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​Chapter 1: The Weeping Way
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Sir Percival Rathkeale steadied himself for another gamble. He weighed the odds of victory or defeat as he and his friends approached Camelot's western gate. For the third time, he was leaving the city on a journey with a greater chance of failure than success. He didn't know if he or his companions would return. If he returned empty-handed, his country would pass away. This was the final roll of the dice.

The footfalls of his horse echoed in the half-empty streets. Early morning sparrows flitted among piles of stone and broken lumber remaining from the Lucian occupation. He glanced over his shoulder, brushing away strands of his flaming red hair. Trailing him were retainers on horses leading pack animals heavy with supplies. Percival expected the expedition to take months.

“What's troubling you, Percival?” Sir Galahad du Lac-Corbenic rode beside him on a dapple-gray destrier. Galahad's trademark white cloak flowed over the horse's rump. “Have you forgotten something?”

“I miss my sister, Dee.”

Percival's twin sister was back at the palace, probably working in the Great Audience Hall, the place where King Arturus III received important visitors and conducted public ceremonies. The king had asked Dee—short for Dindrane—to accompany Percival on the journey to Cassanti, a port city deep in the Hot Lands. At first, she agreed, but a day later, she asked him to come to the Dark Unicorn, a pub popular with students at Camelot University.

“I'm not going with you, Perce.” She said this without meeting her brother's eye.

“Why not, Dee? I need you. How am I supposed to find the Grail without you?”

“You can easily find the Grail without me. Galahad knows almost as much about the Grail as Merlin. He found the False Grail. Maybe it was useless, but he found it.”

“Dee, I've been on two Grail quests. One to the eastern deserts. One to Koda. Both failed. I think things would've gone better if you were with me. If I don't succeed this time—”

“That's ridiculous. I'm no expert on the Grail or the Great Machine.”

“When we came to Camelot, you went to university. I went to The Keep. Until then, we did everything together at home on Mother's property. We helped each other with chores, with homework. We'd comfort each other during storms. We even, well, killed our father together.”

Dee winced at the memory. “I did it to save you and me. I'm not proud of it.”

“How do you know I won't need you to save me again?”

“You saved me at the Battle of the River's Bend. I'd say we're even.”

“Family doesn't work like that. No one's keeping a tally.”

Dee shifted in her seat. “The truth is, Perce, I want to stay in Camelot to finish my mural in the Great Audience Hall. That's my Grail, the thing I want to achieve. At first, it was just a job Mordred gave me, but now it's taken on a life of its own. I belong in front of a light tapestry telling stories with lasers and mirrors, not getting saddle sores a thousand kilometers from anywhere.”

That ended the conversation. Percival was so angry and upset that he didn't speak to Dee for days. She never reached out to him; maybe she was just as angry. Arturus could not order Dee to accompany Percival. Instead, the king asked Galahad to join the expedition.

“I know I'm a poor substitute for your sister, Percival,” Galahad said on the street near the western gate.

Behind Galahad, on a strong pony, rode 11-year-old Penny Corbenic, though no one knew her true surname. Galahad found her wandering the streets of Perditon as he and Lancelot traced a Grail rumor. She was now his page.

Percival shook his head at Galahad, whom he'd got to know on the Grail quest to Koda. Galahad had a bright scar on his neck from the Battle of River's Bend.  “No, my friend. I'm glad you're here. And Penny as well.”

Percival waved and grinned at Penny, a pretty girl whom Galahad praised as clever and quick.

She returned the smile with her own, the kind that had street knowledge behind it. In Perditon, Penny sold bulbs of water and fresh batteries to travelers, while avoiding enforcers in the corrupt city government.

As a condition for joining the expedition, Galahad insisted Penny go along. But Percival thought she might attract trouble. Though he had a plan for reaching Cassanti, no one knew the hazards of the journey in detail. No Viridian had been to the city in hundreds of years. The roads might be infested with bandits, trolls, or herds of basilisks, for all Percival knew. Penny might get hurt. She was also a liability. She would be an easy target for kidnappers or slavers reportedly operating between the border and Aurelia, the first major city on the Peaceful Sea south of Camelot. Percival planned to stop there before heading to Cassanti further on.

On the streets of Camelot, a few people watched Percival's party, unimpressed. When his first expedition left for the desert nearly two years in the past, hundreds cheered or waved handkerchiefs to wish him good luck. Now they appeared sullen and resentful. Dozens queued up on a bread line. Schools were refugee centers. Tents hugged houses and apartment buildings broken by the war.

