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Dearest Reader:
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While many of you will have a better recollection of the events of the previous books than I do, some readers might be joining us only now (note, if that’s you, you might consider starting with the prequel to this series, Daughter of Time, which is free in ebook at all retailers!) or be struggling to recall some key events from the previous books. If that’s you, read on!

––––––––
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The After Cilmeri series begins with Meg, a young, troubled American widow, who, at a moment of catastrophic danger, falls through time and into the life of Llywelyn ap Gruffydd, the last Prince of Wales. A strong and charismatic leader, he saves her, and she in turn saves him, thanks to her knowledge of future events. Although powerful forces seek to divide them, by working together, Meg and Llywelyn navigate the dangerous and shifting alliances that constantly undermine his rule and threaten the very existence of Wales. 

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

David and his older sister, Anna, as teenagers, return to the Middle Ages to save Llywelyn yet again. This time, Norman lords have lured him into the fateful ambush at Cilmeri in eastern Wales. Without warning, David and Anna are thrown into a world they do not understand, among a people whose language and customs are totally unfamiliar. Ultimately, David is recognized as Llywelyn’s true son, and he and Anna begin to make a life for themselves in the Middle Ages.

––––––––
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Over the course of thirteen books, it becomes clear that the medieval world is actually an alternate universe, and Meg, Anna, and David (and ultimately his son, Arthur) time travel when their lives are in danger. In the process, many new characters, both medieval and modern, are introduced. These include Math (Lord Mathonwy), a distant relation of Llywelyn, who marries Anna (Footsteps in Time); Ieuan, David’s captain, who travels with him to the modern world (what ultimately comes to be known to the time travellers as Avalon) (Prince of Time); and Lili, Ieuan’s sister, who becomes David’s wife (Crossroads in Time).

From the modern world comes Bronwen, an anthropology graduate student who marries Ieuan; Callum, an MI-5 agent suffering from PTSD, who attempts to prevent Meg and Llywelyn from returning to their world (Children of Time); Cassie, a Native American woman, who was plucked from the mountains of Oregon in the wake of Meg’s plane crash (Winds of Time) and must survive on her own in medieval Scotland (Exiles in Time); a busload of twenty-firsters, who make the mistake of traveling on the same bus as Meg and Anna and end up in their alternate universe (Ashes of Time); and Christopher, David’s cousin (Masters of Time). 

––––––––
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All the while, the combined efforts of Anna, David, and their family and friends are transforming the medieval world. Not everyone appreciates the burgeoning equality, universal education, and democracy, however, and throughout the books, the twenty-firsters face threats both from outside their inner circle and from within it.

––––––––
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The immediate precursor to Shades of Time is book 11, Outpost in Time, in which David, Meg, and Llywelyn, with friends and other family members, journey to Ireland to attempt to address the ongoing turmoil and warfare there. Unbeknownst to David, however, rebellious barons have colluded with King John Balliol of Scotland to assassinate him—and almost succeeded. David leads a coalition of Irish and Norman allies to defeat the rebels in Ireland ... but because he has no way to effectively communicate with Anna and Math, he remains unaware of the events playing out in England, Wales, and Scotland.

––––––––
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Shades of Time takes place simultaneously with Outpost in Time.
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Cast of Characters
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Anna—Time traveler, Princess of Wales

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

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

Lili—David’s wife, Queen of England

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

Meg— Time traveler, David and Anna’s mother

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

Elisa Shepherd—Meg’s sister, Christopher’s mother

Ted Shepherd—Christopher’s father

Elen Shepherd—Christopher’s sister 

Callum— Time traveler, Earl of Shrewsbury

Bronwen—Time traveler

Ieuan—Lili’s brother, Bronwen’s husband

Mark Jones— Time traveler, MI-5 agent
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Humphrey de Bohun—Earl of Hereford, Constable of England

Edmund Mortimer—Earl of the March

Roger Mortimer—Edmund’s brother

John de Warenne—Earl of Surrey

Cadwallon—King Llywelyn’s captain

Bevyn—David’s companion

Hywel—Steward of Dinas Bran
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The Children

Gwenllian–Llywelyn’s daughter by Elinor de Montfort

Elisa and Padrig–Twin children of Meg and Llywelyn

Cadell and Bran–sons of Anna and Math

Arthur and Alexander–sons of David and Lili

Catrin and Cadwaladr–children of Bronwen and Ieuan

Gareth–son of Cassie and Callum
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Chapter One
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​19 March 1294

After midnight

Anna

––––––––
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Anna pulled her thick cloak closer around herself, chilled to the bone by the damp air and fog that had enveloped her small company at this higher elevation. The fog also muffled the slight conversation among her companions, which included another midwife, Mair, and five men-at-arms. 

