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PROLOGUE

WINTER, 12TH YEAR OF ARTHURS PAX BRITANNICA




This is such a remarkably bad idea. Theres no possible way it will work. Its no wonder I thought of it.

The people of Camelot were well accustomed to seeingand hearingMerlin wandering the halls at odd hours, muttering to himself. And so they passed him by with no more than a dutiful curtsey or nod of the head. You didnt want to distract the kings most famous and dangerous advisor, but neither did you want to risk his anger.

He hadnt turned anyone into a rat in years. But you never knewwith enchanters.

The question is, Merlin went on, walking down a long hallway that led from his tower to the main part of the castle, was I under a spell when I thought of it, or was I just being particularly stupid that day?


One of the many drawbacks of living backward in time, as he did: You knew what you had done because you saw the results of it, but unless you left yourself careful notessomething Merlin always forgot to doyou had no idea why you had done it. Confusing. But then so much of his life, aside from the parts that were impossible, was confusing. One simply got used to it after a while.

Merlin turned a corner and found himself in an antechamber in the main building. Camelot was one of those palaces where every place you wanted to be always seemed to be the farthest spot from where you wereexcept this room. This room was in the heart of the castle. This room was, in many ways, the soul of Camelot.

He commanded the great wooden doors in front of him to open, using the language of magic he had learned years before he knew who he was or what his role in King Arthurs life would be.

The magic worked at his command, as it always did. The heavy, metal locks on the doors slid open without anyone touching them, allowing Merlin access into the Room. There was a smaller door set into the great doors that was used by servants and pages to enter and leave during council sessions without disturbing those inside. But Merlin was in a mood today and felt no need to use a servants entrance. Besides, the enchanter was taller than most in Camelot and he had no desire to bend over almost double to use the smaller door. Servants trousers and tunics might look fine when ducking and scraping; the robes of an enchanter did not.

The Room was the official Council Room, but nobody called it that. If anyone in all of Camelot mentioned the Room, everyone knew what they were talking about. This was the room where King Arthurthe warlord of Britain, the uniter of the tribes against the invaders from Romeheld counsel with his most favored, most wise knights, all of them seated around the great council table.

The thought was enough to make the ancient enchanter give a disdainful snort as he walked into the Room. Then he sneezed.

Someones forgotten to clean in here again, he muttered, drawing his robes aside as he walked through the Room, his soft leather shoes kicking up a faint cloud of dust. The tapestries on the stone walls were dulled, and the floor itselfwas that a half-gnawed bone on the floor? Merlin rolled his eyes in an overly dramatic fashion. Some of the knights King Arthur gathered around himself were great fighters, yes, and occasionally one of them had a logical thought in his head, but their manners were deplorable. The greatest of England, pffagh. He made a noise of disgust.

And this newest idea of the kings, this Quest for the Holy Grailpffagh again. The last thing King Arthur needed was to send his men haring about on some foolishness when he should be keeping them close at hand. But one might as well talk to a horse as Arthur once the boy had an idea stuck in his head.

Perhaps it was not entirely madness. The Grail, beyond its significance as a holy relic, was an object of true power with the weight of a thousand years of history behind it. Although it pained Merlin to admit it, there were things his magic could not accomplish for King Arthur; places where neither magic nor warriors swayed minds or hearts. But this Grailthe Christians Holy Grailmight indeed be the answer to that.

And if Arthur wanted the Grail for more than simply political reasons; a matter of religion perhapswell, each man must choose his own God, as he sees fit. So long as he keeps his feet firmly on this earth, while he lives on it.


Despite the dust on the floor, the Table itself gleamed, the entire surface made from a single great oak Arthur himself had chosen. He came up with some astonishingly stupid ideas, yes, but even Merlin had to admit that the Table was a good one. A round table, where none might feel greater or lesser than any other? A table where any man might sit next to his king and lean over to give him counsel? Yes, a good idea. An excellent idea, cementing the petty war-leaders and chieftains to the warrior-king who united them. Though at times such conviviality led men into thinking that they were all equal, and they were not. Some were greater fools than the others.

Speaking of which

You, Gerard, the enchanter snapped. Tell someone to clean in here! I dont care if it is winter and theyre bored out of their small skulls. Arthur cannot call his knights to order when they cant speak for coughing.

