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Chapter 1: Prisoner of War
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Sir Percival Rathkeale scraped morsels of oat gruel from the bottom of a bowl and fed them to a wounded man. Like miniature vultures, flies circled the putrefying wound on the man's leg. The insects had found plenty of illness and death to feed upon in the weeks since Percival watched thousands of his fellow Viridians die at the River Colum.

The flap of the tent flew open, and a centurion in his crested helmet and red ochre fatigues barged in. “I'm looking for someone named Rathkeale.”

Percival stood up, his heavily muscled shoulders filling his blood-stained shirt. “That's Sir Percival to you.”

Fire in his eyes, the centurion held himself back. The name tape said “Cantwell.” He held the rank of tribune. That meant he was on the general staff. “You're wanted.”

“By whom and why?”

Tribune Cantwell spoke in a thick accent. “None of your fucking business. I'm to fetch you, that's all.”

“Are you sending me home?” Percival doubted Cantwell understood sarcasm, even if it contained a hint of desperation. Some Viridian families had ransomed relatives. His mother might try to ransom him.

Cantwell grinned. “You've got the least chance of getting out of here alive, Rathkeale.”

“I'd like to finish feeding these warriors.” Percival gestured to the dozens of injured, some moaning, some motionless.

Cantwell slapped away the bowl in Percival's hand. “You're done. Are you coming or do you want to join them?”

Breaking Cantwell's gaze, Percival told the Viridian soldier at his feet, “I'll come back and change your dressing, if this nice man lets me.”

Cantwell grabbed Percival by the back of the neck and pushed him through the tent opening. Percival stumbled into the mud, but he checked his urge to fight back. For all he knew, the Lucian was taking him to the execution grounds.

Cantwell pointed Percival to the makeshift gate at the end of a lane between two areas of lean-tos, salvaged field tents, and milling prisoners in rags. Camp smoke drifted into the cloudy sky. Surveillance cameras on tall poles followed their movements. The captives watched Percival with a mixture of pity and fear. He recognized a few. They had left the hospital, thanks in part to Percival's ministrations, and they nodded in respect. Percival found it hard to return their gratitude, for he felt more like a coward than a nurse. After all, hadn't he run from the battle like a frightened dog?

Cantwell waved at the guards, who opened the gate, letting the prisoner and his escort through. They walked toward the gallows, where crows tore at the faces of three Viridian bodies. An electric cart waited to take the corpses to the incineration pit. Percival's mouth went dry. Was he next? He could not think of any transgression. No Lucian officer or guard had warned him of anything.

His racing mind flashed to the battle. Screams of dying men, women, and horses filled his ears. On the field, he met blow for blow from each opponent, once slicing open a man's belly, spilling intestines like they were macabre sausages. Percival killed three Lucians, including an officer. Were the Lucians about to take their revenge?

He blinked in relief as Cantwell led him past the gallows to another tent. Four legionnaires guarded the pavilion, and Percival noticed the sigil of Dardarius, the Lucian's commanding general, on their breast armor. The legionnaires belonged to Dardarius' personal guard.

“You there, in the tent,” Cantwell bellowed. “I found your lackey.” The Lucian pushed Percival forward. He raised the flap.

Inside, the windowless walls danced with shadows. A single lamp illuminated the face of a man. Arturus, dressed in the sack cloth tunic worn by ordinary Lucian slaves, stood tall, but with a slight tremble. The king's eyes glistened in the weak light.

Disbelieving his own eyes, Percival fell to one knee. “Majesty.”

Arturus stepped forward and placed his hands on Percival's upper arms, urging the knight to rise. The monarch of Viridiae studied Percival as if he hadn't seen him for a thousand years. He embraced Percival as he might a lost brother. “Sir Percival, I cannot tell you what a blessing from Gaia it is to see you again.”

“Likewise, Your Majesty, but—” Percival could not find the words to express his surprise and delight. With Arturus came hope. “We heard nothing. The Lucians would never answer our questions. There were rumors, but ...” He couldn't finish the sentence.

“I wouldn't blame you if you thought I was dead.” Arturus collected himself. “For a while, I thought I was dead, despite Dardarius' promises.”

“Promises?”

Arturus gestured to a pair of chairs next to a table with bread, cheese, and wine. “I'm a hostage, surety for my country's good behavior and a trade for Merlin.”

Merlin? Why Merlin? How could he be more important than the king? “Have they hurt you, sire?” Percival's hands warmed with anger to think that Merlin was more important than the king. “The last time I saw you, you were in chains in front of Dardarius.”

