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​Prologue


[image: ]


October 4, 3264, by the Old Calendar

The 77th year of the Treaty of Camelot

Merlin Ambrosius runs his gloved fingers across the sterile surface of the sphere. Pebbly knobs compete with ridges along grooves that cross and recross the surface like shallow canyons. Its luster ranges from pure chromium to a dusky pewter, with raised symbols and letters. Tiny jewels of red, blue, green, and a translucent white stud the exterior. Despite their lifelessness, Merlin senses a magic within, but he has no idea what's inside. As if contemplating hard, thankless work, the device sits leaden in its cradle, waiting for a command Merlin doesn't know.

The Grail is as lifeless as a lump of stone, but it is the key to saving the world.

The vid recorded the first time anyone had seen the Grail in a thousand years. What an exciting moment, Merlin reflected, one of the greatest of his long life. Brushing the back of his fingers over the trim white hairs under his chin, Merlin rewound the vid to the beginning. Taken on Summer Solstice Day, it was the best documentation of the device in situ. After almost sixty seasons of deciphering texts, poring over field reports, and trial and error poking and prodding, he'd reached the inner chamber of the Great Machine, and the Grail at its heart. 

In the months after he'd made the recording, he'd discovered so much, but knew so little. He wasn't even sure the device was actually called “Grail.” That was the best translation the sage-linguists could discern from the pre-Dissolution records they found. Reams of digital text, mostly unreadable, except for strange, almost mind-blowing hints. One spoke of a parallel universe, with legends that sounded eerily like his own reality. He dismissed the stories as mistranslations at best, fantasies at worst. He had a more important job.

He told the linguists to focus on the technical material. They needed to know how the Great Machine functioned. Despite the texts' fuzzy meanings and strange purposes, the word “Grail” stuck to the object in the vid. Ever since the Camelot com chans broke the news of Merlin's discovery, Arturus demanded daily reports of progress. Could Merlin repair the Grail? Could fixing the Grail repair the Great Machine? Once the Great Machine was working again, would the climate return to normal?

Merlin had no idea how to respond, but he hadn't been chief science advisor to three Viridian monarchs by answering, “I don't know.” He fudged by sending videos and giving interviews to news chan anchors, though he detested their vacuousness. Meanwhile, he and his research team chipped away at the Grail's mystery in the compound below Apparatus Montis, the mountain home of the Great Machine. They moved the device to the lab, and slowly, one atom at a time, it seemed, the Grail revealed its secrets.

Until it couldn't.

The research season was nearly over. He'd planned to transport the device to his lab in Camelot. Instead, he stared at the empty space on his test bench once filled by the Grail. The black-clad visitor had come in the small hours, Merlin's favorite time for thinking through tough problems. The visitor belonged to a man and a woman who wanted something the Grail could bestow, though it had nothing to do with its technological power or ancient history. Merlin didn't want to give up the Grail, but the visitor was not a gentle, peace-loving individual. He threatened to kill Merlin, right there. His mouth still dry from the terror of that moment only an hour before, Merlin had no choice but to give up the priceless Grail.

What would he tell Arturus? He'd managed to keep the king at bay with a mixture of truth and exaggeration, claiming to be just days away from solving the Grail's mysteries and returning the Great Machine to healthy status. As was often the case in his long career, he decided to tell a half-truth. Someone took the Grail. The whole truth would have to wait.
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​Chapter 1: An Unexpected Rescue
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June 13, 3267, by the Old Calendar

The 80th year of the Treaty of Camelot

The forest mocked Percival for his faith. Dry, low-hanging spruce branches scourged him. Hemlock boughs slapped him in the face. Exposed roots tripped him for sport. Gaia gave life to the forest and everything else, and she took it from knights who lost their way. He'd watched everyone on his expedition fall to disease, starvation or despair. Percival, however, had to go on.

“Find the Grail,” Arturus had said, “or we are all lost.”

“I will find it, my lord,” Percival said to himself, alone in woods thick as his flaming-red hair. “It's what I'm meant to do.”

The vermin in the knight's beard grasped the hairs tightly as he stumbled. His clothes shed patches like molting fur. How many days had passed since he had last seen his human companions? How many weeks since his com had stopped working? No power, no messages. The setting sun was his final beacon, dimming like approaching disappointment as it sank behind the Range of Needles.

“You must find it.” Arturus' graying face had the intensity of sun at noon. “The man or woman who owns the Grail owns the nation.” 

Percival thought of those words often, but the king's meaning always escaped him. A glottal growl stopped his reflection cold. The sound was layered: half-bark, half-bellow. It awakened a memory. A time before—centuries ago, it seemed, long before his acceptance to the Round Table, back when he was a teenager—he'd found spoor in the mountains on the edge of his mother's land. He'd gone home empty-handed on that quest, too, though he'd recorded the terrifying call. The sage-scientists declared it genuine. He’d been lucky to come back with a whole skin. As he stumbled forward in the forest twilight, somewhere east of Camelot, the growl had returned. He reached for his javelin, but he'd lost it the day before in a marsh. If the beast was pursuing him, he’d be an easy meal, though not much more than an appetizer.

The bestial voice rose into an anxious, restrained scream, coming from the direction of the dissipated sun. The western breeze carried Percival's scent away. The beast might not know he was near. So why the scream? Was it vocalizing fear? The earth trembled with the creature's advance. 