He grinned at the startled young creature who appeared in front of him. The boy had been hiding behind one of the tapestries that lined the chamberthe one that showed Arthur taking his sword Excalibur from the stone in order to prove his lineage. The boy had been snooping where he shouldnt have been, obviously, and hid when he heard Merlin come in. Now he stared at the enchanter, his eyes open wide.

Theres no magic to knowing your name, boy. Well, all right, some magic. How else could he tell the little beasts that passed for pages and squires apart? As for finding youyou left a trail in the dust. And youre the only one of your pack who would be in here, touching and nosing where youve no right to be. No, no apologies. I admire that sort of behavior. When youve got power, then you can play by the rules. Until then, make do with whatever you can find or ferret out.

Thats not Gerard started, suddenly realizing who he was arguing with.

Not right? Not knightly behavior? Maybe. Maybe not. Merlin bent forward and looked at the boy closely. The squires blond hair had been cut short, the better to fit under a helm, and his big blue eyes held something familiar in them.

Right. Kays nephew, the one whos been fostered to Rheynold? Fostering was the current popular practice of sending your boy-children, when they reached a certain age, to be raised in the household of another knight who could train them without letting ties of blood or affection interfere. Rheynold didnt take many squires, but when the kings own foster brother asks

Without waiting for the squire to respond, the enchanter nodded his head, his own eyes dark and sharp above an eagles beak of a nose. Youve impressed me, boy, although cursed if I can remember how, since it hasnt happened yet. Keep up with it, keep up with it! And mind you tell those useless wretches to dust in here!



Gerard watched the tall, slender form of the wizard circle the Round Table, waving his hands and still talking until he came to Arthurs chair. Carved out of a dark polished wood, it was half as large as the other chairs that Gerard hadcarefully, cautiouslybeen sitting in, but otherwise looked the same as all the others, with straight backs and uncomfortable seats. Gerard knew from having served during council sessions that some of the knights brought cushions with them but still found the great chairs uncomfortable. Gerard didnt care. He wanted to sit at the Table so badly he could taste it. That was what was important: to be one of King Arthurs trusted companions, a knight proven in valor and honor.


As it was done, so let it be done. There.

Gerard looked up again to see Merlin scattering a strange, shiny powder over Arthurs chair, then dusting his hands off as though to get rid of the last flakes. Not that it does any good, but it might have been far worse without it. Idiot warlords, always having something to prove. And worse when theres a woman involved, as I should well have learned by now. Especially during the winter. Too many minstrels whining on about courtly love. Pffagh. None of this longing from afar nonsense for me. You want something? Go after it. Dont sit around and moon because youre too noble to get your hands muddy.

Merlin noticed Gerard staring at him. What, you still here? Go, shoo. Go!

Gerard didnt wait to be told a third time, taking to his heels and leaving the enchanter to whatever he was doing. Sir Rheynold would be furious if he knew Gerard had been lingering in the Council Room where he was not supposed to be.

Although, a little voice that sounded a lot like his own said to him, I wasnt exactly alone. Merlin was there. And he didnt scold me.

Merlin is insane, another voice in his head countered, this one sounding a great deal like Sir Bors, a companion of his foster father, Sir Kay, and the knight who taught the squires their lessons. Useful, but insane.

And with that voice, the squire could not disagree.



In the room which held the great Round Table of King Arthur, the enchanter named Merlin looked at his handiwork, but his mind was preoccupied with the young boy who had just fled.

Insane, yes, he agreed with the voice in Gerards head. But oh, so useful! Now if Merlin could only remember what it was that he knew about this boy, and what role he would play in all that was going to happen.

Too much happening, the enchanter decided finally. Too many intersections, too many potential outcomes. Too many enemies waiting to strike. Magic could only look so far into the futureand then it all became chaos.

Ah well, old man, he said to himself, chuckling. Thats half the point, isnt it? Think how boring it would be if everyone knew where they were going all the time.








ONE

SPRING, 12TH YEAR OF ARTHURS PAX BRITANNICA




This entire castle has gone mad!

Gerard instinctively ducked out of the way as the chief cook sent his assistants into motion with a wave of one muscled arm, flinging flour-dust over everyone within range. The spring morning was warm, and thrice so down here, where the ovens were burning hot and flour stuck to sweaty skin and dampened tunics and aprons. His face already perspiring, the squire hung close to the doorway, mentally cursing his master for sending him down to the kitchens today of all days.