On the news chans and com boards, people argued that the money spent on the expedition was better spent on housing refugees and rebuilding Camelot. The Lucians had destroyed grain silos and burned crops, but the failing climate had also hurt harvests. Maybe Merlin could find another solution to the climate problem. Percival sympathized with those demanding help, but he disagreed with them. Yes, all of the Grail expeditions so far had failed in one way or another. But Camelot's knights had to follow any hint of a working Grail to fix the Great Machine. That was the best way out of the crisis.

Even so, Percival's confidence wore thin. “Are we doing the right thing, Galahad? People are hungry. The money we're spending could feed thousands.”

“You know what's at stake, Percival. Nothing less than survival.”

He didn't need to be reminded. “That's not really an answer, my friend.”

“How would history judge us if we didn't try?”

“People say we're following ghosts and fairies. They think Arturus has gone mad after nearly losing everything to Lucanus. They're turning to Lord Mordred.”

Mordred, Prince of Lothia, did nothing to dissuade people from singing his praises. He was still in Arturus' government, so he couldn't speak publicly about his grievances with the king. Instead, he wheedled toadies at the Round Table and sycophants on the news chans and the com boards to press his case. Viridiae had a deep history of freedom of expression, but even Percival wondered if the stand-ins for Mordred didn't commit a petty kind of treason by promoting the prince as a candidate for monarch should Arturus suffer an early death. They winked, in a manner of speaking, when they said this. It made Percival's blood boil.

“Not everyone loves Mordred,” Galahad said. “He's a great general, but he thinks too much of himself. His kind of arrogance may win victories sometimes, but it also courts disaster. Losing a bet on him could cost you your life.”

Percival hoped he'd never suffer the same fault as Mordred. He wanted only one thing: the find the Grail and bring it home. Percival checked himself. He realized he wanted something else: Lina.

They'd met briefly before the war. She'd worked at the art gallery where Dee had her first important show of her light tapestries. Blond-haired and gray-eyed, Lina was sweeping the gallery's floor when he first saw her. He'd thought about her a few times during the journey to Koda and in his cell in Lucana.

When he returned to Camelot, he learned the she and Dee had become close friends. When he met Lina again, the spark turned into a flame. Within a few days, they'd spent all their spare time together, even as he scrambled to pull together the expedition. Percival reached into his tunic and removed his com reader. He scrolled through a few texts until he came to Lina's.

I'll think of you every day. I know you'll succeed. I'll wait for you.

Only 14 words, but each of them were like diamonds. If he survived, Percival thought, he'd find a way to preserve them forever.

“News?” Galahad said. “You're staring at your com as if you got the last message you'll ever receive.”

Percival tucked the device back in his pocket. “What if we don't come back, Galahad? Will people remember us? Will they think about us?”

“People generally forget failures, except glorious failures.”

The gated portal through Camelot's outer defensive walls came into view. Before the Lucians reached the city during the war, tens of thousands of refugees had fled through the gate, which led to Camelot's suburbs and forested hills beyond. Over the decades since its construction, water collected between the stones and dripped down, creating the illusion of tears. Camelot's residents called it the Weeping Way.

As if offering reassurance, a temple to Gaia stood to one side of the gate. Percival's mother, Eleanor, a secular woman who home-schooled her children, taught Percival and Dee to value facts and reasoning. She treated religion as an annoying curiosity. Percival, however, had seen first-hand the power of the unseen. His sister had inherited an ability to kill at a distance with nothing more than her will. Was it strictly an unexplained natural phenomenon? Or was it supernatural? He didn't know, but he knew enough to respect a possibility: Gaia, the Mother of All Life, was real, even if you couldn't touch or see her.

“Let's take a break before we leave.” Percival dismounted and climbed the steps into the temple, which the Lucians had left untouched. Both cultures honored the Mother, though they argued over which honored her more devoutly. They hadn't fought any wars over religion, at least not yet. Percival didn't expect his companions to follow him inside, but they did. They meant it as a gesture of loyalty, which he appreciated, and it reminded him of his responsibilities.

Their gear and animals were safe outside without a guard. That would change once they left the city.

Percival passed through a circular colonnade into a room protected by a dome with an oculus at its apex. Sunlight streamed through floor-to-ceiling windows, highlighting dust floating in the air. Fresh flowers from the People's Preserve filled vases attached to the walls. A bronze brazier with a small fire burned in the center of the temple. The fire was the only plasma fire allowed by Viridian law. Burning wood or incense released carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, breaking an ancient taboo, but the fire tradition was as old as humanity and believers insisted on it. The temple could hold fifty or sixty people. On the solstices, priests and priestesses led all-day ceremonies. On this day, the only devotees were Percival and his party.