The torchlight barely penetrated five feet on any side, and Anna wished she had a torch—or better yet, a flashlight—of her own. She was glad her children weren’t here. Though she was only a few miles from home, it was one of those nights when danger lurked around every corner, and the hollow sound of the horses’ clopping hooves on the hard-packed dirt of the road forebode the arrival of the old Welsh gods.

Anna shivered and told herself she had allowed the latest enthusiasm of Cadell, her eldest son, to afflict her too. At nearly nine years old, Cadell had developed a fascination with ghost stories. In the evenings, he would pester the men for an endless supply of terrifying supernatural tales. All the men knew them like they knew the legend of King Arthur. The Welsh had a strong superstitious streak, coupled with an innate belief in the mystical, so everyone had one tale or another to tell. 

Earlier this week, they’d been entertained by a story of the ghost of King Alexander of Scotland, Anna’s supposed great-grandfather, who’d ridden his horse too close to the edge of a cliff one foggy night and died when he’d gone over it. According to the storyteller, the king’s ghost haunted the cliffs to this day. Tonight, the story hit a little too close to home. So far, Cadell hadn’t been visited by nightmares, though she’d told him in no uncertain terms that if he scared his younger brother by repeating any of the stories he knew, he would be writing Latin verb forms until his hand bled. 

Hoping Mair wasn’t feeling similarly spooked, Anna put out a reassuring hand to her, but Mair’s smile was genuine in the torchlight, and she appeared to be visited by no such worries. Mair knew as well as Anna, when she was being rational, that Wales was safer tonight than at any other time in its history. They hadn’t been at odds with England since Anna’s brother David had taken the English throne. 

Just the other day, Anna’s husband had told her of a conversation he’d overheard between an Englishman and a Welshman as he was passing through one of the taverns in Llangollen, having taken a moment to check in with its proprietor, a former Crusader: 

––––––––
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“So, you’re from Chester, are you? English?”

“Yes,” the Englishman had replied, somewhat defensively.

The Welshman sniffed. “Then I’d better buy your next drink. Lord Mathonwy up at the castle says we have to welcome you.”

“I’d be grateful,” the other man said, unbending slightly at this unexpected overture.

“We rule your country now instead of the other way around, so it’s the least I can do.”

––––––––
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Math had gone away laughing and tucked away the story to repeat to David when next he saw him. Anna hoped David would laugh when he heard it. Her brother was far too stiff himself these days—not with self-importance but with the burden of running a country. The two of them had been fourteen and seventeen when they’d arrived in the Middle Ages for the first time. A little more than eleven years on, they’d lived here just long enough for people to treat them as if they belonged—and for young people born after 1282 not to remember the time when England and Wales were constantly at war.

Which was why the road should be safe, not giving her the heebie-jeebies, and the reason they were heading home at two in the morning instead of staying the night back at Heledd’s house. Anna had spent the last twelve hours helping Heledd give birth to a baby boy. The birth had gone well, and both mother and baby were healthy, but Anna was a princess, and one who very much liked her own bed. Thus, she and Mair had left a third midwife with Heledd and chosen to return to Dinas Bran.

The five miles from Heledd’s house to home hadn’t seemed so daunting when they’d left an hour ago, but it hadn’t been foggy then. Anna also hadn’t realized how tired she was. Now that the adrenaline from the delivery had worn off, all she wanted with every fiber of her being was to lie down.

For once, she hoped the boys had stayed up late, even if it meant Cadell might have a new crop of horror stories in his repertoire. Most of their cousins were visiting, so the possibility of chaos and hijinks in the castle was high. If so, there was a slight chance Bran, her youngest, would sleep in and not come into the bedroom and wake her before dawn. If Cadell woke early, he was happy to read or concoct yet another ghostly adventure in his room, or perhaps sneak down to the kitchen for an early breakfast. But Bran wasn’t yet five, and he still came in to Anna every morning, snuggling under the covers and putting his cold feet on Anna’s warm legs. 

Not that she would have it any other way.

But in the last five years, she hadn’t woken in the morning more than a handful of times without Bran’s small face peering at her, and she had the fleeting wish that for once the boy would just sleep.

As it was, Anna rarely went out on calls anymore, not with an entire university of healers in Llangollen at the disposal of the residents of the area. But Heledd was special: back at Castell y Bere, she’d been Gwenllian’s wet nurse. After Gwenllian had no longer needed her, Heledd had married a small landowner named Gryff, who settled them a few miles to the southwest of Llangollen. 

The two women had spent very little time together since that fateful winter when Anna had led her and Gwenllian, along with the stable boy, Hywel, out of Castell y Bere. With Anna a princess and Heledd becoming a farmer’s wife, there hadn’t been much chance—or much they had in common. But what they had experienced during that cold January had bonded them forever, and Anna had been glad to keep her promise to attend the birth of Heledd’s latest child. 

“My lady, do you hear that?” The captain, Adda, held up his hand to halt the small company. His concern was apparent in his voice.