“No. I'm more fortunate than others.” He glanced in the direction of the gallows.

“Majesty, what is happening? More prisoners die every day. Ten thousand surrendered. It's been two weeks. There's five or six thousand now. There's no food and water and we're living in our own shit. We can't take much more. I've been working in the hospital. We have one doctor, and she's overwhelmed.”

“I suspect Dardarius is consolidating his gains in Viridiae before taking us back to Lucana.”

“Us?”

Worry creased Arturus' forehead, as if he was imagining the next days and weeks. “Dardarius wants to treat me according to my rank.” Arturus chuckled to hide embarrassment. “He has a certain practical honor when he isn't killing people. I asked to have an aide attend me. I asked for you.”

Percival startled. Of all Viridiae's soldiers, including men and women of far greater influence than he, Arturus had chosen him.

“I didn't forget the day of the battle. All of us saw the inevitable and ran for our lives, but you said you'd stay beside me. You were the only one, Percival. Did you know that? That took bravery, because if there was anyone the Lucians wanted dead, it was me. Anyone around me would've died too. As it turns out, they really wanted Merlin.”

“Why?”

“He has knowledge they want, and it's connected to the stolen Grail, but I don't know the details.”

Percival hadn't thought much about the Grail since the battle, feeling his quest to find it was as much a failure as his performance at the River Colum.

“What about Camelot, my lord? We hear rumors it's destroyed. We didn't believe them.”

Arturus fingered his plastic tumbler of wine. “The walls still stand, but Dardarius is preparing a final assault.”

“Our people will defend it to the last man and woman.”

“No, they won't.”

Percival's mouth gaped. In the space of two minutes, he'd found the king he thought was dead, and learned that Camelot with its nine towers and tree-lined streets would soon be a pile of ashes. His heart thumped at so much loss in so short a time.

Arturus saw his distress and grasped his arm. “Listen to me, Percival. There's information in what the Lucians haven't told me.”

“I don't understand.”

“Have you seen or heard from Mordred? Anything from Lancelot, Galahad, or Bors?”

The mention of Lancelot brought back a moment from the battle. She was surrounded by a dozen mounted Lucians. Her war cry was so powerful, Lucian ears leaked blood. Arms and heads flew off with each swipe of her sword Arondight. Percival never saw a scratch on her, but like the other knights listed by Arturus, she vanished in the awe-inspiring chaos of flesh and mud.

“We've seen no bodies, and they're not among the prisoners or the wounded.”

Arturus smiled. “Dardarius would've told me if my leading commanders were dead or captured. I'm willing to bet that most or all of them escaped. I just hope they made it back to Camelot and save as many people as they can before the Lucians wreck the place.” Arturus paused. “I know you have a special connection to your sister, Dindrane. Can you tell me anything?”

Percival had sensed nothing since last seeing Dee in Camelot a lifetime ago.

“I'm truly sorry about that. I hope she's safe.”

“If Mordred and the others are alive, would they try to rescue us?”

“That would be stupid, and Galahad is not an idiot. I left him in command after Mordred tried to depose me, but the people admire Mordred. They'll give him the benefit of the doubt, particularly now. He won't attack for the time being, given our losses.”

“What about us?”

Arturus rubbed his chin. “Tell me more about our brethren.”

“The Lucians have separated the wealthy from the less-so. Some have already been ransomed. The prisoners who haven't fallen sick are losing hope. Everyone is frightened.”

Arturus folded his hands, as if praying. “Things are going to get worse before they get better, far worse. I know that I will be taken to Lucana's capitol as a hostage. You will be with me. The dead and perhaps dying will be left here. Maybe those most likely to pay ransom. Those who can walk will go with us. Those that survive will be enslaved.”

Percival thought of the wounded man whom he had fed morsels of gruel. What was the point of saving his life if he was to become a slave? The knight's emotions descended into despair, as he counted all the things he had lost in the past days. He'd lost his country, his sense of self-worth, and his sense of honor. The only thing he'd recovered was his king, who happened to be his only friend. If they could survive whatever was coming, maybe there was a chance at seeing home again.
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Chapter 2: Conqueror of Camelot
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Robert Dardarius Juventa, commander of the Sixth, Seventh, and Eleventh Legions of the Army of Lucanus, tapped the gold hilt of his sword, a sign of unhappiness. He'd fought his way through Viridiae, taken his enemy's capital, and he expected to earn a huge windfall from ransom distributions and servitude contracts once he got his prisoners to market. But the main prize eluded him. In his pavilion, its fabric woven with images of horses, armor and weapons, he addressed Arturus.