Percival pressed himself against the trunk of a monster fir. The ridges of bark dug into his spine. He thought the tree might vibrate in sympathy with his terror and give him away. He wanted to live. He'd avoided the despair of a few of his companions, who'd wandered off into the desert or mountains one by one to end their drain on the expedition's resources. Others died from disease. More died from attacks by trolls and ordinary two-footed predators. Only Percival remained. He lived because the expedition's story was important. His death was a luxury Viridiae, the “Green Country,” his country, could not afford.

The slow thump-thump stopped. In the violet darkness, Percival heard the questing beast inhale sharply. Only the wide trunk of the tree hid him from his predator. The beast barked, and Percival reflected that its call was less like the baying of a brace of hounds, and more like the plaintive cry of a chorus of mountain lions. The sound resonated in Percival's heart, but it was discordant. It sounded the way Percival felt—afraid. What could frighten a mutant heavier and longer than three horses lined up nose to tail? 

Another sound penetrated the forest, bouncing between the rock walls of the narrow ravine, trapping Percival and the chimera. Percival's ears pricked at a human voice, distant and diffuse. The beast cried a second time, its pace quickened by anxiety. Confident he was safe from its jaws, Percival dared to peer around the fir’s trunk, hoping to catch a glimpse of it. Percival missed seeing the whole animal, but he caught the fleshy, arrowhead shape of its tail's tip. It swished.

For a moment, silence cloaked the forest. The final wisp of breeze had dropped away, but Percival's breathing quickened again. What if the beast had slunk into a position better for an attack on him? Unlike animals formed by natural selection, the beasts were descendants of animals designed for the pleasure of people, and therefore, like people, unpredictable. It might circle back. It was an ambush predator, like a cat.

The lost knight fell to his haunches, the remnants of his hope for survival evaporating. He couldn't call for help. Running was impossible. The beast wouldn't listen to pleas for mercy. His mouth resembled the eastern desert, his stomach a hollowed-out tree. Exhaustion prevented tears.

Nothing happened. 

Don't toy with me! Percival thought to himself. He deserved to die with a little dignity. He was a knight, a favorite of Arturus. He started to laugh. What a useless thought! The beast hates knights who pursue it with the relentlessness of a rising tide. Why shouldn't it torture human prey as revenge for living a life of fear?

Another thump came through the spongy ground, but this sound was different. It didn't belong to the beast. Again, Percival pressed against the tree. A jingle of metal mixed with the panting of a horse ridden hard. The rider called out, but the words were lost among the branches.

Percival knew her voice. 

Relief flooded him. He never expected rescue. The expedition had lost touch with Camelot nearly a year previously. Batteries for its com equipment wouldn't charge, and the survivors were left with navigating by the sun and stars. They had no idea where to go, except west. By pure accident, a beast-hunting knight had found Percival.

Or was the rider searching for the expedition and not the beast? The thought gave Percival pause. Everyone wanted to find the Grail, but the competition was fierce, especially among the knights at Court. Not only would the winner save the nation and repair the Great Machine, he or she would enjoy fame forever. Animated light paintings and sculpted monuments would seal the memories. The material rewards would be pretty good, too.

Percival understood the covetousness and jealousy of his peers when it came to glory. The betrayal of his expedition was his evidence. Hearing the clink of the dame knight's armor and the heavy hoofs of her warhorse, he wondered if she was his enemy, not the beast.

He debated what to do. Arturus needed to know what happened. The king himself might be in danger. Even thousands of kilometers from home, the expedition heard rumors of incipient coups and revolts. Percival could not risk capture by a rebellious cabal. He had to survive, not only to inform the king, but to keep the search for the Grail alive.

The drumbeat of hooves forced Percival's hand. He reached into his last reserves and bolted. He ran like a rabbit, dodging the starlit, lichen-encrusted rocks. He jumped ankle-breaking holes while scanning for an overhang or a cleft big enough to conceal him. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the mounted knight bearing down on him, the polished steel of her breastplate reflecting his panicked image. Percival whimpered; he'd never outrun the horse. He kept going, until a low-hanging branch caught him in the chest like a tournament lance, throwing him to the ground. He rolled onto his back, stars orbiting on the edges of his vision.

The knight dismounted. The point of her sword touched Percival's throat. A millimeter more and he'd bleed to death.

“Why are you running?” In the pitch darkness, Percival couldn't see her face, but the familiar voice calmed him. She wouldn't kill him.

“Answer me, or Dame Lancelot du Lac will slice you in two.”

The threat puzzled Percival. Didn't Lancelot recognize him? The sword pressed further into Percival's neck. He felt a trickle on his throat, but he wasn’t sure if it was sweat or blood.

“Did you see it?” Lancelot said.

“See what?”

“The beast, damn you.”

Percival swallowed, but not too hard. The sword point hadn't moved. “Yes, I think so.”

An electric torch blinded Percival. “Which way? I have to know!”

Percival glanced in the way he had come. The beam of light followed his gaze. Lancelot jumped on the pawing horse.

“Wait!” Percival cried.

Lancelot ignored Percival, wheeling the horse around to continue her chase.

“Please! I'm Percival Rathkeale.”

The armored warrior reined in her horse, confusing the animal. It wanted to run, but Lancelot paused, as if considering the information. “Not possible. He died weeks, maybe months ago.”

“I swear I'm Percival. I'm the son of Eleanor Rathkeale. My sister is—”

“Shut up.” Lancelot shifted. Her distressed animal bellowed, as if arguing with its master. It was trained to kill, and it smelled a victory.

