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“Thisengaging and intelligent sequel to David' sclassc Knight Life isatdefilled with dark humor and
ingenious variations on the Arthurian legend in a contemporary setting.”
—Library Journal

“Thisirreverent romp impartialy jousts at White House staff pomposty, the inanities of today’ s press
corps, Congressiona antics, and mismanaged U.S. foreign policy. Some of the goings-on are belly-laugh
funny . . . awild mix of ancient legends.”—Publishers Weekly

Praisefor Knight Life

“Arthurian legend gets another kick in the pants with thisrollicking rewrite of bestsdller David' sfirst nove
... Extensvely updated and lovingly revised, this hilarious romp in today’ s New Y ork features a cast of
zany characters, zippy didog, and enough action and plot twiststo satisfy most satiricd fantasy fans.” —
Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“A fun spin onthat Mark Twain classic. A mix of classic Arthurian fiction and satiric commentary about
the nature of today’ s palitics. Engaging.”—The Monroe (LA) News-Star

“Filled with genuine wit, irony, and keen observations of human nature.”—Library Journal
“The once and future king is back and running for mayor—of New Y ork. King Arthur’'sNew Y ork City
court isan old-new story for our time, with afresh and very funny perspective.”—Booklist

“A fresh take on the Sory ... Peter David's Arthur strikes awonderful balance between naive and wise.
Memorably funny.”—The Davis Enterprise

“Anintriguing, different fable for modern times”
—Library Bookwatch

“ A wonderful modernization of Camdoat.”
—NMidwest Book Review

“A lot of fun.”—VOYA

“Thenove hasalittle bit of everything: deft satire . . . laugh-out-loud humor . . . low comedy . . . alove
gory . . . breathlessmagica action . . . potentid tragedy . . . and asolid grounding in Arthurian
themes”—SF Ste

“Witty, creatively written, and fun to read.”
—The Greenman Review

If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that this book is stolen property. It was
reported as* unsold and destroyed” to the publisher, and neither the author nor the publisher has received
any payment for this “stripped book.”

Dedicated to those who survived,

those who didn't,

and the heroes who made all the difference.

“The shortest and surest way to live with honor in the world isto bein redlity what we would appear to
mn

—SOCRATES, PHILOSOPHER (470-399 B.C.)

YE OLDE PRELUDE

THE HIGH KING is happy.



The stag has given him quite a run, and required an entire day of tracking, across the length and
breadth of theisdand. Naturally the High King could have had as much help as he'd desired. Any
number of individuals would have considered it the greatest of honors to accompany himon a
hunt. They would have beaten the bushes for him, carved the way through the forest, scouted
ahead. They would have gladly run the stag to ground for him, attempted to bring it down with
bow and arrow or spear, or even assailed it barehanded, as the High King himself had done. They
would have, in point of fact, broken their bodies on his behalf, crawled across broken glass, taken
a brace of arrows, all to please the High King.

That was all fine for them. But what fun was that for the High King, really?

Then again, had that not been one of the recurring themes of his existence? Had there not always
been those, walking the earth or stalking the heavens, who had seemed to exist primarily to
prevent the High King from taking any joy in hislife at all?

Immediately he pushes his thoughts away from such moribund musings. He knows himself all too
well. He knows that if he continues to dwell upon it, the anger will come, followed as always by
the righteous indignation. He will stew upon it, and his stomach will bubble in turmoil, and slowly
the anger will build with volcanic intensity until either it explodes outward into open
demonstrations of fury . . . or else be turned inward, to devour him and send him spiraling into a
depression that could last weeks, even months.

It has taken him a long time, ever so long a time, to find the balance and equanimity that now
governs his life. He has learned many hard and bruising lessons along the way to reach this point,
and he has resolved never to forget any of them...

THE HIGH KING moved among his people, looking as nonchaant as one can with amighty stag Sung
over one s shoulders. He cut an imposing figure and he knew it al too well. He was bare-chested this
day, as he customarily was when he hunted, and bare-legged aswell. A smple breechcloth, which he
would just as easily have tossed aside had he been of amind to, was all that served to protect modesty.
His body was so uniformly tanned and so firm that he looked asif he had been carved from teak. His
musculature was perfectly defined, and when he walked he looked like nothing so much asagiant cat
uncurling with every dride. His skin seemed to shine with the glow of matchless hedlth. Even had he not
been physically taller than everyone else, he would still have seemed to loom over them just from the
sheer mgjesty of his presence. His shoulders were so wide that historso almost seemed triangular asit
narrowed to hiswaist, and his powerful legs were like knotted tree trunks. He was holding the stag over
his shoulders with one hand; his other arm swung in aleisurely fashion at hissde, and the musclesrippled
and played against one another. Hislong, black hair—dotted with brambles and clods of dirt from the
hunt—hung straight about his shoulders, with asection of it tied off in alengthy tail down hisback. His
eyeswere close-set and dark, dark as a storm, dark as death. Dark as blackness that could swallow an
entire peopleswhole and not even blink. He had astraight nose, with nogtrils that tended to flare
whenever he wasin ahunt. Although he was normally clean shaven, the strong lines of hisjaw sported a
shadow of stubble, since he had not gone out of hisway to attend to personal grooming while tracking
the stag, and hisfacia hair tended to grow quite quickly.

He exuded power and confidence and the wisdom of the ages, and every so often as he walked past his
subjects, he would toss off abrief nod of acknowledgment, which seemed to please them greeily. He
could only wonder, in adistant and oblique fashion, what it was like to be them. Then again, there were
times he wondered what it was like to be he himsdlf, and he was not entirely certain of the answer to that
question either.

The High King strode up the short flight of stairsto his paace, his sandals scraping on the concrete steps.
The guards who were posted, two on each step, bowed sequentially as he passed them. They were each
dressed somewhat similarly to him, but wore tunics aswell asloincloths, and boots rather than sandals.
Each of them held asingle soear, points gleaming as sunlight sparkled off the gold trim. Thiswas amusing
to the High King. What wastherein theworld, after all, that the High King needed to fear, that he would



require guards? But it was of little consequence to the High King. It gave the natives pleasure to serve
him in thisfashion, so there seemed no harm init. Nor did any of his other subjects seem to mind. Infact,
they seemed to derive some old-world pleasure from it. And who was he to deny anyone pleasure? After
al, one had to find it where one could.

Courtiers and servants bowed and nodded to him. “Good hunt, High King,” they would say. “Well done,
High King.” “The beast never stood a chance, High King.”

Widll, that was the truth of it, wasn’t it? As his sandal-shod feet padded across the polished floor, he
pondered the fact that the beast, indeed, never had stood a chance. It was something of a paradox to
him. He wanted to take pride in his accomplishment, to revel in the praise that hisfollowers heaped upon
him. On the other hand, redlly . . . wasthere much point to it? To anything?

He quickly withdrew from such musings, forcing himself to take amenta step back. He knew that if he
followed that train of thought to itslogical conclusion, it would plunge him into yet another one of hisdark
and dreary depressions. No one needed to endure that: not his people, and certainly not he himself. But it
bothered him; that was twice now, in areatively short period of time, that he had needed to force himsalf
back to the realm of equanimity in which he dwelt for so long. That which had been so smplefor him
after long practice, he was now having to impose upon himsdlf with an effort of will. Something was
bothering him, gnawing away at him. But he didn’t have the faintest ideawhat it could be.

Hewalked through his private chambersto out behind the paace, where the mighty river ran. It wasas
clear and pure and unsullied asit had been when he had first seen it, and for amoment he gazed with
satisfaction at his reflection. Standing there as he was, streaked with dirt, his hair matted, his prey dung
over hisshoulders, hefdt asif hewas staring across centuries to mankind in its earliest, most primeva
days. Heregarded himself for atime longer, and then eased the beast’ s carcass off his shoulders and into
the narrow river. It splashed down into the water and smply lay there, its dead eyes Saring at nothing.
Thewater burbled and splashed around it, asif toying with the stag’ s body, and then the High King
turned away and walked back to his private chambers.

He could have had the most opulent furnishings, but he had preferred instead to keep things smple, yet
elegant. All the furniture was carved from wood, glistening brown much as he himsalf was. Tapestries,
woven centuries before, decorated the walls, depicting mighty deeds from times gone by. Here upon the
wall, Ulysses again e uded the Sirens, while Robin Hood valiantly diced one arrow with another, and
Jason felt the glory of the golden fleece between hisfingersfor thefirst time. Other heroic moments,
captured by skilled artisans, dl belonging to the High King. Sometimes he could gaze upon them for
hours, speculating, dreaming, remembering.

The High King draped himsdlf over achair with an ornately carved back that gave it the appearance of
the head of abull leaning over him, guarding him. As he pulled thoughtfully at hislower lip, heheard a
splash from outside. He glanced through the open doors, and saw the river where he had deposited the
corpse of hisprey. The stag' s body was no longer there. He gave the creature no further thought, but
turned back instead to his own musings.

“I am bored,” he said out loud, but softly. He didn’t want hisvoiceto carry, for if it did, he would
undoubtedly have dozens of courtiers descending upon him, al endeavoring to entertain himin various
ways. Hewasn't remotedly interested in that. The problem was, he wasn't sure what he was remotely
interested in.

Herose and went to his bath. The servers were waiting there for him, of course, and they poured the
warm, soothing watersfor him as the High King dipped off his sandas and loincloth and eased his
powerful body into the shallow pool. He leaned back, alowing the water to come up to his shoulders.
The nubile women who were his bath servers did into the water with him, washing hishar and cleansing
the dirt of the hunt from him. One of them smiled a him in amanner that was both shy and knowing,
cautious and inquiring. He smiled back, nodding in acquiescence. She removed the few vestments she
was wesaring, climbed upon hislap to face him while wrapping her legs around his middle, and he took
her. She cried out, gasping, caling out his name, burying her face in the ngpe of his neck, and when he
finished and she lay back in the water, sated, he waited afew minutes and then took the other girl aswell.
Not only was she no less eager than the first, but she felt she had something to live up to. She performed



more than well, as did he, which wasto be expected, and when she joined the first in blissful stupor, he
sat there and regarded the two of them and wondered why he was still bored. He continued to wonder
that even ashedriftedtodeep . . .

He has not had Seeing Dreams in quite some time.

Oh, they had been there, floating about in his subconscious, teasing and taunting him with the
faintest visions of things to come. But there has been nothing absolute, nothing concrete. For that
matter, there has been nothing to worry about. The High King does not like the Seeing Dreans,
for they are invariably sent by the gods who live to torment him. Indeed, in many ways it seems
that these days they live for little else. Most of their followers are long, long dead, and most of
their power is gone along with them. The High King can’t help but feel that the gods bedevil him
lest they fade from memory and power completely.

Apparently they have chosen to torture him now, and even the High King has to admit,
grudgingly, that they have not lost their touch . . .

Thedream cameto him, and it was so unsettling, so disturbing, ending so violently, that the High King
was propelled from his dumber with enough forceto let out ayell that could well have awvoken the dead.
Since there were no dead around in hisvicinity, and had not been for quite sometime, it awoke instead
the bathing servants, who let out startled yelps as the High King splashed about in darm.

Immediately they started babbling out apologies, even though they hadn’t the faintest ideawhat they
might actualy be gpologizing for. The High King barely heard them, his head till whirling with the Sghts
he had seen. It took him long moments to remember who and where he was, and when hefinaly
managed to compose himsdlf, he turned to the cowering women and rumbled, “ Summon the Aged One.”
Hedid not wait for them to emerge from the pool before him, to prepare the towels to rub him down or
the powders or scented ails. Instead he smply splashed out of the pool, picked up his blue robe from
whereit lay draped over achair, and pulled it on even though his body was still soaked. A large wet stain
spread across the back of the robe, but he paid it no mind. Instead he walked away quickly, smoothing
out thetanglesin hishair with histhick fingers even ashis mind raced, trying to sort out the images and
make sense of them before they dipped away, victimsto hiswakefulness.

He went to his receiving room without bothering to change out of hisrobe. He was, after dl, the High
King. Who would dare ook disapprovingly a whatever he chose to attire himsdlf in? Many dared not
look upon him at al, and that suited him just fine.

He sat upon hisgreat chair and waited for what seemed an interminable time. Finally he heard the soft,
steady tap of a cane upon the floor, one that he knew as well as the sound of his own heartbeat. He
drummed hisfingersimpatiently upon the armrest as he waited for the Aged Oneto enter. There was no
use complaining or demanding that the old fellow hurry up. Of dl the residents upon theide, there were
only two who did not treat the High King with due deference. One of those treated himasan equd . . .
and the other as a subordinate. It wasthe latter of the two who approached him now, and the High King
kept his peace until the Aged Onewasfindly infront of him. His hair and beard were long and white, his
face s0 creased with yearsthat it was hard to believe he once had any features other than wrinkles. His
clothing wasloose and shapeless, and the High King suspected that benegth it he was not much more
than a skeleton with some stringy meat upon him.

Sill . . . helived. And he knew things.

“l aman old man,” said the Aged One without even an attempt at a politic greeting. “I need my deep.”
“Youdeepdl day and dl night,” replied the High King.

“| fail to see your point.”

There was no purpose whatsoever in bandying words about. Instead he leaned forward, exuding power,
asheinterlaced hisfingers and rested his chin atop them. “1 had a Seeing Dream,” he said gravely.

“Ah”

The High King blinked in annoyance. “Y ou have nothing of more moment to say than that? Have you any
idea of the importance of what I’ vejust told you?’

“No,” the Aged One replied pointedly. “I have no idea of anything. Y ou have told me the means by
which amessage was conveyed, but not the messageitself. It could betrivid.”



“Trivid?" TheHigh King practicaly spat out the word. “The godswouldn’'t waste their time with
trividities”

The Aged One did not seem the least bit impressed over the High King’ sindignation on the gods' behalf.
Instead he rapped his cane on the floor severd times, asif trying to snag the attention of areca citrant
child. The High King dumped back, looking sullen. In afaintly scolding tone, the Aged One said, “You
seem to be under the impression that because you are two-thirds agod, you know of what the gods will.
Wéll, High King, | may not share your patrimony, but | am older than you by far, and | can tell you that
no one can predict the gods. We arein their image, and they in ours, and if we can be petty, crud, and
foolish in our ways, then they can be more so if they’re so inclined. Do not ascribe great depth to
everything the gods give you, for that way surely liesmadness.”

“I would have thought the continuation of this conversation would lead to madness even more quickly,”
grumbled the High King, shifting in his chair. “Must you dways lecture me? Must you dwaystry to make
mefed asif | amlessthan| am?’

“Of course,” said the Aged Onewith ashrug. “If not I, then who?”’

The High King took that in for amoment, and then adow smile spread across hisface. It made him look
even more handsome, because it made him seem abit more human, rather than theicon of perfection he
ordinarily resembled. “Wel spoken, Aged One,” he dlowed. “Very well spoken. | would bethelessfor
it, were | not accompanied by someone who existed to put mein my place.”

Snorting at that, the Aged One said, “And are we not full of oursalves. | exist a your sufferance, you
say? Faw.” He made adismissive, guttura noise. “I exist at the sufferance and pleasure of the gods, and
will do so for aslong as it amuses them to keep me about. And when they fed it istime to dispose of
me—which cannot come soon enough for me, | assure you—then will | be gone, whether you have need
of meor not. Gods, but if thisinsufferably dull conversation continues, it will seem that | have lived more
than twice the span I’ ve dready consumed. Out with it, High King. What of this dream, then, for I've
much to do and important napsto take that I’ d prefer not to be kept from.”

“Thedream, then,” said the High King. He suddenly felt most uneasy discussing it, for he was not oneto
let down hisguard or spesk of that which disconcerted him. It implied weakness, and was not
appropriate for one who was, as the Aged One said, two-thirds god. But there was really no avoiding it.
“l saw asword. . . asword like no other. A wide, black pommel, and aguard with runes upon it that
looked asif they were ancient at atime when even you first walked the earth. And the blade, by the
gods, it gleamed, Aged One, asif it wasforged in the very cauldron of creation itself. It hung before me,
suspended inthe air, and | tried to reach for it. | touched it briefly, and heat seemed to explode fromiit,
heat of such ferocity that it near to burned medive.” Hisvoicefilled with dread, for recounting it now
chilled him to his marrow. “Then the sword spirded through the air, and lit in the hand of another man.
He swept it through the air, back and around—"

“Inashape?’ the Aged One said quickly. “ A pattern?’

The High King frowned, trying torecdl. “A . . . figureeight, | believe. Sideways. Isthat sgnificant?’
“Goon,” said the Aged One, not committing himself to any observations yet.

“Thereis not much more. In his other hand, the man was clutching a black rock. It was rather large. He
did not attempt to throw it; he smply held it. He came toward me, swinging his sword in that same way,
and then hesaid . . . the oddest thing.” Before the Aged One could ask, he continued, “Hesaid. .. ‘I'm
sorry.” But hedidn’t say what hewas sorry for. Andthen .. .” Hegaveasmal shrug. “1 woke up.”

The Aged One nodded dowly then, pausing to takeit al in. Then he rocked back and forth dowly on his
hedls, humming softly to himsdf. The High King sat petiently, waiting. It had been along time since he
had sought the Aged On€e's counsel on a Seeing Dream, and he was not about to rush him.

“The sword you saw,” the Aged Onefinaly told him, “may or may not be known to me. If it isthe sword
| think ittobe. . . it isthe blade known, inits misted origins, as‘Cdad Bolg' . . .”

“ “Hard Lightning,” " the High King trandated.

The Aged One nodded once in what appeared to be approval. The High King took some pleasurein
that; it seemed so rare that the Aged One acknowledged, in apositive manner, just about anything he
ever said. That should not have mattered to the High King . . . and yet, annoyingly, it did. “Yes. The



blade of hard lightning. There are many explanations astoitsorigins. Themost likely, as|’ve heard the
tale, isthat an Elfin smithy, or perhaps adwarf, fashioned it, with aforge stoked by the flaming breath of
thefirst dragon of them dl, the very reptile that the Norse claimed wrapped itself around the middle of
the world. The blade was first wielded by an Irish hero named Cu Chulainn, and then it disappeared
upon his death. Some said it returned on its own to the Elf folk that made it; others say that a human
returned it to them.”

“And what happened to Calad Bolg after that?” asked the High King.

The Aged One once again lapsed into silence. The High King' s patience began to wane a bit, and it took
aphysica effort not to shout at the old man. When he spoke once more, it was asif he had not heard the
High King'squestion. Instead he said, “The eight issignificant. Itisatime. It could be eight days. . . eight
weeks, or months, or yearsfrom now . . . but at the end of that span, Calad Bolg will confront you. What
isaso sgnificant isthat an eight, Sdeways, representsinfinity. Endlessness.”

“gy7

Regarding the High King with a stare that could only be considered pitying, the Aged One reminded him,
“You, HighKing. .. aeendless. Asam |. The sword, and itswielder, represents athreat to that
endlessness”

Hedrew in asharp breath. “Impossible,” he spat out. He felt angry, not so much at the old man, ashe
did a the very notion that the way of life that they had carved out for themsaveswasin any way
endangered. He was up off histhrone, pacing, fuming, virtually outraged at the concepts he was being
forced to address. When he walked, each foot came down with such force that the room seemed to
shake dightly with every step. “Impossible, | say. Nothing can threaten us. Nothing can defest me,” and
he thumped hisfist on hischest. “1 am the High King! Nonewould dare! Even thissword, forgedina
dragon’ s breath, cannot stand against that which protects us! For the old magic guards us.”

“For now. Yes. The black ssone—"

The High King stopped his pacing. He had completely forgotten about that other part of the dream. “The
black stone, yes. And what will thiswielder of Caad Bolg do? Pelt uswith rocksin hisfrustration as he
falstolay uslow?’

“Itisnot arock. Itisasymbol,” said the Aged One patiently. “Itisin hishand, and so it represents a
servant of his. A black servant. Hard as stone, patient as stone, unyielding as stone, eternd as stone. This
servant will comefirst. When he departs, he will bring the master. He will bring the onewho bearsthe
sword. . .”

At that, the High King laughed, loudly and dismissvely. “Isthat dl thereisto it, then?” And, sounding
quite jovia, he clapped ahand on the Aged One' s shoulder.

The Aged One was obvioudy puzzled at the abrupt change in the High King’'s demeanor. “Isthat . . . not
enough?’ he asked. “ The warnings of the gods could not be moredire. . .”

“They could not be more helpful!” replied the High King. “ Thisissimplicity itsdf. When this black servant
of the stone gppears.. . . al we need do isdetain him hereforever. If he cannot go to summon his master,
the master will not come, and the Land will be safe from this Cdad Bolg. Y ou have set my mind at ease,
Aged Onel”

“I washoping,” the Aged One said pointedly, “that | would serveto dert you.”

“Y ou have indeed. Y ou have derted me to the generosity of the gods.” He clapped his hands together
briskly. “I know exactly what | should do. | should make a sacrifice to the gods.” Hisgrin widened ashe
contemplatedit. “Yed Yes, | shdl hunt down amagnificent beast, capture it, and sacrificeit to the gods
inthanksfor thisvison of warning they have given me!”

“Have you not just returned from ahunt?’ asked the Aged One. “ Are there not other matters you should
be attending to?’

“They can wait!” said the High King cheerily. “Because thanks to the gods, we are once again assured of
having dl thetimein theworld. Will you join mein the hurt, little father?’

“Number one, | am not your father and would terminate my own immortd lifewere | so, provided |
could find away to do s0,” the Aged One said with such acid in hisvoice that the words alone
threatened to tear the High King' s skin off. “ And number two . . .”



The High King wasn't listening. Asif he had totaly forgotten the Aged One was till there, he strode past
him and, cupping his handsto his mouth, called out, “ Summon my hunting brother!” He spun and, dmost
asif it was an afterthought, bellowed, “ Thank you, Aged One, for dl your fine counsel! Herel had fdt a
certain despondency, but now . . . now | fee more divethan | havein ages! And | have you to thank for
it! Thank you!” Newly invigorated, he turned and ran out of the room.

“You' rewelcome,” said the Aged One. “And by theway . . . Cadad Bolg isaso known as Excdlibur . . .
and is now wielded by the Pendragon, who—Ilast | heard—was president of the United States of
America. A pity you didn't stay around to hear that. It could have saved al of usagresat dedl of time and
aggravation, not to mention quite afew lives”

Unfortunately, the High King was not around to hear that.

And somewhere, the gods were laughing.

PARTE THEFIRST :

Wheds

CHAPTRE THE FIRST

NELLIE PORTER LOOKED at her boss with guarded bemusement. “I’ m sorry, ma am, what did you
a7

“I just asked if it would be possible to make adight detour over to Belvedere Castle”

One could tell just by looking at Porter that she was an intelligent woman, with astrong chin, snapping
blue eyes, and a straightforward, no-nonsense manner. But now she Smply sat there dack-jawed, clearly
befuddled, asif someone had just dapped her in the face with alarge vaudevillian powder puff. Shewas
inthe rear of the limousine, her long legs tucked up and feding abit cramped as she tried to baance her
notepad on her knees, facing her boss, who was seated opposite her. Her back was up against the
closed privacy partition that separated them from the driver. Porter was ol d-fashioned and preferred to
gtay on top of things using traditiona writing implementsinstead of computer pads and such. Now,
however, she had stopped writing.

“Wedl, maam,” shesaid cautioudy, “you' re running the show, of course, but we do have schedulesto
keep...”

“Fiveminutes, Nellie. That’sdl it would take.”

“It would takefifteen,” Porter corrected her, caculating the additiond travel time with the efficiency of a
well-oiled piston engine. “The planewill bewaiting .. .

“It could wait another fifteen minutes, couldn’'t it?’ asked her boss, and even though it wasframed asa
question, it was actualy more of a statement. Porter, smart woman that she was, naturdly picked up on
that, and realized that she was not being asked if it was possible, but instead was gently being informed
that she should find away to make it possible. She gave aworld-weary sigh and then rapped on the
privacy partition. It rolled down and the Secret Service man in the passenger seat turned and looked at
her, eyebrows raised.

“We re making adetour,” said Porter.

The Secret Service man, a heavyset black man named Cook who started out as alinebacker for the
Lionsand looked it, stared at her, and the thick eyebrows went even higher. Any higher, they’ d have
been skidding over the top of his shaved head. He had a headset wrapped around the top of his skull,
with amicrophone perched an inch from hismouth. “A detour?” he said, sounding unenthusiadtic.
“Belvedere Cadlle”

“Andweredoingthat . . . why?’

“Because the First Lady asked usto.”

The Firg Lady, inthe far seat, waggled her fingers and even managed to feign an gpologetic look. “I
hope that won't be a problem,” she said.

“In point of fact, Mrs. Penn, it will be. . .”

She leaned forward, smoothing the skirt of her smple blue power dress. “ Guys. . . tomorrow’ sthe State
of the Union. That'swhere al the mediaand attention is. Since | happen to bein the areg, and the place



holds nogtalgic valuefor me, I'd like to swing by it. On adow news day, the press makes hay of it. They
make abig thing out of it even though it’s not a big thing. But today, they’ re not going to give adamn. So
indulge me, okay?’ And once again, there was nothing about that “Okay?’ that gave any indication that
shewaslooking for permission so much as she was issuing ingtructions.

Porter sighed, and reasoned that she should have been used to such things by now. “ Consider yourself
indulged, Mrs. Penn. Should we inform your husband?’

Her boss smiled in that way she had when speaking of the President. It seemed to Porter that the First
Lady had adazzling variety of smiles, each carefully practiced and developed for different occasions. But
when mention was made of her husband, then and only then did she sport asmilethat seemed . . . dmost
dhy. Girlish.

Porter thought about al the times when she had seen series of photographs of men who had been the
president, and marveled at the physica toll that the job apparently took on people. The year-by-year
aging was just an amazing thing to see (except for Nixon, sherecalled, who didn’t appear to grow older
at dl whilein office, asif he somehow fed off the power like some sort of vampire.) But no one ever did
such studies of firgt ladies. . . and yet the position could be just as stressful. After dl, one shared in al the
grief and aggravation that one' s husband had to endure, without the persond authority to do anything
about it.

Mrs. Penn had not been immune from those effects. Her strawberry blonde hair now had afew stregks
of premature gray in it, which she resolutely refused to dye. She actualy seemed pleased about them,
once confiding to Porter that she' d ways been very salf-conscious about her 1ooks.

“But . . . there snothing wrong with you!” Porter had exclaimed.

Mrs. Penn had grunted acknowledgment of the assessment. Y es, exactly. If there were, my face would
be more memorable. Asitis, it has nothing interesting about it at dl.”

Porter had thought that Mrs. Penn was being entirely too hard on hersalf, but had not pushed the issue,
other than chalking it up to people samazing ability to have skewed self-perceptions. In any event, when
Mrs. Penn had noticed the gray hairs coming in, she had practically burst into cries of rgoicing, and had
firmly countered even the dightest suggestion that she do anything about it.

Now Mrs. Penn smiled as she considered Porter’ s question. “Inform my husband that I'll be ahalf hour
later than previoudy anticipated? | wouldn't even insult him by thinking that such athing would be of the
remotest importance.”

At that moment, the car phone rang. Porter picked it up promptly and said, “Yes.” She blinked once,
sad, “Yes, Mr. Presdent,” and handed the phone to her boss.

Mrs. Penn took the phone and said, “ Y es, Arthur?’ She paused and then let out an annoyed sigh. “Yes,
I’m going to be about haf an hour late. Cook” —she turned her voice away from the phone—"you ratted
me out, didn’t you?’

In the front seat, the Secret Service man looked resolutely ahead, obvioudy not wanting to own up toit.
Turning her attention back to the phone, Mrs. Penn said, “I’'mjust vistinganold Ste. . . Yes. .. Yes.
That old ste. Cdl it nogtalgia. | just fedl, considering that tomorrow you' re going to be focusing on
where we re going, | wanted to remind myself about where we ve been. It won't take long.” There was
afirmnessin her tonethat indicated that, as far as she was concerned, the discusson was over. She
paused and then obvioudy got the answer she wanted, because she said, “ Thank you, love. Seeyouina
few hours”

She ended the connection and flipped the phone casually through the air to Porter, who caught it easily.
“Men,” she said lightly. “No matter what office they hold, they’re fill men.”

“I’ve noticed that about them,” Porter replied. Since they were having some additional time asaresult of
their unexpected detour, Néllie began scanning through her notes to see what other matters needed
attending to. “ Ah. Fred Baumann from the New Y ork Daily News has been rather indstent,” she said,
“about aone-on-one for a State-of -the-State-of -the-Union interview.”

Gwen moaned and tilted her head back, thumping it softly on the back of the seat. Porter tried not to
gmile Mrs. Penn was never exactly subtle when something wasirritating her. “Baumann a problem?’
asked Ndllie.



“Ohhhh, we go way back.” Gwen sighed. “Baumann has been covering my husband since the mayora
days. | think hefeds his coverage helped Arthur get hisstart in politics.. . . and who knows, maybeit did
alittle. And Baumann has been getting up there in years, so wetry to help out, give him exclusives
whenever we can, but ill . . .” She shook her head. “ Sometimeshejust . . . hejust acts asif he fedlswe
owe him. Asif he' s somehow entitled to our time whenever it’ Il benefit his deadlines or get him in good
with hisboss. Maybe | should just cut him off at the knees and be donewithiit . . .”

“Wadl, now, wait,” Nelliereplied. “I mean, if he'sbeen supporting you since way back . . . it could be
argued that you do owe him. Besides, don’'t they always say you should be nice to the people you meet
onthewayup...?

“Yes, | supposeyou'reright,” agreed Gwen. “Still . . . if | could only get some breathing space. . .”
“How about | talk to him,” she offered. “I'll get alittle tough with him. That way you can stay nice and
sweet, and I’ [l bethe evil witch.”

“Trust me,” Gwen assured her, “you're definitely no evil witch.”

Nelielaughed at that. “ Seen many, have you?’

But there was no smile on Gwen’ sface as she said rather quietly, “ Just one. That was more than
enough.”

And she turned and stared out the window, and didn’t seem to be listening to anything else Nelliewas

saying.

THE WALLS OF Belvedere Castle were just as Gwendolyn DeV ere Queen Penn remembered them.
GwenPenn. ..

She laughed softly to herself. One would have thought that, considering how long she had sported the
moniker, she would have stopped wincing every time she thought of it. And she had. Now she only
winced every other time,

The environment, the Situation, was, of course, quite different. Surrounding the perimeter of the castle
were Secret Service agents, severd of them unable to hide the confusion in their faces asto just what the
hell they were doing here. Porter was standing there, stiff and dependable as dways, occasiondly looking
pointedly at her wristwatch. Late-night joggers, who tended to travel in packs for obvious reasons,
dowed and stopped and watched from a distance, trying to figure out what was going on.

Gwen managed to ignorethem dl . . . or, if not ignore them, at least push them to the recesses of her
atention.

To anyone e se, Belvedere Castle—situated in the middle of the park around Seventy-ninth Street—was
aCentrd Park landmark. It was not atrue medieval castle; it had been constructed in the middle of the
nineteenth century on Vista Rock, next to the Shakespeare Gardens. The United States Weather Bureau
had instrumentation there, so whenever one heard what the weether wasin Manhattan, Belvedere was
likely the source.

But to Gwen, it was something far, far more. It had been the place that Arthur, years ago, had taken her
asarefuge from her abusive boyfriend . . . when he had “rescued” her from ahorrendous situation, and
reveded the redlity of his background to her.

Until that moment, Arthur Penn had Ssmply been abossto her, aman who was running for politica office.
To be specific, he had seemed bound and determined to become mayor of New Y ork City. Even from
thefirgt, though, there had been so much more about him. His strength, hisfortitude, his quiet dignity, his
vison. He hadn’t been aparticularly tall man, nor widely brawny, athough he was strong. The muscle
that he did have was compact and sinewy rather than showy, but she hadn’t known that at the time. Still,
for dl that, there had been something about him. When he walked into aroom, he had commanded
ingtant attention even if he'd said nothing. She'd oncejokingly said that if one looked up theword
“charismd’ in the dictionary, Arthur Penn’s face would be pictured next to it.

But she had not imagined the haf of it. The imagination—the redlity, rather—made itself apparent the
night that Gwen’ s former significant other, Lance, had been abusing her terribly . . . thelatest in aseries
of such eventsand, asit turned out, the last. For Arthur had kicked open the door to the dingy
gpartment, and that was when she had had afirsthand view of the strength in Arthur Penn’sarmsas he



had tossed Lance around asif he wereweightless. No.. . . asif hewas utterly insignificant.

As Gwen moved around Belvedere Castle, her questing fingers came upon asmdll, innocuous holein the
wall of one corner. That wasit. She recognized it instantly. That wasthe “keyhol€’ into which Arthur had
inserted aglowing sword, opening an entranceto . . .

Widl, she'd never redly understood it.

It had been an entire suite of rooms, furnished as only the best medieva castle could be. It had not
seemed remotely possible to her that such athing could exist. Was it rooms hidden within the castle, but
somehow forgotten until now? Wasit some bizarre tunnel through time and space, transporting themto
another redity right next to their own? Al the attempted explanations had tumbled around within her
mind, and she had kept coming back to the same answer over and over: Magic.

And then Arthur had sat her down and explained it to her.

Hewas Arthur.

The Arthur.

Arthur asin King. Arthur asin Pendragon (shortened into * Penn” for the purpose of modern audiences).
Arthur asin the guy who had pulled a sword from the stone and was declared king of al the Britons.
Arthur asin Richard Burton and Richard Harris and Sean Connery and just about every other classy
actor with a United Kingdom accent.

Arthur, who had miraculoudly survived a near-degth experience at the hands of his bastard son, Modred,
and had beenin acavefor haf amillennia, kept aive by hisfriend and mage, Merlin, through . . . well . ..
magic again. It had dl been most miraculousto her, even though he had pointed out that—to primitive
people—something as utterly mundane as alightbulb coming on at the flick of aswitch would be
attributed to magic. Still, to Gwen, theidea of achamber of rooms transdimensionaly connected to a
cagtlein the middle of Centrd Park went somewhat beyond dectricity and chanddiers. Arthur, however,
saw no differencein terms of degrees, and that wasjust one of the many things she found so endearing
about him.

He had continued his run for mayor, they had fallenin love, and many things had happened during that
time, some of them pleasant, many of them far less so. But they had endured, and they had triumphed.
As she regarded the full moon hanging in the sky overhead, dancing along the top of the fortress, she
thought about their life since then. About his palitica career, and how he had handled his stewardship of
the city. Initialy he had found politicswearying. After al, asking he was accustomed to smply being able
to issue orders, to accomplish things through roya fiat rather than congtant dickering and bargaining.
Many was the time when Gwen and Arthur would quietly take leave of Gracie Mansion through a portal
Merlin ingtaled there that brought them straight to their castle hideaway, and there and only there, Arthur
son of Uther would vent. He would pace furioudly, tremble with righteous indignation, and say, “When |
was king, | was accustomed to dealing with lords, barons, other kings. Each of them held their own
provinces, their own shires and interests. Ultimately, though, they knew who the ruler was. It dways gave
me the leverage | required to accomplish what needed to be done. But these people, Gwen”—he swept
an arm asif he could encompass the entirety of New Y ork—"they dl act asif they’re my equalsl”
“You're dedling with New Y orkers, Arthur,” she would say patiently. “They don’t defer to anyone.”
“Such an arrogant lot!”

“Yes, as| said, New Yorkers. Y ou re not making any new or novel observations, my love.”

And then he would fume and fret, and claim that he was just going to toss aside the entire thing because
he' d never redly wanted to rule anyway, it had dl been Merlin’sidea. If Merlin had just left himin the
damned cave, none of thiswould have happened.

“That' sright,” shewould say, “and among the things that wouldn’t have happened would have been that
you would not have met me. Me, the reincarnation of your beloved queen . . . except, thistime, the story
ends happily instead of tragically.”

“Yes well ...” Hegrumbled and shuffled hisfeet and sulked ahit, but in acharming way, and then said,
“Well, the fates owed me that much, at least.”

Then hewould complain and worry about how he could possibly accomplish anything in this cursed
environment, and the next morning he would go out and meet with people and find a compromise that



suited everyone. It was acycle that was repeated any number of times, and Gwen never minded it for a
moment because she knew that she was needed, and not by just anyone, but by atruly great man.

Still, Arthur had his detractors, and they were loud and vehement, so much so that athough hefelt he
was doing agood job, he was considered Smply an adequate mayor, nothing special.

That was until the terror hit home.

For years, the pundits had warned of how unsafe the United States truly was, of how the belief that “it
could never happen here’” was a pleasant fantasy to which Americans|ulled themselvesto deep a night.
As caught up in the day-to-day routine of trying to improve lifein the city, inch by frustrating inch of
progress at atime, it never occurred to Arthur to worry about the big picture. And then, one day, totally
without warning, he was caught up in the big picture ...

FIRE TRUCKS ARE everywhere, and there are people screaming, and Gwen doesn’t know where
to look first. Thisis madness, thisis madness, thisis not happening, I’ m going to wake up any
moment, echoes and reechoes through her head. They are not supposed to be here, in front of the
fallen remains of one of the city’ s greatest landmarks. They are supposed to be clear across town,
attending a taping of a popular late-night talk show on which Arthur has agreed to make an
appearance.

People run past the windows of the limo, a few of them pausing to try and glance in, the rest of
them not giving a damn, caring only about trying to put as much distance as possible between
themselves and this place of death. The streets are becoming thick with people; in momentsit’s
going to be difficult for the limo to go anywhere at all.

Suddenly there is a banging on the limo roof. Through the open front window of the driver, she
sees Arthur’ s grim face, streaked with ash. She can see behind him the sky thick with gray smoke,
drifting upward in leisurely fashion asif God is exhaling pollutants. “ Get her out of here,” Arthur
says.

“No, Arthur!” she cries out. They had been rerouted here upon hearing of the emergency, and she
will be damned if she is suddenly shunted away once more.

“1t'stoo dangerous,” hetells her, and to the driver, in a tone that will brook no discussion, he
says, “ Go.”

The limo startsto roll forward, but before it gets three feet, Gwen shoves open the door on the
side opposite fromwhere Arthur is. They look at each other across the rooftop, his face darkening
with a scowl, and then she spots elderly people, struggling to walk or even stand. “ Here!” she
callsto them, and without a word of question or protest they ease themselves into the limousine.
Five of them are able to fit, including one with a walker, and Arthur keeps speaking her name to
her in growing frustration, but she ignores him. Going quickly to the passenger-side window, she
callsthrough to the driver, “ Hit the siren, Clancy. Take them to the nearest hospital, make sure
they’ re checked for smoke inhalation.”

Clancy, caught between two masters, looks from Arthur’ s face to Gwen’ s and back, and quickly
decides whom heislessinterested in arguing with. He hits the siren, and as crowded as the streets
are, as shellshocked as the refugees may be, they still make way for the limo asit rolls away from
the scene of the catastrophe.

Arthur staresat her, shaking his head. Under ordinary circumstances, he would have allowed a
smile to appear in recognition of her annoying pluck, but these are far from ordinary
circumstances. “ So beit,” he snaps, and then promptly hurls himself into conference and aid with
the senior emergency officers on the spot.

Gwen pitches in everywhere she can. Within minutes she is so covered with filth that she's not
immediately recognizable. It doesn’t matter. She's smart, she’swilling to work, and she's
breathing; at that point in time, that’s absolutely all that matters. She sees the human misery, she
sees the heroism all around her, she sees the suffering and the scattered body parts and the numb
looks on the faces of everyone involved, and whenever she thinks it’s more than she can bear, she



thinks of the building as it had been mere hours before, and how those who destroyed it would like
nothing better than to break the spirit of all Americans, and then she redoubles her efforts and
gets back to work.

Asfor Arthur, God, he's everywhere. One minute he’ s directing operations, the next heis
speaking to the TV cameras, assuring anyone watching that the city’ s finest and bravest are on
top of the situation, the next minute he’s helping to haul out rubble. His jacket islong gone, and
his shirtdeeves arerolled up. His necktie he has tied off around his head, like a bandana, to keep
strands of his brown hair out of his eyes and soak up the sweat from his forehead. His white shirt
isthick with dirt and perspiration, the pants legs torn. The suit’s pretty much unusable, and yet
somehow that seems extraordinarily trivial right about then.

Already the words are being bandied about, first in whispers and then in full-voice growls of
anger: Terrorists. Thiswas no explosion from a gas main leak. This was a series of carefully
placed bombs, laid at the foundations of the building, undetected over a lengthy period, and then
detonated. Fortunately the great structure had collapsed straight down; if it had fallen to the side,
any side, the death toll would be beyond calculation.

Arthur and Gwen labor ceaselessly, long into the night. At one point Gwen collapses from
exhaustion onto a Red Cross bed, just to close her eyes for a few moments. It is several hours
later when she comes to. Arthur has not stopped working in all that time. She has no idea how
he’sdoing it. He may be many things: a thousand years old, a former king, a warrior born, but
superhuman in terms of strength and stamina he is most definitely not. Yet there heis,
everywhere, determined not to stop standing until he literally can stand no longer, and
considering his efforts thus far, it seemsjust barely possible that he can manage it.

The journalists take notice.

Although it is not his intention, and even though he doesn’t really give a damn about the media,
nevertheless he benefits from it immensely. Arthur is on the front page of all the daily newspapers,
full-color pictures depicting Arthur and Gwen in assorted altruistic moments. But that initial
coverage pales beside what happens in the glow of the next morning sun . . .

“MRS. PENN ...” GWEN blinked, like an owl hit with aspotlight, and brought hersalf back to redlity.
-

“Nothing, it'sjust,” said Porter, clearly abit uncomfortable, looking rather out of place there with her
beautifully tailored suit and very modern manner, surrounded by an environment that seemed plucked out
of centuriesagone, “it’sjust that you' d been staring at that wall for fifteen minutes without saying
anything. Isthere something particularly significant about that wal . . . if you don't mind my asking?’
“No,” Gwen said softly, her bresth misting in front of her as the temperature dropped precipitoudy. It
had been an unseasonably warm January afternoon, but now she wasreally sarting to fed the chill. She
noticed Porter shivering dightly and felt guilty. “No, nothing particularly significant about it at dl. | was
just thinking about . . . things. Thisisa piece of the padt, after al. What better place to think about the
pest?”

“Wadl . ..if you'reasking my opinion. . . theindgde of awarm limo seems much better,” Porter ventured.
Gwen chuckled at that, and then nodded. She headed for the car and Cook was all too pleased to be
holding the door open for her. She noticed that, even in thisrelatively sedate and safe setting, he was
looking back and forth, his great head resembling a conning tower. He wastrying to spot the dightest hint
of danger, from any direction, of any kind. She had no idea how he managed to do the job; if it were her,
shewould have goneinsane.

She did into the car, Porter directly behind her, and the door dammed decisively shut. But the sound was
adistance away, for her mind was elsewhere ...

THE PRES DENT OF the United Sates arrives.



Itis, more or less, over the figurative dead bodies of his Secret Service men, who are insisting that
thisis a gargantuan mistake on his part. The area is not secure, they tell him. They cannot
guarantee his safety. But the President is an old warhorse of a man, a veteran who spent timein a
prison camp, and he makes his position clear through word and deed: He will not be hunkered
down somewhere whilea U.S. city isunder siege. Furthermore, he is an old-school hard-liner, and
has made a war on terrorism one of the centerpieces of his presidency. So he is not about to let
the actions of terrorists dictate where he will go and when he will go there.

There are the cynics, of course. There are those who say that he is seeking to have the
photographers and press snap pictures of him walking amongst the rubble, head held high, a flag
raised in one hand and an arm draped around the shoulders of a tired but inspiring fireman. There
are those who say that he is so obsessed with mindless machismo that he is putting himself at risk
rather than listening to the advice of his handlers, who know best and would keep him out of
harm’sway. His presence in New York, it is said, will accomplish nothing on any sort of practical
level.

He does not care. He will not be reasoned with, because he knows what is right and true and best.
He is accompanied by enough Secret Service men to take down the entire offensive line of the
Denver Broncos. High overhead, United States Air Force fighter pilots cut through the air in
patrol, locking down New York airspace, while all flights from JFK, LaGuardia, and Newark are
shut down for the duration of the President’ s visit.

Gwen is not on hand. Exhausted and spent, she has returned to Gracie Mansion, practically
collapsing onto the bed as fatigue overwhelms her. She is unaware of the President’ s visit until
she opens her eyes drowsily and—through some sixth sense—decides to turn on the television.
Fumbling for the remote, she snaps on the set and stares across the bedroom, her mind not quite
registering what she’'s seeing at first. There's Arthur, her husband, and there' s the President of
the United States. Sowly she sits up, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. This istotally unexpected.
She'sa big admirer of the President, even if she didn’t vote for him. She hadn’t held much hope
for himoriginally, but he seems to have grown into the job and developed a streak of
independence that had prevented him from turning into the tool and spokesman for arch
conservatives, which she' d feared he would become. She’ s annoyed that she’s missing the
opportunity to meet him, and wonders if there’ s time to change and get down there.

She starts to reach for the phone to speak to her personal aide, and there, live, on the screen, she
sees the bomb go off.

She is not expecting it. No one is expecting it. There will be a lengthy investigation later, and the
only thing that anyone will be able to come up with isthat it had been planted in the street, weeks
previously, by terrorists disguised as street workers who blatantly, in full daylight over a period of
two days, used a jackhammer to chew up a small section of the street, plant the bombs, tar them
over, and leave them there to be detonated later by remote control. The stone-cold planning and
ingenuity is chilling; the audacity of the scheme is stunning; the fact that policemen routinely
passed the “ workers” without bothering to check whether they had any right or permit to be
there or any sort of valid identification will cause several high-placed headsto roll.

Gwen does not know any of that. All she knows is that one moment her husband and the
President are walking around, news cameras recording every moment, and the next thereis
nothing but chaos. There is smoke and rubble everywhere. Vehicles have been blown sky high,
Secret Service men are running all around like blind madmen. A water main has broken, sending
water fountaining high into the air, and the newsmen can be heard shouting about bombs. No one
can see anything. The air isimpenetrable with smoking haze, and Gwen is screaming “ Arthur!
Arthur!” at the TV screen as if he could somehow hear her and respond. Flames are springing up,
mor e black fumes curling thickly through the air, and there is the frantic face of the newscaster
on the screen, trying to explain the inexplicable. Gwen’ s aide dashes into the room hearing her
scream, and together they watch the TV screen, transfixed, spell-bound by the horror of what
they're seeing. Although naturally they have no way of knowing for sure, Gwen is positive that



people throughout New York are watching while calling their neighbors and saying, “ Are you
watching this? Do you have the TV on? They’ ve killed the President! They' ve killed the Mayor!”

“ Arthur, oh my God, Arthur,” Gwen is moaning, and she doesn’t know whether she’'s mourning
more the loss of her husband or the world’ s loss of a man who could have done so much for it.
That’s when she sees it at the same time that everyone el se watching does. A form staggering
through the smoke, carrying a burden, hazy at first as the TV camera covering the debacle has
trouble focusing. But then it zooms in, the picture coming in clear, and there is an image that will
be on the front page of every newspaper in the country the following morning.

Arthur Penn, emerging from the smoke with no |ess showmanship than would accompany the
Second Coming, his clothes burned from wher e the flames had been licking at him, his face
singed, and heisvisibly gasping. And cradled in hisarmsis the President of the United States.
Months earlier, during his run for mayor, he had wound up saving children from a burning
apartment building, a rescue thoroughly recorded by the TV news and which aided greatly in
increasing his citywide profile. The drama of that rescue, however, is nothing compared to this.
Another explosion, thistime from flames hitting a gas main, it is believed, propels Arthur, but he
does not drop the chief executive even as heis hurled forward, hitting the ground and absorbing
the impact with his own body. Then an instant later the Secret Service has charged in, hauling
both Arthur and the President into waiting ambulances and speeding away from the siteto an
undisclosed location where both will be pronounced suffering from shock and smoke inhalation,
but otherwise in sound health. Opinion is also uniform: with the Secret Service men scattered by
the blagt, if Arthur had not hauled him out from the midst of the disaster area, the President
would have been a dead man.

“Profilein Courage,” the headlines will blare, and nevermore will Arthur Penn be simply
considered a New York institution. Instead, in many ways, he will belong to the world, having
earned the gratitude of the President and plaudits from a grateful nation.

The President will continue hiswar on terrorism, a war that will focus on a man named Sandoval,
and Arthur will receive commendations and the congressional medal of honor, which he will
gracioudly turn over to the firefighters and rescue workers of New York, stating that he is simply
accepting it as a token on all of their behalf.

Fromthen on, it isonly a matter of time until Arthur’s own run at the presidency, and his own
victory, and his own battles with the elusive terrorist . . .

All of which isin the future. For now, Gwen gaspsin relief, laughing and crying at the same time,
and she hugs her aide and thanks God for giving her husband back to her when all seemed lost.

“ Of course he survived,” says a confident young voice.

Sheturns. Merlin is standing there. Even after all thistime, she still cannot get over him. Gwen
dismisses her aide, telling her to spread the good news to the rest of the staff, as Merlin saunters
into the bedroom. She cannot get over the fact that thisboy . . . this skinny boy, with his hands too
large for hisarms, hisfeet too large for hislegs, his silken brown hair longish in the back, and his
ears virtually stuck out at right anglesto hishead. . . . isa centuries-old sorcerer who happens to
be aging in the wrong direction. “ He'd survive anything, I’'m starting to believe,” Merlin
continues. “ Cockroaches have nothing on him.”

“It’s easy to say after the fact,” sheretorts. “ He gave you some bad moments there.”

“He always does.” Then his face suddenly grows serious. “ | will not always be there for him,
Gwen.”

“What?” Sheissurprised by the shift in conversation. She wants to celebrate the fact that Arthur
isstill alive, not dwell on curious and ominous comments about the future from the mage. “ What
are you talking about, Merlin?”

“1 did not like you, Gwen. | never have,” he says candidly, which was the only way he ever spoke.
“But | have come to the realization that, sooner or later, | will likely be gone, and only you and
Percival will be there for him. He will need you. Arthur, for all his adherence to principles, does
far better believing in people than those same principles. He needs you to believe in, or he will not



be able to function. Be there for him, and for Mab’ s sake, be careful.”

“Yes, all right, but . . . why are you saying these things?”

“Because,” hetells her, blunt as ever, “ they are the things you can understand,” and with that he
exits the room.

It will be yearslater when Merlin istaken from him, and hislossis devastating to Arthur. It isall
Gwen can do to pull him through emotionally.

She never liked Merlin any better than he liked her. But she misses him because Arthur misses him

OWEN BOARDED THE plane to Washington, D.C., in preparation to be with her husband for the
State of the Union address. She imagined, asthe plane arced into the air, that she could see Belvedere
Cadtle below her in Central Park, asilent sentind and reminder of days that she hadn’t redlized back then
were smpler times. It was the day before the beginning of the end of Arthur Penn’ s presidency. Gwen's
thoughts turned to picking out the right shoesto wear.

CHAPTRE THE SECOND

ARTHUR LOOKED UP from the desk in the Oval Office, feding aswell of appreciation for the
interruption. Spread out before him was the fifteenth draft of the treaty with Trans-Sabd. “Y ou know,
Ron,” he sghed heavily, “for thelife of me, | can’t determine how thisdraft is substantidly different from
the fourteenth or the thirteenth.”

Once upon atime, Ron Cordoba had been addressed as“Ronnie,” but since becoming the White House
chief of aff, he had announced that he preferred the more forma “Ron” since it was somehow morein
keeping with the dignity of the office. Cordoba had kept himsdf in splendid physica shape since that
time, still zesloudy playing racquetball, maintaining awhipcord dim body, and claming that such exercise
enabled him to preserve the ability to think on hisfeet. Hisimpressive head of blond hair, however, had
proceeded to abandon him ayear or so later.

Cordoba had been with Arthur since his days of the mayoral race. At the time, Cordoba had no idea of
the truth behind Arthur’ s background. Eventualy he had been brought into the loop. It had seemed rather
necessary; he was one of the only staffersto have any sort of continuous interaction with Merlin, and
consdering that the *young boy” was not only not aging, but in fact starting to look even younger than
before, that would certainly have garnered comment and confusion from Cordoba.

All things considered, he had taken the revelation rather well. Nevertheless, there were still some
uncomfortable moments preceding Arthur’ srun at the presidency. Cordoba had sat down with Merlin
and Arthur, one dark and stormy night. “Y ou do redlize that in order to be president, you haveto have
been born in this country,” he had told them.

“Thefact that | wasn'tishardly my fault,” Arthur had said mildly. “ After dl, when | was born, the United
States of Americadidn’t exist yet. Certainly | shouldn't be penalized for that. Shouldn’t therebea. .. ?’
“A grandfather clause? suggested Mexlin, hisface carefully neutral.

“Yes, exactly. Thank you, Merlin. A grandfather clause.”

“Perhaps,” Cordoba had admitted, “there should be. . . so that those candidates who are capable of
celebrating a persond tricentennia shouldn’t be excluded from the pool. Unfortunately, it doesn't exist.”
“No, it doesn’'t,” Merlin had said, not sounding particularly concerned about the Stuation. “However,
papers do exist that more than provide Arthur with absolutely bullet-proof evidence that hewas, infact,
born in this country. Home-schooled as a child, an admittedly not especially memorable undergraduate.”
“Nice picturein the yearbook, though,” Arthur remarked.

Cordoba had studied Arthur and Merlin, trying to seeiif they had the dightest idea of the severity of what
they were discussing. “ Gentlemen . . . it’sfraud. | need you to understand that, to realize what we' re
about to embark upon. Y ou prize highly, Arthur, your determination awaysto tell the truth. Should you
win the presidency, you will be swearing a sacred oath to uphold the Congtitution of the United States. .
. adocument that you' re dready knowingly violating, because the Condtitution specificaly statesin
Article Two, Section One, and | quote—"



Arthur interrupted. “ “*No person,” ” he had said camly, * ‘ except anatura born citizen, or acitizen of the
United States, at the time of the adoption of this Congtitution, shal be digibleto the office of presdent;
neither shal any person be digibleto that office who shdl not have attained to the age of thirty-five years,
and been fourteen years aresident within the United States.” ”

“Yes. Exactly,” Cordobahad said. “So.. . . don't you see? Y ou would be building your presidency upon
afoundation of hypocrisy.”

The thunder rumbled outside the suite of offices, asif lending divine emphasisto Cordoba s cautions.
Arthur said nothing, hisfaceimpassive and controlled. Cordobawas reasonably surethat al of thishad
occurred to Arthur aready, and that he wasn't telling the Man Who Would Be President anything he
didn’t dready know and hadn’t already wrestled with.

“Would it help youif | told you,” Merlin had said dowly, “that papers werefiled for citizenship for Arthur
back intheyear 1777 . . . rendering him an officia, naturalized citizen of this country before the
Condtitution was put in place? So that, athough he was not born here, hewould in fact be digibleto run
snce he was a citizen at the time that the Condtitution was adopted?”’

Cordoba had been stunned. Such anotion had literally never occurred to him. But it was certainly
possible, he supposed. Merlin had, after dl, been around for centuries, or so he'd been told. Then the
phrasing of the question caught his attention, and his eyes narrowed. “ Are you saying,” he had asked,
“that you actudly did that? Or are you just asking me whether | would have peace of mind if you told me
that you had?’

“The question isthe question,” Merlin had replied, taking on that infernd know-it-all enigmatic wizard
attitude he occasionaly liked to display.

Cordoba sghed, redlizing that the conversation had gone about asfar asit was going to. Leaning back in
the chair, tacitly admitting defeet, he had said, “ Y es, that would give me peace of mind.”

“All right then,” Merlin had said with findity. “ Congder it said.”

And that wasthat.

So herethey were, dl these yearslater, and Merlin was gone, and Arthur and Cordobawere still here.
Cordoba had never thought for amoment that he would missthelittle wizard, for Merlin had been aroya
pain in the ass many atime, but if nothing el se he missed him because he had been such arock for Arthur
to lean upon. Cordoba, in his pogtion of trust as chief of staff, had endeavored to modd himself upon the
example Merlin set, because he was reasonably sure that was what Arthur needed. And if Arthur needed
it, then that was what the country needed.

“There are some subtle differencesin the language, Mr. President,” Cordoba said in regard to the treety,
entering the office and closing the door behind him. “ They don't have any real impact on the substance of
thetreaty. They're moreto pacify the religious fundamentaistsin the Trans-Saba government.”

“And of course, we wouldn't want to upset any rdigious fundamentalists,” Arthur commented wryly.

“It' saremarkable achievement, Mr. President,” Cordoba reminded him. “Two years ago, the
government of Trans-Saba was the single greatest supporter of Sandovd in theworld. Now there'sa
new government in place, they’redlies of ours, and they’ re not protecting him.”

“Sothey say. Yes, there sanew government,” said Arthur, standing up and smoothing histie as he did
0. It was remarkable to Cordoba how little Arthur had changed over the years. Although Arthur had
sworn that—now that he was out of his cave of healing and residing in the real world—he was aging
normaly, Ron smply couldn’'t seeit. It suggested to him that Merlin might have worked allittle magic that
he hadn’t even told Arthur about, or €l se there was apainting of Arthur somewhere that was starting to
deteriorate.

Despite what the treaty represented, Arthur seemed bothered. Even someone who had known him for a
fraction of the time that Ron had would have been able to seeit. “ A new government that we helped put
into place, and that is dependent upon us. Here sthe odd thing about that, Ron: Those governments that
depend upon usfor their existence sooner or later seem to start resenting the hell out of us. Have you
noticed that? Even Sandoval . . . hewasonce aCIA dly, remember? Enlisted to hel p oppose an
oppressve government. His tactics were acceptable when they served our interests.” Arthur sghed.

“Y ou know what happens when you embrace mongters, Ron? They just transform into different



mongers”

“Not dways, Mr. Presdent.”

“Not dways, no, but certainly enough timesto give us cause for concern.”

“Sir, with al respect,” Cordoba pointed out, “if and when the government of Trans-Sabal turns againgt us
... youwon't bein office by that point, most likely. 1t'll be the next guy’ s problem. All you can doisall
you can do.”

“A trite and meaningless phrase,” Arthur said with the barest touch of asmile, “and yet, oddly, | draw
some small comfort fromit.” Heleaned againgt his desk. “What did you need to see me about? Isit the
cabinet meeting aready?’

“No,no...

Arthur looked suddenly irritated. “ Not the dairy farmers again. | make one passing comment about milk
making me belch, and you' d think I’ d told a class of kindergartnersthat there’sno Santa.”

“It'sBob.”

“What'sBob?" he asked, frowning, and then hisface cleared. “ Our Bob?’

“Right. Bob Kelerman. Y our head speechwriter.”

“What about him?” asked Arthur with concern. “Isheadl right?’

“Not a the moment, no.” Cordobafolded hisarmsand tried to sound just dightly stern, while maintaining
enough of arespectful tone consdering whom he was addressing and where he was standing. “ Did you
tell him that you were going to toss the text of the State of the Union addressand just ‘wing it' ?”

“I might have done,” Arthur said, trying to recall.

“That would be the speech he' s been working on twenty-four /seven for the past month,” he said, asif
trying to ascertain just which State of the Union they were discussing.

“That'sasmay be,” said Arthur, “but why? | wasjust joking. He must have known that.”

At that, Cordoba moaned, not believing that he needed to spell it out. “ Sir, you know Bob. He takes
everything literally. He' sbeen lying on the couch in his office for the last hour with an ice pack, moaning
thet hislifeispointless”

“Oh, dear,” Arthur said. “That won't do. Ron, be agood lad and tell him that | was kidding, would you?
On second thought . . .” He walked back behind his desk, picked up the phone, and tapped in the
intercom connection. He paused amoment, waiting for it to be made, and then said, “Bob? Thisisyour
commander in chief. Bob, | was smply making a sporting jest about the speech. The latest draft wasa
thing of beauty, and therefore—by extenson—ajoy forever. Y ou have done credit to yoursdf and your
family going back five generations. Now get off the bloody couch, go hometo your wife, and celebrate
the praise from your president in amanly fashion.” He hung up and spread hishandsin a“ How was
that?” manner.

“Thank you, Mr. President,” said Cordoba.

There was a sharp knock at the door and Arthur’ s personad aide, Mrs. Jenkins, a brisk, no-nonsense
woman of indeterminate years, stuck her head in and said, “ Mr. President, the First Lady ishere.”

“Tell thefaithlesstrollop sheis never to darken my door again,” Arthur ingtructed.

“Yes, gr, I'll send her right in,” Mrs. Jenkins replied without missing a best.

“How marvelous to command that level of respect,” Arthur said to Cordoba

Cordoba shrugged. “We serve at the pleasure of the President.”

Mrs. Penn entered briskly, her eyeslighting up in that way she had whenever she saw the President again
after alengthy absence. However, they had developed avery reserved, forma means of embracing since
he had been elected, and they employed it now as she crossed the room to him, placed her hands on
ether arm, and lifted her face to hislips as he sedately brushed her right cheek with akiss. “Faithless
trollop?’ she asked.

“I meant that with the greatest respect. How did your trip go?’

“Aswedll as can be expected, consdering it was busywork.”

Cordobaand Arthur exchanged glances, with Ron silently dreading the direction the conversation was
about to go. “Perhaps|’d better . . "

“No, stay, Ron,” Gwen said firmly, turning to Arthur, her armsfolded. She had a stern look on her face.



.. ot annoyed so much as she was determined to discuss something that she obvioudy suspected wasn't
going to go over especidly wdll. “1t was busywork, Arthur. Y ou know it, | know it.”

“I know no such thing,” Arthur replied sharply, “and frankly, | resent theimplication. That you believe |
think solittle of you.”

She dropped into one of the chairsfacing the desk. Cordoba could till remember thefirst time that
Gwen had entered the Ovd Office. She had squeded in disbelief, sat in every piece of furniture, and
wondered who might have sat there before her. She had literally been bubbling over with joy. Now she
just looked tired. Arthur had been President for two years. What the hell were they going to belikein
another two? Or if heran for reglection?

“It'snot that you think little of me, Arthur,” she Sghed.

“Then perhaps you think little of your work. The people adore you, Gwen . . .”

“Yes, | know,” said Gwen, crossing her legs and resting her hands on her knees. “And | go to different
cities, and | talk to the soccer moms about their problems, and the B’ nai B'rith, and the Mothers Against
Drunk Driving, and on and on, but don’t you see? | fedl segregated. Asif the only thing you think I'm
suited for is*women’swork.” ”

“Gwen, my dear, perhaps we should discussthislater . . .”

“Don’'t you trust me, Arthur?’

Wi, there it was, the worst question awoman could ask aman. Cordoba shifted uncomfortably in his
spot, wishing for dl the world that he was anywhere dse.

Sowly Arthur walked over to her, kndlt, and took one of her hands between histwo. “Gwen,” he said
firmly, “of course| trust you. The things you' ve been involved with until now have beenvitd. If we're
going to be pragmatic about it, the smplefact isthat the women' s vote carried the day when | ran, and
it' simportant to keep avery, very active presence with that group. And you are better suited to that task
thanam|.”

“ S0 you get to do what benefits the country and the world,” Gwen said, eyesflashing chdlengingly, “and
| get to do what benefitsyou. Isthat how it is?’

His head dumped asif he was presenting it onto ablock for aheadsman to dispatch. “May | ask, just out
of morbid curiosity, what brought this on? Does this have anything to do with the delay in your returning,
and your vigt to the castle?’

“Inasense” shesad withasmal shrug. “When | wasthere, it just reminded me of atime when
absolutdly anything seemed possible. That’ s how it was when | was there with you, Arthur. Y ou freed me
from aredtricted life, one of abuse and denia, and opened up an existence filled with potential. Now |
want to live up to that potential, and | fed asif I’'m not being alowed.”

“All right, Gwen,” Arthur said, sounding very reasonable. “What isit that you would wish to do?’

“Wdll .. . trying to reorganize and streamline health care might beagtart . . .~

Ron made no attempt to hide hisvery loud moan. “ Ohhh, trust me, Mrs. Penn, you definitely do not want
to get involved with that.”

Shegmiled indulgently. “Y ou' re probably right, Ron.”

“Thank you, Mrs—"

Gwen then snapped open the purse she' d kept carefully balanced on her l1ap, and extracted a sheet of
paper fromit. “Asit so happens, however, I’ ve been making aligt.”

Ron Cordoba and the President of the United States exchanged looks. Thiswas suddenly shaping up to
be avery, very long night.

ARTHUR FELT THE need to talk to Mexlin.

It was late at night, Gwen having aready gone to bed after an extremely lengthy discussion in the Ova
Office. Cordoba had gone back to scrape Bob Kellerman off the wall and take him out for adrink, or
possibly many drinks. Arthur had continued to study the treety, assuring Gwen that he would be aong
shortly. He had very much meant it when he had said it, but time had passed and he was il not the least
bit drowsy.



The late-night staff, the Secret Service. . . they were used to Arthur’ s occasional meandering. No one
commented upon it, though. He was, after dl, the President, and certainly wandering about in the middle
of the night was hardly aviolation of his oath of office.

He made hisway to the Rose Garden. Therewas asmall greenhouse set off to the sSide, carefully
maintained. Roses continued to bloom here even though they were out of season. Arthur laughed softly to
himsdlf at the thought; it was like stepping into the Garden of Eden, a place of quiet reflection and
paradiseon earth . . . asif such aplace ill existed.

He dwelt on that for along, pleasant moment. The notion of Eden on earth was a cheerful, quaint myth.
On the other hand, to most people. . . so was he. Oh, certainly he had publicly stated that he was King
Arthur of Camelot. Circumstances had arisen during the mayora race that left him no choice. But the
public had seized upon that in afit of amused fancy. They thought it amarvelous joke that they weredl in
on. For atime, dl of New Y ork indulged itsdlf, turning itsdlf into one big renaissancefair. It was
ridiculousto Arthur, but he had gone along with it because it had served his purposes so perfectly, and
because Merlin had told him to.

Merlin. ..

There he stood, in the far corner of the Rose Garden. Arthur drew close to him, moving noiselesdy
across the small, meticuloudy watered lawn. He was, of course, just as Arthur had remembered him, as
he would befor dl time. There wasthat typica Merlin expression of barely masked annoyance, coupled
withwhimsica detachment, asif hislast words had been: “ Do you serioudy think thiswill hold me?”
Severa srands of hishair were hanging in front of hisface, and he was frozen in mid-spell cagt, his hands
poised for dl eternity to inflict some sort of mystical damage that would never be delivered.

Merlin the Magician, Merlin the Demonspawn, Merlin son of none. . . astatue of polished granite, half
hidden in shadows, haf bathed in moonlight. Somehow that seemed symbolic.

Arthur placed one hand upon the smooth stone; it was as cold to the touch as ever, just as dead asit
awayswas. Arthur had long since given up hope that he would feel some sort of distant warmth, some
sgn that thiswas something other than alifdess sculpture. For the first months he had convinced himsdlf
that this condition was only temporary. That, somehow, Merlin would fight through it and come back:
that he was adeep, that he wasin some kind of stasis. . . something. But dowly Arthur had cometo the
conclusion that such was not the case. That Merlin was, in fact, lost to him, and this Statue—this statue
that had once been aliving, breathing being—was dl that remained of him. Not for thefirst time, he
cursed under his breath the name of the individua who had done this horrific thing.

Should it ever come to pass, Arthur, you will take no vengeance on my behalf, Merlin had warned
him. | knew what | was getting into, and I’m far too old to start fobbing the blame off on others.
Hewondered if Merlin had known what was going to be coming. Perhapsif Merlin had indeed had the
dightest inkling of hisfate, he would have done more to stave it off, or maybe come up withaway . ..
“And sometimes,” Arthur sighed, “you just run out of ways, don’t you, Merlin.” He allowed one hand to
remain upon the statue s shoulder, agesture of familiarity in which helikely would never have indulged
during Merlin’slife. “When athousand challenges face you, and you haveto pull the thousand and first
trick out of your hat . . . sometimes you find the hat empty.”

Sowly he circled the statue, as he had so many times before. He ways made sure it was kept
meticuloudy clean. He knew that some on his staff thought his devotion to this particular piece of artwork
to be somewhat . . . peculiar. But on the rare occasions that someone happened to voice curiosity asto
what drew the President to thisimmobile young boy, Arthur would smply invite them to Sareinto the
polished, unmoving features for afew minutes. They would do so, willing to accommodate him since he
was, after dl, the Presdent. When they came away, however, some of them looked thoughtful, others
shaken, and they would go back to Arthur and say, “I understand now, thank you, sir.” The truth was, of
course, that they could never completely understand. They smply thought they did.

“But isn't that theway of things, Merlin?” he asked. His bresth floated away from himin small puffs of
migt. “Didn’'t you dwaystell methat people could never distinguish between the concept of being entitled
to their opinion, versus being entitled to their informed opinion? No one understands that, do they? They
believe that, because they think something, it has vdidity just becauseit’ stheir own thought. They fed



that their rights are being threatened if someone points out that to hold aworthless opinionislike holding
afigful of sand: It means nothing whether you’ ve got it in your hand or not.

“And ‘rights’ . . . everyoneis so obsessed about those, Merlin. These people,”—heinclined his head as
if he could take in the entirety of Americawith the gesture—"these people make such noises about their
rights. . . but so few of them have actualy fought for thoserights. Their being born American smply
entitlesthem, or at least makesthem fed they’ re entitled. ‘ That they are endowed by their creator with
certain undienablerights” ” Herolled hiseyes. “It' saniceturn of phrase, but | amost wish that Jefferson
hadn’t put it into the Declaration. People always treasure much more those things that they haveto earn
than those things that they fed aretheirsby divineright. Don't you think so, Merlin?’

“Yes, | do.”