“One last time, where is Merlin?”

“I don't know.”

The king of Viridiae held his spine as straight as he could, given the chains around his neck, waist, wrists and ankles. Robert had him trussed up for the benefit of the cameras. He had to remind people back home that he was a conqueror. The footage would also find its way to the remnants of Viridiae's government as a warning against resistance.

“You disappoint me, Your Majesty. There's no point in lying. It's beneath you.”

“I wouldn't tell you if I knew.”

The propagandists in psychological operations would edit out Arturus' recalcitrant answers. His image was the important thing. The king appeared physically drained, even sick, with his stringy hair and sallow complexion. You'd never guess he was the inheritor of the legendary Arturii dynasty. Perhaps the story about the Viridian Grail was true. As long as it remained lost to Viridiae, the king and his land would sicken and eventually die.

Robert had no time for folklore. His empress, Vetrania, wanted answers. When he reported his victory to her, the first question out of her mouth was the same one he asked of Arturus.

“You haven't introduced me to your companion.”

“Forgive me. This is my aide-de-camp, Sir Percival Rathkeale.”

“Ah, I remember the request. Step forward, Sir Percival.”

In his early twenties with flaming red hair, the man wore a bloodied shirt.

“Do you know where Merlin is, sir?”

“I'm sorry, but I don't know.”

Percival had the same air of defiance as Arturus, but while the king carried himself as a king should, Percival exuded a bitterness that led to misjudgments. Robert didn't understand why Arturus might choose an impulsive child as his companion for the coming ordeal.

“You're one of the Knights of the Round Table, I take it. One whose patriotic goal is to find the Grail. I have news for you, son. We have the Grail. It's sitting in a lab at our best university, right in the heart of Lucana. All we need is Merlin to make it work.”

“You stole the Grail from us. Why would I betray Merlin to you?”

“Easy, lad.”

Arturus shivered as he restrained his aide. Robert couldn't afford Arturus' death from the disease sweeping through the prisoner-of-war camp. That's one reason he isolated him. Thousands had died since the battle on the River Colum. Disease always killed more soldiers than wounds.

Robert moved a camp chair next to Arturus. who sat, his chains clinking. “Forgive my lack of manners, my lord. It's not often that I interrogate an enemy superior to me in rank. I've killed or captured plenty of generals and governors, but never a king, and an elected one at that. It's like having the whole nation standing in front of you. Sitting, in this case.”

Robert signaled to his nephew, Tribune Adrian Dardarius Cantwell, his most junior aide. “A cloak for King Arturus. And get him some food and water.”

Adrian reached for a woolen cloak, and Percival stepped forward, ready to perform his role. Adrian practically hissed at Percival, and in an instant, Percival's anger transformed into hate. General Dardarius had seen it many times before in the halls of the capitol. Strangers one moment, mortal enemies the next, usually over something trivial.

Winning the first confrontation with his new nemesis, Adrian draped the cloak over Arturus' shoulders and loosened the cuffs on his hands. Robert was unconcerned about Arturus' potential threat to his person. If the king laid a hand on him, he'd slaughter every prisoner. Arturus knew it as an unspoken truth.

He didn't touch the bread and wine placed next to him.

The air was thick with hate and frustration. For his part, Robert cursed his country's sage-scientists and engineers. If they had succeeded in unlocking the Grail's secrets, he wouldn't be standing here. Lucanan agents, with the accidental help of the Viridian Gawain, did a brilliant job of stealing the Grail and bringing it home to Lucanus. One of the 12 Great Machines that controlled the earth's climate lay at the northeastern edge of the Lucian Empire, but the Grail device at its core showed signs of failing. The sage-scientists couldn't fix it, so Vetrania pilfered the one belonging to her neighbor. She also decided to expropriate the only man who could make it work, Merlin, Arturus’ chief science adviser. She ordered Robert to find Merlin. From a military standpoint, his surprise two-pronged attack on Viridiae had succeeded beyond his wildest dreams. But Merlin was nowhere to be found.

“I can understand, Your Majesty, why you wouldn’t want to give up Merlin. He’s been called the most brilliant man since the Dissolution. A valuable asset, perhaps more than the Grail itself.”

Arturus stared ahead, the shock of the past days like a mask. Robert had seen that look on hundreds of his own men and women over the years. A lifetime of soldiery never eased his feeling of responsibility, even in an enemy’s face. Arturus had special reason for his trauma. He was completely unprepared for his defeat. Robert almost felt guilty as his legions killed thousands of his people at the River Colum and he was about to raze its capital.