Percival took a seat on a stone bench. He liked the peace he felt below the wooden vault. Two-dimensional paintings on the temple walls celebrated the forests, mountains, and wild coasts of Viridiae. They showed why some people preferred calling their country “the Green Land." Small twittering birds flitted among the rafters. People said the birds carried messages to Gaia.

Galahad, dressed in a dark green tunic and trousers the color of loamy earth, approached the brazier. He drew his sword, the weapon singing against the metal of his scabbard. He dropped reverently to one knee, bowed his head, and held his weapon before him. Penny looked on, wonder in her eyes. After a few breaths, Galahad stood and stepped back, deep in thought.

Outside at the temple gate, when the party remounted their animals, Percival said, “Were you praying in there, Galahad?”

“I don't really understand what people mean by prayer, but I thought about our quest and how Viridiae is depending on us. I offered my service to Gaia and our country. There are things larger than ourselves. Do you think I was silly?”

Percival didn't think so. Although he didn't feel the need for a ritual gesture, a thousand thoughts filled his mind. He worried about his ability to fulfill his task, especially without his sister. Twice he'd lost the Viridian Grail, the only thing that could save his country from a slow death. He lost it on Koda and on the trek back from Lucana. The odds were he'd fail again.

He longed to atone for what he'd done in the war. He'd murdered a man out of hatred and frustration. How do you repay the taking of a life? He'd also lost his nerve at River's Bend, when every fighting man in Viridiae challenged an army bent on destroying Camelot. He was needed, but he ignored the call. Arturus had given him a chance to redeem himself by finding what people started calling the “Last Grail,” but Percival wondered if redemption was possible.

Remounting their horses, Percival and the expedition rose slowly toward the Weeping Way. Recent rains had recharged the cracks between the stones. They passed under the gate's wide arch, and drops of water hit Percival's checks and dribbled down his neck. It was easy to believe the walls of Camelot shed tears of farewell and wished godspeed.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: A Rare Disease
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Dindrane Rathkeale sat against the headboard of her bed, her knees to her chest, her heart unable to let go of its sadness. Her mind wouldn't stop going over her argument with Percival at the Dark Unicorn. Everything she said and he said replayed like an unpleasant recording. She had upset him terribly, and though she knew her decision to stay in Camelot would be difficult for him to accept, her feelings of guilt nearly made her change her mind and race after him.

But he was already two days ride away. Sir Galahad had joined the expedition in her place. Making amends would have to wait until Percival's return.

“I know I made the right decision for myself, Lina. Why do I feel so terrible?”

Edlina Catalpec, her friend and assistant on the light tapestry commission in the Great Audience Hall, offered a sympathetic ear. “He's your brother, Dee. Percival told me how close you are. It's natural to feel bad now that he's gone. But people are really excited about your work.”

Dee now spent so much time on her commission that Queen Guinevere arranged a room for her in the palace. The room was small and cold with a kitchenette and a bathroom, but Dee liked the view of two of Camelot's nine towers undergoing reconstruction. It reminded her that things were getting better, at least on the surface. Before the Lucian War, Lina worked at the gallery run by Judson Ball, the man who took the first chance on Dee's talent as an artist. The shared trauma of the conflict led to a bond between the two young women when Dee returned from the mission to Villafroide. Lina was the kind of friend who supported you even if she was skeptical of your decisions and behavior.

Dee knew of Lina's budding love affair with Percival. She saw how her brother looked at her. He'd had a few short affairs, and Dee was quick to give her opinion—mostly negative—about his choices. This relationship was clearly different for him. He smiled and laughed more when Lina was in the room. Dee approved.

She envied how Lina's blond hair framed her oval face. It had a prettiness tempered with maturity. “Do you miss him?”

Lina gazed out the window, which looked on the gardens behind the palace. “Yes, Dee, more than I thought I would.”

“Have you heard from him?”

“He's at Sir Galahad's estate. There's rumors of bandits across the border. They've decided to wait until its safe to cross.”

Dee sensed Lina's worry. “You should go visit him. He'd be thrilled to see you.”

Before Lina responded, a page knocked on the door. Guinevere wanted to see Dee immediately. She rushed to the mirror for a quick cleanup. Lina gathered her jacket to leave. She lived with her parents in an old neighborhood inside the city's main defensive wall.

“Aren't you coming with me, Lina?”

Lina nearly dropped her jacket in surprise. “I've never met the queen before. I've never been introduced. I'm not wearing anything appropriate.”