Arthur jJumped back three feet, gasping, hand to his heart, not believing what he had just heard, and then
he perceived light, musica laughter behind him. With agrimace and look of utter chagrin, he turned and
knew what he was going to see even before he saw it: Gwen standing there, trying to stifle her laughter,
putting her hands to her mouth to stem the noise. But her shoulders and chest were bouncing up and
down from the suppressed laughter.

“Very funny, very funny,” said Arthur with the air of someonewho didn’t think it wasthe least bit funny at
al, even though he had to admit to himsdlf that it was arather worthy little prank.

Shelowered her hands, her mouth il in athin and amused smileasshe said, “I’'m sorry.”

“No, you're not.”

“All right, I'm not. But | guess| should have ressted.”

“Yes, you should have. And it sacrud lady you are, to have such ajest a Merlin' s expense, especidly
when he cannot defend himsdlf.”

“I'm sorry,” she said again, and thistime sounded asif she meant it. Holding his hand, her own robe
drawn tightly around hersdlf, she walked purposefully back to the statue, and looked it up and down.
Then shelooked back to her husbhand, who stood there with a somber expression. “Y ou still blame
yoursdlf, don’'t you?’

“Wall, of course,” said Arthur matter-of-factly. “Who e se could there possibly be to blame, if not
mysdf? Truman was quite right: The buck stops here.”

“But, Arthur, Merlinwasabigboy ... well . . . ratively speaking,” she amended, glancing a the Statue.
“He knew the risks. He knew what could happen. And | really don't think that he would have wanted
you to continueto mourn hisfate.”

Arthur considered that. “You know . . . I’'m not so certain that he wouldn’t have wanted that. Indeed, he
might have actualy enjoyed it, knowing | was tormented so. He could be avindictive little cretin when he
was so inclined. It' struly difficult to know which way he would have goneonit.”

“But, Arthur, you knew him better than any man living.”

“Andyet,” he admitted, “in many ways, it' sasif | never knew himat dl.”

“So what you're saying,” Gwen reasoned, “isthat either he wouldn’t have wanted you to blame yourself .
.. inwhich case you’ d be acting contrary to hiswishes. Or he would have wanted you to blame yourself,
thus certifying that hewasin fact asdfish little shit. Doesthat pretty much cover the range of
possihilities?”

“Yes” said Arthur thoughtfully. “Yes, | supposeit does.”

“So you've more or less got a no-win scenario on your hands.”

“It certainly wouldn’'t be my first, and very probably won't be my last.”

They said nothing for along moment, instead just basking in the quiet. Even though Arthur knew that
elsawhere in the world, much was going on, here—just for that brief period—hefelt asif everything was
utterly still. That the entirety of the planet earth had joined him in this moment of silence.

“Arthur,” Gwen said findly, and even though her voice was bardly above awhisper it made him jump
dightly just the same. “Arthur . . . you have abusy day tomorrow. Y ou' re ddivering the State of the
Union. And I’'mfreezing.” And he saw that, indeed, she waslightly bouncing up and downin placein
order to keep her circulation going. “Canweplease. .. ?

“Of course,” he said solicitoudly, and putting an arm around her, he guided her back into the White



House. Behind him, faling slently, gentle snowflakes drifted in on the night air, frosting the ground and
covering Merlin the magician with ablanket of white.
CHAPTRE THE THIRD

THE PERUVIAN AIR hung heavily around him, and had he not been standing in the middle of ahospital
ward, the broad-shouldered black man would have been inclined to pull out his machete and try to hack
hisway through it. He knew it was a ridicul ous notion. One couldn’t carve a path through something that
was't there. Still, it would have made anice symbolic gesture,

Some years earlier, he had been found in an dleyway by ayoung boy who claimed to be—and actudly
turned out to be—a centuries-old magician named Merlin. For dl hisedritch talents, Merlinwould likely
never have recognized the black man now. He was wearing agreen tank top, swegted through, which
reved ed szable arms and broad shoulders. Since he' d taken to shaving his head, removing al hint of the
graying hair he' d once had, hisindeterminate age became even more difficult to fathom. To the casud
viewer, he might have been twenty, he might have been sixty. It would have been impossibleto say . . .
except that anyone guessing in the vicinity of athousand would have been far closer to the mark.

His bald head glistened with perspiration. He was wearing army utility dacks, the pants pockets bulging
with various necessities ranging from small bottles of fresh water to bug lotion. The machete he keptina
holster dung over hisback. A Colt was hanging from aholster on hisright hip. Hewould have preferred
adependable broad sword, unable to shake the feding—even after al these centuries—that taking down
afoewhile standing agood twenty, thirty feet away just wasn’'t fair somehow. If you're going to take a
man'slife, be close enough to do him the courtesy of seeing the light depart from hiseyes. Still, hewas
redlistic enough to admit that he was very likely old-fashioned in that regard.

In genera deportment, he looked like a mercenary who had just wandered in from the jungles, which
suited him fine. He wasn't about to cause trouble with anyone, but he was't inclined to paint himsdlf as
an easy target, elther.

The hospitd itsdf wasavery primitive affair. Understaffed and overwhelmed, it served the needs of a
popul ace that had been through an absolutely abysmd year. Severa acts of God, including an
earthquake, aflood, and—worst of al—a particularly virulent plague, had prompted some to wonder
just what the hell the people of this country had ever done to deserve thiskind of treatment. A fake
memo from the United States Attorney Genera’ s office, which had made the rounds on al the computer
nets, had suggested a class action suit be filed againgt the Almighty since dl these “acts’ attributed to him
amounted to either extreme neglect or intense malevolence on his part. Either way, it seemed actionable.
Obvioudy the United States had not embarked upon legal remedies, but President Penn had been front
and center in spearheading agloba reief effort. The black man who was now walking through the
hospita had the nominad and vaguetitle of presidential aide, which suited him just fine. He had the
freedom to come and go as he pleased, and be wherever his king—that wasto say, his
president—needed him to be.

At that moment, where he happened to be was Camana. Camana, Situated on the South Panamerican
Highway, 830 kilometers from Lima, was on the South American coast in afairly agriculturd valey. It
was a popular coastal getaway, and was renowned for the “camarones,” or shrimp, that theriversin that
region produced. At the moment, however, Camana—jpopulation approximately 35,000—was hardly a
getaway for anything, unless one was anxiousto get away to a scene of devastation. Even though it had
not been the epicenter of the quake, the damage had nevertheless been catastrophic.

The black man had volunteered to go down and participate in the rescue and salvage operations, and the
President had dlowed him to go. That was the black man’sway; he liked to go where hefelt hewas
needed, where he could do some good. Not for him were endless meetings and discussions with people
whose primary job seemed to be preventing anything from being accomplished in aremotely expeditious
manner. He liked to be hands on, to just go in and get things done.

So down he had gone to South America. Hewastrying to alow for al possibilities; should he find himself
in ajungle stuation, the machete would come in handy. Should he find himsdlf facing lootersor smilar
vermin who took it upon themsalvesto prey on individuasin their darkest times, the firearm would attend



to them. He was prepared to offer his services wherever and whenever they were needed, and at the
same time could report back to the President over how the multinationa rescue effort was going.

He had not, however, expected to sscumble upon avery old scent.

It issaid that when oneislooking for something and cannot find it, the best thing to do is stop looking.
Go on about on€e'slife, attend to business. And whilein the process of doing that, al unexpectedly, one
winds up stumbling over that which one had been searching for in thefirst place.

Such was the case now.

In histravels around Peru, he had heard rumorsfloating around about . . . aman. A strange, mysterious
man, who had supposedly washed up on the shore nearby a Camanaresort (aresort that, asit so
happened, was now a pile of rubble.)

A man who was young.

A man who wasn't young anymore.

A harried-looking doctor with awhite coat flapping around him approached the black man suspicioudly,
but the quick flashing of an ID halted the doctor in histracks. He seemed confused asto what the black
man was doing there, and clearly wanted to be polite, but he also was far more concerned with attending
to the needs of his patients. All around him, people were moaning and bleeding and dying, and he looked
asif hehadn’t dept in seventy-two hours.

“Who are you looking for again?’ asked the doctor.

The black man was about to reply, when suddenly his nostrils flared, and he was nearly rocked back on
hisheds.

“Areyou dl right?’ the doctor inquired with concern. He was probably less worried about the black’s
condition than he was nervous over the notion of having to deal with yet another patient. Every bedin the
place was occupied, as was just about every morsdl of free space.

“I'm. .. fine. I'll find him. Don’t worry.” With that the black man turned, leaving the confused doctor
behind.

The black man made hisway through the ward, his shaved head swiveing back and forth asif hewas
sending out radar. He looked more than anything like agreat cat on ahunt, and then dowly he
approached one particular bed.

No one €lse would have noticed anything extraordinary about the occupant of the bed. To any observer,
it would have seemed smply an old man, gaunt, tired, clinging to life by the most tenuous of gtrings. His
skin had the consistency of parchment, and his lips were drawn back to reved yellowing teeth with
severa notable gaps between them. His eyeswerefluttering rapidly, like trapped butterflies, asif they
were fighting to retain the delicate soul that was on the verge of being pulled away. His hair had once
been black, but was now entirely white and mostly missing. His breathing was aloud hiss between his
grayinglips

But the black man looked upon him, and felt a certain type of excitement gtirring within him for thefirst
timein many, many years. Ingtantly hefelt aconnectionto this. . . this hegp of skin and boneslying
helpless on abed. The dying man was hooked up to tubes, but it was painfully obvious to the black man
that the patient wasn't going to be around much longer, despite whatever devices they hooked him up to.
He was beyond all means of salvation that the world had to offer . . .

All means but one. And he had the scent of that one on him, and it was so plain to the nose of the black
man that it was al he could do not to tremble with excitement in the presence of the dying man. He could
smell it upon the man; he could even see afaint glow around him. He looked around in wonderment. No
one else was reacting as he was. How could they not see? How could they not realize, not understand,
that someone who had basked in the sustained presence of holiness was among them?

The dying man looked up at the black man, and his gaze—which had been wandering about sincethe
black man had arrived—now focused clearly for the first time. He looked rather surprised. “ A Berber?’
he asked, and despite his extreme age, his voice sounded strong.

The black man was dightly surprised, although he redized he shouldn’t have been. Who knew what age
this man was from?“Close. A Moor,” he corrected.

“Samething,” the dying man said with adisdainful shrug. “What would you have of me, Moor? Do you



derive some enjoyment from watching an old man sicken and die?’

Taking astep toward him, in alow voice, the black man said, “My name. . . isPercivad.” Then he
searched the man’ sface carefully for some sign of recognition.

There was nothing at first. Just that sort of warily blank expression that people sport when they think
they’ re supposed to have an idea of whom they’ re meeting, but can’t quite place it. Then, very dowly, a
vague suspicion began to grow. “Not . . . the Perciva.”

Percival nodded.

“TheGral Knight?’

Percival nodded once more.

Hejust stared at him for along moment. “Hunh. I'll be damned,” he said findly. “I never read anywhere
you wereaman of color.”

“Yes, | know. Somehow that little fact dways seemsto be dropped from the books,” Perciva said dryly.
“And my underganding isthat your nameis Joshua.”

Joshua nodded.

“The one who fought the battle of Jericho?’

At that, the old man started to laugh. This set off aferocious round of coughing, and it went on for severa
minutes. Percival made no effort to offer him anything for it; he didn’t much seethe point. Findly Joshua' s
coughing fit eased up and he managed to gasp in afew lungfuls of air. “No. No, nothing so biblica. I'm
just someonefrom. . . from long ago.”

“How long?’

“How long do you think?’ he fenced.

Percival shook hishead. “I’venoidea,” he admitted. He aso didn't like what he was seeing; the man
was aging ill. 1t was happening dowly, but inexorably. He wasn't sure how much longer the old man
hed.

And then Joshua said something utterly unexpected: “ Are you going to try and take it back?’

At firgt Perciva didn’t understand what he was talking about, but then he did. *'Y ou mean the Grail ?’
Joshua managed anod, and forced amostly toothless smile. “I will . . . do you the courtesy of not playing
games. Of not pretending that we both don’t know what thisisal aout. Y ou' re here because you
somehow ‘sensed’ . . . what? That | was associated with the Grail somehow?” When Percival nodded,
the smile spread wider. “1 believeit. Whenyou're near it, it'slike. . . like. . .”

“Like touching the earth, when it was new,” Percival said reverently.

More dowly than before, Joshua nodded, and Percival saw a single tear work its way down hisface.
“Yes. Yes.” Then herefocused on Percival. “You havenot . . . answered the question. Are you going to
takeit back?’

“It does not belong to me,” Percival admitted. “If | wereto takeit back . . . it would be to my liege lord,
and truthfully, I am not even sure what he would do withit. | don’t know what | would do with it. Not
redly. But | know this: It was taken from me, long ago. | would liketo seeit again. Maybeif | seeit. . .
I’ll know whét to do.”

“Oh, | cantdl you what to do.”

“Redly?’

Joshua bobbed his head and, although it was clearly atremendous effort for him, he gestured for Perciva
to draw closer to him. Percivd did so. The feding, the aura, the “scent” of the Grail was beginning to
fade from him, to be replaced by a nearly overwhelming aroma.of rot. He bent his ear toward Joshua's
lips and then Joshua hissed, “ Destroy it.”

He said it with such venom, such pure fury, that Percival was utterly taken aback. He regarded the dying
man with astonishment. “Dedtroy it? But . . . itisholy.”

“Itisunnaturd. It isunnatural, and it haslong outliveditsuse. . . just as| have. But I, at least, redized it.”
“I don’'t understand,” Percival said, speaking faster because he sensed that time was dipping away. “Did
you drink of the Grail? Becauseif you did. . . | don’'t understand why you' re aging now. | drank of it,
and | am il here, il very much asl waswhen | first downed its contents.” He braced himsdlf, asking
the question he had not wanted to ask. “I1swhat’ s happening to you going to happen to me? Does the



Grail delay the effects of age for only solong, and then it al catches up with you at one time? When did
you drink from it? Areyou far older than I? Where—"

“Skeleton Keys.”

The response was, to Percival, a complete non sequitor. “What? Skeleton Keys? What about them?Isit
locked somewhere? Do you need a Skeleton Key to open it?’

Joshuatook a deep breath and, when he exhaed, the rattling was frightening, and Perciva thought for a
moment that it wasin fact his death rattle. But then Joshua opened his eyes, and there wasfirein them, as
if hissoul was going to consume hisbody in one, final desperate burst of energy. “1 l€ft,” he whispered.
“He never thought | would. He' s quite mad. He fearsdegath . . . fearsit so much. The others do, too. But
| redlized . . . redlized we were dying there. Our souls were dying, even if weweren't. It' sa perversity.
It swrong. It's not what God intended. Had to get away. He Il befurious. . .”

“Hewho?’

Joshua started coughing again, his body flailing about. But there were so many peoplein misery inthe
hospital ward, and the doctors stretched so thin in their endeavorsto attend to them al, that it went
unnoticed. He said something that sounded to Percival like“Beware. . . hiking,” and he reached up and
gripped Percival’ s hand with one of his bony ones. “ Skeleton Keys,” hesaid again, and then . . .
incongruoudy, bizarrely . . . he said—very clearly, very articulated—*Pus.”

“Pus?’ asked abewildered Percivd. “Like. . . from an infection? What does that have to do with
anyth—7’

And that was when Percivd heard it, unmistakably thistime: the rattle of desth, the sound of atortured
and pained soul departing its morta shell. Joshua dipped back onto his pillow, his eyesfixed on somefar
digtant point, and the light eft them.

In his extended life, Percival had witnessed more desths than he once would ever have thought possible.
Yetinal tha time, he had never beheld a soul so eager to dip away. Centuries—perhaps eons—of
memories escaped with it, and he knew he should be mourning, but instead al he could be was happy for
thisSingle-named being, this* Joshua,” about whom hewould very likely never learn anything else.
Hewasn't entirely sure what to expect next, and yet somehow he knew there would be something. And
hewas right. Sowly the body began to collgpse in upon itself. He knew that something like eighty
percent of the human body was made up of fluids; these diss pated now from Joshua, the body dwindling
and shrinking asif incredibly anxiousto leave. Asif it fdt that its mere existence, so long after it should
have by rights been gone, was an abomination.

Percival forced himsalf to St and watch and wonder whether it was his own future he was seeing. These
were, after al, semi-mystical forces that were being dedlt with. Who knew what would happen to him?
Who knew the ways of God, even asthey manifested themsalves through such objects of power asthe
Holy Gral?

And Perciva redized that he was not afraid of whatever pain might be involved nor was he the least bit
concerned about the prospect of death. Hewasjust . . . overwhemingly curious, that was al. Curious as
to what sort of fate awaited him. Then again, he mused, in that respect he was certainly no different than
any other man who walked the earth.

The distracted-looking doctor approached at that point, looking at achart rather than at Percival, and
said, “Sir, | will haveto ask you to leave. Thisisa—" Then he stopped and stared at the bed. “Where's
the patient who was here?’

“What patient?” asked Percival innocently.

The doctor took astep back, eyeing Perciva suspicioudy, clearly wondering if some sort of foul play
wasinvolved. But there was no exit door nearby the bed, nor even awindow. Nor, obvioudy, had
Perciva dipped the patient into his hip pocket or in some other less ludicrous way attempted to hide him.
Y et plainly the patient was gone. His hospital gown was lying upon the bed, and there was afinefilm of
dust upon it, but otherwise there was no sign of him.

Ralying, the young doctor demanded, “Where s the man who was here?’

Percival stood and recited, “Last night | saw upon the stair . . . alittle man who was not there. . . hewas
not there again today . . . oh, how | wish he’'d go away.” With adight flourish he bowed, said, “E. E.



Cummings,” and walked away.

Utterly bewildered, the doctor said to Perciva’ s departing back, “ Good-bye, Mr. Cummings,” and then
turned to Stare in puzzlement at the little man who wasn't there.

CHAPTRE THE FOURTH

TERRANCE STOCKWELL HAD never been dl that fond of Arthur Penn. Stockwell, aformer
Arizona governor—and aformidable quarterback in his college days—had considered Penn to be too
much of ashowboat. Oh, there was no denying that Penn talked a good game, but for Stockwell’s
tagtes, it wasal “pieand blue sky,” asheliked to cal it.

Stockwell was not the most photogenic of men. Hisface was amost triangular, his dark eyesabit too
closdaly set together and a bit too recessed. Hisblack hair was cropped closdly, nearly to abuzz cut, and
asharp widow’ s peak extended down past the edge of his otherwise receding hairline. When someone
was speaking to him, he tended to lean forward, anxious not to missasingle word. Hisintelligence, his
leadership abilities, were beyond dispute. But he left anumber of votersrather cold, because he did not
auffer fools gladly, and that put him on the outs with adisturbingly large percentage of the American
electorate. His college career asafootbal hero at Arizona State had helped him considerably when he'd
turned to palitics, but histrangtion to the nationd level had not been an easy one. A lifdlong Democrat,
he' d been |€ft in the dust during the primaries.

He had been astounded when Arthur Penn, running for the presidency as an Independent, had picked
him up off the scrap heap and offered him the opportunity to be his running mate. The idea had seemed
insaneto Stockwell . . . at first. But Penn’s numbers were doing nothing but soaring, and despite his
persond problems with the way Penn did business, there was no denying the man' sraw charismaand the
digtinct possibility—remote, but distinct—that Penn might indeed wind up in the White House someday.
So Stockwell swallowed his considerable pride, hooked up with Penn . . .

And now, here he was, gitting in the East Wing of the White House, watching television.

It was not a al where he wanted to be. He should have been seated in the Senate, in his capacity as
Chairman, perched in asest directly behind the President on a podium when the President ddlivered the
State of the Union addressto Congress.

Instead he wasin the residence wing, bristling with annoyance, even though he knew that there was
nothing to be donefor it. That certain laws had been put into place some years ago that
forbade—absolutely forbade—any circumstance in which the president and the vice president were
publicly together.

The room was comfortable enough; about asluxurious asthey came, redly, in the White House. There
wasfood laid out, and even though Stockwel | wasn't especidly hungry (having had an unusudly large
dinner), heindulged himsdf by nibbling on afew carrot sticks. But he was shaking his head even ashe
did so, and the moment Ronnie Cordobawalked into the room, Stockwell was verbaly ling him.
“You redize we ve let the terrorists dictate our actions once again, don't you, Ronad?’

Cordoba shrugged in the manner of someone who had had this conversation many timesin the past, and
was't seeing the upside of going around one moretime. “ There’ sno harm in being cautious.”

“Cautious. Cautious.” He laughed with low derision at the concept. He had gone to awindow that
looked over the Front Lawn, and he pointed to it. “ Once upon atime,” Stockwel informed him, “people
would bring their farm animasright up to the lawn to graze. Can you believeit? There was virtudly no
security in thewhole place. Y ou could practically walk up to the front door and ask to spesk to the
president. Things have changed, Ronald, and not for the better . . . and it’ s pigslike Sandova and hisilk
that have made it that way.”

Cordoba had heard the argument more times than he cared to count. “Mr. Vice President,” he said, “the
White House was made a far more secure place long before the Trans-Saba war, long before Sandoval,
long before any of it.”

“So your defense of my saying that the world isawretched place,” observed Stockwell, “isto point out
that it's been awretched place far longer than any of us wantsto admit. Isthat about right?’

“Whatever you say, Sr.”



Stockwell was on hisfeet, pacing about. He was not one for sitting il if hedidn’t haveto. “ Savethe
patronizing tone for those who deserve to be patronized, Ronadd.”

Cordoba stepped in close then, his eyes narrowed, and he said sharply, “All right, Terry. Then how
about just for one night we drop the bitching about how the world is unfair, so that we can Sit back and
enjoy the President making his condtitutionally mandated yearly speech, before | have to kick your ass
into the Potomac.”

They locked gazes for along moment, and then Stockwell et out the short, guttural bark that passed for
hislaugh. “That'smorelikeit,” he said. “ That' sthe Ron Cordobal knew back in my college days.”

“I doubt it,” retorted Cordoba. “ That guy you knew would have knocked you flat long before this.”
Obvioudy satisfied with having gotten Cordoba to drop—even for afew moments—his carefully
nurtured mask of infinitely patient civility, Stockwell eased into the chair in front of the wide-screen
televison. The TV was dready focused on the outside of the Capitol building. Stockwell glanced at his
watch.

Cordoba, in clear anticipation of what was going through Stockwell’smind, said, “ They’ re scheduled to
arivein two minutes”

“Isthe areasecure?’ Stockwell asked.

“Yes, it'ssecure”

“Because something doesn't samel right.”

Cordobawalked across the room to the liquor cabinet, from which he withdrew a bottle of very old,
very fine Scotch. Carefully, asif he was unwrapping afine porcelain statue, he unstoppered the bottle
and poured himsdlf ashot into ashot glassthat bore the emblem of an American eagleonit. “Ben
Franklin wanted the national bird to be aturkey, you know,” he said conversationdly.

“Yes, Ronald, | am aware of that, asisjust about every schoolchild in the country,” retorted Stockwell,
shaking his head when Cordoba slently offered him ashot of hisown. “I notice you' reignoring my
concerns.”

“It’ sthe same concerns as aways, Sr. You aways say it smellsbad.”

“It dways does. Have you ever considered,” he said in al seriousness to Cordoba, “that the other times|
was worried something might happen, it might have been that | wasright? That the terroristswerein
place, everything ready to go, and there was just some sort of |ast-minute happenstance.”

“When it comesto the protection of the President of the United States,” Cordobasaid firmly, “there sno
such thing as happengtance. Everything is planned too carefully, thought out too far in advance.”

“Yeah. I'm sure that’ swhat they told Kennedy right before his brains decorated the inside of his car.
And I’'m warning you”—he stabbed afinger at Cordoba—"if you point out that Lincoln died at the Ford,
while Kennedy diedinaLincoln, | will haveto hurt you.”

“| appreciate thewarning.” He took another shot of the Scotch, turned, and refilled himself.

The President’ s motorcade pulled up on screen. Secret Service men were aready spread out, keeping
crowds securely behind police barriers and making sure that no one would get too close. So it wason
that basis that Stockwell groaned as he watched President Penn—instead of heading in to speak to
Congress—work the crowd. He went right up to them, reaching around his agents or over their
shoulders, shaking hands, signing autographs. “My God, you' d think he was running for redection,” he
sad.

“You' vesad it yoursdf, gr, any number of times apresdent isrunning for redection from the moment
he swears the oath of office. Besides,” and he sat on the edge of the couch facing Stockwell, “you were
just busy talking about how there' s been this distance growing between the White House and the
electorate thanks to fear. So there' sthe President walking right up to people, any of whom might have
weagpons on them, and shaking their hands. He' s not being the least bit afraid . . . and you're
complaining. | thought you guys were supposed to be on the same side.”

“We are on the same side, and don't patronize me, Ronald.”

“I'll try not to, Sir, but you makeit very easy.”

Stockwel smiled mirthlesdy at that, and then focused his attention back onto the TV. He saw Gwen,
dressed rather eegantly . . . abit too much so, he would have thought. She was wearing an evening dress



rather than something sengible, like awoman’ s business suit. It was adark blue dress with a scooped
neck, a provocative—but not too provocative—dit dong the right Side, and awrap that he knew beyond
question was fake fur. That made sense: Gwendolyn Penn was the fake fur spokeswoman. In that outfit,
he thought, she was making it look more like some sort of awards ceremony or banquet than a serious,
congtitutionally mandated speech to the citizens of the United States of America

Asif reading histhoughts again, Cordoba said, “ The First Lady looking abit too glamorousfor you, Sir?’
Stockwd| shrugged. “ She' snot my wife.”

“You don't have one, sir.”

That was certainly true. Stockwell was divorced, and it had been avery acrimonious and vicious parting
of theways. . . so much so that it had left him permanently burned in regard to the state of matrimony.
Hedidn’t have any intringc problem with it asfar as others were concerned; he just had no careto
dabbleinit himsdf. Still . . . Gwendolyn was a damned fine attractive woman, he had to admit that. She
seemed atouch flighty to him on apersona level, but there was no denying that she was quite, quite
fetching. And there was something in her attitude, her voice, her every mannerism, that just made you
want to like her. To hold her tight, to . . .

He cleared histhroat and said softly, “Ronad. . . I think I'll havethat drink now, if it' still available”
Without aword, Cordoba poured him a shot. Stockwell downed it in a heartbeat and extended the shot
glassfor more. Cordoba obliged him.

Asthe evening progressed, various aides came in and out, asking Stockwell questions, making inquiries
about his schedule for the next day, asking if he needed anything. Stockwell answered dl of them interse,
no-nonsense terms. Every time the door opened and closed, he could see the ever-present, ever-vigilant
Secret Service men in the hallway. He knew it should make him fed safe, give him some degree of
security. He wondered why it never did.

The President’ s entrance was announced, and Congress rose to its collective feet as Arthur made his
way down the main aide. He stopped to shake hands, speak afew words here and there to congressmen
who would invariably smile or laugh or nod their heads in gpparent approval. And half of them would
be perfectly happy to stab you in the back, Stockwell thought grimly. Arthur was, after dl, an
Independent, which earned him exactly no party loyaty from either side of the GOP or the Democrats.
The only thing he had going for him—and it was an impressive advantage, Stockwell had to admit—was
his remarkable persond popularity. The cynicin Stockwell had aways made him wonder whether
Arthur’ s decision to step up the war on terrorism was motivated by genuine belief in the importance of
the project, or hopes of political gain since persona safety from terrorism had become amajor concern
for most Americans.

“You're embarking on adippery dope, Mr. President,” Stockwell had warned him privately during one
summit meeting. “ Americans have a short attention span and are notorioudy impatient. They want results.
Fighting terrorists underground doesn't get any media attention because it can’t, so you lose that
advantage. And since Sandovd is effectively public enemy number one, if you don’t get him, you run the
risk of looking impotent and losing your support base.”

Arthur had just stared at him and said quietly, “1 am lessinterested in my support base than in doing what
isright.” It had amost convinced Stockwell. Almost. But he was too much the politician—and therefore
too much the cynic—to believe in anything or anyone one hundred percent.

Onthe TV screen, Arthur said, “Digtinguished members of Congress. . . Mister Speaker of the House . .
. Then helooked right into the cameraand, with ahalf smile, said, “Mr. Vice Presdent . . .”

Cordoba chuckled softly behind him, and even Stockwel | had to suppressasmile at that. In thelong run
it meant nothing, but he appreciated the acknowledgment nevertheless.

“As| gand before you,” Arthur continued, “1 ask you now the same question that | asked of you the
previousyear: Areyou happier than you were thistime last year? For as Benjamin Franklin said, despite
the fine words of the Declaration of Independence. . . we are not actualy entitled to happiness, but
rather instead merely to theright to pursueit. And we have been going at it full tilt, have we not.”
Stockwell suddenly turned to Cordobaand said, “Does heredly believe he' sKing Arthur?’

The question caught Cordoba off guard, as Stockwell knew it would. He choked dightly on the Scotch,



which he'd been in mid-swalow on. “Uhm.. . . shouldn’t we be watching the speech, Sir?’

“Asif | haven't read it dready,” sniffed Stockwell. “I’m just curious. All that business during the mayord
race years back. The*King Arthur’ themethat emerged . . . even thejousting and swordplay.
Humiliating, trite foolishness. But he went along with it and became a man of the people, so | suppose
I’ve no right to be snide about it. Still . . . does hetruly believeit?Isit some psychossthat he' ssmply
learned to turn to productive means? Or wasit an act?’

Arthur was speaking about the economy. Cordoba cleared histhroat. “ Sir, I’'m not sure why you're
akingmethis. ..

“I"m asking because you were with him since hismayord campaign.” Heleaned forward in hischair,
garing intently a Ron. “I’m asking if he genuinely hasadeluson that heisKing Arthur. And don't lieto
me, Ronad. I’'m very, very good at telling when people are lying to me, so don’'t eventry it. Just tell me. |
have aright to know, not only asthe Vice President, but as an American citizen.”

Cordobatook along, deep, steadying breath and then looked Stockwell in the eyes and said, with utter
cam, “I’ve known Arthur for quite sometime, and | can persondly assure you: Heis not suffering froma
delusion about being King Arthur.”

The congressmen were on their feet, applauding something Arthur had said about job opportunities.
Stockwdl ignored it, focusing instead on Cordoba, searching for some hint of duplicity. He got nothing
off himin that regard, which meant either Cordobawas being honest, or he was so brilliant in concedling
the truth that Stockwell never wanted to play poker with him. “So it’simage making, then, iswhat you're
saying,” he said guardedly.

“You'resaying that, Sr. Me, I'm just agreeing with you.”

Then the mention of Trans-Saba caught both of their attention and brought their focus back to the TV
screen.

“Our concentration on foreign affairs—particularly the revolution in Trans-Saba—has been wearying, |
know,” Arthur said. “No oneismore painfully aware of the difficultieswe dill face at homethan|. The
road to eiminating terrorism in our lifetime has been along and rocky one.” His handsrested firmly on
the podium, his gaze fixed upon the people before him. Stockwell shook his head, still not believing that
Arthur had once again disdained the use of a TelePrompTer or notes. “The problem,” continued Arthur,
“Isthat because Americaisagreat country, filled with such wonder, such opportunity . . . we have
aways had the inclination to put Americafirst. That isalaudable god, an understandable one. . . asfar
asit goes. But in our formation of an international codlition with the intent of making theworld asafer
place, we have had to ook beyond our borders and think about putting the world first. We look upon
our own difficulties and think, ‘Why should we be so concerned with what' s hgppening in other
countries? But the lesson we have learned over these trying months has been that we must think from the
greater to the smaler. To consider the greater problem—in this case, aworld at the mercy of terrorist
activities—and solve that so that smdler difficulties can be attended to. By bringing to the world a sense
of globa community, so that instead of matters being viewed smply asthat we are helping everyone ese
... itisseen that we are dl helping one another. Terrorists are cowards, no more, no less. We have
taken the measure of theseterroridts. . . and found them wanting.

“And that point of view has paid off. | am pleased to announce that our peace treaty with Trans-Sabal,
the last country that gave willing haven to Arnim Sandova, has been findized. All assets of hisoperation
have been frozen. Furthermore, as an act of good faith, Trans-Sabal intelligence agencies have turned
over to us massive records that have given us abroader picture of Sandova’ s organization than we have
ever had before. We know who his agents are, his lieutenants, hisfield operatives. We know where they
are. And, | am pleased to announce.. . . we believe we know where heis, aswell.” Therewas an audible
gasp, and Arthur, with afierce smile, said, “ According to latest intelligence, he is—apparently—in severd
hundred pieces.”

There was an uproar on the floor of the Congress, but for al the deafening and thunderous ovation that
Arthur received with that utterly unexpected announcement, it was as nothing compared to the infuriated
bellow from Stockwell. He was on hisfeet aswas everyone ese, but it was not in appreciation.

“That’s not confirmed!” hefairly howled. “That isnot confirmed! We do not have confirmation on



that!” He leaned forward to the TV asif Arthur could hear him and shouted once more, “ We do not
have confirmation!” Then hewhirled toward Cordoba, hisface dight with barely controlled fury.
Picking up the remote, he punched the Mute button and the sound went off, to be replaced by
captioning. But his atention was entirely upon Cordoba. “Did you know about this? Did you know he
was going to say this?’

Cordoba shook his head, looking ashen. “No.. .. no, | didn’t ...”

“Son of abitch,” and louder, “ Son of a bitch! That was a preiminary intelligence report!” He paced
furioudy around the room, & one point in such arage that he punched the wall, scraping his knuckles
fiercdy. “ That information is barely two hoursold! Delta Forceis il picking up the pieces! We know
we hit Sandova’ s main bunker, but we don’t know for sure he wasin it! The President wastold it was
only seventy percent certain! He wastold this | know because | wastold this, and I'm reasonably surel
wastold the same thing hewas! Was't 1?1l kill him! | swear to God, I'll kill Penn for thist And if it was
her idea, I'll kill her, too!”

Cordobahad pulled out his cell phone and he was talking urgently to one of hisaides, trying to find out
what had happened. But he paused amoment to comment, “Sir, may | point out that threatening the life
of the President of the United States and the First Lady, within hearing distance of the Secret Service
standing just outside the door, may not be the brightest of maneuvers, evenif you' rethe Vice President.”
Stockwell growled in annoyance, and as Cordoba went back to his conversation, the Vice President
paced past the screen, staring at it with cold and growing anger. “Y ou smug son of abitch,” he snarled at
Arthur’ simage. “Had to go for the big show, didn’t you? Had to go for something that would knock
themflat.”

“I just spoke to Nellie Porter,” Cordobasaid, flipping shut his phone.

“Porter? She' sthe Firgt Lady’ swoman! What does she—7?"

Trying to steady the incensed Vice President, Cordoba put his hands up in a placating manner, which
only irritated Stockwell even more. “ She' swho | was able to get on the phone and shewasin thelimo
with the President. She said Mrs. Penn was concerned that CNIN was going to air the story first. Break it
before any of us said anything, and we' d be playing catch-up. Mrs. Penn suggested that he say something
during the State of the Union, emphasizing that it wasn't definite. Y ou heard him. He put in qudifiers”
“Qualifiers?” He pointed at the TV screen. The congressmen were still on their feet, applauding. He
hed afedling it was going to be arecord for length of an ovation. “Y ou mean just because he said
‘gpparently.” Y ou think ‘apparently’ is going to mean adamned thing to that? That supid—"

“ Al right, that’s enough!” Cordoba said so sharply that it brought Stockwell up short. “He made a
judgment call! And since he sthe goddamn President, he gets to goddamn do that! Y ou want to vent?

Y ou want to cal him an asshole for making adecison that you don't agree with? Fine. Thenyou do it
here, or you do it in private with him, but the moment we walk out there, or you find cameras stuck in
your face, you smile and you suck it up and you keep your fedingsto yoursdf, you got it?’

“How dareyou. . .”

“Yeah, how darel. I'mthe chief of saff,” said Ron sarcasticaly. “ That’swhat | do. | dare. And that ass
kickingis4ill available”

Stockwell glared at him, then turned his back, but didn’t want to look at the screen, either. He moved
through the room, shaking his head, saying, “ Damn fool thing” over and over again. Cordoba smply
stood there, gpparently deciding that the best thing to do was let Stockwell vent and get it out of his
gysgem.

The State of the Union went on for another forty-three minutes, and eventually Stockwell’ s anger |apsed
into frustrated muttering. When hefindly sat on the couch, he sSmply crossed hisarmstightly, looking for
al theworld like an oversized five-year-old who was incensed because he wasn't getting candy.

“It was damned stupid,” hefindly said. “And | just hopeto hell we don’t wind up with more damage
control than we can handleif it turnsout Sandova is<till sucking oxygen.”

“Sodol,” Cordobasaid neutraly.

Having concluded the State of the Union, Arthur was drinking in the ovation that greeted him ashe dowly
made hisway back up theway he' d comein. Gwen waswaiting for him on the aide, and he put out an



arm to her. She wrapped her arm around his, and Stockwell, for dl his annoyance at the Situation, had to
admit reluctantly that they were ahandsome couple.

“He doesn't understand, Ronald,” Stockwell said findlly, asthe coverage switched to outside the Capitol
building. All things considered, he thought he was sounding rather calm. It might have been that the shots
he' d been consuming were helping to take the edge off aswell. “ After dl thistime, he fill goesin for
gpectacle. Still goesin for the big gesture, the big moment. He does't fully understand what governingis.
The small compromises, the little moments. He il orders people around asif hewas. . .”

“King?" suggested Ron.

“Yes, that’ sexactly right. And it just makes you wonder about the long-term hedlth of his presidency—"
That was when they heard the shrieks.

On the screen, Arthur and Gwen were heading for the limo, ringed as ways by their protectors, and
suddenly there was screaming on the TV screen. Arthur seemed to be looking around, and Gwen fell
againgt him, and everyone was shouting at once and the Secret Service men had drawn in, obscuring
them from view, hustling them toward the limo. Cordobawas on hisfeet, eyeswide, hiscell phone
ringing, and there was afaint buzz in Stockwel I’ s head because he hadn’t fully processed what he' d seen
yet. ..

Then there was a brief flowering burst of red from the middle of the ring of Secret Service men onthe
televison screen, and Stockwel| redlized that it was blood fountaining, perhaps from an artery, and oh my
God, it was shots, someone had been shot . . .

The door to the study exploded inward, and for a split second Stockwell thought that it was ns.
He threw his hands over his head, surrendering, and then the study was dive with Secret Service men.
“We haveto go, gr,” one of them said briskly, and Stockwell—who hadn't had hisfeet leave the ground
sincethetackling injury in college that had ended hisfootball caree—was suddenly airborne. Cordoba
was gone from hisview, the room blurring around him, and he barely had timeto think, | didn’t redly
mean I’ d kill them, oh my God, they’ re going to blame me for it, before he was whisked away.

THE ISSMILING, greeting the people, and they' re cheering his name. He thinks, Thiswasfor you,
Merlin, thiswhole presidency, it wasfor you. For you and for Gwen ...

He glances over at her as she squeezes his arm tightly, affectionately, and sheis smiling, her eyes
alive with light and joy and love. And then she staggers, and for a moment Arthur thinks that she
has broken a heel on her shoe, or perhaps snagged the hem of her gown, because the shouting and
cheering obscure any other sounds.

Shelooks up at him, and her mouth moves but no sound emerges. Instead blood comes out,
trickling down asif she’'sa vampirein a horror movie who's just fed off a victim. The love and
joy evaporate from her eyesto be replaced by bewilderment, and the whole thing takes barely two
seconds between the first confusion and the second time she staggers, except thistimeit’s far
mor e pronounced. This time she is actually thrown against him, propelled by an outside force even
as Cook, the burly Secret Service man, shouts, “Gun! Go go go!”

Arthur is shoved forward, Gwendolyn next to him, and just like that, she is not supporting herself
at all. Instead she' s little more than a meat sack, a collection of blood and muscle, bones and
organs no longer working in unison, and Arthur hauls her forward with his powerful arms even as
the Secret Service men come in from behind. Everything is a blur to him. Heisin the limo, and
Gwen isthere and there' s blood everywhere. He is not afraid of blood, not daunted by it. He has
waded hip deep through it in his time. He has seen grown men carved to bits, women and children
savaged by vicious soldiers seeking to expand the holdings of some petty warlord. He' s seen
people hung, drawn and quartered, eviscerated, decapitated. Thereis no atrocity that can possibly
be committed to the human body that Arthur has not witnessed and, in some cases, inflicted with
his own hand.

But this. . .

This. ..

Gwen is lumped against him, and Nellie Porter is screaming, and then Gwen is pulled away,
pulled to the far side of the limo, and an oxygen mask is being strapped over her face. A



paramedic (where the hell did he come from?) istrying to staunch her wounds, but there’s more
blood, and it'sasif it’s flowing from her by the gallon. Cook’ s hands are all over Arthur, and it
seems bizarre until he realizes that Cook is checking him for wounds. Arthur shoves his hands
away. “ I'mfine, I'mfine!”

“The First Lady to the hospital, the President to the lockdown at the White House!” Cook orders.
“1’m staying with her,” says Arthur.

“Mr. President—"

“1"m staying with her!” he thunders, and that isreally all thereistoit.

The limo’s siren kicks into overdrive and the long black car, like a great metal dragon, roars
toward the hospital.

Don't let her die, don't let her die, Merlin, save her, and it isonly later on that Arthur realizes that he
is praying to a statue rather than to God. But somehow, at that moment, God seems farther away
than ever he has before. . .

CHAPTRE THE FIFTH

“MISSBASIL! YOU’ RE back!”

Miss Basi| was Sitting on her customary bar stool at the Jamaican resort wherein she had taken up
semipermanent residence. The bar was Stuated outside, down toward the beach, so thirsty hotel guests
didn’t haveto pad far from their towelsto obtain liquid refreshment. Furthermore there were waitresses
and servers eagerly scuttling up and down the beach, making sure to accommodate everyone who
looked the least bit parched. Miss Basil was wearing a skimpy green two-piece bathing suit with a
pattern on it that looked a bit like areptile’ s scaes, and aprinted skirt tied around her middle that was
settled comfortably around her lengthy legs. Her hair was long and blacker than would have seemed
natural, her neck extraordinarily long and her jaw well-rounded. Her eyebrows were thin and arched,
and when she looked out toward the rolling water with her dark green eyes, it would have seemed to any
passerby that she was able to discern things benegth the waves that no other living creature would have
been ableto.

Despite the fact that she was dressed so lightly, the night air did not bother her. She wasn't especidly
fond of the cold; shefar preferred the warmth to bathe her old bones, but she had learned to tolerate
muchin her time.

“Yes, Carlos, I’'m back,” she said. She tapped the bar in front of her and within moments Carlos, the
heavyset bartender who could mix adrink faster than anyone on theidand (or so he liked to boast), had
arum placed in front of her. “| was off atending to some businessfor the boss. . . but it'sgood to be
home”

He waslooking at her with open curiosity. “What sort of business, Miss Basil?” he asked.

“The sort that smart bartenders don’t ask about, Carlos,” she said wanly.

He clearly did not take the least offense. “Y ou are absolutely right, Miss Basl. | should remember that.
Welcome back, then. It's good to have you back . . . becauselife hereis good.”

“Yes” she said dowly and thoughtfully. “It hasn't been abad life here, Carlos.”

“No, it hasn't, Miss Basll,” he said agreegbly.

“Thiswasn't my first favor for theboss. . . and likely won't be the last. That’ swhy he lets me stay here,
ashispermanent guest. | do him. . . favors. Y ou' ve heard about that, haven't you, Carlos?’

“Yes, MissBadl.” Heturned his concentration to cleaning glasses.

“Have you ever wondered about the nature of my favors?’

“No, MissBasl.”

Shefixed agtare a him, and smiled to herself, for she knew that he was uncomfortable beneath her gaze,
and she knew why he was uncomfortable, even if hedidn’t. “Redly. And why isthat?’

“Because,” hesaid, fixing his attention even more attentively upon the glasses, “you appear to meto be
someone about whom the lessiswondered, the better.”

Shelaughed lightly at that. Then she took adeep breath and let it out dowly, with avery faint hiss. “The
whedsareturning, Carlos.”



“Wheds?’

“Thewheds. A gormisroallinginonthem.”

Carloslooked in the direction that she was looking. Although it was anight sky, it was still quite
obvioudy cloudless. “1 don’'t think so, Miss Basil, but | don’t want to contradict you,” he said, doing his
level best to be accommodating. “If you think thereis. . .”

“Not that kind of storm, Carlos,” she assured him. “The whedls of fate are turning. They do so dl the
time, but sometimes with greater force and more inexorably than usual. They'relike great cogs, asyou
would seein awatch, Carlos. And every so often, those cogs come together and crush anyone who
happensto get in between them.”

“l see,” said Carlos, who didn’'t. “And . . . how would you know that thisis happening?’ He had ceased
polishing the glass, instead focusing hisfull atention on hisvery curious late-night drinker.

“Because, Carlos,” she said patiently, “when you have been around for along enough time—as |
have—you learn to intuit these things. | have attended to the advice of Santayana, and listened to the
lessons of history so that | am not doomed to repest them.” Her glasswas devoid of rum. Without having
to be asked, Carlos reached over and filled it, and she gave him a grateful inclination of her head. “I sméll
itintheair, Carlos, just asasailor can smell astorm. Those ever turning whedls.” Sheran her finger
around therim of her glass. “So.. . . | have been out of touch with the news as of late. Anything
interesting going on in theworld? | notice you don’t have thetdevison on,” and she nodded toward a
small TV with an eight-inch screen that was mounted aong the upper section of the bar.

“Yes,” said Carlos, the edges of his chapped mouth turning downward. “ The guestswould just Sit here
and watch it and get upset, with al the coverageof . . .” He paused, hiseyeswide. “Y ou haven't heard?’
“Heard what?” She couldn’t quite keep the boredom out of her voice. Considering how long she' d been
around, shefound it hard to believe that anything could possibly occur in the world that would seize her
interest. “ Something going on that’ s out of the ordinary?’

“President Penn. Hiswife was shot. They say it'svery bad.”

Immediately Miss Basl sngpped to full atention, her green eyes narrowing. “ Gwen?’

He nodded. “ Several days ago. Sheisin the hospital. Shot here”—he tapped his chest—*and here,” and
he put afinger to the side of his head.

“That' sterrible,” she said, doing her best to keep the amusement out of her voice. She had never been
particularly enamored of Gwen; her antipathy for her was one of the few things she’ d had in common
with Merlin. Still, the little queen had never done her any harm persondly, and she' d even shown a bit of
spunk now and then that Miss Basil would never have ascribed to her upon first meeting her. But the
wholething struck her asironic. All the thingsthat Arthur had donefor her, the sacrifices he had made,
the risks he had taken throughout the ages . . . and now, here they were, reunited—nhe through Merlin's
magic, she through the oddities of reincarnation—with the world at their feet, and boom. Fate had
conspired to deprive him of her yet again. She couldn’t help but wonder whether Arthur wasfinally going
to take the hint. “Will she survive?’

“No one knows. Do you want to see? The news station speaks of nothing else these days.”

“Yes Yes, by dl means” she said thoughtfully. She stuck her finger in the rum and swirled theliquid
around abit.

She smdlled the young man approaching her from behind before she saw him. Carlosdidn’t notice him,
since he was busy tuning in the television. The set operated off asatdllite dish, and it wasn't dways
cooperative in picking up broadcasts. But Miss Basil was aware of him without even having to look at
him. Her sengitive nose cut through the cheap cologne he was wearing and detected the heightened
gtimulus coming from the hormona odor he was unconscioudy emitting. She sighed deeply and didn’t
bother to look at him as he sat on the stool next to her.

“Hey, there,” he said. From his voice and scent, she pegged him as being mid to late twenties. He
twanged like a Texan, and aso had that smell of oil and cattle and pollution adhering to him with a
permanence that no amount of bathing could ever erase. She shifted in her seat and leveled her gaze on
him. He was lantern-jawed with two days worth of light blond stubble and hair that hung partly in his
face. He was wearing Bermuda shorts and a blue flowered shirt that was unbuttoned, revealing atanned



and hairy chest. “Can | buy you adrink?

She held up the rum.

“A refill, then?’

She shrugged.

Heleaned forward, the a cohol floating off his breath. “Name's Ricky. How you doing?’

“I'm doing fine, Ricky.” Her gazeflickered to hishand. “ And you' re married.”

“Heh.” He glanced down at hisringed finger. “Well . . . it'safunny thing about that. See. . . thishere
trip, well . . . itwasthein-laws idea See, they don't wannaaccept the fact that the marriageis over, so
they offered to send the wife and me on a second honeymoon. Hoped it might ‘ rekindle something.” ”
Ricky shook his head, obvioudy doing his best to try and ook sorrowful. “ Some people. . . they just
don't getit. But you . . . you look like awoman of theworld. Y ou look”—he rested ahand on her
thigh—"you look like someone who getsit.”

“Oh, | get much more of it than | could possibly want,” she replied, and put her own hand on hisleg. She
squeezed it, found it abit muscular, but probably not stringy. “So let me seeif | understand this, Ricky. . .
Y ou'’ re down here on a second honeymoon, with your wife, on your in-laws dime, and you' re hitting on
me”

Helaughed, hislarge Adam’ s apple bobbing up and down ashedid so. “You'redirect! | likethat ina
woman! What' syour name?’

“MissBadl.”

“My my. Keeping it awful formd, aren’'t we?’

“Well,” shesad easlly, Spping her rum, “if oneliveslong enough, one tends to gppreciate that too much
informdlity isnever agood thing.”

Then her atention was drawn to the television.

Carlos had been absolutely right. The news station was talking about nothing but the shooting, and insde
of ten minutes, she' d seen film of it twice. She watched with fascination as Gwen went down, saw the
blood jetting onto Arthur’ s suit, except hedidn’'t ssemtoredizeit a first.

“Terriblething,” Ricky said, shaking his head. “ Crazy world. Goddamn crazy world.”

Miss Basil looked to Carlos. “Did they get the shooter?’

But Ricky interrupted before Carlos could respond. “ Oh, they found him, dl right. What was eft of him.
From thetenth floor of an office building with ahigh-powered rifle. They had the building surrounded in
no time. By the time they got to him, he’ d aready blown the top of his skull clean off.”

Shetook that in. “Obvioudy he didn’t want to be captured. Afraid of being forced to name his
connections or employer.”

Carlos garted to gpesk and again Ricky cut him off. “Hell, everyone knowsit was that sumbitch
Sandoval. The President thought he was dead—announced it and everything. Thiswas the sumbitch’s
way of announcing that he was dive and kicking and just as mean as ever. He sent out a pressrelease
about it. People think hel still hiding in Trans-Sabd . . . that the whole treaty thing isjust aruse.
Everyon€e s screaming war; that we should just bomb the place back into the Stone Age.”

“I’'ve beento Trans-Sabal,” MissBasil said. “They're not dl that much advanced beyond the Stone Age
Ricky smiled in what he obvioudy thought was awinsome manner. “My, my. Y ou get around, don’t you.
Sodo|. Why don’'t you tell me more about yoursdf?’ He did his hand farther up her thigh.

Carlos stepped forward and said to Ricky in alow voice, chancing aquick glancein MissBasll's
direction, “Sir, | don’t think you want to bedoin’ that.”

“Oh, now Carlos,” MissBasl| said, her voice faintly scolding. “Y ou shouldn’t be so concerned. Ricky’sa
big boy. You are abig boy, aren’t you, Ricky?” And she brushed her fingerslightly over hiscrotch,
causing him to jump dightly on the bar soal. “ A big man, in fact. Probably too much man for hiswife,
aen'tyou?’

“Wadl .. . Rhonda is kinda holding me back.” Ricky sighed. He leaned forward, looked right and left,
andsad, “Truthtotel . .. | wasn't dl that keen on getting married. But it' s what my folks wanted, and
Rhonda s dad' s loaded, and she frankly ain’t too bad to look at.”



“And does shelove you, Ricky?’

He shrugged. “Way | seeit, that don’t redly matter. If it ain't two ways, what’ sthe point?’

“Indeed.”

Carlosrested ahand on hisarm. “Migter . . . | gottatell you, you might be sorry—"

But Ricky yanked hisarm away, and with obvious anger he snapped back, “L ook, buddy, your jobisto
pour drinks. Y ou just mind your own business or you' re the one who might be sorry, okay?’

Carlos stepped back, putting hishandspamsupinan “1 give’ manner. Ricky returned hisfocusto Miss
Basl. “You know what | like about you, Miss BasiI? A man knows where he stlands with you.”

“Oh, he does indeed, Ricky, he doesindeed. Tell you what,” and she rested ahand on his. He shivered
dightly; athough her leg was warm, her hand was cold, and he probably noticed that. Or perhapsit was
the sudden sense that he wasin trouble and just didn’t quite know why or how yet. She could tell that a
fight-or-flight ingtinct was seizing hold of him, but fortunately enough, he wasfar too civilized to be awvare
of it for what it was. “Tdl you what,” she said again, “how about we go someplace’—sheran afingernall
aong the curve of hisjaw—-somewhere. . . private.”

Herdlied. He had no ideawhy his courage was faltering, because the notion of reacting on agut basisto
unrecognized primal evil wasdiento him. “Wéll, that sounds. . . that soundsredlly grest to me.”

She eased hersdlf off her stoal, turned, and winked lazily to Carlos. “Keep the set on,” shesaid. “I'll be
back injust afew minutes.” And she and Ricky walked off into the night.

Carlos sighed and finished cleaning the glasses. The night air seemed more still, and the breeze that had
been blowing steadily had ceased. He waited to hear ascream, but knew there would be none. There
never wes.

Miss Basl| returned afew minutes later, easing back onto her stool. Carlos did afresh glass of rum to her
without comment, and shetook it and bobbed her head dightly in gppreciation. On TV, therewas a
news conference with a doctor—the one who apparently had been working on Gwen. He looked tired
and careworn, and he had nothing new to report, but the reporters didn’t appear to know how to handle
lack of news and were acting asif they wanted him to manufacture something, accurate or not.

“You, uhm,” and Carlos touched the side of his own mouth, “you got something . . . right here.”

Miss Bas| reached up and pulled apiece of thin blue cloth, with the hint of aflower onit, from between
her teeth. “Thank you, Carlos,” she said. The breeze had returned, and she tossed the cloth carelesdy
intoit, letting thetropical zephyr carry it away.

Then MissBasil |ooked up with renewed interest, because they were running astatement that Arthur had
made earlier. It didn’t indicate exactly when he had spoken, but that didn’t matter to her. What shewas
fascinated by, instead, was the fact that she had never seen him look so scared. She couldn’t begin to
count the number of times she had seen him thrust into battle, and never had he hung back. Arthur was
smply not that sort of king; asfar as he was concerned, it wasthe leader’ sjob to lead. She didn’t think
the man had any concept of fear. Certainly persona jeopardy held no terror for him. He would risk his
lifein aheartbest for what he thought wasright, and if he should fdl in the endeavor, then hewould go to
his grave confident that he had done well.

But now she saw it in hiseyes, for Miss Basil was more attuned to the eyes of othersthan anyone else
who walked or crawled the earth. He spoke bravely, hiswords were strong, his demeanor was confident
... but the concern was there, in his eyes, for her—if not anyone else—to see.

The scene was clearly at the hospitd, for there was no sign of the Presidentia seal or some such behind
him that would have indicated a White House location. Arthur was standing behind a podium, his manner
grave, and he spoke softly but firmly while the words “recorded earlier” ran along the screen. “1 want to
assure the people of thisgreat country,” he said, “that the First Lady isreceiving the best care humanly
possible. | have every confidence in these fine men of medicine,” and he nodded to the physicianson
ether sdeof him, “to do dl they can for my wife. Furthermore, | have recelved |etters and telegrams of
support from thousands of you, and dl of them arevery . . . very much appreciated. In addition ...”

He stopped. There was something in his voice that made Miss Basil Sit up and watch the screen with rapt
attention. Suddenly the concern was gone from his eyes, to be replaced by quiet, burning anger and more
... adeepresolution, asif he'd made adecison. Again, it was subtletiesthat only amaster of reading



eyes could discern, but Miss Basil was one such.

“Inaddition,” he said, and instead of looking at the reporters he was staring straight out of the TV screen,
or S0 it seemed, athough naturaly he was just looking right into one of the cameras that was positioned
dead center. “In addition, | received a very nice note from the Pope. . . who even now is praying in Saint
Peter'sBaslliskos. . .”

MissBasil’sjaw dropped, even as an astounded smile touched her lips.

“I’'msorry,” Arthur said in that same formal tone. “1 meant to say ‘Badllica . . . not Basiliskos . . .”

“I'll be damned,” said MissBasll.

Carloslooked over to her. “What isit?

She chuckled softly. “Just . . . something | was not expecting to hear.”

“Excuseme,” came ayoung female voice from behind them.

Both Miss Basi| and Carloslooked over to see ayoung woman approaching, looking rather concerned.
Shewas not overly pretty, but not ugly, ether. Just average. Average hair, average face, average
average. “| waslooking for my husband. He s about thistal.” Sheindicated with her hand out, flat, and
indicating aheight of closeto six feet. “Hewaswearing a—"

“Ricky?’ asked MissBasil quietly.

Sheblinked in surprise. “Yedl”

“And you would be Rhonda.”

Rhondalooked extremely pleased. “Yes! Yes, that’ sright. He was by here? Washe. . . telling you
about me?’

For the briefest of ingtants, Miss Basil felt adight wave of regret, but she quickly dismissed it from her
mind. Regret wasfor mortals. The reason mortals ever regretted anything was because their time on earth
was limited, and they were always concerned that—if they had done something wrong—they were not
going to have the opportunity to get it right before shuffling off the morta coil. Someone like Miss Badll,
on the other hand, needn’t worry about such things. She had the luxury of undertaking every single
permutation of any Stuation, and seeing what suited her best.

“Yes. Yes, hewasteling us about you.” She paused, and then patted the bar stool next to her. “Rhonda
... St down amoment.”

“Is. . .issomething wrong?’ Rhonda started looking around, apparently under the impression that Ricky
was nearby. Which, in asense, hewas; just not in any condition to respond to anyone.

“Nothing’ swrong. Sit down.” She patted the bar stool once more. Thistime Rhondadid sit, but she was
clearly puzzled as she cocked her head dightly and stared at Miss Basil.

“Rhonda,” she said, and her head was moving from side to sSide ever so dowly. It was such asubtle
move that Rhonda began imitating it without redizing it. “Rhonda, | need you to understand something:
Ricky’ sgone and he' s not coming back.”

“What?” Rhonda s voice was high with darm, but the force of Miss Basil’ s gaze kept her fixed in place.
“If Ricky had stayed with you,” continued Miss Bas| asif Rhondahad said nothing, “you would have had
alife of nothing save for pain and misery.” Her green eyes became darker, and there was aflatnessto
them, but a hypnotic qudity aswell. “He was going to cheat on you, time and again. He was going to do
30 because he had no respect for you. And because he had no respect, he was going to abuseyou in
other manners. He was going to strike you, beat you. And you were going to lack the inner strength or
resolve to do anything about it, because you have grown up bdieving that any man is better than no man.
Y ou likely would have had children with him—boys, with your luck—who would have followed their
father’ s example, seen how hetreated you, and grown up not only fedling contempt for you, but for
women in generd. Thisiswhat your world would have been. Y ou have been saved from it. Do not ask
how, nor why. Y ou will have the opportunity to begin anew life. Use the opportunity wisdly, for it may
not come again.”

Rhonda s mouth was moving, but no words were coming out. Finally she managedto say, “I ... | don't
understand ...”

“Y ou need not understand. Just accept.”

“But whereé sRicky?” Her voicerosein darm. “Whereishe?’



MissBas| fought asmile. “Hefdl victim to aconsuming passon.”

Rhonda stared at her for along moment, then pitched back her head, cupped her hands to her mouith,
the bar stool and headed away.

“No gratitude,” sghed MissBadll. “Smply no gratitude in the world. Carlos, | hate to drink and run,
particularly since the former often precludesthe latter . . . but please let the boss know | haveto leave.”
Carlos was dumbfounded. The business with Rhonda had aready been forgotten, mostly because he was
reluctant to dwell oniit for too long. “But . . . didn’'t you just get back?”

“Yes, yes, | did. But someone has asked for my help, and frankly I’'m so amazed that he did, | can’t pass
itup.”

The bartender didn’t bother glancing at Arthur’ simage on the screen, because of course hedidn’t redize
that was who was being referred to. “ But why would it be so amazing that he would ask for your help?’
“Because,” said Miss Bas| matter-of-factly, tossing the reply over her shoulder, “I killed his best friend.”
And she headed off to her luxurious suite of roomsto pack.

ARNIM SANDOVAL HAS been drinking heavily for the past several days.

It is not something his lieutenants are accustomed to seeing. Actually, it isvery much a surprise.
They have seen him coordinate multilayered, multileveled strikes, pulled off with clockwork
precision, and never show the slightest hint of strain or stress. But they do not question. They have
sworn to live and die on the word of Arnim Sandoval, because they believe him the anointed of
God. Among his men, heis called the Glowing One, for it issaid, in certain lights, that one can
actually see the celestial holy glow that surrounds him. It is his gift from on high.

Arnim Sandoval knows that he will cease drinking soon. It is an indulgence, a luxury that he can
ill afford. Matters have come to a head in Trans-Sabal, but he was awar e that would happen. It is
not by coincidence that Arnim Sandoval is a master chess player. Indeed, it is becoming
impossible for himto be challenged in a chess game, for he has long accustomed himself to
thinking seven, eight moves ahead of his opponent.

This American President, though . . . he has been different. Of all those walking the global stage,
only this Arthur Penn has outthought him on several occasions. Thrown him off guard, drawn his
attention in one direction while striking from another. Arnim Sandoval feels asif he should
befriend him . .. or admirehim. . . or kill him. He has not yet decided the ultimate direction the
relationship will take.

However, Arnim Sandoval needed to hurt him. And he has hurt him. The hurt does not ease the
suffering of Arnim Sandoval himself, but he has at least been able to repay in kind some of what
was done to him.

Seep has not come to him. Numbness has not come to him. Nothing except the emptiness, which
all the hardship brought upon Arthur Penn cannot hope to erase.

Arnim Sandoval endeavorsto crawl inside the bottle.

In years, heisayoung man. In appearance, he looks far more aged than heis. The pressure has
been building upon him. He knows he is right in what he does, and he trusts his god to guide him
and succor him, and yet the losses he has experienced sting just as sharply.

He stings back.

The losses till thrab.

Arnim Sandoval rises from his desk. Muffled in the distance are the sounds of missiles. He does
not know which country drops them, nor does he care. They are no threat to him. After he gets
some rest, he will record a new video message and release it. He will make his followers proud.
He staggers, braces himself, crosses the room, and rests his hands upon an urn.

“1 cannot rest,” he saysto theurn. “ Help merest.”

He finishes the bottle, staggersto his chair, and slumps back.

He does not sleep.



CHAPTRE THE SIXTH

UNDER THE CLOAK of night, the water lapping gently against the bow of his boat, Percival anchored
his schooner in what he believed to be afairly secluded part of theidand. Certainly he didn’t see any
lightsor signs of civilization. He checked his charts one more time, trying to make certain that he had
indeed found the correct place, and hoping—not for the first time—that he had not been sold abill of
goods. Theinformation had certainly seemed genuine, but those from whom he purchased it had not
been the most reliable of sorts. Frankly, they seemed a bit shady, and he could just imagine hisliege,
Arthur, scolding him severdly for bothering to waste any time (much less money) on such riffraff.

But Perciva had looked his primary source full in the eye and, concentrating the considerable force of his
not-inestimable personality and strength of character, said, “If you arelying to me, | will come back for
you, and | will find you, and | swear it will not gowell for you at dl.”

His source had smply nodded his head, not seeming the least bit put off, and replied, “May | dieif | am
lying toyou.”

There are, of course, ways around such epithets, not the least of which isthat people die whether they lie
or not. It just happens. Well . . . not to everyone. But to mogst. Still, the sincerity and fervency was
enough to margindly convince Perciva, and so with considerably less money eft in his pocket—but even
more resolve—he had obtained the smal but sturdy craft and set out. And now he had arrived & his
degtination. . .

“...wherever that may be,” he said out loud with salf-directed scorn. He surveyed the distance between
the boat and the shore, and it really wasn't much of anything. Perciva wrapped his guns and gunbelt
tightly in waterproof material and tucked them into his pack, which he then eased onto his back. He was
wearing awetsuit over his clothes aswell for added protection, and within moments Perciva had did
over the Sde of the boat and into the water. The water was warm, as befit the tropica environment, and
with quick, sturdy strokes he paddled toward shore. Within moments he was on land, trying everything
he could not to make any noise. The moon had darted behind clouds and didn’t seem the least bit
interested in emerging from hiding. That didn’t bother Percival; he smply did his night-vison goggles over
his eyes, blinked afew timesto adjust his sight, and then soldiered on. Percival then removed the pack
from his back, holstered his guns, and did the machete from its sheath strapped on to his back.

Even though he was seeing hisway through the red tint of the night-vision goggles, that couldn’t begin to
disguise the beauty of the land through which he was passing. The verdure around him wasthick and
teaming with life, so densethat it was practically ajungle. He would have wagered that there were parts
of the undergrowth that never saw sunlight, so covered were they by a canopy of branches.

But it wasinhabited, that much wasfor certain. It did not require any greet legp of intuition, because
Percival was making hisway down atrail that had unquestionably been carved by human hands.
However, he had to admit it was possible that the idand had been inhabited a some point in the past, but
no longer was. Although he kept the machete gripped firmly in hisright hand, he thusfar had no need to
carve through the brush with it. The paths remained consistent and clear.

Hewent on for some time like that, wrestling with his confusion and inner frustration, unsure of whether
he was wasting histime or not. Wasting one' stime didn’t much matter when one has dl the time that one
could possibly require. Nevertheless, it was the principle of the thing that counted, and Percival felt that
he was entirely too busy an individua to chase about on foolish outings.

That was what he kept thinking until the path ahead of him opened up, thejungleending . . . or at least
the section of it that he was traversing was ending. To his surprise, he saw what appeared to be asmall
amphithester, ringed by stone pillars. They were not carved or ornate in any way, but flat and featureless,
gtanding anywhere from seven to ten feet high. It reminded him abit of Stonehenge.

With warrior’ s senses honed by centuries of experience, Perciva approached dowly, onthe balsof his
feet, ready to fight or fly asthe case required. Still holding on to his blade with hisright hand, hisleft hand
hovered at the level of the gun hanging from hisleft hip, to be ableto draw it as needed. Percival wasan
accomplished shot with elther hand.

Then he stopped. He started to fed something, alight-headedness, aimost a giddiness. Instantly he



recognized it, for it was a sensation like no other. It wasthe fedling, the very spoor, of the Grail. He had
felt it coming off the dead man named Joshua, back in Peru. He fdt it again here, only ahundred times
stronger.

It seemed to be coming from everywhere, al a once. Every cdl in hisbrain was screaming at himto run
now, to get out while he still could, and yet he not only did not flee, but instead continued his path
forward on wavering legs. It was asif he had utterly lost control of hismotor skills, asif he were being
both pulled and pushed by some unholy . . . no, some holy force. Yes, it had to be holy. Therewas not a
scintillaof evil hanging about it. It filled him with ajoy and purity such as he had not experienced in over a
thousand years, when he had last held the Grail in histrembling hands and brought the sanctified liquid
within to hislips, thereby blessng and curang himsdlf a one and the sametime. And now the power it
had over him was even grester, having become dl the stronger in the intervening centuries.

Perciva hadn’t even been aware anymore that he was gill walking, and suddenly he found himself inthe
middle of the amphitheater. He stopped, stood there wavering, feeling he wasin the absolute midst of the
power, asif it were reaching up to him and embracing him, even though there was nothing around him.
He heard soft cooing noises as from the throats of doves, but they were not remotely avian. Women
were gpproaching him, and they were beautiful, and they were young, and they were smiling & himin
ways that femaes had not donein years. It brought his mind, or what was left of hismind, to times of
wild, orgiastic celebrations. Women would gyrate around him, moving toward him, their dark skin
smooth and their bodies supple. Wild women, oftentimes Berbers, their thick lips drawn back in wolfish
delight astheir hands would play acrossthe hardness of his body. They were nightsthat never seemed to
end, that the dawns seemed to be stalled for many days so that the revels could continue beyond anything
man thought possible. Musicians would be playing, and the smell of musk was everywhere. Once, once
they had looked upon him and found him fair, those women, and he would regae them with tales of his
adventures. And then he would leave Spain and return to Arthur out of asense of duty, and in al the
times that those women threw themsalves upon him, he dways resisted the ultimate temptation. Because
he knew that he was meant for adestiny that required great control, greet virtue, and great chastity. He
could have avoided the women entirely, of course, but the sweet pain he endured from ressting their
overtures stoked thefires of determination in hisyoung heart, and told him that if he could withhold
deploying his manhood despite the pleas of such asthese, then he had the strength of character and
sf-control to accomplish anything. It was never an easy thing, for their caresseswould et fireto his
skin, and he could till taste on his mouth the salty passion of their kisseslong after the coast of Spain
was gone from sight.

Those memories swarmed over him now, and these women were not Berbers, or Moors, but some of
them were dark-skinned, and some of them less so, and they were willing and filled with joy to seehim.
And standing here, in the middle of his place of power, the torture of his endless existence faded into
nothingness. His guns were gone and forgotten, as was his machete. His past had returned to him and he
embraced it, and for the first timein ages his future was of no interest to him whatsoever.

The women overwhemed him, and the Percival who would have turned them away, who would have
refused them, who would have prided himsdlf on his self-control, was gone, long, long gone.

And he was hedled.

SUNLIGHT fiLTERING THROUGH high windows caused Percival to awaken.