Though she’d been telling herself for the last half-mile that they had nothing to fear, it was unusual for anyone to be riding this late at night without a very good reason. Not just anyone could afford a mount either, and from the thunder of hooves coming towards them from the north, more horses than their seven were approaching. 

Anna peered ahead. Despite the torchlight, she couldn’t see past the next bend in the fog-shrouded road.

“Maybe Lord Mathonwy has sent a troop to meet us, my lady,” Mair said. “Your husband does care for you so.”

“He does.” Anna wanted to believe these men belonged to Math, but she couldn’t shake off her concern. Her captain clearly felt the same, since he signaled for two of the men to ride ahead to the bend in the road. 

The hoofbeats grew louder, echoing in the windless night. Anna’s horse danced sideways as it waited. As Anna tugged on the reins to control it, she wished she’d chosen a mount that was a bit less rotund, though normally he was exactly the kind of horse she liked. 

Then one of the soldiers who’d ridden to the bend in the road shouted a warning. In response, Adda pulled his sword from its sheath, and the other two men with him did the same without needing a command. As Anna steadied her horse, prepared to flee if she had to, a company rode around the bend. Though the two soldiers up ahead held their ground, the oncoming cavalry was unstoppable. Swords raised high, they swept over, through, and then past Anna’s men, tumbling them to the ground as they came. They wore no lord’s colors.

“Ride, my lady! Ride!” Adda pointed at Anna and Mair. “We’ll hold them off!”

Anna wasn’t a warrior and had no pretensions to being one, so she didn’t hesitate or argue, even though she could see as well as Adda that no amount of heroism from her men, no matter how well-trained, was going to be enough to overcome the force they faced. Twenty men had come around that bend, and there would be no holding them off for more than a few seconds.

“Come on!” Anna slapped the reins. The riders were here for her. She wouldn’t dishonor the sacrifice of her men by throwing away her only chance at escape.

Mair had been slower to react than Anna, so her horse immediately fell several lengths behind. But she was a better rider than Anna, her horse fleeter, and the oncoming riders had no interest in her anyway. 

“They’re gaining!” Mair screamed the words at Anna’s back. 

Behind them, the men following shouted to one another, some orders and some responses. “We need her alive!” These last words were spoken in heavily accented English, as by a Scotsman. If the words hadn’t rung clear, Anna could have convinced herself she’d misheard them, but as it was, her throat closed. She couldn’t think why Scots had ventured this far south seeking to capture her, but it was hardly the time to inquire. She had to get away.

At first, Anna had hoped—if she’d hoped anything at all—that she could lose herself in the fog, but as she glanced back to see how close the riders were, she was terrified to find them only forty yards behind her. Anna had to assume her men were dead. She was incredibly grateful that, unlike the last time she’d been abducted, Cadell was safe in his own bed.

“We have to split up!” Anna said to Mair as the other midwife came abreast. “They want me, not you. I need you to make your way to the castle!”

“I can’t leave you!” Mair’s voice was high and frightened.

“You can, and you will!” She motioned to Mair once again to confirm the order, but Mair had already obeyed, breaking to the left down a track Anna hadn’t noticed, or she might have taken it herself. 

Which left Anna alone with her pursuers. 

She glanced back once again. The men were gaining, which was no surprise, given their skill versus hers. On the other hand, Anna was a good hundred pounds lighter than any of the oncoming men, not necessarily because she was so much smaller, though she might be, but because they were in full armor. Even if her horse wasn’t fast, Anna had an inkling of hope his greater endurance might save her.

Unfortunately, that hope was squashed a moment later as a second contingent of men appeared out of the fog in front of her, torches blazing. There had been too many hooves on the road for her to distinguish the sound of these newcomers sooner—not that doing so would have done her any good.

She pulled up, knowing she could go neither forward nor back, and in a moment, she was surrounded by grinning men. Though most were English, Anna heard more Scots accents above the general hubbub, as the men spoke to each other or their horses in satisfied tones.

An Englishman with a red plume on his helmet, riding with the initial company, urged his horse closer and looked Anna up and down. “Princess Anna. It is a pleasure.” 

He took her hand and kissed the back of it. It was a gallant gesture, but completely out of place in this setting, and Anna was in no mood to be wooed. As his head came up, she pulled her hand away, and in the same motion, caught his jaw with her elbow. To her delight, her aim was perfect. His head jerked backwards, and he came within a hair’s-breadth of falling off his horse.

The men around him laughed, a few in the back with utter abandon. By their dress, these were the Scots she’d heard speaking earlier. On another day, as fellow Celts, she would have viewed them as allies. But not today.

“Who are you? What do you want?” The words came out somewhat breathless because Anna was breathing hard with the effort she’d expended and wasn’t able to modulate her tone. She didn’t mind if the men thought she was afraid. She was afraid—but she was also able to stand outside that fear and evaluate her surroundings. If she was taken to a castle, and there were plenty within ten miles of this position, she could end up alone in a cell for a very long time. And worse, she could be used as leverage against Math or David or Papa. Or all of the above.