“Don't worry. I've got this.”

Dee took Lina's hand and they followed the page down a long hallway to Guinevere's office. The queen stood at a table strewn with papers and tablets. A lady-in-waiting had pinned her braids tightly to her scalp. Her sleeves were rolled up to her elbows.

“Dee, thanks for coming so quickly. Who's your friend?”

“This is Lina Catalpec, one of Ganieda's students. She's assisting me with the commission.”

Lina tried an awkward curtsy.

“I'm so pleased. Maybe Lina can help me as well.” Guinevere gestured at the table. “These are the latest designs for the next Camelot Festival of Science and Technology. This is the first festival since Viridiae's liberation. I'm trying to find a balance between a tight budget and the need to lift people's spirits. What do you think, Dee?”

“Nothing too expensive-looking, my lady. Times are hard. People won't like extravagance.”

“How about you, Lina?”

Lina studied the brightly colored geometric design of the logo and the stationary for special invitations to the field day, when inventors and scientists demonstrated their inventions and discoveries. Dee saw Lina's nervousness. Maybe she should've given Lina a chance to prepare. She gave her encouragement with a light nudge.

“I think you've struck a good balance, my lady. Perhaps a slightly more modern font would suggest an eye to the future?”

A flash of fear washed over Dee when Lina mentioned the future. What if she and her brother had no future? What if he was gone forever?

Guinevere picked up one of the proofs and studied it. “You've both made good points. I knew I was missing something. I'll discuss it with the designer.”

Dee sighed. 

“Are you alright, my dear?”

“I'm sorry, my lady. I was thinking of Percival. I miss him. If this were any other time, we'd probably go to the festival together.”

“I hope you're planning to go anyway.”

“Of course. I'll probably go with Ganieda. She likes the art exhibits.”

“Lina?”

“If my little brother is healthy enough, and I'm not needed at home.”

“Oh?”

Lina shifted her feet. “Please, my lady, I don't want to trouble you with my family problems.”

“I'm interested. Go on.”

Lina cleared her throat. “My brother Kenric suffers from a rare blood disease.”

The disease had a long, complicated name, but it stopped Dee short. It was familiar, but not in a way Dee liked. The details were woolly.

“The illness is debilitating, and sometimes he needs extra care,” Lina said. “Other days, he's like any other 10-year-old, rambunctious and annoying.”

“I hope he recovers soon.”

Lina opened her mouth to speak, but she looked at the floor instead.

Dee felt as if she wanted to excuse herself, but she didn't move.

Guinevere picked up Lina's sadness. “I'm sorry, Lina. What can be done?”

“We need a donor, but they are extremely rare, and most people who could be donors don't know it.”

Because of her own unique genetic history going back to experiments before the Dissolution, when the world fell apart, Dee knew a lot about her genome. As soon as Lina mentioned her brother's illness, she remembered a report her sage-physician had given her after a visit. It said something important related to this disease, but Dee couldn't quite recall. She'd re-read the report later.

Guinevere rescued her by changing the subject. “I know how Dee feels about Percival, at least when she says she misses him. When I was in Villefroide with Dee, waiting to see Queen Jarnay, I missed Arturus. It was as if one of my limbs was missing. When I was reunited with him, I felt whole again. And like your brother, Lina, my husband has his good days and bad days, health-wise.”

The whole country worried about Arturus' slow decline, but Dee wondered about Lancelot and Guinevere's relationship. Word around the palace was that the affair with Lancelot was truly over, but did great loves die in the same way people departed the world?

“Your last name is familiar, Lina, but we haven't met before today.”

“No, my lady.”

Guinevere picked up a tablet and scrolled through a document. “I don't see your name, but your parents are Reuben and Isra Catalpec. Is that right?”

“Yes, my lady. My father runs a large construction company, well-known in the city. He's very busy with rebuilding projects. He's repairing two of Camelot's nine towers.”

“He's doing the city an enormous service. I'd like to send you one of my invitations to the festival.”

Dee caught Lina's glance.

“I'd like you to be close to my lord husband and me in the royal box. Any friend of Dee's is someone I want to know better.”

“Of course, my lady. I'm honored.” Lina could hardly contain her amazement.

“Good,” Guinevere smiled. “Look for the invitation in the next few days, probably with a new font.”

* * *
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Two weeks later, the sun promised a hot day on the tournament grounds, just outside Camelot's battered walls. Dee spent the morning with Lina and Ganieda perusing the exhibits, gathered under vast tents outside the main field. Thousands of people gathered to see the newest gadgets, watch traditional games, and stuff themselves with unhealthy food. Dee loved the noise and activity.