“I'm the only one left,” Percival said. The torch beam danced on him. He lifted his hands to his eyes to block its painful brightness. “What are you doing? Don't you believe me?”

The beam narrowed on Percival's face as Lancelot drew nearer. “I thought you might be a troll, but trolls don't have facial hair.”

Percival shuddered at the mention of the creatures. “They killed three of the expedition.”

“What expedition?”

“The last Grail Expedition. The one King Arturus III sent out in the spring.”

“Twenty knights and squires went on that jaunt. Where are the rest of them?”

“All dead.”

“Except you.”

Percival nodded.

“Don't lie. Arondight is thirsty tonight.”

Percival glanced at Lancelot's blade. “You know me. I wouldn't harm anyone, except Viridiae's enemies. I swear I'm the only survivor. The last one besides me died a week ago, and I'm lost. What is this place? Am I close to Camelot?”

“In a word, no. Judging by your scrawny state, you'd never have made it.”

Lancelot backed away a step and sheathed her blade, evidently believing Percival's claims. “Gaia's blood, you are Percival. You have the man's guileless face.”

The prone knight sat up, and the standing knight switched off the torch. The darkness enveloped Percival, like a glimpse of death, though ill-defined shapes appeared as his eyes adjusted. Percival, Lancelot, and the horse were in a small clearing.

Lancelot drew close to Percival, who could smell the dame knight's sweaty leather jacket. “What did it look like?” she asked.

“The Grail?”

“Well, that, of course. But I mean the beast.”

Percival related his encounter.

“Damn, I knew it was close. I was within meters! And now you ...” Lancelot cursed in frustration. Percival had interrupted a hunter's pursuit, and the quarry escaped. Lancelot leaned against a rock that stood like a threatened bear. “You're lucky, Percival. Virtually no one alive has seen a questing beast. Heard them plenty, but rarely seen one.”

“I remember. You told me this when I was a squire.”

Lancelot seemed not to hear. “Not even the sage-scientists, with their fancy cameras and recorders, have gotten a good look. I've wanted to capture one since I was five. I've only found bones.”

Lancelot removed gear from her horse's pannier. In a moment, an electric fire glowed, and Percival edged nearer. He was grateful Lancelot had chosen to stay with him, instead of continuing her hunt, but he was unsure of Lancelot's mood.

“Hungry?”

Percival, who had eaten nothing but grubs and roots for days, offered a restrained nod and accepted the handful of dried beef. He selected the biggest piece and gnawed on it.

“You said you saw it?”

“The beast? Just a glimpse, like I said—"

Lancelot chuckled. “No, the Grail.”

Percival shook his head. “I saw its resting place, but it was gone. It was like knowing your lover had just been in the room, but had left before you got there.” He'd reflected on that feeling for weeks.

“So near, and as far away as the moon. I know what you mean.” Lancelot looked at the ground.

Lancelot gave Percival a wool blanket. Removing her horse's saddle, she laid the saddle blanket on the ground for herself, propped her sword on a boulder, and drew her cloak tighter. She sat cross-legged in front of the warm, glowing fire. Percival studied her round face, wide-set eyes, and the brown-black hair gathered in a tight braid that fell down her left shoulder.

“Sir Percival, are you afraid of failure?”

Percival did not know the answer. Was Lancelot, one of the greatest knights of the Round Table, speaking of herself, or him, or someone else?

“You're lucky,” Lancelot repeated without waiting for Percival's response. “You saw the questing beast. And you've missed the changes.”

“Changes?”

“Better to see for yourself. Tomorrow.” Lancelot stretched out, laying her head on the saddle as a pillow.

Lancelot's desire for sleep lasted only a second or two. Her horse let out a gurgling scream followed by a sickening crunch of bone. Thunder coursed through the ground as its broken body fell. A barking growl supplanted the pounding of the questing beast's feet. The knights scrambled away, surprise driving them into the dark. Percival caught a glimpse of the beast's intelligent eyes reflecting the electric fire's fading glow. Like a cornered animal, it had attacked, rather than wait for the inevitable. By killing the horse, it had evened the chances it might prevail. If it slashed the air to the left with its razor teeth, it would kill Percival. If it moved the opposite way, Lancelot would die.

“My sword!”

Lancelot's stifled cry focused Percival's attention on the weapon, still propped on the rock, but below the beast's bobbing chin. It sniffed, knowing its enemy was near. Was its eyesight poor? Was the light too little for it to see its mortal enemies? What about its hearing?

Percival and Lancelot were separated by ten meters, the beast between them. Every fiber of Percival begged him to run, but he held still. The beast paused, as if working out a decision. 

“It can't kill us both,” Lancelot whispered.

Percival disagreed, but stayed silent. The beast wasn't malevolent, but it was also terrified, and it would destroy the threat to its life, if it could. But Lancelot was right about one thing. Two knights, one beast. The chances for one to survive were decent. For two?

“I'm going after my sword, but around the beast's flank,” Lancelot said. “Stay put.”

Two seconds passed. Four seconds. A snap from Percival's left. The beast had what it needed. It charged in Lancelot's direction, passing near enough to Percival for him to smell its scaly skin. The fire's light glowed with the power of a near-dead candle. The sword waited. Percival ignored Lancelot's advice and ran the ten paces, grabbed the scabbard, and drew the sword. It was as heavy as his javelin, but the weight was more concentrated. In his weakened state, he feared he couldn't swing it properly.