“Do you hear that, gentlemen? She doesn’t know.” The man whom she’d hit had recovered, though he rubbed his jaw as he looked at her, making her think that hitting him might have been a mistake. He wouldn’t be underestimating her again. Still, he gestured expansively to his men. “Should we tell her?”

“What don’t I know?” Anna’s horse danced again, and she was pleasantly surprised by his energy. She’d raced him harder than he’d ever run in his life, and she’d assumed he’d be completely worn out. Perhaps, like a small child, the horse could sense the menace in the air, didn’t like it, and it was keeping his adrenaline going.

The leader leaned forward. “Your brother is dead, along with your parents. They’re dead on the floor of the great hall at Trim.”

Anna stared at him. She could tell the man expected her to gasp or weep, but instead she felt herself on the verge of laughter at the absurdity of his claim. “When?”

“Yesterday. The day before. What does it matter?”

Anna’s eyes narrowed. Ten seconds into being told one of the worst things a person could hear, she was torn between a gut-wrenching belief that he might be speaking the truth and mockery that he would tell her David and her parents were dead without knowing the particulars. 

“I don’t believe you,” she said flatly. Anna found her stomach settling. She’d spoken the truth. She really didn’t believe him. 

“You should.” A black-bearded Englishman, who’d come with the second contingent of riders, clenched his hand into a fist. “Soon the whole of Britain and Ireland will be in our hands.”

“Your hands? And whose orders do you follow?” Still unsettled, Anna’s horse turned in a full circle, prompting the men nearest to her to move farther away in order to give her horse more space. These soldiers were all medieval, of course, so they hadn’t watched any movies and didn’t know you should always secure your prisoner before answering questions or monologuing. Nobody had taken her reins either. It was a rare man who didn’t underestimate women. For once, Anna preferred it that way. 

“Are you saying you yourself will be king? Who has these delusions of grandeur?” Anna encouraged her horse to spin one more time, a move that allowed her another complete view of her surroundings. Her horse’s dancing movements had put the men closest to her well out of reach, and while the way forward and back on the road remained completely blocked, nobody had moved to fill the space on her left or right. 

The left-hand way involved a ditch and a thick wood and was the way Mair had gone. On Anna’s right, a crumbling stone wall fronted an uneven grassy field. 

“Who is it you serve?”

The red-plumed leader scoffed. “You’ll see him soon enough.”

“Why can’t you tell me? Are you so ashamed of this allegiance you don’t dare speak his name or wear his colors openly?”

Before the leader could answer, one of the Scots, who’d spoken earlier, shouted, “We don’t fear to speak King John’s name!” 

The Englishman twisted in the saddle, anger in his face, though since he’d been boasting too, and several of the men with him were Scots, it didn’t take a genius to put two and two together and come up with John Balliol, the King of Scots, being behind whatever was happening here. Why an English lord would support Balliol’s plans wasn’t yet clear, but Anna wasn’t going to hang around to learn his name. At least if she survived this, she could tell Math about the Scots.

The thought of what awaited her if she escaped solidified her courage, and Anna took advantage of the leader’s moment of distraction. Her horse wasn’t one to gallop if he could help it, but he could jump, so she took a chance on the field. With a nudge, the horse surged forward, needing only a few steps to get his legs underneath him and leap.

He sailed over the wall, and in a few strides had left the startled men behind.

The fog was thicker over the field, not surprising because that’s how fog formed—when warm ground met colder air—and Anna could see virtually nothing in front of her. She wracked her brain for an image of what this area had looked like yesterday when she’d ridden past on her way to the birth, but she had no clear idea of where she was. In the fog, all fields and forests looked the same. Still, her horse’s hooves pounded steadily on the turf, and though she hadn’t yet escaped completely, she exulted. For the moment, she was free.

Behind her, the leader shouted directions to his men, sending some after her directly while the rest rode east and west in the hope of cutting her off.

“I see her!” 

Anna prodded her horse to go faster. She’d gained a few yards in leaping the wall before her pursuers responded, but though her horse could jump, he hadn’t become faster in the last ten minutes, and whatever adrenaline he’d been running on was fading. The rider behind her held a torch, but as sometimes happened in fog, it made it almost harder to see, since the light reflected off the water droplets in the air before her. But then the fog thinned, and she could make out the silhouettes of trees in front of her. 

She’d reached the far side of the field. While she could turn left or right in an attempt to evade the riders, she’d heard the leader’s directions to his men. Her best chance of escape was to ride straight ahead into the woods, which would slow her down, but also hinder her pursuers. If she was very lucky, she might be able to lose them entirely. So she urged her horse forward, and he cooperated with a burst of speed. He had to be exhausted, but he kept going, filled with the same fear and urgency she was. 