He had the usua feding of disorientation one experiences upon waking in astrange place. Still, Percival
was too experienced the warrior to tip off anything, even the fact that he was awake. So just as he had
theinclination to St up, he promptly kept himself prone, lying there with his eyes narrowed to ditsashe
tried to take in as much as he could of his surroundings.

Staring straight up, he saw amosaic upon the celling. It appeared to be aman and some sort of large
animd, fighting amammoth bull. But it was donein avery primitive style, and therefore hard for Perciva
to be absolutely certain.

Trying not to turn his head and thus betray hiswakefulness, Perciva glanced right and left asfar ashis



periphera vison would alow. The room had glistening marble walls and tiled floors, and vases upon
pedestals that appeared to be centuries old. Hefdt asif he' d awoken in amuseum; he fully expected
that, at the far end of the room, there would be ahanging rope partitioning it off, allowing gawkersto
pass by and starein at him.

Helistened carefully for any sign of movement, but there was nothing. He till wasn't entirely certain
whether he was unobserved, but he had no intention of just lying there dl day. That would hardly do him
any good in any circumstance. Findly he rose to aseated position, looking around carefully to get afuller
appreciation of where he was. He glanced down to discover that he was wearing some sort of elaborate
robes, made of what appeared to be silk. His guns were gone, aswas his blade. He was defenseless, a
Stuation of which he did not approve.

Perciva rolled hismind back as he got to hisfeet, trying to retrace the eventsin hismind of the night
before. Slowly it began to come back to him, and a flush of abashment crept across his face. What in the
world had he done? What had he dlowed to happen to him? How utterly humiliating; he could only pray
that Arthur never found out about it, because most assuredly Perciva would never, ever hear the end of
it.

Suddenly he heard footsteps approaching him. He took a step back, glancing toward the window that
opened up onto abright, verdant yard. Percival considered bolting for the window, legping through it,
and escaping . . . but to what end? He had come here for a purpose; running away from that wasn't
going to accomplish adamned thing. Better smply to remain right where he was and try to dedl with
whatever was being thrown at him, even though he was essentialy weaponless.

The footsteps drew nearer. It seemed to be asingle set, but the footfall was heavy. Whoever was coming
was of some considerable build, and then alarge figure filled the door. He was bronzed and bald, and
quite serious of mien. Straps crisscrossed his sculpted chest, and he wore light armor covering hisloins
and stomach, aswell asthe outside of hisarms. Hewas holding, of al things, alarge spear. Y et despite
the primitiveness of the wegpon, Perciva had little doubt that it could be employed in most lethd fashion,
and further had no doubt that this behemoth was schooled inits use.

He said nothing for atime, and then gestured for Perciva to follow him. Then he turned and walked
away. Percivd followed him, not saying aword since there didn’t particularly seem to be anything for
himto say.

Walking through the stately corridors of what he had now cometo think of as apalace, Percival saw
more Satuary and pottery of the type that had been in his room, plus more frescos and such depicting
heroic deeds from throughout the ages. Whoever was master of the paace was certainly schooled in
derring-do from days gone by.

The hallways abruptly opened up in front of them, and Percival found himsdf entering what he knew
ingtantly to be agreat hal belonging to the master of the palace. From a stylistic point of view there was
smply no mistaking it; Lord knew that Perciva had been in enough places smilar to it in hislengthy
career . . . dthough morein the earlier days of that career than recently.

Sure enough, there was athrone. And seated upon the throne was one of the largest, most massive, most
ingtantly dominant individuals Perciva had ever met. In the days of Arthur, there had been any number of
times when Perciva had encountered brave warriors, warlords, soldiers of fortune, free lances, and the
like. To engage in any of those professions, one had to be physicaly of abuild and determination to be
able to endure the rugged requirements of the endeavor. For the most part, they had been, and Perciva
had oftentimes been quite impressed by these invariably commanding examples of manhood.

But they were as nothing compared to the nearly naked personage facing him now. Theindividua onthe
throne sported what appeared to be asmple cotton kilt encircling hiswaist, trimmed with gold lace.
Asde from the sandals on hisfeet and various glittering baubles and bangles around hisarms, hisneck,
hislegs. . . asdefrom those, he was unclad. He did not, however, seem the least bit self-conscious of his
state of undress. He was probably rather proud of the unclothed body he possessed . . . and, truthfully,
Percival could not entirely blame him.

The servant, or soldier, or whoever he was who had escorted Percival there, bowed deeply in response
to agesture from the man on the throne that Percival readily comprehended: ashooing “go away”



gesture, dismissing the man from his presence. The servant/soldier then proceeded to back up, bowing
and scraping, even as he vanished from the room.

Perciva and the strange man in the chair were aone.

The man began speaking to him, but Percival didn’t understand a damned thing he was saying. However,
as the man spoke, he did so with adightly tentative air, head cocked, and Perciva quickly redized that
the bronzed giant was trying out atongue to seeif Perciva spokeit. Perciva smply shrugged in response
after a sentence or two. Without blinking an eye the man switched to another language, and then another.
Thelatter had faint hints of familiarity, causing Perciva to frown in concentration &t first as hetried to pick
up on where he might have heard it before. But it wasn't the language as awhole that he understood; just
bits and pieces, aword or two here, aguttural sound there.

And then, to Percival’ s utter astonishment, the man began spesking to himin Arabic, asking him his
name, where he camefrom . . . al the obvious questions one would ask, except that Perciva had not
been expecting to hear that language.

Consequently, Percival—trying to dedl with the shock his mind was experiencing, and absorb the utter
unredlity of the Situation—said nothing &t al. The man on the throne frowned momentarily and then,
obvioudy assuming that it was yet another language Perciva did not spesk, moved on to conversational
Spanish. But it was very formdized, even archaic in many of itsword choices.

Redizing what had happened, Perciva quickly replied in Spanish, which seemed to please the throned
man. Then, because his Spanish was rustier than his Arabic, Percival promptly switched back to Arabic,
speaking quickly and confidently enough to convince this strange man of hisveritas. The man onthe
throne was clearly confused, asking in Arabic, “Why did you not respond before?’

“Because you caught me by surprise,” Percival responded.

“Now if you'd like,” he suddenly switched languages yet again, “1 dso know German . . . and English—"
“Y ou know English!” said the man on the throne, looking most interested. “ Are you fluent?’

“Very much 0.”

“Excdlent,” said the throned man in English, dapping histhighs briskly in amanner that indicated thet the
decision had been made, everything settled. “So . . . let usengagein abit of deductivelogic. Y ou speak
Arabic and Spanish. | should have known you earlier, smply from thelook of you. You are, | takeit, a
Berber? Or asubset of that race known as—"

“Moors. Yes”

The throned man’ s eyes glittered with cold amusement. “The Moors. The Berberswho choseto try and
‘civilize themsalves by invading France. That came a cropper for you rather badly, didn’'tit. So. . . you
are centuriesold, | takeit.”

Percival should have been taken aback by the effortless estimating of his exceedingly advanced age, and
yet for some reason he wasn't. He didn’t know why, but it seemed the most naturd thing in the world
that this charismatic individua would have been able to discern something of Perciva’ strue nature. Nor
did he make any effort to lie in response. Lying was not his strong suit, and besides, it would have
seemed . . . insulting somehow. “Y ou teke it correctly, yes. But how—7"

The man waved dismissvely. “ One learns what to look for. When aman is unnaturaly long-lived, he
frequently develops asadnessin hiseyesthat is like none other. The sadness of one for whom lossisas
routine an experience as breathing. One who haslost countless |oved ones, or e se deprives himsdf of
love so that he need not endure loss. One who looks upon humanity for century piled upon century and
sees the same mistakes, the same wars, the same foolishness, over and over, just cloaked in different
guises and levels of sophidtication. Yes, there arelittle signs, dark one, but to one experienced in reading
them, they’ re as congpicuous as marked exits on ahighway. Still, | am no mind reader, and need answers
to the more eementary questions. In that spirit: What isyour name, Sr?’

“Perciva. And you?’

“You,” said the man on the throne, one eyebrow raised mockingly, “may smply addressme as‘High
King.” Or ‘Highness,” if you are soinclined.”

Perciva draped hisarms behind his back. He did not take his eyes off the High King for amoment.
Something within him warned him that it would be most unwise to do so. Despite the High King' sgenid



attitude, he nevertheless had an air of danger about him. “Very well, Highness. | notice that my clothes,
and my possessions are gone—"

“Y ou mean your weapons. Those are the possessions about which you are truly concerned, | take it?’
He smiled thinly, and didn’t wait for Percival to nod in response. “Y ou will not need them. On thiside,
weapons are not anecessity.”

“Thefdlow who fetched me from my room seemed well-armed enough.”

“Yes, wdl ... guardswill be guards. Although speak true, Percival . . . do | look asif | need aguard?’
He rose then, seeming to uncoil from histhrone, and Percivd fdt asif there was smply no end to the
man. Hetried not to appear daunted at the sight, but daunted he very much was. With dight impatience,
the High King added, “That was not arhetorical question, Perciva.”

“No. No, you do not look like you need aguard.”

The High King smiled gpprovingly. There wasasmal mirror standing on atable nearby. The High King
looked into it, checking hishair. Vain son of a bitch, Perciva thought with no trace of amusement. “So .
.. how did you find our little paradise?’ asked the High King. “Did you come upon us by
happenstance?’

Perciva studied the High King carefully, looking for asign of reaction ashe said, “Actudly . . . Joshua
told me”

The High King' s back wasto him, but now he turned to Perciva with afaintly sad air. “ Joshua did that,
did he?’ He shook hishead. “ A pity. | knew that Joshua was unhappy here, but | foolishly took that asa
smple phase that would pass. Obvioudly it did not. Y ou encountered him, did you?’ Upon Percivd’s
nod, he continued, “And he told you where we were?’

“Not precisdly. But he mentioned the Skeleton Keys. . . and Pus. Incomprehensible to me as clues at
firgt, but | did some checking around, redlized what he was talking about, and came here.”

“I see. And did he mention anything ese?’ Hisvoice was very cold, hisexpression one of grest formdlity.
“Yes” sad Percivd, hisgazelevel. He knew he was potentially making things far worse for himsalf, but
he wasn't about to back down. “He told me that peopl€' s soulswere dying here. And he said what |
now understand was, ‘Beware High King.” ”

“Which would beme,” said the High King.

Perciva nodded gamely. “Which would be you.”

TheHigh King dowly walked toward him, so that he was towering over the smaller Percival. “And are
you, Perciva of the Moors? Are you being wary? Of me?’ When Perciva didn’t respond, the High King
smply shrugged and said, “Well, if you aren't being wary of me. . . then that would be most foolish.” But
then he smiled broadly, extended hisarmsfrom sideto sde, and said, “Am | not magnificent, Perciva of
the Moors? Do you not think so? | certainly think | am magnificent. And you?’

Percival could scarcely believe the naked arrogance of the man. It was so ludicrous, so utterly over the
top, that it was genuinely funny. Bowing politely, Percival said, “1 doubt, Highness, that anyone could
possibly think as highly of you asyou do yourself.”

The sarcasm in Percival’ stone went right past the High King. Perhaps he smply agreed with the
sentiment. “ And the one you now serve. . . heisnot remotely as magnificent, ishe?’

The question brought Perciva up short. His eyes narrowing suspicioudly, Percival asked, “What makes
you think | serve anyone?’

The High King’' seyes grew colder ill, even though the smile remained fixed in place. He had no
wespons upon him, so theoretically he and Percival would be evenly matched, should something happen.
But Perciva wasn't kidding himsdlf; he knew he could put up afight, but in short order thisHigh King
would doubtlessy break him in haf. “Do methe courtesy, Percival, of not playing word gameswith me. |
know what | know. The oneyou serve. . . isheas magnificent as|?’

“No,” said Percivd, feding that any further discusson dong these lineswould amount to nothing but
fooligness.

Instantly the High King' sface warmed up. “Well! It’'s settled, then!” He smacked his hands together
briskly, with enough force that it sounded like athunderclap in theroom. “Y ou will forget your foolish
quest, and you will remain here and serve meingtead! We will get dong magnificently, youand 1! You



may join my hunting party, you may—"

“My quest?’ Percivd said, and then quickly amended, “ Apologies, Highness, but . . . you assume | have
aquest..”

The High King had returned to histhrone, but he did not sit. Instead he leaned againgt the high back and
gmiled in amatter-of-fact fashion. “The Grall. Y ou seek it.”

Percivd said nothing.

“I| am curious, though,” continued the High King, ignoring the fact that Percival had not spoken. It wasas
if nothing that Perciva could possibly have to say would be of any interest to him, because he had
aready congdered everything Perciva might respond with. “Y ou areaMoor. A Mudim. Follower of
Allah. So you should not accept the notion of the cup of Christ asbeing especidly sgnificant, for you
would not see the spawn of Nazareth asa holy figure. Unless. . . are you aMorisco?’

Perciva had to amile at that. This High King certainly knew his history. Granada had been the last
Moorish kingdom, and it had been conquered by the Spanish in the late fifteenth century. Severd years
after its conquest, Ferdinand and | sabella of Spain had given the conquered Moors a choice: Convert to
Chrigtianity or leave the region atogether. Those who had remained, and converted, were known as
Moriscos.

“No,” Percival said softly. “But just because | do not believe in the origin of the Cup’ s properties. . .
does not mean that | do not believe in the power of the Cup itsalf.” He did not bother to add that his
drinking from the Grail had been what had given him his own despised immortdity.

“You arewise,” said the High King. “For the power of the Grail predates the Christian Messiah by
centuries.”

“What?” Perciva could scarcely believe what he was being told. “Buit . . . but how would you know
this? How—7’

“I antheHigh King,” hereminded him. “Thereisvery little| do not know, and that which falls under that
category isnot redly worth knowing to begin with.”

Percival shook hishead. “But . . . if you know thetrue origin of the Grall, thentell me. . .”

But the High King didn’t seem particularly inclined to share hisknowledge. In fact, he was beginning to
look bored with the entire discussion. “Percivd, | weary of this. | have been candid with you smply
because | have no reason to fear the truth, for there is none who can gainsay me. Thetruth isthis: Joshua
was an interesting man, and we had many lively discussons. Had | known, though, that he would intend
to leave, | would have taken steps to make certain he did not. That same option, however, remainsa
viable onefor you. Y ou wish to find the Grail. Need | make clear for you whereitis?’

“No,” Perciva said dowly. “I know.” And it wastrue, hedid.

The High King stepped forward, and for amoment Perciva thought the behemoth was going to reach
over and try to snap his neck. Instead, he placed his hands on Percival’ s shoulders and said firmly,
“Percivd . . . you strike me as the sort who isaman of hisword. | will give you the opportunity to prove
that now. Renounce your previous master, swear undying fealty to me, and | will accept your promise as
true. Y ou will live hereforever, and you will serve me, and live better than you could possbly have
hoped to in the outer world. What say you? If you requiretimeto consider it ...”

“That will not be necessary, High King,” Perciva told him. “My loyalty isto another. | give you my word
that | will not attempt to leave here with the Grail, even though | feel some proprietary interest,
congdering it literdly vanished from my grasp ten centuries ago. But beyond that, | cannot guarantee.”
“Vanished from your grasp?’ The High King seemed most interested in this. “ Tell me, if you would not
mind. . . when wasthelast timeyou beheld it.”

For amoment, Perciva consdered telling only part of the truth, or even saying that it was none of this
person’s damned business (which it wasn't, really). But then he decided that they'd very likely only wind
up going around and around about it, plus he was too thoroughly in this person’s home ground. Lack of
candor was not only useless, but potentially deadly.

“Asl told you: ten centuriesagoit was. | had . . . obtained it for my liege,” he said dowly. Despitethe
fact that fifty score years had passed, the events were as clear and fresh to him asif they had happened
the previous day. “Its miraculous powers had cured him, and | had been told to replace it from whencel



had obtained it . . . from the tree at the end of the world. | wastold not to drink from it, under any
circumstance.” Even after dl thistime, the chagrin on hisface was quite evident, the pounding
embarrassment clear to any who might have observed him. “And 1, likeafool . . . did. | wanted to see
what it wasliketo drink from avessd that had been sought by so many.”

“And snce you were not injured in any way,” the High King said, smiling mirthlessly, “it granted you
eternd life, didit?’

“Yes. Fird, however, it unleashed aburst of power that near to blinded me. When | recovered my
$enses. . . the Grail wasgone. | never wasin its presence again . . .”

“Until now?’ inquired the High King.

Perciva nodded. “Until now. Until | cameto thisidand.”

Therewas along silence then, and Perciva knew that a good deal was being weighed and considered in
that absence of conversation. The High King' sface wasinscrutable. Percival found him avery difficult
individua to comprehend. He seemed ruthlessly intelligent, even noblein hisbearing. Y et the
self-absorption, his very manner, indicated the attitude of one who wasllittle more than abully. The High
King sat back upon histhrone and drummed hisfingersfor atime on the armrests. It was clear that he
was not waiting for Perciva to speak, but instead was considering the Situation.

“So you will tll your liege lord of thisplace?” he asked findly. “ Perhaps even endeavor to return?’
Percival shrugged helplesdy. “Y ou are asking me questionsthat | can’t answer. That' shardly fair. I've
tried to be honest with you, Highness, out of respect to your . . . well, to whatever positionitisthat you
seemto hold here”

The High King stared at him, asif Perciva had suddenly acquired a second head. Clearly he took
Perciva’ swords as some sort of chalenge to his authority, which had not remotely been the former
knight’ sintention. “My position? ‘High King' issufficiently clear, isit not?” Hetook a step forward, tilting
his head and saying, “Y ou redly have no idea, do you? Noideawho | truly am?’

Spreading wide his hands, Perciva said, “ Should |7’

And the High King started to laugh.

He laughed very loud, and very long, and it was one of the eeriest laughsthat Percival had ever heard, for
there was amusement and contempt and total self-confidence al mixed together in the one sound. “He
asksif he should know me! He asksif he should!” the High King roared, asif it werethe single funniest
sentiment ever uttered by any human being, anywhere, in the history of the species.

Findly, findly, he managed to regain control of himself, wiping away the tearsthat his unbridied mirth had
generated. “Moor,” hesaid at lagt, “you have given me tremendous amusement. Truly, you have. And
your honesty has been appreciated. Tell me, then. . . the name of your liege.”

And there was some sort of severewarning in Perciva’ s head then, something that assured him that the
last thing he wanted to do was inform the High King of who held Percival’ sloydties. “I . . . would prefer
not, Highness,” he said.

The High King cocked an eyebrow. “1 do not recall,” said the High King dowly, “asking your preference
onthesubject. Tel me”

Perciva knew at that point that hisingincts were solid. “ Thereis no reason for meto divulge that
information, Highness. Therefore | shdl not.”

He had a sense that the High King was going to snap histemper completely. Thetitan of amanwason
hisfeet, and hisbody was trembling with barely contained fury. But then, like adark cloud dissipated by
an errant wind, he visibly pushed away the anger that was upon him. Severa deep breaths steadied him,
and then he shrugged. It seemed an odd gesture coming from one so massive, those corded shoulders
risng and fdling in feigned disinterest. “It does not matter,” hesaid at last. “The point is. . . | knew you
would be coming. It was foreseen. No matter what you say now . . . you will endeavor to leave this place
with the Grall. It very likely does not matter, for even if you try to take the Grall, to harnessits power,
you will not succeed. The Grail isaharsh mistress. It iskept and maintained by force of will, as most
harsh mistresses are, and you do not possessthat sort of will in sufficient quantity. If you had, it never
would have dipped through your fingers centuries ago. | haveit now, and | will not chance that you could
somehow result in my losing it. In order to avoid thet, al | havetodo . . . ismake certain you do not



leave. And you shdl not. Y ou will remain here, willingly or unwillingly, itisup to you.”

“Andif | do not do sowillingly?” demanded Percivd. “ Then what? Y ou shdl kill me? Or try to?’

The High King shook his head sadly, looking disappointed that Percival would even say such athing.
“Percivad . . . I’'veno need to kill you. I can simply throw you into a cell and keep you there. We have
oneready for you. It isunderground. It is quite secure. And you will be able to be there for eternity.
That, Percival,” and he actualy sounded sad about it, “iswhere you will end your days. . . werethey to
actudly end, which they will not.”

Perciva took severd steps back, eyeing the High King cautioudly. The High King, for his part, sat there
and watched him, resting his head on his hands and obvioudy wondering what Perciva was going to say
or do next.

And Percival turned and bolted.

The move happened so quickly that it caught the High King off guard. Perciva knew that in
hand-to-hand combat he had no hope of defeating such a powerful-looking foe. The one thing he hoped
he had going for him was pure speed. The High King looked too heavily muscled to be able to keep up
with Perciva when it cameto sheer dacrity.

There was awindow just across the room, and Perciva was aready hafway there with no guard in sight
and the High King till by histhrone, not even having taken asingle step after him. Hisarmsand legs
pumping, Percival covered half the remaining distance, and then the High King shouted one word:

“ Enkidu!”

The name struck ahorrifying cord in Percival’ s head, and suddenly he knew who it was that truly faced
him, and theimpossbility of that barely had timeto register when ablur of tawny gold stresked in from
nowhere, claws making clacking noises on thefloor, and therewas aroar in his earsthat threastened to
blow his eardrumsright out the side of his head, and then Perciva went down and blackness befell him.

“MY NAME IS Arnim Sandoval. All praiseto our God in hisglory.

“The American President, Arthur Penn, has masterminded yet another attempt to destroy me. |
have not accommodated him. | still live, and will outlive him and all his supporters and his
cronies. | will continue to fight him for aslong as America endeavorsto present itself asthe
world’ s lawkeeper. A country that claims to embrace diversity has shown itself, through president
after president, to be intolerant of other peoples and their rights to conduct their own business as
they seefit.

“ As much as they may claim otherwise, America will only accept a world where the American way
of doing thingsis permitted. Their culture infests all other cultures. Governments are afraid to
stand against them.

“1 strike from hiding. America, with its gunships and airplanes and missiles, call me coward
because | hide, even though America’ s founders fought their oppressors from hiding. | do not
have gunships and airplanes and missiles. However, | have my brain . . . and the knowledge that |
amright.

“The American First Lady liesinjured and will likely not recover. Those who believe her atragic
figure should consider her fortunate. She will not have to experience the continuing war of terror
that will be conducted against her countrymen until such time that America agrees to total
isolationism, to withdraw from the world stage, and to dissolve the imposed union upon the
American states that bind it. Like any cancer, America must first be contained, and then made
harmless.

“ America rattles its sabers and calls for war. | am prepared. | have heard these calls before. |
have outlasted all those who call for my head. | shall outlast this Arthur Penn, because God is
great and God smiles upon me.

“God is great. There will be more attacks. You are warned.”

CHAPTRE THE SEVENTH

ARTHUR STORMED INTO the Ova Office, and it was everything he could do to resist drawing



Excdibur and usng it to cleave hisdesk in half.

He had taken to wearing the great sword again, strapped to his back. It gave him some measure of
security . . . not for his physical well-being, but smply because it made him fed like aking again.

Ron Cordoba camein directly behind him, firmly closed the door, and turned to face his commander in
chief. “Waell, that went well,” he said dourly.

At firgt Arthur paid him no mind whatsoever, instead staking the Ovd Office asif he thought the
individua who had snglehandedly turned hislifeinto aliving nightmare was hiding there. “Give me a
dragon,” he snapped suddenly.

“What?" Cordobaclearly had no clue what he was talking about.

“A dragon!” railed Arthur. “ Give me anice, ample dragon tearing up the countryside. Give me an ogre, a
Cyclops, any mythicad beast. Give meablack knight, guarding a bridge and taking on al comerd! Give
me an army of foes, be they warriors or soldiers, of any caliber, any stripe. Then give me ahorseto sit
adtride, Excdibur in my hand, and | will defeat them!” He dammed hisfist repeatedly on the dek,
emphasizingeachword. “1 . . . will . . . defeat them!”

“Mr. President,” Ron started once more, trying to sound consoling.

“ Two administrations, Ron!” hefairly bellowed. “Two previous administrations have been searching
for thislittle bastard! Two previous administrations consder Sandova thethird rail of globa security!
They go after him, they don't find him, they look like fools, and they’ re voted out of office! You sad it
yourself during the campaign: Arnim Sandova iswhere presdentsgo to die. Yet | took him on.”

“You took himon, yes.”

“Agang your advice”

“Four square againgt it,” Ron agreed. “ The thing to remember—’

Arthur was standing at the desk, holding a perfectly sculpted glass globe that had been givento himasa
gift by the President of France. And suddenly, seized with afit of fury, hisarm snapped back and he
threw the globe with al the strength he could muster. It sailed across the room, smashed into the far wall,
and shattered into a hundred pieces.

The sound brought the Secret Service in a heartbest, pouring in through the door, three men reaching into
their jacketsin dmost perfect unison asthey went for their guns. But Arthur brought them up short with a
sharp, “ Everything isfine.” When they hesitated, till unsure of the Situation, Arthur raised hisvoice and
ordered them out. They went.

“Shdl | cal maintenance, Mr. President?’ asked Cordobadryly.

Arthur had dready forgotten about the globe, so caught up washein hisfury. “1 had to St there just now,
Ron, and listen to thejoint chiefs of staff and the heads of our top intelligence agenciestdll methat with al
their manpower, dl their covert ops, dl their spy satdllites, al the means and ways at their disposal that
twenty-first century technology has provided them, they have managed to pinpoint hislocation to
somewhere on the planet earth.”

“WE re reasonably certain he' snot in the White House, Sir, so that’ s one less place.”

Arthur lanced him through with aglare. “ Are you endeavoring to be amusing, Ron? Trust me, thisismost
definitely not thetime.”

“Yes, dgr,” wasdl Ron said. Then hetook astep forward. “Sir, we' re hardly at adead end.”

“The shooter, Ron,” Arthur said levelly, “one John Smith, if you can believe that, was found dead.
Suicide. Hewas a Sandovd acolyte, trained in his organization, but | was listening during the meeting.
We vethusfar run down ninety-seven leads on Mr. Smith, al of them taking us nowherein pursuing
Sandova himsdf. And you' re standing there with the temerity to tell me that we' re not at adead end.”
Shoving afinger againgt histemple, heleaned in toward Ron and snarled, *“ One of his people put a
bullet in my wife’ s brain, Ron, and you' re standing here telling me we're not at a dead end! What
sort of chief of staff are you, anyway?”

And Arthur was taken aback as Ron shouted in return, “ I’'m the one who's here!” Therewasafury in
him such as Arthur had never seen, and Ron continued, “I' m here! I'm not an ages-old magician! I’'m not
aknight who drank from the cup of Christ! I'm not areincarnation of roydty! I’'m just aguy, okay? Just
this guy, Ronald Cordoba, graduated Y dle with a3.9 GPA, with adoctorate in Political Theory, two



ex-wives, adaughter | see maybe onceayear, during whichtimel fight like hell to remainin some smal
way relevant to her lifel And I’ veworked my ass off for you, and maybe I’ ve never been aknight, and
I"ve never dung asword, but | know palitics, | know this country, | know you, and | know thét |
deserve better than to be condescended to, shouted at, or treated like I’m mud that needs to be knocked
off your shoesl” And then as an afterthought, he added, “ Sr.”

Therewas adegthly slencein the Oval Office then as Arthur regarded Cordobafor along, thoughtful
moment, and then very softly he said, “ A doctorate, you say.”

Ron looked confused for amoment, and then rallying, he said, “Yes”

“And you' ve never asked to be caled * Doctor Cordoba.” ”

Letting out along sigh, Cordoba stared at his president and said, “ Always seemed a bit pretentious, Mr.
President.”

“Ron,” Arthur began, feding that there were things that needed to be said. But he was interrupted by a
knock at the door, the brisk three-rap knock that always accompanied the diminutive Mrs. Jenkins as
she stuck her headin. “Sir . . . the Vice President.”

“What about him?” asked Arthur tiredly, rubbing the bridge of his nose.

“He shere, sr.”

Arthur and Ron exchanged glances. “Now thisisarare event,” noted Arthur. “Send him in, please.”

Mrs. Jenkins stepped aside, and Terrance Stockwel |l entered. He strode forward, looked Arthur in the
eye, and gripped hishand firmly. It had taken Arthur some time to become accustomed to such
familiarities from people. He was far more used to people dropping to one knee, taking one hand
reverently, and touching forehead to his knuckle. He had to say, he preferred that method of greeting
quite abit. Just one of the tragic lossesfrom the old days.

“Good evening, Terrance,” said Arthur.

“Evening, Mr. Presdent,” said Stockwell formaly. Arthur gestured for Stockwell to sit, and he did so on
one of the hard-backed chairs. It was dark blue; Gwen had picked out the upholstery. A minor, passing
thought, but neverthdessit caused adight jump in Arthur’ sheart asherecdledit.

“Thank you for the flowers, by theway,” Arthur told him, stepping behind the great desk and sitting in the
large chair. “I made certain they were placed quite near Gwen’s bed, so that they’ll be one of the first
things she'll see when she awakens.”

Stockwel| shifted dightly, asif the chair was uncomfortable for him. “So . . . the doctor’ s prognosisis thet
shewill bewaking up, then? That her conditionis. . . reversble? May | ask what her latest condition
might be?’

“Terrance,” Arthur said patiently, “1 would think something is serioudy wrong with you if you did not
have that information aready at your fingertips. When was the last time you received a compl ete update
asto Mrs. Penn’s condition?’

“Five minutes ago,” admitted Stockwell.

Arthur nodded once. “1 suspected as much,” he said, leaning back and steepling hisfingers. “1t will very
likely not surprise you to learn that her condition has not changed appreciably in the intervening five
minutes. Thefact is, Terrance, that although they were able to remove the bullet from her heart, the onein
her brain is presently inoperable. Thereis probably brain damage aswell. To dl intents and purposes, my
wifeisvery likely dead.”

Arthur spoke with asurprisngly calm, even voice, so utterly devoid of upset that it prompted Stockwell
toinquire, “Sir, if she' sbeing kept aive purely by machines—as| believe to be the case—why not
amply...?

“Pull the plug?” Arthur gave abrief, bitter samile. “ Do not be decelved—either of you—by my relative
cam. | am thisway because | haveto be. Insde | am screaming with fury, and the loudest of those
screamstells me to maintain Gwen for aslong as human ingenuity enables her to exit. | will not let her
go, gentlemen, only to have a brilliant breskthrough in brain surgery be developed amonth later, so that |
can stand herein the office of the most powerful man in the world—which just so happensto be
me—spread my handswide, and say, ‘Whoops.” ”

“Very well,” said Stockwell, and then hisface went from tragic to extremely serious. “ The question is. . .



what are you going to do about it now?’

“The Presdent has dready been briefed, Mr. Vice Presdent,” Cordobasaid firmly, “on al our military
options.”

“Then | suggest hetake oneor dl of them,” suggested Stockwell. “We cannot afford to respond in
haf-measureson this, Sr—’

“No oneissuggesting half-measures, Mr. Vice President,” said Cordoba. “ The President is prepared to
do what needs to be done.”

“I should hope s0,” Stockwell said firmly. “ And the American people support what the President needs
todo.”

“Oh, isthat afact?’ asked Arthur, unable to keep the sarcasm from hisvoice.

The tone seemed to rankle Stockwell somewhat. “Yes, Sir, that isindeed afact, and one that you should
be very pleased to hear.”

“Believeit or not, Terrance,” Arthur shot back, his eyes cold. “Whether or not the people support
something isnot of particular moment to me. | do what | feel needsto be done, and | will not do what |
do not feel needsto be done.”

Cordoba started to reply, but Stockwell spoke right over him. He was staring with incredulity at Arthur.
“With dl respect, Mr. President, what the hell are you saying? That you' re going to do nothing about this
... thisoutrage! The American people are screaming for blood! They want—"

“War,” Arthur said bitterly.

“Yes, gr,” Cordoba stepped in, abeit reluctantly. “ The Vice President is correct. Our polling numbers
could not be more encouraging. Not only do you have aninety percent job gpproval rating right now, but
an astounding ninety-two percent supportive of the question as to whether we should go to war with
Trans-Sabd over thisincid—"

Arthur raised his pointer finger and said sharply, “The next man who refersto the attempted murder of
my wifeasan ‘incident,’ | will bisect him. Understood?’

Stockwell shrugged, but Cordoba was far too aware of the magic that kept Excalibur invisble and on the
President’ s back. A bisection could happen at any time. Cheery notion. “ Sir,” said Cordoba, “we're
samply reiterating what the joint chiefs, dl your own people, havesad . . .”

Arthur rose from behind his desk, and the others sarted to imitate him reflexively. But he gestured for
them to remain seated where they were as he paced dowly, his hands draped behind his back. “My own
people. My people, you say. My people told me to drop bombs on Trans-Sabal. They assured me that
only military targets would be affected. They said no civilianswould beinjured. They were wrong,
weren't they? The military targets that we rendered inoperative were inoperative before we got there.
Dummy targets. Sandova il lives. The Trans-Sabd government now claimsthey have no ideawhere he
is. They claim that perhaps he has moved to their neighbors, to the Pamanians, who have along history of
activeterrorism of their own.”

“Hehasto be given up,” Stockwell said firmly, “that’sdl thereistoit. Either Trans-Saba doesit, or
Pamaniadoesit. They haveto be brought in line with our thinking.”

“I see. And we' re to bring them in line by obliterating them, that’ sthe way of it?’

“Mr. President, the people are prepared for war . . .” said Stockwell.

“War?" Arthur sneered. “War? The American people know nothing of war. Y ou call what you propose
‘war’ 7" Heleaned in close toward Stockwell. *Y ou get your hands dirty in war. Hand to hand, face to
face. Y ou see your opponent, he sees you, and you have at each other. If you're aleader in awar, you
gtand there on the field of battle. Y ou don’t hide in buildings thousands of miles away, or in underground
bunkers. Y ou' re shoulder to shoulder with your men, until you findly find yoursdf facing your enemy, and
then it’seither him or you. Every time | order some sort of strike from hiding or a safe distance, | fed like
acoward.”

“Mr. President, if | may, that isjust absurd,” Stockwell replied. “Y ou seem to be laboring under some
sort of woefully antiquated definition of what battle should be. Y ou’ re the commander in chief of the most
powerful country in theworld, with amillion troops a your disposal and enough weaponry to obliterate
anyone who triesto stand against us. Y ou need to embrace the modern redities of warfare!”



“It' snot warfare,” Arthur said quietly. “It'sdaughter. And it’s not honorable.”

Cordobawasrolling hiseyes. He naturdly knew precisdly the sort of mindset that generated Arthur’s
sentiments, but Stockwell was disbelieving. “ Honorable? Honorable?” Now he was on hisfeet, pointing
toward the window asif Sandova were sanding right outside. “ Do you for one moment think that what
Sandova’ s people did was honorable? Do you think for one moment that a man who boaststhat he's
going to use terrorism to destroy Americais honorable? What the hell isthe matter with you? Areyou
going to do what needs to be done, or are you going to sit there and complain and hesitate and do
nothing because this scenario does't fit some bizarre view of war you have that is shared by no one
ds=?’

“That’senough,” Arthur said sharply. He studied them for along moment, and then turned his back and
went to the window. He leaned againgt it, looking out, looking to the stars twinkling in the cloudless sky
asif they would somehow give him the answer he needed.

“Mr. Presdent,” Stockwell said, trying to sound moderate, “the smpletruth is, we' re a war already. We
have been for sometime. Much of it has been fought through precision strikes, or secretly through
inteligence circles. It’ sjust amatter of committing our full might. The government of Trans-Sabd is
making noises about setting aside the entire treaty. Our people are now saying that it might have been a
gdl dl dong. That they’ retrying to gather a codition of other nations, with Sandova asafigurehead. We
haveto bevigilant, r. We don't need another Hitler being grown to fruition right in front of us.”

Arthur turned to face him, and he caught his reflection in the mirror mounted acrossthe wall. He felt that
he looked much older than he had when the day began. He wondered what he’ d look like by the end of
the month. The end of the year.

Mrs. Jenkins once again appeared at the door. “Mr. President, the Russian President iscaling . . .”
“Very well,” said Arthur, feding more relieved than anything. “ All right, gentlemen, | . . . appreciate your
time and your opinions. | will takeit al under advisement. Thank you.”

Stockwell and Cordoba headed for the door, but as Stockwell exited, Cordoba closed it and turned
back to Arthur. Then he took adeep breath and said, “Mr. President . . . by striking at Gwen . . .
Sandovd has made this extremely persond for you. And your ingtinct isto avoid involving anyone dsein
it. To go after him yourself, or to send achampion for him. | know that better than anyone else here
because none of them know who and what you are. Y ou' re thinking of optionsthat were availableto you
when you were Arthur, king of the Britons. But you don’t have those options now. I’ m sorry, you just
don’t. If you' re not happy with who you are, you' re going to have to reassess who you' re going to be.”
“I thank you for your diagnosis, Doctor,” Arthur said.

“I meanit, Mr. President.”

“Sodol, Ron,” said Arthur tiredly. “Sodo|l.”

NO CHANGE . NO change.

Every day he had been coming down there, and there was no change.

The descent into the lowest reaches of the White House had been disconcerting for Arthur at firgt;
somewhat like getting asnesk preview of dropping down into hell. The eevator had seemed to go down
forever, below a point where the indicators registered. The Secret Service men flanked him on either
sde, dwaysdlent, dwaysvigilant, dways doing their job. And they had, hadn’t they? He was, after all,
dive. .. even when matters had reached a point where he redlly had no interest in whether helived or
died.

The eevator did smoothly to a stop, and the doors opened onto a hallway that seemed to absorb not
only sound and light, but lifeitself. Arthur strode down the hdll, his shoes clacking on thetiled floor, his
reflection shimmering in the polished wal. Down one corridor, up another, to the Side, and then through a
door to the room.

The room.

Shelay therein the bed, her head swathed in bandages, unmoving, her breathing asssted by machines.
Her eyesremained closed. The only sound in the sterile room came from the devices that sustained her,



monitored her.

When he had first seen her likethis, it was hard for Arthur to believethat it wasredly her. Perhapsit was
some sort of mannequin, or even abizarrejoke. Far closer to desth than life, sheredly didn't seem
recogni zable as the glorious Gwen who had been so full of zest. The woman who, in her time with Arthur,
had embraced existence with gusto, determined to wring every last bit of joy from the experience.

Nellie Porter was seated next to her. Although she had sworn to Arthur that she did indeed go home
sometimes, he could not tell when that might be. Her dedication was stupendous. But Arthur couldn’t
help but notice that Nellie did not look particularly well. Her face had become drawn, her hair was
disheveled. She' d stopped wearing makeup, had just let herself go. For awoman who valued her
appearance as much as Nellie dways had, it was a shocking trangition to see. Arthur had tried to
convince her that there were other things she could be doing, other dutiesin the White House that she
could turn her attention to. But Nellie would have none of it. She had made her position very clear to the
President: Shewas aide to the First Lady. And she would remain with her until her duty was discharged.
When she had said as much to Arthur, it had been with a defiant tone that practicaly challenged him to
relieve her of her respongbilities. Arthur wisely chose not to take the bait.

He had stopped asking her if there had been any change, because they both knew that—if there had
been—he would have been informed immediately. Instead he smply stood there, gesturing for Néllieto
st back down as she automatically started to rise out of respect to him.

“So how'sit going, Mr. President?’ she asked, but her voice came out ahorrific croak . . . no doubt the
result of crying, dehydration, and pure exhaustion. She put up ahand, excusing hersdf for amoment,
picked up abottle of water, and took a huge gulp from it. It was too huge, and she choked onit. It
amost came back up through her nose, but she managed to gain control of herself. Letting out her breath
inadow, relaxed sigh, she repeated the question.

“It goes,” he said neutrally. Then, with faint sadness, he said, “ They want meto go to war against
Trans-Sabd. Not half-measures. Full blown war, on Trans-Saba and any other country ralying behind
the banner and philosophies of Arnim Sandovd.”

“Good,” said Néellie. “Areyou goingto doit?’

For along moment he was silent, the only soundsfilling the room being the steedy beep beep of the
monitor and the enforced rising and falling of Gwen'schest.

“Well, that would seem the logica thing to do, would it not?” he asked findly. “Isthat what you' d want
to see?’

“Yes,” Nellie said with such vehemence that Arthur was taken aback. She seemed to be radiating pure
fury. “Yes, that’swhat I’d want to see. I’d want to see Sandoval stripped naked, marched down the
street while being pelted with ripe fruit. Then they put him up on a podium and eviscerate him.”

“Y ou've been watching Braveheart again, haven't you?’ he asked, hands behind his back, rocking
dightly on his hedslike adetective just having made a sartling pronouncement.

“Yup,” shereplied, unabashed. “I have to say, when it comesto brutdity, people from ancient times
certainly knew their business.”

To her obvious surprise, he spoke with atouching melancholy, asif he were recaling something that was
irrevocably, irretrievably lost to him. “Yes. . . yes, | daresay that you' re correct in that respect,” he said,
and there was such sadnessin the voicethat al it could dicit was alook of wonderment from Nellie.

He drew achair over toward her from across the room and sat opposite her. Leaning forward, fingers
interlaced, he said, “ Tell me about the first day you met her.”

“Oh, well,” shelaughed, “what do you think, sir?1 was nervous as hell. The opportunity to be persona
adetotheFirg Lady . . . it had the potentia to be an incredible thrill, ahuge chalenge. When | went in
for theinterview, | was panic-stricken.

“I'll never forget, she was seated behind this huge desk.” Néllie indicated the length with her hands. From
her indications, it seemed to betwice ashig asNellie hersdlf. “ She was shuffling papers, moving them
around, looking very, very important . . . or a least trying to. She said, ‘ Just aminute!” and continued to
move things around, and | Sarted to get the feding—accurately, asit turned out—that she had no idea
where she was putting anything yet. Shejust wanted to keep relocating things so she' d ook busy and



efficient.”

“And did you tell her,” heinquired, “that you were onto her?’

She was taken aback at the obviousness of the question. “No, of course not!” Then she smiled at the
memory. “ So anyway, when she was done being as businesdike as she could be, she leaned forward on
the edge of her chair to start talking to me.. . . and the thing, the chair, it wason whedls, and it just . . .”
She dapped her hands together and then skidded one off the other. “Bam! It just spun right out from
under her. And Gwen hit the ground like abox of rocks. | sat there and my jaw was somewherein my
lap, and then Gwen just bounced right back up again, grabbed the chair, sat, and pretended that it hadn’t
happened. But she was trying not to laugh, and | tried not to laugh, and we were trying so hard not to
laugh that naturdly we just completely broke up. And | came aboard dmost immediately, and that was
thet.”

“And that' s what you wanted to do with your life?’ asked Arthur. He had moved over to Gwen, and he
had taken her hand in his. The warmth was still there, and he kept hoping, waiting for it to squeeze hisin
response, but there was nothing. He might aswell have been holding alimp strand of spaghetti.

She looked thoughtful. “Well . . . not when | was younger. When | was younger, | wanted to be a poet.
That’swhat | thought I"d be. But, you know, life hands you some funny twists and turns, doesn't it?’

“It does, yes.”

“I remember, Mrs. Penn used to—"

Then she stopped, and her hands flew to her mouth, her moist eyeswide with chagrin and darm. “Oh my
God. ..

“Nellie)” Arthur started to say.

She might not even have heard him. “Oh my God . . . my God, | talked about her in the past tense.. . .
likeshe'snot even here. . . likeshe'sdready . . .”

And then she started to cry, great wracking sobs so convulsive that it seemed asif her ribs were going to
break. She cried and moaned like alost soul, and athough Arthur had not expected it to happen, hefelt
asif thiswerethefina crack in hisfoundation of forced cam. All the nationd mourning at hiswife sfate,
all the dignitaries and notables who had spoken gravely to him over the phone or in person, clucked their
sorrow, shared hisgrief . . . al that paed in comparison to this one woman crying her heart out.

Arthur reached over and gathered her into hisarms, held her tight, and with effort kept his own chin
steady and hiseyesdry. “I'msorry ... I'msorry,” she kept moaning to him. “We. . . wewere like
mother and daughter, except we kept switching . . . some days she was the grown-up, sometimes | was,
and why did thishappen...?’

The President said nothing, just smply continued to hold her, so that the only sound in the room was her
crying and the steady beeping from the monitors. But within him, aroiling cloud of fury built and built,
seeking release.

THUNDER ROARED OVERHEAD, splitting the skies and ripping free the huge cold raindrops that
cascaded down. A change in temperature of afew degrees would have caused snow, but instead it was
araingorm, the kind that fell with such ferocity that it couldn’t possibly last long.

Arthur didn’t care about the storm’ s duration, nor about the Secret Service men who were following him,
or the crying woman he' d I eft behind. He cared only about the fury within fighting to be unleashed and he
charged into the Rose Garden, uncaring whether word got around that the President had completely and
utterly logt hismind.

Hetore off hisjacket, threw it upon the ground asthe rain hammered a him, dicking down his hair,
running down hisfaceinto hiseyesand haf blinding him. Y anking off his necktie and tossing that asde as
well, he faced the statue of the person whom he had once called “teacher,” and he howled in red-hot
fury, “ Are you happy? Are you happy, demon spawn? Are you?”

There was no reply, of course, from the statue, nor could there be, but that did not deter Arthur. He
circled the statue, and bellowed, “Y ou never liked her! Never! Not when | first met her, and shewasa
scared, frightened young thing, given me by her warlord father to cement atreaty! How much of her



involvement with Lancelot was your doing, en? For al | know, you arranged it! Y ou wanted her out of
the way, because you had your own plans for me, and she was arandom factor! What did you redly
want of me, Merlin? Did you serve heaven, or did you serve the interests of the creature that spawned
you? Was| to bring order, as you claimed, or chaos, as resulted? And now she came back to me! Back
to me! A merciful God returned her, reincarnated her, and that made you even more insane with fury,
because once again,” and he stabbed afinger a the statue, “you had your plansfor me! To put me on the
world stage, to drive me forward, aways forward! Y ou know the difference between you and her? Y ou
never cared about what | wanted! Y ou never even bloody asked! Everything that | accomplished, | did
for you, Merlin, and when you were gone, then for her! She helped keep your dream dive, and even
from beyond the grave, you still hated her! She even saved you from Morgan, but that didn’t assuage
your jeslousy! And now shelies as one undead, and | can hear you laughing somewhere, Merlin!
Laughing, you demon-spawned bastard! At me! At her! At all of this! | have none to love me, none
to guide me! Even Percival has deserted me! Why in hdll did you do thisto me, Merlin!? Bring meto
thistime, this place, and abandon me, and | et her be taken away from me aswell! Damn you! Damn you
to the hdl | hope you' re writhing in! Why couldn’t you have let me die athousand years ago? Why
couldn’t you have smply left me done!”

And he was pounding on the statue, hitting it with al hisfury. It was afutile endeavor, the statue neither
noticing nor caring. Arthur raised histrembling hands, saw the blood pouring from the knuckles, being
washed away by the pounding rain, and he gasped out a pitiful sob.

That was when he heard alow, mocking voice from behind him, saying, “ Could you be any more
melodramatic?’

He turned and saw her, separating from the long shadows. They stood there in the pouring rain, facing
each other.

“How unworthy of you,” she said. “Railing againgt your fatein therain, pounding on dead magicians.
Grow up, Arthur.”

Helooked at her levely. “That,” he said with ahint of warning, “is hardly the proper way to address one
who holdsyour lifein hishands.”

She sighed in the manner of someone who was endeavoring to placate someone considered not redlly
worth placating. “Hail, Arthur Pendragon, Utherson, former king of the Britons,” she said formaly, and
bowed dightly at thewais.

Arthur inclined his head, and hisvoice raw from shouting, he replied, “Hail and well met Basiliskos,
foremost of All Mongters, Scourge of All Living Things.” And then Arthur reached behind his back,
gripped ahilt invisbleto dl, and withdrew it. Excdibur gleamed in the darkness ashe held it before him.
“You cdled me. | an come,” said Miss Basll, eyeing the sword watchfully. “Have you brought me here
totry and day me?’

“No.”

“Then,” she said, “may we get out of the rain? Warm me, as my cold blood would prefer, and then we
may talk of whatever you wish.”

CHAPTRE THE EIGHTH

I'T 1ISONE month before the presidential election, and Arthur knows that something very serious,
something very bad is going to happen. He is many things, but heis not stupid. He knows that it
involves Merlin and Miss Basil, and he knows that it is going to happen soon.

Heisworking until all hoursin his office. Merlin isworking as well, and he has been very quiet of
late. He hasresisted Arthur’ s questions, become even more taciturn than usual. Thereis a ticking
of a clock nearby and it may be Arthur’ s imagination, but it seems asif it is getting louder and
louder. Thereis afearsome stormrolling in, a stormvery similar in size and intensity to the one
that will occur yearslater, when Arthur will face Miss Basil in the Rose Garden. Arthur does not
know of that time to come, and yet he senses abruptly that something final is about to occur.
“Merlin,” he says, half rising from his chair although he does not know why. Merlin looks up at
him. He seems smaller, weaker than ever before, and thereis a haunted look in his eyes. Is that



fear? That cannot be fear. Not from Merlin Demonspawn. “ Merlin?” he says again, and although
he does not know why, he glances to the clock. The minute hand is nearly pointing at the number
twelve. The hour hand is already there.

“ Arthur,” Merlin says, and it isthe air of someone who is about to say something that he has been
putting off for aslong as he could. * Arthur . . . itistime.”

“What?” Arthur does not understand.

“To pay the piper, Arthur,” Merlin tells him. His black pants are neatly pressed, the line on his
blue blazer immaculate. “ The payment can be delayed for a week or an age or an eon, but sooner
or later the bill comes due. It’ s due now.”

“What are you talking about? What’ s happening?’ Arthur raises his voice over the thunder,
crackling like a boulder rolling over crumpled paper.

“Immortals can be restrained for a time, but not forever. | knew that when | restrained her.”
Merlin sighs, brushing a hank of hair from his face. “ But the time is up. Do not interfere, Arthur.
It is between her and me.”

And still Arthur does not grasp it, but suddenly the lightning, which had been roiling through the
sky, seems to leap right into the office. The impact knocks Arthur back, slamming him against the
wall, momentarily stunning the once-king. He blinks furiously, trying to will away the blinding
flash, and he hears Merlin’ s voice, but fromwithin his head rather than without, saying,

“ Farewell, Wart. Remember you flew as a hawk. Time for you to fly alone.”

Thereisa chiming, echoing, filling the office. It is the chiming of the clock, striking midnight, like
a death knell.

“Merlin!” shouts Arthur, as the office recaptures its shape. There is no sign of the boy wizard, but
the storm s a fearsome thing now.

He pulls Excalibur fromits sheath and it glowsin his hand, firm and warm, and he clutches the
mighty blade with both hands and focuses on Merlin, Merlin, begging and pleading as a parched
man would clutch a divining rod searching for water.

Ultimately he has no idea if the sword is actually attending to him, or if it is pure instinct that
guides him, or some final last-minute change of mind and cry for help from Merlin, but something
within him says, Up, up damn you, up, and Arthur is gone, out the door. As he runs past Miss
Basil’ s desk he sees a depression in the chair, only just now rising, that would indicate someone
had been sitting there until recently, and that is when he suddenly comprehends. Not everything . .
. but enough.

He does not wait for the elevator, instead sprinting up the building’ s emergency stairs, and the
thunder seemsto be everywhere, even herein the stairwell. The stairwell ends at a doorway, on
which thereis a padlock. One swipe of Excalibur and the lock clatters away, as Arthur kicks the
door open, accompanied by a thunderclap for dramatic effect. He bursts onto the rooftop just in
time to hear a high-pitched male scream such as he has never heard before come from what can
only be Merlin’sthroat, and there, revealed by a sheet of lightning across the sky, is Merlin as
solid rock.

Not three feet away from himis a creature that seems to be blurring and shifting in shape, and it
is Miss Basil who turnsto face him. Her eyes are green, her throat scaled, her manner unhurried.
“Thisis none of your affair, Utherson,” she says, every “ s’ sibilant. “ And it is over.”

“No,” Arthur growls. He clutches Excalibur, and there is a pounding behind his eyes, madness of
loss steeling his heart and clearing his mind.

“ My servitude to Merlin was at an end. He faced me in combat, as he knew would happen
eventually.” She makes no move, but her confidence is an awful thing to behold. “ He looked into
my eyes, saw all the wretchedness and evil that filled his soul, saw himself as he truly was without
the rationale and justifications and little lies that all creatures of human skin tell themselves to get
through each dreary day. All who meet my gaze beg for death rather than live with that
knowledge, and | provide them with that which they ask for. For Merlin, well . . . it was
different.” She half smiles at that. “ The stone in his heart, the stonein his soul, has overwhelmed



him. Heis on the outside as he was on the inside, and all isjust. One side, Pendragon. Our
business hereisat an end.”

Arthur does not move aside. Instead he advances, slowly, and although his body is trembling with
fury to be unleashed, till isthe great blade Excalibur not shaken in the least. The point targets
the heart of Miss Basil, and she sees murder in his eyes. She does not retreat, but her confidence
diminishes ever so dlightly. “ You cannot withstand my gaze any more than he could, Arthur,” she
warns. “ | do not desire to kill you, for | do not kill kings lightly, but | shall not simply allow myself
to be slaughtered.”

He does not respond. He keeps coming, and Miss Basil tosses aside the final bits of her human
imposture as one would dispense with a threadbare coat, and he keeps coming, and sheisa
terrible thing, a horror to behold, with those appalling green eyes that can burrow into the
recesses of the soul and shred it, and the scaled skin, and fangs bared, her small but powerful
wings unfurling, and from that mouth a hissing like a thousand broken radiatorsin a thousand
tenement buildings, and a shriek like the factory whistles of old London sending dreary and
hunched workers home to their lives of poverty and starvation . . .

And still he comes. The great blade Excalibur swings back and forth, a deadly scythe, and the
Basilisk in full flower of her strength sends her mental power boring straight into the heart and
mind of Arthur, and it makes no difference. For Arthur’sanger ishisshield, hisvirtueishis
armor, and thefire in his soul burns away any doubts that the Basilisk could even hopetorise
within him.

And for thefirst timein time out of mind, the Basilisk falls back, hissing and spitting and
snapping, but Arthur will have none of it. Shetriesto flee, and Arthur slams forward with
Excalibur, driving the great blade down and through the lower part of her great whipping tail,
pinning her to the spot. She lets out a shriek that is drowned by the thunder, and then sheis down,
and he has one foot upon her long throat. He yanks Excalibur from her body, swingsit up and is
about to bring it down upon her throat, ready to cleave her head from her body.

And she cries out to him, “ You do not want to do this, Pendragon!”

“Oh, do | not?” he snarls, but for the slightest moment the blade hesitates.

She speaks quickly, desperately, knowing that at any moment the mighty sword can come singing
downward, and she will be done. * You must not destroy me! | am a work of art!”

The blade does not move. He is unimpressed.

And still she speaks, the torrent of words rushing from her. “ When Sodom and Gomorrah were
wiped clean by the wrath of God, I, who was in the heart of the depravity, survived. Pursued have
| been by heroes of all size, of all stripe, of all race, and till | have survived them all, because |
am meant to! If you slay me, you slay a piece of living history. One of the great immortals. All that
| have seen, all that | know, would die with me. You may think me evil, but | amtruly one of

God’' s masterpieces. To destroy meisto scorn his accomplishment. And more. . . the wheels of
fate turn and turn for me as for others, and they are not done turning for me yet. | feel it!”

“What you shall fedl is cold steel through your throat, and then oblivion reaching up to claim
you.” Overhead the thunder rumbles to punctuate this pronouncement, and rain beginsto fall in
large drops.

“On my honor, | know my timeis not yet done, and | know that you need me!”

He spits upon her, full in her face. “ A creature such as you has no honor, and | have no need of
you, now or ever.” Therain beginsto soak him. Heisin his shirtsleeves, the shirt already sticking
to his chest.

“Wrong, and wrong again,” she says, and now she speaks with some of the old confidence,
although she remains wary. Her forked tongue flickers out her mouth for a moment and then
withdraws. “ | possess more honor than such as you can ever know, and you will need me. Think,
Arthur . . . think with your mind, not your sword. Say me now, and it will not bring Merlin back.
He is done and gone. But allow meto live, and at a time of your choosing in the future, you may
ask any boon of meit iswithin my power to grant.”



“ After you have taken revenge on those near and dear to me,” he shoots back.

But she shakes her head. “ No, Utherson. This| swear: No harm shall come to you or any within
your sphere. | shall take my leave of you and our pathswill ne’ er cross again until you will it. And
when you are ready to seek a boon of me, you need but summon me and | shall come to you.”
“What could | possibly need you for?”

“You will know when it happens,” she says, and there is something in that voice, in those words,
that suggests she knows more than she istelling.

For along moment, there is no sound but for the rain splattering. Then, pressing the point of his
sword against her throat just hard enough to garner a gasp from her, he says, “ What if | desire
more? What if | wish you to be in my power, my service, as you were for Merlin.”

She does not hesitate. “ Then slay me now,” she says, her green eyes narrowing, “ for | should
rather be dead than a slave ever again.” Having had her say, she rests her head back and
prepares for the killing stroke.

Another moment then, longer than before, and he lets her wait and wonder, but in his heart he
already knows, and slowly he withdraws the blade from her throat. She lifts herself up, never
taking her eyes from him. “ You will not regret this, Utherson,” shetells him.

“I regret it already,” hereplies. He does not lower his sword or his guard for an instant, despite
her promises. Her vast, twining serpent form looms above him, looking down at him. It remains
odd to hear a human voice emerging from such an ungodly form. He continues, “ If | have need of
you, | shall summon you . . . how? Through mystic incantation? A crystal ball of some kind you
will give me?”

Shelooks at himwith disbelief. “ Arthur . . . don’'t be an ass. Thisis the twenty-first century,”
comes the voice of Miss Basil from within the great monster, dripping with scorn. “ | have a
website: www.basiliskos.com. Contact me in that manner.”

He should laugh. He doesn't.

She shakes her large, diamond-shaped head. “ You have yet to fully accept what century you live
in, Arthur. Have a care. It will be the death of you.”

Thereisa flash of lightning then, so bright that Arthur’s armflies of its own accord to block his
vision of it, and when the lightning is gone ...

.. 0isshe.

“TEA?" MISS BASIL nodded, and Arthur lifted the tea-pot and carefully poured out acup of hot water,
which darkened moments|ater asthe flavor from the leaves seeped through the tea strainer dready in the
cup.

“Gwen furnished this place hersdf,” Arthur said, indicating the private room in the resdence to which he
and Miss Basi| had retired. It was a sedate little chamber, done up in comforting pastels with a painting of
John Adams hanging, and a single canopied bed againg the far wall.

The Secret Service men had been dumbfounded, shaken, and profoundly disturbed when Arthur had
emerged from the Rose Garden with Miss Basi| & his sde. She was wearing no identification tag aswas
standard-issue for the White House, and they could not begin to fathom how the hell she had gottenin
there. They were extremely bothered by the notion—particularly during these times when security was a
itshighest level, and ns seemed to lurk around every corner—that some woman could smply dip
into the White House. Arthur made no effort to appease the Secret Service men' s bewilderment, since he
likely would havefailed a it anyway. Instead he had said, with darkly furrowed brow, “MissBasll is
black bag covert ops, highest level. | decided to have her test security procedures. Her presence here
indicatesjust how lacking they are. Work on that.”

“That was very crud, Utherson,” she had commented in alow voice as they headed down the hallway,
with Arthur’ s protectors keeping arespectful distance.

Arthur had merely shrugged. “ So security around here will become even more stringent. Persondly, |
have no problem with that.”

Now they were done, an ancient king and an ancient monster, Spping teain the White House. No words
passed between them for awhile. “ Good tea,” Miss Basil commented finally.




“Nothing but the best.” He put his cup down carefully. “ Y ou did not,” he said severely, “respond to my
emal.”

“I know, and for that | truly apologize,” she said, bowing her head. “1 did not have access to a computer
for atime. By thetimel did, | had aready heard your little‘dip’ ontelevison. Very canny.”

“Well, | am the President of the United States and the once and future king, so I’ m not entirely a
lackwit.”

“Indeed.” She spped the teaagain, and regarded him with her glittering green eyes over the rim of the
cup. Her legswere daintily folded at the knee, and Arthur couldn’t help but notice that—whereashe'd
been dripping from the storm outsi de—she looked completely dry. Damnedest thing, that. “ So, Arthur . .
. acowardly foe has struck at you from hiding.”

“Not likethe old days, isit? Arthur sighed.

“You paint abit morerosy of apicturethan it was, Arthur,” she said reprovingly. “ Even in those days,
there were till assassns, hired by men with little honor to strike in adishonorable fashion. Still, | agree,
there was far less rank cowardice then than now. Furthermore, do you know the main difference
between now and then?” When he shook his head, she leaned forward asif she werewarmingto a
subject. “Life was cheaper back in the day. Men stood ankle-deep in defecation, disease, and desth
every day of their lives. Women popped out children by the cartload since they knew that barely half of
them would likely survive to adulthood. Men are less anxious to make themsel ves targets unnecessarily
these day's because they anticipate being around for much longer than we ever thought possible.”

“We?" Arthur laughed self-mockingly at thet. “1 do not see how ‘we' are qualified to spesk of such
things. I, acenturies-old king, and you, a creature who very likely has been around long enough to have
suggested the wonders of applesto Evein the Garden.”

“Perhgps,” she said noncommittaly. “It might have been me. Or ardative. | don’t think | shall say. A
woman, after dl, should be allowed afew mysteriesat least, don’'t you think?’

Arthur said nothing; he merely stared down into theteaasif dl life sanswers could be found within the
neat white cup with the White House emblem uponit.

“So,” shesad findly, “what would you of me, Pendragon?’

Hetook adeep breath and let it out dowly. “I want you to find the Holy Grail .”

At that, MissBasll laughed. “ Oh, isthat all”?’ she demanded, seeming tremendoudy amused by the
prospect. “Now thereis an intriguing notion: me, one of the grestest evils of humanity’ s history, ona
guest to obtain the mythic relic considered the holiest of the holies. Do you find any irony in that,
Utherson?’

“| care not for your concepts of intrigue or irony, Basiliskos,” Arthur told her firmly. “What | care about
isthat the Holy Grail isher only chance. Sheresdesin atwilight between life and death. No one should
haveto exist there. No one. The Grail may well cure her.”

“It might,” she dlowed. “However, one would have thought that—if the Grail did exis—Percivd in his
wanderings would have located it. Do you not think so?’

Arthur, to hisannoyance, could not meet her level gaze, although he held no fear of dying a her hands. “I
do not know where Percivad is. That does not entirely surprise me.”

“It surprisesme,” said Miss Basl. “Heisaknight, svorn to hisliege lord, namely you. | would think that
with hissense of duty, nothing could pry him from you.”

Smiling dightly at the recollection, Arthur tapped the edge of the cup with his spoon. It gave out atinny
clinking noise. “Perciva isby nature aquesting knight. He was chafing remaining in one place, under my
direct supervison.”

“Really.” Sheeyed him with skeptica curiogity, even chalenge. “1 seem to recall that before he reentered
your service, Perciva spent years as awashed-out drunk and homeless vagabond. Pray tell, for what
was he questing during that time?’

“For himsdlf. And for areason not to be that way.”

She promptly opened her mouth to reply, but then shut it again. “Very well,” she admitted, “that isavdid
enough response, | suppose.”

“Inany event, | gave Perciva dutiesthat would give him plenty of freedom. | fully anticipated the



possibility that wanderlust might seize him, or he might find himsdlf faling into some sort of quixotic
excursion that fired hisimagination. Oh, he swore that that would never happen,” and he waved off the
notion dismissvely, “but | knew better.”

“And have you given no cong deration to the possibility,” she suggested, “that Perciva might bein some
sort of trouble and requiring your assi stance?’

“Percivd survived just fine nearly haf amillenniawithout my help,” Arthur pointed out, regarding her
skepticdly. “1t would be the height of condescension and insult to think that Perciva isin apredicament
from which he cannot extricate himsdlf. | have utter faith in his resourcefulness, Miss Basll, eveniif you do
With ashrug of her dim shoulders, she sad, “I have given virtualy no thought whatever to Percivd’ s
resources, or lack thereof. | leave such speculations to the mind and imagination of aking, where such
thingsrightly belong.”

Herose from the chair, but did not move fromit. Instead he leaned forward, hisknucklesresting lightly
on thetabletop. “ Also,” he continued, “I want you to find Arnim Sandoval. | want you to find him, and
his cronies, and bring them down. | want an end to their threat.”

Miss Basi| cocked an eyebrow lazily at that, and leaned back in her chair. Steepling her fingers and
peering over the fingertips, sheinquired, “ A one-woman black bag operation. Isthat how you see me,
Pendragon?”’

“You are not awoman,” Arthur reminded her. “ At least not in the way that anyone could remotely
understand it.”

“Yes, thank you for that clarification.” Shetilted her head, making no attempt to disguise her quite
obvious curiosity. “ So you would bypass awar? Take mattersinto your own handsin order to avoid it?’
“And why not?” demanded Arthur in return. He hesitated, looking both annoyed that he had to explain
himself, and relieved that he was facing possibly the only being left to him in the world to whom he could
gpeak his own mind—and she might well understand him. “1 was aking. Ruler of amonarchy. It was not
ademocracy, nor did we hinge our decisions on such frail, nonsensical items as small dangling pieces of
paper hanging from punch cards. My own handsiswhere | am accustomed to having matters. If there's
been any onething that | find suffocating about this position in which Merlin put me, it is having to palitic,
ded, and finesse my way through aliances with little pissant representatives who aren't fit to service my
chamber pot, much less hold the awesome responsibilities that their € ections have given them!”

His voice had been getting louder and louder in hisire, but he took severd deep breaths after theinitia
outburst and managed to cam himself. He paused for along time, and Miss Basil was more than content
towait patiently.

“Beddes,” headmitted findly, “it would be impossible to fight the sort of war that Americais accustomed
to—softening up the enemy with air assault—without hurting noncombatants and civilians. | can't ever ..
" He stopped, stared into the cup of teahe was holding asif the secrets of the world were within.
“Arthur . .. 7" Her voice sounded surprisingly gentle when one considered that she was an ages-old
monger.

“Therewas onewar,” he suddenly said, “one centuries-ago battle | remember, against this petty
warlord.” He shook his head. “I look back onit now, and hewassuch a. . . anothing. A pretender. But
he was arrogant and self-assured, and made no effort to hide how much he despised me just because of
who | was. His namewas Makon. | could haveignored him, could have let him just shout and bristleand
make his noises, for he could not have harmed me. Not redlly. But no. No, | hadtolet my . ..” Arthur
drummed hisfingers on the tabletop. “My stupid, wretched pride get the better of me. So | marched my
soldiersto hisstronghold, and hehad . . .” He gestured helplesdly, asif trying to form imageswith his
hands since words were failing him. “He had taken people. . . hisown people, citizens, helpless people .
... and tied them to his wegpons of war. To his catapults, to hiswar machines, to the very walls of the
city, ashuman shidds. Spreadeagled, helpless, struggling againgt their bonds.”

Miss Bas| made a clucking noisein the back of her throat. “ And they cal meamongter,” she said
didanfully.

“And he stood there, at the top of the parapets, and taunted me, and challenged me to attack, certain that



| would not. He was testing me. | was ayoung king &t the time, you see, and everything was ates.
Everything. My every move was being scrutinized by hundreds of men, great and smdll, dl with their own
ambitions.” He turned to her then, faced her, and spoke with an dmost desperate energy, asif he had to
make her comprehend. “1 wastrying to forge anation of peace. . . but peace only comes from strength.
| could not let myself appear weak, for if | did, my allieswould have deserted me, and those who
remained with me would have done so only because they were waiting for their moment to strike me
down and take power from me.”

Her eyes narrowed as, very quietly, she said, “Y ou ordered the attack.”

“Ves”

“Y ou attacked through the innocent people.”

“Ves”

“You had achoice”

“One choice, Badiliskos, isno choice,” Arthur told her. 1 told you why | could do nothing else”

“No, you' ve told me why your ego and your own fears would not let you do anything else,” she
corrected him. “Whether you could actually have done something else, well . . . you did not chooseto
explorethat option, did you?’

“No,” he said, and his eyes were haunted. Visions of people strapped to walls, writhing asflaming
arrows hit near them, or struck them squareon . . . visions of people attached to war machines,
screaming as great rocks descended upon them, hurled by Camelot catapults, crushing the machines,
crushing the people. . . these and other horrors danced behind his eyes, and he could see them dl, and
saw himself gtting astride agreat horse, watching it dl, watching it al until finaly he had to ook away.
“No. .. | did not choose that option. We were as careful aswe could be under the circumstances. . .
but we did not alow ourselvesto be dissuaded from what needed to be done.”

“And Makon?’

“I beheaded him mysdlf,” Arthur said with grim satisfaction. “That, at leadt, | was ableto attend to.”
“Sodlindl...itwasagood day for you, then.”

Sowly Arthur turned and looked at her, pulling his gaze away from scenes centuries agone. “I thought so
at thetime,” he said smply. Then he took in adeep breath and shook his head. “ And then every night,
for weeks theresfter, | dreamt of that scene, of those people. Of the horror of people writhing in the light
of aburning city. | swore on that day that no civilians, no innocents or bystanders, would be hurt if |
could humanly prevent it. That day, Miss Basil, was one of the cornerstones upon which chivalry and the
Round Table were built. Might for right, and the protection of the helpless.” He glanced through the
window asif he could see with hisunaided eye dl the way to Trans-Sabd, dl the way to Sandovd’slair.
“Sandoval not only doesn't care about the innocent . . . herevelsin their suffering, as doesany bully. My
refusal to do so iswhat differentiates me from him.”