“What’s he worth to you?”

Arturus cast his eyes down, but said nothing.

“What if I offered to return all of your territory in exchange for Merlin?” Robert had no authorization from Vetrania to make such as offer, but she was far away and he liked to gamble.

Arturus’ lethargy reversed itself, though his laugh was weak as a child’s. “Lucanus and Viridiae have been enemies for generations. My grandfather united quarreling neighbors into a force that stopped your cancerous expansionism. We’ve had a peace of sorts for a hundred years. You wreck that peace and expect me to betray the man who’s taught me everything? How could I live with myself? How would history remember me?”

“As someone who won back his country at the cost of a single man.”

“Even if you lived up to your bargain, you’d be leaving behind a husk of a country, ready for reconquest whenever you felt like it.”

Arturus was right. Robert might honor such an agreement, but Vetrania wouldn’t. That’s the kind of thing that irritated Robert about Vetrania. He admired the Arturii, including the third dynast who had thrown every man and woman he had, even boys with pitchforks, at his veteran infantry and cavalry. Vetrania could not understand such a thing. She called it a foolish waste. He saw it as the last defense of a noble way of life.

What’s more, Arturus spurred his own doubts about Lucana’s future and whether its constant wars would end in its destruction. In his weakest moments, he wondered if a change was warranted that favored his view, that peace, not war, was the path to ultimate victory. He took that thought and locked it in a box placed in the deepest corner of his soul. Under the current regime, the thought was treasonous.

Robert rubbed his freshly shaven jaw. “Perhaps we can strike another kind of bargain, Majesty. Perhaps your people will deliver Merlin to us willingly. Maybe the man will give himself up.”

Arturus glanced sidelong at his captor.

“Have you ever been to Lucana, Majesty? It’s a beautiful city, perhaps more than Camelot. I’d like you to be my guest.”

Arturus straightened himself, even as he gazed at the food on its silver plate. “I wish to be treated like any other prisoner of war.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re a sitting monarch. I’m an honorable man who believes in the ancient traditions of hospitality. You’ll live in my house, eat my food, drink my wine, and teach me all you know about Viridiae.”

“While you bargain my life for Merlin’s help?”

“It’s a fair trade, I think.”

“I don’t have a choice.”

“No, you don’t, of course, but I’m prepared to show my good faith by halting hostilities after Camelot is ours. Half a loaf—you, that is—is better than none. I’ll get the other half in good time.”

“How do I tell my people about this?”

“You won’t. Instead, I’ll send a message and token. We will release a prisoner.” Robert addressed his nephew Adrian. “Go to the stockade. Bring me someone, perhaps a page.”

Adrian returned with a boy about thirteen and threw him at Robert's feet.

Percival tensed, ready to attack Adrian if it weren’t for the pila pointed at him by Robert’s guards.

“Not so rough, Tribune.” Robert chuckled. “Make a nice present of the boy. Send it when I give you the signal.”

Adrian leered, as if acknowledging a secret message. He dragged the screaming child away. Arturus’ eyes followed the youth, as if seeing himself in him.

Robert raised his voice so that more of the Lucians in his tent could hear. “King Arturus is now my personal guest. Treat him well. We will be spending a great deal of time together.”

In his heart of hearts, Robert wondered how long he could keep Arturus alive.
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Chapter 3: Dee and Her Vision
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Camelot had played its last card, and it had lost. Flames leaped from its nine towers. Time to escape. Time to survive. But Dee wasn’t ready to abandon her city. Not yet. She breathed in and breathed out. She closed her eyes, letting her training as a novice theurgist assert itself. She would be like the haystack rocks on the coast, the waves of her people’s despair breaking over her with no effect. Terror would not break her spirit, just as the invaders would not break her country.

“Dee! Dindrane Rathkeale!”

Mordred’s voice. He approached her on his warhorse, tall in his blood-spattered black cloak, surrounded by a few officers.

“Dee, you have to leave the city.” Lord Mordred Lothian, Camelot’s last prime minister, dismounted. “Lucian legionnaires are everywhere.”

An aide begged Mordred to follow him through the gate. Mordred ignored him, locking his gaze on Dee. “If something happened to you ...”

Dee understood his meaning. He loved her, and he wanted her safe. She did not share the feeling. Not today, at least. Other days, she wanted nothing more than to be near him. She couldn’t decide. For the moment, she pushed past him. “I have to get the tapestry.”