Its the Quest, one of the under-bakers ventured from where they huddled near the great brick ovens of Camelots kitchen.

The cook glowered at the boy whod spoken. Of course its the Quest! Everything has been the Quest for months now! And I, for one, will be glad when theyre all gone and out of my hairGerard, along with everyone else in the kitchen, refrained from pointing out that Cook had no hairand we can get back to living like civilized folk! He caught sight of Gerard by the door and pointed one oversized, flour-covered hand at him. You. What are you doing here?

The squire swallowed hard, reminding himself that in his fourteen years of life, he had faced much worse than Cooks temper. Well, faced some things almost as bad, anyway. Message from my master, Sir Rheynold, about

About that bird of his, Ill wager, no? Cook was a fearsome-looking mountain of a man at the best of times. But when he smiled, even brave knights took a step back. Tell your master the fowl arrived safely and will be a masterpiece when were done with it. Rest easy.

Gerard personally hated the taste of peacock, especially when the outer layer of flesh was stuffed with roasted pigeon the way his master enjoyed it, but he knew better than to say so. It was not his place, as a mere squire, to speak anything but good of his masters choices. Especially when the dish was one the king was also reported to enjoy, and Sir Rheynold was currying favor by arranging for the banquet tonight.

All the knights did it, one way or another, with presents or sweet words or brave actions dedicated to the king and his queen. Arthur was an easygoing man, for a king, but he wore the crown, and the crown had the power. Gerard had lived in Camelot for six years now under Sir Rheynolds fosterage, and he thought he understood how things went. Power was to be catered to, and you had to establish your own power in turn. Or, in Gerards case, maintain the power of the man who sheltered and trained him. That was the way of the world.

Nodding his head to give the right amount of respect due to a servant of Cooks ability and reputation, Gerard said, Ill tell Sir Rheynold of your assurances. I am sure he thanks you for your attention to this offering.

Message delivered, he turned to escape the heat and chaos of the kitchen. He should have gone directly back to his masters rooms up in the east wing of the castle to see what else might be required of him. But Cook had not been exaggerating about the energy that was filling Camelot. Two months prior, Arthur had announced a Quest. It had come to him in a dream, he said. A great Quest, blessed by God, to search out and find the Holy Grail brought to this island by Joseph of Arimathea from the Holy Land and then lost for centuries after his death.

The Knights of the Round Table would find it. Restore it. Bring it back to Camelot, where it would be the fitting symbol of Arthurs kingship, alongside his sword Excalibur. It would be a glorious, wonderful thing.

For the past week, men had been riding to Camelot to speak with Arthur and explain why they should be honored with a place on this Quest. At the banquet tonight, Arthur himself would proclaim the names of the knights who would ride out on this Quest of his. The entire castle was mad from it; so much so that anyone caught unoccupied was sure to be put to work.

Gerard never shirked from workbut he saw no reason to look for it, either. Especially, he admitted reluctantly to himself, since the Quest had completely overlooked him. Not that he, a mere squire, would have been allowed to take part, but he was no more immune to the dreams than any other. To be the one who found the legendary Holy Grail, who brought it home to Arthurs hands and reaped the praise and rewards such a treasure must bring

But first youd have to be there to find it. And thats not going to happen now, is it? he told himself, moving down the narrow side-halls that were used only by servants and the occasional page or squire in a hurry. No, it wouldnt be he who found the Grail, even if he had been allowed to go along on the search. One of the knights would find it. Most likely Lancelot, who was the perfect knight, brave and noble and kind even to the clumsiest of pages, although his face was not handsome. Or Gawain, whom everyone called the Pure. No, not a lowly squire, no matter how noble his bloodlines might be.

A page, his young face flushed with exertion, hurried toward him with half a dozen parchments under one arm. Gerard, Pickleface is looking for you!

Drat it, Gerard muttered, waving his thanks to the younger boy. If PicklefaceMaster Balin, so-called because of the sourness of his expressionwas looking for him, it could only be bad. As a squire, Gerard was supposed to be above any duties the page-master might give him, but explaining that to this adult would earn him a sound boxing on the ears and hed still have to do whatever Balin had in mind.


On a whim, Gerard took the left-hand hallway instead of the right, and eased open the door in the stone wall to find himself in the courtyard opposite from the stable.