He leapt the equally decrepit wall that bordered this end of the field, bounded between two birch trees, and trampled the scrubby undergrowth. He had barely recovered from the leap, however, before he was faced with a three-foot-high blackberry bramble, beyond which more fog, thicker even than over the field, blocked her vision. Behind her, the torchlight bounced, indicating the nearest rider had leapt the wall too and at any moment might be close enough to touch. There was no time to lose. 

“Yah!” Anna snapped the reins, and the horse hitched its step and leapt. Unfortunately, though they sailed easily over the bramble, they didn’t find themselves on another road, which would have been ideal, or in an adjacent field.

Instead, they leapt into nothingness—literally off the edge of an escarpment. Anna’s heart caught in her throat—how could it not?—and she recalled again the story of King Alexander. 

He hadn’t been a time-traveling twenty-firster, however. Instead of falling to her death as the King of Scots had done, she felt the all-too-familiar blackness overtake her.

One, two, three ...
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Chapter Two
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19 March 2022

Anna

––––––––
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The horse’s hooves skated on the smooth surface of the floor, and he whinnied as he tried to arrest his motion. Despite the suddenness of her changed circumstances, Anna had the presence of mind to haul back on the horse’s reins, even though what she really felt like doing was throwing up. It wasn’t as if the blackness had come as a surprise, and she was very glad not to be dead at the bottom of that ravine, but she was terrified to the point of nausea at how close she’d come to dying. Again.

Any arrival in Avalon instead of death was a good thing, however, and at least she wasn’t galloping down some twenty-first century freeway. The horse was less happy about his situation, and he skidded around and ended up facing the opposite direction from which they’d come in.

They were in an enormous hall, and one, amazingly, Anna recognized. The roof was supported by elaborate wooden archways and buttresses, the floor was gray tile, and the walls, which in the Middle Ages were lined with tapestries, today had banners spaced every few yards celebrating the thousandth anniversary of the birth of Harold Godwinson, the King of England who’d been killed by William the Conqueror at the Battle of Hastings.

Long before the twenty-first century, Westminster had become the Parliamentary building, rather than where the King or Queen of England lived, and if she remembered properly the pictures she’d seen, in Avalon the hall itself was dwarfed by the size of the buildings that had grown up around it. There were banners in here because the hall was for show, rather than a place Parliament met or the king dined. Still, it was not the place she would have chosen to appear. 

“Police! Put your hands where I can see them!”

Anna obeyed instantly, dropping the horse’s reins and slowly turning in the saddle so she could see who was speaking to her. By the black and white uniform, the man was obviously a cop, a bobby, she supposed, since this was Westminster Palace and they were in modern England. He wore a white shirt, black pants, and a black protective vest as body armor, perhaps David’s beloved Kevlar. He also had a gun pointed straight at her heart. 

She had thought modern British policeman didn’t carry guns, but as she was trespassing inside a national landmark with a horse, maybe the police were making an exception for her. Anna had been to Avalon fifteen months ago when her whole family had spent Christmas Eve at the chicken farm that was all that was left of Aber Castle, but it had been a lot longer than that since she’d spent any time here—really not since 2010, when she’d driven Aunt Elisa’s minivan into medieval Wales. She would have given almost anything not to be here now.

“Hi,” she said to open the conversation, not entirely sure how to talk to a cop under these conditions.

The policeman moved slowly in a wide circle around her until he reached a point where she didn’t have to twist in the saddle to face him. 

Anna had given upwards of a hundred talks over the last five years to people of all walks of life. She didn’t have any trouble speaking to complete strangers or constructing an argument. But no amount of rationality was going to clarify for a modern cop how she’d ended up in Westminster Hall wearing full-blown medieval clothing and riding a horse—or make him look on her with anything but distrust.

Judging by his relatively unlined face and the lack of gray at his temples, the cop was in his late twenties or early thirties. His body armor indicated how concerned the authorities were about security, probably fearing terrorists more than thieves or normal criminals. They had good reason to be worried. At that Christmas fifteen months earlier, a terrorist had blown up Caernarfon Castle, and before that, his organization had destroyed the government buildings in Cardiff. 

So the more she stared at the gun, the more concerned she became that the cop might actually use it. Anna had already faced down a company of enemy cavalry tonight, so a single man should have been easy, but it was not a good sign that his hands appeared to be shaking more than hers. She was more concerned about his fear, in fact, than her own.

In her most calm voice, one she saved for speaking to particularly recalcitrant barons—or one of her children when he was being unreasonable—she said, “I have no weapon other than this dagger at my waist.” She twisted a bit to show him the sheath. “You can put that gun away.”

“Toss it over here.” 

Anna’s hand went to the dagger’s hilt, but it seemed she’d moved more quickly than the cop liked, because he barked, “Slowly!” He seemed very twitchy, for which she couldn’t blame him, and he appeared to still be trying to encompass the horse. 