Lina stopped to read her com.

“Trouble?” Dee said.

“It's from Percival.”

“He's starting to send messages to you before me. That's a bad sign.” Dee grinned to show that she was joking.

“Border security says the bandit threat has eased. The expedition is leaving in three days.”

“There's more?”

“Percival wants me to visit him.” Lina fell silent.

“Well, are you going?”

Lina walked ahead of Dee and Ganieda, her face full of worry. Dee decided not to pry.

In the main exhibit tent, the hottest technology from Perditon amazed Dee and every other attendee. The entrepreneurs and engineers in the country's second city constantly invented new ways to reuse ancient technology discovered in the recycling mines. They repurposed devices from the days before the Dissolution for modern needs.

One exhibit showed how intelligent public cars could be used during a mass evacuation in case of another Lucian invasion. They almost acted like cells in the blood stream, picking up and transporting frightened refugees to safety, at least in the demonstration video. Another product sped the reconstruction of stone buildings by using robots to lay bricks and apply mortar.

“My father should see this.” Lina hid whatever discomfort Percival's invitation had caused. “Dad is always complaining of a shortage of skilled workers.”

“Maybe a machine could take up the slack, if the bricklayers guild would agree,” Ganieda said.

Though the festival was devoted to science, Guinevere made sure artists such as Ganieda weren't forgotten. One pavilion featured new work from Viridiae's established artists. The centerpiece was a huge, three-dimensional light tapestry depicting Arturus' defeat at the River Colum. The main composition showed Arturus and his closest knights—Lancelot, Bors, Galahad, and Percival—about to clash with Robert Dardarius' legions. Artists had already seized on the battle as symbolic of the nation pulling together, because the Viridian army was a scratch force made of bits and pieces from all over the country, including civilians, some carrying nothing more than single-shot hunting rifles.

“Ganieda, what do you think about this jumble?” Dee wrinkled her nose in dismay. “Some people think it's too soon to interpret such a major event. It's only been a few months since the end of the war.”

Ganieda stepped around the work to get different views. “It's true that interpretation needs distance to get to the moment's meaning. On the other hand, others wanted to strike while the emotional iron was hot.”

“I'm not sure the timing matters,” Lina said. “Look at how the artist has rendered the figures. I love the image of Percival sitting on his warhorse waiting for orders.”

“I think Lina has lost her objectivity about Percival.” Dee giggled, intending to tease Lina, but her friend didn't react.

“This is charming.” Ganieda hovered near a table.

“The artist is from the town where my mother owns property,” Dee said.

The bronze, ten centimeters tall, was a simple, expertly cast depiction of a puppy licking the face of a laughing girl. No one could look at it without smiling.

“So much less ponderous than the battle scene,” Dee said.

Ganieda bent over the table scribbling on a piece of paper. “It's a silent auction. I'd love to have this piece.”

An announcement over the festival loudspeaker reminded the women to head toward the tournament ground's grandstand. As they made her way to the VIP entrance, they passed food booths smelling of barbecued beef, deep-fried sliced potatoes, and the cloying smell of cinnamon sprinkled on pastries.

Dee stopped in mid-bite of the buttery bread. She heard a muffled cry from a small tent near the tourney field gate. An elderly man lifted one of the tent flaps and called to a worker.

“It's Merlin,” Dee declared. “Should we go visit him?”

Ganieda shook her head. Merlin was her younger brother. “He told me about his demonstration. I think we should leave him alone.”

Dee heard the cry again, but it didn't belong to a human, nor any animal she could think of. The security guard at the entrance shunted Dee and her companions through before she could catch a glimpse of the creature inside the tent. Or was it something else she saw?
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Ushers guided Dee, Lina, and Ganieda to a section underneath the grandstand's canopy. The promised heat had arrived, but Dee didn't remove her sun hat or glasses. She came prepared with a flask of water, but a craving for sugar forced her to order sweetwater drinks from a vendor for Ganieda, Lina and herself.

Normally during the tournament season, Arturus and Guinevere sat in a special box at the edge of the parade ground so they could speak to jousting knights before and after their competitions. Today, the box was several rows back from the field's edge. Dee's assigned seat was three rows below the king's box, and she had to strain to see its occupants. Neither he nor Guinevere was in the box.

Dee caught the attention of Ganieda. “Isn't that Lady Morgause?”