He crossed the courtyard quickly, then let himself into the stable. The cool shade inside the wooden structure was a relief after the heat of the kitchen. He blinked and let his eyes adjust. It seemed quiet enough, despite so many knights having their horses stabled there. More than fifty had come to Camelot. Of them, twenty-seven knights total, plus their squires fortunate enough to travel with them, would soon set off on the Quest. No more and no less, Arthur had decreed: Nine times three, for a number that was pleasing to him. The knights would be dependent upon themselves, not what they could bring with them, and so all would begin the Quest as equals.

Some more equal than others, Gerard said to himself, reaching up to stroke the neck of his masters beast, a roan gelding with a surprisingly sweet disposition, despite a wicked-looking eye. A good horse will trump a wise man every day, he murmured into the horses ear, quoting something his master often saidespecially when Gerards actions or words failed to please him.


Here now, away from him!

Gerard turned, astonished. A stable boy stood not a foot from him, hands fisted at his hips, a scowl on his face. He wore dark trousers and a shirt made of a rough homespun and streaked with sweat and dirt. Shaggy black hair fell over his forehead and into his eyes, for all the world like a ponys forelock.

Away from the horse, the boy repeated slowly, as though speaking to a dullard who could not be expected to understand his words. In the dim light, the boy was unable to see Gerards tunic, which was marked in the upper corner with his masters colors, proclaiming him a member of that knights household.

On a normal day, Gerard would have remembered the manners expected of him, and the responsibility lectured into him from his first hour with Sir Rheynold. On a normal day, he would have informed the stable boy that he was squire to the man to whom this horse belonged, and thus within rights to touch such an expensive beast. On a normal day, he would even have thanked the boy for keeping such good watch, above and beyond his duties to shovel and polish.

But it wasnt a normal day. And it certainly wasnt a good day, considering that he had been up and running errands since dawn as though he were still a page. It rankled the competent squire, emphasizing the fact that he wasnt considered man enough to go on the Quest. And Gerard suddenly very much wanted someone other than himself to share his unhappiness. A stable boy, someone so low in Camelots pecking order as to be almost invisible, was perfect.

Begone, sirrah, Gerard said, drawing himself up to his proud height. Although he hadnt reached his full growth yet, he looked far more imposing than the scrawny boy before him. Ill do what I please, as I please, with my horseflesh. And the horse was his, in a way. That was part of the oath Sir Rheynold made in return for his services. To teach and to care for Gerard, and to give to him as if he were the mans own son.

Sure, the other boy said scornfully. Youve the look of the dAbmonts, thats certain.

Gerard flushed. Sir Rheynold dAbmont was a huge bear of a man, ruddy-faced and red-haired; nothing at all like his own more fair and slender form.

I am his squire, Gerard of Abmont. He might have claimed his family namehe was of the bloodline of Sir Kay, the foster brother of the king himselfbut that was bragging, and he had done nothing to earn it save be born. His place in the Abmont household he had earned.

The stable boy snorted, sounding a great deal like a horse himself. It wouldnt matter if youre the kings own nephew; youre not touching the beasts in my care.

Your care? Gerard could feel himself spluttering, outraged to be dismissed like that. Yours? You dung-smeared, rear-faced, snot-nosedpeasant!

As easily as that, they were down on the straw-strewn ground between the wooden stalls, wrestling to get the best hold on the other. Gerard thought he had the upper hand, managing to land a solid elbow into the other boys face. But the stable boy was agile, slipping from his grasp again and again. He got in a blow with the heel of his hand first to Gerards jaw and then solidly into his nose.

Gerard tasted blood in the back of his throat and spat straw out of his mouth as they rolled, the sound of nervous horses snorting and shifting in the stalls around them.

Enough!


A hand reached down and grasped Gerard by the collar of his shirt, lifted him off the other boy, and tossed him onto his backside. It soothed the blow only slightly to see the stable boy treated in the same manner. But that sense of justice faded when he recognized the newcomer.

Sir Lancelot, his ugly-handsome face set in lines of absolute exasperation, glared down at them.

Gerard, for the love of God, what were you thinkingassuming you were thinking at allI expect far better behavior of you than to be scuffling about like an ill-bred child.

Gerards complexion flushed again and he bit his tongue to keep from responding like the sulky child Sir Lancelot accused him of being. A perfect day: first running errands like a mere page, and now this.