“If you want me to get down, I’m going to have to use my hands.” 

“Stay where you are!” He took a step back, as if he was afraid Anna was going to launch herself at him rather than dismount. She could have dismounted like Christopher had taken to doing, by swinging one leg over the horse’s head. But even were she that good, she was wearing a skirt, which probably would have hooked on his ears.

Very slowly, his eyes never leaving her face, the cop took one hand off his gun to press a button on a black device hooked to his collar and spoke to somebody only he could hear. Anna would have thought everything should have been wireless by now, but she was hardly in a position to question the cop’s methods. It could be cell phone reception wasn’t very good in these old buildings. From the short time she’d had a phone in Caernarfon, she’d seen it was hit or miss in north Wales. 

Regardless, the cop told the person on the other end of the line that he needed backup. Anna resigned herself to the fact that she’d ended up in yet another situation she couldn’t escape. The phrase out of the frying pan and into the fire could have been coined for just this situation. It seemed the best thing to do was sit on the horse and wait for whoever else was coming, though to do so was annoyingly passive. While she would have preferred not to be in Avalon at all, and hated to find herself so far from Math and her boys, now that she was here, she had an agenda. The last thing she had time for was to cater to some cop’s fears.

Then the horse made clear he had an agenda of his own, and it didn’t include standing still. As he’d done on the road twenty minutes and seven centuries earlier, he started to dance and even buck a little. The men who’d captured her there lived and breathed horses, so they hadn’t been surprised by her horse’s movements, but the cop here was a different story. 

He backed off, his voice and hands shaking. “Hold still!”

Anna was too focused on the horse to answer. His ears were rapidly swiveling, flicking back and forth, telling her he was anxious and stressed. As he bucked again, it was hopeless to think she could control him with just her knees. In a quest to keep her seat, she brought down her hands and scrabbled for the reins. Discovering they’d fallen to the floor, she caught her fingers in the horse’s mane.

But it wasn’t enough. The horse danced again, his eyes rolling in fear. 

“Hold still or I’ll shoot!”

“I can’t hold him!”

Already alarmed by the unfamiliar place, the shouting pushed the horse over the edge. Perhaps remembering in his tiny horse’s brain what had saved them on the road, he gathered his feet under him and leapt in the direction of the door. Unfortunately, it was also in the direction of the cop, who finally fired his gun. The bullet hit the horse in the chest, stopping him cold, and he went down.

Anna had only a second to clear her feet from the stirrups. Though she managed that part in time, the karate roll that would have taken the weight of her fall on her shoulder didn’t come off as well. The floor was concrete tile and very hard, and as she hit the ground, something snapped in her left wrist, and she screamed. 

The cop was shouting incoherently, but Anna didn’t care about him anymore. She curled up into a ball on the floor, gritting her teeth against the pain in her wrist, her eyes on her horse. It lay on its side on the floor, blood from its wound seeping between the tiles. The scene was beyond awful. She couldn’t believe she’d escaped the men in Wales only to be almost killed by a cop. Things could have gone more badly only if the bullet had actually hit her. 

The thought was instantly clarifying. The situation had been life-threatening, but apparently not enough to cause her to time travel back to her world.

And that meant she was here for a reason. 
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19 March 2022

Mark

––––––––
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Mark Jones’s mobile buzzed for the second time in as many minutes, but he ignored it, knowing without looking that it was a routine notification of the daily backup, which always occurred at this hour. 

Instead, he pushed the stack of paper on his desk towards his metal outbox. The papers weren’t yet ready to go out, but in the back of his mind he hoped that if he left them over there for a while, he’d be that much closer to completing them. It was three in the morning, and he’d been at work all night, trying to finish a report for his boss’s boss, who’d left nine hours earlier. 

It was a little hard to believe, here in 2022, that so much paper was still being generated by any office. You would think there’d be none, but actually, the reverse was true. There was more paper being used now than ever before. If the twenty-first century had taught the intelligence services anything, it was that every email, text, mobile phone call, and electronic device could be hacked. Listening devices were thinner than hairs, and they could project for miles. Mark’s office was swept daily for foreign electronics, and still he never felt quite sure nobody else was listening.

So if a person wanted secure communication and an official record, they were back to paper. Tasks like this had taken over his life, now that he was the lead programmer of a much-beleaguered group of satellite software engineers, part of a subset of the Security Service which focused on processing the millions—billions—of bits of data Britain’s surveillance systems took in every day. 

The government’s focus was on stopping acts before they started, as it should be, but this required earlier and earlier notification. Such was the workload that Mark rarely left his office, and many of his staff at times slept at their desks in their quest to stay abreast of hackers. His people were desperately needed but never loved, and always one step behind, since if an incident took place, it was clearly their fault for not having prevented whatever Trojan, virus, or malware a twelve-year-old from Chiswick—or foreign spies—had directed at Britain. 