Ganieda strained to see the mother of Lord Mordred Lothian, fanning herself, almost hiding in the back row of the royal box. “Yes, it is.” The way Ganieda said it, you'd think that she was disappointed to see her old friend from her youth.

“She's looks miserable,” Lina said.

“No doubt planning something to make us all miserable,” Ganieda remarked.

Lina looked at Dee quizzically.

“They have a history together,” Dee whispered. She'd tell Lina later about Morgause's ejection from the Theurgist's Society for toying with dark magic.

“Sometimes I think that woman is determined to test us, maybe test the country. I don't know who can stand up to her, except maybe...” Ganieda didn't seem willing to finish the thought.

Dee said, “Do you think she's helping her son with dark forces?”

Ganieda grew quiet. “I'm almost certain. Somehow, I feel like she and I are going to—I don't know how to put it.”

“Fight?”

“Confront one another, though maybe not face to face.” Ganieda relaxed and patted Dee's arm. “But not today.”

A trumpet fanfare blew over the loudspeakers, and a voice asked the crowd to rise for the king and his consort. The grandstand was packed with people from all over Viridiae, as well as ambassadors, foreign merchants, and military attaches, some in uniform. The most distinctive were the Ontarii, with their unique striped pigment on their faces, a legacy of a pre-Dissolution experiment in human genetic engineering. They organized themselves into clans based on the width and number of facial stripes, and by the look of the group, they had representatives from all the clans. On the south end of the tournament field, now empty of horses and knights, was Observation Hill, a grassy knoll covered with the blankets and small pavilions. The balance of the audience sat on benches on the opposite side of the field from the grandstand.

A cheer and applause rose from the spectators. Stepping through a private door in the rear of his box, Arturus, dressed in light trousers and a short-sleeved shirt, acknowledged the crowd's subdued adulation. Guinevere stood next to him in an off-white, billowy dress that was neither too modest nor so loose-fitting that the breeze might turn it into a sail and carry her off. She smiled in Dee's direction, but Dee couldn't tell if it was meant for her or for the entire crowd of invited courtiers that surrounded Dee on the benches.

The announcer again called for the audience's attention, describing the purpose of the show. The festival's Field Day was just one of several competitions; they ranged from research papers to the science-fair style exhibits Dee examined earlier in the day. But everyone looked forward to the grandstand event, because the entrants were judged on showmanship, as well as technical prowess.

The announcer introduced the first entrant, a delivery company that claimed it could deliver anything, anywhere, anytime, no matter the roads, weather, or remote location with a flying machine. Another entrant fired a rocket that returned sharp images to a large screen on the north end of the field. The engineers claimed they had reached the edges of space and would soon send a small satellite into orbit. A third team laid out what appeared to be nothing more than flat sheets of a building material. Within seconds, the sheets had unfolded into a fully constructed building in the shape of a large shed. The team described their invention as an instant shelter, sturdier and more long-lasting than a tent. A moment later, the building refolded itself, and the engineers loaded the object into a trailer.

Finally, the last entrant was announced. Everyone gasped and cheered when they heard the name: Merlin. A large, fully enclosed white van drove to the center of the field, and the sage-scientist emerged from the passenger side of the cab.

“Your Majesties, my lords, ladies and gentlemen.” Merlin's crackly yet melodic voice echoed across the field. He wore a long white coat that heightened his thin physique. “For more than 10 centuries, humanity has lived with the legacy of the Old Civilization. The scientists and engineers of that time achieved amazing things, which we're only now rediscovering. They pushed the boundaries of science, some say too far, particularly when it comes to the building blocks of life. Among their achievements, or follies, depending on your point of view, were new species created by combining the DNA of one species with another, often several species together. In some cases, they started with even more elemental blocks, and designed whole new species.

“Most of the latter creatures were microscopic and purpose-built, perhaps to fight disease or cure a genetic anomaly. One, however, was a large animal, a legendary animal so rare that our knightly class often goes in search of one. To do this, they need special approval from the monarch.”

Dee held her breath, anticipating something wonderful. She set aside her suspicion of the Old Civilization's penchant for toying with everything; her own DNA was tainted by their experiments.

“As a scientist,” Merlin said, “my goal is always to discover new knowledge. In this case, I have relearned old knowledge, and taken it a step further.”

Merlin stepped away from the truck and gave a signal. The sides of the van fell away, revealing an aluminum cage. In one corner, cowering like a frightened dog, was a creature Dee had only seen in illustrations. A few photos existed, but the images led to more questions than answers. A few bones were exhibited in Camelot's natural history museum. A dead one was found on the island of Koda. And Percival had famously recorded its call in the King's Forest before he was rescued by Lancelot after his first expedition to find the Grail.