He knew full well that fighting with a stable boy was not acceptable behavior for a squire who was almost ready to be considered for knighting. He knew that and had done it anyway. And in front of Lancelot! The respectable man was everything that Gerard hoped someday to bea great warrior and Arthurs most trusted knight. Or at least he had been until recently. Lancelot spent more time away from Camelot now, almost as though he were avoiding the place.


The thought of having disappointed the most famous Knight of the Round Table was more bitter than any scolding or punishment he might receive. But stillGerard fought down the anger that rose in his throatit wasnt fair! He had been provoked!

And you, Newt. Thirteens old enough to leave off childish ways. Lancelot looked down at the stable boy, who had scrambled to his feet, and cuffed him across one ear. I despair of ever teaching you manners.

Newt grinned up at the knight and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. Maybe Im no gallant, but I speak the truth, Lance. You know that.

Gerard almost choked on his outrage then, that thisnothing dared use the kings own nickname for the greatest knight in all Camelot. But Lancelot didnt seem to mind. Back to work, you. And Gerard, go clean yourself. The banquet will begin soon and Ill not have you disgracing your master further by appearing with straw in your hair as well as a bloodied nose.

Gerard got to his feet, brushing straw out of his hair and off his backside.

Go on, Newt said, mimicking Lancelots tone perfectly. Must be tidy for the castle.


Newt! Another crack across the ear, this one harder. But not hard enough to suit Gerard.

The squire left, shooting a sharp look at Newt as he went. Scolded like a puppy, and that boy got away with such familiarity!

Its not fair, Gerard muttered to himself, kicking at a clod of dirt and watching it skitter across the stones of the courtyard.

It rarely is, Lancelot said from behind him. Gerard jumped, startled. He had been so wrapped up in his own misery, he hadnt heard the knight catch up to him. The knights eyes were kind with sympathy. Life, that is. But youll find your way around it, Lancelot continued, matching himself to Gerards slower pace. Or, if you dont, it will be a failure of your own, not your birth or education, neither of which Newt has. Keep that in mind, young Gerard. We who have the benefit of our station in this world must never forget it, even in the face of provocation.

Gerard thought about that for a few steps. Sir Kay had said that honesty was a knights best virtue (even if that did make Merlin laugh).

I was angry, the squire said finally. Not at him, I mean. When I went in there. And he was


There? Lancelot asked.

Annoying.

That he is, Lancelot agreed with a laugh. Second only to his skill with horses. And you saw him as the first available target, didnt you?

Gerard opened his mouth to deny it, then shrugged.

It happens, Lancelot said. Yes, even to me. You should hear some of the arguments Merlin and I have had. And yes, I know what sort of an idiot that makes me, to quarrel with an enchanter. Lancelot smiled briefly. Fortunately, Arthur has thus far kept him from turning me into a particularly pink-eyed rat.

Gerard felt his lips turn up in a smile at the thought of Lancelot as a rat, but the sense of unfairness still burned inside him. There was no way Lancelot could understand, not really. He had everything he wanted.

Then Gerard looked sideways at Lancelot, noting the exhaustion in the knights face and remembering the weeks and months he spent away from Camelot. Some said he was on the kings secret orders. Some claimed he was chasing a woman. Others merely narrowed their eyes, putting a finger to their lips and looking wise. Whatever his reasons, it seemed that only the Grail Quest could bring Lancelot home, looking even sadder than he had when he left.

Maybe even Sir Lancelot didnt get everything he wanted. Not all the time. It was something to think about.

And off you go, the knight said as they reached the inner wall of the castle, not the door Gerard had used earlier, but a wooden gate that led to the east wing of the castle, where the Kings guests were housed. Scurry, and I wont have to make any excuses for you with the most fearsome Gracelan.

Since everyone knew that the chatelaine, the woman who oversaw the daily keeping of Camelot, was sweet on Lancelot, Gerard wasnt too frightened of the threat. Lancelot would avoid her the way squires avoided Sir Bors.

Shaking his head at what a strange, confusing day it had already been, Gerard hurried across the common area and up the narrow stone staircase and headed for his own pallet in his masters room. If the bells hadnt rung yet, he would still have time to wash up before dinner, but not much.




Twenty minutes later, his hair slicked back, the blood, straw, and mud washed from his skin, and the worst of his bruises treated with salve, Gerard skidded to a stop outside the great carved doors of the Feasting Hall. Taking a deep breath, he nodded to the guards standing on either side, and stepped inside.