The beast screamed, perhaps frustrated, perhaps triumphant, and Lancelot appeared, taking the empty scabbard in her hands. Shock transformed her face, and the beast snapped its jaws. The strike missed, and Lancelot scrambled away, crashing into the broad trunk of a tree. She fell, holding her wrist, and the beast snapped at her again. Lancelot dodged.

“Percival!” She was angry, as well as fearful.

The emaciated knight lunged from his hiding spot, using his weight to drive the point of Arondight into the beast's flank. The sword traveled only a few centimeters into the tough hide, but the pain distracted the creature. Percival let go of the hilt. The point of the blade stuck in the beast's skin like a thorn. The beast's head flailed as it reached for the steel. It lost its balance and crashed to the ground. Lancelot had a half-second to get out of its way. The crash knocked the sword out of the beast's body. The creature scrambled to its feet and thundered off. The fight was done.

Lancelot gasped for breath in the thin mountain air. She collapsed at the base of the tree. Percival joined her.

“Thank Gaia it's not my sword hand.” Lancelot worked her injured wrist. Her fingers opened and closed. “Just a light sprain.”

Percival fought back tears of relief. He'd seen slow deaths for weeks and nearly met his own quick death. Neither kind was noble.

“It's like fighting the whole damned Lucian army,” Lancelot said. Her face was streaked with dirt and the remnants of her terror, as if waking up from a nightmare. Then she turned on Percival. “What the fuck were you doing? How dare you take my weapon. I had it all worked out!”

Percival edged away. “But the beast spotted you. Another meter and it—”

“How many times did I tell you and the other cretinous squires at The Keep never to touch Arondight? She was made for me, and no one else.” Lancelot slid her sword gently into the scabbard, highlighted with inlaid oyster shell.

“I'm sorry.”

Lancelot sighed. “I might never see a questing beast again. Damn the luck.” Her temper cooled, as if the chill air absorbed it. She folded her arms. “I suppose I owe you one.”

“Just get me back to Camelot. That's enough for me.”

Lancelot nodded.

Percival doubted the beast would return. The knights would not pursue it, at least not now. Percival's breath came out in shudders as his beating heart calmed. He would live a while longer.

Lancelot added another battery to the fire. Percival stared into the elements, designed to simulate the hypnotic effect of a true camp blaze. The Earth couldn't afford the carbon load in the atmosphere from a plasma fire. No one was even sure the Grail would bring the world back into balance, if it was ever found. Percival, like dozens of other knights, had failed, but the quest would go on, if Camelot and Viridiae survived.
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Percival confronted the burned-out shell of the bakery, like a monument to a forgotten war. The battle scars were fresh, and smoke drifted over the boulevard into the blue sky. Broken display fixtures, aluminum trays for loaves, and shards of glass carpeted the sidewalk. Men-at-arms carrying single-shot pistols and short swords stood at each end of the barricaded street.

“Another bread riot.” Lancelot dismounted and led her spare horse around the debris.

Percival followed suit, descending from his animal borrowed from a farmer on the road back. Neighboring buildings suffered collateral damage, if not outright arson. “We heard reports of unrest when communications were good, but they were hard to believe.”

“Believe it. The fall harvest was much worse than expected. The sage-climatologists say the agricultural decline is happening faster than expected. It's not raining enough or too much. The seasons are changing too early or too late. Everyone's sure the Warming has returned.”

“What about the grain reserves?”

“Arturus is holding them back for a real emergency. Or a war.”

“This looks like an emergency to me.”

“The price of bread might be the trigger.”

The bakery was in the suburbs of Camelot, a sprawl of independent towns and small cities below a walled city that had grown up around a hilltop citadel. Collectively, the residents called it the lower town. Percival had walked the broad boulevard in this neighborhood a hundred times, and it was always full of people. The day after the bread riot, the only sounds were the crunching of glass under his feet and the buzz of militia drones over the wrecked scene.

“Who started the riot?” Percival said.

Lancelot wore a blank expression. “Hungry people. Desperate people.”

Once past the bakery, however, the street came back to life. Lancelot's arrival sparked a raucous parade. Old men on horseback, rich matrons in automated cars, and skinny girls and boys by the dozens exited electric trolleys to mob her. Next to Arturus, she was the most famous person in Viridiae, and far more accessible to the average citizen. She had dominated tournaments for years, winning trophy after trophy in everything from jousting to archery. The throng forced her and Percival to slow their pace, and she waved in appreciation.

Percival trudged along behind. The throng loved Lancelot, but Percival noted a change in their affect, compared to the day his expedition left nine months before. Viridians were a patient, disciplined people, able to sacrifice and adjust to adverse circumstances. The loss of the Grail had shocked everyone, and the populace, taking its cue from the king and the Round Table, had been confident all would be well. Arturus sent his best knights and smartest sage-scientists to find the Grail, and when the first expedition came back empty-handed, he sent another, and another, including Percival's, which had also failed. The worry etched around the eyes of the otherwise smiling faces of Lancelot's fans revealed their mood, along with the aftermath of the bread riot. Percival wondered how much more they could take.

The people hardly noticed Lancelot's pale and bearded companion, who resembled a servant to the dame. Percival had discarded his rags for spare livery worn by Lancelot's attendants. He admitted a twinge of envy for Lancelot's adulation. “It's like they've forgotten me.”