“My lords, a Questing Beast.”

As if on cue, the frightened beast called out, and Dee recognized the noise as the same one she'd heard while waiting to get into the Field Day. The crowd was stunned and fascinated. Lina and other audience members applauded, while Ganieda looked skeptical. The beast called again, a different noise, full of anxiety, and it looked about, as if searching for someone. When it saw Merlin, it relaxed a little, and moved closer. Merlin put his hand between the bars and touched the beast's snout. The rear door of the cage opened, and Merlin coaxed the four-legged beast to hop down to the grass.

Dee's heart raced. She saw no leash or chain on the animal, which was at least three meters long from head to tail. She guessed it weighed around a thousand kilograms, a little bigger than a strong warhorse. The scaly skin was the gray-blue of winter clouds, while its eyes were the fiery orange of the evening sun. The snout curved into a meat-tearing beak like an eagle's, and its teeth were ivory-white. The tail ended in a broad paddle. Dee wondered if the paddle helped it swim. Merlin led it away from the cage. It followed him like a puppy, barking and hopping on its forelegs, as if ready to play.

“A brief explanation, my lords and friends,” Merlin said. “We've known that the Old Civilization modified human and animal DNA to cure disease and lengthen life. Just before the Dissolution, when the world fell apart, one geneticist worked on creating large life forms from scratch. He succeeded, and the modern questing beasts are descendants of that effort. A few years ago, I discovered and deciphered documents that described the methods, and today, I offer my results.”

Merlin bowed, and the crowd roared. The beast raised its head and looked about, clearly aware of the noise, though it appeared anxious. Merlin stroked its snout again, and the beast calmed.

Dee turned to look at the royal box. Arturus and Guinevere stood and applauded in polite restraint. Guinevere's eyes beamed with joy, while Arturus' smile signaled his pride. Others in the royal box were less restrained, but Dee noticed Morgause's seat was now empty, as was the seat next to hers. Was it intended for Mordred?

A bright flash nearly blinded Dee. An instant later, it disappeared, but she saw a strange man in the hat and sunglasses holding something reflective above his shoulder. He stood near the royal box, but far enough away to appear inconsequential. He was too far away for Dee to make out the object he held, but another, less intense flash reminded her of a mirror held up to the sun.

Her attention returned to Merlin and the beast. A distorted reflection played on the grass near the scientist and his creature, which was enamored of the light's playful movement. The reflection vaulted onto the beast's face, and it closed its eyes, crying out. It bolted forward knocking Merlin down, and sped toward the grandstand.

With the speed of a predator, the beast leaped into the grandstand. The crowd below the royal box panicked, pushing each other aside to get out of the way. Dee froze, directly in the path of the bounding beast. She had nowhere to go and no defense. Lina dropped to the wooden floor, while Ganieda held out her arms to ward off an attack. The beast's claws clacked on the wooden backs of chairs as it climbed toward them. At the last second, it leapfrogged all three, landing on a set of empty seats. It clambered toward the royal box.

The beast, angry and frightened, reached the box, but at the last second, a guard closed the exit door, leaving him alone with the creature. He slashed at the creature with his sword but missed. The beast chomped down on the guard's sword arm, severing it. He screamed, matching the beast's cry. More security men and women scrambled into the royal box from above and below. Dee heard several shots. Silence. No movement. Dee imagined the creature was dead, but she swallowed her sadness. A moment passed, and the crowd breathed a collective sigh.

Where was Arturus and Guinevere? A shout, and Lina pointed upward. The king and queen had emerged from a portal into the grandstand. Flanked by guards with swords and single-shot pistols at the ready, the couple waved, apparently uninjured. Lina cheered, along with the crowd.

An ambulance's siren sounded. Merlin was prone on the grass.

* * *
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After the security detachment at the tournament grounds cleared the three women, Lina took Ganieda home, and Dee ran back to the palace. She needed to talk to Guinevere. She had to tell her what she'd seen.

The palace was in an uproar. To Dee's eye, people appeared to be running about with no destination or purpose, though she didn't sense any panic. Maybe the various aides and courtiers had jobs in a crisis. She certainly didn't, but her instincts drove her toward the royal couple's apartment, until she was stopped by more armed guards. She caught a glimpse of Guinevere.

“My lady! My lady! I need to speak with you.”

Guinevere ignored Dee.

“My lady, please. I saw something. Please let me tell you.”

Guinevere looked up and spoke to an assistant, who ran off.

“Dee, I don't have time to talk with you now.”