“That, and the fact that you' re remarkably handsome,” suggested Miss Basl.

“Yes wdl . .. there sthat, of course” He shrugged and even amiled dightly at the momentary leavening
of themood. But al too quickly, he became somber again. “Now you have some understanding, &t leest,
why the notion of war is anathemato me.”

“Then might | observe,” she suggested, “that—considering you are ‘ commander in chief’—you might be
inthewrong line of work.”

“Your opinionsare not redly al that rdlevant,” he said, sounding a bit stiff. He straightened his jacket
then, squared his shoulders, made himsdif ook that much more presidentia. “Now then,” he said briskly,
“how long do you think it will take you to accomplish these things?’

“Accomplish them?’ She sounded not only skeptical, but amused, asif Arthur was spesking in an dien
tongue. “My dear Pendragon, it’snot that smple.”

“Itisn't?” He seemed surprised.

She had been leaning so far back in the chair that she was amost supine, but now she came forward and
it wasadmost asif her neck was elongating, her head snapping like a cobra s. For amoment Arthur was
on guard, but she hdted and smply smiled.

“What'sin it for me?’ she asked.



“For you?’ He stared a her uncomprehendingly, and felt anger beginning to bubble within him. *Y our
integrity, for onething! Y our honor!”

Her arched eyebrow reached almost to her scalp. *Y ou question my honor?’

“If you give mereason to, yesl” he said, raising hisvoice. “1 spared your life, and in exchange, you
promised that | could cal upon you to do whatever | bade you to do!”

“My, my, my.” Shelaughed, and there was something in her voicethat chilled Arthur with its ageless
confidence and disdain. “ The tricks that memory plays on one. The certainty with which you spesk,
Pendragon. So much certainty for one so wrong.”

“What are you talking about?’ he asked dangeroudly. “Y ou swore—"

“I swore,” she overspoke him, “in very clear English. If you could not comprehend it, that is hardly my
problem. What | said wasthat you could ask any boon of me. ‘Any’ asin one. ‘Boon’ asinthesngular.
Do not speak of requests for multiple tasks, because they are not yoursto ask, nor are they mineto give.
Nor iseven the one yoursfor the taking.”

On the outside, he was absolutdly immobile, like alion waiting to pounce, but hisinsdes were twiting
with fury. “ And why would that be?’ He could barely get the words out in acalm voice.

“I said you could ask any boon of me. | never said | would grant it.”

Arthur was across the room so quickly that even Miss Basil, with the reflexes of her serpent nature, was
caught unprepared. Hisright hand swung, and had he been holding Excdibur, her shoulders would have
been lonesome for her head. He was empty-handed, asit turned out, but he drove forward and hisfist
connected squarely with the side of her face. Miss Basil, who had been leaning back in the chair, was
knocked clean off her perch. The chair clattered backward and she hit the floor with athud.

Instantly the door flew open as Secret Service men started to enter, and Arthur whirled, hisface
purpling. “ Get out!” he snarled. The agents |ooked at the President, looked at the woman lying on the
ground rubbing her jaw, looked a one another, and slently withdrew from the room. Arthur wondered if
word was going to be leaked that the President of the United States had taken up the hobby of battering
women. At that point he didn’t especidly care. He turned to face her, reached his hand back to grasp the
invisble hilt of Excalibur, the mighty sword strapped to his back.

If Miss Basil was perturbed over the prospect of suddenly finding hersdlf a the mercy of aninfuriated
king and cold, enchanted stedl, she did not let it show. She remained where she was, but her voice was
hard-edged as she said, “ Now who standsin danger of dirtying his precious honor? | spoke plainly last
timewe met. You know | did. Y ou did not think to clarify it, nor did | volunteer the information. We had
an arrangement. If you attack me now, it's Smply because you have decided after the fact that you don't
likeit, and would rather annihilate the one with whom you made it than ded within the parametersyou
agreed to.”

Between clenched teeth he spat out, “Y ou are the very devil, Basiliskos.”

“Evesaid much thesame,” commented the Basilisk dryly. “And we dl know what aded with the devil is
worth . . . and what it requires. Y ou thought to get off cheaply.”

“I should have killed you when | had the chance.” Hishand still hovered over the hilt. “I could kill you
now.
Somehow the Basilisk sensed that if she made the dightest aggressive move, Arthur would givein to the
impulses raging within him and carve her up. Cannily, she smply stayed where she was, maintaining her
human form, looking up at him with affected wide-eyed innocence. “Y ou very possibly could. . . and that
isnot an admission | make lightly, nor one that many who walked thisworld could claim. But if you day
me, then you will have neither your Grail nor your vengeance against Sandova . . . whichever you opt to
pursue”

Sowly, very dowly, helowered his hand. He did not, however, extend it to her to help her up. Instead
he smply glowered at her, and Miss Basil hauled hersdlf to her feet, dusting herself off. “That wasan
enchanting encounter,” shesad.

“Soam| to understand,” he said, “that you are asking me to choose between the healing of my wife. . .
and the destruction of he who assaulted her?’

“Yes,” she said reasonably. She picked up thefdlen chair, placed it upright, and sat in it once more. All



the time she did 0, she did not take her eyes off him, perhaps concerned that he would suddenly change
his mind and decide that the world would be better off without the Baslisk init. “And | can seethe
predicament you face.” Her voice sounded dmost sympathetic to his plight, but he knew that truly she
was mocking him. “On the one hand, you have the prospect of bringing back your beloved wife
from—as you say—the twilight within which she presently dwells. However, in doing so, you will be
accomplishing an action that will largely benefit two people and two people only: you and your wife. On
the other hand, if | destroy Sandova and his cronies—"

“Canyou? And will you?’ Hiseyeswere hard. “Spdl it out for me.”

“Yes” shesaid with no hint of prevarication. “1 can, and will, put an end to him, and to his organization.
And | can, and will, do so in away that the world knows Sandoval isno longer athreat. And should | do
that, why . . . think of &l the future terrorist acts that will not occur thanksto you . . . and me, of course,”
she added, dmost as an afterthought. “ Of course, in that event, you will not have the Grail in hand, and
Gwendolyn may never recover. A tragic choice” Her lipstwitched. “I'm pleased | don't have to make
it”

A slence hung over them then, for there was something else remaining, and they both knew it.

“What do you want?’ he asked findly. “Y ou said that the boon was not smply minefor thetaking. You
want something in exchange, | presume.” She nodded amaost imperceptibly. “Well? Out with it. What do
you want, devil? My soul 7’

MissBas| laughed lightly at that. “ Arthur, Arthur . . . how quaint. Not your soul literally. And what |
want, redly, isavery little thing in the grand scheme of the world, and what you will get in return—either
the end of aformidable foe, or the return of your beloved mate. No, no . . . | don’'t want your soul.”
Then she stopped laughing, and Arthur was sure a chill swept through theroom asshe said, “Not . . .
your whole soul. Just apiece of it.”

“Nameyour price,” he said tiffly.

Shetold him.

Giving it to her was easier than he expected. In retrospect, he would have thought that agreeing to it
should have been harder than it was. But it wasn't. Indeed, the choice of which boon to request was
harder than the meeting of the Basilisk’sprice. . . but he made that choice aswell, even though it
sckened him to the portion of his soul that he had remaining.

“I'm sorry,” he whispered when the agreement was made, and the Basilisk was gone, but it was
impossiblefor him to be sure just to whom he was gpologizing.

CHAPTRE THE NINTH

THE DARKNESS SLOWLY lifted from around Perciva, to be replaced by another darkness
atogether.

It had been quite along time since Percival had been knocked unconscious. It had been back during the
Depression era, when there had been ariot in Birmingham, Alabama, that erupted from the sense of
frugtration overwhelming the city. A police officer’ s truncheon had knocked him cold. When he'd come
to, hisbrain having doshed around in the brainpan like aloose omeet, he' d endeavored to obtain
medica assstance. No hospitd would admit him. “We refull,” they’ d told him before admitting white
patientswho came in behind him. Eventualy he’ d hedled on his own; the enchantment of the Grail that
till flowed through his veins even after al these centuries had attended to that. Still indl . . . it had not
been a happy time for him, and the sensation of that club smashing him in the head was asvivid now asit
wasfor him then.

But thiswas anew assault, with afeding dl its own, and there had been no club involved. Instead there
had been a creature, a creature that walked like aman and, if the legends were accurate, spoke like one
aswell. A creature of bestial strength. Its breath had been hot and overwhelming, and the deep-throated
roar had seemed more gppropriate to the wilds of the Congo than the interior of an immaculate, polished
building of marbleand ivory.

AsPercival dowly cameto full consciousness, he fought off the nauseathat threaetened to wash over him
in waves. Instead he took in a deep breath through his nose, smelled the danknessin the air, heard the



steady dripping of water from nearby. All of thistold him, even before he managed to open hiseyes and
fully view his surroundings, that he wasin some sort of dungeon.

He' d hoped it would be decorative or innovative in someway, but he was disgppointed to see it was just
aplain old dungeon. Heavy walls of brick and mortar, and at the far end adoor of metd . . . or, a the
very least, ametal sheet attached to heavy wood that would be impenetrable to anything short of a
jackhammer. Therewas avery, very narrow window &t the top of onewall through which Percival might
have been able to escape if he' d possessed the ability to transform into a squirrel. Unfortunately that was
not apower in hisrepertoire, thuslimiting his optionsal the more.

Hay was strewn around the floor, which was of the same sturdy surface aswerethe wals. The Situation
did not look especidly promising. Hisfatigueswerelying in aheap.

Percival took astep toward the door to examine it, and then staggered. The room wavered around him,
and thistime the nausea overwhemed him. He sagged to his knees and dry-heaved violently, bracing
himself with his handsflat on thefloor. It seemed an eternity before he finadly managed to compose
himsalf. He had afeding that if he weren't who he was, with the restorative and recuperative powers he
possessed, he' d probably be suffering from a concussion. Sowly Percivd stood again, and thistime,
athough therewas dight dizziness, it was't anything he couldn’t handle.

It was adamned heavy door, dl right. There was alarge keyhole that doubtlesdy accommodated some
sort of very old-style key. Aboveit sat amassive iron ring, welded to the door so thoroughly that nothing
short of arampaging e ephant tied to the opposite end of achain could possibly pull it off. So obvioudy
there was some sort of latch operated viaakey outside, and the door was pulled open and closed viathe
ring (which doubtless had amate on the other sde). He glanced over with only mild hope before he
verified for himsdf that the hinges were, of course, on the outside. Well, no one said thiswas going to be
€asy.

Perciva’ s strength was considerable, certainly above the norm, and had only grown since he had cleaned
himsdlf up and |eft his days of acohalic haze far behind. But he was not a superman. He couldn’t smply
reach out, seize the door with one hand, and yank the thing free of itsframe. Thisknowledge didn’t stop
him from trying, however. He gave saverd experimenta pulls, but was rewarded with nothing in return.
“All right,” he said softly to himsdif.

He heard footsteps just outside the door then, and avery smal window—narrow enough to reved apair
of eyesand no more—did open at eye-level. It was at that moment that Percival aso noted adot at the
bottom of the door, which would be large enough to accommodate a plate of food being didin. . . or, he
noted as he spotted asmall chamber pot at the other end of the room, a container with waste material
being did out. How cheerful. HE d been in prison anumber of times during hislife, usualy because he'd
been in the wrong place in the wrong time or on the wrong side. Prison food could oftentimes be
indistinguishable from waste matter. He wasn't epecialy anxiousto test the cuisine of hislatest dwelling.
Although he could see only the eyeslooking in a him, he knew ingtantly who was on the other side of the
door.

“They said you were avake,” camethe voice of the High King. “I trust my faithful brother in war did not
hurt you too much?’

“How comforting that you have taken an interest in my welfare,” and then he paused and, hurling the
name like a spear, added, “ Gilgamesh.”

The eyes on the other sde crinkled dightly in amusement. “It certainly took you long enough,” he
commented. “What gave me away? The grestness of my being? The magesty of my personality?’

“No, the presence of the one whom you addressed in front of me as Enkidu.” Percival took severa steps
back from the door, and there was rough humor in his eyes and disdain in his voice. “ Posturing lords of
the land are adime adozen. I’ ve seen them in al shapes, in dl forms, my entirelife. But onein the
company of agreat beast such asthat,” and he shook his head. “ That would make you either Gilgamesh,
or possibly Tarzan of the Apes.”

Gilgamesh laughed loudly at that . . . the sort of laugh one haswhen oneistotaly and completely in
control, and knowsit. “A good jest,” hesaid, “avery good jest. | know thisjungle lord. We may be out
of theway here, but we do acquire works of fiction, usualy from the occasona new arrival. But you do



me adissarvice, Grall Knight. A posturing, dime-a-dozen lord? | am thefirst hero of al history, Percival.
| wasking of Uruk in Babylonia. . . | was, and am, two-thirds god, one-third man. . .”

“I don't careif you' re two-thirds orange juice and one-third vodka,” shot back Perciva. “I' m aware of
your background, aware of everything that’ s attributed to you, aware of your placein history. But this
isn't hitory. Thisis here and now, and to meyou're just ajailer, no matter how many thousands of years
back you hail from. Now if you want to prove your magnificence to me, then act in away that’s more
suited to your self-esteem and let me out of here.”

Gilgamesh actually seemed to consider the request for amoment, which was amoment longer than
Percival had thought he would consider it. Hetook astep closer, his eyes seeming to bore right through
the back of Percival’ s head, but when he spoke it was with atone that came across as remarkably
reasonable. *'Y ou know now that theterm *high king’ isnot smply an affectation,” said Gilgamesh. “I am
truly aking . . . thefirst one of literature. Thefirst one of acclaim. There are none who are more worthy
of thetitle of High King than.”

Hismind racing, Percival was able to sense the considerable arrogance that seemed to permeste
Gilgamesh' stone. It was certainly something that he could use to his advantage. “Y ou make astrong
argument in that regard,” he admitted. “Y ou are legendary, Gilgamesh.”

“Thisman you work for,” asked Gilgamesh with disdain, “would any say that heislegendary?’

More than you would think, mused Percivd. “| would say 0, yes”

“But not aslegendary asme.”

Perciva said nothing. He just stood there, pulling on the large ring attached to the door.

“No...no, hecouldn't be,” Gilgamesh said with obvious, eminent satisfaction. Lord, the man was
insufferable. Then again, he' d had plenty of time to become so. “Do you know what | think, Percival?1
think | shdl give you another chance. My opinion of you has not dtered from before.”

“It has't.”

“No, it haa't. | till think that you are an honorable man, Percival. And | believe that if you tell methat
you will remain here. . . forsake your liege, comeinto my service. . . that your word can be taken. And
if that should happen, why then,” and he thumped his meaty hands together so loudly that it echoed off
thewalls, “just like that, you will be released. Released, and welcomed here, to act in my service and
enjoy lifehereon Pusidand.”

Perciva had to laugh out loud when the name was spoken. Far from being put off, Gilgamesh shared the
amusement. “The name of our little paradise strikes you as amusing, doesit?’

“It shouldn't,” Perciva said. “But yes, it does”

“I did not giveit that name, Percival,” Gilgamesh informed him. “1t bore that unlikely moniker when | first
came here, long centuries ago. An idand of lepers, it was. Pathetic, destroyed creatures. Lepers, and
plague sufferers. Poor creatures, barely recognizable as human, making their way here. So many died in
that futile pursuit. Do you know why they sought to come here?’

“Becausethey heard,” said Perciva knowingly. “ They heard that you were here.”

Gilgamesh shook his head. “ They heard something was here. They had nothing to lose. They camein
huge numbers, died in huge numbers, and only afew—cdl them hardy, cal them lucky, whatever you
desire—only those precious few made it here. Here, to ‘ Pusldand,’” the home of infection and pain and
suffering. No one but the most pathetic of humanity’ s dregs would brave the journey. Why should they?
Who in the name of Nineveh would want to come to someplace caled ‘ Pusldand? ” Without waiting
for an answer, he responded to his own question. “ About as many people aswould desire to brave
Iceland, and would instead seek the warmer climes of Greenland. Of course, they’d arrivein Greenland,
find abrutal and intemperate place, and reason that either they should stay and die. . . or eseleave and
let someone el se make the same foolish mistake.” He smiled at the recollection. “Ah, the joy of outwitting
one sintdlectud inferiors”

“What pleasureistherein that?’ Perciva inquired, genuindy curious. “Truejoy only comesfrom
outthinking an equa or superior, not onewho is hopelesdy behind.”

“I'll defer to your opinion on that, Perciva, what with you being my guest and dl.”

“Guest?’ Helooked around. “ The accommodations |eave something to be desired.”



“That, I’'m afraid, isyour choice. Redly, Perciva,” and he was sounding abit impatient, “1 think I'm
being somewhat ill-used here”

“You're beingill-used?’ said Percival increduloudy. “ That’ srather amusing considering which side of the
cdll door you're standing on.”

“Heream|,” continued Gilgamesh asif Perciva hadn't spoken, “prepared to release you, taking you at
your word. Your word. The amount of trust that indicatesistruly overwheming. But instead you smply
gtand there, gawking at me, refusing to acknowledge my generosity and pledging your fedty to me. |
don’'t know what else I’ m supposed to do.”

“Letmego.”

Gilgamesh' s voice dropped, and sounded very dangerous and very ugly. “ That is not going to happen.
Do not tempt my generosity, Percival, for you will most certainly not enjoy the consequences. Now will
you pledge your loyaty to me?’

For along, long moment Perciva studied him as comprehension dowly dawned upon him. “You,” he
sad at lagt, “are afraid of me.”

Gilgamesh responded exactly as Percival thought he would: so loudly, so over thetop, that the very
urgency of thereply said far more than anything Gilgamesh actudly articulated. “ That isabsurd! | am
Gilgamesh! Two-thirds god, one-third man!”

“Doesn’'t make no never mind to me how big you are, how tough you are, how wonderful you think you
are. To meyou'rejust aquivering little craven, afraid of afuture that is as unforeseen to you asitisto
anyonedse”

“That' swhere you' rewrong!” Gilgamesh shot back. “I’ll have you know that . . . 1"

And then he stopped, catching himsdlf. Percival wasintrigued; obviousy Gilgamesh had been about to | et
dip something of great sgnificance, and who knew what impact it might have on Percivd’ s current or
future Stuation. But ingtead of continuing in that vein, Gilgamesh smply smiled lopsdedly. “ That was
good, Perciva. That was very good. | think we shall have avery interesting association, youand |. You
have avery quick mind. Mineisfar morelearned, of course, but even so.. . . yes. Yes, avery interesting
association. | think | will find your time with us most stimulating, even if you do not. Y ou will be attended
to, and | will visit regularly, and you will provide intriguing conversation and the occasiona battle of wits
over many topics. For you see, Percival,” he said, sounding abit sad, “1 am somewhat isolated here. |
have very little word on what has been going on in the outside world. Not that I ve been dl that
interested, but ill . . . there sno harm in aman being informed, now, isthere?’

Percival stepped back from the door and briefly allowed anger to seize him as he lashed out with a
furiouskick. The pain of impact shot up through hisleg, dl theway to hiship, but the door didn’t seem
particularly impressed. Nor was Gilgamesh.

“That didn’t do you any good,” he observed.

“I will get out of here,” Perciva warned him. “And you know | will. That’ s the reason you're afraid of
me. That’ sthe reason you won't even try to kill me. Becauseif you do, you' Il know for dl time that
you'reacoward.”

Gilgamesh threw his head back and laughed. “Y our words mean nothing to me, Moor. | do not haveto
prove my bravery to such asyou.”

“Yeah,” Percivad replied. “Yeah, you do.”

For amoment, Gilgamesh’ s eyes were burning coasin the darkness, and then, without another word, he
turned and walked away. From behind him Perciva caled, “1 know you for what you are, Gilgamesh! |
know you now! And you know too! | will get out of here! | will escape! And you know it! You know it!”
His voice echoed down the corridor, but no response came from Gilgamesh. Findly Perciva sagged
againg the door and stared at the dank wall opposite him.

“Shite” he muttered.

And then he turned, gripped the massive ring with both hands, and began to pull.

And pull.

And pull.

CHAPTRE THE TENTH



FRED BAUMANN FLASHED hispress|D for what seemed the hundredth time in the course of the
evening, and then stood with arms extended while the security guards checked him over.

He had to believe that he didn’t exactly fit the profile of the standard terrorists against whom the Capitol
dome was being guarded. Baumann was a heavy-set, very Caucasan, very unthreatening-looking man
pushing hissixties. Hisblond hair had long since turned white and gotten thin, and annoyingly he seemed
to be acquiring hair every place he didn’'t want to have it His eyebrows were getting bushy; there was
hair coming out hisears. Hewould look at hisface in the morning, with aswelling nose courtesy of too
many |late-deadline-prompted beer orgies, and the bags under his eyes, and he'd wonder, Jesus, Fred,
when did you turn into an old man?

Y oung reportersin the press briefings would try to push him aside to find favored seats, but Baumann
didn't care. He could just as easily get attention from the back of the room, and it made it that much
eader for himto get out of the room when the briefingswere over.

The Capitol building was divewith activity this night, and Baumann fdt asif he was rdliving the State of
the Union. Hopefully, that wouldn’t be the case. He hadn’t been outside to see when the First Lady had
been gunned down, but God almighty, what azoo it had been that night. It had been hard for him to
concentrate, because he’ d cometo like Gwendolyn Penn, having gotten to know her as a person before
she acquired theiconic pogtion of First Lady.

And now the President was going to address Congress and the nation once again. The reason was
obviousto mogt of the press corps. He was going to rdly the spirit of the American people, ill in shock
and in mourning over the fate of the First Lady. He was going to let them know that he was broken, but
unbowed. He was going to show them who wasin charge. At leadt, that' s what everyone else was
sying.

Baumann, as he took his seet in the press galley overlooking the busy hive of activity on thefloor of the
House below, wasn't so sure.

WHY ISIT alwaysraining at times like these?

Arthur stared at the window of the limo asrain cascaded through the night skies. It sounded heavier than
usud to him asit fell upon the roof in staccato fashion. He wondered if there was some hail mixed in with
it. His sensesfelt heightened, asif he were highly atuned to everything that was happening around him.
When he had first come to Washington, he had been surprised by how much it reminded him of the days
of old. He had arrived as part of agenerd tour given to mayors of mgjor cities, and he' d been struck by
how much the White House seemed like acastle. They dl did, redly, dl the mgor buildings. Great
structures that housed and protected the lords of the land, so that they could conduct the business of the
nation and affect the fates of millions of people. Indinctively, he' d felt very much a home here.

Now it al seemed dien to him. He was merely a stranger, a charlatan, someone masquerading as that
which hewas not. He felt separate and done, and he wanted to blame Merlinfor pulling himinto this
madness ingtead of leaving him to the mists of legend where he belonged. Or he wanted—asiirrational as
it seemed—to blame Gwen, because so much of it he had done for her. He could, of course, blame
Sandovadl, for it was his actions that had brought Arthur to this pass.

Ultimately, though, he redlized that dl such thoughts were unworthy of him. He had made the decisions,
he had cooperated, he had done what he felt needed to be done. And if it had not worked out the way
that he had planned it, wdll . . . it certainly wasn’t thefirgt time.

A loud clearing of athroat, perhaps haf combined with a cough, caught Arthur’ s attention, and he
redlized that he’ d been gtting there wrapped in his thoughts and ignoring Ron Cordobaand Bob
Kelerman, both of whom were seated opposite him. Kellerman fidgeted with his hands as he usually did
when he wasn't seated in front of acomputer working up adraft of a speech for the President.
Kelerman was alean, bading man who had only stopped performing hideoudy obvious comb-overs
because Arthur threatened to whack him personaly with abasebadl bat if he didn’t cease doing so. It was
Cordobawho had made the noise in histhroat, and Arthur looked at him expectantly. “Yes, Ron?’" he



inquired.

Cordoba seemed surprised to be addressed. “Y es, what, Sr?’

“You madeanoise”

“When?’

“Just now. | thought you weretrying to get my attention.”

“No, Mr. President,” said Cordoba, pulling in dight discomfort at hisshirt collar. “If | were trying to get
your attention, I"d probably just say, ‘Mr. President.” That usualy doesthetrick.”

“Ah,” Arthur said.

Now that the long silence had been broken, though, Kellerman leaned forward and there was alook of
true perplexity on hisface. “Mr. Presdent, | admit | wasjust wondering . . . are you satisfied with the
speech?’

“Of course | am,” said Arthur, clearly abit surprised. “1 said it was your best speech ever, Bob. I'm
using your firg draft.”

“Yes, gr, | know. That's. . . with al respect, that’ swhat | find puzzling.”

One eyebrow cocked, Arthur asked, “How s0?” “Y ou’ ve never used afirst draft of mine. Ever.”

“I know.”

“Not ever.”

“Yes, | know, Bob,” Arthur acknowledged with atouch of impatience. “It was perfection. | said to you,
‘Write me aspeech that | can deliver to aspecia joint session of Congress, because al anyone
remembers of the State of the Union iswhat happened afterward, and | need to cleanse that from the
collective American memory. Write me a speech that will say what | need to say to the nation about
terroristsin general and Sandovd in particular.’” 1 saw no reason to change aword of it because it suited
my purposesto the proverbia tee. So | don’t quite understand what point you' re trying to make.”
Bob's mouth moved, but no words came out. “It’ s nothing, Mr. President,” hefinally said.

But Ron had been watching the exchange, his eyes narrowing, and when K lerman declined to pursue
the matter further, Cordoba said softly, “I think what Bob hereiswondering . . . iswhether you accepted
thefirst draft because you truly thought it wasided . . . or becauseit didn't matter what he wrote,
because you' re planning to say something completely different and thistext issmply adecoy.”

“Isthat it?" Arthur asked. Bob met his gaze for amoment and then looked down. “Well, well. It seems
thelittle jest | made prior to the State of the Union had alonger-ranging effect. Y ou remember: wherel
sadthat | wasjust going to ‘wing it’ instead of going with the prepared text?’

“Yes, | know, Mr. Presdent, | remember,” said Ron, and there was a hardnessin his eyes, but also a
sadness, asif somehow . . . he knew. “However, | dso seemto recall that you’ re aman who prides
himself on speaking the truth. And | noticed that you’ re not actually denying what | just said.”

“Ron,” Arthur began.

Kelerman waslooking in confusion from oneto the other, but Ron’s gaze never left Arthur’s. “Mr.
President . . . what'sgoing on? Don't you think | deserve to know?’

Cook, the Secret Service agent who was seated in the front section of the limo, half turned and called
behind him, “Mr. President, we're here.” Indeed, the long black car was dowing, the Capitol building
looming in front of them.

Arthur drew in adeep breath and then let it out very dowly. Then hesaid, “ Y ou will find, Ron, if you live
long enough, that very little of what happensin life has anything to do with what one deserves. The
innocent, the good, the pure of heart die horrible deaths. Those whom we term evil live long, hedlthy lives
inwant of nothing. And mankind clingsto quaint notions of God and an afterlife in order to gain some
solace that the hideous unfairnessthat is our daily existence will somehow be sorted out.”

“Quaint notions?’ said Ron, hisface barely discerniblein the darkness. To Arthur, the shadows felt
amog dive, asif extending icy black tendrils about him. “1 seem to recall your believing in the Holy Grail.
Nothing ‘quaint’ about that.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps,” Arthur said with arueful smile. He suddenly felt every one of histhousand-plus
yearsof age. “But if thereisaGod, Ron . . . what has he done for me lately?’

Before Ron could answer, the back limo door was opened by a Secret Service man who was holding an



umbrellaoverhead to shield Arthur from therain. “Mr. President,” Ron began, and it was clear from his
face that he suddenly felt asif thingswere dipping away from him.

“Showtime,” was dl Arthur said as he clambered out of thelimo.

Kelerman looked with concern at Ron. “What just happened here? What' s going on?’

Ron just shook his head. “Y ou heard the man. It' s showtime.”

“MR. SPEAKER ... THE President of the United States!” Everyonewason their feet, warmly
gpplauding, as Arthur made hisway down the aide toward the Senate floor. The place was absolutely
packed, aseaof dark suits and familiar faces. So many of them had stood in opposition to him on so
many things, that Arthur couldn’'t help but fed asif agoodly chunk of them were damned hypocrites for
pretending to be happy to see him. Then again, perhaps some of them had changed their fedings toward
him. He had, after al, been subjected to agreat persond tragedy in front of millions upon millions of
Americans. News stations and newspapers had been filled with editorids and articles about * getting
behind the President” at thistime of nationa crisis. He should have regarded such a swelling of support as
uplifting. Instead, he couldn’t help but fed asif the entire country was pitying him.

He d known that fedling before, al too well. Back when Guinevere sduplicity, her adultery with

Lancd ot, had become public knowledge. He had felt the eyes of hisknights upon him, regarding him with
pity or, even worse, contempt. Perhaps these men were seeing him the same way. Perhapsthey were
thinking: How can you possibly defend the United States? You couldn’t even protect your own wife.
Hetried to tell himsalf that he wasimagining it dl, but the uncertainty burrowed itsway into his heart, into
his soul, and he became more convinced than ever that his course was the correct one.

Arthur wasn't even aware that he had reached the floor of the Senate until he wasturning to face his
audience, which was still gpplauding. He raised his hands, indicating that enough was enough, that they
should take their seats so he could get on with the purpose of his having comethere. Just to show their
independence, Congress remained on its feet another few moments before findly settling down into its
seds.

The TdePrompTer had Kellerman’ s speech displayed on it, as opposed to the State of the Union, which
he had committed to memory. In the galley seats above, the press core waited for Arthur to speak the
wordsthat had already been released to them in the preprinted speech. It was asif he were an actor,
taking the stage, whose only job was to—as Haml et implored—speak the speech trippingly and on the
tongue.

Arthur gripped the sides of the podium, and once again breathed deeply in order to relax, like a sprinter
about to embark on the most difficult race of hislife. He had no reason to feel nervous, he knew. He had
never been one to be nervous about anything once he'd made his mind up about it, and he most definitely
had donethat in this case. So there was nothing to do but get on withit.

“Mr. Spesker,” he said, “ esteermed members of Congress.. . . membersof the press. . . and my fellow
Americans. | thank you for allowing meto come to speak before you this evening.”

Then he stopped.

It was not smply adramatic pause. It was of sufficient length that it began to be uncomfortable.
Congressmen were looking at one another, asif trying to affirm to one another that something seemed
off. The words glowed on the TelePrompTer, moving dightly up and down, trying to reset to the proper
placein the speech, the operators concerned that Arthur had lost his place in the text.

“Sol” Arthur abruptly said with such force that some people jumped dightly in their seets. “Herewe are
again. It ssemsjust yesterday that | stood before you in much the same circumstances, speaking of our
successes . . . gpesking of the grestnessthat is this country, and the inevitability of our success against
terrorigts. Then | step out of here, and the next thing | know, terrorism nearly claimed the life of the First
Lady . .. of Gwen, my wife”

The reporters were looking in confusion from the prepared text back to Arthur. They wereredlizing that
what he was saying wasn't reflected in what they had in front of them. Still, it might be chaked up to
sample ad-libbing, but they nevertheless appeared a bit disconcerted. Only Fred Baumann, whom Arthur



spotted toward the front of the galley, didn’t seem perplexed. Instead he appeared amost anticipatory,
not even bothering to glance at the copy asif he knew that it was about to be rendered maoot.

Arthur caught a glimpse of Cordoba and Kellerman toward the back. Kellerman |ooked perplexed.
Cordoba didn’t seem the least bit surprised.

“S0. .. | must havelooked like abloody fool to many of you,” Arthur continued. “ Overconfident. Smug.
Preening. And yet, | have experienced nothing but an outpouring of sympathy from al of you, and from
the American people. The cards, the letters.. . . we' ve received enough flowers at the White House to
reforest the Amazon rain forest. We' ve received enough offers of blood donation to provide sufficient
plasmafor a hundred thousand first ladies. It has al been very, very appreciated. | don't...” He
drummed softly for amoment on the podium. “1 don’t think | truly comprehended the nature of this
country’ s character until the support that I’ ve seen from its peoplein thistime of my very persond criss.
“And | have dso beentold, uncategoricdly, that Americans are firmly behind anything that | doin
retdiation. The genera consensus seemsto bethat | should order anuclear strike against Trans-Sabal.
That' s the simplest answer, you see. Nuke them. Drop abomb on them, be done with them, because of
course that will solve everything. At the very least, declare afull-scale war upon them in response to
what' s been done.

“I amheretotdl you. .. what I’m going to do.”

Again hetook adeep breath, and he was certain that he was the only one breathing in the room at that
moment.

“I’m going to get the bastard.”

Immediately there was aroar of gpplause, and everyone was on their feet, banging their hands together
like so many trained sedls. Arthur tried to gesture for silence, but they would not be denied. And why
shouldn’t they react in that manner? He d said exactly what they’ d wanted to hear. Like aheroin an
action movie, he'd drawn alinein the sand and effectively told the bad guys that they were going to pay
for having stepped over it. It was a quintessentially American response to the Situation.

They weren't stopping. If anything, the gpplause seemed to be feeding upon itself, growing and growing
with each passing moment, and finaly Arthur shouted the words that would be prominently festured in
storiesin every newspaper the following morning, the words that would be showing up on computer
news servicesin less than twenty minutes:

“l'am. .. but you'renot.”

That stopped them dead.

Never had Congress|ooked quite as collectively stupid asit did at that moment. Many of them were
frozen with their handsin mid-clap, unsure that they had heard what they thought they just heard.
“Stdown,” Arthur said very softly.

They sat.

Hefdt sorry for them. It was asif he had just dapped them in the face. They looked confused, even
betrayed. Well, let the betraya s continue.

“Do not think for amoment that the decision | have madeisonethat | makelightly . . . or even willingly.
But | have studied the Condtitution . . . and | believe | know not only what isin my own heart, but wasin
the hearts of those wise men who drew it up.” Histhroat was suddenly fedling constricted, and he cleared
it forcibly. “When | think of what happened to my wife. . . when | think of her lying there, unmoving,
unspesking . . . not experiencing alife but instead asmple existence . . . such anger floods through me
that clouds my brain, chokes my reason.” Hisvoice grew louder and louder. “My heart cries out for
vengeance, and | hear the cries of revenge coming from my people, urging me on, egging me on. Nuke
them dl! Annihilate them al! Destroy them al!” With each of those three sentences, he dammed hisfist
on his podium forcefully for additional emphasis. Then he flattened his hand on the top of the podium asiif
bracing both it and himsdlf, and continued, “ And it isone thing for the average citizen, securein hisliving
room, pontificating from hiseasy chair, to talk of such things. But | am apresdent. | am an individua
who can make such things happen, who can destroy al that lies before me! | can reduce countriesto
rubble, people to ashes. With every fiber of my being, | want to do thisthing.

“I cannot trust mysdlf.”



He paused once more, and there was confused murmuring from the Senate floor. People were shaking
their heads, il not fully comprehending what he was saying. Some were beginning to tumbletoit,
though, and noise was starting to flow from the press galley as cell phones were being pulled out, stories
being dictated even as events were unfolding.

“I havegivenit agreat ded of thought . . . looked long and hard into mysdlf . . . and | fed that my
judgment in this matter cannot be unclouded. Because of the persond turn that recent events have taken,
| do not believe that | can make the sort of dispassionate decisionsthat this country requires. If a
possibility for compromise presentsitsdlf, my anger might very well propel me away from such a
circumstance, and instead down a path that will lead to the deaths of American servicemen smply to sate
my own quest for vengeance. Thirgt for retribution fills my throat like bile. . . and the American people
deserve better than that. They deserve someone with aclear head, uncontaminated judgment.
“Therefore, it ismy considered opinion that | am not fit to carry out the duties of the officetowhich |
have been elected.”

Never had there been such athunderous uprising of shouts, confusion, chatter as there was at that
moment. Bafflement reigned among the paliticians, and above dl the clamor, Arthur’ s voice soared.
“Therefore,” he continued, * pursuant to Article Two, Section One of the Congtitution, and Section Three
of the Twenty-fifth Amendment,” and reaching into hisjacket pocket he produced a document that he
turned and handed to the stunned Speaker of the House, “I am presenting my officia resgnation as
President of the United States of America. | intend to devote my remaining yearsto my wife' s bedside,
and to settling old scoresin amanner that need not drag an entire country down the road to war. Thank
you and good evening.”

No one applauded because everyone was talking at once. All sense of decorum and tradition had
evaporated. In aperverse way, it was one of the most exciting moments of Arthur’slife. The place
resembled more the floor of the stock market during the height of trading frenzy than the floor of the
legidature.

Asif hewere aboveit dl, Arthur stepped down from the podium and started for the far exit. People
were converging upon him, words colliding with one another and shattering into incoherence. He made
no endeavor to respond to anyone, but he did not lower his gaze. Instead he was looking everyonein the
eye, nodding in acknowledgment. He did not want to seem the least bit ashamed, did not want anyoneto
think—even for amoment—that hefdt asif he had done something wrong. The Secret Service escort
formed awedge around him, plowing through the throng that was amassing in front of him. No one was
attacking him, certainly, but it was asif everyone was pressng forward demanding some sort of further
explanation, or utter their condolences, or shout their rage, or voice their disgpproval-but-understanding.
Thewords remained indistinguishable, but the wild variety of sentiments flowing over him were certanly
comprehens ble enough.

I’mdoing theright thing ... I’'mdoing theright thing ...

“DOU’'D BE DOING the right thing.”

She smiles at him, Miss Basil does, in a most satisfied manner. It may be that sheis simply relieved
that Arthur has not reacted with pure rage to the mere suggestion.

“Resign,” he saysincredulously. He had not expected it, and yet now he wonders why heisat all
surprised. “ You want me to resign the presidency.”

She moves around him with inhuman smoothness and grace, like a dancer whose body is lighter
than air. It'shard to tell if she’'s even touching the floor. “ The truth is, Arthur, that you want to
resign the presidency. You do. | am simply giving you the opportunity . . . in exchange for a
glorious vengeance upon your enemy.”

“Why,” he asks, “ do you think | would possibly want to resign? | have never walked away from a
challengein my life.”

“ Of course not,” shereplies. She speaks with assured confidence, as if she already knows what
the answer is going to be, and everything preceding it isjust the merest game. “ But then . . .

you' ve never done anything in your life for yourself, have you? First you did things at the order of



your adopted father and brother. Then all that you did, you did for Merlin. Then for Guinevere,
and for Lancelot, and for Camelot, and then for Guinevere and Lancelot and Camelot all
together. And here you are, a thousand years later, and the first thing that happensisthat you're
back to doing what the little wizard wants you to do. Truth be told: You have no real interest in
leader ship anymore. Every day, as you sat in that cave, wondering when the call would come, you
dreaded it. If you could have remained hermited in that cave forever, you would gladly have done
s0.”

“You think you know me so very well,” he says, trying to sound full of contempt. But he doesn’t
manage it nearly as well as she does. She exhal es scorn the way others do carbon dioxide.

“1 know you well enough to be aware of the fact that you’ ve yet to tell me I’mwrong,” she points
out.

He says nothing. Instead he simply stares into space.

“The simple fact, Arthur,” she continues, “ is that you have never, in your life, truly beenin
control of it. Asa king, as a president, you have commanded millions of souls, and yet never
commanded your own. | dispatched Merlin, and part of you despises me for it, but another part is
relieved, and do not bother to turn upon me and express fury that | would say such a thing. You
will simply make yourself look foolish, and | will not believe you in any event. | am a monster,
Arthur, masquerading as a woman. You would have me seek out and destroy a man masqguerading
asamonster. Yes, he does that, you know. He masquerades. For he quiversin fear of his own
mortality, just as most men do.” Her voice grew softer, more wheedling. “ | will dispatch him for
you. Him . . . and his entire operation. Think of all the American lives that will be spared. Think of
all the women who will not have to mourn their sons as their bodies are shipped back, in pieces.
Think of all the good that those brave young soldiers will be able to do as they are allowed to
grow up, grow old.

“You will have doubts, Arthur, of that | am most sure. Any man would have doubts, and you are
certainly not just any man. There will be some who will not understand. They will speak harshly to
you, say that you have turned your back on your country. But you and I, we know the truth. This
isnot your country. These are not your people. Your people are long dead. The creatures who
walk this continent . . . they are merely Merlin’s meansto your end. The only one who truly
mattered to you is Gwen, and in the final analysis, you were not able to protect her. But you can
avenge her, through me. . . by ridding yourself of the office that you never truly would have
sought if it had been left up to you. The simple fact, Arthur, isthat therereally isn’t a downside
here. It’s all benefit for you. All of it.

“ Take timeto think about it, if you wish . . .”

And what astounds Arthur, then and now, is how he ultimately needed no time at all. Everything
she saysistrue. Everything. He was and is a man out of his own era, and he has spent much of his
time here living the dream of others. He lived Merlin’s dream. He lived Gwen’s dream. He did it
for them. But Merlin is gone, and Gwen is not quite gone . . . but sheisnot there, either.

Only Arthur isthere.

And he does not wish to be there anymore.

“ Sandoval’ s death must be incontrovertible. Everyone must know of it,” he saysto her.

She smiles, and for just a moment her eyes seemto flash with yellow and dlits. “ So we have a
bargain, then.”

He nods.

She stretches out her hand, extends one long finger, and draws it across her outstretched palm,
leaving a thin ribbon of blood across it. Arthur hesitates only a moment, then withdraws
Excalibur fromits scabbard. The sword sings asit is pulled, and usually the song it makesisa
tune of joy as it anticipates battle. But thistimeit is a mournful song, funereal, likeadirge. It
knows. Arthur glides his palm along the blade ever so carefully, ever so gently. Too hard and it
will slice through his hand, sending the upper portion splattering to the floor. A moment later, he
too has a line of blood upon his palm.



She extends hers upright, and he presses his against hers. “ Let the gods see that freely, and of my
own will, by this agreement | am bound. | am bound. | am bound,” she says.

Staring into her eyes, which now look normal and human again, Arthur likewise intones, “ Let the
gods see that freely, and of my own will, by this agreement | am bound. I am bound. I am bound.”
And then, almost as an afterthought, he adds, “ May the gods have mercy on us all.”

She laughs at that then, laughs loud and long. Arthur would like to know what is so funny, but
does not ask, nor does she volunteer the information. He suspects that he most likely would not
want to know.

CHAPTRE THE ELEVENTH

THE ENTIRE STAFF of the White House looked asiif they’ d been in ahead-on collision with atruck.
As Arthur walked briskly through the corridors, those who would have once caled out, “ Good evening,
Mr. President,” mumbled or nodded or in some other way indicated that they knew he was there, but
sullenness and solemnity wasthe order of the day.

Surprisingly, the hardest to deal with was Mrs. Jenkins. Shelooked up at Arthur from her desk, her eyes
red. He wondered how long she' d been crying, and how recently she' d stopped. He tried to think of
what to say, and “Be strong” came out of his mouth. But it sounded insincere and foolish, and he
regretted it the moment the words were out. Nevertheless, she smiled and nodded asif thiswas the best
advicein theworld, and he mused over the fact that sometimesit didn’t matter what one said aslong as
one said something.

Hewas not remotely surprised to find the Vice Presdent waiting for him in the Ova Office. Stockwell
rose to meet him, and without preamble, said, “Take it back.”

Arthur blinked a him in polite confusion. “Y ou know, Terrance, of dl thethings| thought you'd say fird,
somehow that wasn't among them.”

“Takeit back, Mr. President. The resignation. Take it back.”

“I think amply *Arthur’ will do, don’t you?" asked Arthur, circling around to his desk. He was about to
st down, and then stopped and looked at the vacant chair. He stepped around it, his hands resting on the
back. “1 think thisisyours now. Probably wouldn’t be appropriate for meto be sitting here. | believea
swearing-in ceremony is aready being scheduled for you, so you' d best clear your immediate calendar.”
“Sr,” Stockwell said, and hisfistswere trembling asif he wastrying grestly to maintain control. “Y ou've
been through agreat deal recently. People will understand.”

“The people”

“Ves”

“They will understand.”

“Yes, gr, they will,” said Stockwell firmly, nodding his head.

“Terrance, | interrupted their favorite televison showsto inform them of my decison,” Arthur said
patiently. “The only thing that made that event palatable to them was that they witnessed higtory. If |
recant, they’ll never forgiveme.”

Hisfacetight, Stockwell said, “ Y ou seem to think thisisfunny, sir.”

Therain was coming down harder, and Arthur was certain there was some definite deet in there. Well, it
was certainly the season for it. If he’ d been an overly fanciful individua, or extremely full of himsdlf, he
would have thought that the gods were weeping over thisday’ sevents. Then again, it wasfar morelikely
that—if they were indeed sobbing—it was because some child had just starved to death in an
impoverished nation without having the dightest chance to make his or her mark upon theworld. The
decisons of well-fed, well-off adults. . . why should these things be of the dightest interest to whatever
divine beings there might be?

“Terrance,” said Arthur, hisvoice very soft and tinged with sadness. “ Thefirgt thing they teach youin
leadership school—be you president of a country, monarch of arealm, or captain of agarrison—isthat
the qudity of the decision you makeis of far lessimportance than the fact that you make it and stick to it.
Better to hold to adecison that might be bad than vacillate over whether the contrary notion might be
good.”



It was asif Stockwell had only heard the part he wanted to hear. Pointing afinger like a hunting dog
discerning where ashot duck had fallen, Stockwel said, “Then you admit it might be abad decison.”

“It might be,” alowed Arthur. “Time. . . and my successor . .. will tel.”

Stockwe | was shaking his head vehemently, moving about the Oval Office asif he had misplaced his car
keys and was scolding himsdf whiletrying to locate them. “If you resign, I'll resign.”

“Terrance, don't be absurd,” Arthur told him, feding aflash of impatience. “We both know that you' ve
aways believed yoursaf morefit for this office than | ever was. Who knows? Perhagps you'll proveto be
right.”

Heturned to face Arthur. “1 make no bones about wanting the office, sir. But thisisn't how | wanted it.”
It wasdl Arthur could do to suppress alaugh, and hewasn't entirdly successful. “What, you only wanted
it over my dead body? If | throw mysdlf off the top of the White House, will that satisfy your sense of
decorum?’

“That'snot the. ..” He gestured out the rain-splattered windows as if indicating the whole of the
American population. “They will never accept mein the capacity of commander in chief. They'll bdlievel
acquired the office through questionable means. . .”

“Baderdash,” Arthur said firmly, dapping his open pams on the desktop. “ There’ s no confusion here,
Terrance. No misread ballots, no court decisions, no split between the popular and electora vote. The
Congtitution could not be more clear. A president resgns, the vice president takes over.”

“But they will see me asthe man who—"

“No!” Arthur cut him off, even more forcefully than before. “ See, that’ s where you' re going wrong,
Terrance. It snot about the man. It' s about the office. The man leaving this office may be leaving with a
smear on his escutcheon, if that is how some choose to perceiveit. But the officeitself remainsintact and
pure and undiminished. So stop complaining about it or acting asif you can't appreciate it becauseit’'s
being ‘handed’ to you or somesuch. Besides,” and he smiled wanly, “the people of this country have
memorieslike seves. It' |l take them no time at dl to judge you not by how you came into the office, but
what you did with it once you had it. And | have every confidence that you will doright by it .. . . evenif
you have trouble believing thet yoursdlf.”

For along moment, Stockwell said nothing. Then he drew himsdlf up, looked Arthur intheeye. . . and
sduted.

“| disagree with every fiber of my being with the decision you' ve made, sir,” Stockwell told him, sounding
very formd. “But | shall defend your right to make that decision, and—until such time asthe people
speak with their voice in afuture eection—I shall see mysdlf asthe caretaker of the presidency you
began.”

“I don’'t see how | could leaveit in better hands.” Stockwell extended his hand, and Arthur took it and
shook it firmly. It was the first moment of genuine warmth that had passed between thetwo menin dl
ther politica higtory.

“I certainly hope you' re not expecting meto hug you, sir,” said Stockwell tiffly.

“It didn’'t crossmy mind, Terrance.”

“Because some would consider this an overly emotional moment, but | have not, nor shal | ever be, a
hugger.”

“Y ou needn’t concern yoursdlf,” Arthur assured him.

“Good. And know this, Mr. Pres—sir—that if thereis ever anything | can do to accommodateyou. . .
anything at al that’ swithin my power . . . you need but ask, and it'syours.”

It was a promise that Stockwell would have great reason to regret before the year was out, but at the
time heintended it Sncerely, and Arthur smiled and took the promise in the spirit that it was meant.
“Wdl ... Terrance. .. | just haveafew things|'d liketo attend to here, if you don’'t mind,” said Arthur.
“Not a al. There sjust one other thing, Sir. | suspect it’s something I’'m going to be getting a
considerable number of questions about.”

“Yes?' Arthur’s eyebrow was cocked questioningly, but he had a suspicion that he knew what Stockwell
was going to ask. It turned out he was correct.

“Yousad...youweregoing to ‘get the bastard.” In referenceto Sandoval . . "



“Yes, | remember.”

“Youdidn't say how.”

“Yes, | know.” He gave it amoment’ sthought. “And it'syour belief that you' re going to be asked about
this?’

“Knowing the press corpsas| do, | would say it'sacertainty.”

“Wal then.. . . I think an old army man such as yourself should be able to appreciate what I’ m about to
But Stockwell was ahead of him. “Don’'t ask, don't tell?”’

Arthur nodded.

Pondering this, Stockwell said—asiif testing the words to seeiif they carried credibility—*Y ou were
speaking from a sense of anger and rhetoric more than any specific plan of attack. My belief isthat it's
your hope, eventudly, to act in some sort of diplomatic capacity, speaking against the evils of terrorism,
and in that way bring down the Sandovas of thisworld.”

Arthur patted Stockwell on the shoulder. “I have afedling you' re going to do just finein thejob,
Terrance. Just fine”

FRED BAUMANN STOOQOD on the street in front of the White House, staring at it through the fence
that ringed the perimeter. He saw thelights burning long into the night, drew his coat more tightly around
himsdf againgt the inclement weather that pounded upon him.

His deadline was haf an hour away, but he was confident he was going to be ableto file hisstory intime.
It was dmost entirely written in his head. But he wanted one long moment of atmaosphere that he could
add toit. One long moment of smply looking at that great sanctuary that had housed president after
president for years.

And would now house oneless.

At which point, Baumann knew exactly what his lead sentence was going to be.

“The bad guyswon onetonight,” he said, trying to determine how that sounded as alead, and deciding
that it was pretty darned good. He took one more look at the White House, and just for a moment
fancied that he could actually see Arthur in one of thewindows. Idiot, he thought, and headed off to
write hisgtory.

RON CORDOBA COULDN'T remember when he' d started drinking that evening. Now that he was
deep into an acoholic haze, he was't surewhen, if ever, hewas going to stop. At that point it was his
intention to drink until he couldn’t remember anything at dl.

Therain from earlier had tapered off, and he wandered out into the Rose Garden. The grasswas
dippery, and Ron was barely capable of supporting himself, and yet somehow he managed to stagger
over to the gatue of Merlin until he was afoot away, glaring at it baefully. Hewasin his shirtdeeves, the
wind cutting through him, but he didn’t fed it.

“It'sdl your fault, you little shit,” he said, although hiswords were durred and it came out more,
“Sdlefal, ydilshid.” Thething was, he wasn't surewhy it was Merlin’sfault . . . but something just told
him that it was. His resentment toward the mute statue grew and grew, and he wanted to speak, but the
rage was S0 grest that it rendered him inarticulate. So instead he aimed agreat kick at the statue, lashed
out, missed clean, and wound up flat on hisback, staring up at the night sky.

And there he lay until afemae voice said, “ Oh, my God. Oh, Jesus. Ron! Ron, what the hell are you
doing out here?’

Heforced his eyes open and looked up. Nellie Porter was staring down at him, her eyeswide, utter
confusionin her face.

“Stretching m’legs,” he managed to say.

“Oh, Jesus,” she said again, and reached down to grip hisarm. She stood uncertainly on her heds, trying
to haul Ron up, but it waslike trying to lift abag of bricks, and in short order the inevitable happened:
Her feet went out from under her and she wound up flat on her ass on the wet lawn. As she clambered
back to standing, the commotion was enough to prompt several members of the Secret Service to come



out to the Rose Garden and see what was going on. They |ooked extremely puzzled. She couldn’t blame
them; shewasin the middle of thismessand didn’t understand it any more than they did.

“All hisfault . . . al hisfault,” Ron kept saying as she hauled him up. Then he focused hisbleary vison on
Nélie, smiled lopsidedly, and said, “Y’know ... | aways thought you were damned attractive. Wanted to
go out with you. Or gtay in. Or . . . anything.”

She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “Isthat afact,” she said, pausing where she was and shifting
Ron as his body sagged against hers.

He nodded vehemently. “Y eah. Y’ know why | didn’t? Job. Damned job. Working day and night.” He
coughed deeply, wiped hisarm in an unglamorous fashion under his nose, and then once again said
roughly, “All hisfault. All .. . hisfault.” Nellie smply figured that he was referring to Arthur, and Ron's
effectively being out of ajob. And thiswaswhat she kept thinking as the statue of Merlin stared
unblinkingly after them when they were escorted into warmer climes.

ARTHUR WAS SEATED a Gwen’sbedside, listening to the steady beeping of the monitors, when he
heard someone behind him. He' d always had a gift for recognizing footfals behind him; indeed, it was a
knack that had saved hislife on one or two occasions. Thistimewas not life threstening. Without turning,
he sad, “Good evening, Ndllie”

Therewas no response, and for amoment he wondered if hewasn't losing his touch. He turned and, no,
sure enough, there was Nellie. She looked rather bedraggled. “ Y ou look like you were wrestling awet
cocker spaniel,” he observed.

Sl she said nothing, just stared at him unblinkingly. “Yes?” hefinaly prompted.

“ljugt...” Shelet out an unsteady breath.

“Youjust what?’

Instead of continuing the sentence, she pointed at Gwen and said, “1 hope she never wakes up.”

The words were harsh, the tone angry, and Arthur was taken aback by the vehemence of both. “Néllie,
youdon't meanthat ...’

“Oh, thehell | don't,” she said fiercdly, and she approached Arthur, looking for al theworld asif she
wanted to hit him. “The lagt thing she would have wanted you to do was quit. And when you mentioned
her name, it waslike. . . like you were doing it because of her.”

“Partly, lam...”

“Don’'t you say that,” snarled Néllie. “I know her!”

“Asdo I, what with my being her husband and dl—"

“Sowhat? | spent moretimewith her in the past few yearsthan you ever have.” Nelli€’ s voice choked,
she wasfighting back tears. Arthur ingtinctively reached out to her, but just asingtinctively she stepped
back, distancing hersdlf. “1 know her likes and didikes, | know the woman who' slying there, and I'm
telling you that she d hate you forever for doing what you did and blaming her for it.”

“1 didn’t blame her, Ndlie. Thereé snofaultinvolved . . .”

“ Bullshit! You left this country knowing beyond any question that if Gwen hadn’t been shot, you'd
still be president! You're walking out on us because of what happened to her! You're blaming her,
and if you say otherwise, then you're just being a chickenshit asshole!”

The anger had exploded out of her, and it left her breathless and aching, and Arthur just sat there, staring
at her sadly.

“I'm sorry,” hewhispered findly.

“Yeah, well,” and she wiped those damned tears from her face, “ save it for being sorry for yourself.

Y ou'll have more than enough timeto doiit.”

She turned and started to walk away, but stopped when Arthur called after her, “I’'ll need someoneto
continue handling Gwen'’ s affairs. She il getstons of letters, and probably will for the foreseeable future.
I’ sabit outside your job parameters, but | waswondering if you'd careto stay on with her . . . with us.
..inasort of caretaker capacity.”

Nellie turned, looked back at him asif he were crazy, and said, “I hopeto hell you didn't think | was



going to have it any other way.”

“Of coursenot,” Arthur said immediatdly.

She waked away then, and Arthur again caled after her, “How did the back of your clothes get
soaked?’

“Goto hell,” she cdled back, and moments later Arthur was once again done with the unmoving,
comatose Gwen.

He sighed, crossed hislegs, and asked, “So . . . how was your day?’

No answer wasimmediately forthcoming.

CHAPTRE THE TWELFTH

WASHINGTON HAD A crisp feding in the morning air as Fred Baumann headed for the pressroom,
tossing back the mandatory third cup of coffee that morning. He had his morning rhythms down so
perfectly that the dightest variation could throw him off for an entire day. He d have that third cup, then
he' d pick up the morning edition of the Daily News, which would be on his desk waiting for him, then
he' d have his morning sit-down on the can, after which he' d head off to the morning press briefing. Most
days of the year, those were pretty routine affairs. This morning, however, was certainly not going to be
one of those days. It excited him in away, but aso saddened him greatly. He couldn’t help but fed that,
not only did Arthur deserve better, but the whole damned country deserved better.

He approached his desk, where the glowing computer screen awaited him. Even after al thistime, he il
hated the things. Baumann had come up through the ranks as atypewriter jockey. To him anewsroom
wasthe clattering of keys and the dinging of teletype every time something maor happened. 1t would
have been dinging like asquad of ice cream truckslast night in city rooms throughout the country if it was
il donethat way. But no, not anymore. File roomswere referred to as*“ morgues,” but that could easily
have applied to city rooms these days, considering how quiet they now seemed compared to Fred's
heyday.

At first Baumann had strenuoudly resisted the advent of computers, but eventually even hehad to givein
to theinevitable, and had forced himsdlf to master—albeit rel uctantly—the ins and outs of writing stories
on computer. Now he tapped akey at random (that day when he had, in confusion, scoured the newly
aien keyboard for the“Any key” s0 he could pressit and continue—and the snickers he' d gotten from
other reporterswhen he' d asked for assistance—dtill rankled after dl thistime) and his boringly old
screen saver of flying toasters vanished. He saw that he had e-mail waiting for him. He scanned the
incoming names. Some assorted people in government, his editor, hisex-wife, onefrom.. . . ah, he
recognized that next one, dl right. “LuvUMadly” was the sender, and there was an attachment. He' d
been warned about it: one of those umptyump computer viruses going around. Download it and kiss your
hard drive good-bye. Well, he' d delete that one without reading it, and that would take care of it, and the
rest could wait afew minutes until he completed his morning sit-down.

He picked up the Daily News, seeing on the front page what he knew would be there: Arthur addressing
Congress, with thewords*1 QUIT” blazoned across the top. Baumann hadn’t been a headline writer in
years, but even he had known amile off what the headline would say thistime around. As he Sarted to
head for the bathroom, nodding “Good morning” to other reporters aready at their work stations, he
turned to page three to read his story.

Hislead sentence was gone.

Much of his story was gone, in fact. And what there was of it had been heavily rewritten.

Hedowed in his steps, hisbrow furrowing in confusion. “What the hell . . . 7" he muttered under his
breath, and automaticaly his gaze flicked to hisbyline. It was till there . . . but there was another name
next to it. David Jackson. And Jackson’s name wasfirst.

He knew Jackson. Jackson was a new guy, sent up by the News afew weeks ago to ad Baumannin
covering the Hill. But Baumann was the main man, the go-to guy. Hell, Jackson hadn’t even been at the
gpeech! “ What the hell?!” he said again, thistimeloudly enough to attract the attention and curiogity of
the other reporters nearby . . . not that it took agreat dedl to attract the curiosity of areporter in any
event.



The needs of hisbowels suddenly forgotten, Baumann spun and headed back to his desk. He sped

through the e-mail messages waiting for him and stopped on the one from his boss, Hugh Weaver on the

national desk.

He punched it up, still standing, and he felt the blood draining from his face as he read it. Someone from

nearby caled, “Fred? Y ou okay?’ and he redlized that he must have looked asif he were having a heart

attack or something smilarly calamitous. Nevertheess, he didn’t reply. Instead he sank into his chair and

diaed a phone number from memory.

It was picked up on the second ring, atired voice saying, “ Y eah?’

“Y ou son of abitch,” Baumann growled.

“Oh...hi, Fred,” said Weaver with aggnificant lack of enthusiasm. It was possible that Baumann was

getting him out of bed and he was trying to shake off the cobwebs even as he spoke. “Look . . .”

“No, you look! Y ou can't be serious about this! After al thistime, after—"

But Weaver’ svoice cut through. “L ook, Fred, | can’'t cover for you anymore, okay?’

Baumann stopped talking, confused, even a bit frightened. “ Cover? What the hell do you mean,

‘cover’?’

“ “The bad guyswon one 7" Weaver said with incredulity. “How the hell could you possibly have thought

that was any kind of good writing, much less newswriting?’

“You're letting me go because you didn’t like my lead?” Hisvoice had carried more than he would

have liked, and now eyesfrom al over were upon him. Heignored them. He couldn’t stand the thought

of looking in their faces, seeing contempt or—even worse—pity. “Hugh, for God' s sake—!”

“It'snot just that. We're cutting back, Fred. Y ou must’ ve known that. Circ is down, profits are down,

CNN and AOL and dl of them arekilling us. We have to trim back.”

“And seniority doesn’'t mean agoddamn thing, doesit?’

“Yes, it meansyou're highly paid and therefore atarget.”

Fred was clutching the phone so tightly to the Sde of hisface that it was leaving an imprint againgt his ear.

“If you think my shit sdlary somehow qudifiesas‘highly pad' .. .”

“Y ou're being offered a great retirement package, Fred. | suggest you tekeit.”

“Retire and do what? Sit around and wait to die? Thisis nutsl” Fred was shaking hishead in denid. “And

what’ s supposed to happen? There' s a press conference, for chrissakes! Who' s gonna cover it?

Jackson?”’

There was a pause. And that’ s when Fred redlly, truly understood. His voice awhisper, he said, “This

was dready in the pipdine, wasn't it? That’ swhy you sent him here. | show him around, then get shoved

asde, he stepsin. Right? And you didn’'t warn me.”

“Fred, I’'myour friend,” said Weaver sadly. “How would you suggest that | havetoldyou. .. ?’

“Oh, | dunno. How about, ‘ Fred, heads up, we're planning to screw you over.” ” Hugh started to talk,

but Fred overspoke him. “ Thisis about ageism, pure and smple. | get old, you shove me out to pasture.

I’m asixty-two-year-old reporter. Who the hell isgoing to hire me?’

“Fred, rest assured, you can cometo mefor areferrd if it will—"

“Fuck you and your referral, and fuck you for thinking you're my friend!” And with that he dammed

the phone down.

His heart was pounding in his chest, his temples throbbing, and he became aware of someone standing

behind him. He knew without even turning. “Hello, David,” he grunted.

Sure enough, Jackson’ svoice came from behind him. “Fred . . . 1..."

“Saveit. Factis, | wasayoung punk once. They probably shoved some old guy asidefor me.” Hisfigs

tightened on the edge of the desk. “ Thisisjust payback, that’ sal. Goes around, comes around. Y ou

know thedrill.” Heturned and looked at Jackson, so young, so eager. “Give mefive minutesto finish off

somee-mail and I'll get out of your way.”

“Fred, you're. . . you'retaking thisrather well. Do you . . . do you need help getting your stuff together .
o

Baumann was aready seated at the computer going through the e-mail. He snorted disdainfully. “If you

think I’m gonnabe so pathetic to walk outta here with a cardboard box filled with possessions, you can



forget it. Got some notebooksin the drawer there. Pull *em out for me, would ya? Thanks.”

He shot through the e-mail while Jackson gathered the notebooks he had requested. He got alarge
padded envelope, did the notebooks in, and placed them on the edge of the desk.

“Fileisdownloaded,” the computer voice said, and Baumann rolled back from the desk and looked up
at Jackson, smiling thinly. He stood, took the envelope, and tucked it under hisarm. Then he held up the
nNewspaper.

“Taking the copy. Last one. For asouvenir,” he said.

“You're. .. you'rehandling thislikeapro, Fred,” said Jackson with as much sincerity as he could
muster, and he stuck out ahand. Baumann shook it firmly. “I learned ahdll of alot from you in our short
timetogether.”

“And the lessonswill just keep coming,” said Baumann as he turned and walked out, ignoring the
outstretched hands or words of consolation from other reporters.

Jackson didn’t understand what he meant by that remark until afew minutes later when he tried to reboot
the computer with his own password . . . only to discover theimage of huge, kissing lips appearing on the
monitor, and the words*“LuvUMadly” running across the top.

Then heredized.

“ Son of a bitch!” he shouted asthe virus ate the entire hard drive.

CHAPTRE THE THIRTEENTH

IT TOOK A whilefor Arnim Sandoval to redlize that the missiles had stopped dropping. He had beeniin
adrunken hazefor atime, only partly paying attention to the world around him. It was understandable.
Theworld around him had consisted of cave wallsfor, it seemed, aslong as he could remember. Hefelt
like some vampiric creature of myth, or perhaps ascience fictiona mole person, confined to subterranean
haunts lest the rays of sunlight sear the skin from his skeleton and leave him nothing but bleached bones
toagting in the noonday sun.

The cessation of the barrage, however, dowly penetrated his consciousness, and he began to sober up
dowly, by degrees. Hislieutenants had stayed away from him during hislatest binge, because they had
known that there was smply no talking to him or reasoning with him when he was in this condition. But
they were most pleased to see the turnaround in his deportment and demeanor.

Bit by bit, Arnim Sandova climbed out of the bottle that had been his home away from home for what
seemed like days. With the halting of the bombardment, his people were able to restore eectricity and
running water to the intricate network of cavesthat constituted his organization’ s hideout. Sandova was
ableto bathe for thefirg timein days, and it was aglorioudy refreshing feding.

And once he was bathed, and dressed in clothes that did not reek of liquor, hislieutenants sat him down
and told him the news.

Sandova’ seyes, il abit bloodshot, widened as he took in what they were telling him. Four of histop
men were with him, but the one who had told him the developmentsin the United Stateswas Muelle, a
strong-festured, dark-skinned man who had been Sandova’ sfriend and confidant since they were
children. Mudle, even a ayoung age, had borne the twin attributes of being well-muscled and stubborn,
and Sandova had nicknamed him “the Mule,” amoniker that had followed him even into adulthood. The
Mule had never minded. He was entirely loya to Sandoval, and if it was something that amused his good
and great friend, then that was enough for him.

“When . .. did thishgppen?’ Sandova asked, running hisfingersthrough histangle of unruly hair.

“Two weeks ago.”

“Two. .. weeks?" Sandovd could scarcely believe it. He was seated at his desk in the barely functional
cavern that served as his office, and now he rose so quickly that he nearly banged his skull on the low
overhead. He caught himsdf at the last moment and only grazed his scalp. “ And you only thought to tell
me now?’

The lieutenants looked at one another sheepishly, and again it was the Mule who was the spokesman.
“No, Arnim,” he said gently. “Wetold you when it happened. And severd timestheresfter. Y ou were
not capable of . . . retaining the knowledge.”



Sandova dared at the Mule with open incredulity, and then to the othersfor confirmation. They nodded
amost in unison. Sandova glanced over at a haf-filled bottle of wine that was Stuated on the far end of
his desk. He reached across, picked it up, and then upended it. The contents splattered onto the floor
and he held the bottlerigidly asthe liquid glug-glugged its way to freedom. Within momentsit was empty.
“| gppreciate the symbolism,” the Mule commented straight-faced, “ but | would have appreciated the
offer of theliquor much more, if you weren't going to haveit.”

Sandoval laughed at that. He couldn’t remember the last time he' d laughed. It felt good. “ Two weeks,
you say.” He shook his head in wonderment.

“We haveit ontape,” said one of the lieutenants, a dyspeptic older man named Gregor.

Sandovd could barely retain his excitement upon hearing that. “Where?’ he said eagerly. “ Show me.
Show me!”

Thisin turn caused much laughter among hislieutenants, who thought hisamost childlike enthusasm to be
most amusing and certainly not at al in kegping with theimage of the terrorizing Arnim Sandova that the
rest of the world knew. In short order, they had set up the videotape machine, and Sandova was front
and center as they watched the departure of President Arthur Penn from the White House.

A helicopter was Situated on the great lawn in the back of the White House, and the place was
wall-to-wall bodies. . . press, presumably, athough there were clearly White House staffersin evidence.
The Vice President was nowhere to be seen, which was certainly standard operating procedure.
Sandoval couldn’t help but think what cowards the Americans were, that the two most powerful menin
the country were never alowed to make any sort of public appearance together lest they fall prey to
terrorist atack. Here the Americanstold themsalves that they were carrying on with business as usud,
and yet even the most heavily guarded peoplein the entire country alowed Sandova and otherslike him
to dictate where they went and what they did. It filled him with aswelling sense of pride and
accomplishment. It made him fed powerful. It made him want to have sex. He glanced for amoment at
the urn across the way and put such thoughts out of his head.

The sky above the White House was charcod gray, and afew snowflakeswerefaling lightly. “Tdl mehe
crashed in ablizzard,” Sandoval commented.

The Mule shook his head. “ One must not ask for too much, my friend, or God will become most
ungenerous”

“True. True,” agreed Sandova, and kept watching.

There came the wife on some sort of large rolling bed device. She was held completely immobilized
within ametal structure, and Sandova could see tubes and whatnot attached that were serving to keep
her dive. Her eyes were closed as one dead. For amoment Sandova couldn’t help but wonder if she
truly was dready dead, and thiswas dl some great show to try and convince the American people that
shewas ill dive. It was certainly possible. Americans believed just about any damned thing that their
leaders or their beloved Madison Avenue commercia agenciestold them.

He was surprised to hear Gregor say, quite softly, “ She. . . wasabeautiful thing, wasn't she?’

Sandova turned and stared at Gregor. “Y ou are not sympathetic for these people, areyou?’ Therewas
no hint of warning or threat in histone. He smply seemed a bit surprised.