“They've probably just forgotten what you look like. You're not exactly the picture of health.”

Percival scratched the fleshy skin of his jaw.

“Besides, no one's heard from you for months. You might as well be dead, as far as the masses are concerned. And I wouldn't thump my breast for attention, just now.”

“I don't understand.”

The warriors' entrance into the city morphed into a procession as a few citizens realized Percival's identity. Word had already reached them that he'd survived. Well-wishers shook his hand and called out welcomes. They asked if he'd found the Grail.

He apologized and said no. The welcoming grins transformed into crestfallen frowns. Percival's embarrassment deepened. 

“Be careful what you say. You'll soon have a target on your back,” Lancelot warned. “You're the first person the mob and the ignoramuses in the court will blame.”

“For what?”

“The failure of the expedition. You've survived, but you've come back empty-handed. You must've done something wrong.” Lancelot grinned at her sarcasm.

Percival failed to grasp Lancelot's humor, but politics was not Percival's strong suit.

They reached the eastern gate in the outer curtain wall of the old city. Percival noticed a marshaled group of wagons and horses.

“It's the next expedition,” Lancelot said. “They're leaving in a few days.”

Percival was incredulous. “Shouldn't Arturus wait until he hears what happened to the spring expedition?”

“I doubt he thinks he has the time.” Lancelot turned up a side street.

Percival halted. “Aren't we going to report to Arturus?”

“I had to pull strings to get ten minutes with him. I'm not going to present myself with a half-starved, filthy vagrant as my gift.”

Percival scratched his armpit.

“And you'll want to speak with a visitor.”

“I'd rather go to the citadel.”

Lancelot threw up her hands. “Can you relax for five minutes? Don't you want to see your sister?”

A lump rose in Percival's throat. “I suppose.” He'd barely thought about Dee over the last few months. He'd pushed the mental image of his twin away, thinking that his homesickness would overwhelm his sense of duty and paralyze him.

“I thought so. I sent her a message.”

The tidy townhouses and neat shops inside the curtain wall reflected their proximity to Camelot's citadel, the seat of Arturus' power. By now, the news feeds had spread word of the knights' arrival, and the people in this neighborhood were congratulatory, but more restrained. Somehow, the rowdy welcome in the lower town cheered Percival more. The attitude of these fashionably dressed urbanites contained a touch of skepticism, even pity. Behind their smiles, were they drawing their bows to loose arrows at the metaphorical target Lancelot mentioned?

Lancelot's three-story townhouse resembled others on the street, with the exception of the shield painted with red stripes on a white field mounted above the front door. They left the horses in care of a liveryman at a stable shared with neighbors who could afford horses. Propriety required knights, bureaucrats, or merchants to keep the animals for business reasons or for show. A few polished electric cars roamed the city, owned by the hyper-wealthy. Even fewer public cars, wearing scrapes like war scars, offered rides to middle and lower-class people willing to splurge.

Opening her front door, Lancelot called down a short hallway and removed her riding coat. A dour woman half Lancelot's height greeted her mistress, took one look at Percival, and held back a scream. Lancelot offered a quick explanation, and she pointed wordlessly at a room with a bed and an ensuite.

Percival was alone in the room, and he made straight for the shower. He let the warm water stream over his head and body a full ten minutes. In near ecstasy, he soaped himself like a cyprian after her shift in the bawdy house. He scrubbed every crevice of his dirt-caked body. Eventually, a pounding woke him from his daydreaming. He emerged from the shower dripping and naked.

“What do you think you are, some sort of male naiad?” Dee threw him a towel.

Percival wrapped himself. He stared at his twin sister. She'd seen him nude before, but he was surprised by her shocked gaze.

“Lancelot was right,” she said. “You're half dead.”

Dee Rathkeale's reaction didn't stop her from embracing Percival. Her strength energized him, like the hot water in the shower, and he felt her joy at seeing her brother alive after three-quarters of a year. Of all the million people in Camelot and its suburbs, Percival was duty bound to report to Arturus, but he only desired to see his sister. She was his rock in a city that often perplexed him. He would do anything for her.

“You've got to lose that.” Dee pointed to Percival's beard. Behind her was a muscled man with powerful hands, introduced as a barber. Thirty minutes later, Percival had a smooth face and a simple, neat haircut. He donned fresh clothes, which rounded out his feeling of renewal.

The housekeeper shooed him toward the solar, complaining about the menagerie of six-legged critters Percival had imported. He countered that he had driven the invasion into the sewers. An acrid smell of bleach replaced him when he left the bedroom.

In the solar, Lancelot greeted Percival and Dee with honey wine. The dame knight was dressed in comfortable trousers and a form-fitting tunic and belt that set off her broad shoulders. She'd showered and tied back her hair. Dee was less athletic but no less striking in her casual pants and blouse. Her hair was deep red with brown low-lights, giving away her status, apart from her gender, as Percival's fraternal twin. His hair, in contrast, was a fiery red, said to be the same red as his dead father's.

Percival recalled the last time he saw Dee, the day his expedition departed Camelot. Each had fought back tears as they waved their goodbyes because they had relied on each other in the years after arriving at the city. Before an invitation to Camelot by the king himself, they'd grown up on their mother's land far enough from the capital to feel sheltered from the intrigues at court and the teeming masses of the lower town. Nothing important was said, done, or decided by either without a quick check with their twin.