Thus, if a person so much as made a joke about a bomb or anything resembling an act of terrorism, he or she should have a file at MI-5. Mark’s section was also merely backup to the much sexier GCHQ (Government Communications Headquarters), which had risen from the ashes after its complex had been blown up nearly three years ago. 

In the intervening years, Britain’s intelligence community had worked frenetically to rebuild itself and its infrastructure. Three years ago, Five had been uniquely placed to step into the gap the loss of GCHQ had created, having maintained their own redundant covert surveillance program all along. Once GCHQ was up and running again—and more secretive than ever—Five, instead of mothballing its program, had, naturally, expanded it. Mark was, in effect, a beneficiary of that decision.

For the most part, Mark believed in what he did, which might have surprised some of his peers who didn’t work at Thames House, the main office of the Security Service in London. They viewed the government’s surveillance program as a violation of civil liberties. Which, in truth, it was. But Mark was convinced that without the CCTV cameras, microphones, and electronic surveillance, criminals and terrorists would have had that much more of a free hand. They’d caused a great deal of damage in recent years as it was, and people said the most amazing and terrible things when they thought nobody but the person they were talking to was listening. Of course, it was also the same technology that had caused the overload of paper on his desk.

High heels tapped down the hallway beyond his half-open door, and the familiar tentative knock of Livia, his newest tech, three months now on the job, echoed into Mark’s office. As usual, technology services were in the bowels of the building, though he did, for once, have a window located high up in one wall. If he stood on a chair and looked out, it gave him a view of a narrow car park. 

“Mr. Evans? I may have something interesting here.”

Mark didn’t consider himself immodest, but he knew himself well enough by now to state a bold truth: he was one of the cleverest people at Five. That was just a fact. He’d discovered within five minutes of meeting Livia that she was well into his range, though completely out of his league in dating terms, even if dating a subordinate could ever be appropriate. She was taller than he was, model-thin, and blonde. 

When Livia had been shuttled into his department three months ago, Mark had run her through her paces, wanting to know why his boss had given him someone so obviously overqualified. He hadn’t had his questions answered, however, and he’d decided, admittedly based on no evidence whatsoever, that she was a plant, a spy within his department, and probably specifically tasked with keeping an eye on him. He’d grown all the more certain of it the more often she kept the same hours he did.

So he didn’t look up from his computer. It was deliberately rude, but he wasn’t going to make spying on him easy for her, and he merely grunted, “Come in,” even as he waved at her to enter his office.

The door squeaked all the way open, but when Livia didn’t say anything more, he realized she was hesitating in the doorway, precariously balanced on too-high heels the Director-General had decreed were the current dress code. While other institutions were dressing down, Thames House was a bastion of knee-length skirts and suits, high heels and wingtips. Mark’s parents had given him a tie for his last birthday, a gift that would have sparked laughter a few years ago, but now actually made him grateful. 

Just thinking about what Livia’s feet must feel like at the end of the day made Mark tired. She was at most six years younger than he, but a year at Five was like seven in the outside world, making her vastly less experienced than he was. 

Thus, he relented, and though he was still mostly focused on his computer, he took a moment to glance at her face. “What is it?” 

Livia had been hired to do quality control on the software his section designed, and she was very good at her job. “I found something in the software I wanted you to see.”

He found himself grunting again. The only way to uncover credible threats to the nation’s security was to flag many that never panned out, so Mark didn’t dismiss her immediately. Meanwhile his mobile buzzed again.

“Sir, I really think you should look at that.”

“It’s just the backup notification.” Mark pressed send on the email he’d been writing.

“It is, and it isn’t. That’s what I wanted to speak to you about. There’s a hidden program in the backup notification.”

She had his full and undivided attention. Such was Livia’s composure, however, that she stood her ground as he glowered at her. Probably she could see right through him and knew he was all bark and no bite. 

“What are you talking about?” He reached for his mobile.

“I found a Trojan horse in the software, hidden inside the backup notification you just received and others like it. The Trojan was built into the code itself, and the encrypted notification piggybacks on the standard one. It is sent only to you, and the latest notice was sent ten minutes ago. Sir.” The last word came out stiffly. 

Mark stood abruptly, and his hand trembled around his mobile to the point that he almost dropped it. Because, of course, she was right. He had been the one to write the original software for the satellite tracking system without which Britain’s entire system of surveillance wouldn’t work. That Trojan she’d found did go directly to him, and the buzzing he’d ignored was telling him that someone had arrived.

Someone had arrived!

Mark’s heart was pounding, and his breath caught in his throat, all of which he worked to hide from Livia while at the same time trying to decide what he was going to tell her.

But she had her own ideas. “Please let me show you.”