“I have as much for them asthey havefor us,” replied Gregor, watching as the immobilized Gwendolyn
Penn was hoisted up into the bowels of the waiting helicopter. “It issmply an observation.”

Sandova nodded dowly and turned back to watch. And then abroad smile broke across hisface.
Because there he was on the screen, the ex-president himself. Arthur Penn, wearing along black coat
that whipped around in the wind. His shoulders were squared, but his head was down, and Sandoval
couldn't tdll for sureif it wasin shame or if hewas smply lowering hishead and soldiering on againgt a
brisk wind. The crowd was pressed in on their Sde, although Secret Service men wereclearly in
evidence, taking nothing for granted as they provided a human shield between themselves and their
former chieftain. And as Penn walked the long path between the back of the White House and the
helicopter that would take him on his way, the people he passed—one by one—sa uted. He did not
seem to acknowledge them. Sandova wondered if Penn wasfully aware of where he was or what was
happening. He wondered if Penn had spent his last days getting drunk. We all have our own caves,



Sandova thought bleskly. For perhaps amicrosecond he actually felt a smattering of sympathy for Penn.
How inappropriate. He was almost embarrassed to fed that way.

Penn kept going, and the people aong the way held their slutes. When he had gotten al the way to the
gairs of the helicopter, he turned with one foot upon the bottommost stair and faced the people who had
come out to see him off. He brought hisright hand up and snapped off abrisk and efficient sdlutein
response to those who were facing him. Then he smiled, but he looked pallid and world-weary. Now
you know how | feel, you bastard. Now you know how | feel.

“Remarkable, isn't it?’ the Mule said as Arthur took the final, long walk up the stairsto the hdlicopter.
“Remarkable. . . what?’ asked Sandoval.

Mule shifted in hischair. “Herewe are.. . . we with our network, our organization, we ‘little men,’ as
someone once called us. And we have caused an American president to step down. We,” and he
thumped his chest with obvious sdf-satisfaction, “ have unvelled, for al the world to see, the fundamentd
weakness of the so-caled leader of the free world. No one will ever ook at such aman again without
having doubts asto his courage or his spiritua endurance.”

“Yes...yes you'reright!” Sandova said with growing excitement. Onthe TV screen, the hdlicopter
was preparing to lift off the pad, but Sandova aready wasn't paying any attention to it. “ And that’ sgoing
to be the point of our next tape!” He was on hisfeet, pacing in that way he had when seized with some
sort of new enthusiasm. “We re going to drive home to them that American leaders are so weak, O
unable to stand up to us, that they depart when terrorism strikes home.”

“And not only that,” the Mule spoke up, “but we can say that the American leaders obvioudy don't care
when other citizensarekilled. Y ou never saw Penn offering up his resignation when strangers were blown
up. Clearly hedidn’t give adamn about them. Only his preciouswife.”

“I don’t know, that might be pushing the point,” Gregor said doubtfully.

But Sandoval was shaking hishead. “No. No, that' s not pushing it at al. That's exactly on target.”
Aswas aways the case when Sandova’ s organi zation was preparing another media assault, there was
much eager discussion about exactly what to say and how to say it. It was agiven that nothing would be
written down. Without exception, Sandova never worked off any prepared text. He wanted his
commentsto look spontaneous and unrehearsed, in order to distinguish himsalf from the meticuloudy
prepared, painfully affected manner in which so many other heads of state chose to present themsalvesto
the world.

They talked for an hour, covering the genera parameters of what Sandova would say. Once the tape
was completed, one of their people would bring it to the standard news drop. It was aregular drop-off
spot that had been arranged between Sandova’ s people and areporter for CNN. Sandova found it
endlesdy amusing that amajor news organization would willingly act asashill for the supposedly hated
and feared terrorigts. It made him redlize that, for al their rhetoric and grest discussion of theimmense
evil that Sandova supposedly represented, the world nevertheless found him incredibly fascinating and
couldn’'t wait to see what he had to say next.

Oncefully satisfied with dl that he had to say on their next presentation, Sandova placed himsdf in front
of the video camerawhile the Mule adjusted it as best he could, considering the dim lighting conditions
within which they had to work. “Thisisthelongest that | can recall that we weren't being shelled by
someone or other,” commented the Mule. “It certainly makesit easier to concentrate.”

“Perhagpsthey’ veredized thefutility of it,” replied Sandovd. “ Ther inteligence information is o
piss-poor, they haven't even come closeto hitting us.” Then Sandoval noticed that Gregor was sullenly
going about connecting the lights to provide as much illumination as possible. “Gregor . . . you have
something to say?’

Gregor merely shrugged. “1 am. . . suspicious, that' sdl. Suspicious of any ‘gift’ tous, evenif it's
something assmple as quiet for atime.”

“What are you saying?’

“Nothing. I'm saying—"

But Sandovd waked toward him, feding afaint buzz of warning in the back of hishead. “ Areyou
suggesting that they’ ve stopped shelling because some other form of attack is about to be made?’



Again Gregor shrugged. “I could not say.”

The Mule waved dismissively. “The Americans have not yet committed to any sort of ground attack, and
every other regional army knows better than to try and engage usin these caves. We have three hundred
men at Strategic locations, unassailable themsalves, and eadly able to pick off any intruders. We need not
worry about anything.”

Sandova nodded, realizing that everything the Mule was saying was the truth, and he had been foolish to
consider even for amoment that any sort of danger could possibly be at hand.

The smple fact was that they had won agrest victory. Sandoval wondered if he hadn't lost the ability to
gppreciate such athing. Perhapsin some ways he had become too battered down in his ongoing struggle
for...

For what?

He stared at his own image in the monitor and pondered, not for the first time, what was the purpose of it
al. His people remained scattered throughout four different countries, repressed and without rightsin al
of them, and ahomeland had yet to be offered by any country. He knew that his cause was ajust one.
The scriptures of the prophets had been clear on his destiny. Oh, yes, there had been spirited discussion
asto whether he wasindeed the Favored One, he who had been selected by God to lead his peopleto a
place of security, of safety. But he did not doubt it, not for amoment. Thesgnswere dl clear, the details
of hisbirth meshed with what was known of the Favored One. His destiny was assured, hisreason for
being indisputable. Therewas no question at al that he would, intime, win. The“how” of it might bein
dispute, but the result wasimmutable.

Stll . . . inthis place where day and night blended together, the passing of the sun in the sky meaningless
asthey dwelt in darkness. . . sometimes he would wonder and would doubt. And then, as quickly ashe
could, he would shove those doubts aside, for they benefited no one.

Thelights abruptly flickered. They looked around in confusion, and then they straightened themsalves out.
“Areweready?’ demanded Sandova, beginning to fed not only abit impatient, but sorry that he' d
dramatically poured out thewine.

The Mule gave him aconfident nod, and his other lieutenants stood around with their arms folded,
watching and smiling. They dways|oved when hedid this. He cleared histhroat and said, with utter cam,
“The American President hasfled from the scene of battle like the coward that heis. But | am still here,
And theterrorismwill continue—"

“Perhgps. But not with you.”

The unexpected voice startled them so completely that Sandoval—whaose full concentration had been
upon the cameralens—jumped half out of his chair, banging his knees on the underside of the desk. The
othersin the cavern whirled to face the newcomer, and were collectively dumbfounded to seea
raven-tressed, gray-clad woman with piercing green eyes staring at them.

Sandoval wasn't sure why, but the temperature in the cave suddenly seemed to drop. The Mule was so
distracted that he neglected to turn off the video camera

“Who areyou?’ demanded Sandova.

She smiled, and it seemed even colder. “1 am for you, Arnim Sandoval. For you and your associates.”
She moved with an dmost casud sinuousness. “I am the one who comesin the night and dinksin the
day. | am the one who knows, and laughs at that awareness. | am the one with gaze of stone and blood
of ice, and none speak of my heart, for I’ ve none to spesk of.”

They had no ideawhat she was talking about, but they didn’'t have to comprehend her to have their
sdearms out and pointed at her. She took in the wegpons with one sweeping glance and seemed more
amused by them than anything.

“How did you get in here?’ Sandoval said. He was till standing behind his desk, and for no reason that
he could articulate, felt some degree of comfort in the fact that he had alarge, obstructive object between
them.

“I gowherel wish.”

“I have men guarding dl the entrances.”

She shook her head, the black hair framing her face. “Not anymore.”



The temperature dropped further still, and Sandovd fdt chilled to the bone. He suddenly had an urgeto
relieve hisbladder, and it was al he could do to hold it. When he spoke again, it waswith less
vehemence than he’ d used before. “What do you mean?’

“I killed them.” She approached them with long, leisurely strides, and the men backed up but kept their
guns leveled upon her. “One by one, or sometimestwo or even three at atime. Very quiet. Shhhh,” and
she brought her finger to her lips. “Wouldn’t have wanted to disturb anyone.”

Gregor waslooking at the total absence of weapons upon her. The gray shirt and pants she wore were
S0 tight that they almost appeared to be a second skin. Clearly she was hiding nothing. “ Oh, really,” he
sad skeptically. “ Y ou killed three hundred men.”

“I don’t know. I lost count.”

“I see. And how, exactly, did you kill them?’

“Likethis”

She seemed to make avery dight move with her right arm. It should have meant nothing; shewas till a
good four feet away from them. At most, there appeared to be aquick blur in the air, nothing more.

And Gregor staggered back, blood fountaining down the front of his shirt. His mouth moved powerlesdy,
but no words came out. Instead it was nothing but short, stunted gasps that no one would have been able
to hear unlessthey were standing right there.

Before anyone could react, the woman took a quick step forward, bringing her within striking distance of
two other men. Her arms blurred once more, and still it seemed asif her targets were too far away to fall
victimto her, and yet down they went. They dropped their weapons, clutching at their throats, their faces
going dead white astheir lives drained down the front of their chests and onto the floor. They had called
themsalves Brothersin Blood, and never had it been so accurate as now, with their blood fredly flowing
into one another, the floor becoming thick and dark crimson.

The Muletook a step back and opened fire on the woman. His gun spat out bulletsin rapid succession,
and amost every one of them hit home. She staggered dightly from the impact of each one, but the smile
never left her face. “Isthishow you treat aguest?’ she asked, sounding dightly put out.

Horrified, uncomprehending, the Mule backed up and banged into the video cameraas he did o,
knocking the entire tripod mount to the ground. The camera spun asit went down and landed at an angle.
Both the Mule and the advancing woman were now within range of itslens.

Sandoval, paralyzed, glanced at the monitor. What he saw there caused him to scream for thefirst timein
severa years. And that time, it had been a scream of pure mourning. Thiswas pure terror.

He heard aripping sound, the sound of flesh being torn away and something liquid spurting like afaucet
knocked off asink, and he looked back just in timeto see the Mul€e' s head thump thump thump across
thefloor, an expression of permanent surprise etched on his features. Flecks of blood had spattered onto
the woman’ sface and her tongue darted acrossit. He looked back at the monitor, convinced that he was
losing his mind. On the monitor the tongue was forked, the face nothing human, but the eyes were il

that poisonous green.

She caught where hisglance was going. “ Y ou like to watch television,” she said with what sounded like
dawning comprehension. “ So much violence these days. Let’s seewhat elseison.” She shoved the
cameraover, and it did up against the Mule' sarm, outstretched from hisfallen body. The upper haf of
Sandova’sbody was clearly visble.

“What . .. what . ..” Thewords came out barely awhisper, hisvoice choked by the constricting vocal
cords. He il had hisgun in his hand, but had forgotten it wasthere,

“What am |7’ she said helpfully. “Well, at least you' re asking better questions now. ‘What' rather than
‘who.” But the question that’s more important at the moment, Arnim Sandovd, is. . . what areyou?’ She
smiled mirthlesdy. “Would you careto find out?’

Hetried to shake his head, but was pardyzed by her green-eyed gaze, and then something seemed to
thrust into his very being, to bisect his brain, to devour his soul, and he saw everything that he was and
would never be. A warm, yellowish stain seeped over the front of his pants, his bladder finaly giving way.
Hedidn't even notice. He could barely stand up, hislegs were trembling so violently.

“Y ou think you know terror?” she asked him. “Y ou can’t even begin to comprehend the word. Let me



show you,” and she stabbed forward, her body eongating, and Sandoval threw his hands over his head
and screamed, but there were none | eft to hear him.

THE VIDEO CREATES a sensation. There is huge dispute as to its factual content, for the images
that appear upon it are simply too insane to be believed. Some sort of gargantuan snake—an
anaconda, some speculate—swallowing Arnim Sandoval whole. Thisis, of course, preposterous.
There are no snakes of any size whatsoever in all of Trans-Sabal or any of the surrounding
regions, much less something that grotesquely huge. Yet thereit is, for all to see, on video released
on CNN with commentary from clearly astounded newscasters who obviously can’'t believe what
they're witnessing.

Not since Abraham Zapruder decided to film a home movie of John F. Kennedy' s motorcade
through Dealey Plaza is any visual record so subject to intense scrutiny. The original video is
made available to the most sophisticated digitizing labs in the country, who study it over and over
and over again. The reason they keep studying it is because they keep coming up with the same,
impossible results every time they do so: What is being displayed on the tape is absolutely
authentic. The great dictum of Sherlock Holmes is bandied about almost routinely on evening
news shows, namely that once the impossible has been eliminated, whatever remains—however
improbable—must be the truth. And the truth is that every expert on digital analysisisready to
swear on a stack of Bibles that the tape is genuine, and furthermore each expert is perfectly
capable of producing reams of laboratory studies to back that up.

Further backup is obtained when ground forces sweep into an array of cavesthat is believed a
possible hiding place of Sandoval’ s people, only to find the place filled with bodies. Bodies literally
by the carload, and blood everywhere. The place reeks of decaying corpses, and when word of this
state of affairs spreads, that isall that is needed to begin a massive, global hailing to whatever
divine providence has delivered Americans—and every other democratic people—fromthe
terrorist grip of Arnim Sandoval.

Is Sandoval’ s the only terrorist organization that presented a threat to the world? Naturally not.
But it isthe largest, and the best organized, and Sandoval had certainly been one of the most
charismatic leaders of them all. Furthermore, although there is no way to prove it, the nature of
Sandoval’ s obvious demise gives pause to even the most rabid of terrorist leaders. Thisis not
simply a man being shot, or crushed by bombs from overhead, or dying in any sort of remotely
normal situation. No, thisisa man who is consumed by a great beast of a creature. It has the
spark of divine intercession about it. The political pundits even suggest that Satan himself,
represented as in days of old by the great serpent, has materialized on earth to claim Sandoval for
one of hisown.

Arthur Penn considersit a mildly entertaining notion, and watches the spread of this theory on
religious talk shows. And he nodsin silent approval astalk of war dissipates like sugar in hot
water. With the most prominent enemy dead—uwith spiritual restitution taken out of the hide of
Arnim Sandoval—there is no point.

Of every being who walks and crawls and breathes on the face of the Earth, only Arthur Penn
knows the truth. He tells no one. Who is there to tell? Ron? Best he not know the unholy deal to
which Arthur agreed for the sake of hiswife. Nellie? She still remains oblivious of Arthur’strue
background, and there’ s no reason to change that state of affairs. Merlin? He's solid rock.
Percival ...?

Arthur sits and stares at the unmoving body of his wife. He listens to the steady beep of the
monitors. Sunlight that she will likely never see again filters through the window, dancing upon
her upturned face, and garnering no reaction.

“Percival,” he saysout loud, wondering where in the world his last and greatest knight could
possibly have gotten off to.

But he does not dwell on it. He sees no point in doing so.



He sees no point in much of anything anymore.

Gwen’ s breathing remains regular and regulated, and Arthur finds himself wishing that all the
years of immortality could catch up with himin one, great burst of chronological impossibility.
That the years would wash over him like a mighty tidal wave, and once they surge away from
him, there is nothing left except foam and air.

It does not happen.

Time stretches. People' s attention spans remain, as always, short. Days turn into weeks, weeks
into months, and while Terrance Stockwell does an excellent job as President, the public does
what it does best.

It forgets.

PARTE THE SECOND:

Swords

CHAPTRE THE FOURTEENTH

IN TIMES PAST, when Percival had been imprisoned for various offenses, he had kept arunning, crude
cdendar charting the length of hisincarceration. He had not been inspired to do so thistime, however.
Hewas't entirely surewhy he had foregone this dightly sour tradition. He could only think thet it was
because—on some level—he didn’t want to dwell on the length of an incarceration that might be
permanent.

So instead he passed hisdaysin occasona conversation with Gilgamesh, esting, deeping, relieving
himsdf, and pulling.

The discourse with the High King invariably ended in exactly the same manner, even though the
conversations themselves would range over an array of topics. Sooner or later, Gilgamesh would demand
undying fedlty from Perciva, Perciva would tell him whereto shoveit, and that would be that for the rest
of the day. Sometimes aweek or more would pass, depending upon how anatomically insulting Perciva
had been, before Gilgamesh would show up again for another talk.

Thefood they gave himwas minima initsquality. It didn’t matter to him dl that much. He was effectively
immortal, after all. So hisbody only needed the most meager of rationsin order to survive, and the
remarkable hedling ability provided him by the holy waters of the Grail centuries ago did therest. Still, an
occasiond filet mignon might have been nice, but he wasn't expecting such atreat to be forthcoming.
And the rest of the time, he pulled on the great ring attached to the door, which never seemed to give any
indication of noticing any of hisefforts. That did not deter him, though. He was aknight of the Round
Table, and though Camelot might be long gone and the table smashed to splinters, he possessed an
admirable sngle-mindedness that had served him well in the past and—ideal ly—would continue to do so
inthefuture.

Because time had lost meaning to him, Percival was unaware of the fact that it was precisely the eighth
minute of the eighth hour of the eighth day of the eighth month of his captivity when the great welded ring,
and the door to which it was attached, began to give way. The numerology of the moment wouldn’t have
meant adamn thing to him even if he had known. All he cared about was results.

He' d been yanking on thering in the exact same manner that he’ d ways been, and so couldn’t believe it
for amoment when this time—as opposed to the futility that had greeted his earlier efforts—the door
suddenly began to buckle. It happened with no warning at dl, but Perciva instantly capitaized on the
unexpected boon. His foot braced againgt the wall, a sudden surge of energy and strength vaulting
through hislimbs, Perciva gritted histeeth and pulled harder, ever harder, his heart racing with
anticipation.

From down the hall he suddenly heard aguard’ svoice cal, “Hey! What' s going on in there?’ in response
to the creaking of the door, and Perciva felt abrief rush of panic. If his constant pressure on the door all
these months had actually brought it to the brink of collgpse, and he was caught out, they’d smply tiehim
down or chain him up whilethey replaced it . . . and he would be right back where he started.

But the panic, rather than shattering his concentration, instead focused it like alaser, and Perciva put



every last remaining dram of strength into hisactions. All hisfrudration, al hisanger, dl the fury that he
felt at the ages-old High King for kegping him imprisoned in this manner, al of it telescoped down for him
and converged upon this one single obstruction.

And with the shocking suddenness of aheart attack, the great iron ring and the locking mechanism to
which it was attached gave way, ripping free of the door like a cannon shot. The door was dmost haf
bent inward as Percival grabbed the newly made, gaping hole and yanked the door open as hard as he
could.

The beefy guard was standing there. Had he been sporting amachine gun, it might have been
problematic, but instead he was standing there with a sword dung on hiship, fill safdly inits sheath. He
obvioudy hadn't redlized the severity of the problem he was about to face; he' d just been checking out
what sounded like excess noise in Perciva’s cdll. Hisjaw dropped even as he took a step back and
grabbed for the hilt of hissword.

The sword, apparently not as well-oiled asit should have been, stuck for amoment in the scabbard.
Truthfully, it wouldn’t have mattered in the end if it had come clear when he'd first pulled onit, because
Perciva was smply too fast. With one quick movement he closed the distance between the two of them
and brought hisfist up in ablur. It connected squarely with the guard’ sthroat, temporarily paralyzing his
vocal cords so he could not cry out. The guard should have considered himsdlf lucky. If Perciva had
struck harder, he could have crushed his windpipe and doomed the guard to suffocation within minutes.
Asit was, the guard staggered, grabbing reflexively at histhroat and till trying to cry out. Percival moved
with the practiced ease of one for whom combat is not a hurried endeavor, but instead something that is
won through maintaining one’ s center of calm. He took two steps forward, deftly turned Sdewaysasa
desperate punch from the disoriented guard glanced past his chest, and backhanded the guard in the
face. Theimpact sent him staggering back and he dammed his head againgt the wall of the corridor.
Consciousness did away from him even ashe did to the floor.

Percival unbuckled the guard’ s sword belt and strapped it around his own waist. He yanked out the
sword then, swept it back and forth. He smiled approvingly. The baance on the wegpon was certainly
respectable, and the edge of the blade seemed quite keen. He hoped he wouldn’t have to useit, though.
He' d had more than enough trouble during his unexpected stay.

Neverthdess, he gripped the sword firmly as he started cautioudy down the corridor. It wasilluminated
with faintly flickering torches. It was hard for Percival to believe that he wasin the twenty-first century,
consdering everything around him seemed trangported from an earlier age. He moved with impressive
slence, hisfeet padding along the floor. Out of his cell, he became aware of the stink that was radiating
from hisbody, and hefdt asif he was going to pass out from his own stench. He wondered whether that
alone would be enough to raise some sort of darm.

Heturned acorner.

Gilgamesh wasright in front of him,

Both of them froze for an instant, each equally surprised to see the other, but it was Percival who
recovered faster. His action wasingtinctive and, therefore, impossible to foresee.

Perciva siwung hisright foot up with as much strength as he could muster and ddlivered a powerful kick
directly to the private parts of the High King.

Immorta or not, warrior or not, legend or not . . . akick in the balsremainsthe greeat leveler of al men.
Gilgamesh went down, gasping, his eyeswidening in shock. For aheartbeat Perciva considered bringing
his sword around and down and trying to behead Gilgamesh on the spot. But he sensed, correctly, that
anything he did to prolong the encounter would work in Gilgamesh' sfavor, would give him timeto
recover. Gilgamesh was powerful enough that, even in his agony, he would be able to block asword
thrust with his bare hands, and as Perciva continued to try and assail him, Gilgamesh would dowly work
through hispain until the knight eventualy found himsdf facing afully recuperated and wildly infuriated
High King.

All of this became quite clear to Perciva even as he realized that the best place for him to be at that
moment was anyplace but where he was.

Percivd vaulted forward, landing squarely on Gilgamesh' s back, which was not adifficult chore since



Gilgamesh was bent over at that moment. The impact shoved the High King flat onto his ssomach, a
stunned “Bastard!” shoved out from him, but Perciva kept going. And as he ran, he heard Gilgamesh
gather what little air he was able to get into hislungs and gasp out, “ Enkidu!”

That was exactly the name that Perciva did not wish to hear escape the High King'slips, but he had no
timeto dwell onit. Instead, heran.

Gods, he had forgotten what that was like. Cooped up for over haf ayear, he had exercised constantly
in hiscell because he d redly had nothing much el seto do. He had kept his muscles honed and stretched,
s0 they would not become lax from lack of use, but thiswas the first opportunity he' d had to redly cut
loose. And he seized the opportunity with both hands. . . and, even more accurately, both legs.

He sprinted through the corridors. There was adoor at the far end standing in hisway. He had no idea
what was on the opposite side: Enkidu, an opposing army, or freedom. It didn’t matter, nor did he dow.
He hit the door at adead run and it splintered and burst open from the impact.

Full daylight struck his eyes, and he felt asif the sun was going to sear his eyeballs from the sockets. For
the briefest of moments he paused, shielding hisface, squinting agains the brightness. Therewere no
clouds overhead, and he inhaled deeply the invigorating air of freedom.

He had emerged onto aflat but verdant plateau, and there was thick tree coverage less than ahundred
yards away. He glanced briefly behind him, saw asmple building that looked like ajail of old, and then
thought no more of it. He was far more concerned with what was ahead of him than what was behind
him, liberty as opposed to more captivity.

And he would not be captured again. He d sooner diefirdt . . . presuming death wastruly willing to take
onesuch ashe.

He sprinted for the forest, and that was when he heard the ground beginning to shake benesth him.
Something was coming, and it was large and making no endeavor at dl to hideitsarrival.

Behind him, at the opposite end of the clearing, was more of the forest; apparently it ringed the area. He
heard the crashing of limbsfrom that area behind it. Whatever was coming was dready hard on histrail,
and he wasn't going to have much time. Taking a deep bregth, Perciva ran. Hetried to tell himsdlf that,
once he gained the woods, he would be safe. He knew that he was kidding himself, but it helped him to
believe that pleasant notion rather than the truth . . . the truth being that the creature pursuing him could
probably track him through forest, across desert, and even into hell and back.

He reached the woods, practicaly threw himsdlf into them, and kept going. Therewasno essily
demarcated trail for him to follow, but fortunately things were not incredibly overgrown. If he' d needed
to hack hisway through, he wouldn't have had aprayer. Not that his chances were very promising as
things stood.

He heard a cessation of branches crashing behind him. His pursuer had reached the open land, and
would be back after him within seconds. Unfortunately, Percival had absolutely no ideawhere hewas
going. He reasoned that, since he was on an idand, he couldn’t go terribly wrong if he just headed in one
direction. Sooner or later he would get to the edge of it. Hejust couldn’t be sure whether that wasa
good thing or abad thing.

There was adistant roar, and once again the noise of pursuit reached his ears. The ground was angling
upward, the dick ground benesth hisfeet not providing much in theway of traction. Hetried to tell
himsdf that if the angle of the terrain was dowing him down, it would have the same effect on his pursuer.
And right after hetold himsdlf that, he further told himself that Santa Claus would likely swoop down with
his magic deigh and whisk him away to safety.

Branches whipped into hisface and he shoved them aside, running blindly. He wasn't feding any
exertion, which was good. What was bad was that he was positive his pursuer was gaining. It was
becoming obvious what he was going to have to do. He was going to have to pull out his sword and take
agtand againgt whatever the creature stalking him was. He wasn't looking forward to it. Legends of
Enkidu' s prowess had been handed down for century upon century, and Perciva might be animmortal
man and a powerful man, but aman he remained. He had encountered Enkidu only briefly those long
months ago, and granted, yes, he' d been taken by surprise, but even so the speed, strength, and power
of the cresture was S0 overwheming that Perciva did not count his chances as being particularly good.



And suddenly he was out in the open.

For aheartbeat he thought he had gone in acircle, but no. No, the ground was continuing to rise, and he
ran across the open areaasfast as he could, hisarms pumping . . .

And then skidded to a hdlt.

Hewas at the edge of a huge cliff. Obvioudy Pusdand was not entirely flat. It had some serious
elevation to it. He looked down. It had to be at |east a two-hundred-foot drop, and there was the ocean
damming into the bottom of the cliff, and he was reasonably sure there were some jagged rocks there,
t00. There were some darker areas of blue aswell indicating that there was some depth, but if he hit the
wrong area, he would wind up a battered and broken shell. Perhaps it would be a devastating enough
injury to kill even him. Or he might recover fromit. Or, worst case scenario, he would remain immortal
and trapped within ameat sack of abody that was human in name only.

The prospects were not promising.

Heturned, briefly considering the option of heading back into the forest at adifferent angle, perhaps
evading his pursuer long enough to find hisway around to another point with less dtitude. Instead he
frozein his place as Enkidu emerged from the woods, looking not the least out of breeth after having
chased Percivd dl thistime.

The distance between them was not more than about twenty yards, and yet Perciva felt asif they were
staring at each other over aspan of centuries. Percival retreated, and Enkidu remained precisaly where
hewas.

It wasthe first timethat Percival had seen the creature out in the fullness of the sun and standing ill. If it
weren't for the fact that Enkidu was chasing him down in order to drag Percival back into the darkness,
he would have found much to admire about the great beast-man.

Enkidu was naked in the sense that he was devoid of clothing. But he had need of none. His entire body
was covered with thick, glistening, tawny fur, with an extremely liberal amount of darker brown, mandlike
hair in the area.of hisloins. It matched the mane of hair that surrounded hisface, and he had an extended
snout that was—at the moment—rpulled back in asort of grimace. Histeeth were bared, his nostrils
twitching, and helooked asif he werefighting to rein himsdlf in. Despite the thick pelt, Percival could see
incredible, rippling snewsin hisarms, his shoulders, hislegs. He was not, however, as massvely built as
Gilgamesh was. But the power was there neverthel ess, deek and potentially devastating in the attack.
His posture was definitely human, as was much of his basic musculature. His hands did not end in pads,
but extended with elegant, tapered fingers and opposable thumb . . . dbeit with long, hard nailsthat bore
not alittle ressmblance to claws. His eyes, though, were the most human thing about him. They were
large and brown and, despite all the raging power that the beast clearly contained, appeared to |ook
upon the world with infinite sadness. The color was different, but in every other way those bottomless
eyesreminded Perciva of Arthur’s.

For along moment nothing further occurred after Perciva’sminimal retreat, each of them waiting for the
other to make some sort of move. Percivd realized that he wasn't more than afoot from the edge of the
cliff, and obvioudy Enkidu was aware of that aswell.

Percivd’slips and throat were suddenly very dry. Helicked them with what small moisture he could
manage, and then said, “Can you speak?’

Enkidu didn’t reply at firgt, and then he made a sort of bodily motion, which Percival redized was close
to ashrug. Enkidu’ s mouth opened and the voice that emerged was surprisingly light, gentle, reflecting
that same sadnessbornein the eyes. “What isthereto say?’ he asked, in very carefully enunciated
English, with an accent that Percival couldn’t place.

“Well,” Perciva sad, trying to sound reasonable, “you could say you were going to let me go.”

“I can't.” He shook hishead. It wasthe dightest of movements, but on him everything seemed huge.
“Yes, you can. You can smply wak away . . .” When Enkidu once again shook his maned head,
Perciva continued, “So you' re not saying you can't. What you' re saying isyou won't.”

Again tha shrug. Then hetilted his head dightly and asked, with obvious curiosity and even atouch of
hope, “ Areyou to fight me?’

Gods, | hope not, thought Perciva. “I’d assoon avoid it, if | could,” hereplied.



“Oh.” Enkidu looked atouch disappointed upon hearing that. “It hasbeentoo long . . . since | have
fought.”

“Wdll, I’'m sorry to disappoint you,” Percival said. Heremained &t the ready, poised on the bals of his
feet, not dlowing his concentration to stray from Enkidu for so much asasecond. “Inthisinstance, I'd
just as soon go for avoiding a conflict atogether.”

Enkidu frowned at that, and shook his head more vehemently, asif trying to shrug off atormentor. It was
afar more animal-looking reaction than any so far. When he focused on Perciva once more, he spoke
with arumble from deegp in his chest. “Too many words. Come here.”

“I'm afraid that wouldn't exactly bein my best intereststo—"

“Come herel” Thistimeit sounded far more like aroar, and suddenly Enkidu wastired of waiting. He
did not even require arunning start. Hislegs smply coiled and then unwound like rel eased springs, and
Enkidu vaulted the distance between the two of them, landing squarely on the spot on which Perciva was
danding.

Except that Percival was no longer standing there. What he did might have been seen asinsane or
foolhardy or wildly brave, but asfar as Percival was concerned, it was smply amatter of having no

choice whatsoever. Theinstant that Enkidu was airborne, Percival pivoted, bolted for the edge of the
cliff, and legped.

Enkidu let out aroar of frustration, skidding to ahdt and bardly sopping hisforward dide by digging his
talonsinto the ground. Asit was he tore up agood chunk of ground before arresting his headlong skew.
Anchored, he threw himself forward asfar as his powerful body would alow himself to extend and
swiped at the empty air as Perciva’ slegs cleared the assault by barely a centimeter.

Perciva arced through the air asfar asthe hurried thrust of hislegswould carry him. Therolling waters
far below him seemed to tilt at an odd angle, and then he threw hisarms forward in proper diving form
and plunged. Behind him was the frustrated roar of Enkidu; below him was the beckoning roar of the
ocean. What flashed through his mind was the knowledge that nothing was definite when it cameto the
Holy Grall, and thismight actudly prove to be the end of him. On onelevd, that didn't ssem sucha
horrible thing. On another, it very much did, particularly because he was utterly convinced—for no
reason he could redlly determine—that it wasimperative hetell hisliege lord what he had discovered
upon thisbizarreidand.

Don't let medie. . . | havetoo much I still need to do, he pleaded, wondering who it was he was
pleading to, and there were the rocks right below him and he wasn't going to clear them, hejust knew it,
and suddenly the rocks were gone because he wasfalling a an angle, and awatery grave yawned
upward toward him as he hit the water far more cleanly than he would have thought possible. But the
impact stunned him nevertheless, his mind going numb, the world swirling black around him, and the cold
enveloped him and carried him away.

CHAPTRE THE FIFTEENTH

NELLIE PORTER COULDN'T shake the fedling that she was being watched.

The gtreetlights had come on, casting aglow that should have been comforting but only seemed eerieto
her. The small one-bedroom housein which she lived was hdf ablock away, yet might aswell have been
amile off for al the comfort she derived from its proximity. It was a crigp, unseasonably cool September
night. A brisk ocean breeze was blowing in, aswas not unusua for thistime of year in Avalon, New
Jersey.

She couldn’t comprehend what it was that Arthur saw in the place. Avalon was a perfectly decent resort
town, considered by some to be the best in New Jersey. Situated in Cape May County, the main thing
the town had to offer—until the arriva of aformer president, that was—was excellent family-oriented
shore facilities. The population was just under two thousand, which made the Secret Service men happy.
Agent Cook had oncetold Nellie that they easily had enough bullets on them to blow away the entire
citizenry in the off-chance that the whole of the population should arise en masse againgt Mr. Penn.
Oddly enough, she had not taken tremendous comfort in this piece of information.

Intruth, Nelliewouldn't have minded smply living full-time & the modest domicile that housed Arthur,



Gwen, and the other staff people who occasionaly camein and out. But Arthur had inssted that Nellie
have aplace of her own. “Y ou're ayoung woman, Nellie, and should have alife outsde of this hdf-life
that Gwenand | live,” he had told her firmly, and had arranged for her little home out of his own pocket.
It was nothing extraordinary: amodest A-frame, creamy white with red shutters and afireplace that
would suit her nicely during the winter months. She didn’t much see the point: The entirety of Nellie's
existence focused around the Penns, attending to as much of their daily business as she was capable of,
taking care of Gwen, monitoring her fluid intake, and endlesdy looking for some sign of higher life
functions, even though she knew none would be forthcoming.

She had redized months earlier that she waslliterally in adead-end job. She did not, however, care. Her
devotion to Gwen was absolutdly unassailable.

There.

A clicking of heds on the sdewak behind her.

Ingtantly, taking a breath and stedling herself for whatever she might see, Nellie spun to face whoever it
wasthat was pursuing her.

The gtreet was empty. There, illuminated not only by the streetlamps but aso the full moon hanging in the
cloudless sky, Néllie could see that she was the only one around.

Shelet out a deep, unsteady breath and quickly walked the rest of the way to her front door. She pulled
her keys out of her coat pocket, but her hand was still shaking abit from the near-incident manufactured
by her own imagination, and so she dropped the keys. They clattered to the ground and she started to
kned to get them.

A gloved hand reached out and scooped them up before she got to them, and arough voice said, “I got
She jumped back, letting out a startled shriek, her hand clutched to her bosom to till the racing of her
heart. Her eyes were wide as she saw afamiliar, square-jawed face grinning at her. “ Dammit, Baumann!”
she snapped out. “What the hdll are. .. 7’

Néelielooked hurriedly right and left to make sure they were unobserved. Then, with an angry grunt, she
snatched the keys out of his open pam. Fred Baumann was grinning & her nervousness. “What, you
worried Eyewitness Newsis gonna come roaring up?’ he asked.

“Shut up,” she said tersdly, turning the keysin thelock. “ Go away.”

“Just wanted to talk.”

“ Go away!”

“Thanksfor theinvite,” he said, and as she opened the door, he stepped right in behind her, bracing it
with one hand so shewouldn't be ableto damit in hisface. At first shetried to push it shut against him,
but then with alow, frustrated groan she stepped away and alowed him to enter behind her, giving one
last ook to make certain they were unobserved.

The moment the door was closed behind them, she turned to face him, her hands on her hips. “Okay,
Baumann, what the hell do you want?’

Helooked aggrieved at her tone. “Isthat any way to treat your bestest friend in the whole wide world?’
He sauntered across the room, hands in the pockets of his battered overcoat. Nellieglared at himina
manner that she hoped would flay the skin from his bones. Unfortunately he didn’t appear to notice and
remained digtinctly unflayed. At least he didn’t remove his coat, which gave her amodicum of hope that
thiswould not be an extended visit.

“Y ou going to offer me anything to drink?’ he asked. He glanced around. “Dark in here. Trying to save
money on eectricity?’

“I don’t want to put on the lights because | want to lessen the chances of anyone seeing you here. And
wheat the hell are you doing here?” Mail was scattered on the floor, having been pushed through the mail
dot at the bottom of the door and now kicked around because of the hurried way in which she' d entered
the front hallway. With an angry hissof air between her teeth, Nellie knelt down and started gathering up
themall. “Y ou called me amonth ago and | told you nothing was happening. What part of ‘ nothing’ was
unclear?’

“You'renot trying.”



She stood, grasping the mail and putting it on asmall table near the front door. In the darkness of the
room, she ggped at hisindigtinct outline. “ Not trying! Look, Baumann,” and she strode toward him while
shaking afinger in hisface, “what the hell do you want from me? | can’t manufacture an ingde story for
you. | can’t pull something newsworthy out of my ass. The smplefact isthat today waslike the day
before, and the day before that, and the chances are spectacular that tomorrow’ sgoing to bejust like
today. All that’ sgoing to happen isthat Arthur Sitsaround, talks to Gwen while she lies there and doesn't
hear him, answers afew letters, and that’ sthe day. He doesn’'t go out. He doesn’'t do lectures. He. Just.
Sits” Shelet out a deep breath and then shook her head in disgust. “Y ou ask me, it' sawaste of
materid. There' salot more he can be doing about so many things. But it' slikeh€e's.. . . he' slost the will
to do anything about it.”

“What are you saying?’ Baumann asked, hisvoicerisng in eagerness. He d pulled a notepad from his
inside jacket pocket and clicked out apen to scribble. “That he'ssuicidal ? Isthat it?”

“No!” shesad in frustration. She stepped forward and batted the notepad out of his hands, sending it to
the floor. Baumann glowered up & her as he leaned down to get it. “ God, for aminute | forgot who |
was talking to. Would you just get out, please?’

And suddenly Baumann had walked right up to her, and he wasn't grabbing her or making any physica
contact, but there was almost no room between them, and Nellie backed up, bumping into the table as
shedid so. There was anger, and dso abit of fear, in hisvoice. “Okay, look, Nellie,” he said, and
athough the phrasing sounded friendly, there was definite threet in histone. “1 got my own problems,
okay?I’m agoddamn fredlancer, peddling my paperswherever | can, and the only thing | got going for
meisyou being ableto give me a heads up on anything Penn might be up to. But for months now you' ve
been giving me nathing.”

“There' s nothing to give! There' sno stories of any interest having to do with Arthur Penn or hiswifel”
For along, uneasy moment, Baumann said nothing. And then, very quietly, he said, “Ohhhh yesthereis.
And we both know it.”

Shetook another step back, knocking over the small table completely. Back onto the floor fell the letters,
but at that moment shedidn’t careat dl. “No,” she said. When he nodded, her voicefell to ahoarse
whisper. “Look . . . I’ ve done everything you' ve ever asked, cooperated, done you favors. . .”

“Let’ smake something clear, kiddo,” Baumann said sharply. “1’m the one who did you afavor. You and
Arthur and Gwen. I’ ve known about this story since before Penn became mayor, and | could' ve blown it
wide open then. And in defiance of every good journdigtic ethic in existence, | didn’'t do it. Do you know
why?’

“Because for abrief moment, you had a conscience?” said Nellie, her eyes momentarily flashingin
defiance. “Or because you figured that if you kept it under wraps, you could useit to land bigger fish
downtheline?

“No. Because | liked the guy, and | liked her, and | wanted them to win, so | sat onit. Never even told
my editor.”

“You'reaprince” shesaid sarcadticdly. “Prince of darkness”

He smiled lopsidedly at that, but then hisface darkened once more. “I’ll go with the story if | haveto. |
dill have the photographs.”

“Wehad aded!”

“All dedls comewith expiration dates, and | have my own problems.”

Nellie had never been aviolent woman, and she had no idea from where the impulse came. Nevertheless
her arm suddenly swung asif on its own, and she punched Baumann in the face. She' d been aiming at his
nose, but she was hardly any sort of accomplished pugilist, and al she managed to do was have her
knuckles glance off his cheekbone. It barely staggered him, but her intent was clear, and Baumann
rubbed hisfaceinirritation. “1 should go with the story right now just because of that,” he snarled.
“Luckily for you.. . . 'manice guy. | need some decent materid, Porter. Give me something ussful,
within the month, or I’ [l go withwhat | have.”

She opened her mouth to respond, but nothing came out. Without another word, he turned, opened the
door, and strode out, not even bothering to close the door behind himself. She kicked the door closed,



and then tried not to cry out with the anguish she wasfedling for fear that he might hear her, and she had
no desireto give him that satisfaction.
CHAPTRE THE SIXTEENTH

THE SQUALL HAD comein unexpectedly. It wasn't much earlier that Arthur had been gazing out upon
the Atlantic Ocean and seeing a body of water that was as calm asits sister ocean on the other side of
the continent. But then dark clouds had rolled in through the night sky, and far off there were flashes of
lightning, and the ocean was roiling up asif agreat hand had reached in and started stirring it about.

The temperature had dropped considerably aswell, but despite the chill of the night air, Arthur sat on the
back porch and wasn't the least bit discomfited by it. The screen around the porch protected him from
the rain that was sweeping through as well, but even if the moisture had been soaking him to the skin, he
wouldn’'t have given it asecond thought. He had, after al, grown up in the harsh climes of Britain, and it
took aconsderable amount of ill weather even to get his attention, much less make him fed
uncomfortable.

As hewatched the storm out at sea, and wondered if it was going to move closer to land, Arthur leaned
back in hisrecliner and speculated about what was going on in the world. What new crisswas
presenting itself in the Ova Office? What new dictator was rising up from the ashes of his predecessors
to wreak destruction and havoc? What country was experiencing drought or famine or war? Somewhere
out there, there was want and need and deprivation, and none of it was his concern anymore.

Except he couldn’'t help but fed that it was his concern. It was just that he was no longer capable of
doing anything about it.

“Don’t dwdl onit,” hesaid to himself, sinking his handsinto the pockets of his cardigan. He douched a
bit, looking asif he waswithdrawing into himsdif.

“Don't dwell on what?’

Heingtantly chided himsdlf for being so inattentive that he had actualy permitted someone to gpproach
him unawares. What a ghastly error for one who had once prided himself on being awarrior king . . .
particularly since the new arrival was making no attempt whatsoever at stedlth. The fact that anyone at all
was present was hardly cause for darm, because any new arrival would have had to be cleared through
the Secret Service agents who were permanently assigned to the former President. And the voice, even
the footstep of the new arrival wasingtantly identifiable to Arthur. Still, he had let himself become
unaccountably doppy. He had to watch that.

Hedid easily up out of the recliner and extended his hand to wel come Ron Cordoba, not dlowing the
dightest hint of his persond annoyance at his own ineptnessto be reflected on hisface. “Ron,” he said
genidly. “The chief of staff takestime out of hisbusy schedule to meet with aformer boss? I’ m flattered.”
“The storm shut down Newark Airport, so I'm stranded for a bit. Plus, I'm only chief of staff, | suspect,
through your good graces,” Ron said evenly.

Arthur made a dismissive sound. “Y ou tendered your resignation in good faith and took your chances.
President Stockwell’ s choosing to keep you on was hisdecision, fair and square. Can | get you
something to drink?’

“No thanks, I'm good.”

He studied Ron closdly, not immediately releasing his gragp on the man’ s hand. Ron was impeccably
dressed in acrigp navy blue, double-breasted suit, with aheavy black coat over it. He had grown a
pencil-thin mustache, which Arthur had to admit he was't particularly impressed by.

No, what struck him was Cordoba s overall appearance. Cordoba apparently noticed the way that
Arthur was looking at him, because he said warily, “ Everything al right, Sr?’

Arthur let hishand go then and gestured for himto Sitin achair identica to hisSituated nearby. As
Cordoba sat, Arthur assured him, “Everything' sfine, Ron. It'sjust . . . well, you look abit more haggard
than | remember. The demands of the office wearing you down a bit?’

Cordoba laughed. “ Sir, they were dready wearing me down back when you were running the show. It's
just that you didn’t notice because you were right there beside me, getting worn out dong with me.”
“Yes...yes that'strue,” Arthur alowed. “And how do | look now?’



“Refreshed. Relaxed.” He paused and then added, “ Regretful . . .”

“No,” said Arthur firmly, shaking his head as he gazed out at the ocean. He interlaced hisfingerson his
lap and, asif working on convincing himsalf, he said again, “No. No regrets, Ron. That way lies
madness. | did what | had to do.”

“I know you believethat . . .

Arthur fired alook at him. “Areyou patronizing me, Ron?’

“No, ar.”

“Well, good.”

A long moment passed in uneasy silence then, and Arthur was suddenly fedling confined, even usdessin
hisrecliner. Herose from his chair smoothly, uncoiling like agreet cat, and the movement made him
redlize just how much he d been sitting around lately. It was asif old muscles, long unused, were just
begging to be pressed back into service. “Why are you here, Ron? Yes, | know, you said the airport was
closed, but till . . . certainly there are more important things you could be directing your time towards
than hanging about the residence of aformer president.” Try as he might—and admittedly, hewasn't
trying al that hard—he was unable to keep the bitterness from hisvoice.

“There' sno ulterior motive here, Sir,” Cordobaassured him. “1 just wanted to see you and her, and see
how you'redoing. | ...” Helaughed softly. “1 fed like. . .”

Hewas clearly having trouble articulating it, and Arthur glanced over his shoulder at him. “Fed like
what?’

“| fed like your story’ s not done.”

Arthur made alow, annoyed growl in histhroat. “Y ou’ ve read too many fantasy tales, Ron. I'm no
storybook hero . . "

“But you are,” Ron insgsted, and he got up from his chair with considerably less grace than Arthur had
displayed. “I know. When | was akid, | read the storybooks, and there you werein them.”

“Itwasn't me,” Arthur replied softly. “It wasthis. . . construct that storytellers cobbled together. Bits and
pieces of legends, strewn through history, endlesdy interwoven and reinterpreted for new generations. |
was young or old, wise or witless, knowledgeable or just damned lucky, depending upon the needs of
the narrators. Who | really was, what | truly hoped to accomplish, my own wants and desires. . . none
of them truly knew.”

“Did you?’

Arthur didn’t answer immediately, and then, findly, al he did was shrug. “1 think | did once. But it wasa
very long timeago . . . and for some reason, it seemsto matter very little to me now.”

“Soyou'vegiven up.”

Hetook in abreath and let it out dowly. “I do not think,” he said to Cordoba, “that | appreciate the
direction this conversation isgoing, Ron.”

“Wadll, I'm sorry about that, but—"

“No, | don't think you are.”

“Fine, I'mnot!” Ron said impatiently. Arthur glared at him, but the forceful gaze of an ancient king Ssmply
wasn't what it used to be, in the twenty-first century. “Dammit, Arthur, you were. . . you wereon a
quest! A quest to do great things! And you walked away fromiit!”

“Wehad thisdl out at thetime, Ron.”

“Perhgpsyou did, sir. Me, | was pretty stinking drunk, and so don’t remember much of it.”

“Yes. Yes, youwere,” Arthur admitted. “I was abit embarrassed for you, frankly. But none of that
changes anything—"

“Arthur—"

“Ron,” heinterrupted him before he could continue, “take alook at the world.” He made awide,
encompassing gesture. “It goes on just fine without me. It goes on whether I’ m there or not.”

“Just as Gwen would have.”

Hisface darkened at that. “Leave her out of it . . .”

“I wish | could.” He looked down, staring at the tops of his shoes. “I stopped in her room aminute ago
before coming out here. Shejust liesthere, withering away. Except she' sdoing it on the outside, and |



think you're doing it ontheingde.”

“Don’'t presumeto know me, Ron.”

“Wadl, you said it yoursdlf, didn’t you? Y ou hardly know yoursaf anymore, so why shouldn’t otherstake
awhack at trying to figure you out.”

Arthur turned toward him, suddenly seeming agood dedl taller than he had before. In the distance, the
thunder rumbled, mirroring his own mood. “What would you have me do, Ron, eh? Take back my
position? Tour the world as some sort of ambassador of goodwill? Or perhaps | should hunt down a
dragon or two to day, eh? Rescue afew damselsin distress? | could try to go out and catch aunicorn by
thetail.”

“Arthur—"

“I don't know what you want of me, Ron!” he exclamed, pacing furioudy. The confines of the
screened-in porch suddenly seemed far too small for him. “1 don’t know what any of you want from me.
All the storytdlers, dl the fantasdts. . . and even the redlists such as yoursdlf, who can't help pinning
heroic aspirations upon me because of talesthey read in their impressionable youth. I'm just aman, Ron.
A man who did the best he could with what was given him. A man who didn’t have his prioritiesin order,
and once he redlized what they were, it wastoo bloody late.”

And to Arthur’ s surprise, Ron’' s response was heated. “1 think you gtill have no ideawhat your priorities
are, gr.”

“Oh, redlly. And what, young man, do you think my priorities should be.”

Ron took a deep breath, asif he were about to jump off acliff, and then said, “I think you should be out
onagquest.”

Arthur stared at him, his eyebrows arched so high that they nearly came to the top of his scalp, and then
he laughed. It was not a hostile laugh, but rather one of pure, amost joyous amusement. Ron looked
suspicious, clearly unsure of how to gauge the former President’ s reaction. He almost took a step back
when Arthur’ s hand came around, but he smply clapped it on Ron’ s shoulder and smiled. “How very
charming,” hesad.

“Charming, 9r?’” asked Ron.

“| keep forgetting that I’ m alegendary sort of fellow,” said Arthur. Heleaned againgt his chair, gazing out
at the ocean without redly seeing it. “Maost American presidents aren’t legendary. Formidable, yes.
Famous or infamous, as circumstances may dictate. There have even been some who have bordered on
bigger-than-life. And certainly those unfortunate few who were martyred, felled by ns, come close
to the legendary. But | am the true stuff of legend. Before me, you more or less have to go back to
Thomas Jefferson. And because | am legendary, you naturally seek out alegendary means of finding a
pastimefor me”

“It' snot Smply apastime, sir,” Ron assured him. *“Y ou need something to focus on. Some grest crusade
that’ s part of something bigger and greater than you could ever hopeto be. Sir, I’ ve read the medical
reports. We both know that Gwen could stay like . . . likethat,” and he pointed in the generd direction of
her room, “indefinitely.”

“No.” Arthur shook hishead sadly. “No. Hardly indefinitely. | know abit about such things.”

“Shé'll age. She'll die. And so will you. And you' |l never accomplish another thing in your life.”

“S0?" sad Arthur with ashrug. “Haven't | accomplished enough? Isn't being alegend sufficient?”

And in an unexpectedly harsh voice, Ron replied, “A legend iswhat others have made you into. What
you' ve made yourself into isaquitter.”

Ron never saw Arthur’ s hand move, but he certainly felt it asit cracked sharply againgt hisjaw. The next
thing he knew he was airborne, and then he crashed against the far sde of the porch.

There was the sound of running footsteps, and two Secret Service men were standing there, looking
around in confusion, their handsin their jacketsto pull out their guns. They stared at Arthur, who did not
appear the least perturbed, and then at Ron on the floor, who was trying to pull himself together and
having only margina success.

“Do ether of you gentlemen have ahandkerchief?" Arthur asked coolly.

The Secret Service men exchanged looks and then one of them reached into hislapel pocket and



produced asmal white cloth. Arthur took it from him, and then nodded and said, “ Thank you. Asyou
were.” Without aword, they pulled their hands out of their jackets and stepped away from the doors.
Arthur tossed the handkerchief down to Ron. *Y our noseis bleeding. Y ou may want to staunch that.”
Ron glared up at Arthur as hedid so. *'Y our concern for my welfareistouching,” he said, hisvoice
understandably congested.

“It’' scertainly greater than your own concern for your welfare, if you' re foolish enough to say such things
tome,” retorted Arthur. “Honestly, Ron, how did you think | was going to react when you said that?’

“I was't thinking that far ahead.”

“That muchisobvious,” he said with an annoyed sniff. “1 may not be what once | was, Ron, but that does
not make me nothing, nor will you addressme asif | were. | trust we understand each other?’

Ron looked asif hewere going to say something €lse unwise, but then obvioudy thought better of it and
smply nodded, standing carefully as he did so.

“Good.” Arthur shook his head sadly and said, “When you' ve been around for aslong as| have, Ron,
you learn not to toss around such terms as‘ quest’ lightly. A questisa. . . it'snot just asearch for
something. Not just awalkabout where haf adozen jolly friends with swords are seeking out some
glittering treasure somewhere. A quest is something that comes from the soul and definesaman. It'snot
arbitrary or capricious. You don't just sumble uponiit. | can’t smply walk down to the nearest
convenience store and order a quest from the counterman like ataco, or go down to the beach and
discover that aquest hasrolled up onto the shore.. . .”

“What thehdl ...?

Arthur didn’t understand for amoment why Ron had reacted in that manner, but then he realized that
Cordobawasn't looking at him at al. Instead his attention had been drawn to something at the water’s
edge. He turned and followed Ron’ s gaze.

A man was lurching out of the surf. He was not dressed in any sort of bathing gear; instead he was
wearing what appeared to be some sort of fatigues. Looking like the proverbial drowned rat, he
staggered forward afew steps, and looked in the generd direction of Arthur’s house, tossing off acheery
wave before collapsing to the sand.

The namewas out of Arthur’s mouth before his brain had even fully processed it “ Percival!” Hewas
out the back door of the porch, sprinting across the beach, with Ron desperately trying to catch up with
him.

Arthur amost stumbled once as the sand shifted under hisfeet, but quickly he righted himself and got to
the missing knight just as Percival rolled over onto hisback and stared up at the night sky with
wonderment. His chest started shaking; he actually appeared to be laughing. Arthur ran up to hisside and
gtared down inincredulity at the Moor, his own chest heaving from the sudden exertion of therun. “ Stars
and blazes, it isyou! Perciva!”

“S0...90itis” gasped out Perciva, showing no inclination to it up. He coughed deeply severa times,
clearing seawater from hislungs. “Good . . . to see you, Highness. Ah. And Ronald,” he continued as
Cordoba skidded to ahalt at Arthur’'sside. “Hereaswell?’

“Where the hell have you been!” demanded Arthur. He didn’t know whether to fed relieved or angry,
and compromised by being both at once. “Y ou disappeared, Percival! Bloody disappeared! Without the
dightest . . . why are you laughing again?”

“Because,” Perciva managedto get out, “1I’m seeing mysdlf . . . inmy mind'seye. . . awhaeonthe
beach . .. agreat black whale. .. Moby Black . . .”

“Stand up,” said Arthur, and there was no trace of amusement in hisvoice.

Perciva heard that tone and his response was immediate. His legs were wavering a bit, but that did not
deter him from Stting up, Stuating hislegs under himsdlf, and then pushing himself to afully standing
position. He put hisarms out to either side to balance himself asif he were upon atightrope, and once he
was fully confident that he was not going to topple over from what was clearly exhaustion, he bowed
dightly at thewaist to acknowledge hisliege.

Arthur very briefly embraced him then, relief flooding over him at the Sght of hisonly remaining knight
after ayear’ s absence. Then hetook a step back and said, with as much of a scolding tone as he could



muster, “Y ou scared the hell out of me, you know. Disappearing like that.”

“It was not exactly my option,” Perciva told him.

Hewas garting to shiver, histeeth chattering dightly. Arthur promptly removed his own jacket and
draped it around the Moor’ s shoulders. “Come. Let us get you inside, before the stormrollsin. . "
“It'snot going to. It'sgoing south to north, not east to west.”

“How do you know?’

“Because | wasinthe middle of it,” said Perciva. They started toward the house, and Perciva’ swords
came out in an amost frenzied rush. “When | escaped, | swam and swam and was picked up by atramp
steamer bound for Singapore, and while aboard that | learned of what had happened to Mrs. Penn, so |
jumped ship and caught passage on atunaboat bound for the States, and then learned that you'd
relocated to your house herein Avaon, so when we passed the Jersey shore | absconded with alifeboat
and made my way here, except the storm sank my boat, so | swam therest of theway . . .”

“You can't be serious” Ron finally managed to squeezein.

“Have you ever known me not to be serious?’

“Gods above, Percival, what an escapade!” said awondering Arthur. “But . . . | don’'t understand.
Escaped from where? Where were you?’

And Perciva stopped in histracks, turned to face hisliege, and—forcing his voice to stay calm and
even—sad, “I found the Grail. It' son anidand. It's of anidand. And the residents of theidand don’t
ageanddon’'tdie. I think . . . I think if you bring Gwen there. . . shecan behedled.”

Arthur and Ron gaped at him.

“Isthere anything around here to est that’ s not fish related?’ inquired Percival.

THE HIGH KING burns with a deepening fury.

Heisbarely able to look at his beloved Enkidu. Enkidu has not groveled before him. Enkidu has
too much pride, too much of the wild about him, to prostrate himself before even the glory of the
being who is two-thirds god, one-third man. “ You have failed me,” he saysto Enkidu, and the
lion-man does not dispute it or apologize for it or grovel over it or even offer hislife in penance.
Instead he simply says, “ Yes.”

Gilgamesh supposes that he should be grateful, even appreciative for that. It is not within Enkidu,
asit iswithin others, to serve up excuses. It is clear that, as far as Enkidu is concerned, he has
done his best. If his best is not good enough for Gilgamesh, then clearly that isthe High King's
concern rather than Enkidu’s.

And yet, Gilgamesh cannot help but find this complacent attitude all the more annoying.

He considers taking his mighty sword and hacking at Enkidu, but he knows this will be a waste of
time. So instead he storms away from his great friend, moving through his palatial estate like a
thundercloud, rumbling and fulminating in that unique way he has. All know to steer clear of him
when such a mood seizes him.

He endeavors to summon the Aged One, but no one seems to know where heis. Thisinfuriates
Gilgamesh all the more. Despite his great age, he can and occasionally does act like an
overgrown brat, and thisis one of those times. He resolves to close himself in hisroom and
remain there with neither food nor water, without human company, without anything except a
resolve to punish people by his absence. So taken with his own fabulousnessis he, that it does not
occur to himthat one person’s punishment is another’ s blessing.

He goes to his room and does indeed shut himself in. The doors slam with a thundering thoooom
and he remainsin the fairly dramatic pose, leaning forward against the doors with his palms flat
against them. Hisjaw is set and his breath comes in ragged gasps even though he has not
especially exerted himself.

“ Alone at last,” says a voice from behind him.

He whirls, caught flat-footed. It is a dlightly exciting experience, to be so off guard. It has not
happened to him for many, many a year.



The woman is standing several feet away from him. She looks human. She smiles like a human.
Her eyes glitter green, and he is Gilgamesh, two-thirds god and one-third man, and he knowsin a
heartbeat that she is very far from human.

“What manner of creature are you?” he demands.

She appearsimpressed, her head tilted inquisitively to one side, like a cocker spaniel. “ You see
me, not perhaps for what | am, but at least for what | am not. You have learned much, High
King.”

“ Sncewhen?” he says suspicioudly.

“Sncel first came to you millennia ago, when you were king of Uruk in Babylonia, and it amused
me to pose as a serving girl. You werein your later years at the time. Older. Not the handsome
specimen which you have become.” She moves toward him, and does not seem to walk so much
as she undulates. Sheruns her fingers over a faint white line that crosses his chest, almost
invisible to the naked eye beneath the deep tan that adorns his vast expanse of muscled flesh. “ |
gave you this. Do you remember?”

His eyes go wide. “ Of course | do,” he says, his body tensing in preparation for a possible
offensive maneuver on the woman'’s part. “ The meat was hanging off my body in a great slab.
Some thought | would die from such a mortal wound.”

“ Some, yes. But not you. Never you. You never doubted,” and she runs her tongue across the tops
of her lower teeth, “ did you? Not for a moment.”

Sowly he shook his head. “ No. | never doubted. It was . . . simply another challenge. The High
King likes a challenge.”

“1 wasyoung . . . and new to the world.”

He tries to disengage her, but does so halfheartedly. After a moment he ceases doing so, and
instead looks down at her firmly. His thoughts fly back to a time when he was in a jungle several
centuries ago, searching for large game, and he discovered a great snake wrapped around a
ferocious leopard and slowly, methodically, squeezing the life fromit. “ How young and new to the
world could you have been, if | had my way with you?” he asks.

“1 never knew you to shrink from even the youngest of girls, High King, but | was not young in
that sense. Tell me, High King . . . tell me the story of the Plant of Life.”

He pauses, now completely disengaging himself from her. He stares at her suspiciously, and part
of himwishesto remain silent. But he is being asked to discuss an aspect of hislegendary
adventures, recorded by Sumerians in clay tablets two thousand year s before the man known as
Jesus of Nazareth walked the earth. The High King is incapable of ignoring such invitations.
“I...traveled to speak with he known as Ziusura. It was said that he knew how to defy death, to
live forever.” He watches her eyes carefully, searching for some reaction to his words, although
he doesn’t know precisely what it is that he seeks. “ Finally, | found him. He explained to me that
the gods had rewarded himwith immortality, for he had served them well and helped the world’'s
animals survive the Great Flood. Obviously his peculiar situation was of no use to me. But before
| left, hiswife told me of a magical plant that could at |east restore me to my youth. At great risk,
| obtained the plant, which grew at the bottom of a great sea. On my way home, however, while |
was bathing, a passing serpent snapped up the plant. Thelast | saw of it, it was dlithering away
and shedding itsskin . . .”

He pauses then, and looks into those eyes, and he has a glimmering of comprehension. She smiles
inagrimand yet amused manner.

“You begin to comprehend,” she tells him, “ the debt | owe you. For | was that serpent, High
King. An ordinary, ground-crawling serpent.” He stands immobile, staring down at her, and once
mor e she insinuates her arms around him. He does not at all resist this time, although heis not
entirely sure why he does not. “ When | ate that plant, however, it had a much greater and more
catastrophic effect upon me than it would have upon the humans for whom it was intended. It
made me, High King, into who | amtoday. A creature of human and serpent qualities. The first of
my kind, although | have spawned others since.”



The High King trembles with suppressed rage. “ You . . . areamonster. | ama dayer of
monsters.”

“Indeed. But all things must even out, High King. If a stroke of your sword destroys, then fate
decrees that you must in some manner create aswell. That is the way of the world.”

“ And the way of Gilgamesh isto hunt down and slay prey . . . which isall that you are,” hetells
her. He even tries to reach for his sword, but is surprised to discover that—although he envisions
his hand motioning toward his weapon—it is, in fact, not budging.

“Why dlay, or at least attempt to slay, that which poses no threat to you. Indeed, that which has
come to warn you.”

Her hand wander s across the hard flatness of his belly and is continuing in a southerly direction.
Hefeels asif he should be repulsed by this. . . this creature in the shape of a woman. Yet his
attraction to her is palpable, like a thing alive. He feels as if it is another aspect of his personality
altogether, previously unknown to him. “ Warn me?” he saysroughly, and feels asif there istoo
much blood in his throat, making it difficult to speak.

“Yes. Warn you of impending disaster. | am able to follow the threads of fate, High King, and see
to where they lead. | am she who perceives the turning of the wheels of fate. | know things even
before those who are most affected by them could possibly perceive them. | am drawn to disaster,
not unlike a tornado drawn to a trailer park.”

He stares at her blankly. The edges of her mouth crease, asif she finds hisinability to comprehend
her comments to be delightfully enchanting. He sees the amusement in her expression, and his
face hardens. Clearly heis not enamored of even the slightest possibility that he is an object of
fun. “1 have warnings already,” he says, adding archly, “ from one even older than you. | have
interpretations of my dreams. | am not concerned over facing Calad Bolg.”

At that her eyes narrow. She is not someone accustomed to having disassociated new names
thrown at her. “ What is Calad Bolg?” she asks, albeit with reluctance, for one as old as she does
not like to admit to ignorance of anything.

Quickly he speaks to her of the sword of hard lightning. She listens, and nods, and then she says,
“1 know this sword. No one can stand against it.”

“1 amnot no one. | am Gilgamesh, the High King of Uruk, builder of walls, he who was born
two-thirds god and one-third man and defies death even to this day.”

He pushes her away for a moment, although it is with effort, and then he strides across the room
to an ornate trunk. Thereis no lock upon the trunk. It is not necessary. The cover is so heavy that
none but the High King could lift it. It opens with a resounding creak, and then Gilgamesh
reaches in and down and withdraws a great sword. He holds it flat across his two powerful hands,
displaying it so she can see it. The serpent woman recognizes the type immediately. It is a scimitar,
the blade curved and fearsome. Its handleis ornately carved, bearing the head of a lion
with—curiously—the ears of a donkey set upon it.

“The blade of life and death,” says Gilgamesh with satisfaction. “ Taken from the hand of Nergal
himself, lord of the underworld. The blade of hard lightning cannot stand against it, should it
come to that.”

“1t might well,” the woman tells him, “ but | admit that it is a marvelous thing, this blade. The
way the light reflects from it warms my cold blood. Do not underestimate his power.”

“ Whose power? Who is the individual who will oppose me?”

She smiles. “ Arthur Pendragon. Arthur, son of Uther.”

The High King appears surprised by this news. He steps back away from her, no longer looking at
her, but instead appearing to be staring inward. “ | have heard of him,” he admits.

“You sound surprised.”

“1 am. More often than not, | forget the names of those | meet since they are not of sufficient
greatness to warrant my attention. But Pendragon, | know. | have seen him.”

Now it is her turn to be surprised. “ Have you?”

He does not seeminclined to continue the conversation in that direction. Instead he refocuses his



attention upon her. Hislipsthin into a curled sneer. “ And what, | wonder, shall | do with you?”
“With me?” Sheis dightly taken aback by the flat way in which he speaks, and her own pride
rises. “ None do anything ‘with me’ that | do not desire to have done.” She circles him, never
removing her gaze from him. He likes the way she regards him. To be the total focus of her
attention is equal parts exhilaration and fear, and since the High King knows no fear, thereisa
disproportion of satisfaction for him. * You speak so proudly of your royalty. Of all that you are.
Yet you began life with a father who was a king elevated to divinity, and a mother who was a
goddess to begin with. | was a mere serpent. Yet look at all that | have accomplished. Immortality
ismine, asisthe most feared reputation of all monsters. | have crawled beneath humans and
walked alongside them, but have always truly been above them. | am the Basilisk. Treat me
dismissively at your own great peril.”

“Very well,” says Gilgamesh grimly, and he grips her by the shoulders as a feral smile pullsat his
lips. He bares histeeth, and the scarcely contained animal passions that have always fired him
fromwithin are visible in hismien. “ Then what would you have me do . . . with you.”

She pauses only a moment, and then her head strikes forward snake-quick. But it is not the head
of a monster that moves toward the face of the High King, nor the mouth of a monster that
presses itself with cruel fierceness against the High King’slips. It isinstead that of a woman,
albeit a woman who is merely a monster cloaked as a woman.

And the High King, who is something of a monster in his own right, meets her aggression with
some of his own. His scimitar dlips from his fingers and clangs to the floor. Neither of them
notices.

CHAPTRE THE SEVENTEENTH

NELLIE PORTER WAS dumbfounded the next morning when—upon reporting for duty just as she had
done so many timesin the past—she approached the room in which Gwen was being kept only to be
stopped at the door by two towering Secret Service men. She recognized them from when she had
worked in the White House, but neither of them gave the dightest inclination of knowing her. They were
al busness

“I’'m sorry, ma am,” one of them said, putting ahand out to halt her where she stood. “You can'tgoin
right now.”

“What'swrong?’ demanded Ndllig, &t first tentatively and then more forcefully. “ Has something
happened to Gwen?’

“We renot & liberty to say, ma am.”

“Stop cdling me‘ma am’! I’m too young to beama am.” Shefdt disoriented and annoyed. Shedidn’t
need Secret Service bullshit first thing in the morning, particularly before she' d had thefirst of her five
cups of coffeefor the day. “My job isto attend to Mrs. Penn. | can’t do that if you won't even let mein
the damned room.”

“Ma am, please step away from the door,” said the dightly shorter agent in amonotone that made him
sound more like arobot than ahuman being.

“I will not step away!” Nellietold him indignantly, and folded her arms resolutely to indicate her complete
defiance of the edict issued by the insensitive brute.

Thelarger of the guards didn’t seem in the least put off by her defiance. Instead he stepped forward,
gripped her by either elbow, and lifted her off the ground asif she were weightless. She gasped, her body
gtiffening, which only made hisjob easier. He placed her down moments later, agood ten feet away from
the door, and then turned on his hedl without aword and returned to his position outside the door.
Nelliewasfeding well and truly steamed by that point, but before she could give them a severe piece of
her mind—uwhich she redlized even before she opened her mouth would have very little impact on the
Stuation—the door opened and Ron Cordoba and Arthur Penn emerged from the room, deep in
conversation. “ Sir!” she said with as much indignance as her wounded pride could muster. “Would you
mind telling mewhat’ sgoing on here?’