“The work is lost, Dee. Everything here is lost.”

“I have to see for myself.”

“Half the palace is destroyed.”

Dee wanted to ask about the hall, but she didn’t want to hear the answer.

Mordred reached for Dee’s arm. “You’re in danger, Dee.”

Dee removed a dagger she wore for self-protection. “Don’t touch me.” Mordred had commissioned the light tapestry after seeing her work in a gallery. She owed him something, but she wouldn’t back down now.

Mordred’s aide drew his sword, but Mordred waved him off. “I can’t force you to leave, Dee, but I can’t protect you.”

In fact, she wanted Mordred to protect her. She imagined falling into his arms and letting him take her to safety.

“We don’t have the soldiers or knights to defend Camelot any more, much less one person. We’ve lost this battle.”

Dee flashed to the new video of a captured Arturus. She cried when the camera focused on the grief-stricken face of the monarch. The propagandists would twist the scene to their own benefit. For all she knew, he had defied his captors. But it was hard to fake the look of an exhausted and humiliated man who seemed to ask himself, am I the last king of Viridiae? The scene included a hard-edged man identified as General Dardarius. The narrator crowed at how the legions had destroyed the Viridian forces like a man kills a cockroach with his boot.

Propaganda works best when it tells most of the truth. 

Dee also recognized her brother, Percival. Before the invasion, Dee had killed assassins sent by Morgause, Mordred’s mother, allowing Percival to escape to Camelot and stop an attempted coup by Mordred. She’d killed the assassins—hired trolls—from five kilometers distant, a theurgic feat rare as snow in summer.

“I can’t go with you, Mordred, not after your mother Morgause tried to kill Percival.”

“Dee, we can’t fight about this now. The Lucians are going to destroy Viridiae, not just Camelot, if we don’t find a way to stop them. Your brother and I fought side-by-side against the Lucians at the river. He set aside our differences to defend the country with me. Can’t you do the same?”

Whistling military drones in the skies above argued his case. “I’ll get out of the city somehow, Mordred, but I have to get the tapestry.”

An explosion interrupted the conversation. The aide pleaded with his commander. “Look for me in the west, Dee. I’ll protect you and your art work. I know how important it is to you and the country. Promise me you’ll leave as soon as you can.”

Dee lowered the dagger. Mordred mounted his horse, and after glancing back at her, galloped through the gate.

Had she made another mistake? Had she given up the chance to survive the sack of Camelot? What would happen to her if she was captured by the Lucians? Even in the chaos around her, she forced herself to breathe in and breathe out, but her heart would not slow.

No one guarded the palace. She expected enemy legionnaires in their red ochre helmets, but found none. Loose papers, electronic tablets, and furniture lay scattered in the long corridor leading to the great hall’s arched entrance. Percival had fought Mordred here, striking him with a javelin and stopping the prime minister’s attempt to depose Arturus. Then came word of the Empire’s invasion, and Arturus forgave Mordred. Saving the nation from the Lucian horde mattered more.

When Dee entered the audience hall, her huge light tapestry still shone, the projectors drawing power from batteries. Covering more than half the length of wall above the side aisle, the work was largely unfinished, but the cartoons, sketches, and studies reassured her. The bright colors and subtle animations hinted at her vision of Viridiae’s apotheosis when knights found the missing Grail, brought it home, and made the nation whole.

She paused the work, believing she would again stand before the epic canvas, directing the lasers and mirrors into a story of the Grail that would survive the Lucian assault. Taking another breath and exhaling, she set to work shutting down the light projectors, packing them into their carrying case with the controlling tablet, stuffing the case in her pack, and hoisting it all on her back. No one disturbed her.

A distant explosion rocked the city. Bits of plaster rained on Dee. The shock waves came from the west, and she feared for Mordred if he was still at the city gate.

She raced out of the hall into the palace square. Shouts of Lucian centurions echoed in the open space. Fright overcame her discipline, and she sprinted down the long processional street to the city gate. She half-hoped Mordred had come back for her, but he wasn’t there. Was he killed in the blast and his body carried off? For a second, she thought she was the last one in the city, because the gate was empty, its doors blown off its hinges. The Lucians had attacked it, but she saw no bodies or blood. The orange rays of the setting sun caromed off the blackened stone and bronze, giving the gate the appearance of a gaping wound.

Dee might be the last Viridian in Camelot, but she wasn’t alone. Several Lucian officers, marked by the crests on their helmets, loitered by a guardhouse. Fearful of discovery, Dee ducked into an abandoned pastry shop, praying the Lucians would leave so she could escape.