Lancelot became a close friend to both after Percival graduated the military academy known as The Keep. “I'm glad to see you reunited. I've been meaning to ask you something.”

“Yes?” Dee said.

“Your mother Eleanor named you 'Dindrane.'”

“That's how I sign my name,” Dee said.

“But Percival calls you 'Dee.'”

“That's because she hates her name,” Percival said. “When we were kids, I teased her once with 'Plain Jane Dindrane' and she ran away crying. After she slapped me, I never called her that again. She told me to call her 'Dee'.”

Dee laughed. “You know how some names just seem to fit a personality? 'Dindrane' was unadventurous and flat. 'Dee' had more energy.”

“I've seen that energy in action. Be sure to show Percival some of your recent paintings.”

“'Perce.'”

“What?” Lancelot tilted her head.

“That's what I call him. No one else has that privilege.”

Percival face flushed. “You didn't exactly ask permission.”

“Well, then,” Lancelot said. “You're fortunate to have such a tolerant sibling, Dee.”

The housekeeper, who also cooked Lancelot's meals when she had guests, invited them to the table. Pangs of hunger nearly overwhelmed Percival, though he'd eaten good camp food on the way back to Camelot. Lancelot's table was laid out with simple, but tasty dishes: farmed salmon, fresh vegetables from the community garden, and another carafe of the amber-colored wine. He thought twice, though, before reaching for the bread. It was a huge rustic loaf flanked by a bowl of butter.

“I thought there was a shortage of wheat,” Percival said.

Lancelot noted Percival's reticence. “Most people in the upper city keep a reserve of flour these days. The better-off families in the lower town do the same.”

“What about the riots?”

“The poor, the ones who can't afford a reserve. Or much else.”

“And Arturus won't feed them?”

“Believe me,” Lancelot sighed, “The arguments at the Round Table are endless.”

“Students at the university are agitating for the release of more grain reserves to keep bread prices affordable.” Dee kept her eyes down out of respect for Lancelot in her own house. 

Percival assumed Lancelot was less sympathetic to the students than Dee, who had close ties to the school community.

“This is why finding the Grail is so important, and getting more important by the day.” Lancelot finished off her wine. “Society is getting more unstable. It's fine to put more grain in the hands of the people, but we need to get the Great Machine working again and set the climate to rights. That's the long-term solution.”

“And what if we don't find it?” Dee said. “Maybe it's gone forever?”

Percival shook his head. “I don't believe that. I know it's out there.”

“But you didn't find it,” Dee said. “Maybe it's been lost. Maybe we have to adjust to new circumstances.”

“Let's hope not,” Lancelot said. “The sage-scientists say the results of failure would be disastrous. Millions of deaths, for one thing. The end of our way of life, if you can believe them.”

“I saw its resting place, but it was gone.” Percival's eyes glowed with intensity. “We were betrayed. I'm certain of it. I have evidence. Hard evidence you can hold in your hand.”

“That's what you've been saying since I found you, Percival, but you haven't offered me any details.” Lancelot's eyes were hooded. “You'll see Arturus in the morning. Your story better be good.”

“I'm sorry, Lancelot. I'm so grateful for your rescue, but I feel that I need to tell my story to the king himself before anyone else.”

“Don't you trust me?”

“I'm not sure whom to trust. Fully, anyway.”

“Not even your twin sister?” Dee said.

“You could never betray Camelot, Dee. Of all people, I know that you'll let me do this my way.”
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​Chapter 3: A Hurried Expedition
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Lancelot anticipated a tense moment with Arturus as she and Percival exited the black staff car in front of the palace. Viridiae's elected king was running out of options to find the Grail and save the country, and when he called one of his closest advisors for advice, he expected an immediate answer. When Arturus had summoned Lancelot earlier in the week, she was unreachable. He was incensed, said lower-level courtiers. Lancelot hoped the fallout wouldn't color this morning's meeting with him and the newly returned adventurer.

The royal steward announced the two knights to the gathering in a spacious reception hall. Heavy drapes like hooded eyes cut the window light by half. Arturus and his aides huddled over a map of North America spread on a square table. Viridiae and its thrice-as-large neighbor, the Lucian Empire, dominated the geography, with a half-dozen petty states on the edges to the north and south. Under ordinary circumstances, Lancelot could approach a similar gathering as an equal with minimal ceremony. However, she was in the doghouse, and she waited for recognition.

A few in the group greeted Lancelot with a silent nod, but a full two minutes passed before Arturus lifted his eyes from the map. Arturus had heard the steward's introduction, but he deliberately waited as a kind of message to his servant. His choleric attitude signaled a subtler idea. Lancelot saw Arturus once or twice a week, and each time, the king's appearance alarmed her. Arturus' face was wan, his skin sallow. His illness had sapped him. Almost a decade had passed since she pledged fealty and service to the king, days after his election to Viridiae's throne. Then, he was tall, strong, with luxuriant hair that fell to his shoulders in braids. Today—

“Did you find it, Dame Lancelot?” Arturus spoke while shifting his eyes to a tablet.

“I'm sorry, my lord?”

“The questing beast. That's what you were chasing when we summoned you, correct?”

“Yes, my lord, I was after the beast, but I found only signs.” A white lie would save Lancelot the trouble of a long explanation.

“If you weren't one of my best knights and my friend, you'd be out of a job.”

“Yes, sir.” Lancelot cleared her throat, and motioned Percival to her side. “If I may, sir, I found something else.”