Arthur looked at her asif truly seeing her for the first time. Then he blinked owlishly acoupletimes



before saying, “Actudly, Néllie. . . something has come up, and | won't be needing your servicesfor
severa weeks. Possibly longer. Possibly . . .” He paused, and then started again. He strode forward,
putting a hand on her arm. “Perhapsit' d be best if we discussed thisin private. . .”
Nellie s eyeswidened even as she dlowed hersdf to be led down the hdlway by Arthur’ s gentle but firm
hand. Ron followed a step or two behind him. No words passed between them as they walked into
Arthur’ s private study. As soon asthey wereinsde, it suddenly seemed to Ndlie asif asilhouette was
separating itsdf from the other shadowsin the room. Just as quickly, she recognized it to be the man
who'd been introduced to her (alifetime ago, it felt like) as“Perciva.” Hisrelationship to Arthur had, for
quite some time, been somewhat confusing to Nellie. She had initidly come to the conclusion that hewas
some sort of “black ops’ person, athough that was not intended as any sort of pun on hisskin color. He
had vanished for quite sometime, and yet the fact that he was here, now, was not entirely surprising to
her. He smply seemed like the sort of person who would be capable of disappearing and then
regppearing at curiousintervas.

“St down, Nellie, please,” said Arthur, gesturing toward a chair facing hislarge oaken desk. He did not
St behind the desk himself, but instead |eaned againgt the Side. Nellie smoothed the skirt of her smple
white outfit and then brought her amsto her sdein avaguely military bearing. “ Gentlemen, | believe you
can wait outsde. Perciva, shut the door behind you, if you'd be so—"

“I don't think we need to be doneif you' re planning to fireme, sir,” Nedllie said Hiffly.

“Ah,” wasal Arthur said for amoment. Then he nodded. “ That' swhat I" ve always liked about you,
Nélie. Straight and to the point. Y ou see—"

“No, | don't see,” she said, cutting him off abit more abruptly than she had intended, but feding that

she’' d gonetoo far to back off her aggressive attitude. Anger and hurt and frustration were raging within
her far more intensdy than she’ d have thought possible. “Y ou’ ve said nothing to me about any fall off in
the qudity of my work, either in attending to Mrs. Penn’ s needs or answering mail or handling queries. .

“There' sbeen nofdl off,” Arthur said mildly. “Why should | comment to you about something that does
not exit?’

“Oh.” That threw her, and then something new occurred to her and she ingtantly became contrite. “ Oh!
Oh...myGod..”

“What isit?’ asked Arthur with some concern.

“She'sdying.”

“Sheis?’ Arthur began to look rather agitated. “Why do you say that?’

“Wdl ...l mean...” Shegestured toward hersdf. “I just . . . figured you were getting rid of me
because you didn’t need me, and you wouldn’t need me because. . .”

“Oh! Oh, no, no, my dear,” Arthur said, relief visbly sweeping through him as he sagged against the
desk. “No, it'snothing likethat. It sjust . . . wdll .. .”

“The need for your services may well be drawing to an end,” Ron Cordoba spoke up. “But the details
are. . . sketchy at the moment.”

“The reason we werein Gwen’sroom,” Arthur said, “was because there' sa secured line in there directly
to the White House.”

“Instead of in here?”’

“No, in addition to. Sort of abackup. However, when | madethisparticular cal | just, well,” and he
smiled dightly, “I wanted to be with Gwen. Ron and | were, well . . .”

“Laying some groundwork,” Ron said, “with the President. | needed one or two things and was
prevailing upon him to provide them.”

“What sort of things?’ she asked.

“I...don't believe we need go into that,” Arthur assured her. “ Trust mewhen | say, they aren’t really
going to impact on you. Ron has dso been making some callsin regard to you. And you have my
persona guarantee that you will have your sdection of severd very exciting jobsin the government, dong
with my highest recommenda—"’

“I don't want your recommendation. | want to know what’ sgoing on.”



Perciva stepped forward with such an economy of movement that it was hard to believe that he' d moved
a dl. “I believe Mr. Pennissaying it' s not possible to accommodate your wishes a thistime.”
Shedidn’t even look at him, her gaze upon Arthur never wavering. “ Thisis about Mrs. Penn, isn't it?
Something' s happened with her condition. I'mright, aren’t 1? Isshe going to be dl right?” she continued
without pause. “That'sall | want to know.”

“I believe shewill, yes,” Arthur said, and he took afew steps forward, gesturing toward the doors of the
sudy. “And that’sall | canredly tell you. Néellie, believe me, | don’t mean to be rude to you, because
truly you' ve done so much for us. But we' re on something of atimetable here, and there’ sagreat dedl
to—"

She stepped away from him, turning to face him straight on, her chin dightly arched in a defiant manner.
“This has something to do with you being King Arthur, doesn't it?”

It was asif an anvil had been dropped into the middle of the room, and the men were waiting for the
reverberations of the thud to cease before they responded. It was Arthur who spoke firgt, clearing his
throat and obvioudy endeavoring to laugh it off. “Nellie,” he began, “that entire* Camelot’ business during
my mayora racein New York . . . you have to understand how the media can exaggerate—"

“Please,” said Ndliein aflat, no-nonsense voice, putting up a hand in afashion that was so preemptory
that it was sartling. She was continuing to stand, athough she did rest thefingers of her other hand lightly
on the desktop. “Please don’t patronize me, or think that I’ m stupid. | know everything. | know about
Merlin the miniature wizard, frozen in stone by aBasilisk. | know about how Mrs. Pennisthe
reincarnation of Guinevere. About theinvisible sword you keep with you at dl times, sir. About the cave
you lived in for athousand years until you returned because you were needed. About Morgan Le Fey.
About Percival,” and she nodded in hisdirection, “and how he drank from the Holy Grail. About al of
it

Arthur visbly paed. “How ... how did...?

“Mrs. Penn,” Perciva said dowly. “It hadto be. . . no offense, sire, but expecting awoman, even afirst
lady, to be circumspect ...”

Nélie vigoroudy shook her head. “No. It wasn't her.”

“Then who?’ Ron demanded, looking well and truly pissed off. Hisarmsfolded, he faced her angrily and
continued, “Becauseit’s obvious that we have some sort of mgor security leak, Ms. Porter, and if you
have any pretenseto being faithful to the concerns of Mrs. Penn or the former President, then you'll be
forthcoming in—"

“Itwasyou, youidiot,” said Néellie.

All gazes went to Ron. He stared at her in confusion, shaking hishead. “That's. . . that’ sridicu—"

“It was on the night Mr. Penn resigned. Y ou got stinking drunk and tried to beet the crap out of what |
thought was asmple statue.” She seemed to be relishing the recollection. Ron, for his part, appeared to
be getting visibly sick. “And while you were busy being completdly blasted, you told me the whole thing.”
“Well done, Ron,” Arthur said sarcastically. “ Oh, bloody well done. Y ou didn’t happen to tell her the
launch codes for our nuclear missleswhileyou were at it, did you?’

“I don't know those offhand,” Ron replied, hisvoice thick.

“Wdll, that's adamned good thing, now, isn'tit?" Arthur said. His gaze swiveled back to Nédllie.
“Frankly, Miss Porter, I’'m surprised that you would so willingly believe such an e aborate concoction,
particularly consdering Ron’s somewhat inebriated state.”

For thefirst time Ndliedid Sit, daintily crossing her legs a the knees. She displayed the air of awoman
whois, asagenerd rule, exceptiondly proud of herself when she has taken firm control of astuation.
“You dthink I would dismissit out of hand, wouldn't you? But here sthetruth of it, Sr. Therearetimes
when on€ slifeisfilled with al sortsof thingsthat are Srange. Damned strange. Looked &t individualy,
they don’t mean anything. Take them as a pattern of occurrences, however, and they leave you with alot
of questions. And when an answer presentsitsalf, even when it' san answer that seemsludicrous. . . you
find yoursdf thinking, “Yes, but . . . that makes so much sense.” ”

“And that’ s how it wasfor you in thisinstance, wasit?’ asked Arthur. She nodded. At that, Arthur
sghed and then shrugged in amost expressive manner. “ Are you planning to tell anyone?’



“No, gr,” shesadfirmly. “But . . . I'd like you to do something for me.”

One of hiseyebrows shot up. “Blackmail, Miss Porter?’

“A request, Mr. President.” She looked from the chagrined Ron over to Percival and then back to
Arthur, and for thefirgt time shelooked uncertain of her emotional and politica footing. She decided the
best way to dedl with the Situation was Smply to plungeright intoit. “I"d like to be a part of whatever’'s
developed with Mrs. Penn. I’ ve been with her agood long time. I’ ve.. . . cometo think of her asafriend,
in addition to being one of the greatest women I’ ve ever met. | don’t know that I'd say | have aright to
know, but—"

To her surprise, Arthur interrupted her with afirm, “I would say that. Y ou do have aright to know.
However, Néllie, understand,” and he raised a cautioning index finger, “once you know thesethings. . .
once you fully acknowledge and redlize that the circumstances that spawned us areincaculablein their
power, mercilessin their vengeance, and arbitrary in their victims. . . once you redize dl that, that would
be the point where you should know.”

Shelooked at the grim faces surrounding her, then back to Arthur. “With al duerespect, Sr. . . what are
you talking about?’

A flummoxed Arthur looked asif he were about to start over again, and then he smply lowered hishead
and sighed. “Perciva, Ron . . .” he said, hisvoicetrailing off.

Perciva turned to face her. He spoke with atouch of pride, the mark of someone who had experienced
asgnificant hardship and lived to tell of it. “1 assume you' ve heard of the Holy Grail.”

“Of course. Theold story about . . .” And then she stopped, her mind racing, and she intuited exactly
where the conversation was going. She could barely speak above awhisper, so suddenly taken with the
notion of hope where there had been no hope before. “Y ou' ve found it? I s that where you' re going with
this?'Y ou’ ve found the Holy Grail, and you can useit to help Mrs. Penn?’

Perciva looked somewhat disappointed. “Y ou certainly don’t allow afellow to build up any sense of
drama”

“Thisisthe twenty-first century. We have no sense of drama,” sheinformed him.

In deference to Nellie' s obvious desire to cut straight to the heart of the matter, Perciva outlined for her
inquick, clear summary al that had transpired, beginning with his encounter with the rapidly aging manin
South America. Shelistened raptly, not interrupting even once. Percival was clearly pleased about that
and warmed to histale, giving Ndlie theimpression that his narrative had constantly been hated by
Arthur earlier onin the first go-around. The most she offered was nodding and an occasiond “Hunh!” or
“Wow!” She was embarrassed to discover that she was actudly holding her breath during the part where
Perciva faced off against Enkidu. When hefinaly got to the point where he staggered ashorein New
Jarsey, shefdt genuinerdief, asif she' d forgotten that he' d obvioudy survived since hewas Sitting
opposite her.

When Percivd finished, there was along moment of silence. Findly Nellie asked, abit nervoudy, “So. . .
S0 what happens now?’

“Wall, that was what we had been in the process of discussing,” Ron said evenly. Hewas till looking a
bit sheepish over the fact that Nellie was being brought into the loop because of hisindiscretion. “When
wewere in Mrs. Penn’ sroom just now, | was speaking to President Stockwell about arranging transport
to Pusidand.”

Neliemade aface at that. “Uhm.. . . could we call it something else? Becausethat's, y' know . . . pretty
disguding.”

“Fine. ‘Grail Idand,” then. How' sthat?’ When she gave anod of acquiescence, he continued, “So . . .
we spoke with the President, and he displayed some hesitation at first. | madeit clear, though, that | felt
the need to take sometime off as chief of staff, and | was hoping that he’ d be willing to accommodate me
on this metter.”

“Time off?" Shelooked perplexed. “Areyou alowed to do that?’

“It'snot outside the relm of the possible,” Ron said dryly. “You see,” and he cast an amused glancein
Arthur’ sdirection, “I’ ve decided that | need to make my life abit more exciting by going on aquest. And
| can’t think of abetter person to have accompanying me.”



Nellie could bardly contain her excitement. She was on her feet, her eyes dight with newly resurging hope
that she wouldn’t have thought possible. “I’'m coming dong.”

“Nellie”” Arthur began.

But shedidn’t want to heer it. “You don’t get it,” she said with growing urgency as she paced the room.
She seemed to be talking as much to hersdlf as shewasto any of the men in the room. “Day after day of
seeing Mrs. Penn just lying there, withering away. No hope.. . . | thought she had no hope. | had no hope
for her. And suddenly this. . . thiswholething is presenting itself, and I’ ve got to be apart of it. You
can't tell mel can’'t beapart of it. | need to. | need to betherefor her .. .”

“Néllie, your loydty istouching . . .” Arthur tried to interrupt.

Ron waslooking a her suspicioudy. Shedidn’t like the look in his eyes, dthough obvioudy he couldn’t
quite put hisfinger on anything. She locked gazes briefly with him for amoment, then turned back to
Arthur. “Sir,” she said, sounding asformd as she could, “you don’'t understand. | can’t begin to post a
résumé like yours with quests and great featsand . . . and dl that stuff. I’'m not a‘ great feats person. I'm
morea‘feats of clay’ person. But my timewith your wife. . . it'sasif I've been part of agreat
adventure. And now that adventure istaking abizarre and exciting turn, and . . .” Her voice fatered for a
moment and then sheralied. “And | haveto betherefor it. That'sadl. | just . . . | haveto bethere. | have
to seehow it dl comesout. | can’'t be on the outsidelookingin. | just know I’ll never have an
opportunity likethisagain, tobe. . . to be part of something truly ‘great’ in every sense of theword. To
be legendary even. Don't shut me out. Not from this. Not now. Please.”

“I’'m sorry, Nellie,” Ron said as gently as he could. “But I'm afraid that—"

“She can come,” said Arthur.

Ron blanched, turned to Arthur with what was clearly every intention of arguing. Then he saw the amused
but firm look in the face of the once and future king, and Smply sighed and said, “But I'm afraid that |
cannot guarantee you awindow seet on the plane when we go to Pus Id—I'm sorry, Grail 1dand.”
Excitement bubbled within her, but she didn’t even try to say thank you, since she was concerned that,
once she started saying it, she wouldn't be able to stop. That she’ d just be babbling like anidiot. That
was hardly the way to underscore the notion that she would be of value to the expedition.

So instead she confined her concernsto more immediate issues. “When do we leave?” shesaid. “From
where do we leave?”’

“Atdawn,” Arthur said. “ That' salways agood timefor such things. Theré sanewnessin theair that
makes just about anything seem possible, no matter how ludicrous. A transport helicopter will arriveto
bring usto aprivate airfid, and asmall craft will be meeting usthere to transport usto Grall Idand.” He
amiled. “I like the sound of that. ‘Grail Idand.’ It soundsvery . ..”

“Arthurian?’ offered Percival.

“Yes. | wasjust going to say that. Y ou know, | never thought it would happen, but I'm finding | rather
like being an entire genre.”

“PUSISLAND?”

Baumann’ s voice sounded puzzled over the phone. Even though shewasin her own home, Nellie
redized that she was looking around asif convinced that someone was watching her, spying on her,
preparing to rat her out for ratting Arthur out.

“Yes. That' sright. Have you heard of it?’

“Yeah, | think so. It' s part of the Skeleton Keys, asmall group of idands off South America” He paused
and then laughed to himself. “ Jeez, the crap you pick up from alifetime of reporting.” She could hear
scribbling over the phone; he was jotting it down, making notes to himsdf. All business, he continued,
“So Arthur’ s heading up alittle excurgon there? For some sort of faith healing thing for the former first
lady?”

“Something like that. Maybe even more than that. It could be huge, Baumann. It could be redly huge.”
“How huge?’ He sounded skeptical, even pitying. “1’m telling you right now, Porter, I ve seen people
with termina family members bresk themselvesto bitstrying to find cures, and it’ s aways awashout and
it saways pathetic. It'd be apity to see aformer president go down that same route.”

“Y ou're saying you wouldn’t report the story?’



He snorted over the phone and she made aface a the noise. It was like chatting with ahog. “Of coursel
would. Make ahell of apiece. | haveafavor or two | can pull in and get mysdf over there. I'll wait a
day or so before | do, just to give you guystimeto settle in and get involved with . . . with whatever
you're getting involved in.”

“It'shig.”

“I doubt it.”

“Okay, but . . .” She knew she was sounding increasingly desperate, but shedidn’t care. “But if itishbig .
.. you haveto promiseme. . . we' re done. No more holding anything over me. Thisis the story, this
sguares us, okay?’

“lI dunno . . . it'd haveto be pretty big .. . .”

“Itis. | swear to God and on my mother’slife, itis”

“Just your mother?’

Her mouth twitched in annoyance. “Wdll, | never liked my father much.”

He uttered a short, sedl-like laugh on the other end. “If it’ sthat big, fine, fine. But we' retalking pretty
damned big. What' son thisidand, anyway?’

“Asnear asl cantdl ... God.”

“Fine. Tell God to say ‘ Cheese’ when | show up.”

THE WATER SPEEDS past him below. The former king of the Britons watches it with a sort of
distant appreciation, finding the entire thing something of a wonderment. He does not glance
around the interior of the vehicle at his companions. If he did, he would shudder inwardly, for itis
a very ragtag and disparate group heis bringing with him.

Madness. It is madness. It should have just been him and Percival. The only two who truly know
and appreciate what’ s going on. What' s happened to him? Has he totally lost the ability to make
an intelligent decision? No matter that the additional people in the group have a vested emotional
interest in the endeavor. It means nothing in the situation that they're going into. He should have
left them behind.

Madness.

There is someone moving over toward him as the powerful rotors overhead drive the vehicle
forward. He does not have to shift his gaze from the window. He knows who it is by histread.
Upon the distant horizon, he sees that the sun is beginning to creep upward. Thefirst gentle rays
are seeping over the ocean. The sky appearsred. That is never a good sign. It’s even part of a
saying. Something about a sailor taking warning of such a condition.

Ron Cordoba eases himself into the chair next to the former king. He glances around at the
passengers, and because he does so, Arthur does aswell. Thereis Percival, strapped into a seat in
the decidedly non-luxurious body of the vessel, but he does not |ook the least bit perturbed over
what may be a coming battle. Despite the fact that he is being flown into the very island that he
labored so long to escape from, there is not the slightest fragment of concern evident within him.
He could not be more relaxed. His head leans back against the wall, and his breathing isregular.
Hiseyesareclosed. Heisadeep . . . although Arthur suspectsthat if a danger suddenly presented
itself, Percival would be the first one up and with a weapon in his hand.

Nellieisno longer looking out a window. She had been earlier. Apparently it made her sick, since
she is making such a pointed effort to avoid making the same mistake. She appears decidedly
paler. If there had been any question in Arthur’s mind that bringing her was a bad idea, this
simply confirmsit. But hindsight, as always, remains twenty-twenty, and it is simply too late to do
anything about it now. Nellie manages to pull herself out of her motion-sickness-induced
discomfort long enough to check on Gwen’s vitals.

Gwen.

It tears him up to see her like this. Srapped into a bed, monitors all attached, tubes sticking out of
her every which way. Had there been any concern on Arthur’s part that he was doing the wrong



thing, all such fears become allayed when he contemplates her current condition.

Ron, however, does not appear to have lost his fears or allowed them to become allayed. No,

they re quite, quite unallayed. He strikes a delicate balance, trying to speak loudly enough to get
above the vehicle' srotors, but not so loudly that all concerned can hear every syllable of what
should be, ideally, a private conversation.

“S0...whodoyou think heis, really?” he asks.

Arthur stares at him blankly, not comprehending. “ What ‘he’ would that be, Ron?”

“This lunatic that Percival was talking about. This guy who says he’s Gilgamesh. Who do you
think hereally is?”

“ Ah. I’ ve been giving that some long and hard thought,” Arthur says, stroking hisbeard in a
manner that suggests serious pondering isgoing on. “ | believe | have it solved.”

“ Really?”

“Yes. | think he's Gilgamesh.”

Now it is Ron’sturn to stare. “ How can you say that?”

“It is not difficult. The words form rather easily between tongue and teeth . . .”

“No! I mean...” Ron blinks furiously, obviously endeavoring to keep his temper in check since he
believes that Arthur Penn is not taking the situation serioudly. “ How can you believe this lunatic
istruly Gilgamesh.”

“You would ask that?” Arthur tells himwith a tone of gentle rebuke. “ You, who know me for who
and what | am?”

“ That’ s different, though.”

“ How? Because | am only ten centuries old, while he is more than four times that? Are you
saying, Ron, that your suspension of disbelief will stretch only so far and no further? What is the
maximum that you will allow for skepticism? Eleven centuries? Twelve?”

Ron is unable to keep the annoyance from hisvoice. “ All right, all right, | get it. But how did he
survive all thistime?”

“1 don’t know. But it’s going to be interesting finding out, isn’t it?” He sees Ron’s dour expression
and chucks him on the upper arm. “ Come now, young sir. You spoke so zealously of quests.
Embrace that which you’ ve wished for.”

“ Don't they always say, ‘Be careful of what you wish for’?” Ron shakes his head. “ At least we
have some Secret Service men with us. They' |l provide some protection.” He glances around.
“Where are they?”

“ Back at the airstrip,” Arthur says coolly.

Ron obviously can’'t quite believe what he is hearing. He shakes his head asiif trying to remove
water from between his ears. *“ What?”

“They are back at the airstrip,” Arthur repeats very carefully, asif stepping over eggshells.

“ Percival made sure they were off the vehicle before we took off. Don’t worry, Ronald. I'm sure
he was quite gentle about it.”

“ Gentle about it?” Hisvoiceislouder than he had anticipated, causing confused glances from the
othersin the cabin. He fights to lower it at Arthur’s cautioning gesture, and is only partly
successful. “How canyoubeso...so0...”

“Calm?” Arthur shrugs. “ Matterswill play out asthey will, Ron. | am not interested in going in
asa military force. I’ ve no desire to challenge this Gilgamesh in a show of prowess. And if | can
take anything that Percival says as a guide, it would do us no good at all to try and muscle our
way onto hisisland. Do you not understand, Ron? | may be legend . . . but Gilgamesh is the stuff
of legend. It would be insulting to walk in with armed guards.”

“Insulting to Gilgamesh?”

“No. To me. It would seemto himasif | were afraid to fend for myself. Besides, the Secret Service
has no idea of my true background. | would just as soon keep it that way. No, Ron . . . thisisa
situation that calls for subtlety and delicacy. Neither of those will be accommodated with gunmen
at my side. | am entering Gilgamesh’s terrain and seeking his help. Threats and shows of force are



not appropriate to the situation.”

“Really?” says Ron, feeling asif his bowels have suddenly turned to cold cheese. * And what
would you say is appropriate, then?”

Arthur smiled. “ Charm.”

“HE COMES”

Miss Basil, lightly clad in a green robe that fluttersin the steady breeze, |0oks to the evening sky.
Gilgamesh walks up and drapes an arm lightly on her bare shoulder. The cold of it strikes him,
not for the first time. When they make love, he feels the warmth in her then. But he suspects that,
in point of fact, the warmth is drawn from he himself. That she isincapable of producing it
without him. That would not surprise him, since he knows who and what sheis. Sill, itisa
thought that fills himwith unease.

It is Miss Basil who has spoken now. She studies the skies, her eyes unblinking. She seemsto be
staring with very great intensity in a particular direction, but there is nothing there that
Gilgamesh can discern. Yet with a certainty she repeats, “ He comes.”

“ He. Pendragon, you mean?” She nods in response to his question, not shifting her gaze fromthe
nothingness in the dark. “ He is coming? How know you that he is coming?”

Her nostrils flare dightly, savoring the air. Night is reaching its nadir, and within a couple of
hourswill cedeits control of the sky to the sun, slinking off into nothingness until its time of
dominion returns some hours hence. “ | smell him. And it.”

“It?

“Magic in the air. The wheels turning once more. You should be able to sense it aswell, High
King.”

“1 regret to inform you that | do not.”

She seems most puzzled to hear that, and she tears her gaze away fromthe
nothing-particularly-substantial and instead focuses her gaze upon her lover. Her long, tapering
right hand rests upon his muscled forearm. “ | do not understand that,” she saysflatly. “ You have
lived aslong as|. Beings such aswe. . . we become attuned to our surroundings as no mortal can.
When one resides upon the earth for such a length of time, we become as one with the rhythms of
the life upon it. Certainly you must have felt it. You can feel it in you now, can you not?”

The High King closes his eyes, reaches deep within himself. He searches for the connection that
the monster tells him must be there. She watches him with an unblinking, hypnotic stare. The
silence seems interminable. When he opens his eyes once more, thereis no sadness or confusion or
anything within.

“Nothing,” he says.

“ That cannot be.”

“ A man who has lived for millennia and a Basilisk cannot be, either,” he replies reasonably, “ and
yet we are. | tell you, woman, that | feel nothing. Occasionally dreams are visited upon me, visions
of the future, but they never make sense to me. | depend upon another to interpret them for me.
The connection you speak of . . .” He shakes hishead. “ | amalone. It has always been this way,
and it always shall be. | surround myself with worshipers. Enkidu, my brother in battle, would do
whatever | requested of him. But ultimately, | am alone. The world may be calling to me, but | do
not hear it, and would not know it if | did.”

“You sound self-pitying.”

He givesa dight shrug. “ It isnot my intent. | amwho | am. | do not, cannot, regret that. | am
two-thirds god, one-third man, and that is far more than any man that you ever can hope to

“But if you—"'

“1 do not wish to discuss this matter any further.”

That does not sit well with the woman, but when she opens her mouth to speak, he places a single
finger on her lips, shushing her before she can utter another syllable. “ The High King has



expressed his desires on this matter,” he informs her, “ and | will have no one gainsay me. Not
even you. Isthat clear?”

She obviously wishes to respond, to say more, to pick a fight, to refuse to back down. But it seems
hardly worth the effort, and in the final analysis, he really is a rather pretty thing. She shrugs as
he did earlier, but the gesture by her shapely shoulderslooks far more attractive on her than it did
on him.

Once more the High King looks to the sky. “ He comes, you say?”

She nods.

“Why then,” the High King says, “ we must make ready.”

PARTE THE THIRD

We Three Kings

CHAPTRE THE EIGHTEENTH

THE AGED ONE had aregular routine down. When one has been around for about as long as humanity
was actually capable of stringing together complete sentences and expressing opinionsin amanner other
than ssimian in nature, one tendsto fall into ruts. That did not bother the Aged One, though. What
advantage was there to being the oldest man on earth if one could not indulge onée' slittle rituals?

Every morning he would awaken, St up in bed, and sniff the air to seeif the End Times were coming.
Once he was satisfied that such was not the case, he would rise from his place of dumber. Then would
come aseries of morning ablutions, followed by reading, meditation, lunch, anap, astroll around the
idand, and free timethat could be used for avariety of purposes. Then would come the evening, prayers,
and to bed. For someone who was essentidly spending his days waiting to seeif anything was going to
change, it was afairly pleasant way in which to occupy one stime.

He had become so accustomed to the routine that, this particular morning, he dmost missed it. He did
not, at firgt, recognize the scent for what it was. Indeed, he had begun to swing his scrawny legs off the
gde of the bed when he froze in mid-motion, hisbrain only just then processing what his olfactory senses
had tried to tell him. He blinked severa times, and then—just to make sure—he hauled himsdlf back onto
his bed, lay down, stared up at the ceiling for along moment, and then proceeded to Sit up al over again
and inhale deeply. The thought was that he might encounter a different sensation thistime.

He waswrong.

Thething was, in dl thetimethat he' d been scenting the air for it, he had never actualy known whet it
would smell like. He had just been aware that—Ilike art one knows when one sees it—he would
recognize the smell when he encountered it. And sure enough, there it was, the indefinable essence that
gpoke of only onething.

“The End Times,” he whispered.

Hewas not afraid. He had lived too long to fear anything. There was no threat to hislife; no such threat
existed. That was both his blessing and his curse. Nevertheless, just speaking the words, even in the soft,
tentative manner that he just had, jolted him to the bottom of the soul that he had forgotten he had in the
firg place.

Afterward, the Aged Onewould not even recall throwing on hisrobes and dressing. Hismorning
ablutionswere forgotten for thefirst timein.. . . well, for aslong as he could remember, and that wasa
fairly far piece. All he knew wasthat he was outside, and looking to the sky, and was so fixed on doing
so that he nearly bumped into the High King before he caught himsdlf at the last moment.

Gilgamesh gazed down at him in amused confusion. The High King looked quite at ease, so much so that
it made the Aged One aware of just how disconcerted he had alowed himsalf to become. It took him
more effort than he would have thought possibleto reclaim his customary look of dispassion and vague
contempt.

Stll, nothing dipped past Gilgamesh. His gaze never wavering, he said dowly, “Y ou seemrather . . .
anxious, Ziusura”

The Aged One' sface darkened. He did not like the casual use of hisname, and the High King knew it



perfectly well. The fact that he was doing so regardiess of the Aged On€e' s preferences spoke volumesto
Ziusura. “Do not presumeto judge my frame of mind, Gilgamesh.”

“I presume nothing,” said Gilgamesh mildly. “1 smply made an observation. VVoiced an opinion. Agree
with it or not at your discretion.”

And before Ziusura could reply, Enkidu was standing right in front of him. The great man-creature’ s
abrupt appearance startled the Aged One. He had not heard him at all. Compared to the stealth with
which Enkidu moved, even the greatest of jungle predators sounded like atrain wreck in their
approaches.

“We areto have vistorstoday, Aged One,” Gilgamesh said blithely. He sounded unconcerned. It was
difficult for Ziusurato determine whether the lack of concern was genuine or feigned. Without bidding,
images of the dream Gilgamesh had described to him al those months ago came roaring back to him. The
dreams of Arthur Pendragon (for such did Ziusuraknow him to be) with his great sword in hand, and that
infinity Sgn, or perhaps the number eight.

“Eight months” said Ziusuradowly.

“Yes” Gilgamesh was nodding. He was by no meansafoal, the High King. The thought had occurred to
him aswdll. “Dream imagery. Infinity? Eight? We do not know. We may never know. But dl of that
palesin comparison to that which we do know, specificaly . . .”

“That Gilgamesh will triumph,” said Enkidu. Asdways, he chose hiswords carefully. He a so sounded
out of bregth, asif the mere pronouncing of words exhausted him.

“Yes, my brother,” Gilgamesh said with confidence. He placed a hand on Enkidu’ s shoulder and looked
a him effectionately. “ Asdways.”

Ziusura glanced around and, making no endeavor to keep the distaste from hisvoice, asked, “Whereis
your woman?’

“Sheisnot my woman.”

“That muchistrue,” said the Aged One. “ Sheis not any sort of true woman. Nevertheless, you . . .
associate with her. | was curious.”

“Sheisatending to other matters,” Gilgamesh said. There was something in hisvoice that told Ziusurathe
High King was being less than forthcoming. But there really wasn't much point in pursuing the matter any
further. The High King dwaysliked hislittle secrets and games, and in the insulated environment of Pus
Idand, he didn’'t have the opportunity to practice them nearly enough.

So the Aged One smply bobbed his head dightly in acknowledgment. Then he redlized that Enkidu was
looking a him. It wasrare that the cresture did so, which normaly suited Ziusurajust fine. Therewas
something so unnatura about Enkidu that the Aged One aways felt better when the walking beast’s
attention was e sewhere. Such was obvioudy not the case now, however, and so Ziusuralooked him full
in hisfurry face and said, “Do you have something on your mind, Beast Man?’

“Youwill not spesk soto him,” Gilgamesh said sternly.

“And you will not speak so to me,” replied the Aged One. He turned to leave, and then stopped short
when Enkidu spoke up in that soft, deep growl that passed as hisvoice.

“Y ou know.”

That was al Enkidu said, but it was enough to fully latch the Aged One' s attention upon him. For along
moment they regarded each other, asif truly seeing each other for thefirgt time. Findly Ziusurareplied,
“Yes Yes...l do”

Gilgamesh looked in puzzlement from one to the other. “What are you referring to? What do you know?
What do the both of you know? Do | know it?’

“You know it, too, yes,” Ziusuratold him reassuringly. But then he added, “Y ou smply do not know that
you know it.”

The High King' sforehead creased in afrown, but before he could pursue the conversation further,
Enkidu—who had been crouching until that point, like agreat lion poised in the high weeds—suddenly
cameto full attention. His earswere quivering, dl his attention focused on one point in the ky. “He
comes. | hear him.”

“I hear nothing,” said Gilgamesh, and seemed a bit annoyed with himsalf over that. Nor did Ziusura



detect anything. He did not, however, doubt Enkidu’ sword on that. First, he didn't think the creature
wastruly capable of lying, and evenif he were, he certainly would never lie to Gilgamesh, to whom he
was so dedicated.

“How can you not?” Enkidu did not sound challenging in the statement, but instead dmost disappointed
that hisfriend and liege could be so deaf and blind to the world around him. “The very air currents bend
to him.” It was along sentence for him, and did not come without effort.

Gilgamesh was about to reply, and suddenly he sensed it, or saw it, aswell. It was a speck on the
horizon, coming in from the north, but it was moving quickly. Closer it drew, and still closer, and the
detailswere il difficult to discern, but the High King was not waiting. Instead he drew himsdf up to his
full height, and when he spoke it was posed as aquestion but, redly, there was no degree of uncertainty
inhisvoice “Itishe, isn'tit? Percivad’sliegelord.” Nether person on either sde confirmed it for him.
Neither needed to. “Wel then,” he continued, “we must arrange agreeting for him in keeping with his
datus. Comethen. Let usattend to it.”

The Aged One wasn't paying attention to them as they walked away, Enkidu listening to the plans that
Gilgamesh was unfurling. Instead his attention was focused on the rapidly nearing object in the sky.
Hefet some degree of frugtration, but such concerns were quickly set aside. The smple fact wasthat the
gods detested stagnation. They sought to shake things up occasiondly, just to keep themselves
interested, and bewailing one' slot in lifein that regard was not only awaste of time, but was probably
the exact sort of sniveling self-pity that caused the gods such amusement. No, it was far better to Smply
acknowledge the gods' superiority and make preparations for whatever insanity they might be preparing
toinflict.

Ziusurawas most definitely ready. If there was one thing eternd life had taught him, it wasto be prepared
for anything the gods might try to throw a him. And this object heading straight for the idand was most
definitely amighty large object that the gods were lobbing in hisdirection.

So Ziusurawent to the place where he had made his preparations for just such an eventuality, and
checked them over to make certain everything was till just ashe' d left it. Finaly, satisfying himself thet dl
waswdll, he returned to the main section where al was being made ready for the arriva of Perciva’s
liegelord, the noble Arthur Pendragon, late of the Britons.

FROM HER PLACE in the trees, Miss Basil watches with her unblinking green eyes.

Sheisvery aware of her function, of what needs to be done. So much so, in fact, that she has not
even felt the need to check with Gilgamesh to make certain that her actions are what the High
King desires. She knows himall too well.

Indeed, the truth of that amuses her somewhat. The High King fancies himself a great thinker, a
great man of depth and complexity. Two-thirds god, one-third man. But the lesser part of himis
so much lesser that it tends to overwhelm the greater, is her opinion. The truth is, there is about
as much depth to Gilgamesh as in the average tuna salad. Nevertheless, she does owe himfor her
very existence, and for that alone if no other reason, she allows the wheels of fate to bring her to
this point.

And she owes Arthur aswell. Owes him greatly. And Basiliskos always repays her debtsin full ...

IT WASN'T DIFFICULT for Ziusurato find the location. There was enough racket and hullabal oo that
if Ziusurahad been deaf, dumb, and blind he still would have been able to make hisway to the
anticipated arrival point. There he discovered that Gilgamesh and Enkidu had acted very quickly in
rounding up many of theinhabitants of Pusidand . . . particularly asignificant assortment of the attractive
female ones. Scanty outfits and tanned, bare skin were both in copious supply among the greeterswho
had gathered with amixture of fear and anticipation.

Such gorgeous women, such a bounty of youth and beauty. And it had been so long.

For thefirst timein quite awhile, Ziusurathought about hiswife. He did not do it very often, because



doing so saddened him beyond his ability to articulate, and why should he subject himself to that? But for
just amoment, thelook and scent and smile of her came flooding back to him in such away that it nearly
overwhemed him, and then Ziusurathrust the recollection away with effort. Now was not the time for
such things, dthough he wasn't redly surethere ever would be atime.

Closer ill drew theflying object, and Gilgamesh was staring at it with perplexity. He was wearing his
large crown with the powerful curved horns adorning either sde. His bloodred cloak, which he sported
on only the most important of occasions, hung draped around his shoulders. Hiskilt was decorated with
the images of lightning bolts, and his sandals were laced up to just under hisknees. His sword was
sheathed and hanging upon his back, but the Aged One knew of Gilgamesh's speed, and was aware that
the sword could bein hishand in aliterd ingtant.

“What . . . isthat?’ asked Gilgamesh dowly, asthe flying vehicle that appeared both ungainly and yet
graceful cut through the air.

“It'san Osprey,” the Aged One prompitly replied.

“Thatisnobird...”

“A Bdl Boeing V-22 Osprey,” Ziusura continued. “1t'samode of VTOL . .. aVertica Takeoff and
Landing vehide”

Gilgamesh turned and stared at the Aged One with amazement bordering on reverence. “Y ou know of
suchthings?’

“Of course, Why don't you?’

“That isnot the point. How can you know of it? Do the gods visit dreams upon you? Do you study
augeries? Do you upon occasion wander the earth seeking knowledge that you can—"

“I have an Internet connection, you greet lummox. How else?’

Gilgamesh and Enkidu exchanged looks of surprise. “A what?’

The Aged One blew ar impatiently out between hislips. “ Gilgamesh, resdein asprimitiveastyle asit
suitsyou to. Be aliving monument to atime long past. Some of us, however, prefer to exist in the current
century rather than one millenniaagone. | know | do. Oh, your green-eyed girl-friend doesaswdll. |
found her website. Very twisted materid, that one.”

Gilgamesh'’ s response was drowned out by the roar of the rotors as the Osprey had drawn right
overhead. The residents of Pus Idand were falling back. Some of the men and women were clutching at
their exotic scraps of clothing to prevent them from blowing away. Others were just standing there with
smiles, not caring what sort of disarray their ensembles were left in from the wind kicked up by the
rotors.

Asthe VTOL lowered, even the hardiest of the Pus Idand residents stepped back, shielding their eyes so
asnot to let any of the flying dust land in them. Nearby trees were bent backward by the power of the
blades. The vehicle hovered amoment more, asif trying to decide whether landing wasredly such a
good idea, and then the air vessel touched down. This smple act brought a smattering of applause from
the onlookers, which amused Ziusura

There were two rotors upon the Osprey, one on either wing, both of them now shutting off. The Aged
One could see that the ends of the wings swiveled, capable of having the propellersfacing forward like
an airplanefor long-distance flight or—as was the case now—shifted into an upright position a a
ninety-degree angle to the wings, making the Osprey evocative of ahelicopter.

“Amazing,” Gilgamesh said. The truth was, the Aged One wasimpressed aswell, but he was't about to
admittoit.

Long after the noise of the engines had ceased, the blades were gill whirring. Now al was slent upon
Pus Idand, and the Aged One suddenly remembered that the Osprey was equipped with such goodies as
multi-barrel rotary machine guns. If Arthur Pendragon had comein looking for war, he could just start
opening fire on everyone who was standing around the Osprey, hoping to litter the landing pad with
corpses. Hewould, of course, get something of a surprise should he go that route, but there would be a
good dedl of blood and screaming and noise, and it did not sound to Ziusuraremotely like afun time.
Happily, such was not the case. Ingtead, after some moments, the large cargo door on the side unlatched
with anoise that sounded like a cannon shot. Then it did open and standing in the doorway was alarge



black man whom the Aged One recognized ingtantly.

0, too, did Gilgamesh. Hewaved and hailed him asif greeting an old friend and dly. “Well met,
Perciva!” hecaled out. “ Y ou raised quite aruckus the last time you walked our humble shores and then
escaped them.”

“No thanksto you,” said Perciva evenly. He had braced himsdf within the door, hands holding on to
ether Sdeof theframe.

“No thanksto me,” Gilgamesh acknowledged without the dightest indication of shame. “But | do not
resent you your . . . antics. Nor does Enkidu. Do you, my warrior brother?’

Enkidu shook his head briefly, but he never took his gaze from Percival. It was hard for Ziusurato get a
red feding just how Enkidu felt about Perciva’ s having eluded him during their chase through the forest.
Enkidu prided hishunting skillsabove al dse, and his having failed to capture Percival very likely rankled
him, no matter what sort of cheery face Gilgamesh was trying to put upon it.

The Aged One watched in silence as the passengers of the Osprey stepped off. Percival hopped down,
then turned and helped ayoung woman off the vehicle, swinging her lightly to the ground. Shelet out a
surprised little gasp of air. A man quickly followed, taler and abit more careworn than the woman. Both
of them seemed very mundane, and were of little interest to Ziusura. The woman looked around in
perplexity, and then cried out involuntarily when her gaze fell upon Enkidu. Reflexively she grabbed the
man by the arm, clutching it tightly. He saw where she was|ooking, and hisface went dack asif al the
blood had evaporated from it in one grest rush, but &t least he managed to contain himself and not cry
out. Whether Enkidu had noticed either of their reactions was difficult for the Aged Oneto say. He
amply stood there with hisfdine inscrutability. Such acontrast he was from Gilgamesh: The High King
resrained his passonswith effort, while Enkidu hed to struggle inwardly just to display even the mildest
of reactions.

And then Arthur emerged.

Even if Ziusurahad never set eyes upon an image of the former president of the United States before, he
would have known this man for what he was. He stood straight and tall in the door. Whereas the men
who had just emerged were perspiring in the heet, their shirts aready sticking to their chests, Arthur was
the picture of mental and physical cool. He was dressed smply in adark suit, arust-colored shirt open at
the neck, and his suit jacket draped casually over one arm. He radiated confidence and charisma.

Until that moment, the residents of Pus Idand who had come to serve as greeters had seemed almost
amused by the whole thing. It wasin some ways a grand joke to them. But with the appearance of
Pendragon, the very air seemed to change, to crackle with an energy that had not been there before. The
people shifted in their place, glanced a one ancther, silently affirming whether each of them was getting
the same impression from thisnew arriva.

Gilgamesh remained blasé. Without taking his eyes from Pendragon, he said in avoice just low enough to
be heard by Enkidu and the Aged One, “ Thisisawarrior king? He does not seem particularly
impressve, thisone.”

Ziusuracouldn’'t quite believe what he had just heard the High King say. He stared at Gilgamesh,
managing to keep his astonishment from his expression. Gilgamesh actualy appeared bored, even
disappointed by Arthur’s appearance. How can he not see? How can he not realize? It wasdmost
enough to cause the Aged One to doubt himself. Almost. But not quite. It’strue. He doesn’t realize.
How very tragic.

“Ah, wdl,” Gilgamesh murmured, “evenif heisnot as| pictured him, heistill aking and therefore
entitled to certain courtesies.” At which point Gilgamesh raised hisvoice and began to chant. The song
had an eerie qudlity to it, and the words were of alanguage that had not been widdly spoken sinceatime
when the gods themsalves were young. Arthur had stepped down from the vehicle and now he merely
stood, listening very attentively to the chant. Ziusurawas struck by the intensity that Arthur displayed,
taking in every syllable asif he understood when, obvioudy, he could not possibly have done so.

The song went on for severa minutes. It was the only sound that could be heard on theidand. Even the
waves of the ocean, normdly heard Iapping on the distant shores, seemed to silence themselves, and the
caws of birds and sounds of other animals upon theidand ceased aswell. It was asif the entire world



had halted to attend to the chanting of the High King.

Findly Gilgamesh ended his song, the last notes still hovering inthe air, and Arthur bowed deeply.
Gilgamesh did not return the gesture, but instead Ssmply inclined his head in acknowledgment.

“In greeting for me, | takeit?” Arthur inquired.

“Just s0,” replied Gilgamesh. “Y ou are Arthur Pendragon?’

“Nee Pendragon, ‘ Penn’ of late. ‘' Sir’ isaways preferable, but between ustwo,” he said, hisvoice both
light and yet with an undercurrent of subtle expectation for respect, “I would think * Arthur’ would suffice.
Andyovu, | tekeit, are Gilgamesh?’

“Just 30,” he said again. He squared his shoulders and seemed to add another five inchesin height. Arthur
angled hishead dightly to keep his eyes upon the High King's, but if the additiona build of the High King
at dl disconcerted Arthur, he gave no indication of such. “And you,” continued Gilgamesh, “have come
to my idand uninvited. But not, | daresay, unheralded.” He nodded in Percival’ s direction.

“You know my name,” Arthur observed, “and yet | wasled to understand that my man, Perciva, was
not forthcoming with that information.”

“Indeed he was not. Did you doubt hisword?’

“Never. | wassmply curious asto how you knew.”

“I am aking, Pendragon. | have my sources.” And he smiled enigmaticaly.

“Very well.” Folding hisarms across his chest, Arthur said evenly, nodding toward the beast-man to one
Sde, “And thiswould be Enkidu, | takeit? Yes, of courseit would. And . . . you?’ Helooked blankly at
Ziusura

“Thisisthe Aged One,” Gilgamesh said. “Also known as Ziusura, and aso Ut-Napidti.”

Arthur stared at Ziusura, obvioudly trying to pull up arecollection, and then it clearly cameto him.
“Ut-Napigti?1 . . . know that name. According to legend, you saved animals from a great flood, much
like Noah.”

Ziusurashook hishead. “No,” he corrected politely. “Noah was much like me.”

“And the gods rewarded you with eternd life.”

With ashrug, Ziusurasaid, “I wouldn't say for sure just how much of a‘reward’ it was, but yes. That is
correct.”

The young woman standing near was apparently thunderstruck by what she was hearing, and the man
with her wasjust shaking hishead. They didn’t believe, or were having trouble believing. That was of
little consequence to Ziusura. How did it possibly matter to him whether they accepted or not? His
existence, hisworld, was not predicated on their acceptance.

“Wadll, thisisan honor,” Arthur said, and bowed to Ziusura. The Aged Onefound, much to his
annoyance, that he liked the younger king. It seemed odd that he should develop aliking for onewho
would very likely bring hisworld crashing down upon him, but Ziusura supposed that if oneisgoing to be
destroyed by someone, better that it be someone one likes rather than someone one detests.
“Andthese” Arthur continued with adight flourish, “are my associates, Ronald Cordobaand Néellie
Porter. Come forward, my friends. Greet the foundation of al legends.”

“Uhm. .. good to meet you,” said the one introduced as Cordoba. He extended a hand. Gilgamesh eyed
it for amoment, and then enveloped it in his. Cordoba blanched dightly upon seeing hishand vanishinto
that of the High King. Perhaps he was concerned he would not be getting it back anytime soon. But
Gilgamesh smply shook it dightly, as was the custom, and then released it.

The one called Porter, perhaps stuck for something to say, stared up at the impressive-looking headgear
atop Gilgamesh' sskull. “Those are. . . very large horns,” she observed.

“Thank you,” rumbled the High King. “It' san interesting story, actudly. Y ou see, the goddess Inana
desired mefor alover, but | spurned her. To retaiate, she unleashed the Bull of Heaven upon my people.
But Enkidu and | killed it. And these areits horns.”

Percival eyed the horns and said solemnly, “That was alot of bull.”

“Yes,” said Gilgamesh, who then appeared perplexed when there were titters of laughter from people
standing nearby. They were quickly silenced by hislook, and then he continued, “Y ou have come along
way, Pendragon. Tl mewhy.”



“I believe you know why. And | fedl the need to tell you, Gilgamesh, that | do not appreciate the manner
inwhich my man, Perciva, was treated by you.”

Gilgamesh brigtled dightly, and it was the Aged One who promptly stepped in. 1 daresay, Mr.
Ex-President, that an uninvited trespasser in the White House would have been treated as ungently as
your Perciva wastreated here.”

“A trespasser in the White House would have been subjected to the laws of the United States, not the
whim of oneindividud.”

“Lawsmade by men,” Gilgamesh said disdainfully.

“With rights that come from God.”

“And | am two-thirds god and one-third man,” countered Gilgamesh, “giving my lawsfar more weight
than anything conceived by mere mortal. For that matter, whatever ill trestment Percival may have
received at my hands was solely because of hisrefusa to cooperate. Had he sworn fedlty to me, as every
other resdent of thisidand has done, he would have been freed and given the same rights accorded any
other. He chose his path, Pendragon. Y ou cannot fault me for forcing him towalk it.”

Percival stepped forward, in between Gilgamesh and Arthur, and turned to face hisliege. “1 beg you, sir,
do not protest on my behaf. We are here for a purpose, and that purpose is dependent upon thisman’'s
good graces,” and heindicated Gilgamesh.

“TheMoor speaskswisdly,” said Gilgamesh. “Y ou would be well-advised to heed him.”

Arthur’ s gaze hardened for amoment, and then Nellie Porter said, “Sir, with all duerespect . . . if the
purpose of thiswasto help your wife, raging testosterone challenges aren’t going to help things.”
Ziusurawas taken aback by the woman’ swords. It seemed to him an ingppropriate manner for anyone,
much lessawoman, to addressaking. But Arthur smiled dightly, and said, “Indeed. Very wdll. If
Percival holds no resentment,” and when the Moor nodded, Arthur continued, “then | would be
graightforward with you, High King. It ismy understanding that thisidand we stand upon isthe holiest of
holy grounds. Isthat true?’

Gilgamesh laughed softly. With his hands clasped behind his back, he waked inasmall circle around the
group. “And what do you think makesit holy, eh?’

“It belonged to our lord,” said Arthur.

“Your lord. Your lord. Do you hear them, Aged One? Do you hear their words, my beast brother? Their
lord. How little you know or understand of such things. Tell me, Arthur Pendragon . . . hasit never
occurred to you that, rather than the cup you seek deriving its power fromyour lord . . . your lord, in fact
... derived his power from the cup?”

Arthur made no immediate reply. He looked stunned at the notion. So did the others.

Gilgamesh, however, waslooking at Percival. He smiled and pointed and said, “ Thisone knew. Or at
least he sensed it, did you not?”

Instead of answering, Percival shot back, “Y ou know what my liege wants. | know you do. You and |
both know we stand upon the Grail. That it has different forms, and the land is one of them. So will you
grant him aid? Yeaor nay?’

“Such petulance for onewho isasking afavor,” said Gilgamesh.

And then Enkidu spoke, in avoice filled with more human pity and sadness than possessed by many
humans that Ziusura had encountered. He turned to Gilgamesh and said in avoice that was both firm and
pleading, “Hdp them.”

The High King was clearly surprised. But then he shrugged his mountainous shoulders and said, “If it
pleases you, beast brother.” He looked back at Arthur and asked, “ The woman is on the vehicle?” When
Arthur nodded, he continued, “Very well. But for awound as severe as | know your woman to have, it
will take the Grail land timeto work. And | do not like having that . . . thing,” he gestured to the Osprey,
“upon my land any longer than is necessary. Once you have brought your woman upon the land, it must
depart immediately.”

“Now wait just aminute. . .” Cordoba spoke up.

“Thisisnot anegatiaion,” Gilgamesh said firmly. “It will beas| say, or you may dl climb back upon the
vehicle and depart Sraightaway.”



The newcomers exchanged looks, and Arthur said, “Ron ... Ndllie ... perhapsit would be best if you
returned to the—"

“No,” Ndliesad firmly. “| camethisfar. I'll seeit through. Y ou can do what you want, Ron.”
“Thanksfor the permission,” said Ron. “I came, | saw, and .. . . well, | haven't exactly conquered, but
I’m not bailing & this point elther.”

The Aged Onefdt aflash of admiration for the two of them. These were not trained warriors or ageless
beings. These were clearly two utterly ordinary people, trying to ded the best they could with
extraordinary circumstances. Then the admiration was quickly replaced by pity. Poor bastards have no
idea what they’ ve let themselvesin for.

It wasthe work of but afew minutesto offload Pendragon’ s mate from the waiting vehicle. Shewas
strapped to awheedled bed, with al manner of tubes protruding from her. Shelooked pale and barely
dive. The Aged Oneknew dl the detalls, of course; unlike Gilgamesh, he had remained aggressively part
of the red world. He knew only of Gwendolyn Penn, however, through what he had seen of her on
on-line newsitems and feeds. He knew enough to know that what one presentsto the world viathe
media oftentimes bearslittle resemblance to redity. So he had no true idea of what Mrs. Pennwaslikein
red life. He could only think that she must be quite aremarkable woman for aman to have goneto al
thistrouble over her. Ziusura had not met many women of that caliber, and he' d been around quite some
time

He was extremely puzzled, however, at the second thing that was lowered—not without effort—from the
Osprey. It was astatue of what appeared to be ayoung man, standing there with a rather pained
expression on itsface. Gilgamesh looked as confused as anyone e se, dthough Enkidu naturally
maintained his customary deadpan expression. Pendragon’ s concern, however, was quite evident, and
amidgt criesof “Careful! Careful with him!” he did not relax until the statue was safely upon the ground.
The ship’spilot, ayoung and handsome fellow with a square jaw and confident manner, crouched in the
doorway as Arthur spoketo him, clearly giving him ingtructions. The pilot, who was wearing asmall
name tag that said “Roderick,” was obvioudy not enthused about what he was being told to do. He even
began to offer some meager protest. But Arthur was quite firm, and some minutes later the hatch door
had been closed tight and the Osprey was lifting off. It stayed low to the water asit angled away and
soon disappeared behind agrove of trees.

Gilgamesh sauntered over to the bedridden woman, barely casting a glance at the satue. Arthur stood
nearby, watching the woman with obvious concern. “So . . . what happens now?” inquired Arthur.
Without aword, Gilgamesh knocked Gwen, gurney and dl, to the ground.

Arthur’ s reaction was immediate as he lunged toward Gilgamesh, uttering a curse, and he started to reach
behind hisback asif to pull something from it. But Enkidu was fagter, interposing himself between the
two of them, and Percival was now gripping Arthur from behind, saying urgently, “No, my lord! Wait!”

“Y ou bastard!” snapped out Arthur. “ How dare you! A helplesswoman! A—"

“Arthur?’

The voice floated up to Pendragon, and he stopped in histracks, eyes wide, body rigid. Gilgamesh had a
confident smirk on hisface, and Enkidu relaxed histense posture as the immediate danger obvioudy
subsided.

Gwen was lying on the overturned gurney, staring up at Arthur and blinking in confusion against the
brightness of the morning sun. As dissipated as her body seemed, her eyeswerefilled with life and light
and congderable bewilderment. “Arthur?’ shesaid again. “Darling . . . would you mind telling me why
I’'mtied up? | mean, yeah, | know | had thiskinky birthday wish that onetime, but . . .” Then her gaze
fel upon Nédlie Porter, who was saring a her with unmasked astonishment, and she said in amortified
voice, “Okay, uhm ... you didn’t heer that ...”

RODERICK ISNOT pleased with the current situation.
Even as he propels the Osprey across the water, his mind is racing as he is confronted with the
reality of what he has to face. He must now return to base and inform his superiors that he has



dropped off a former president of the United States in the middle of fricking nowhere. He must
explain that Arthur Penn gave him a direct order to depart for twenty-four hours and then return.
But a good deal can happen in twenty-four hours. He is even less happy over the certainty that he
will be taken to task and held personally responsible for this growing debacle, particularly
considering that he is now aware that the Secret Service men whom he had assumed were with
the ex-president are, in fact, nowhere to be seen.

He should have refused to leave. He tried to do so. Technically Arthur Penn had no say over him
since he was no longer the commander-in-chief. But Penn had been forceful and confident and
even though every scrap of common sense in Roderick’s mind told himto stay put, here heis
flying away from Pus Island and mentally flagellating himself.

Well, heis going to return, and in considerably less time than twenty-four hours. He is going to
return to base and tell command personnel there exactly what happened, and he' s going to come
flying back in short order with more bona fide army men than anyone knows what to do with. And
that bronzed giant who was standing there like he was God Almighty, and that other guy next to
him wearing the weirdo Halloween ouitfit that made him look like some sort of whack-asslion. . .
well, let’ s just see how large and in charge they feel when they’ re looking down the business end
of an AK-47.

“Yup,” he says out loud, as much to convince himself of the rightness of hisintended actions as
anything else. “ Yup. I’m coming back and we' re gonna show those local yokels just who'sin
charge.”

And suddenly the headset he is wearing isripped from him, and a female voice whispersin his ear
with honeyed sweetness, “ They already know.”

Heturnsin his seat, and he just barely has time to see a flash of green eyes, and they are driving
deep into him, into his soul, and he sees himself for the pathetic, wretched, posturing fool that he
is, and he cries out in horror at the miserable creature he now knows himself to be even as he
drives the Osprey down, down to the water, sending the Osprey into a coffin roll. It plummets four
thousand feet at just over a hundred miles an hour, and when it hits the water, it crushesin on
itself, metal creaking and rupturing in one huge, ear-splitting shriek. Roderick, divorced father of
two, is mashed into unrecognizable pulp. The possessor of the green eyes, whose name means
Little King, is already gone through means known only to herself.

Sheis not a big fan of the water. Oh, she can swimwell enough, and the dlithering return to Pus
Island will not overtax her. Nevertheless, she mildly resents the inconvenience to which she has
gone, but decides to consider it simply another case of noblesse oblige.

CHAPTRE THE NINETEENTH

ARTHUR HAD IMAGINED dl the waysthat Gwen would react to her return to the land of the
conscious. He had played it over so many timesin hishead that it had reached the point whereit hurt just
to contemplateit, for it seemed so impossibleagoal.

But now the goa had been achieved. A hell of afeat, even for one who had dready racked up so many
accomplishments. Somehow, though, in al thoseimagined scenariosinvolving Gwen' sunlikely
resuscitation, the notion of her being absolutely furious with him never crossed hismind.

The eventsimmediatdly following Gwen's miracul ous recovery—which had occurred within seconds of
her physicaly coming into contact with the hallowed ground that was Pus Idand, or Grail I1dand, or
whatever one wanted to call it—were something of ablur to Arthur. He remembered the stunned ook on
Ron Cordoba sface, and that Néllie Porter was crying, openly and unashamed. Gwen continued to |ook
perplexed even as he hastened to release her from the straps that had kept her bound to the gurney. She
yelped as tubes were pulled out from her, and she seemed completely disoriented.

Throughit dl, Gilgamesh had looked on with a satisfied air. On the surface he seemed quite happy for the
good fortune of Arthur and hiswife, but there was just enough reserve, just enough distance in his attitude
that it sounded faint warning bdllsin Arthur’ s head. But they were very faint indeed, and when Gilgamesh
offered to provide them with accommodationsin his own vast residence, Arthur was only too glad to



takehimup onit.

Only Perciva seemed detached from the controlled pandemonium that followed Gwen'sreturn to life. He
seemed far more interested in fixing his attention upon Gilgamesh and Enkidu, particularly the latter.
Arthur could guess the resentment that was likely filtering through Perciva’s mind. He had, after dl, once
held the Holy Grail in hishand. It had disappeared, and it was evident that Gilgamesh had been the one
who had absconded with it. Or . . . could such athing reglly be considered any one person’s property?
Did it not, in many ways, belong to the ages? Perhaps it was presumptuous for any one person to say
that it was his. Of course, by that train of logic, Gilgamesh was no more entitled to “own” the Grall, in any
of itsforms, than Percival was. Arthur suspected, however, that it was unlikely that the High King would
willingly relinquish possession of it.

Wl . .. why should he? He wasliving peacefully here on thisidand of miracleswith hisfollowers,
harming no one and presenting a bonafide miracle to Arthur and hiswife. Who were they to say that he
was acting ingppropriately or unfairly?

The chambersthat Arthur and Gwen had been brought to were el aborately furnished with rich tapestries
upon thewall and intricately carved furniture that would have fetched thousands of dollars were they on
sale back in the United States. Arthur marveled at the craftsmanship even as Gwen st there, trying to
pull her scattered thoughts together and devel op a chronological comprehension of what had occurred.

It was when she finally managed to do so that the trouble began.

Shewas gitting in achair that was much too large for her, her feet dangling severa inches above the
ground. She was attired in clothes given her by Gilgamesh, a smple one-piece white garment that looked
vaguely smilar to atoga Shelooked lovely init, athough she would have looked lovely in anything. Her
color and vitality were aready returning to her, and her face waslooking cheery and pink, which would
have pleased Arthur no end had he not redized that she wasin fact becoming flushed with mounting
anger.

“You...quit?

Shewas bardly able to form the two words, and what was most disturbing wasthat Arthur had told her
that five minutes earlier. He was dready long past that part of the narrative, having moved on to
describing Percivd’ sfirgt encounter with Gilgamesh and the eventsthat had led to their arrival upon the
idand. Y et shewas only just now processing the information that Arthur had resigned his office.

Still, there was nothing for it but to deal with the Stuation in as straightforward amanner as he could. And
30, gamely, he nodded and said, “ Y es, Gwen. | quit. But you seg, it isn't asbad asall th—"

“You quit?

He blinked, abit concerned over her inability to grasp such smple concepts. “Yes.”

“The office of the presdency?’

“That'sright.”

“They ...” She seemed barely capable of framing thewords. “They didn’t force you to go? Tell you to
get out or anything?Youjust . . . left on your own?’

“That’ sright, Gwen. Under the circumstances, | didn’t see how | could—"

“You asshole!”

Arthur was utterly taken aback at her fury. “Gwen! | . . . | redly don’t think it' s gppropriate for you
to—"

“ Appropriate?!” She had jJumped down out of the chair and wasn't just gpproaching him, she was
gtaking him. Reflexively he backed up, even though she posed no physicd threet. Or it could be that he
was overconfident, considering Gwen looked ready to tear him limb from limb with her bare hands.
Indeed, not only ready, but capable. “Appropriate? My God . . . | don’t believeit! He'll kill mel He's
going tokill me!”

Taking her stated concerns asthe litera truth, Arthur immediately tensed and felt completely on his guard,
wondering where this new menace to Gwen' swelfare was going to emerge from. “Who'sgoing to kill
you, Gwen?’ he demanded briskly, reaching to take her by the shoulders.

But she pushed him away, shrugging him off. “Merlin!”

“What?" he asked in bewilderment, and then he understood. “Oh,” he said, much more softly.



“Y ou bet your ass‘oh’!” Gwen said heatedly. She ran her fingers through her strawberry blonde hair asif
sheweregoing torip it out in her consternation. “ It was just what he was dways afraid of! That
somehow | was going to wind up interfering in your grest destiny! And | did! | so completely did!
Because of me, you—"

Thistimehedid grip her by the upper arms, and even though she struggled to pull away, hedidn’t let her
go. He managed to keep the anger and hurt and frustration from his voice, but it was a Herculean effort.
For if he had been certain of onething, it was that Gwen would aways understand and support the
decisonshe madein hislife and career. Maybe not always agree with them, but understand and support.
But now . . . now she seemed baffled by the actions that he had taken, even though he had been so
certain that they were the correct ones a the time.

“Listen to me!” heordered her, so sharply that it commanded her attention. *'Y ou were not responsible!
Do you understand that? Sandova’ s people were responsible for shooting you. It was they who put your
lifein peril, they who brought you to the edge of death. It was nothing you did. And it was my decison to
devote the fullness of my attention to you—"

“The country needed you, Arthur!”

“The country stands, Gwen! Don't you see?’ He choked on the emotion he was fedling for amoment
before continuing, “When Camelot lost me, it came apart. The United States. . . it needsits president, in
al likelihood. Needs its government and peopleto run it. But they never needed me specificaly. Just
someone with vison tofill the office, because the office isfar greater than any one man, even me. And
you have no idea how difficult and even galing it wasfor meto accept it. But it’ strue. But you, Gwen . .
. you truly needed me.”

“l was in a goddamn coma! Inwhat way did | need you?’

“Y ou needed me,” he pointed out, “to bring you here.”

“No, | needed Percival to bring me here. Y ou were just dong for theride.”

The moment she had spoken the words, she would have given anything to be ableto retrieve them. She
stepped back and Arthur made no effort to hold on to her. Instead he smply fixed his hurt but level gaze
upon her, and shetried to sStammer out an apology, but Arthur smply nodded and said, “Y ou are right.
Never apologizefor being right.”

“But Arthur, 1 ..."

“Never.” Helet out adow, steady breath. “Gwen . . . we had one president who pardoned another, and
it was awildly unpopular move, but he did it because he felt the country had been through enough. If
nothing e se—removing this entire issue from concerns regarding you—I felt the country had once again
been through enough. An opportunity was being handed to meto rid the world of Arnim Sandoval. |
took that opportunity. | had to.”

“Ohyes,” she said with ill-disguised bitterness. “My greet and glorious supporter, Miss Basll, stepping in
out of the goodness of her heart.”

“Shedid thejob.”

“I don't trust her, Arthur.”

“She sthe Basilisk. There' sno reason that you should.”

“And | don't trust you.”

If she had hauled off and dapped him across the face with a brick, he could not have been any more
staggered. “How can you say that?’ he was barely able to whisper.

“How can | not? Arthur . . .” Shelooked ready to cry, and it was only through force of will that she kept
tearsfrom rolling down her face. “Arthur . . . after everything you went through, everything you achieved
...tojust...justthrowital away ...”

“I got something back for it. | got Sandovd . . .”

“Hewas one man! Don't you see. ..” Her handsflailed about. “ The presidency . . . it'smore than one
man. It'san office. It sgreatness. It’ shigger than any one person, bigger even than you. And when you
left it behind, you let down the office. . . and Merlin,and me. . .”

“Stopit,” he snapped at her fiercely. “Y ou don't understand ...”

“Y ou got thet right.”



“Gwen. ..” Hisfrudtration was mounting. Thiswas so completely off the direction that he had thought
thisreunion would take. “Don't you see? |’ ve spent my entire life doing what was expected of me. Doing
thingsfor Merlin, for the people, for you. But with you gone, with Merlingone. . . | wasleft in apostion
of asking, What am | doing for myself?| ask you: When does it happen? When am | entitled to attend to
my own desires, to what | want to do for mysaf?’

And with such sadness as he had never seen in any human face, Gwen told him, “Y ou don't.”

“What?’

Shetook in adeep breath and let it out dowly. “You said it yoursdlf, Arthur. I’ll never forget. You sad,
‘We are creatures of destiny, you and I.” That’ swhat you told me. Do you remember?’

He nodded. He couldn’t find the words, even aword assmpleas“Yes.”

“You can tell yourself that you left office because you wanted to rid the people of Arnim Sandovad. But in
doing that, you elevated hisimportance above your own, and the truth isthat you just wanted revenge on
him. Quick, clean, easy. And you got it. But look a what it cost you in return. Just look.”

“Hasit cost meyou?" asked Arthur, not certain he could cope with the answer.

She looked down and said the three words that were even worsethan “ Y es, it has,” or “No, it hasn't.”

“I don't know.”

And Arthur wanted to scream at her. To grab her, shake her, make her redlize everything that he had
done, howl in fury over her inability to comprehend that which had been so clear to him.

“Y ou hate me, don’t you?” Gwen said, her voice choking in her throat. Arthur made no reply. His
thoughts, his passions were so completely scattered that he didn’t know what to think or what to say,
and in such casesit was dways better to say nothing at al. “Well,” she continued, “1 hate me, too. | hate
mefor what | causedyoutodo. .. and evenif it wasyour decision, | was till responsiblefor it, and 1 . .
She couldn’t speak. Instead she turned and fled the room, and every impul se that Arthur possessed told
him to run after her, to hold her, to try and makeit right again.

He stayed where he was.

ASTHEY WALKED aong the shore, Ron Cordoba couldn’t help but notice that Nellie Porter’s
attention seemed focused on the sky. “The Osprey isn’t due back until tomorrow,” said Ron.

“Oh. | know,” shesaid quickly, amost guiltily.

Cordoba had shucked his jacket and also his socks and shoes. Néllie was likewise barefoot, her shoes
resting with Cordoba s property on arock ashort distance back. Ron crouched and picked up afistful
of thewarm sand, dlowing it to trickle between hisfingers. “Hard to believe, isn't it?’

“Which hard-to-believe thing are you referring to?” sheask wryly.

“This. Look at it. Lookslike norma sand. Hard to believe,” he said, shaking his head, “that thisis some
sort of . . . of Holy Grail territory. That just standing on thisidand somehow curesdl your ills. It strue,
though. | canfed it.”

“Youcan?

He paused and then said to her, “ Do you know whét tinnitusis?’

Shewas abit surprised and confused by the changeintopic. “Ringing inthe ears, isn't it?’

“Yeah. Wdll .. .| haveit.”

“Redly?l hadnoidea. . .”

He shrugged. “It’s not something | like to advertise. Some daysit’ s better, someworse, but I’ ve learned
to livewithit. Well, | was here for two hours and suddenly redlized it was gone. Just like that.”

Nellie shook her head, obvioudy scarcely able to credit what she was hearing. “Y ou’ re sure you' re not
imagining it?’

“I think I know the difference between redlity and imagination.”

And Nellielet out alaugh that wasfilled with confusion and bitterness. “Well, I’'m sure glad you do!
Because me and redlity, we haven’t been on speaking terms for awhile now.”

“What do you—"



“Ron, for God' s sake, look at us!” she shouted, her agitation painful to see. “We rerationa people!
Or at least we re supposed to be! Have you completely lost sight of how insane dl of thisis?’

“Y ou mean with Gilgamesh—"

“I meanwith dl of it!” Shewaswaking inasmdl circlein the sand, gesticulating broadly. “L ook what's
being handed to us! | mean, | could bardly wrap mysdlf around the whole Arthur and Guinevere thing!
And now you' re asking me to accept Gilgamesh, and gods, and Noah . . . Noah, for crying out loud, and
agreat flood, and gods making peopleimmorta, andit'sal just . . . just nuts! | am atwenty-first-century
womean, Ron!”

“And | am atwenty-firs-century man.”

It was not Ron who had spoken. It was Gilgamesh, standing directly behind Nellie, who jumped severd
feet in the air because she was so startled. She came down with her feet tangled and staggered back,
fdling againgt Ron, who caught her and prevented her from hitting the ground. She clutched a her bosom
asif afraid that her heart was going to explode through her chest.