Another officer appeared, and the others saluted him. Even at this distance, his eyes signaled an indifference to anyone’s pain but his own, if he felt any pain at all. Gaia in Heaven, it was General Dardarius. In the video, he wore a tailored, embroidered uniform, complete with peaked cap, waving the baton of a field marshal. Here, he was in simple, if clean fatigues. Though she couldn’t make out the conversation, she had the impression he was looking for something or someone.

“And I thought all the pretty girls had gone.”

Dee wheeled around. A stocky, muscled Lucian legionnaire, short sword in hand, at the shop’s rear entrance, confronted her.

“I was just leaving.”

“I’ll bet you were.” Seeing no threat, the legionnaire sheathed his sword. “You’ll have to stay, I’m afraid.”

Dee eyed the store entrance. The legionnaire followed her gaze and jumped faster than Dee might’ve expected, blocking the way. She moved toward the rear entrance, but he stepped forward, cornering her behind a display case of vegan truffles.

The legionnaire glanced at the sweets, and then at Dee. “Tasty.”

Dee gulped. “Let me go.”

“Why? I need a new house slave, and Viridian girls make the best kind, so they say.”

“I’ll scream.”

“No one will hear you. No Viridian, anyway. My comrades will think I’m having some fun, and leave us alone. Nice of them, eh?”

Dee tried her best to get past the man, but he taunted her in a macabre dance, staying just out of reach.

“What’s that you’re carrying?”

The backpack weighed on Dee’s back like a ton of stones. “My belongings. My art supplies.”

“You’re an artist. I’ve struck gold. You can decorate my house. My friends’ houses too. I’ll hire you out. You’ll make me rich.” He lunged for Dee, laughing and leering.

She backed up, but ran out of room.

“Don’t be shy. Let’s get to know each other.”

Dee had practiced swordsmanship with Percival when they lived on their mother’s land next to the King’s Forest. Neither had formal training. They relied on online videos and books, but they played hard. Trapped by the centurion, Dee recognized her advantage. She feinted to the left, as if she wanted to run by the legionnaire. He followed, and she shifted right, slipping her hand into her sleeve. She removed the dagger, the one she pulled on Mordred, and slashed the centurion’s cheek. Surprised, he yelped, raising his hand to his face, already dripping blood. Dee shoved him out of the way, running out the rear entrance of the shop. He roared after her, but she knew where the alley exited close to the gate.

She turned the corner, expecting to see the Lucian commander and his officers, but the gate was vacant. They hadn’t bothered to post guards.

Her attacker spotted her and bellowed in anger. Despite the weight on her back, she was smaller, more maneuverable, and she knew the ground. She bolted through the gate, and slipped down a trail that she’d taken in better days to a favorite diner with the best noodles she’d ever eaten. Memories of onion and sage came to her. Would she ever taste the miso again? After ten minutes of hard running, sharp turns, and doubling-back, she lost the legionnaire. The streets of the lower city outside the walls were dead silent. Camelot was empty, except for its enemies.

Dee stared at the burning citadel, the nine stone towers blackened, the wooden roofs collapsed. A standard flew from one of the burned-out towers. Even though its device was too small to see, she knew it was the eagle and laurel of the Lucian Empire. Despite the destruction, and her brush with slavery, a sense of freedom calmed her as she ran west down an empty road. She had survived, at least today. And she was happy, because she had a vision of Viridiae’s return on her back.
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Chapter 4: Dardarius' Proposal
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Dee walked into an argument among men and women with swords and pistols. A rider from Lord Mordred’s camp had found her among the refugees streaming out of Camelot. As she waited in the field tent for her escort to announce her, the soldiers whom she thought were fighting for Viridiae fought with each other.

“Ambush them here.” Sir Alan Christopher Bors de Gannes jabbed his finger at a point on a large map west of Camelot. “Cut the column in two and block the road with their stinking Lucian corpses.”

“It’s a plan I’d expect from a one-armed farmer.” Dame Lancelot du Lac crossed her arms. “Exactly what do we attack with? A squad of pigs from your farm?”

“Why don’t you go and fight them yourself? You don’t need us, O champion of champions, winner of tournaments large and petty.” Bors sneered, believing he’d hit a soft spot.

Lancelot’s hand itched toward his war blade Arondight.

To Dee, their words fell like blows. Other than the video images of Arturus in Lucian propaganda, and her brief glimpse of Percival, she’d seen nothing of any other survivors. She thrilled to see that Camelot’s best warriors had escaped the slaughter at the River Colum and in Camelot, though they were all careworn and bloody.