Livia’s office was two levels down in a true basement, which was unfortunate. Thames House was (unsurprisingly) on the River Thames, which meant despite near constant cleaning, the concrete always felt dank and borderline moldy, though the engineers and environmental techs swore it passed all the tests. Mark himself sneezed every time he ventured down here, even though he’d never been allergic to mold before. Consequently, he flat out didn’t believe them.

Livia truly had the worst office in the building, not dissimilar to Mark’s first office in Cardiff, back when he worked for Callum. While the room was twenty feet long and fifteen feet wide and would have been spacious if carefully appointed, it was crammed floor to ceiling with old equipment nobody dared get rid of, since every gigabyte inside every device had once been classified. Everybody knew it was impossible to delete data. 

Technically they weren’t wrong. When data on a computer was deleted, the space on the hard drive was freed up to be used again, but until it was overwritten, the deleted data could be retrieved. GCHQ’s software engineers had created a program that overwrote the empty spaces with randomly generated patterns until the data was no longer recoverable. The United States military had come up with something similar, but no matter how many times Mark said the material was safe, his request to surplus the equipment was always denied.

Livia ushered him into her office, checked the hallway for signs of life, and carefully closed the door. Mark, meanwhile, from his mobile, shut down the cameras and recording devices in the room. He should have done it before he’d left his own office, but Livia’s discovery had flustered him. 

“What exactly have you discovered?” Mark had had time merely to glance at the notification, but he knew England well enough—and London in particular—to know the coordinates he’d been sent were close by. He hadn’t called up the map yet, however, because he almost didn’t want to dig deeper. Once he did, his feet would be set on a path from which he wasn’t going to be able to deviate until he’d seen it through to the end. That he’d escaped the encounter with Christopher, Gwenllian, and Arthur with his cover intact was nothing short of a miracle. Christopher had found Gwenllian and Arthur in Pennsylvania, however, not London, and in the last nine months MI-5 had grown only more suspicious of their own.

Livia went around her desk to her computer and tapped on the keyboard. “It’s the time travel project, isn’t it?” 

Mark’s head came up, and his stomach turned to a block of stone. Still, he tried to brazen out his response to her revelation anyway. “What are you talking about? What time travel project?”

“Either that, or you’re a mole, but I don’t think so. The incidents all match the records, and I know you designed the software, so you must have embedded the Trojan into the code from the very start.” Her voice revealed how pleased she was with herself for discovering this.

“What records?” Even having turned off the cameras and listening devices, Mark still spoke in a low whisper. The rest of his staff had checked out of work, and he and Livia were the only ones on the floor, but paranoia was all-consuming and contagious, and the longer he worked for Five, the worse it got.

Of course, sometimes someone really was watching. And sometimes that person was him. While the techs swept this room as often as any other, Mark knew the location of each of his employees at all times because nothing went on at Five that wasn’t logged and turned into data. 

“You erased everything in the computer records, most thoroughly, I might add, but nothing is truly ever erased at Five.” Livia went to one of the dozen filing cabinets in the room, pulled open the second drawer, and gestured like a quiz show hostess. “Files.”

Mark moved to look, pulling out one folder, just to humor her, and then, when it proved to be a dossier on Callum, setting it aside and grabbing a stack out of the drawer. He swept aside some discarded equipment, half of it falling to the floor with a crash, and spread the folders across the table. “How are these here? I shredded everything!”

“As far as I can tell, everything nobody else wants ends up in this room. The other filing cabinets are full of all sorts of material. I’ve gone through most of it, but—”

“But these caught your interest.” He bit his lip. “You’ve read them all, of course.” It wasn’t a question. 

“Yes.” The word came out slightly defiant.

“What made you connect the Trojan to the time travel initiative?”

Her expression brightened. “So it is real! The written reports go back farther than the satellite records, but the Trojan is there, every time. Did you design the software all the way back to when you worked for Director Callum?”

Mark pressed his lips together, not wanting to answer, but Livia gazed at him so earnestly—and already knew so much—it was pointless to shut her out. “Yes.” 

“So what is the message it’s sending?”

“Surely you worked that out too. You just said you did.”

“I know ... but I can’t believe it.”

He just gazed at her, although his mobile was burning a hole in his hand. 

“It tells you when someone has arrived.”

“Arrived from—” he prompted her.

“—from the Middle Ages. From the alternate universe.”

Callum’s file in his hand, Mark stepped close to Livia and spoke so low he could barely hear himself. “Tell me you haven’t said anything about this to anyone.”

She shook her head. “No. Nobody. I wouldn’t.”

He looked at her hard. “No boyfriend, no coworker, no casual conversation down at the pub after work?”

She pressed her lips together for a moment and then amended, “When I first found the files, I asked Veronica over in records if she knew anything about the time travel project. She rolled her eyes and asked if someone had said something to me about it.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
& ®
VAR A
WOODBURY

Stades of fone

THE AFTER CILMERT SERIES






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