“Wadll . .. morelike atwenty-seventh-century man, actualy,” continued Gilgamesh quite casudly. “It's
just that my century isB.C., whereas yoursis A.D. But that shouldn’t pose too much of a problem,
should it?’

“Where did you come from?’ Nellie gasped out.

“Uruk, in Babylonia,” hereplied. “In theterritory that you would now cdl Irag.”

“No, I mean...”

“I know what you mean. | can be most stedlthy if | am soinclined,” he said.

Ron was not ecstatic with the way Gilgamesh waslooking a Néllie, asif she were some worshiping dave
girl that he could just snap up as a between-meal snack at any point he was so inclined. But he said
nothing, and instead smply steadied Nellie so she was able to stand on her own two feet.

Gilgamesh sighed in asad, dmost pitying manner. “It seemstoo much for you, doesn'tit? Y et your
leader accepts me, accepts the thingsthat | have told him. Why can't you?’

Therewas no heditation in Ndllie' sresponse. “ Because at least he'smortd,” she said. “He' s never
claimed to be anything ese. A norma man who hasincrediblethingshappentohim.. . . okay, it' sa
dretch, but it' sastretch | can handle. But you! You say you're. . .”

“Two-thirds god, one-third man.” He nodded. “My mother was the goddess Ninsun. My father was
Lugabanda, born mortal man but later deified.”

“Okay, see, that’ swhat’ s getting to me. Gods and bullsfrom heaven . . .”

“Oh, the bull of heaven was nothing in comparison to true challenges, such asHuwawa,” Gilgamesh said
casudly. “ Guardian of the Cedar Forest, protected by seven deadly radiances, dain by Enkidu and
me—"

“That’'sanother thing! Enkidu! He slike an animal ontwo legs! Creatureslikethat, they . . . they don't
exig!”

“According to whom?’ asked Gilgamesh, genuindy interested.

“Torationd mindd It'sstuff from the Bible or fairy tles—’

“There are those who believe thet the Bibleisliterd truth,” Gilgamesh reminded her.

Ron snorted in grim acknowledgment of that. “ Tell me about it. The people who gave us grief about
teaching evolution, even in thisday and age, you wouldn't believe. . .”

“Thisday and age.” Gilgamesh said the words with remarkable sadness, asif speaking of someonelong
dead and till sorely missed. “ Thisday and age, my friends, isvastly overrated. You havenoidea, no. .

Hisvoicetralled off for along moment, and Ron found himself fascinated by the great man before him. If
he truly was what he claimed he was, he was indeed the foundation for al legends, dl heroeswho had
come after him. Hewas't just “living history.” He transcended history.

Gilgamesh dowly walked away from them. He stared out at the water [apping upon the shore, looked
with attentiveness to aflock of birds angling overhead. “Y ou don't understand,” he sighed.
“Thenexplainit,” said Ron.

Hedidn't even look back at them. It was asif he were staring into aworld they could never hope to see.



“Theworld isfar more subjective than you redlize,” he said. “ Perception shapes redlity.”

“Oh, wdll, | could havetold you that,” said Ron. “I’min palitics. It's never more true than there.”

“It' smorethan that,” Gilgamesh said. “Redlity . . . theworld. . . isfar morefluid than you can even begin
to comprehend. Once upon atime. . . inaworld that to you is purely the stuff of myth . . . people knew
very little about what you would term the ‘redity’ of theworld. And so they filled in the gaps with their
collective consciousness. They believed those things you would attribute to science—lightning and
thunder, earthquakes, eclipses—they believed them to be the work of gods. And so they were. Even
earlier than that, on aprimal level, when man was huddling around fires and yellow eyesgleamed a him
from the forest, man imagined those eyes to belong to monsters beyond describing. And so.. . . they
were.” Now he turned toward them, and his face was alight with an excitement that had been absent
before. “ There were giantsin those days, my friends. Giants and magic and gods who stalked heaven and
earth amidst the worship of those who trembled before them. And their presence was a very red thing,
and their wrath was redl, because the mind of humanity made them redl. The love, the adoration, the fear,
and theworship madethemred . . .”

“And you?’

Néllie had posed the question, and his eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?’

“Y ou’ re two-thirds god, one-third man, or so you say. Does belief help make you rea?”

He did not answer, save for adight and even sad amile. “It wasamoreinteresting time,” hefinadly said.
“A time when anything was possible. When the world was not circumscribed by science. Ignorance is not
necessarily bliss, but it is oftentimes preferable to the reality thet is created by alittle knowledge. . .
which, as| recdl, issaid to be adangerousthing.”

“And are we supposed to believe that redlity isjust that elastic?’ asked Ndllie.

“It il occurs,” Gilgamesh said. “For instance: A man is accused of acrime. More often than not, heis
believed to be guilty, for it isfar easier to believe the worst of people than the best. In short order, the
actuality of whether he committed the crime is beside the point. He istreated by society asacriminal.
Even those who are friends, or loved ones, look a him differently. In the eyesand bdief of the world
around him, heis guilty. The perception of him creates his new redlity, aredlity in which heisguilty of a
crime. Tragic for him, | suppose. But I’ [l have you know that it's amere vestige of what the world was
once like, before so many people thought they knew so much. It was afar more interesting place than
what we have now. | missit. Missit terribly. And | have had plenty of time to compare it and consider it.
I’ve wandered the earth for solong . . . so long. So many names |’ ve acquired in that time. Methusaleh,
some named me. Later | was Ahasuerus. Heracles was another popular name.. . .”

“Heracl . . . you mean Hercules?” asked Ndliein surprise.

“A being of great strength and godlike descent. The legends grew and grew. And who am | to say no to
alegend?’

A gentle breeze wafted across them, an invigorating scent filling Ron’ s nogtrils. The world smelled new
just from Gilgamesh’ srecounting of what it once had been. “How are you here?’ he asked &t last. “How
areyou dill dive?Isit because of the Grall?”’

Sowly he nodded. “Y es. My birthright gave me extended life. Life beyond anything that any mortal has
known. But even that life was not an eternity, for that the gods denied me. When | happened upon the
Grail, my existence was nearing its end. But with the Grail in my possession, everything became different
and anything became possible” Hisvoicerose, dmost musical inits sense of triumph as he continued,
“My beast brother was able to return to me as| braved the gates of the underworld itself. Magic, old and
powerful magic such aswas amost crushed from the world by those who would not believe. But the
legend of the Grall istoo strong, even for modern man, who ‘knows so much. And from that legend and
that belief comes strength, and none herewill ever die, and | will be strong and young forever .. .”

“And what about us?’ Nellie asked the question that had occurred to Ron, but he was a bit too
apprehensiveto ask it.

Gilgamesh looked at her, hisface unreadable, and Ron felt achill because there was something in the
way that he did not immediately respond that warned Ron they were potentidly in over their heads.

And that was when they heard Gwen scream.



CHAPTRE THE TWENTIETH

GWEN WASN'T REALLY paying attention where she was going when she bolted from the room she'd
been sharing with Arthur. Her mind was whirling and confused, and she was beginning to fed just like
that time when she had first been pulled into Arthur’ sworld. Here she was, having fully adjusted to such
things astrans-dimensiond castles and youthful wizards, even taking them for granted. And now shewas
right back with that feding of disorientation that her initia exposureto the unred redlity of Arthur ingtilled
within her.

The sun was drawing low on the horizon as she ran from the building. She dashed past residents of the
idand, dl of them looking so young and relaxed and filled with contentment. God, it’s like the beach in
Malibu, only a hundred times wor se, she thought.

There was a clearing ringed with towering, sculpted rocks that reminded her of Stonehenge. No one was
around, and so she made for it, just wanting someplace where she could st and think and perhaps clear
her head, except her head had abullet init, and was't that al wonderful, and how was she ever going to
pass through ameta detector again ... ?

Insane, it's all insane. Maybe that’s what thisis: a deranged dream. Maybe I'm actually lying in a
coma on a hospital bed somewhere and all of thisis something I’ m just concocting in my
subconscious. Yes, | likethat. | like that a lot more than the notion that | was responsible for
Arthur walking away from everything that was real and important . . .

She leaned againgt one of the stone columns and then, feding overwhelmed by sheer spiritua exhaustion,
she sank to the ground, trying not to cry. And suddenly she let out a startled gasp, her head flying back
and causing her to crack the back of her skull rather nadtily.

Merlin was standing at the far end of the clearing. At least, the statue of him was. It bore that same,
somewheat frustrated look it always had. She hadn't realized he was there at first because he sort of
blended in with the other stone objects.

“Hey, Melin!” shesad, her voice giddy, waggling her fingers. “Good to see afamiliar face! Andyou'll
bethrilled to know, you wereright! Y ou wereright,” and her voice choked dightly asshe said it. “And |
didn’'t even have to do anything actively to screw things up for Arthur. All | had to do was get mysdlf shot
and lie around like an oversized doorstop, and his guilty conscience did the rest.”

She started to sob uncontrollably, and felt al the more foolish for coming unglued in thismanner. Damn
you! After everything you’ ve gone through, after everything you' ve faced, thisis how you react?
By turning into a weeping mess? You faced down Morgan Le Fey in her lair! Nothing should
throw you after that! But her menta chiding did nothing to rein her in, and she continued to cry and fed
nothing but risng anger a hersdlf, and the anger fed into the mourning, one building atop the other. And
shefound hersdlf saying “I’m sorry, I'm sorry” over and over, athough she had no clear ideato whom
shewas apologizing.

“Cam down, dear, you' re making a spectacle of yourself.”

Gwen rubbed her eyeswith her fidts, trying to clear them, to see who was addressing her. Her eyes
widened as she saw afamiliar face, with an expression as mocking as the tone of voice.

“M-MissBasl!”

Miss Bas| bowed dightly. She was dressed al in green, in aleotard so form-fitting that it dmost looked
like her skin. In fact, Gwenwas't entirely certain it wasn't.

Shedidn’t reply beyond the physical acknowledgment of Gwen' s presence, prompting Gwen to force
hersdf to continue rather than let asilence build. “What . . . are you doing here?’

“Why, I'm taking to you, little queen,” Miss Basl said. She gppeared genuinely ddighted to see Gwen,
which naturaly put Gwen dl the more on her guard. “ There should be no harm in that, should there?'Y ou
do till talk?Y ou remember how to do that?’ Gwen, with effort, nodded. “Y ou seem quite concerned,
little queen. Are you not happy to see me? No, you don’t seem 0. Y ou seem distressed. How
unfortunate. After al, did | not provide you vauable service in that businesswith Morganna? 'Y our
actionsin that affair won you the undying loyaty of Arthur, did it not? So I’ d think on that basis aone,
you' d welcome your old aly with open arms.”



Gwen took in adeep breath and let it out dowly to cam hersdf. She only partly succeeded in steadying
her nerves. “Y es, you' d think that. On the other hand, since that time, you turned Merlininto . . . into
that.” And she pointed at the Statue.

“Heturned himsdf into that.” Miss Badl sniffed. “I smply provided him the opportunity and motive. The
actionwasdl his. Still, Gwen.. . . it'ssomething of apity that you'd hold that against me. It' sthe nature
of things, you know. It’'s physics. For al actions, thereis an equa and opposite reaction. On the one
hand, | helped you.. . . on the other hand,” and she shrugged, “| destroyed Merlin. Thesethings al
balance out.”

“What are you implying, that Merlin turning into that is because of me? That some sort of karmic scae
had to be evened out because you helped me?’

“I'm not implying that, no, but . . . if it will serveto give you deepless nights, then believeit. | won't be
bothered.”

Gwen'’ s anger was beginning to overcome her fear and even her common sense. Now on her feet, she
approached Miss Basil, her clenched fist trembling asif she were planning to punch thetaller womanin
theface. “Why are you like this? Why do you ingst on trying to make people miserable when you have it
inyour power to help them?’

“| do help them,” MissBasil said casudly. “ Or hadn’t you heard: | was responsible for putting an end to
the person who engineered the attack that put abullet in your head.”

“Yes, | heard,” Gwen responded in a heated voice. “But the condition for it was blackmailing Arthur into
giving up the presidency.”

“Isthat the way the story wastold to you?’

“Doyou deny it?

MissBadl laughed. “Deny it? Darling, | revel init. But the truth wasthat Arthur’ s heart redly wasn't in it
anymore. | did him afavor. | gave him an excuseto lay down his burden.”

“Y ou exploited him when hewas at hislowest, iswhat you did.”

“Samething,” shesad cardlesdy. Then she amiled, thelight of her eyes dancing asif in contemplation of
something so greetly mischievous she could hardly contain her delight. “Doesit bother you so much? That
| removed Sandova from thisworld in exchange for your husband’ sresignation.”

“Yeah. Yeah, it bothersthe hdll out of me.”

“Waell.” She clapped her hands with pleasure. “If that’ sthe case, | have asurprise for you. I'd actualy
been saving it for Arthur, but | suspect you will appreciate it even more.”

And then Miss Basi| began to open her mouth, wider and wider. In seconds her jaw had distended
beyond anything that any human being could possibly duplicate. It was asif her head had split in two. Her
neck began to stretch, to undulate, and her entire body was lengthening, twisting around and back. Her
clothing did not tear from the stretching, making even more suspect the notion that it was any sort of
febricat dl.

Thear wasfilled with alow hum, asif some sort of power were building up, and Gwen might have been
imagining it, but it seemed that the ground was beginning to vibrate benesth her fest.

Miss Basil was ho longer recognizable as anything human. Gwen shielded her face, looking askance so as
not to stare straight on at the cresture before her. She had no clue what, if anything, would happen to her
if shedidlook full upon MissBasil, but she had no desireto find oui.

There were hideous sounds then, athough she had no ideawhether her refusal to look directly at the
source made the sounds better or worse than they would have been. There was adeep coughing, and the
sounds of liquids being spat up and hitting the ground, and she could resist theimpulse no longer as she
looked squarely at Miss Basil, or more accurately, the winged serpent that she had become. Gwen
gaped in confusion, unable to comprehend what she was seeing.

For a heartbeat, she flashed back to an awful, awvful moment when her parents had taken her, asachild,
to azoo. She had stared at a hamster-shaped bulge in the middle of one of the snakes and inquired of her
father what that bulge was doing there. Her father’ s unadorned, straightforward answer was met with
shrieks of hysteriaand a hasty and premature departure from the zoo.

What she was seeing now was evocative of that bulge, but there were two differences. Thefirst was that



Gwen was not screaming, for her throat had completely closed up so that she could barely draw in
aufficient air to breathe, much less shriek. And second, it was not in the shape of ahamster, but rather in
the shape of aman.

The Basilisk thrust upward, her muscles contracting with effort, her mouth exceedingly wide. And then, in
what could only be described as a grotesque perversion of the birth process, the top of a head became
visblein the creature’ s open mouth. It wasimpossible to tell what color the hair had been, or even if it
had at one point possessed any hair. The Basilisk convulsed once more, and then athird time, and then
with arush of liquid and asplattering and spattering that would haunt Gwen to her dying day—however
imminent that might be—Arnim Sandova was vomited up from the belly of the beest.

He flopped onto the ground eight months after having been consumed, and he was il dive.

The digestive juices had worked very, very dowly upon him. His clotheswere mosily esten away, aswas
some of hisskin on hisback and arms. His flesh looked asif it were starting to curdle like milk, and the
stench of him washed over Gwen so violently that she dry-heaved, dumping back against one of the
stone columnsfor support. He was shaking, like aman who was freezing, or perhaps seized with a
horrific case of Parkinson’ s disease. He stared up at her without truly focusing upon her, without having
the dightest clue where he was, and then he started to reach for her and murmur something that did not
sound at al human but insteed came out more like avile gurgling noise.

That was when Gwen screamed, and screamed, and kept screaming, and somewhere in the distance of
the moment, Miss Basil was laughing loudly, but Gwen did not hear athing.

GILGAMESH, RON, AND Néliewere adistance away when they heard the scream, and immediately
garted in the direction from which it had originated.

Elsawhere, Percival, who had been fighting afeding of unease about the Osprey but could not determine
exactly why, also heard, and he started running from the other direction. Seconds later, he was passed by
afleet-footed Enkidu, moving so quickly that Percivd fdt asif he' d been standing sill. So much so, in
fact, that he briefly did stand il just to give himsalf some basisfor contrast.

None of them got to the scene firgt, however. That honor belonged to Arthur, who was not only the
closest to begin with, but had finally gotten up off his metaphorical ass and gone after Gwen because,
really, dammit, what e€lse was he supposed to do?

So bardly had thefirst sounds of Gwen'’sinitia shrieks faded when Arthur appeared over therise,
running as fast as he could. Even as he sprinted, he stared in confusion at the liquid mess of a human who
was lying on the ground five paces from Gwen, and then the human lurched to hisfeet and Gwen
screamed even louder, and that was when Arthur recognized who and what it was that was menacing his
wife

“Oh my God, no,” he whispered, but the shock didn’t cause him to break stride. Nothing short of getting
hislegs cut off could accomplish that.

Remarkably, he did not notice the twenty-foot-long (or longer) serpent with the small wings that was
lurching about the area. The serpent with the voice of awoman that was laughing loudly a what it had
wrought. It was ameasure of Arthur’ sfocusthat his sole concern was Gwen and the monstrosity that
wasfacing her. So it was that when he pulled out Excalibur from its place upon hisback, preparing
himself to wield the glowing weapon, his attention was upon hiswife and her threat, rather than the
greater jeopardy posed by the Basilisk.

The Basilisk, for her part, was overlooking absolutely nothing. The defeat she' d known at Arthur’s
hands, the bargaining for her existence, dl till rankled her. Y es, she had accomplished some small
messure of vengeance, but it was insufficient asfar as she was concerned. More was required, and more
shewas prepared to dedl out. So it was a the moment Arthur drew within distance, the fearsometail of
the Basilisk whipped around and caught Arthur on the side of the head just ashewas closing on
Sandoval.

Theintengity of the blow knocked Arthur flat. The fact that he was able to hold on to Excalibur was
nothing short of miraculous, but Miss Basil was not prepared to let that thrice-damned sword stand in her



way. Arthur lay on the ground, clearly disoriented, but still adangerousfoe.

Miss Basl’ simpulse wasto strike quickly. It was, after dl, in her nature. She feared, however, the
precipitous action lest she rush headlong into a Situation that was not going to beto her liking.

A quick movement to her right caught her attention and her head snapped around, her forked tongue
lancing out with athreatening hiss. Gwen had been advancing on her, carrying no weapons, offering no
red threat of any kind, but till trying because she felt like she had to do something. Shefrozein placethe
moment that the Basilisk saw her.

“Gwen! Don't look at her!” Arthur shouted, staggering to hisfeet. He drove forward, swinging
Excdibur, but the Basilisk saw it coming and, quick aslightning, ducked under it, damming her body
around and trying to knock Arthur’ sfeet out from under him. He vaulted lightly over the coils as Gwen
tried to shidd her eyes, and suddenly there was an animaistic screech and Sandova plowed into Arthur.
How in God' s name the wretched thing that had been aterrorist leader was functioning enough to do so,
Gwen would never be able to figure out, but Sandoval accomplished it. Perhaps he was just that driven
by hatred, or perhaps al that was transpiring was little more than a dream to him and he was smply
reacting within that context. But the fact remained that Sandova saw a person whom he obvioudy hated
above dl others, and he was responding with pure gut instinct. Under ordinary circumstances, Arthur
could easly have brushed him aside, but he was distracted by both Gwen and the Basilisk, and so it was
understandable that Sandova was able to blindsde him. They went down in atumble of armsand legs.
Gwen automatically moved to help him, and the cresture with the eyes of oblivion and the voice of a
human woman intercepted her. Again Gwen froze, and the soft voice of Miss Basl emerged from the
serpent’ smouth, hissing, “ Ssssweet little queen, you never truly appreciated my generosity in the past.
But since you' re deprived of it in the present, perhaps you' |l appreciate it more, for thetime that’ sleft to
you...”

And suddenly there was another rumbling, but this came from another source, from above and around. A
shadow fell upon them and Gwen barely had timeto look up before she saw that one of the great stone
pillarsthat had been embedded in the ground surrounding them was now floating horizontaly overhead. It
sailed past Gwen, hovered for afraction of a second above the Basilisk, and then—asif aninvisble hand
had been supporting it—was suddenly released.

“Oh, shit,” the Basilisk barely had time to say before the pillar crashed down upon her. The pillar did not
shatter. The Basilisk, pinned under the weight of it, was not quite so lucky as Gwen heard something
break within the creature. Her head was il partly visible, but pinned beneath the column, and most of
her body was likewise immobilized. The only thing moving wasthe end of her tail, whipping back and
forth in frudtration but not accomplishing much otherwise.

The sound of the impact distracted the till-confused Sandoval, and Arthur brought the pomme of
Excadlibur up and around and dammed Sandoval in the side of the head. Theterrorist fell over, more from
the violence of the contact than any actud pain. It was entirely possible that he wasn't cagpable of feding
pain at that moment; hismind waslikely not yet functioning to that high adegree. Having been shoved off
Arthur, helay on his back and—his thoughts wandering—started to make incoherent noises.

Gwen knew that she was supposed to be angry with Arthur, to be resenting like hell hisdecison to leave
office, but at that moment al she cared about was his safety as she ran to him, dropping to her knees and
throwing her arms around him in afierce, protective embrace. But he did not respond, and she pulled
back and looked at hisface, and saw that he was staring el sewhere with amazement. She turned and
looked where he was |ooking, and her jaw sagged in disbelief.

Merlin was standing there, digtinctly not parayzed and most certainly not dead. He was brushing some
dirt off hisdeevesin avery particular manner, and without even glancing in Arthur and Gwen'’ sdirection,
he said dismissvdy, “Please, don't say anything, becauseit will likely be cliched drivel amounting to
perplexed questionsthat I’ ll answer when I’'m damned good and ready, or relief that I'm dive, which is
expected and predictable, or thanks for my dropping that oversized paperweight on top of MissBasl,
which, if you weren’t so bloody out of practice, Wart, | wouldn't have had to do. And don’t think it
wasn't astrain considering | broke out of paralysis about forty-five seconds ago. And pleasg, if you were
planning to make any coy comments about no longer being ‘ statuesque’ or some such, save those as



wdl.”
Therewas along silence, and then Gwen looked at her husband and said, “ Why did we misshim again?’
CHAPTRE THE TWENTY-FHRST

ARTHUR WAS STUNNED, unable to say asingle word as, ignoring Gwen’ s somewhat snide
comment, Merlin strode toward the pinned cresture and said cheerily, “Hello, MissBadll. It sheena
while”

“You little bastard,” she managed to spit ouit.

“Right on dl counts” replied Merlin with no diminishment of hisgood spirits.

“1 killed you!”

“Y ou overpowered me. Be proud; that aloneisan impressive fegt. Asfor failing tokill me, well .. . a
great many people havefailed, so at least take further pride that you' rein good company. Ah! Well,
hello, you'realusty chap, aren’t you.”

Enkidu had arrived on the scene. He surveyed it with dispassionate curiogity. Arthur noticed his nogtrils
were flaring, apparently as he caught Merlin’s scent. “Y ou were the statue,” he rumbled.

“Ves”

“Now you're not.”

“Right again.”

Enkidu considered that a moment, and then moved toward the pillar, clearly preparing to lift the thing off
her. Merlin stepped forward, putting up acautioning hand. “1 wouldn't.”

“I would,” replied Enkidu, and Arthur didn’t see how it would be remotely possible for anything of flesh
and blood—even this bizarre cresture who stood before him looking like an upright lion—to even come
closeto budging it. But Enkidu braced himself, one clawed foot on either side of the Basilisk’ s head, and
getting afirm grip on the stone column, he grunted and started to shove. The musclesin hisarms, in his
neck, stood out like sinewy cords, and it seemed asif there was just no way it was going to move. And
then, just like that, he thrust with one arm and one leg and the pillar rolled to one side.

Helooked down at the broken coils of the Basilisk and said smply, “You'll hedl.” Arthur was extremely
skeptica at the pronouncement, but it turned out the beast-man wasright. Within moments Ron, Néllie,
and Gilgamesh had arrived on the scene, and Miss Basil had dready |eft behind her serpent form. She
stood there as anorma woman, glaring at Merlin but doing so with such an affectedly sweet manner that
it wasdl the more frightening.

“All right. What' s happened here?’ demanded Gilgamesh, looking around at the falen pillar. He stared at
Merlin. “Weren't you made out of rock?’

“Yes”

“And why isthat pillar down?’

“It was atop her,” Enkidu said, indicating the pillar and Miss Basil inturn.

“Why would that be?” Gilgamesh seemed to be striving to maintain his patience in the face of amost
confusing Sete of affars.

“| levitated it and dropped it on her,” said Merlin.

“Didyou?| see. Y ou assaulted her, in contravention to the law of thisidand.” His voice had become low
and dangerous.

But Merlin didn’t seem particularly perturbed by it. “Firgt, | didn’t know the bloody law of your bloody
idand. Second, she was doing the assaulting. And third, who are you supposed to be in that ridiculous
Babylonian-style ensemble, anyway? Gilgamesh?’

“Yes” hegrowled.

Merlin blinked severd times, and actualy seemed impressed, which in turn impressed the hdll out of
Gwen. “Ah. All right, then. None of that changes the fact that she was the one who launched the assault .
“Didyou?’ demanded Gilgamesh of Miss Basll.

“Wewere smply having afairly intense discussion,” said MissBasl, primping her hair dightly and batting
her eyes.



“Oh, thisisasining,” Arthur said impatiently, and he gpproached Gilgamesh while gesturing broadly. He
was dtill holding Excalibur ashe did so. “You can't ligen to her, she s—’

And Gilgamesh' s sword wasin hishand before Arthur drew any closer, and he fully extended it, caiching
Excdibur by theflat of the blade. The scimitar in Gilgamesh's hand glittered in the twilight, and Arthur
was taken aback, because when the two swords came together, they emitted an eerie noise. It was
amost like achant of recognition, asif the swords were two halves of asoul, bifurcated at some distant
point in the past and only now rejoined. And then that abstract tone turned dark, even angry, asif the
two halves of the soul abruptly remembered that they weren't terribly fond of each other and fully
intended to do something about that hodtility.

Arthur felt atremble, ashiver go up hisarm, and he quickly stepped back, pulling the sword away. The
sound immediately ceased. Gilgamesh remained utterly stoic, hissword gtill in adefensive position. “I
wasn't attacking you,” Arthur said.

“A king approaches with his sword drawn. What elseam | to assume?’

Arthur dmost said “My apologies,” but something warned him that displaying anything even dightly akin
to weaknessin the presence of Gilgamesh could wind up having some very negative backlash. So he
amply did Excalibur smoothly into its shesth, and the versdtile blade promptly turned invisible asits
ensorcellment enabled it to do.

“Sir, areyou dl right?’ asked Ron of Arthur, but hewas garing at Merlin even ashe did so. Ndliewas
likewise gaping &t the young/old wizard, and Arthur suppressed a smile with some difficulty.

“I'mfine, Ron.”

“Yes, he'sjust fine, Ron,” said MissBadll. “1sn't that good to hear?’

“Oh...my God,” said Nédlie, for she saw the liquid and dime-covered mass of humanity lying afew feet
away, gill burbling occasiona inarticulate sounds. “Isthet . . . Sandoval ?’

“Yes” Arthur told her, firing alook at MissBasl. “ Courtesy of our serpentinefriend here.”

“What can | say?’ inquired Miss Basil. “I had him over for lunch and hejust wouldn't leave.”

“Y ou do nothing without reason, woman,” Merlin snapped a her. “What' s your game now?’

“I am but living life, Merlin. And lifeisagreat and glorious game, isit not?’ Her quiet hatred for the mage
was obviousto Arthur, but she was controlling it with impressive effort.

“Thereisgreat hodtility here” sad Gilgamesh.

“Oh, y'think?" asked Ron.

Gilgamesh ignored the sarcasm. “ It would be best if we retired to my court, to work out a harmonious
means of coexistence.”

“With al respect . . . oneking to the other,” said Arthur, “I’'m not entirely certain | seethe need.”

And suddenly Enkidu stiffened, looking off into the distance. His ears were twitching like mad, and again
his nogirilswere flaring. Arthur saw hisreaction, athough he had no ideawhat it was he might be reacting
to. Gilgamesh, aways attuned to the needs and desires of his beast brother, said quickly, “What say you,
Enkidu?’

“Another flying vess.”

“The same as before?’ Gilgamesh exchanged what was clearly apuzzled look with Miss Basil. Arthur
didn’t know precisdy why Gilgamesh would react in that way to the announcement of acoming airship.
He did have, however, the beginnings of adark suspicion, and it was not one that he considered
particularly heartening.

“No,” Enkidu sad firmly. “Smadler.”

Idand folk were now coming up over therise, pointing and shouting out to Gilgamesh in confusion. None
of them had the faintest ideawhat was happening, and they were going to Gilgamesh for the answers. In
away, it had acertain charmtoit. Arthur found himsdlf envying Gilgamesh the moment. In Arthur’ s case,
particularly as President, people who approached him aways seemed to do so with the conviction that
they aready had dl the answers and smply needed to convince Arthur of the rightness of their
viewpoints, thereby ensuring that everything would fal into place. It must be refreshing to have subjects
who are very open about the fact that they are utterly clueless and are looking to you for explanations
and assurances that everything isgoing to bedl right.



And right in the middle of them was Perciva. He did not look confused or frightened, but instead quite
grim. He outdistanced the idand folk rather easily and drew up dongside Arthur just in timeto say,

“We vegot aproblem, sre”

And then the chopper was approaching. It was smal and maneuverable, painted blue and white. A man
and awoman wereindde, visible through the wide windshields. The woman was the pilot, wearing a
leather jacket and sunglasses and operating the vehicle with practiced expertise. And the man next to her
had a camera, and he was—

“Baumann!” It was Nellie who had cried out, and Arthur would realize |ater that she had done so dmost
involuntarily. At the moment, dl Arthur could think of wasthat Nellie was obvioudy right: It was Fred
Baumann, the newspaper reporter, and he had somehow tracked them there. Nellie was waving
frantically in awide gesture that indicated that he should get the hell out of there.

“ And what is that?” demanded Gilgamesh, looking extremely put out.

“It' san AS350BA Adtar,” Percivd said. “Effective little chopper when you' retrying to take picturesin
low-lying areas and over water.”

“Y ou know your helicopters, Perciva,” Arthur noted.

Perciva shrugged. “When you' reimmortal, you' d be amazed the hobbies you take up.”

“True. And you' re dso right that we have aproblem,” said Arthur. He glanced at Gwen. “He s got
pictures of you, dear. Of both of us. Of dl this. We'll haveto ded withit.”

“I fully agree,” said Gilgamesh, and before Arthur could move—before anyone could make the dightest
motion to stop him—Gilgamesh drew his mighty right arm back and forward, and then the scimitar was
hurtling up through the air, itsalf moving like alethd propeller. It ssemed to pick up speed with every
revolution, asif it had alife of its own, and then the scimitar carved right through the helicopter’ sengine
without so much as dowing down.

“No!” shouted Arthur, acry echoed by Gwen, but it wasfar too late. A plume of flame erupted from the
top of the Astar, and there was the briefest of moments where Baumann redlized just exactly what had
happened, and what was about to happen. His mouth was open and he was clearly screaming, but he
couldn’'t be heard, and in dl likelihood what he was shouting was Smply astring of profanities.

And then the Agtar exploded. Arthur ingtantly threw himsdlf atop Gwen, bearing her to the ground,
shielding her asheat Szzled the air, and there were screams from al around him. Flaming pieces of meta
tumbled around them, and it seemed amiracle that they weren't struck by any of them. Then something
squishy landed near them, and Arthur redized it was the lower part of aleg, scorched amost beyond
recognition. He batted it away before Gwen could seeit.

The shrieks and cries of confusion were ill coming from al around, and then Arthur was on hisfeet and
advancing on Gilgamesh, rage bailing over within him. He was so infuriated he didn’t even think about
Excalibur strapped to his back. Instead he shouted, “ You didn’t have to do that! You just killed two
people!”

Gilgamesh, towering over him, studied him asif hewere aflea. “I killed two spies. They behaved with
discourtesy. And | would have a care how you address me, were | you.”

“You barbaric animal—"

And then Enkidu was between the two of them, hislips drawn back emphasizing his fearsome teeth, and
he gave alow, warning growl, which froze Arthur but did nothing to disspate hisire.

Very dowly, very dangeroudy, Gilgamesh repeated, “| would have acare. . . how you addressme. . .
werel you.”

There was the hiss of metal departing scabbard, and Percival had his sword in his hand. He was severd
steps away from Enkidu on the right, and there was determination burning in the Moor’ seyes. “It' salittle
late to start preaching about caution, High King.”

Agtoundingly, it was Miss Basil who came forward as the caming voice of peace. “ Gilgamesh,” she said
in her customary sultry tone, “ perhapsit would be best if we retired to your court. There everything can
besorted out . . . can’t it, Miss Porter.”

Thefact that she addressed her remark to Nellie caught Arthur off guard, and indeed, Néllie herself paled
when she heard her name spoken by the creature caling itsadf Miss Basil. But Basil’ s gaze was fixedly



upon Nédllie, and Ndllielooked asif she wanted to be anywhere e se doing anything e se, which was
enough to make Arthur wonder just what was going on. It was not sufficient, however, to make him lose
sght of what had just occurred.

Gilgamesh, in the meantime, seemed to have logt interest in Arthur dtogether. Instead he was staring
fixedly at the trembling form of Sandova in much the same way that a child becomesfascinated by an
insect once the wings have been torn away. “Would thisbe,” heinquired as casudly asif asking about
the wesather, “the man responsible for the assault upon your wife?’

“Yes” said Arthur tightly. It was dl he could do not to use Excalibur to chop Sandoval to bits.

“Wdl then,” Gilgamesh said in avery cheery voice, “we shdl bring him along and add him to the
Determination.”

The otherslooked around in confusion. “Thewhat?’ asked Percival.

“A Determination!” The idand people were chanting the word, and it spread from one to the other as
more and more showed up, saying again and again, “ Determination! Determination!”

Arthur heard Gwen mutter to Nelliein alow voice, “Ever read The Lottery by Shirley Jackson?

“Oh God, yes, | wasthinking the exact samething,” replied Néllie.

Arthur had no ideawhat they were talking about, but he knew what asingle-minded mob sounded like,
and he certainly wasn't liking the sound of this one. They kept chanting that same damned word over and
over, “Determination,” and furthermore he saw the way they werelooking at Gilgamesh. They were
dancing around him, their aamswaving about like stalks of grain, their bodies undulating, and herealized
at that point that he was surrounded by worshipers and fanatics. None of thiswas going particularly well,
and he was wishing more and more that he' d had the good sense to leave Ron and Nellie behind. They
weren't part of this.

Except . . . theway that Nellie waslooking around, and staring at the shattered pieces of the helicopter,
led Arthur to believe that maybe she was more apart of it than he'd originally thought.

Merlin. Merlin would know.

For long, long months Arthur had felt asif he were wandering in darkness, deprived of hisgreatest and
most assured advisor. But now, miraculoudy, Merlin had been returned to him, obvioudy restored
through the potent magiks of the Holy Grail. It must have taken amuch longer time to overcome the dark
sorcery responsible for hisparalyss, but overcome the sorcery had been. And now, findly, after dl this
time, he could turn to Merlin for advice and counsdl, and everything would be vastly improved.

He turned toward Merlin.

Merlin was gone.

ZIUSURA WASBUSY in his quarters, which were both large and cramped: large due to the pure space
involved, and cramped thanks to the many, many books that occupied every available bit of space. And
not just books: parchments, scralls, stone tablets, just about anything that maintained the written word
upon it. And his computer, aswell. Ziusurawas particularly proud of that one, and he' d just about
finished packing it up when he heard anoise at the door to his study. He turned, surprised, confused, and
just alittle annoyed, to see ayoung man standing there. The young man had afaintly amused look and an
attitude of age beyond hisyears.

Ziusuradid not recognize him, and yet felt asif he'd known him for centuries. He paused for only the
briefest of moments, and then said, “ Aging backward?’

“Pretty much,” said the young man. He stepped forward, extending ahand. “Merlin Demonspawn.”
“Ziusura” replied the old man, shaking the hand firmly.

Merlin cocked an eyebrow. “Ut-Napishti. Of course. | should have known. Where he would go, you
would go.”

“Hardly,” said Ziusurawith adisdainful cough.

“Then why areyou here?’

“Everyone hasto be someplace.”

“That’sno answer.”



“Heh.” There were crates and cartons al over. He continued to pack objectsinto them in no seeming
order. “You will find, my reverse aging friend, that there are redlly only three answersto dl questionsin
the world: Everyone hasto be someplace; God told me to; and—"

“It seemed like agood idea at the time?’

Ziusuralooked surprised. “Y ou know that one?’

“Everyone knowsthat one.”

“Ah”

Ziusurastudied him for amoment. “Weren't you astatue?’

“Yes. But | got better.”

“I see. And without the power of the Grall . . . would you get worse?’

The wizard shook his head. “My condition was based in magic. Once it was disposed of, it cannot
return.”

“That may comein handy.”

“Ves”

Merlin watched silently for atime as Ziusurawent about his business. Ziusurawas not in any particular
mood to chat, and at first Merlin made hislife rather easy by keeping his mouth shut. Eventually, though,
he asked, “So . . . what' s al the packing for?’

“What do you think?’

He gaveit amoment’s more thought, and then said, “I think you' re thinking that thisisal going to end
bedly.”

“Oh, yes”

“And you want to be prepared when it does go bad.”

“Oh, yes. Expect nothing, anticipate everything, that’s my motto.”

“A good motto,” said Merlin. “ And have you anticipated just precisely what you' regoing to do if it does
end badly?’

“Oh, yes”

“Not to sound indelicate, but . . . you're referring to a means of escape from astuation that is becoming
increasingly tenuous, bordering on unfortunate.”

“That iscorrect.”

“And you are preparing thisbecause . . .” When Ziusuradid not immediately respond, Merlin finished,
“...it seemslike agood idea?’

“At thistime? Mos definitely.” He eyed Merlin thoughtfully. “They' redl quite mad here, you know. All
of them.”

“Yes, | know.”

“And you were quite mad to join them. Y ou and your friends. They are your friends, are they not?’
“Wadll, ‘friends might be too generousaterm. But it’ snot asif they had much choice.”

That comment caught Ziusura sinterest, and he paused a moment and stood fully, staring down at the
young man. “What do you mean?’

Merlin smiled enigmatically. “ The wheds of fate, Ut-Napishti. They turn, asthey dways do. But there are
some who, even though they may appear paralyzed and helpless, are capable of greasing those wheelsto
their advantage.”

Ziusuragave alaugh that sounded likeit wasfilled with phlegm. *Y ou are quite something, young man.
Y ou claim you manipulated the strands of fatein order to put dl thisinto motion? s anyone walking the
earth that devious? That diabolica? That utterly amord?’

“Andif thereis. .. ?" asked Merlin neutrdly.

“Then he should help me pack.”

Merlin grabbed a carton.

CHAPTRE THE TWENTY-SECOND

THE HIGH KING looks out upon his people. They are gathered unto him, herein his great court,
and they are calling his name and are upon bended knee, swaying back and forth and chanting in



a most harmonious manner.

It has been far, far too long since a Determination has been held. The people love when he does
this. When he listens to various complaints and decides the future path that will be taken. They
want to be led. They want to love and be loved. And heis fully prepared to give them all they
desire. For heistheir High King, their alpha and omega, their beginning and end. It is hisright
and obligation to provide all they need and more.

Admittedly . . . it wearies him occasionally. He sees their raw need, their hunger for his attention
and love, and he begins to feel his ageless age.

But . ..ontheother hand. ..

... heisnot dead.

And that iswhat it all comes down to, really. He still lives and breathes. His heart pumps blood
through his system, air is still drawn into his lungs. He knows what it is like to be dead, for he has
walked the byways of death, and is certain that such places are not for him.

For the High King, it is not enough that his legend will never die. He must never die aswell.
Never.

It'sjust that . . . every so often . . .

... he forgets why not.

ONCE IN A while, when Arthur closed his eyes, he could till recall the sensations of Stting in his great
hal in Camelot and holding court. The brisk winds that would blast through the castle in the winter, the
remarkable heat that would hang heavily in the summer. Therustling of pennants upon thewadll, the
clanking as armored feet would march in upon officid business, or the soft padding of leather or barely
held together cloth serving asfootwear for the peasants. From the highest born to the lowest, the richest
to the poorest, they al came before Arthur with their problems, their arguments, their life-and-death
stuations. He would aways sort through them and endeavor to produce some sort of compass onate and
reasoned decision, much of thetimefedling like atota fraud who might be caught out at any time because
he was just guessing. But people would nod their heads and smile and the wisdom of King Arthur would
be hailed by dl. And his beloved queen would beam at his Side, and Merlin would make some cutting
remarks, but dways afterward and alwaysin private, and that was the way of things.

He sorely missed those days. . . and the insanity that presently represented hislife made him all the more
nostagic.

The great hdl of Gilgamesh wasin some ways evocative of the long-gone Camelot. It was, however,
decorated far more ostentatioudly, particularly considering that it was replete with statues and busts that
were clearly al supposed to be representative of Gilgamesh himself. The hal itself was packed with
idand resdents, dl of that same uniform, glowing health so abundant that it was starting to get on Arthur’'s
nerves.

Nor were they smply there to watch. They were there to worship. That was the most disconcerting thing
of al. Arthur may have been king, there may have been those who foolishly believed that the hand of
God had reached down, tapped him on the shoulder, and said, “Y ou there, with the confused expression
and the dightly irregular features. . . you'rein charge now. That'sdl right then, isn't it?’ But for the most
part, everyone coming to Camelot knew that they were coming to witness the judgments of asimple,
mortal man. Divingly inspired, perhaps. Wise. . . wdl, that was subject to debate. A man, though, inthe
find andyds

Here, though, reigned abeing who was—by his own incessant proclaiming—two-thirds god and
one-third man. They had cometo bask in his presence. They had come to bow down to him and adore
him. That bothered the hell out of Arthur. He didiked the notion of something being worshiped whileit
waswalking the earth.

Perciva, Ndlie, Ron, and Gwen had arranged themsalves around Arthur, forming a sort of protective
semicircle, which he had to admit he found somewhat sweet. The people of theidand were back to
swaying and chanting, and during dl of that, Arthur was relieved to see avery annoyed-looking Merlin



push hisway through and approach Arthur, shaking hishead inirritation. “May we dl be saved from
fanatics,” Merlin muttered when he drew within range, and Arthur could not have agreed more.

A roar went up, which was more than enough to dert Arthur that Gilgamesh had made his entrance. He
camein from the side, and the peopl e threw themsalves upon the ground.

“Look at them,” Ndlie muttered, “ prostating themselves.”

“Progtrating,” corrected Ron.

“What?’

“Progtrating. It s prostrating, not prostating. Prosirate isto throw yourself flat in supplication. The
prostate’ sagland in men that enables usto gaculate. When we'rein our late forties, we have to start
getting it checked viaarectd exam.”

Nellie stared a him and then informed him, Y ou’ ve no idea how happy | would have been not to learn
thet.”

Despite the seriousness of the Situation, Arthur suppressed a amile. Hefinaly understood why Ron and
Nelliewereadong: comic relief.

Gilgamesh wasfollowed by MissBasil, looking tall and cool and serendly elegant in aflowing green
gown. And behind her was Arnim Sandoval. Arthur hadn’t known what to expect of aman who had just
been regurgitated by a giant snake after spending eight months residing within. All things considered, he'd
actudly cleaned up fairly well. He had bathed, and he was wearing smple white dacks and a shirt,
athough Arthur couldn’t guess where Gilgamesh might have acquired something thet relatively
contemporary. His hair was clean and combed, his beard neatly trimmed, and there was no longer any
ddirious confusion in hiseyes. Ingtead there was just glowering hatred, and he leveled his gaze upon
Arthur with such intengity that it might well have plowed straight out the back of Arthur’ sskull if given half
achance.

There was amovement at Arthur’ s side, and then Gwen' s hand had did into hisown, her fingers
intertwining. He turned and looked at her with aquestioning eyebrow.

“I think it was adamned fool thing to do,” she said softly, but there was no anger in her eyes. “But

you' ve lived your life doing what you thought was right, and | don’t see how | can fault you for doing that
now, however much | might disagreewithit. So. . . we'regood. Y ou and me, | mean. Ther€'s, you
know . . . no resentment or anything on my part.”

“Oh, good,” said Arthur, smiling.

“And thank you for going to al thistrouble in the hope of reviving me.”

“Not aproblem.”

“I just hopeit doesn't get usdl killed.”

“Same here”

Therewas aloud, reverberating, rhythmic thumping, and Arthur quickly redized that Enkidu was standing
to one side, holding along and powerful-looking wooden staff. He thudded it repeatedly on the floor, the
sounds catching everyone' s atention and letting them know that dl attention wasto be paid to
Gilgamesh. The chanting, the praying and swaying, al of it promptly tapered off. People wereringing the
outer edge of the court, while Arthur and the others stood toward the center of the room, about ten
paces away from the High King. Asfor Gilgamesh, he stood next to histhrone. Thekilt he worewas
elaborately decorated with gold trim that seemed to be made of genuine gold. A fur-lined cape was
draped over his shoulders. He was not wearing his horned helmet, and his hair was hanging in interwoven
Srands that ran down to his shoulders. He was the most naturaly regal-looking individua that Arthur hed
ever seen, and considering the number of kings and assorted rulersthat Arthur had encountered in his
time, that was saying quitealot.

Sowly helowered himself into his chair. Gwen had once told Arthur she dwaysimagined the effect a
well-placed whoopie cushion would have on the solemnity of such moments. The recollection gave hima
amadl smile, and hereflexively squeezed Gwen'shand abit moretightly asif to affirm to himsdlf that she
was genuingly there.

“Very dfectionate,” Merlin said in alow voice. Hisface was carefully neutrd. “1’ m touched.”

“Inthe head, I’d wager,” shot back Arthur in the same subdued tone. “ There' sagood dedl of thingsto



be said between us, Merlin, but right now the only pertinent one would be an inquiry asto just how much
power you have a your command.”

“Remember when | dropped the pillar on MissBasl?”

“Ves”

“That wasit.”

Arthur looked at him askance. “All right,” he said dowly. “It'snot much, but . . . dropping pillarson
people could be effective if used correctly . . . thiscould till beaplus. . .”

“You don’t understand, Arthur,” Merlin corrected him. “When | say ‘ That wasit,’” | mean, that was it.”
“What . ..youmean... it?”

“Have you become hearing impaired in my absence?’ Merlin asked testily, hisvoiceraising dightly before
he brought it back down again. “I’ ve been out of commission for quite sometime. Managing to sustain
myself inthat . . . imprisonment . . . took agreat deal out of me. Thefact that | was able to accomplish
anything againg Basil was nothing short of miraculous. But it' sgoing to be atime before my
empowerment isback up to its previouslevels.”

“All right. Fing” said Arthur. “That will just makeit dl the moreinteresting.”

Gilgamesh surveyed the waiting throng. “Well,” he said findlly. “1t seems we have some situations here
that must be dedlt with. Let us attend first to the individua who wastruly responsible for the eventsthat
have led to this matter. Sandovd, | believe your nameis?’

Sandova glowered at Gilgamesh. And to Arthur’ s utter surprise, Miss Basil cuffed him on the sde of the
head asif he were arecalcitrant child. Sandoval glanced at her once, and then genuflected, going to one
kneein front of the High King. As he did so, he reached up to just below hisjawline and scratched rather
vigoroudy. Arthur’ s eyes narrowed. It might have been hisimagination, but he thought he saw afew
flecks of green skin there.

“Respectful. Good to see,” said Gilgamesh. “ Stand. Good. Now spesk to me. Did you attempt to have
this man murdered and, as a conseguence, cause his mate grievous bodily harm?’

“No,” said Sandovad flatly.

“Of course he saysno,” said Arthur. “ Of course he would deny it.”

“| deny what is untrue. Y ou overestimate your importance in the world, Penn. Had | wanted you dead,
you would have been dead. | wasn't trying to kill you. | wastrying to kill her.”

Every musclein Arthur’ s body clenched. Gwen' s hand rested gently on hisforearm, which wasthe only
thing restraining him from launching himsdf acrossthe room. In hismind’ seye he could aready see
Excalibur sweeping through the air and reducing Sandova’ s height by ahead. So seized with ragewas he
that he could not even get aword out.

Gilgamesh, for his part, was quite serene. “And why did you do that?’

“Because he killed my wife. And my children.”

“That'sa damnablelie!” Arthur shouted.

Sandova’ s voice was flat and oddly absent of the anger one would have expected in such astuation,
athough contempt seeped out of every syllable. “No. It'snot. And it wasn't even in my country. It was
during one of your ‘ measured responses’ in the Middle East, dropping bombs on so-called military
targets. And you missed. Oh, at first you pretended you didn’t. First you claimed that a block of
gpartments was actualy aterrorist training ground. And finally you apologized. How nice for you. How
nicefor my wife, who wasvisting her sster, and my children playing with their cousns.” Slowly he
advanced on Arthur, his body beginning to tremble with suppressed rage. “ Tell me, Mr. President . . . do
you think they had any idea before the bomb hit that they were about to die? Eh? Was the high-pitched
whigling of thefaling missle awarning? Or werethey S0 busy singing childish songsand playing childish
gamesthat they had no clue whatsoever? | keep telling myself that’ sthe case, so | don’t have to put
mysdlf into their heads and imagine their last moments as being filled with terror.”

Arthur’ s jaw twitched for amoment as Sandoval halted severd feet away. There was deathly silencein
thehdl. “If what you say istrue. . . itisregrettable. And | sympathize with your loss. But it does not
excuse your retaiation. | remember that Middle East strike, and it wasin turn retaiatory because one of
our embassies had been blown up. Y our anger should have been directed at those responsible for our



assaullt—"

“A fineway to dismissyour culpability,” sneered Sandova.

“And furthermore,” Arthur said, raising hisvoice, “ accidental desths are not remotely comparable to the
paingtaking and carefully planned attempted nation of an innocent woman—"

And the anger which Sandova had been containing until that time findly kicked over theedge. “ There
are no innocent women! No innocent men! No innocent American people! The sooner you

under stand that, the sooner you’ll comprehend the world you' re faced with!”

“Of dl the—"

Gilgamesh raised afinger. “Let him spesk.”

Arthur did not want to let him speak. Arthur wanted to carve himinto kibble. This business of dlowing
Gilgamesh to run things was rgpidly wearing thin upon him, but till he restrained himsalf. The weight of
Excalibur upon his back was of great comfort to him.

Sandova’sarmswere relaxed at his sSides as he stared at Arthur and the others, but thetensionin his
voice belied the ease of his posture. “There are no innocent Americans. . . because to be an American
meansthat you are part of the problem. It means you support the government that believesit can do
whatever it wants, wherever and whenever it wants. A government that pretends to operate on behalf of
the American people but is actually wholly catering to the interests of the same magjor corporations that
aretrying to worm their way into every part of the globe. A government so hypocriticd thet it pretends
thereisaseparation of church and state, but isthe only government to put declarations of religious fedty
on itsmoney. Do you have any concept of the sanctimony involved to put ‘In God We Trust’” on your
currency . . . asif that automaticaly makes you moraly superior to every other civilized nation?’
“Civilized nations,” growled Percivd, “do not oppresstheir citizens.”

“No,” shot back Sandoval, “they just daughter the indigenous people and take their [and. They import
people from aforeign land and sdl them into davery. They imprison thousands of their citizenson racia
grounds after one of their harborsisbombed.” He shook his head. “Don’t you comprehend that that’s
why so many countries hate you? Because you live and breathe hypocrisy? Because in your arrogance
you strut around asiif the American way is the way, and every other inferior race on the planet is either
with you or againgt you. Y ou are hated because your citizens expect everyone else to speak English, or
expect to find fast food franchisesin any country they visit. Y ou are hated because your brands and
businessinterests are dowly cleansing nations of their individudity, exerting influence over every aspect of
day to day life. Y ou are hated because poor people see the fat, rich American way of life flaunted in your
movies and television programs and it sickens them because you continue to want more and more and
more, and are never satisfied, while they have nothing and are expected to endure. Y ou are hated
because you st in judgment of other countries asif you yourself don’t have racism, or executions, or
poverty. Y ou are hated because you are no better than the least country intheworld . . . but act asif you
arethe greatest. And aslong as that incredible arrogance seeps from every pore of the skin of every
American, you will be hated and targeted and destroyed.”

The words rang out and then hung there for along moment.

And then, very dowly, Arthur smiled. “Y ou forgot one.”

Gilgamesh, who had seemed fascinated by Sandova’swords, looked to Arthur in surprise. “One what?’
“One more reason Americais so hated. That'sal right, though . . . he’ snot the only one. Two hundred
years ago, it was such agiven, such ataken for granted thing, that they clean forgot to put it into the U.S.
Condtitution until it was pointed out that there might be otherswho don’'t takeit for granted. So they put
it in as an amendment, dthough they made it the first one out of deference to itsimportance.

“Y ou forgot, Sandova, how much Americais hated for the very thing that you just did: theright to talk
about al the things you hate about America. In America, you can talk about such thingsin newspapers,
or in pamphlets, or on street corners, or on television, or shout it from the highest rooftops. And you can
do so with impunity. Y ou don't have to worry that the government is going to fine you or imprison you or
cut your tongue out and execute you.

“Because when people are able to speak out without fear of repression, that’ s where ideas come from
and change comes from. Y es, the indigenous people were daughtered . . . but not anymore. Y es, people



wereendaved . . . but not anymore. Y es, Asan citizenswere imprisoned . . . but not anymore. Practices
and actions taken by the government and the people it represents are constantly changing, developing,
growing as new thoughts and new ideas are presented. Sometimes they change in positive ways,
sometimes negative, but they change. And change is good. Except it’s not good to repressive
governments. They fear change because change potentialy meansloss of control, and if they cannot
control their people, then they fear the people will turn against them. So they hate and fear the United
States because we represent the notion that change and free thought are positives, and they teach their
people to hate and fear the United States because God forbid the people should get it into their heads
that they should be able to think for themselves. Because if they did, they might start thinking about how
their governments could be working to better the people instead of keeping them buried in fear and
vicious traditions going back centuries.

“They hate and fear the United States because the United States was built upon ideas and adesire for
freedom, and those are anathemato repressive societies. But ideas are not so easily extinguished. The
people will find them and root them out, and to such governments, they believe they have to destroy the
United States of America because they know they’ re on the clock. They know the longer our country
exigs, the grester the likelihood that their people will demand the right to determine their own destinies.
And that’ swhat they fear most of all.”

Inalow voice, Ron said, “Could you say dl that again, but dower?1’d like to write some of it down for
the President’ s next speech.” Arthur suppressed asmile.

Gilgamesh, however, was not smiling. “I find arguments over sdf-determination amusing . . . coming from
one who was once amonarch.”

Arthur shrugged. “As| said . . . thingschange.”

“Not al things. Self-determination can be overrated.” He paused for a heartbeat, and Arthur sensed in
that pause aworld of danger, but then he smply shrugged and said, “However, that is not the question
before us at the moment, isit? Sandovd . . . the reasonsfor your actionsareintriguing . . . but they
remain smply reasons, rather than excuses. Pendragon . . . ask your mate to step forward.”

“I ... believe her to be capable of doing so without my requesting it,” Arthur said. He was not ecstatic;
who knew what Gilgamesh was planning? Neverthe ess, Gwen stepped forward.

Gilgamesh smiled once his attention was focused upon her. “Y ou are atoothsome little thing. So tell me,
woman . . . what would you have me do with thisindividua ? Y ou are the one snned againgt. Y ou arethe
one he assaulted. Vengeanceisyours.”

“Isit?’ she asked. Shedid not sound especialy pleased about it.

Miss Bas| moved away from Gilgamesh' s side, toward Gwen, not seeming to walk so much as dither as
much as a human being—or someone shaped like ahuman being—could manage. “ Do not downplay the
joysof vengeance, my dear. Y our husband understandsit quite well. | gave him the choice of elther
having you restored to hedlth or having vengeance upon hiswife's lant. He chose vengeance. He
choseto rid the world of aterrorist rather than to bring you back to life. His priorities are quite
interesting, don't you think?’

Arthur’ sblood ran cold, and he saw that Gwen was staring at him, her eyes unreadable. “ Y ou never said
she offered achoice. Isthat true?’ she asked, knowing that he would answver honestly.

“Yes” Hedidn't endeavor to make excusesfor hisreasoning. He smply responded in the affirmative.
Shetook that in a moment, considered it, and then nodded. “Good,” she said.

MissBas| looked asif she'd sunk her teeth into rancid mest. “ Good?”

“Yes, good.” Her facefilled with affection for Arthur. “Here |’ d been so upset with Arthur for resigning
because of me. | thought it was selfish. But placing the needs of the world above my needs by trying to
have Sandova disposed of . . . that’ s the unselfish man that I’ ve known and loved. If hedidn’t place
what he saw as the requirements of the people above his own needs, | doubt I’ d have been able to
recognize him anymore.” And asrdlief flooded through Arthur, she continued, “However . . . theré sa
time and place for everything. There are people in various countries who are a war becauise someone's
great-great-great-great grandfather killed a cow bel onging to someone else' s great-great-great-great
grandfather, and they till haven't gotten over it. People expend so much energy figuring out So many



innovative waysto kill each other, punish each other, hurt each other . . . but not to forgive each other.
Even rdigion, which should be only about that, gets distorted into providing excusesfor credtive
punishment, and if you're not of the ‘right’ religion, forgiveness can't be yours no matter what you do. So
... Arnim Sandovd,” she said, her voice steady, her chin upraised, “1 forgive you.”

Sandoval’ sface paled.

Steadily, one delicate step at atime, Gwen gpproached him as she said, “I forgive you your assault on
me. It'sover. It sdone.” And she extended ahand. “I grieve for your loss. But now it ends.”

“Yes. Yes...youareright,” said Arnim Sandovdl . . .

... and leaped at Gwen'’ sthroat.

Arthur moved toward them, asdid Percival, but quicker ftill was Enkidu, and he was upon Sandova and
grabbed him by the back, and twisted so quickly that even before Arthur had taken two steps, Sandoval
was now across the room, having dammed into the far wall and sunk to the ground with a dazed
expression. “Ow,” he sad in adistant manner.

“That,” Gilgamesh said to Sandova with an air of disgppointment, “waswholly unnecessary.”

“Or wholly appropriate,” MissBasl countered. She walked over to Sandoval and helped him to hisfeet.
Her solicitousnessfor theterrorist struck Arthur as extraordinarily odd. It wasn't as with one lover for
another. More. . . maternd, inits perverseway. “Arnim, at least, has not lost sight of the fact that this
woman isresponsible for the violation of our privacy and threat to our security. Specificdly, the
helicopter that came in overhead and began snapping photographs of us.”

“That isaserious problem,” acknowledged Gilgamesh, hisface clouding over. “ Do we know for certain
that sheisthe cause?”’

“Gwen is here because her husband brought her here. But the helicopter,” and Miss Basil’ seyes
glittered, “was because she brought them here.” And she pointed straight at Nellie Porter.

Arthur, befuddled, looked from Miss Basl to Ndllie. “What is she going on about, Ndllie?’

Nélietried to shake her head, but her gaze was locked with Miss Basil’s. “No-nothing. She's. . . |
dunno what she’ stalking about . . .”

“Oh, redlly,” replied Miss Basil, and—taking her hand off Sandova, who had managed to steedy
himsalf—she began to approach Ndlie. “1 think you do. | think you know what I’ m talking about and
much, much more.” Her gaze seemed to boreright into Néllie, carving her up.

“Get away from her,” Merlin said angrily, “or—"

“Or what?'Y ou' Il make obscene gestures? Y ou’ re not exactly at full strength, Merlin, but the same can't
be sad of me. Besides, dl I'm interested inisthe truth. | thought that’ s all any of you seekers of
goodness and light were interested in.” She continued to advance. “Y ou have no idea, Néllie Porter,
what I’ m capable of. No idea how completely and thoroughly | can burrow into every innermost recess
of your soul. Y ou can speak now of your own volition, or what' sleft of you can spesk when I’ ve forced
it fromyou.”

“That’senough!” shouted Arthur, starting to reach for his sword.

“Enkidu!” Gilgamesh caled out, and the beast-man was upon Arthur with that same inhuman speed, but
Arthur managed to twist down and away, diding from the creature’ s grasp before he could fully get a
hold upon him, and then Excalibur was clear and shining and its song diced through the air with the same
purity asits blade. Enkidu froze where he was, watching warily, his eyesflashing with caution but also
controlled excitement.

And that waswhen Nellie Porter, legs trembling so violently that she could barely stand, suddenly began
to sob. Gwen went to her, holding her, and she said, “It’sdl right . . . you don’'t haveto listen to any
of—"

“ He came because of me! He's dead because of me!”

The admission stunned everyone present, with the exception of Miss Basil, who smply smiledinsuch a
display of sdf-satisfaction that Arthur had never so desperately wanted to cave in the face of afemadein
hislife. But his attention was split between that desire and the need to hear just what it wasthat Nellie
was talking abouit.

Gwen waslooking at her, trying to comprehend. “Nélie. .. 1 don’'t understand . . . how . . . why was—"



Nellie couldn’t face her. She stared down and away from her, trying not to tremble. “1 was feeding him
goriesfrom timeto time. Okay? Nothing threatening nationa security or anything likethet . . . hell, |
probably didn’t even know anything that threetened nationd security. And | told him about thiswhole
thing. | didn’t think it would work.” Now she did look up at Gwen, desperate pleading in her voice. “I
mean, they told me about the whole Grail thing, but | didn’t redlly, really bdieveit, y’know?1 just . . . |
figured it was like some faith hedling thing, like termina patients going to South Americawhere some
faker pulls chicken guts out of their somachs. Sol . . . | told Baumann where we were going, the
destination. And he must have rented a copter or called in afavor or something,and . ..and. . .”
“But...” Gwen clearly couldn’'t comprehend. “But why?’

“Hewas blackmailing me, okay? Can't weleaveit at that?’

“No, Nelie, we cannot,” Arthur said, moving toward her, hisvoice stern. “ Thisis a gargantuan breach of
trust you' reinforming us of. What could he have known that was so terrible?’

“Sr, plesse. . ”

“Tel me!” Arthur said heatedly.

It was Ron who intervened. “Arthur, leaveit be”

“Ron, thisis none of—"

“Leaveit be”

Arthur was taken aback. There was something in Ron’'s expression, something that indicated . . . Arthur
didn’t know what it indicated. There was an unspoken warning there, and even though he was certain
Ron didn’t know any more than he did about what was going on, there was neverthel ess something there
that said, Don’t ask. You don’t want to know. You really, truly don’t want to know.

He weighed the possihilities, the impulse to keep pushing until he knew exactly what was going on. He
looked to Merlin, inscrutable, and Gwen, who was gtill having trouble coping with theloss of trustina
woman whom she had trusted implicitly. And hisown inner voice said, Thisis not the time.

“All right,” hesaid findly.

“Pendragon,” said achiding, surprised Gilgamesh, leaning back in histhrone and looking for dl theworld
like aRoman Caesar enjoying aripping good day watching gladiators have ago a one another. “You
don’t intend to smply leaveit there, do you?’

“Yes, | intendto dojust that,” said Arthur. “Furthermore, | . . .”

He paused and noticed for the first time that the people of theidand were watching him. That was
interesting, becauseinitidly their gazes were completdly fixated upon Gilgamesh. It hadn’t mattered who
wastaking at any given moment; Gilgamesh remained their focus. But Arthur began to redize that dowly,
person by person, attention had been drifting awvay from Gilgamesh over to Arthur. He didn’t know why
that would be, but he had some suspicions. He dso suspected, judging by Gilgamesh' sgradual changein
manner, that Gilgamesh was noticing it aswell, and the High King did not seem particularly pleased about
it.

“Furthermore,” Arthur continued, keeping his voice carefully subdued, “while fingers are being pointed
thisway and that, | think we should not lose sight of the fact that you, High King, killed two people
without so much as asecond thought.”

“What of it?’

“What of it? It was ahelicopter pilot and areporter. They were not attacking you. They were smply
two people doing their job—"

“Asl, too, did my job, and you would be well advised to watch your tone. | could not smply allow them
to fly away from here, knowing whet ison thisidand.”

“lsn'tit abit late to be worrying about that?’ asked Percival. “What about the VTOL that dropped us of f
here. The pilot of that vehicle knows. HE s going to be coming back for usin. . .”

And then hisvoicetrailed off.

Gilgamesh was dowly shaking his heed.

A chill gripped Arthur’ sspine.

“What isit?’ sad Gwen. “What'swrong?What's. .. 7’

Merlin looked toward MissBasl. “You did it, didn’'t you? Y ou killed the pilot. Crashed the vehicle”



“Hecrashed it himsdlf. | merely went dong for the ride down,” she said.

“Oh, my God,” whispered Ron, who looked asif the world was lurching aout him. “Oh, my God . . .”
“You bitch,” Arthur snarled. He had not resheathed Excalibur, and the blade hovered threateningly up
and down. “How dareyou. . .”

“How dare she?’ demanded Gilgamesh, and now he was on hisfeet and hisvoicefilled the room like
thunder. “What she did, she did a my instruction, Pendragon, and how dare you judge her or, by
extension, me. | an High King here, the king of ancient legend. Basiliskosisthe Little King, asthe
Greeks cdled her, theking of legendary creatures. And you are Arthur Pendragon, king of modern
legend. We three kings are not to be judged by the laws and rules of others! We are above such
congderations! We arelaws unto ourselves!”

“Careful what you say, Arthur,” murmured Merlin.

“You'reinsanel” Arthur told Gilgamesh.

Merlinrolled hiseyes. “ Good, well played, you handled that perfectly.”

THE HIGH KING slowly descends from his throne. He walks down the small set of stairs that lead
from the raised platform to the floor, and he does not seem to get any shorter as he descends
them.

He pulls his scimitar from his sheath. It makes a glorious noise as it emerges.

“For centuries,” he says as he stares at hisreflection in the curved, gleaming blade, “ | wandered
the earth. | saw citiesthat | built with my own hands crumble to dust. Saw every individual | loved
taken from me. I, who once feared death more than any other creature on the face of the earth,
discovered the heritage that aged me so slowly that | was virtually immortal, and grew to curseit,
and myself. Older | became, and older still, bent and weaker, but still did not die, and then . . . |
came upon the Grail. It was in its incarnation as the land, but | knew it for what it was, and | took
it and cherished it and drank fromit, and because of my divine nature, it made me young and
whole again. And then | mastered it and convinced it to transform itself into itsincarnation as a
sword. With it, | descended into the underworld, and | fought past the gidim, the spirits of the
dead, and | fought past the demons, the offspring of Arali, and | confronted Ereskigal and Nergal,
the queen and king of the underworld, and | took this sword from him as well, this very sword,
and with bladesin either hand | demanded that he restore Enkidu to me, for | could bear to be
alone no longer. And Enkidu, who was unfairly and untimely ripped from me by the gods An,

Enki, and Utu, was restored to me. | keep Nergal’ s sword to this day, to prove to all my mastery
of death. And then | came here, found thisisland, transformed the Grail into the land, and
followers came, in small numbers, selectively, but they came, and | rule over them all. And with all
that | have experienced, all that | have accomplished, you think that your pathetic labels of sanity
and insanity apply to me? If | aminsane. . . then the gods are insane.”

And the upstart who calls himself Arthur Pendragon looks defiantly at Gilgamesh and says, “ That
isnot an unlikely possibility.”

Gilgamesh hears this and laughs bitterly, although the truth of it pricks at him. Then he extends
his sword, and calls out, “ A Determination has been made!”

No one responds.

This confuses him. Usually the people immediately chant “ Determination!” with such a
pronouncement. Instead, this time there is dead silence, and even a few looks of confusion and
even regret. “ A Determination!” he shouts once more, and this time they pick up their cue and
begin to chant, “ Determination,” although it sounds to him a bit halfhearted.

“ Arthur Pendragon,” Gilgamesh says loudly, “ you are too well known to the outside world. | see
that now. Your disappearance will raise too many questions, and others may endeavor to seek you
out. You and the man and woman with you called Nellie and Ron must leave. A small craft will be
provided you, and you will depart.”

Percival sayswith great vehemence, “ It is unlikely they would survive such a trip in an open



vessel, High King. That | did was nothing short of miraculous, and due only to my nigh-immortal
nature. ..”

“Givemetime,” Merlin assures Gilgamesh, “aweek . . . two . . . and | will be recovered enough
to transport us away.”

“1t must be done immediately,” Gilgamesh tells them. “ Asfor the one called Gwen . . . she may
remain.”

Gwen laughs in amazement at that. She has a lovely laugh. Gilgamesh will like this one once he
has made her his. “But . . . Arthur is my husband. | don’t want to be without him. If he leaves, so
dol.”

“Then you will collapse and very likely die.”

This information stuns them. He likes the look of shock on their faces.

“What?” Arthur says.

“ Shewill collapse and she will die,” he repeats. “ She cannot depart thisland.”

“ Of course,” says Percival, the truth of the matter dawning upon him. “ Unlike drinking from the
Grail, itsrestorative powers as the land only exist while one stands upon it. Should one depart the
land . . . therestoration dissipates, as it did with Joshua.”

“ Leave her behind, Pendragon. She will live forever here. What greater gift can you give her than
that?”

Pendragon steps forward. Gilgamesh watches the point of the sword. Arthur Pendragon is not
wielding it in a threatening manner, at least not yet, but the blade is almost hypnotic in its beauty.
Gilgamesh finds himself desirous of that sword as well, but one thing at a time.