Here they were, squabbling like children.

It must felt like this a thousand years ago, during the Dissolution, when the world fell apart.

Sir Galahad du Lac-Corbenic intervened in Bors and Lancelot’s spat. “Intelligence reports a second column here. The Lucians are following their standard doctrine. Attacking one column would only delay their offensive and cost us troops we don’t have. We need another way to defend the refugee columns.”

Lancelot and the others were terrified and desperate. They had no answers for stopping an attack on defenseless civilians. Growing up, Dee had heard stories of Lucian atrocities.

The three soldiers sought out Mordred. He back was turned, as if he couldn’t stand the bickering. She wanted to go to him, but now was not the time. “We don’t have a choice.” Mordred’s voice was deep basso, soft, and grave. “We’ll have to abandon the refugee column.”

“Are you insane, Mordred?” Bors hissed. “Are you giving up? Are you going to let these Lucian animals run riot over us? And you thought you’d do a better job as king than Arturus.”

Mordred, prime minister of Viridiae until Arturus dismissed him, turned on his heel. His face hard as iron, he addressed Bors directly, though his words were meant for everyone in the tent. “If we attack and fail, the Lucians might slaughter our people. If we leave them alone, acting as a rear guard, they might leave our people alone. It’s not as though we haven’t inflicted our own casualties. And we don’t know what they really want. Why attack Viridiae now?”

Perhaps they were only interested in theft, murder and conquest, as she’d always been taught. Dee’s thoughts turned to the precious cargo in her backpack. Precious to her, at least.

“If it’s all the same to you, Bors, I’d like to fight for a living population, instead of a pile of corpses.” Mordred’s gaze shifted to Dee, and his eyes softened. “My dear, you came.” He stretched out his hand, inviting her to his side.

After she greeted each of the knights, Lancelot offered a tender hug.

“Have you heard anything from your brother?” Lancelot said.

“Nothing. I was hoping you might have.”

“I last saw him alive when we were cut off from each other at the river. Then there was the video. I think you’d sense it if he’d died since. Those special powers of yours.”

Dee wiped away tears. Dee and her brother shared a bond few siblings claimed. For Dee, the bond was enhanced by a genetic mutation handed down generations before by pre-Dissolution science.

Bors took a breath. “With all due respect, Mordred, we have a duty to fight.”

Mordred lifted his voice to be heard. “We will fight when the time is right. For now, we withdraw. We heal and gather our strength again.”

Dee felt her confidence returning.

“We are on our own ground.” Mordred lay his hand on his sword hilt. “The people are frightened, but they’re willing to struggle for return of their country. If we are lucky and smart, we might be able to get Arturus back.”

Dee wished Mordred had mentioned Percival, but she kept silent.

Galahad nodded in agreement with Mordred. Lancelot and Bors exchanged glances.

“Above all, we need allies. Lancelot, I propose you and Guinevere make your way across our northern border and contact the petty states along Lucana’s northern border. They hate the Lucians as much as we do. Convince them to join us.”

The mention of Guinevere caught Lancelot short. The queen was also implicated in the plot against Arturus, but the king had sent her back to her people in Cameliard. Everyone also knew Lancelot and Guinevere were lovers.

“Galahad and Bors, you travel to the Hot Lands to the south. See if the coastal cities will break their isolationist policies and fight with us. They must see Lucanan expansionism as a threat.”

“What will you do, Mordred?” Bors said.

“Run a guerrilla war, for the time being anyhow. If we can gain the allies we need, and if we act together, we can attack Lucana as one. The empress and her generals, including Dardarius, will have to pull their troops back to defend their own borders. That’s when we retake our country and teach the Lucians a lesson.”

Dee’s heart swelled. Maybe they had a chance to win, though it might take months or years. She studied Mordred’s strong face and marked his determination, as well as the flecks of doubt. A piece of him was unsure, but he was willing to risk failure, which would likely mean his own death. She decided she’d be with him to the end, if it came to that.

“Agreed?” Mordred said.

One by one, the knights assented.

A man-at-arms lifted the tent flap. “Sir, a patrol brought in a Lucian messenger with a white flag. He gave us this and asked for safe passage back.” The soldier set a wooden box in front of Galahad. “We’ve swept it as much as we can. We don’t have x-ray equipment, but the dogs didn’t react. The envelope is addressed to the general staff.”