“I know, my lady. But I saw something. It might help.”

“Alright, quickly then.”

“It has to do with Lady Morgause.”

The mention of Mordred's mother stopped Guinevere in her tracks. “You're sure?”

“Yes, ma'am. While I was watching the demonstration—”

Guinevere held up her hand. “Not here.” She ordered the guards to stand aside, and she led Dee into her office. “Talk to me. I don't have time for gossip.”

Dee told Guinevere about the strange man, and Morgause's absence from the royal box.

Guinevere worked her jaw, chewing over the information. “Come with me.”

Guinevere led the way through the office's back door down a narrow, poorly lit passageway. A moment later, they came out into a large office, big enough for a dozen people to meet. Dee blinked at the bright sunlight pouring through the windows. Standing with a half-dozen men and women with determined, stoical expressions was Arturus.

“My lord husband,” Guinevere said, “I think you should hear this.”

All eyes turned to Dee. “Sire, I saw something. Two things, really, that struck me as strange.”

“Go on.”

“I saw a man in the last row of seats next to the royal box. During Merlin's demonstration, he pointed something toward the questing beast. It might've been a mirror reflecting sunlight. Why would someone do that?”

“Indeed. Why would they? You're confirming what others saw, Ms Rathkeale. What else did you see?”

“Well, just before you arrived to watch the demonstrations, Lady Morgause was in the royal box. I assumed she was just waiting for the show to start.”

“Was she alone?”

“Yes, sire. But I noticed that she was gone right after the beast attacked the box.”

“You mean you saw her leave before?”

“I'm not sure, sire. Did she leave with you?”

“That's privileged information, but... No, she wasn't with us.”

Dee realized the implications. “That means... Dear Gaia, if she left before the attack, she might have known it was coming.”

“That's what we're trying to discover, Ms Rathkeale. She hasn't been seen since the incident. And Mordred is nowhere to be found.”

Guinevere said, “She told me a few days ago that he was in Lothia on business.”

“That's true,” Arturus said, “but we know he returned to Camelot last night, unannounced.”

“I don't understand,” Dee said. “The strange man wasn't Mordred. I'm certain of it.”

“No, he was only an agent.” The voice was Merlin's. He stepped out from among the advisors, his arm in a sling. “One of Morgause's agents.”

“Sir?”

“The Lady Morgause has long been a supporter of my research. She knew about my experiments with the Old Civilization's DNA splicing technology. She's also a scholar in her own right, something she's doesn't talk about much. She knows as much or more about questing beasts than a lot of knights who go after them.” Merlin glanced at the collection of advisors.

“One of the few facts most sources agree on about questing beasts is this: They love shiny objects. They collect them, something like the bower bird. Do you know about those, young lady?”

“Yes, I do. In some species, the males collect interesting, colorful objects that could attract females.”

“Very good. Well, questing beasts can't resist shiny things. Sets them off like a match. I'm guessing that Morgause knew this, and thought she could get my questing beast to go after a flashing light, thinking it was a bauble or something. It seems to have worked.”

“But the beast was killed before it could hurt the king,” Dee said. “It didn't mean him any harm. It was just after a sparkle.” Dee felt sad for the beast, which had only followed its instinct, and died for it.

“That's the best hypothesis we have at the moment,” Merlin said. “Perhaps she was counting on His Majesty getting trampled, or bitten. Maybe she or the agent would finish him off when he no one was looking.” He raised his hands, then winced at the pain in his arm.

Guinevere said, “Dee, you've confirmed that Morgause was in the royal box prior to the attack, and disappeared after. You're also the best witness to the plan for getting the questing beast into the royal box. It was clearly deliberate.”

“Are you sure, my lady? What does the Lady Morgause say?”

“Once we find her, we'll ask.”

“What about Lord Mordred? I know that he's... I mean...” Dee was reluctant to say what everyone knew: that he hated the king.

“Lord Mordred,” Arturus said, “has tried my patience for too long. I believe he planned to take my throne if I was killed or injured in the attack. Obviously, that didn't happen, and he's already been seen on the road heading back to Lothia.”

“Will you arrest him, sire?” Dee said.

“That would be difficult. He has an army waiting for him there.”

“What?”

“It's his backup plan, in our opinion,” Guinevere said. “He's planning to march on Camelot, if he hasn't already.”

“Attack Camelot?” Dee couldn't believe her ears. “But he saved the country. He defeated the Lucians. Why would he attack his own home?”

“He feels he's been wronged,” Arturus said. “And he thinks war is the only way to get what he wants.”
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