“You say thisisyour island. You say that you are in charge of it. You have asked me to leave. You
speak as one who believes heis very much in control of the situation . . . of the people. . . of me.”
“1 am,” the High King tells him confidently.

Sowly Arthur shakes his head. “ That may be what you say. But Excalibur knows differently. And
becauseit does. . . | know differently. It knows the fear that eats at you like a cancer. The terror
of death, which has so consumed you that you have isolated yourself, put yourself into this prison
of an island, surrounded yourself with wor shipers, pretended that you are more than what you
are”

“1 have no need to be more than | amto deal with you,” the High King saysin an airy voice,
“since | amalready far more than you.”

“No. You are far less. Because | do not depend upon worship to survive. You do. If you cannot live
without pretension, you cannot live at all, but you are afraid to face the alternative. You have lost
sight, Gilgamesh, of what a hero should be.. . . provided you ever knew that to begin with.”
Arnim Sandoval, listening and taking it all in, appears less than impressed. “ What would you
know of it? You, sitting safely in your White House, ordering bombers to drop explosives upon
your enemies thousands of miles away. Do you think that requires the actions of a hero?”

“ Does blowing up innocent people?” Percival counters.

“ There are no inno—"

“ Yes, we' ve been through that,” Arthur interrupts. He smilesruefully. “ Perhaps, in the final
analysis, Gilgamesh, heroismisn’t about what we are . . . so much as about what we aren’t. Like
the sculptor who looks at the great block of marble and chips away everything that does not ook
the way the finished product appearsin his head. So, too, are heroes. We chip away all that is
venal or selfish or self-absorbed in the human condition, like fat sliced off a fine cut of meat. And
that which remains. . . istruly choice.”

Gilgamesh laughs loudly at that, because the sentiment expressed is so absurd, so pretentious, so
pathetic. Then heis startled to realize that the people are not laughing with him. He finds this
most disturbing as he glances at the assembled residents of hisisland. The people appear to be
listening to Arthur. The world as they see it should be filtered through the perceptions of
Gilgamesh. If he approves, they approve; if he finds something lacking, so, too, should they. But
inthisinstance. . . that is not happening. They appear to be thinking . . . independently.



A worm of momentary fear dlidesinto his belly, and he quickly pushesit away. “ You seemto be
under the impression, Pendragon, that thisland is similar to your beloved democracy. That
endless discussion isrequired over every decision, no matter how significant or insignificant. Well,
let me disabuse you of that belief. What | say is the final word. Certainly you, as a one-time king,
should appreciateit.”

“Oh, yes,” replies Arthur. “ Once upon a time, | even would have envied you for it. The ability to
get Congress to do what | wanted, when | wanted. It has a certain allureto it. But welivein a
mor e complex world now, Gilgamesh.”

“ldon’t.”

“You do. You ssimply have chosen to ignoreit.”

And the rage begins to bubble out of him, unchecked but not unexpected. “I will not be lectured by
you!”

“Too late,” mutters Merlin, apparently not taken with the direction of the conversation.

He feels control beginning to slip away, and his body trembling, he says, “ Only one object on this
island can bring true and final death, and | hold it in my hand. The decision is made, Pendragon.
The woman remains here, and you will leave. It isthe price for her life and all of yours. Thisis
your last chance!”

“No,” replies Arthur very, very quietly, and the sword seems to be humming in theair. “It's
yours.”

CHAPTRE THE TWENTY-THIRD

THE WAY IN which Gilgamesh had looked at Gwen had frightened her. It had been brief, ever so brief,
but Gwen had become al too accustomed to men’s gazes upon her. When she was young, single, on her
own, men hadn’t given her asecond thought. But since she had entered the public eye, she had
developed aknack for sensing the way that different men looked at her. It was an ingtinct, but invariably
borne out by comments the men subsequently made (which she usudly heard about secondhand from
stafferswho were dways ready to pass aong the sentiments expressed about her when she wasn't
around).

So now, when Gilgamesh had been conducting this. . . this peculiar trid that was unlike anything she'd
ever encountered . . . he had locked eyeswith her briefly, and aknowing smile had appeared on hisface.
But she' d barely registered the amile, because it was the eyes on which she had focused, the eyesthat
had so disconcerted her. Shefdt asif there were some primal force within him that was assessing her,
even threatening to devour her. She knew that he wasn't seeing her as a person, or even ahuman being.
The capriciouswhims of the“High King” had been struck by thiswoman, and she sensed immediately
where hismind had gone.

To the High King, Gwen—the wife of the man who had been King Arthur—was the closest to a genuine
gueen that he was going to come upon in thisisolated sphere. The notion had obvioudy caught hisfancy,
as had she. She was not vain enough to think that Gilgamesh had maneuvered dl of them into this
Stuation smply because he desired her. He was far too mercuria apersonality for that. He had just
noticed her, that was all. Had just arbitrarily decided that he was going to take afancy to her, and that
made his decisons and pronouncements all the easier . . . not that they were difficult to begin with.

And now it had cometo this: Arthur and Gilgamesh in awar of words, facing each other down, dl
because of her. And if Arthur died at Gilgamesh's hands, which was entirely possible because, God,
Gilgamesh was the size of a Sherman tank and Arthur, well, she loved Arthur dearly, and hewasa
stout-hearted and valiant warrior, but thiswasridiculous. . .

“No,” Arthur said, “it' syours.”

There was a gasp from the people surrounding them, no doubt at the sheer audacity it took to say such a
thing to the being who purported to be two-thirds god and one-third man. Gilgamesh' s eyes, those
beacons of barely controlled fury, darkened even more, and suddenly Gwen blurted out, “ Arthur . . . go.
I'll stay here”

Arthur turned, looked at her in bewilderment, as did the others. “What?’



“Yougo. I'll befine”

“Excdlent,” sad Merlin briskly. “That dl worked out. Right then, off wego. . .”

“Shedoesn't meaniit, Sr!” called out Néllie Porter, ignoring the young wizard who was heading for the
door. “ She' sjudt trying to be sdf-sacrificing for you!”

“Yes, Nélie, I'm quite aware of that,” Arthur said patiently. “Gwen, I’m not leaving you.”

“You d ignore her wishes, then?’ There was chalenge in Gilgamesh' stone. “After al that you' d criticize
me for thrusting my desires upon others, you now ignore the stated preferences of your own wife?’

“If I thought for amoment that they were genuine, | would act upon them,” said Arthur. He turned back
to Gwen and looked at her with those piercing blue eyes that had first caught her attention at what
seemed an eternity ago.

She desperately wanted to lie to him. Gwen even opened her mouth, endeavoring to form the words. But
they stubbornly refused to emerge. She didn’t shake her head, but her muteness spoke more e oquently
than her words possibly could have.

He nodded, asif an opinion had been affirmed. Then, since hisback wasto Gilgamesh, he turned his
head dightly toward Percival and, in avery low voice, said, “Y ou were the Grail’ s master before
Gilgamesh. Can you regain control of it?’

Perciva indicated no with avery dight shake of hishead. “1 don’'t know that the Grail can havea
‘master.” But his control over it isfar more thorough than ever was mine, thanks to the many yearsthat it
has been in his possession.”

“How now, Pendragon?’ called Gilgamesh testily. “Y our answer.”

Arthur regarded the High King with amix of contempt and pity and said, “Isthiswhat it comes down to,
then? A great man rendered so small that he must use the power of life and death asaclub on peoplein
need just to keep them in line? The greatness of Gilgameshismythic. . . but isit dso myth?’

For along moment, Gilgamesh was slent. All manner of emotion seemed to be a war in hisface. “And
what would you have?” he suddenly asked.

It was, to Arthur, asurprisingly passive response, but he did not hesitate. “1 would that you gave the
people of your relm achoice. Transform this. . . thisland back into the Grail. Let each and every
cregture here drink of the Grail individually, so that they can experienceits s utary effectsfor
themsdves”

“Thereisno guarantee that, in so doing, they would acquire virtualy immortd life,” replied Gilgamesh
waily.

“In the red world, Gilgamesh—the world from which you have so carefully shielded yourself—no one
receives any guarantee of alife gpan,” Merlin pointed out. He strode forward, walking with that
customary swagger that Gwen remembered so well. He cast aglance at her . . . and actually winked,
which surprised her. It was asif he were regarding the whole encounter as some sort of great game. The
thought did not fill her with awarm feding.

“Arthur has put forward an excdlent idea,” Merlin continued. “Y ou would be giving these people
freedom of choice. Areyou averse to that notion? Freedom of choice? Or isthat, along with dying,
something elsethat you are afraid of 7’

Gwen wasn't ecstatic with the way he’ d phrased that. It sounded entirely too challenging. And it was
obviousto her that Gilgamesh had caught the tone and wasn't any more enthused about it than shewas.
“Doyou,” he asked with an edge of danger in hisvoice, * seek to chalenge me?’

“We seek to end this peaceably!” countered Arthur.

And Merlin sounded very sad as he said, “But that’ s not going to be possible, isit?’

“Merlin! For Uther's sske—"

“I wasn't talking to you, Arthur,” said Merlin, still sounding rather melancholy, even weary. “I wastaking
to you, Gilgamesh. Thiswill not end wdll, will it?Y our insufferable ego won't permit it. Y our need to be
loved, to bein contral . . . it'sgoing to overwhem everything else, won't it? Every good ingtinct you ever
possessed, every heroic impulse that might have brightened and ennobled your soul . . . none of it
matters, doesit?’

“Merlin!” Arthur sounded to Gwen asif he was utterly mortified.



Merlin didn’t react to him. Instead he walked dowly toward Gilgamesh, and continued, “ And the truly
tragic thing is, you believe you ' re unique. That there are none who understand what you are going
through. How little you know. All you have here, Gilgamesh, isacult of celebrity. Y ou're no different,
redly, than any mgjor movie star or fool who measures his own self-worth by how othersview him.

Y ou' ve become so lost in the need for adulation—or so mired in self-pity—that you forgot what you
truly are”

Arthur blinked at that, and looked at the mage with araised eyebrow. “Merlin, was that partly directed at
me?’

“Partly,” admitted Merlin, sounding abit sad.

“Soyou clam,” Gilgamesh said, “that Pendragon and | are much dike.”

Percival spoke up. “No. You're not.”

“And why do you say that?’

“Because Arthur smply forgot, for atime, what hetruly is. . . no offense, Highness. But you,
Gilgamesh—after dl those months speaking with you, I’ m not sure you ever knew who you truly areto
begin with. And please—" he raised ahand—"don’t tell me ‘* Two-thirds god, one-third man.” That
describes your parts. . . but not the sum of who you are. Look long and deep into yoursdlf, Gilgamesh.”
And Miss Bas| made an angry, dismissve noise. She came around and stood between Gilgamesh and
the others. Facing the High King, she said, “1 cannot believe that you are listening to this nonsense. A
miniature wizard, amusty king of along-lost kingdom, hiswife with abullet in her brain, and aMoor are
telling you what to do and who you are. And you' re listening to them?”

“WEe're here, too,” Ron spoke up.

“Yes, but you don’t count.”

Despite the seriousness of the situation, Gwen suppressed alaugh as Ron Cordoba bristled at that. Then
Néllie put arestraining hand on his arm and muttered, “Ron, for God' s sake, shut up. The last thing you
want to do is attract her attention.”

There was wisdom in what she was saying, but very briefly, Gwen made eye contact with her, and then
looked away. She till could not get over, or even comprehend, Ndlli€' sactions. What in the world had
happened? What could Nellie possibly have done to leave herself open to such ablackmail threat? It was
completely insane. There had to be some sort of explanation for her actions. Unfortunately, now was
neither the time nor place. The problem was, she was't sure whether the time or place would ever have
the opportunity to present itself.

“Y ou cannot let them persuade you to act against what you know is best for your people,” Miss Basl|
was saying.

“Asif you know what is best for anyone except yoursdf,” snapped Merlin.

Her head whipped around. “ Stay out of this, Merlin.”

“Y ou keep away from him, creature,” Arthur said warningly, and he brought Excalibur up meaningfully.
“Be careful waving that about, you might hurt yourself,” said Miss Basi| before refocusing her energieson
Gilgamesh. “HighKing, ligentome. . .”

“So she can steer you off the proper track.”

“No one asked you, Merlin.”

“Then I’'mtdling you. Gilgamesh, ligento me—"

“Gilgamesh ...”

“High King, thisisabsurd. You'...”

THE HIGH KING islosing his patience.

Pendragon is babbling at him. The short wizard is babbling at him, and the Moor, and now the
Little King, the snake who dlithers like a woman, is babbling at him aswell. They speak in rapid
succession, each trying to convince himto do what they want, each demanding that he look into
himself, examine himself, question himself, when the truth is that each of them just wants
something for themsaves, and no one save Enkidu truly gives a damn about the High King. No



one hasin centuries. In millennia. No one ever truly has. The High King knows the truth of the
world: that everyone simply wants something for themselves, and believes that the High King
should hand it to them out of generosity or heroism or some other pretense.

And the Little King keeps raving at him, and now Pendragon is speaking, and the mage istrying
to talk over both of them. The High King can almost see the words themselves as physical entities,
colliding in the air and blasting apart, |etters scattering to the four winds. And there isthe one
called Gwen, the queen, looking concerned, and thankfully not filling the air with more verbiage.
It makes him appreciate her all the more, desire her all the more.

All of them, hammering at the High King, trying to pull himin a dozen directions at once, and he
can sense the eyes of all his people upon him, and Enkidu as well, and he has never, ever, felt this
disconcerted, this frustrated.

Thismust end. It has to end now, thisinstant, and it must be done in a way that all know without
a doubt just who isthe High King, who isin charge, who is two-thirds god, one-third man. There
isno longer time for pensive consideration or bargaining or compromise.

He feels his hold beginning to dlip away . . . not only his hold upon his people, but his hold upon
himself. Even if they all rise up against him, they still cannot harm him, not really, for heisthe
High King and greatness unto himself, but still, this must end for the sake of his sanity, for his
self-esteem.

“End it now,” screamsthe voicein his head, “ now, put an end to it now, now!”

THE CLANG WAS deafening, the vibrations so mind-numbing that Gwen actudly sank to one knee,
clutching her handsto her ears. Nelliefdl over completely, and Ron nearly collapsed on top of her. Even
Arthur and Perciva were staggered.

Merlin just stood there, looking put out. Figures, she thought.

There were moans and cries from the assembled populace, who were smilarly affected. The origin of the
ear-shattering noise was quite evident.

Gilgamesh had taken the sword upon hisback and swung it with al the force that his two-thirds divine
parentage afforded him. It had struck the tiles beneath hisfeet and set up the resounding noise that had
practically deafened everyone looking on. There was now alarge crack in the floor, busted up tile
scattered about.

“Enough!” belowed Gilgamesh. “The Determination has been made! The Destiny is set! Pendragon and
his companions will leave now! The woman stays!” His eyes narrowed. “ And the sword stays as well.
Fitting punishment for daring to trade words with the High King.”

A grim smile played upon Arthur’ slips that Gwen knew only too well. When it cameto Gwen' sfate,
there were matters of saf-determination at issue. But no one was ever going to pry Excalibur from his
hands while Arthur lived. She knew that beyond question. And she dso had the feding that Gilgamesh
knew that aswell.

He said nothing. He didn’t have to. He merely tightened his grip upon hissword and held it at a
battle-ready position, and that was all that was required.

And there was Perciva at hisside, and he had his own sword out. It was not remotely as striking as
Excdibur, of course, but it was afearsome-looking thing . . . aformidable war sword with agleaming
point and razor-sharp edges, effective for both jabbing and dashing. The two bold warriorswith their
wespons at the ready, facing arippling, bronzed, godlike man who had his own blade prepared.
Although Gwen appreciated the otherworldly, times-past fed to the moment, she redlized she would have
liked it even better if Arthur or Perciva were wielding something abit more twenty-first century . . . likea
machine gun, or even abazooka

Gilgamesh studied them amoment, and Gwen couldn't tell whether he was anticipating the conflict to
come. . . or regretful. Then hisfeatures hardened, and whatever doubt there might have been was clearly
gone. “Enkidu,” he said stridently, “ attend to the Moor. | have no desire to ded with fleaswhilel am
busy disposing of the dog itsdlf.”

Therewasasmile of triumph on Miss Bas|’ sface. Next to her, Sandova was watching with equal



pleasure and anticipation, and he glanced briefly a Gwen in amanner that seemed to say, You're next.
Gwen wished she had the ability to wipe those smug expressions off their faces. She had never felt more
heplessin her life.

Andthen...

... nothing happened.

Thefact that Enkidu had not legped through the air, roaring with fury, claws outstretched or teeth bared
or whatever it was he was going to do, did not immediately sink in on Gwen, or anyone there, for that
matter. But the widening gap of time between Gilgamesy' sorder and Enkidu' sfailureto carry it out
quickly became very pronounced. Momentarily flummoxed, the High King looked to Enkidu, his
right-hand man (or whatever).

The great beast was Smply standing there, unmoving. One would have thought him carved from stone, as
if he'd gone three rounds with the Basilisk and logt. Only the dight twitching of his earsindicated that he

possessed any ability to move.

“ENKIDU,” GILGAMESH SAY S again, not sounding cross so much as puzzed. It does not
appear terribly likely that Enkidu has not heard him. Enkidu could hear the feathers falling off a
bird from twenty feet high. “ Enkidu . . . the Moor . . . attend to the—"

Enkidu slowly moves his great head and stares fixedly at hislord and master, hisfriend, his
companion.

And suddenly Gilgamesh has never felt more alone.

PERCIVAL WAS POISED, ready. Every musclein hisbody was an odd combination of tense and
relaxed. Frankly, he did not like his odds. Perciva had fought many ahuman foe, but Enkidu was not
that. The creature was standing not twenty feet away, and Percival knew that the beast-man could cover
the distance with one quick thrust of hislegs. Which meant that Percival would have exactly one chance
to react to Enkidu’ sondaught, and if he miscaculated the timing of his swing, or didn’t manageto kill the
beast on hisfirgt try, he was going to have a problem.

He was reasonably sure that Enkidu couldn’t kill him. Not only did the power of the Grail flow in
Perciva’sveins, but none who stood upon theidand could die. On the other hand, if Enkidu lifted him
over hishead so that he wastechnicaly “off” theidand and proceeded to tear him to shreds, Percival
wasn't entirely certain what his chanceswould be. Nor did he have the dightest desire to find out.

And gill Enkidu remained frozen, as one pardlyzed. Perciva gazed at him, ng him as he had done
so0 many foesback in his days as aknight, and he saw in the mighty beast-man no hesitation, no
uncertainty. He was not frozen by indecison. He just wasn't moving.

“Beadt brother,” Gilgamesh said dowly. “How now?’

For afraction of an instant, Percival saw misery on the creature’ s face as he had never seen on the
countenance of anything on God' s earth that walked upon two legs. He suspected that Enkidu had no
tear ducts, for if he had, he might well have dissolved into sobs.

“I cannot,” he said.

Gilgamesh took a step toward him, eyeing him carefully as one would an exceptiondly intriguing bug.
“Cannot . . . or will not.”

“Both, if it pleases”

“It does not please, beast brother.” The danger in the voice of the High King was escadating. “For al that
| love you, Enkidu, do not think that | would hesitate to express extreme displeasure with you. This man.
... this*Grall knight’ . . . he escaped you once. Y ou have unfinished business with him. Attend to it.
Now.”

And onceagain: “I cannot.” And then, as an afterthought, “... or will not.”

Perciva saw Gilgamesh stand there, every emotion imaginable playing across his broad face.
“You'renot . .. actualy in agreement with these. . . persons? Y ou do not actually think they are. ..
right?” an gppalled Gilgamesh asked.

When Enkidu spoke, it was not without effort. Percival had not heard him utter more than afew words at
atime. “Right and wrong . . . meansnothing. They are. . . fictions of men’sminds.”



“Nonsense,” snapped Gilgamesh.

“Isafemdekilling and devouring her mate. . . wrong?’

“Of courseitid” Gilgamesh sounded horrified at the notion.

In asoft voice, Enkidu asked, “And if thefemde. . . isablack widow spider?’

Gilgamesh opened his mouth, then closed it. Percival was amused; it wasthe first time he' d seen the
pompous High King stuck for an answer.

Again, Enkidu said, “ Thereisnoright. Thereisnowrong. Thereisjust . . . what nature intends. And
what you do here. . . isunnatura.”

“Unnaturd!”

“All creatures.. . . should be free. All creatures. . . should die, sooner or later. In both respects, you defy
nature and the gods. No one does such athing forever, my brother,” he said sadly. “Not even you.”
Gilgamesh began to shake with barely contained fury. “Y ou would say thisto me?’” he demanded. “ To
me? After what | did for you! Damn you, Enkidu . . . | went into the afterlife and brought you
back to the land of the living!”

The beast-man served as stark contrast to Gilgamesh, the former becoming camer asthe latter got more
agitated. “I did not ask you . . . to do s0.”

“Y ou preferred that dreary, bleak land of shadows and nonexistence to this?” He grabbed Enkidu's
hand, clasping it firmly. “Fed the blood pounding through you! Fed theair in your lungs! Inhde and draw
athousand different scents through your nostrils! What possible advantage can dwelling amongst the
dead haveto offer?’

“None. .. savethat it isthe naturd order of things.”

“The gods murdered you!”

Enkidu shook hishead. “No. | died of abroken heart. | died ... because of you.”

HE LIES. THE High King knows he lies. Thisis too much. Too much.

And heis not aware that another voice is whispering within his head. “ Kill them,” it tells him.
“Kill themall. They seek to undermine you. To unman you. You must not tolerate it. You must do
what needs be done.”

ARTHUR SAW GILGAMESH red back, asif gut-stabbed. He seemed stunned, even short of breath.
Arthur could sympathize. It was how he felt the night that Gwen was bleeding upon him in the back of the
limo.

“What?" Gilgamesh was barely ableto get theword out. “You . . . blameme. .. ?

It al came out of Enkidu then, like asigh long contained, unburdened at last. “No. | blame. . . my own
weakness. | saw . . . how far you had falen. | saw you consumed . . . with safishness. With impurity.
With impiety. | was ashamed. | could not . . . stand to seeyou.. . . in that way. My heart ... could not go
on. It ceased its beating. Perhaps ... through willpower . . . | could have maintained it. But | did not. Ina
way ... | mysdf was sdfish.”

Gilgamesh was shaking hishead in disbdief. “And in dl thistime. . . you never told me of any of this?
Why did you not?’

And looking asif he knew the next words would hurt most of al, Enkidu said, “You never . . . inquired of
me. Y ou never cared . . . enough to ask.”

The High King just gaped at him. He seemed to have forgotten that he was holding his sword. Theworld
was spirding avay from him, asif something within him had broken. Finaly hefound hisvoice. “And . . .
what would you haveof me. .. 7

“Releasetheland,” Enkidu said. “Release the people. Be of theworld . . . instead of smply in the world.
And let nature.. . . takeits course.”

He'slistening . . . gods. . . he' slistening, thought Arthur. Look at hisface. . . hisentire manner . . .
he's actually going to attend to Enkidu’swords. . . | can’'t believe it’s going to be that easy . . .



A heartbest later, it wasn't that easy at dl.

“KILL THEM!” COMES the voice in his head, louder, more strident, more insistent, refusing to
accept any alternative. “ You have the sword of the underworld! You can destroy them. Kill them, |
say! Kill themall!”

IT WAS GWEN who spotted it. Gwen who saw Miss Basil’s mouth forming the words just before
Gilgamesh shouted, “Kill them al!”

“She'sdoingit!” shouted Gwen. “ She' smaking him say it! She' s doing something to him!”

Miss Basil’ s head snapped around to face Gwen, and her mouth drew back in atwisted expression of
fury asahiss escaped her lips, and Gwen fet Miss Basil’ s gaze starting to bore into her, and shetried to
look away but could not avert her eyes. And suddenly abust of Gilgamesh dammed into MissBasil's
head, thrown with unerring accuracy by Néllie Porter. Miss Basl et out astartled shriek and went down,
blood welling up from a vicious wound on her forehead.

Gilgamesh staggered, putting his hands to histemples, trying to regain hisfooting and then finding it. He
pivoted and faced Miss Basil, who was on the ground, momentarily disoriented. “Wasthat you, just
now? In my head? Tdling meto kill them?’

“Yes” she sad without hesitation, cold fury in her eyes.

“Do you see your true enemies now, Gilgamesh?’ Arthur caled, hisvoice ringing out anongst the
assemblage. “Do you see theway of things, the way they should truly be? Do you see that those who
care about you want only the best for you?’

Gwen didn’t want the best for him. The bastard had killed Baumann. She had not forgotten that, and
athough she resented the hell out of him for whatever hold it was he had over Néllie, he certainly hadn’t
deserved to diethat way. But she restrained hersdlf with effort. Thisentire insanity, after al, had occurred
because of her. If gppeding to Gilgamesh' s nobler sde—presuming there was one—was going to get
them dl out of thisintact, who was she to protest? Because obvioudy Gilgamesh, faced with evidence of
the manipulation of hismind, was going to do the right thing. That had to be what was about to happen.

THE HIGH KING bridles upon the realization that his demonic lover has insinuated herself within
his mind. She had made him want to strike down Pendragon, to take the woman, to take the
sword, to act purely on behalf of his selfish wants and desires.

Now she is gone from his head, distracted, unable to reestablish her influence.

Now heisfree to think for himself.

And the first thought that occurs to himis that he wants to strike down Pendragon.

The second is that he wants to take Pendragon’ s woman. The third is that he wants the sword,
and his selfish wants and desires are the wants and desires of a being who is two-thirds god,
one-third man, and how dare anyone, be they king, queen, or beast brother, tell him what he can
and cannot, should and should not, do.

Yes, the Basilisk influenced his mind. But that was just her enjoying her machinations, playing her
games, making certain that all went as she wanted. The truth isthat her prioritiesand hisare
already very close. That iswhy they get along so well. That iswhy, of the three kingsin this
room—the King of the Britons, the King of Babylonia, and the Little King—only the latter two
matter.

He grips his scimitar firmly. It has come to this. Fine. He will do what needs be done. May the
gods have mercy on all their souls, for he most certainly will not.

RON CORDOBA KNEW people.
He had succeeded as much as he had, gotten as far as he had, because he was able to read them
instantly. Faster even than such reliable judges of character as Arthur, Ron had an infallible sense of what



people were going to do beforethey did it. It benefited him tremendoudy, alowed him to anticipate
moves before others even knew they would be making the moves, and adjust accordingly.

Within the course of aminute, as matters progressed, he knew thefollowing:

He knew Enkidu was not going to attack before Enkidu actualy spelled it out.

Heknew that Miss Basi| was somehow screwing with Gilgamesh's mind. Gwen had shouted awarning
barely a second before Ron was going to sound asimilar dert.

Heknew that, freed of Miss Basl’ sinfluence, Gilgamesh was nevertheess going to swing that terrifying
blade of hisand start hacking at whatever was within range.

He knew that Arnim Sandoval did not share his ability to predict behavior and actions.

Theirony of that last statement would quickly become clear to Ron Cordoba.

ARNIM SANDOVAL CAN till taste her lipson his.

When his wife departed to visit family, she kissed him good-bye and he remembers that her lips
tasted salty since she had been crying. He wonders belatedly if she had a sense that she would not
be coming back.

He hastold Arthur Penn why the world despises Americans. He is not certain what he had been
hoping for. Some sort of realization on Penn’s part? A mea culpa? A reassessment of American
policies? No. Instead he receives a lengthy lecture on the glories of America because free
exchange of ideasis so highly valued. Penn has no concept. No clue. He does not realize that he
has just condemned his country with his own words. That it is the imposition of those ideas upon
others, and the utter chaos and divisiveness caused by this love of totally uncontrolled speech,
that serves to make America the great enemy it is of so many other countries. He has virtually
admitted it: American arrogance dictates that the American way is the best, and heaven help any
who disagree. How can any rational individual help but despise a country such as that?

Penn does not understand. He will never understand. None of themwill ever understand.

Arnim Sandoval also does not understand. Much has happened to him. He spent an eternity in
darkness. He has been reborn. Heisin a place he can barely comprehend, encountering
individuals he does not under stand, facing circumstances that no rational man can be expected to
accept.

Yet he does.

In some distant part of his mind, there is screaming and confusion and bewilderment at all that
has happened to him, but that part of his mind isfar, far away. Indeed, he truly has been reborn,
and whenever he looks at the woman who had birthed him, it all makes infinite sense. He does not
understand why that should be, but it is. He feels closer to her than he ever has to any woman. To
any person. At first she had seemed to be the instrument of his punishment; instead she is now the
woman who delivered him. Who has made him great, taken him to new levels. He has been
stripped down to the purity of his essence. Thereis his hatred. And thereis her. Nothing else
matters.

He sees her injured. He sees her angry. And that is all the trigger that is needed for the hatred he
bearsto rise up, great and glorious and terrifying to behold. He will physically reflect what he has
become. He will become greatness incarnate. It will please her. It will fulfill him.

How many times has Penn and hisilk, horrified in witnessing the retaliation that comes as a result
of their own actions, called him a monster? More times than he can count.

And Americans. .. sosmug . . . So certain they' re alwaysright . . .

Let them beright thistime. Let them take joy in their accuracy, for all the good it will do them.

RON CORDOBA HAD the distinct impression that, had Sandova not done anything ... if he'd just
stood there. . . an enraged Gilgamesh would have torn into the hated Arthur Penn. He might well have
caught Arthur flat-footed, although Ron might well have gotten an “ Arthur, look out!” into play. For that
matter, Arthur himself was no douch. He might have anticipated the attack himself and adjusted for it.



But Sandoval did not choose to stand there. For Sandoval was apparently of the opinion (which Ron did
not share) that Gilgamesh was going to take this matter in stride. That he wasindeed going to turn Arthur
loose, give up full control of theland, fredy share the hedling qudities of the Grail with whoever wanted
it, in away that would not make them eternally dependent on his good graces.

So Sandova obvioudy decided to take action.

Once upon atime, that decision would have meant very little unless Sandova happened to be armed or
with men under his command, neither of which wasthe case here. But that was an earlier time. Thiswas
the present. A present where Arnim Sandoval had spent gpparently eight monthsin the belly of the beast

Asaresult, before Gilgamesh could match his own thoughts to actions, he was surprised by an animdistic
roar from behind him that wasn't coming from Miss Basil nor from Enkidu.

It was coming from Sandoval. His back twisted, spasmed, and suddenly two smdl wings burst out of the
back of hisshirt. They were gray and flapping piteoudy, but they were there and they werereal. He
snapped his head back and forth, like alarge cat shaking off water, and his body began to distort and
distend. There was arapid-fire series of cracking noises that sounded like firecrackers until Ron redlized
that it was bones breaking.

Now dl of Sandoval’s skin had turned that same date gray, and his eyes were angled and ditted and a
combination of yellow with flecks of emerald green. He stretched up and out, his clothes ripping, his neck
elongating, hisarms growing, hisfingers extending and becoming taloned even as hislegs shrunk and
merged with the lower half of hisrapidly growing body. There was aloud thud as his body reoriented
itsdlf to its new form and shape, thumping onto thefloor in adisplay of thick, heavy coils.

Hinging hisarms out to either side, Arnim Sandova—transformed into a towering twenty-foot-long
young Basilisk—Iet out ashattering scream that gave apreview of what billions of souls screeching
protestsin hell over their fate must have sounded like.

And Ron heard Perciva mutter, “Wdll, this can’t be good.”

CHAPTRE THE TWENTY-FOURTH

ARTHUR PENN, NEE Pendragon, never lost his cool. Never came close. He did, however, take a step
back to assess the situation, and was not ecstatic with what he saw.

Gilgamesh whirled and faced Miss Basi|, who was staggering to her feet, nursing the wound to her head.
“What have you done, woman?’ he demanded. “ What have you done?”

She gestured grandly and said, “I’ ve given birth. Isn’'t he grand?’ Miss Basil regarded the thrashing,
roaring form of Sandova and cooed, “My biologica clock wasticking. | felt the need to reproduce, and
Arnimwas prime materid for me. He' sglorious, isn't he? He will dispose of Arthur, of Percivd, of dl of
them—"

Therewasablur of sted so fast that Miss Basil neither saw it coming, nor anticipated it. She was till in
the middle of aword when the great scimitar cut through the air and her neck and the air again without
dowing. Theforce of the blow sent her head flying across the room and ricocheting off thefar wal likea
handball. Miss Basil’ s body remained standing for amoment, asif trying to register the fact that its head
was gone, and then it dumped forward, shifting in form even asit did, so that although it was awoman's
body that dumped forward, it was amass of headless coilsthat actualy hit the ground. Blueichor seeped
out of thetop of the body where the head was missing. Obvioudy there were limits, even to the hedling
power of the Grall land. Either that, thought Arthur, or the Holy Grail wanted no part of the unholy
Baslisk.

Insandly, Gilgamesh turned and bellowed at the lifedless head of Miss Basil, which had rolled back across
thefloor and cometo ahdt at hisfeet. “ Were you under the impression | could not attend to them
myself? Is that how far you think I’ d fallen? Is that how little you think of me?”

“I hope you' re not expecting her to hold up her end of the conversation,” said Merlin.

His comment was logt in the collective screams of the people of the idand, who had had more than
enough. They were practicaly ssampeding one another in their effortsto get asfar away as possble from
the mongtrous insanity they were witnessing. It was aterrible distraction to Arthur, and he did everything



he could to screen it out. He had other things to attend to. Quickly he shoved Gwen toward Ron and
Ndlie, taking up a gation that placed himsalf between hiswife and the undulating form of Sandova.

“ Get Gwen out of herel” he bellowed.

“But Arthur—!”

He shoved her away, and he was not gentle about it, athough he was careful enough to push her right
toward Ron o that he caught her. He braced himsdlf, readying himself for the ondaught that wasto
come.

Sandoval did not appear to notice or even care about the pandemonium unleashed around him. Instead
his attention was entirely focused upon Arthur, and the king of Camelot brought Excalibur up as
Sandoval the Baslisk legped through the air, propelled by hissmall but effective wings.

But anticipating the sweep of the blade, the Basilisk dammed his coils down, skidded, and brought the
lower hdf of hisbody up and around, knocking Arthur off his feet. The king went down, still holding
Excdibur, but helanded hard on hisright elbow and pain shot through hisarm. Above him the creature
was unleashing an ear-plitting screech, and he had the horrible feding that he wasn't going to be ableto
bring the sword around fast enough.

And suddenly the Basilisk was gone.

Wéll, not gone, but off to one side. For Enkidu had vaulted the distance and dammed into the Basilisk’s
upper section. He roared defiance right in the Basilisk’ sface, sounding for dl the world like the angriest
lion on the face of the earth, and his head speared forward and hisjaws dammed together. The only thing
that prevented him from biting the Basilisk’ s head off was that the monster was a hair quicker, his heed
darting barely out of theway. The Basilisk screeched back a him, and then Perciva wasthere behind
him, swinging his sword around and trying to drive the blade through the creature slower half, hoping to
bisect hisbody.

It didn’t work. The scalesthat covered him were far too strong. Excalibur would have been ableto
dispatch him, as could Gilgamesh' s blade, but there was nothing particularly magica about Percival’s
wegpon. The Basilisk registered that something was crashing up againgt his body, but not much beyond
that.

Asif thrilled to finaly have afoe worthy of his capabilities, Enkidu hacked and dashed &t the creature' s
face with his claws and teeth while Perciva continued to hammer a him. The Basilisk didn’t know which
way to look first, moving first one way and then the other, hissing and spitting the entiretime.

Arthur saw, from the corner of his eye, Gwen being hustled away by Ron and Nellie, and she was crying
out Arthur’ s name. His heart went out to her, but there was nothing she could do at this point except try
and get asfar away from the scene of the chaos as possible.

Then he heard Gilgamesh bellowing stridently above the screaming and pandemonium and battle. “ |
have given no one permission to leave! Stay where you are! You will listen to me! You will obey
mel” But no onewas ligtening or obeying. It wastota insanity, and not even the High King could get
anyone s atention. He was becoming aware of his helplessnessin the face of such discord, and it was
clearly not gtting well with him. His eyeswere wild with fury, the veins distending on hishead. Arthur
would not have been the least bit surprised at that point if Gilgamesh himsdf had transformed into a
monger.

But Arthur could afford to give no more consideration to Gilgamesh's particular Situation. Instead he had
one of hisknights, an unexpected dly, and amongter to concern himsalf with.

“Don’'t look the creature in the eyes!” Arthur shouted above the din. He was't sureif the
newly-crested Basilisk fully comprehended how to useits devadtating visua abilities, but there was no
point in taking a chance. He glanced around desperately to try and see where Merlin was, on the chance
that the sawed-off sorcerer would be able to contribute in some way to the melee despite hislack of
power. But Merlin was nowhere to be seen.

Arthur scrambled to hisfeet, holding the mighty Excdibur firmly, and started toward the thrashing
three-way battle before him, and suddenly Gilgamesh was blocking his path. “Help me or get out of my
way,” sad Arthur brusgquely.

“Thereisathird option,” Gilgamesh informed him.



Hewas amiling.

That struck Arthur as dangerous, and suddenly Gilgamesh's sword was flashing toward him with the
same speed that had so effortlessy dispaiched MissBasil.

Madness! Utter madness! Arthur thought, because what sort of mind would actually seek to chalenge
him, battle him when other, greater foes obvioudy loomed. But Gilgamesh didn’t seem to give adamn
about the Basilisk. All his attention was upon Arthur, and Arthur barely brought Excalibur up to deflect
the scimitar asit lashed toward him.

When the two blades connected, it was asif thunder and lightning had struck in opposition to each other
ingtead of operating in uniformity. Theimpact ran the length of Arthur’ sarmsand into his shoulders, and
histeeth rattled and hisvison blurred. Everything was happening so quickly that he did not havetimeto
consider who his opponent was or what he was being faced with. All hewastrying to do at that moment
wassurvive.

Anger began to sweep through him. Anger that he was being subjected to this, anger that someone with
such phenomena power at hisdisposal, such acapacity for accomplishing grest things, was throwing it
away in such pointless, safish endeavors. And then he redized that, in his own way, he had been just as
sdfish, and the anger was directed as much at himsalf asit was at Gilgamesh. He saw the capacity for
greatnessin himsdlf that he had shunted aside, and saw the dark distortion of that capacity in Gilgamesh,
who had gonein thetotaly opposte direction.

Hesaw it dl clearly. And the fact wasthat Gilgamesh did not seeit . . . that Gilgamesh, so much older
than he ...was not the least bit wiser.

THE HIGH KING is confident in his victory. Thiswill all still be salvageable.

Then he looks into the eyes of Pendragon, eyes seething with controlled fury, and for just a
moment, his confidence wavers.

Itisamoment. .. butitisenough.

EXCALIBUR SWUNG DOWN, around, and up and caught the scimitar just at the base of the blade,
near thehilt.

And the blade that had—according to Gilgamesh—been the persona possession of the lord of the
underworld, the blade that had laid low demons and enabled him to rescue his greatest companion from
oblivion.. ..

The blade shattered.

AsExcalibur let out a sound that could have been ahowl of triumph, the blade of the scimitar brokeinto
adozen pieces, flying every which way. Arthur ducked back, shielding hisface and narrowly avoiding
getting ashard in the eye. The Basilisk was not quite as lucky, as several of the larger pieces embedded
themsalvesin him. Sandova screamed from the unexpected pain, his body snapping around, shaking off
both Enkidu and Perciva in his paroxysms.

NOT POSSBLE ... NOT possible ...

The High King stares at the shattered weapon in his hands. His mind is overloading, unable to
cope. This cannot be happening. The blade cannot be destroyed. It is a blade of the gods. The
possessions of gods are asinviolable, as unkillable, as gods themsel ves.

Gods are all powerful. The only thing that can thwart the will or efforts of gods are beings who
aresimilarly gifted and divine.

Gods cannot be defeated by humans. And Pendragon, for all his skills, for all hislong life, is till
human.

His blade cannot be greater.

He cannot be greater.

Because the High King is the standard against which all greatnessis measured.



He charges the Pendragon, but the whirling, glowing blade Arthur wields istoo quick. He lunges
to the left, and thereis a cut on the High King’'s arm, and to the right, and now a slice across his
chest. Pendragon barely seems to move, and yet the damnable blade is right there, blocking the
path, creating an impenetrable shield of biting, vicious magical steel.

Again and again he moves toward Arthur, and Gilgamesh is the High King, a tower of muscle and
strength such as never has walked the earth before or since. If he were able to get his hands upon
Arthur, he has no doubt that he could snap the Pendragon like a twig. But Arthur might as well be
a hundred miles away for all the success that Gilgamesh has at getting to him. And now the High
King is bleeding from a dozen wounds, and each one individually is nothing major, but together
they are starting to drain him of his vitality. And Arthur does not seemthe least bit tired or
perturbed or even challenged. He islooking at the High King with pity. Pity.

If Arthur is greater than he.. . . then he is nothing.

He cannot be nothing.

Heistwo-thirdsgod . . . one-third man. . .

This cannot be happening . . .

Nothing . . .

Heisnothing . ..

The worship placed upon him, bestowed upon him. . . . if heisnothing . . . it isall meaningless. His
lifeis meaningless. He is meaningless.

The useless weapon dlips from his hand, clattersto the floor.

He knows what he must do now.

ARTHUR WASDIVIDING his attention between Gilgamesh in front of him, and the struggle between
the Basilisk, Percival, and Enkidu behind him. They were holding their own, that much was certain, but he
longed to get over there and aid them, for he was certain that Excalibur could settle this business once
andfor dl.

“Gilgamesh!” he cried out. “End this conflict! Restore yoursdlf to the heroism | know isyoursto

achievel”

THE PENDRAGON IS speaking to him. The words are little more than faint buzzing. He goes to
one knee, places his hand flat upon the floor. His body trembles. For an instant he is utterly
empty, a vacuum for power to rush into, and then it comes.

He will be great again. He will destroy the Pendragon, he will still have the weapon, he will have
it all, it cannot and will not end in this manner.

“SIT DOWN!” SHOUTED Ron Cordoba, who had just about had it.

They were at least five hundred feet away from Gilgamesh’ sresidence. All around them, idand people
were ather running to distance themselves further, or milling about in confusion, bereft of aclue asto how
they should proceed. They were so accustomed to Gilgamesh doing their thinking for them that they were
cludless how to proceed without him. It was a gorgeous day, the sun shining, birds singing. It would have
been postivey idyllicif it weren't for dl the screaming and roaring and sounds like gigantic mongters and
warriors from a bygone agetrying to kill one another.

Gwen had been struggling against Ron, trying to run back into the palace, but Ron swung her around and
sent her stting down, hard, on the ground. Nellie dropped down beside her, looking up a Ron angrily.
“You didn't haveto do that!”

“Tel me” Ronsad.

“Tdl youwhat?’

“What Baumann had on you.”

Nelie paed dightly, and Gwen said defensvely, “Why in hell should that matter now?’



“Because,” Rontold her, “1 have asnesking suspicion that I’ m not going to make it through this, and |
don’'t want to dieinignorance!” Heturned to Nellie. “Maybe you fed you don’t owe me anything, but |
kind of think you owe me that much &t least! Now spill it!”

Nellie looked to Gwen for help and support, but found none there. “1 have to admit, I’'m curious myself,”
sad Gwen. “I trusted you implicitly, Nellie. Y ou betrayed me. If you have the dightest fragment of hope
that we'll remain on speaking terms after al thisis done—sincel, unlike Ron, believe we re going to
survive—you' |l tel me”

Shelooked from Gwen' sface to Ron’ s and back again, and then let out atremulous sigh.
“Wewerelovers,” shesaid.

Gwen made aface. “Y ou and Baumann?’

“No.” She squared her shoulders and said, “Y ou and me.”

She sared a Ndliefor amoment, and then let out a confused laugh. “What the hell are you talking
about?| never ...” Shelooked to Ron. “Wenever . . .that's. . .it'sridiculous. . .”

“Do you remember college? Lance stwenty-first birthday?’ In an FY'| manner she said to Ron, “Lance
was her old boyfriend. Abusive little shit. But when he turned twenty-one, Gwen asked what he wanted
for hishirthday, and all he wanted was athree-way with another woman.” Without looking at Gwen, she
sad, “Isit coming back to you?’

Ron cast his eye over to Gwen. There was no blood in her face, only her red lips providing any sort of
color compared to the whiteness that remained. “Oh ... my God . . . but . . . but her namewas. . .1 ..
“You can't remember.” When Gwen shook her head, Nelliejust nodded. “Y eah, well . . . youwere
pretty stoned that night, so I’m not al that surprised. Then again, | was going through some bullshit phase
at thetime and just kept calling mysdf * Sunrider,” so evenif you'd remembered, it wouldn't have meant
anything. But Lance remembered. And Lance took pictures. And saved them. And early oninthe
mayoral race, Lance went to Baumann with a couple of them. Because he hated you so much that he
wanted to do whatever he could to torpedo your romance and Arthur’ s chances as mayor. And then

L ance disgppeared. Which wesakened the story somewhat, but not completely. Baumann still had the
photographs. But you know what?” She laughed bitterly at the recollection. “He liked you guys. Heredly
did. Hefdt you' d be good for New Y ork. So he kept his mouth shut. And then, when you became First
Lady and he saw pictures of me with you, he contacted me. And I figured, if it had been bad with those
pictures seeing print back in the mayora days, how much worse would it have been with you as First
Lady. Think how it would have looked, how it would have been portrayed . . .”

“| can seethe headlines,” murmured Ron. * ‘First Lady Hires Lesbian Lover.” ”

“But | didn’t know!” Gwen cried out. “My God, in college | experimented with al kindsof . . . and
Lance he...l mean...| wasadifferent person back then . . .”

“Which isn’'t to be confused with a thousand years ago, when you were adifferent person entirely,” said
Néeliewith bitter humor. “ So you see, Gwen . . . | was protecting you as much as anyone.”

“And now he' sdead. And the story died with him. And Arthur’s out of the White House, so there's
nothing at stake. . .” Gwenlooked tunned at it dl. “Ndlie...1...”

“Yegh?’

She stared at her. “Was | good?’

Nédlie hdd out her hand, pam flat, and wavered it from sdeto sde. “Eh.”

“Bitch,” said Gwen, ten seconds before she keeled over.

THE POWER COMES rushing into the High King, and it seemsto call to him, to ask himwhy he
has waited for so long, why he hasignored it all thistime.

He has no words of apology, but then he owes it nothing. He is the power unto himself. He isthe
High King, he is Gilgamesh, two-thirds god and one-third man, he is the legend incarnate, and his
will be done, on earth asit isin heaven ...



ARTHUR FELT A grange, dmost dadtic feding, asif the world around him were being stretched out of
itsnorma shape and configuration. Trying to distance himsdlf from Gilgamesh, lest he be helplesswhilein
aconfused state, he stumbled backward, unsure of where he was or what was happening. He saw
Percival and even Enkidu lurching about aswell. Enkidu looked the most disoriented, and Arthur wasn't
surprised. Enkidu was abeing utterly in tune with nature. If nature itself was out of whack, Enkidu would
beat aloss.

Something warned him at the last ingtant, and he threw himsdlf frantically to one sde. The Basilisk sailed
right over him, arms outstretched, hissing and spitting, and landing on the far sde of the room.

And suddenly the ground seemed to go right out from under him. There was alow, distant rumbling, asif
theidand itself were being torn asunder, and then pieces of marble began to fal from overhead. Loud
cracks reported from overhead, and there was even more rumbling as the ground bucked under his feet
like an angry bronco.

Gilgamesh was till crouched upon the floor, suffused with an incandescent glow running up hisarms,
permesting his entire form. Hewasn't looking at Arthur or Perciva or even the Basilisk. All hisattention
was focused inward, and he was smiling with the demented contentment that only atrue madman could
disolay.

Arthur reached out dmost blindly, grabbed an arm, and was relieved to discover it was Perciva’s. He
shouted, “Go! Let'sgo!” and didn’t wait for Perciva to respond. Instead he ran toward the closest exit,
which, asit happened, was alarge holein the wall that had not been there moments earlier. More debris
was crumbling from above, and Arthur desperately swung Excalibur over hishead in broad strokes,
hoping to knock away whatever pieces of rubble might be falling down upon them. And then they were
through and in the open air, except he could see that the forest and the trees were disintegrating, the
green and lush vegetation al over theidand beginning to wilt and blacken. Birds were tumbling headliong
out of the trees and making odd little popping noises, asif they were lightbulbs that were shattering upon
striking the ground, and their tiny bodies would break apart and scatter away as bits of dust.

In the distance he saw the people of theidand screaming, shaking their heads desperatdly, clutching at
the ground as it was drawn away from beneath their feet. Asthe verdant terrain disappeared, it left
behind it lifelessand unfriendly sheets of rock with tiny little tufts of grass sticking out here and there.
And the animals, the animalsin the forest, gods, they were kedling over aswell. Arthur heard rabbits
scream, and he had never known they were capable of doing such athing, but obvioudy they were, as
the little furballs et out shrieks of such utter terror that they sounded like So many human children being
menaced.

And the deer, and the other creatures, al crumbling away. Arthur saw it dl.

And the people of Pusldand saw it aswell.

Which was about when Arthur put two and two together. Apparently the people did, too, because they
garted screaming and clutching at their faces, their bodies, falling upon the rock and cdling Gilgamesh's
name and begging and pleading with him to just give them another chance, that they would live up to what
he expected them to be and please, oh please. . .

Their skin began to draw taut, their hair started whitening. Therewasterror in their eyes, and they
clutched a themsalves asif their bodieswere traitors.

Therewas ahorrific roar and for aheartbesat, Arthur thought it was the Basilisk hauling itself from the
debris, for the noise did not sound like anything capable of being issued by ahuman throat. Then rock
and rubble were shoved aside, and there stood Gilgamesh, alook of smug determination on hisface, and
in his hand was the most remarkable sword that Arthur had ever seen. It glittered gold, and obvioudly it
was not solid gold, for that would have been far too soft. It would also have been horrifically heavy, but
that didn’t seem asif it was going to stop him.

Furthermore the blade was long and jagged, looking for al the world like alightning bolt. It throbbed
with inner power.

Many times had Arthur heard the phrase, “Histerrible swift sword,” and how it “loosed the fateful
lightning.” It had always struck him as more than just a poetic turn of phrase. It seemed, in hisimaginings,



to be based on something.

Now he knew just what it wasit was based upon. It was this frightful blade, thisweapon that—if
Gilgamesh was to be believed—had existed in some shape or other since the dawn of creation. Many
formsdid it have, gpparently, for its magic was so potent that one incarnation was smply incapable of
holdingit.

“Itisthe power of life and death,” Gilgamesh said with reverence, asif hewerereading Arthur'smind . .
.and for al Arthur Penn knew, he was. “Pure and smple, that iswhat the Grail power boiled down to. In
its shape asthe cup, it giveslife. Initsincarnation astheland, it maintainsit. And asthe sword . . .” and
his voice dropped and was low and frightful, “it takesit.”

He swept the sword through the air once, and the air seemed to back away fromit, afraid to comein
contact withiit.

Perciva stepped forward, his sword at the ready. “Highness, let me. . .”

“No,” Arthur said flatly. “It would cut you down in a heartbesat.”

“But. ..” Helooked at Arthur with such longing. “It' sthe Grail.”

And Arthur knew right then, right there, what Perciva intended to do. The Grail had given him life
eterna. Now one strike from it could end thet life. . . and it was aconcept that Percival was not the least
opposed to.

“No,” hesaid again, and thistime there was even more to the authority of the command. “If you love me
asyour liege, if you value your vowsto me, you will not doiit.”

“Highness. . .” There was urgency to hisvoice, mounting desperation. “Don’'tyou see. .. ?’

“Yes. | see. And | am ordering you to live”

Percival’ s eyes glittered with what amounted to momentary hatred, and then, just as quickly, it was gone,
and he bowed his head. “| serve at the pleasure of the King,” he intoned, and there was no hint of
mockery in hisvoice, although there was most definitely sadness and some resignation.

Arthur nodded once, accepting the reluctant vow of fedty, and then helooked around. He saw the
people of theidand stumbling about, confused and frightened and aging. He turned and looked in

Gwen' sdirection and knew what he would see there. Sure enough, she was upon the ground, limp asa
rag doll, and there was agony in the faces of Ron Cordoba and Nellie Porter.

“Look about you, Gilgamesh!” Arthur cried out, trying to suppress the sheer agony in his soul and not
succeeding particularly well. “Look at what you have wrought! It'snot too late! Let go that which you
have fought so hard to hold onto, for it was never yoursto havein thefirst place.”

THE HIGH KING hears his words, even as the voice of the Grail singsto him. Hisarms tremble.
He feels drunk with power.

He sees Enkidu. He sees his beast brother, standing ten feet away.

“Enkidu,” he says softly, and his voice vibrates, barely recognizable as himself. “ To my side.”
Enkidu looks at him with endless pity . . . and then slowly walks toward him. He stands but three
feet away, and looks at his beloved Gilgamesh.

“You are my brother. You are my greatest love,” Enkidu says softly. “ And | cannot bear to see
what you have become . . . and cannot bear to walk away from you.”

And he throws himself upon the upraised sword.

The shock of the impact barely registers upon Gilgamesh as the sword splits Enkidu’ s chest. His
beast brother convulses once, his head pitches back, and he trembles but does not cry out.
Gilgamesh hears a voice screaming Enkidu’ s name, realizes that it’s his own voice, and till
allowsit to continue as Enkidu’ s blood pours down over the hilt of the sword, bathing it in red.
The sword glows ever brighter, drinking it in, and Gilgamesh yanks it from Enkidu’ s chest,
tearing the tawny fur, cracking ribs and spilling some of the great heart upon the ground.

The Pendragon is saying something to him. He does not hear it. He stares at the blood upon the
sword, the heart on the ground, and then picks up the piece of the heart . . . and eatsit. It has
been many, many centuries since he has done such a thing. Usually such organs are tough, almost



impossible to chew, and must be quickly swallowed. But not Enkidu’s. It is astoundingly soft,
almost melting upon his tongue, and great hot tears pour down Gilgamesh’ s face as the soul of
the one creature in the world he loved more than himself merges with his.

And he hears a second heartbeat in conjunction with his own.

And he sees himself for the first time with true clarity. Sees himself for what he is, and what he
could have been.

And then he forgets.

And he attacks.

CHAPTRE THE TWENTY-FFTH

ARTHUR STOOD FROZEN by the scene, but snapped from his pardlysis as Gilgamesh came at him.
The entire moment seemed to be playing out in dow motion, and even though Arthur felt asif he had
plenty of time as he brought Excalibur up to adefensive position, apart of him knew that he had reacted
faster than he ever had before. A half asecond at most, and then the Grail sword dammed into
Excdibur.

They fdtit. ..

... in Portugd.

And Brazil, and Argentina. Up into Mexico, and higher, and the San Andreas fault shifted, and buildings
rocked, and when the second blow came, even more powerful than the first, people ran screaming in
Peking as the ground buckled beneath them, and in the Himal ayas there were avalanches, and every
single animd in the Amazon Rain Forest capable of producing a sound screamed at the top of itsthroat,
while every animd that could not smply frozein itstracks, agood ten percent of them dropping dead
right there, and when the swords clashed together athird time, they got seismic readings at astation in the
North Pole that they could not explain no matter how many monthsthey studied it, and then camethe
fourth crash of the blades that existed beyond time, beyond magic, beyond human comprehension, and
ten years later astronomersworking for SETI, the Search for Extra-Terrestrid Life, monitoring
broadcasts in endless hope of making some sort of contact, would practicaly faint in excitement upon
receiving the very first broadcast from astar light-years away, and it would take them another five years
to trandate the communication which they would eventudly decipher as, “ What the fuck was that?’
And at the source of the conflict, the effects upon the idand around them were no | ess catastrophic.

The ground, dready bereft of the influence of the Grail, began to shatter. People were running,
screaming, damming into one another, looking at one another’ sfacesin horror asthey continued to age,
and suddenly that wasthe least of their problems astheidand cracked apart benesth their very feet. The
ocean around them, which had been calm moments before, suddenly reared up and came smashing
through the newly created rents. People were trying to find higher ground, but there was no higher ground
because dl of it was crumbling, dl the buildings, the smal mountains, al of it coming gpart. Far beneath
them tectonic plates shifted and bucked, and again and again the swords came together, unleashing
power that was beyond the comprehension of either of the combatants. It was asif the very soul of the
earth, dormant and resting for centuries, turned over in its bed and demanded to know what that
godawful noise and clanging was, and—once having determined the origin—decided that the best thing
to do would be to silence the ruckus once and for al.

Arthur risked aglance in Gwen'’ sdirection. He saw Perciva cradling Gwen’sunmoving body in hisarms,
saw Nélie scream and amost tumble into anewly created crevice and then Ron reached out, grabbed
her, prevented her from fdling in, and suddenly they were washed away by atidal blast of water. Arthur
cried out Gwen' s name, and then there was Gilgamesh, the sword flashing, and Arthur deflected it, but
only just. The ground was crumbling benesth hisfeet, and he saw asmall, rocky shoal and leaped for it,
barely making it. Theterrain was dissolving faster and faster, and again came Gilgamesh, roaring with
incomprehensble fury. He vaulted toward the shod, and Arthur swung Excdlibur, trying to keep
Gilgamesh back. It didn’t work. Gilgamesh deflected the thrust and then he and Arthur were both on a
piece of land that couldn’t have been more than ten feet across.

Arthur saw thefirgt of the bodies. Idanders, crushed, floating past, and they were still aging even though



they were dready dead, and Gilgamesh didn’t care. Arthur didn’t want to seeif Gwen or Perciva or the
otherswere floating past. Nothing seemed to matter. It had al gone wrong: terribly, hideoudy wrong, and
there &till was Gilgamesh, swinging the sword, and Arthur barely managed to keep it from cleaving himin
half.

“You've learned nothing in this! Nothing!” shouted Arthur, soaked to the skin, hishair hanging in his
face.

“I'velearned to hate you,” Gilgamesh shot back. “ For now, that will suffice.”

“We could have been friends!”

Gilgamesh shook his head vigoroudy, and was about to say something €l se when the water suddenly
vomited up ascaly engine of destruction.

The Basilisk that had once been Arnim Sandoval roared up out of the water, his jaws extended, hiseyes
hot with hatred, and Arthur, who had been watching Gilgamesh, was caught unaware asthe Basilisk
camein from hisblind sde. One of the coils dammed into Arthur, and the King of the Britons went down
onto his back, the air knocked out of him.

“ At last!” howled Sandoval, and his head speared toward Arthur.

THE HIGH KING isfilled with fury. After all that he has gone through, all that he has endured,
this... thiscreature ... seeksto interfere?

Intolerable. Utterly intolerable.

Such as this monster is not worthy of snatching the High King’ s victory from him.

“GET AWAY FROM him!” shouted Gilgamesh, even as he swung the sword in avicious arc that would
have easily killed the Basilisk in one siroke, had the Basilisk been there when it came into contact.

But the Basilisk was not there, for he was young and quick and till feding the full strength of hisnew
form flooding through him. He dodged the killing stroke with no effort, and there was plenty of him to go
around as he brought hisback coils down upon Arthur’ swrist, immobilizing his sword arm. Arthur
grunted in frustration asthe Basilisk kept the mighty Excalibur pinned, and turned his attention upon
Gilgamesh.

“Y ou dew she who bore me. Who gave me new life, new purpose,” said the Basilisk. The waves were
coming up higher, pounding upon the shod, but the Basilisk took no notice of them. “Y ou must be made
to pay for that.”

And he locked eyes with Gilgamesh, and the full power of his gaze swelled up within him, and droveitsdlf

into Gilgamesh.

AND THE HEART and soul of his beast brother rises up against the insidious power of the young
Basilisk and protects him to some degree, but the fears are still there just the same, the fears that
the Basilisk’ sterrible abilities are able to bring to the surface like no other, and for just an
instant, every single thing that the Pendragon has said to him makes perfect and complete sense.
And that is the single greatest horror that the High King can ever know.

GILGAMESH CRIED OUT even as he fought down the terror and swung the sword. And again the
Baslisk avoided itsarc, and he brought his head around and sunk his fangs deep into Gilgamesh' swrig,
freezing it for just asecond. But asecond was all the Basilisk required, and he twisted the powerful
muscles of hisbody and the Grail sword was suddenly out of his hand, flying through the air. But the twist
had pulled the coils off position, and Arthur yanked his hand free and Excalibur with it.

“Wart! Grab it!”

It was Merlin’ svoice that shouted through the air and above the roar of the waves, and Arthur looked
and saw but didn’'t quite bdieveit.

A boat was rolling toward them through the water. 1t was the Size of severd yachts, made entirely of
wood, with agreeat sal atop it, blasted forward by the winds that had come up from nowhere, unleashed
as part of the elemental forces that the blades had aroused. At the helm, gripping a steering whed and



guiding the vessdl toward them, was Ziusura, and Merlinwas at the prow . . .

And next to him was Percival. And Ndlieand Ron . . . and Gwen, il in Percival’ sarms, for aknight
would never, ever |et the queen dip from his keeping while there was till bresth within him. Her heed
was dumped back, but there was the dightest rising of her chest even though death was coming for her.
Arthur could practicaly see the dark horseman galoping toward her, hisscythepoised . . .

The sword! The Grail!

“Gwen!” screamed Arthur, and the sword tumbled toward the water.

And the Bagilisk had Gilgamesh. For Gilgamesh was still stunned by the loss of the sword, and by
whatever he had seen in the Bagilisk’ s eyes. Theterrible creature had its coils around him now, and
Arthur stood frozen.

The sword hit the water, but the hilt snagged on an upraised piece of rock. It sat there, tantalizingly,
mockingly. If it did off the rock, it was going to Sink in a heartbeat to awatery grave hundreds of feet
below. It would never be found, and eveniif it was, it would befar, far too late for Gwen, who Arthur
could see even at this distance was ghastly white.

And there was Gilgamesh, the first of the legends, abeing who had trod centuries and inspired
civilization, inthe grip of a creature that was evil and venomous and was't worthy, just as Gilgamesh had
sad, not worthy of taking the life of such aman. Presuming, of course, that he could, and Arthur very
much suspected that it was possible. Gilgamesh, who—however suspect the motives—had just saved
Arthur from aquick death at the hands of the Basilisk, and was now about to diein exchange.

I’ll do both! Do both! Quickly, move quickly, you can accomplish both aims, just hurry, Arthur,
damn you, hurry!

Arthur screamed out acry of challenge and rage, and charged. He had never moved faster in hislife.
It was not fast enough.

THE HIGH KING, dayer of gods and the animals of gods, sees his end in the awful eyes of this
beast, his head held immobile by the mighty hands, a blast of foul air fromits mouth billowing
into his face, his eyes stinging from the stench of poison. Something within himis cracking under
the press of the coils, and then it breaks, and it may well be that he is bleeding within. He coughs
up blood, and thereis pressure behind his eyes, and suddenly the gleaming sword of Excalibur is
there. It cleaves through the Basilisk’ s right arm, and the creature lets out a screech asthe arm
fallsto the ground. It whirls, facing the new threat, and the Pendragon’s blade isa blur.

And the High King seesit all. He sees the ship, sees the body of Pendragon’ s mate, sees the Grail
sword about to sink, for it all happensin an instant, and sees that Pendragon could have allowed
himto die, just die at the hands of the creature, while striving to snag the Grail sword. But his
instinct, one king for another, has caught him up, and Excalibur isa whirl of death, like a bladed
tornado, and the Basilisk does not know where to look first. In a heartbeat it no longer matters,
for Arthur’s blade slices home and the creature’ s skull is cleaved straight down the middle, falling
to either side as blood spurts upward in a geyser.

And the ground crumbles beneath them.

ARTHUR BARELY HAD timeto register that the Basilisk wasin its deeth throes when he suddenly
found himsdlf treading water. His grip on Excalibur was till firm, but then he saw aquick glitter of gold
and the Grail sword was gone. His soul cried out in agony, and even though he knew there was no
chance, Arthur dove under the water, kicking desperately toward it. But it was falling away too fast, too
fast, and Arthur swam as hard as he could, losing track of how far down he’ d gone, of how much time
had passed, and the sword was descending even fagter, into the murk and mire, and then it was gone
from sght. Even the inner incandescence of the sword was insufficient to serve as any sort of guiding
illumination.

Hislungswere burning, and for amoment Arthur considered smply opening his mouth and letting the
water fill him. And then he saw Gwen in hismind' seye, asked himsdlf if it was what she would want, and



without hesitation kicked upward toward what he thought was the surface.

But it wastoo far to go, much too far, and he felt the pounding growing in his chest. He knew beyond
any question hewas not going to make t, there was smply no way, and he thought, I’m sorry, Gwen, |
tried, just as hishead broke the water. He gasped reflexively and the ocean water poured into his lungs.
He coughed violently, and that brought in even more water, and then he started to sink again.

That was when arms came around him on either side, pulling him to the surface once more. He looked
around in confusion and was dumbfounded to see Ron Cordoba bobbing up and down in the water with
him, holding him securely under thearms.

“1’ve got him!” he shouted somewhat unnecessarily, and the boat was coming right toward them. For
an ingtant Arthur was concerned it was going to run them over, sending both of them to the bottom of the
ocean, but then Perciva was siretching toward them from the deck. Ron reached up and Percival
snagged him, hauling them up, and moments later they were both safe upon the deck of the ship.

Arthur sank to the deck, gasping for air, Ron next to him. Excalibur lay on the deck between them. “Y ou
had to go and leave your Secret Service men behind. Just had to, didn’t you?” muttered Ron. Arthur
clapped him on the back, shaking his head at the insanity of it al.

“Nice boat,” he commented to Ziusura.

Ziusurashrugged. “When you' ve survived one flood, you tend to be prepared for any eventuaity.”

And then Arthur saw Gwen lying on the deck. Merlin was next to her, her head cradled in hislap, staring
a her fordornly.

Arthur scrambled toward him and looked down at Gwenin misery. “1 .. . | thought | could do both . . .”
hesaid. “ Savethem both . . .”

“It sdl right, Arthur,” Merlin said softly.

But Arthur shook his head. “No. It'snot dl right. | should have let him die. After what hedid. . . al he
did...dl hewsas...”

“You didn't try to save him because of what hewas,” Merlin said. “ Y ou tried to save him for what he
could have been. Y our inginctswereright . . . evenif the outcome wasn't.”

Arthur tried to suppress asob, and failed, and it felt unmanly, but he didn’t care anymore. He clutched
Gwen'’shand, and it was growing cold, so cold.

“I’'m so sorry,” he whispered, but it sounded pathetic and hollow.

That was when he heard Nellie scream, “ Look!” and Ron was saying, “ Oh, my God,” and Ziusura
muttered an oath in atongue unspoken for centuries.

Arthur clambered to hisfeet and ran toward the edge of the boat. He |ooked where they were pointing,
and he couldn’t believeit.

A hand was emerging from the water, abronzed, mae hand. It was holding the Grail sword, glittering
againg the darkened sky.

“Hard about!” shouted Arthur, and Ziusurawas aready steering in that direction. They came toward the
sword, and the hand flung it. It sailed through the air and Arthur reached up and caught it. He gasped at
the weight. Gilgamesh had hardly seemed dowed by it, but Arthur could bardly hold it. “ Pull him up!”
Arthur caled. “Get Gilgamesh! Get—"

But Ziusurawas shaking his head very dowly and sadly. “I don't believe that' s how the High King wants
hisstory toend.”

For aheartbest, Arthur saw Gilgamesh' sface, looking up from beneath the surface. And he saw
exhaustion and sadness. . . but also satisfaction. And then atrail of air bubbles expelled from between
hislips, and he sank. It seemed forever that Arthur stared at the spot, waiting for Gilgamesh to resurface,
but there was nothing except the stillness of the now-calming weters.

“Highness,” came Percival’ s voice softly from next to him. Arthur turned then and handed the sword to
Perciva. The Moor grunted dightly at the heft and even laughed softly. He held the blade flat across his
hands, and whispered, “I hated you for so long. But, God . . . it' sgood to see you again.”

And then it was the Cup.

Therewas no flash of light, no sudden release of power. It wasjust right there, in his hands. Arthur stared
at it in wonderment. The last time he' d seen it was athousand years ago, when it had saved him from the



woundsinflicted by hisbastard son. But it looked just as he remembered it, graceful and pure.
Ziusurahad aflask at his hip, and quickly he poured some water from it into the Cup. Arthur held it
reverently, barely daring to hope, and then he crossed quickly to Gwen.

She looked ghastly. Hewasn't even sureif shewasdive. The ugly wound from the assassin’sbullet had
returned in her head. He knelt and Merlin angled her head up as Arthur pried her lips open. He poured
the water into her mouth and then, for good measure, on the wound itsalf.

There was a hissing from where the water came in contact with the wound, and then Gwen let out a
ghriek, her eyes snapping open, and she sat up and looked around in bewilderment.

Arthur sobbed out her name and, handing the Grail to Merlin, threw hisarms around Gwen and cried into
her shoulder. All thoughts of unmanlinessin the shedding of tears were long gone as endless gratitude
swept through him.

Gwen said something, her voice muffled againgt hisbody. He pulled back, looked at her with eyes
glistening. She was about to repeat her question, but then she saw the Grail and awefilled her face. “Is. .
.that it?" she asked.

“Ya”

“Canl...7

Hehanded it to her and shehddit. “It's. . "
“What?’

“It's...” Her voicetrembled. “It' sthe most beautiful thing I’ ve ever seen. That anyone' sever seen. Isn't
it?’

And he touched her cheek and whispered, “ The second most.”

HE EXISTSIN twilight. He does not know if heis alive or dead. But Enkidu iswith him, and for
thefirst timein all hislife, heisno longer afraid.

TheHigh Kingishappy . ..
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