Chaos immediately engulfed him, and a harried-looking server shoved a platter of pies into his arms and pushed him toward the rows of trestle tables set up along the far wall.

And dont be slow about it!

The hall itself, so huge and daunting to Gerard when he first came to Camelot as a page, was now simply huge. It was difficult to feel daunted when you were being run off your feet.

But tonight, with all the banners of the knights in residence hung on the walls, it seemed even more impressive somehow; the colors fighting with the sounds and smells for his attention. This was the largest feast Gerard had ever seen. The addition of the squires to the usual serving pages was barely enough to keep everything running.

There were more than a dozen long, wooden tables set up, each one crammed with as many honored guests as could fit on the carved wooden benches, and each table was piled with plates and knives and goblets. The walls rose four man-heights to a beamed ceiling that curved in such a way as to swallow much of the noise rising from the tables. The tapestries and banners on the walls muffled even more, but it was still impossibly noisy.

Despite that, every page and squire was expected to hear every word said to them, and respond promptly and courteously with the speakers correct name and title.

Gerard hoisted his tray and set to work, dodging another page and almost colliding with a serving maid before he found the rhythm. Making his way carefully among the other servers, and darting around the minstrels and players who used the space in front of the tables to perform, Gerard was exhausted within an hour. And rumor had it this feast would go on until well after midnight!

Boy, sit a moment.

The voice cutting through the babble was familiar and Gerard didnt need to be told twice. He knelt by his masters side, resting one elbow on the edge of the table. Sir Rheynold was highly placed, as befitted one of Arthurs oldest followers, down somewhat from the formality of the high table where Arthur and his queen sat, but well above the great silver salt dish. Below the salt, the unproven knights and commoners worked on their food, and the younger, less-schooled pages served them.

Theyve got you all going in every direction save down, Sir Rheynold said, passing Gerard a sip from the knights own goblet. The ale was cool and thick, and went down smooth.

Everyones a bit on nerves, Gerard agreed, enjoying the rest as much as the drink. Some knights wanted their squires to be seen and not heardand seen only when neededbut Sir Rheynold had always been a good and patient teacher; he welcomed Gerards questions and observations.

Tcha. Rheynold shook his head and stroked the bristles of his beard with an index finger. This Quest of Arthursits a grand idea, to be sure. A fine noble cause to get all the hotheads out of the castle and doing something useful for a change. The Grail will help cement Arthurs hold outside of the Isle, where people have not met him or are leery of the power Merlin and his magic might have over him. Those who dont trust Arthur may yet trust the man who holds the Grail.


Why? Gerard asked, not wanting to seem ignorant but genuinely curious.

The Grail is more than an object, Gerard. It is a symbol. And in these timesin all timesmen respond well to symbols. Especially when the symbol is in the possession of a strong leader. The old knight took back his goblet and swallowed a heavy mouthful. But Im glad to be out of it, I am. Quests and cavalcadestheyre nasty things for a man my age. Leave it to the young and bold.

Im young and bold, Gerard thought but didnt say. It would have done him no good. Rheynold was a fair master. But even he would not take well to what could be considered insolence from one of his charges.

Psssst! A piercing whisper came from another squire standing a few feet away, just far enough to be polite. He was gesturing urgently and his expression indicated the need for haste.

Rheynold looked up, a smile on his age-lined face. Go on, boy. Theyre in need of you again.

Gerard ducked his head and got back to his feet, tugging at his fancy tunic so that it hung properly, the gold and silver thread of Arthurs crest displayed proudly. It felt strange to be wearing the kings livery instead of Sir Rheynolds, but Gracelan wanted all the servers to look the same tonight to keep confusion to a minimum. If Gerard spilled anything on this, he thought bleakly, the washerwomen would tear strips off his hide.

Where to now? he asked Mak, the squire who had signaled him.

Cooks ready to bring out the soltetiewants us to usher it in.

The soltetie was a disguised dish, in this case a huge pig roasted and decorated with feathers and antlers to appear like some fanciful beast. Cook typically used adult servants to bear the heaviest dishes, but servants werent grand enough for this banquet.

I dont suppose Cook would believe Ive an old battle wound keeping me from lifting anything heavier than a stuffed duck? Gerard said hopefully.

A battle wound? Thats a good one. What, did the kings fool plant an arrow in your backside?