“Sir Percival.” Arturus' skeptical look at Lancelot switched to a warm grin for Percival. He extended his hand, a signal for the red-haired knight to approach. Percival stepped forward, dropped gracefully to one knee, and kissed Arturus' signet ring. The overnight transformation from walking wounded to confident soldier impressed Lancelot. Arturus touched Percival on the shoulder, urging him to his feet. “We are indeed glad to see you.”

“As are we all, my lord.” Mordred Lothian's basso voice filled the high-ceiling room. The other advisors' faces tightened.

Percival eyed Mordred. “My lord king, thank you for seeing me at this early hour. I fear I must report to you—” 

Arturus raised his hand. “I'm sorry, Percival, I'll have to postpone our discussion. I know you are anxious to discuss the results of your expedition, but we are at an important moment.”

Percival pressed forward. “I see that you are about to mount another expedition to find the Grail. I feel that you must—” 

Mordred interrupted. “I'm sure His Majesty will forgive your presumptuousness, Sir Percival, given your physical and mental state after your ordeal.”

The red-haired knight glared at the king's prime minister. Lancelot feared for the youth. Mordred was as close to an heir as Arturus had. The black-haired, handsome son of one of Viridiae's most powerful women, Morgause, did not take challenges lightly.

“I'm surprised Lancelot didn't tell you, Percival,” Arturus said.

“Sir?” Lancelot was uncertain what he meant.

“It's in the briefing paper for this meeting. Didn't you read it?”

Lancelot admitted she had not. Lancelot hated reading reports, though she usually looked at the executive summary before a senior staff meeting.

“Chasing magical creatures is a high priority,” Mordred said, turning up a corner of his thin, sarcastic mouth. “We've received fresh intelligence. The Grail may be in the far northwest on an island known as 'Koda.'”

“The new expedition already planned to look in the region,” Arturus said. “We've sped up the timeline. It's going to the island immediately.”

Percival looked at Lancelot doubtfully, then addressed Arturus. “Sir, we were certain about the Grail's location when my expedition departed. However, the information proved—” 

Mordred interrupted again. “This new information is extremely reliable, Sir Percival. The Regarder Order is our best network. Your information was of lower quality.”

“We have to follow every lead, Percival,” Arturus said. “The fate of Viridiae depends on it. It's unfortunate that your expedition failed, perhaps due to faulty information.”

“There's more to it than that, sir.”

Lancelot wanted to caution Percival, but the young knight was determined.

“I'm worried about—”

“An investigation will begin immediately,” Mordred said.

“I would appreciate it if you did not interrupt me, Lord Mordred.”

Lancelot touched Percival's arm.

“Enough,” Arturus said. “Sir Galahad's expedition leaves today. I'll see it off in two hours. All of you will join me at the departure ceremony to wish it success.”

Lancelot, Percival, Mordred, and the other advisors bowed as Arturus left the room. The dame knight breathed out.

* * *
[image: ]


Lancelot escorted Percival to a crowded private lunchroom where they met Dindrane. Like Percival, she was a member of the King's Household, a large, but selective list of citizens Arturus thought worthy of special access. Connections helped. The twins' mother, Eleanor, was an old friend of Arturus before he became king. She also interned in the entourage of Arturus' mother, the old queen, before she died.

Dindrane picked at a salad of apple cubes, raisins, and yogurt. “Mordred has a stick up his ass,” she said after hearing her brother describe his encounter.

Percival growled. “Do you still think Mordred is the handsomest man in the kingdom?”

“He's ugly as sin.” Dindrane did not meet her brother's eye.

Lancelot stopped herself from laughing out loud. “Careful, Ms Rathkeale! It's sometimes better to speak the truth in whispers.”

“He's got something against me,” Percival said. “He said there'd be an investigation. What is he talking about?”

“Standard procedure whenever there's a disaster like yours, Percival,” Lancelot said.

“Does Mordred think I did something wrong?”

“Remember what I said about a target on your back? I'd say he wants to make sure you get just enough credit for surviving, but nothing more. He doesn't want any heroes competing with him for Arturus' attention.”

“A reporter came knocking on my door this morning,” Dindrane said. “Looking for Percival.”

Lancelot watched Percival's face grow pained, as if the ordeal of the past few months was catching up with him. He should be wolfing down his shepherd's pie, Lancelot thought. Instead, he seemed as sick as Arturus.

“I'm sorry, Dee,” he said.

Dindrane shrugged. “I was interviewed a few months ago, before my first big gallery show. I can handle the media.”

Lancelot sighed. She remembered having that much confidence when she was Dindrane's age. “What did you tell them?”

“Only that Percival was reporting to the king today. The reporter kept asking if I knew what happened on the expedition.” Dindrane bit into an avocado sandwich.

“And you said...”

“The truth. He wants to talk to His Majesty first.”

Lancelot studied a screen on the wall of the lunchroom. It showed a live feed from one of the com networks, including preparations for the ceremony. The sound was off, but the crawl mentioned Percival's visit to the palace and a “secret meeting” with Arturus. Lancelot folded her arms and considered the situation: Another expedition had failed, with Mordred saying, “I told you so,” in so many words. He would use the investigation to find a sacrificial lamb. He would use any scandal or perceived scandal to his advantage. Percival needed protection. “If either of you are approached by media people again, refer them to the royal communications office.”

“Okay.”