Galahad removed two pieces of paper from the envelope, which was imprinted with the golden image of a laurel wreath and the initials “SPDL,” which stood for “Senatui ac Populo de Lucia” in the Lucian language used for formal documents.

“One of the letters is signed by Arturus,” Galahad said. “He’s agreed to be a hostage. He instructs us not to attack Lucian columns, even if there’s a chance to rescue him. In return, the Lucians will treat him and the remaining five thousand Viridian prisoners humanely.”

“It’s a Lucian trick,” Bors said. “Did Arturus really sign it?”

Galahad studied the signature. “If it’s fake, it’s a good fake.”

“That settles that,” Lancelot said. “We stay away from the Lucians for now.”

“The other letter?” Mordred said.

Galahad read silently. “It’s from Dardarius. He’s repeating his pledge. He also wants something: Merlin.”

Mordred was incredulous. “Why?”

“He doesn’t say, but he says he’ll trade Merlin for Arturus. It must be something to do with the Grail.” Galahad read further. “He’s also sent a gift encouraging us to meet his demands.”

Galahad set the letter down, and peered into the box. The stench of death filled Dee’s nostrils. She was almost used it to by now.  In a corner was a rumpled cloth wrapped around something round. Gingerly, despite the soldier’s assurance that it wasn’t a booby trap, Galahad removed the object and unwrapped it. Blood stains appeared and then a face.

The “gift” was the head of a boy about twelve or thirteen. Dee retched and turned away.

“Lucian cocksuckers,” Bors said. “I recognize him. He was from a family next door to my farm.”

“This is a typical Lucian warning,” Mordred said. “This could've been Arturus’ head. This is what we’re up against.”

It could’ve been Percival’s head. The flicker of hope fanned earlier by Mordred dimmed in Dee’s heart. Mordred was right to order a withdrawal, but she wondered if her people would ever have the strength to defeat a nation that murdered innocents without a second thought.
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Chapter 5: Escape Attempt
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A squad of legionaries stormed through the prisoner-of-war camp before dawn. The soldiers rousted everyone out of their tents or lean-tos, ordered them to gather their belongings, and to form up in ranks. An overnight rain had soaked the torn-up ground, turning every square centimeter into a slippery mess. Within ten minutes, legionaries prodded the five thousand or so prisoners through the main gate.

The surprise orders magnified Percival’s frustration. The Lucians had confiscated all their personal coms, cutting the prisoners off from the outside world. They wouldn’t supply paper and pencils for letters, and no messages arrived from Camelot. They rarely had any idea what was happening.

It was easy to feel that Viridiae had abandoned the prisoners. The only thing that gave insight into the outside world’s attitude were the disappearances. A prisoner might be called out and vanish into the Lucian camp. When they executed prisoners, the Lucians always displayed the bodies as lessons. They dumped prisoners dead from disease or hunger into mass graves, where they could be glimpsed. But the disappeared never returned, dead or alive. Rumors persisted that these prisoners had gone home after their families paid backbreaking ransoms.

The only ransom Dardarius would accept for Arturus was Merlin.

“What about the infirmary?” Percival asked Tribune Cantwell, who was supervising the move.

“If any of your Viridian slackers can get out under their own power, they can join the march.”

“And if they can’t?”

“Let the vultures enjoy a feast.”

All might not be lost for those left behind. Perhaps the Viridians who lurked in the hills behind the camp would help them. The entire Lucian force was pulling up stakes, though Percival knew at least one legion had departed westward days previous, probably to attack Camelot.

“Where are we going?”

“Transietum, and then to Lucana.”

Transietum was the terminus of Lucanus’ northern railway. “That’s almost 500 kilometers from here. Where are the transport trucks?”

“Are you serious, Viridian?”

Percival tamped down his growing anger. “If you didn’t starve us or beat us, we might be able to walk ten kilometers, but not 500.”

“Don’t worry, my friend.” Cantwell mocked Percival with a softer tone. “I’ll keep you alive until you get to the rail head. A dead prisoner isn’t worth much on the labor market in Lucana.”

By labor market, Cantwell meant the servitude market, where prisoners and criminals signed contracts to work ten years or more. “You expect me to hand over my life to a Lucanan factory?”

“And I expect you to be grateful for it.”

Percival could practically hear the coins jingling in Cantwell’s pockets. They were the cut he and his uncle, Robert Dardarius, would earn from brokering the contracts.

The departure meant he had to revise his plan to escape. He’d scouted for opportunities since the day of his capture, but nothing had presented itself. The march might create the disruption he needed to steal away. For the moment
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