Gerard aimed a mock cuff at Maks head. The other squire ducked it easily, making a disgusting face at him after first making sure no adults were watching.

Perhaps if you carry your share gallantly, the king will demand you join the Quest for him personally to return the Grail to civilized hands.


Can you imagine it, Gerard began, forgetting everything else to return to his favorite topic. To be a part ofto actually lay hands on the Grail itself? They say its magical, that it can heal, that it can grant your hearts dearest wish.

Will it make you better at your sword drills? That would be miracle indeed!

Oh, for heavens sake. A girls voice, light and pleasant in tone, if not in the words, intruded into their conversation. Grail this, Grail that. None of you has a lick of sense about it.

Gerard made an irritated face at Mak, but smoothed it out before turning to face the newcomer. Ailis might be only a girl, and a servant at that, but she had come to Camelot after the battle of Mount Agned, where both her parents died. Everyone knew that the queen looked after the orphans of that battle as if, some whispered unkindly, they were the children she had never been able to give the king. And those whom Guinevere favored had a certain kind of protection, in that everyone took care to please the queen. To anger the queen was to risk Arthurs wrath as well.

Gerard and Ailis had both come to Camelot as tearful eight-year-olds the same week, and there was a bond of sorts in that. (Even if neither would ever admit that one of them had gotten lost in the winding stone-and-wood hallways of the castle, and had to be led out, in tears, by the other.) Gerard would take that secret to his grave. Ailis might only be a servant-girl, but her parents had been honest land-holders who died for their king. And she was a good sort, for a girl.

What do you mean? Mak demanded. How are we not sensible? Id say were being plenty sensiblecant go on a Quest without planning, and lots of it!

Ailis had pretty brown eyes that could practically sparkle with laughter, but right now they looked dark and worried. The Grail is not to be won, is it? Its a thing thats given. She tugged at the end of her braid, which was dark red and long enough to coil around her shoulder and hang almost down to her elbow. You cant just go off and search and take it, no matter how shining your armor or fancy your horse, or full your heart with Glory-to-King.

And pray tell: Who gives it, then? Mak scoffed.

I dont know, Ailis admitted, looking troubled by the question. But someone more than a knight.

You know nothing about it. Gerard couldnt believe that she was dismissing all the knights that easily. Lancelot himself was on this Quest! It was all anyone had talked about for months!

Nor does any of us, Ailis pointed out. Everything weve heard so farits just legend. And myth. But all the stories say that the one who holds it cannot be defeated on this earth.

All the more reason for Arthur to hold it, Gerard said.

But what if were not the ones meant to find it? Might it not be better for it to stay lost? Ailis suggested.

Mak was scornful. Youre a servant. What do you know about any of this?

Ailis gulped, her cheeks going pale and then flaming red with shame. Is that what you think? That a servant cant know any better?

On another day, Gerard might have tried to smooth things over, as he so often did when Ailis spoke her mind in front of his fellow squires. But he was still upset at the stable boys actions, and her dismissal of his heroes rankled him. Youre a girl, he said instead. Maybe thats why

Oh! Ailis looked as though shed like to smack them both, but settled for a parting shot before she turned away. Two of a kind, you are; overfull of yourselves and your positionssuch as they are, as neither of you is actually being taken along on this grand Quest.

They both winced as the bolt struck home.

Ailis, I Gerard began awkwardly.

Oh, go on, theyre calling you, Ailis said, spotting a commotion near the main door. Hurry!



Ailis watched the two boys move across the crowded floor to where one of the under-cooks was waiting, and sighed in relief when they made it without further delay. She hated to see anyone get into trouble. Then, recalling her own duties, she lifted the refilled pitcher of spiced wine and made her way carefully back to where her ladies waited. At fourteen, Ailis was one of the youngest of the queens servants, chosen for her quick eyes and steady hands. Unlike the pages and squires, she had only to serve wine and set out fresh napkins at this feast. But it took all her concentration to anticipate their needs without appearing to eavesdrop on them. Especially when they said such interestingand gossipythings.

Do you not think Sir Gawain has the greatest chance? He isvery religious.


So religious he will seek the Grail only in churches and monasteries, another woman at the table suggested, waving her bejeweled hands in dismissal. If the Grail were there, it would have been found already.