Lancelot collected her plate and utensils. “If Dee’s finished with her salad, let's go out to the square and see how the preparations for the new expedition are going.”

Lancelot, Percival, and Dee followed a stream of people heading for the main square in front of the palace, which served as the venue for all of Viridiae's major civic ceremonies, from coronations to annual celebrations of the end of the civil war that created the nation. Opposite the palace was the cavernous structure that hosted sessions of the elected and appointed Knights of the Round Table. Administrative offices and military headquarters took up the two other sides of the public space. Banners, draped and flying, decorated the buildings. Thousands of spectators from the upper city and the lower town mingled, while armed militia watched from strategic points. Drones with cameras floated high enough to appear benign, like disturbed pigeons. Security was always tight for these events, out of caution against Lucian agents.

Lancelot had no role in the preparations, though she was treated with respect and deference, given her position and closeness to Arturus. Scattered applause from the crowd greeted her. Others commented on Percival's gaunt aspect in whispers. Dindrane was a cipher to most people, except for connoisseurs of visual arts, and intimates who knew about her esoteric powers.

Lancelot liked visibility and wanted to show support for her king and his policies. And she wanted to support her son Galahad, even as she felt nervous at his impending departure. Too many expeditions had departed, never to return, or with only one or two survivors returning. Galahad had never led an expedition prior to this one.

Sir Galahad du Lac-Corbenic touched his cheek to Lancelot's. “Madam, I'm glad you came.” The gesture was friendly, if not entirely loving. The knight, dressed in his father's family livery for the occasion, dismissed a pair of assistants. “I'm very busy right now. Do you have a question?”

“I wanted to introduce you to Sir Percival and his sister Dindrane,” Lancelot said. “I think the three of you were born the same year.” 

Galahad greeted Percival with a wide smile. “I admire your survival skills, Sir Percival, though I'm sorry that none of your colleagues made it back. Is there something I should know before we depart?”

Percival straightened his back. “I wish you the best of luck, Sir Galahad.” Percival bit his lip. “I wish I could say more right here, but—” He glanced at the crowd. “—there are too many ears who should not hear.”

Lancelot and her son exchanged looks, and her anxiety spiked. Why didn't Percival want to share what he knows, if there are dangers? Instead of objecting, she told Galahad a brief version of how she'd found Percival, though she left out Percival's rambling about some kind of betrayal. “Percival's sense of duty is single-minded.”

“He's just stubborn,” Dindrane said.

“A pleasure to meet you as well, Miss,” Galahad bowed slightly. “I'm sorry I won't be able to see your new work at the Viridian Arts Society, at least until I get back.”

Dindrane smiled. “I'll give you a private showing, especially if you discover the Grail.”

“I'm hoping your sources are dependable, Galahad,” Lancelot said.

“My informants,” Galahad said, “are confirming what Mordred and his Regarders have learned about the Grail's location.”

“The Regarders sent us on a wild goose chase!” Percival's blurted declaration caught the group by surprise, including himself. After saying the words, he seemed to shrink into himself. Dindrane took his arm. “I'm sorry,” Percival said, “I shouldn't have said that.”

Speaking low to avoid the ears of casual gossips, Galahad said, “I'm afraid of the same thing, my friend, but the best evidence now points to the north and the island.” He shrugged. “I'm obliged by Arturus to try.”

“I wish I were going with you,” Percival said.

“You're in no condition to travel anywhere,” Dindrane objected, “much less a godforsaken island.”

“If you were a little stronger, Sir Percival, I'd welcome you on our journey,” Galahad said. “Your lovely sister is correct, though. And unfortunately, I have to say goodbye for now. The ceremony starts in ten minutes.”

Lancelot received a message broadcast over the com network asking people to move behind portable barricades. A voice announcement followed. Trumpeters appeared on a palace balcony. After a brief fanfare, three mounted knights, one of them Galahad, all in polished armor, rode into the square in front of the balcony. All had ceremonial lances with large pennants. A group of 20 or so solemn men and women followed on foot. They lined up a few paces behind the riders. At a barked order, the knights lowered their lances in salute, and the retinue bowed their heads. The trumpeters blew another fanfare, and Arturus appeared, along with Mordred and others. Lancelot wondered if she ought to be on the balcony with her king, but she wanted to say good hunting to her son.

At a distance of more than hundred meters, Arturus appeared tall and strong. He was dressed in a light coat, though the sun made the plaza warm. He spoke of heroic journeys, the legacy of past generations who had built Viridiae and its society after centuries of chaos, and of the expedition's mission: to secure the future of their nation, their children, and their children's children. “The Grail will be found, and Viridiae will fulfill its destiny as a protector of the earth.”

With that, he waved in blessing, and the trumpets sounded a third time.

The mounted riders, Galahad included, raised their lances, and turned toward the square's main entrance, which led to the eastern gate, where the supply wagons were parked. With Percival and Dindrane beside her, Lancelot watched as the short parade of adventurers marched by. As Galahad passed and he nodded in respect, if not love, to his mother, their eyes met. Lancelot felt a sharp pain in her breast. Had she done the right thing, a quarter-century ago? What if she'd decided to raise him, she thought, as most women would? The old doubts persisted, even though she dismissed them every time they came up. Galahad was a beautiful young man and a proud knight. His father and grandfather had done a wonderful job.

A moment later, the parade was gone. “Come, Percival,” Lancelot said. “The king is waiting.”
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