, his friends did understand that Avalonian society was more advanced, technologically speaking, than Earth Two, and that David’s origin in Avalon gave him an awareness of events in Earth Two’s future that he had spent much of the last thirteen years trying to avert.

Their knowledge didn’t go beyond that, however. It couldn’t. Michael was the only one among them who not only was Avalonian but had ever been to Avalon. 

He closed his eyes, gathering his thoughts in an attempt to explain as fully and succinctly as possible the first time around. “I cannot know everything in George’s mind—or in David’s, for that matter—but I am as near to certain as I can be that George is not flying David to Paris or back to England. He intends to crash that plane, where or how I couldn’t say, and force David to take him to Avalon.”

This news was greeted by dead silence.

Then Rhys, who’d been typically silent up until now, cleared his throat and asked the only question that really mattered: “Why?”
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August 2023

Day Three

David

––––––––
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George had spoken mockingly, as of course he would.

First of all, David wanted to say, nobody in the Middle Ages says, your highness, as you well know, and second, you never called me my lord, sire, or even sir the whole time you were there if you could possibly help it.

David didn’t say what he was thinking because, from this moment forward, his intent was to be disgustingly cooperative until such a time as it stopped making sense to be so. For now, he simply looked at George.

George, however, wasn’t looking into David’s face but at his hands. “Where are the cuffs?”

David pointed to where he’d tossed them onto the seat across the aisle.

A little v formed between George’s brows. “If you were free, why didn’t you attack me? You could have brought the plane down.”

“Then we would have travelled to Avalon anyway.” David’s reply had come smoothly, but inside he was kicking himself for misreading the situation right off the bat. 

George snorted. “Well then what about afterwards? We could have travelled back to Earth Two immediately.” 

“I’ve been doing this for thirteen years. Do you think I learned nothing in that time?” David turned his previous mild look into a glare and made sure his voice dripped with venom. It wasn’t all that hard to do, because he truly despised George. It just wasn’t the way he ever spoke—or how he’d planned to be speaking to George in this moment.

George’s brow smoothed, and David heard genuine astonishment in his voice. “You were afraid the time traveling wouldn’t work.”

David sniffed and looked away, out the window. Men were moving purposefully towards the plane. His time alone with George was coming to an end. At most, he had a few minutes left. He had to make them count. 

“Of course I thought it would work. It always works. But while I could have overcome you from behind, I don’t know how to fly a plane, so I’d be stuck in the air until I crashed. I can return home any time I want to, but I certainly don’t want to do it with you.”

“Practical as always.” George said, as if being practical was a bad thing. “Heaven forbid you allow your emotions to dictate your actions. It’s a wonder they don’t call you the robot king.” 

George headed down the aisle to check on Andre, who still seemed to be breathing, giving David a moment more to think. David’s answer had been accurate, but George’s question had been a good one. It wasn’t so much that David had underestimated George, but that he needed to make sure he didn’t confuse what he thought people were thinking with what they were actually thinking. The more intelligent the person, the more difficult it was to predict what they were going to do or say. Just because he’d understood George well enough to get this far, didn’t mean he really understood him, especially now that he’d taken David to his territory. David shouldn’t get cocky.

For starters, he should have re-cuffed his hands once he saw where they’d ended up. George was right that he’d uncuffed himself in case he needed to overpower him, but only if the time traveling gods had made them appear some place like a forest or an ocean, where George would have had to manage a crash landing. 

Once David realized his mistake, he had quickly changed tack. More than anything, he didn’t want George (or anyone else) wondering if David had manipulated George instead of the other way around. George was about to tell his masters in great detail what had gone on in Earth Two and, very likely, boast about how he’d completed his mission. It would be best for David’s plans if his opponents continued to think themselves clever and underestimate David himself. Nobody needed to know just yet that he had chosen to be right where he was. 

Once again, at the moment of contact with the enemy, his oh so clever plan hadn’t gone exactly as he’d planned, just as he’d warned his own companions and been warned himself by Callum. 

The issue with the cuffs was too late to fix, but it wasn’t too late to fix his second mistake, which was to think George would meet cooperation with anything but distrust.

“If they knew what robots were. Which they don’t.”

George barked a laugh. “I’m going to miss you.”

David had said exactly the right thing.

He needed to keep on saying it, so he gritted his teeth and added, “Then get back in that cockpit and fly me out of here!”

The anger was just below the surface, so it took no more than a breath to call it up again.

George shook his head. “I cannot do that, sir.” The sir was mocking, as it would be. “Aren’t you the one who always says you arrive where you’re meant to?” He raised his eyebrows at David. “If that’s true, what does your guardian angel think of you now?”

David turned his head to look out the window again, afraid he would give himself away with his expression. Because, of course, his mind and his guardian angel’s, as George had put it, appeared to be one and the same. David knew what his goals were, and it seemed his guardian angel agreed with them. He was exactly where he needed to be. That was the whole point.

With that thought, a wave of relief coursed through David, and he let out a long, silent breath that relaxed his shoulders and eased the muscles in his neck. As the minutes had ticked by, they’d been tightening themselves with tension like winding up a clock. Really, he’d been carrying that tension for a long while now, if only because he hadn’t been able to tell anyone what he was planning, not even—or maybe, especially—Lili. 

The evacuation of Paris’s Jewish community had required the orchestration of many moving parts, which he and his companions had gone over together dozens of times, modifying and fine-tuning, before their arrival in Paris. In the end, they’d treated the overall mission very much like the heist it became. Unfortunately, the movie he was in now wasn’t the same. Really, it was unlike any movie David had ever seen before. He knew how he wanted it to go, but even more than in Paris, he feared for the disruption of his plans now that he was here.

At a minimum, he wanted the CIA to stop interfering in Earth Two. Even better would be if they stopped wanting to interfere. As he’d told the world in that interview a year and a half ago, Earth Two was not Avalon’s past. It had its own destiny, and while he was very much in the middle of it, affecting the course of its history, it was clear that some entity wanted him to continue to do exactly that. The CIA—and every other organization or government—needed to understand that David was the champion of that world, and they meddled with it at their peril.

All things being equal, he would also be happy to help out Avalon if he could. The seeds that even now were stored in the compartment under the couch seat, beside which Andre was lying, were a start in that direction. Bringing seeds, however, was not the same as allowing companies to exploit Earth Two’s resources. Human greed had already destroyed huge portions of Avalon. Those who wanted to continue that exploitation would view taking over Earth Two as their God-given right.

That would be happening over David’s dead body. Literally.

And really, the sad fact was that the CIA had been a problem for a long time. At first, they’d been merely troublesome, but not so much David refused to try to work with them. Back then, he’d (foolishly) seen them as basically impotent and not much more than a nuisance. Later, they’d become allies, conjoined with MI-5. That had been in the days Callum was still working for the British spy agency.

Unfortunately, those days were gone—and had been for a while.

For both organizations, new leadership brought new ideas, and very often those new ideas rehashed bad old ones. The impulse to take advantage, to exploit, ran deep and wide, and seemed to run deeper and wider in people who sought power and endeavored to wield it in secret. Maybe that was simply human.
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