Ailis kept her gaze lowered and her mouth shut as she refilled her ladys goblet and replaced stained napkins with new squares of cloth. It was one thing to argue with Mak and Gerard, despite their squires rank. Responding to an adult was out of the question. No, she was a servant, and as such would never dare speak her mind to any of the court, not even if they asked her. That would lead to dismissal, and no matter that the queen had been known to smile upon her from time to time.

Someday soon, she knew, Mak and Gerard and the others would earn their spurs and go off to be knights in the service of the king, but she would still be here, serving at the castle. That was the fate of a landless, family-less orphan.

Oh, stop feeling so sorry for yourself, she scolded herself quietly. A practical girl, Ailis knew it wasnt a bad life. Lonely? A little. But she was well treated and fed and cared for, and was learning skills that would be useful as she got older. She had a fine hand with her stitching. That might earn her a place as a seamstress, eventually, in the queens cozy, comfortable solar. But

I want more than to be a seamstress or the mistress of the linens in some lords manor house, she whispered fiercely to the food-stained napkins in her grasp. I want

Her thought was interrupted by something odd. Her head lifted, like a doe scenting the air, and her young lips creased in a frown. The musiciansthat was it. The musician playing the lutehis tune was off somehow. Not much, perhaps nothing most in the crowd would notice, but Ailis had a good ear as well as a pure singing voice, and music she knew well.

Ailis shrugged. Perhaps he had drunk too much mead. Or he was tired. They had been performing for hours now, and it was far more difficult work, she knew, than any observer would think. Either way, it was no concern of hers.

But still. Something was odd, now that she looked about her. It wasnt a specific thing, exactlya smell that was off in the air, maybe, like wood smoke, only not as familiar or comforting as that. Movements were also off, slowed somehow, as though it were just a bit too much effort to carry on as usual.


Worried now, Ailis instinctively looked over her shoulder to check on the queen. Others might think the sun rose and set on King Arthur. He was the lion of the court indeed, but Ailis had long ago learned that Guineveres moods set the temper of the castle, not Arthurs.

My lady?

Guinevere turned to look down at Ailis, smiling prettily. The queen was no longer the young woman she had been when she first came to Camelot, but her beauty remained intact, and her wits likewise.

And yet those eyes, normally sharp with intelligence, looked dulled now, as though the queen were having trouble focusing.

My lady, is all well?

Indeed. It is simplyI find myself wearying of all this. The queen gestured at the entire hall. But it pleases Arthur to send them off with such frolic.

Yes, my lady. Ailis bowed and backed away. But her frown deepened as she noted others at the high table looking asthere was no other word for itsleepy.

Something wasnt right. But the queens taster, a bright-eyed lad, one of Guineveres cousins from her home of Cameliard, was still alert and healthy, so it was not anything in the food. Indeed, Ailis had eaten and drunk much the same, sneaking bits from half full plates as they were carried out, and she felt fine.

It may all be my imagination, Ailis thought. Id look a proper fool if I said anything. Nodding in agreement with herself, she tucked the dirty linens into the fold of her skirt and headed for the laundry, where she could leave them and then return. Some fresh air and all would be well.



The stuffed peacock had been the success Cook promised; even Gerard had to admit that. Four pages had staggered into the hall under its weight, the tail feathers spread in an astonishing display, and the flesh golden brown and filled to bursting with spiced meats. The squire had managed to be near Sir Rheynold when it was brought in, the better to see his masters reaction when Arthur saluted him for his contribution.

The pleasure the knight took in his triumph, however, was soon overtaken by a look of puzzlement on his face.

Sir? Gerard stepped forward, one hand raised in a conscious gesture of aid.

Hmmm? Sir Rheynold looked up at him, his eyes creased with exhaustion. Cant drink as much as I used to, I suppose, the knight murmured, slightly confused. Dont remember it getting so late

Gerard lunged to catch his master as he slid sidewise on his bench. Pushing him back onto his seat and propping him against the wooden table, Gerard glanced around, panicked that someone might have seen the old mans embarrassment.

But instead, as the bells in the courtyard church struck the midnight hour, every adult in the hallfrom the broad-shouldered form of the king himself down to the wiry-limbed jugglers performing before himall slowed their movements, stilled, and fell limply where they stood.

The pages running the endless chores also slowed and then stopped, looking about them as they tried to understand what was happening. Some, smaller and younger than the others, burst into tears of confusion.

Gerard? Ailiss voice, small and scared, came from behind him. Whats happening? Why are they allare they alldead?
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