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More than fifteen hundred years ago, King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table were slaughtered at the Battle of Camlann. That is where, for most, the story of these legendary knights ends.

But legends are seldom true, and the truth was that, in a moment of desperation, their friends and lovers dead and all hope lost, Merlin the Wild and Lancelot du Lac paid a great price to ensure the battle was not lost, merely delayed, until a day and time when the knights are reborn and ready once more to fight back the evil wrought by the ruthless Maleagant.

It is 2133, a year of no remarkable note. Lance Waters is a tax clerk, a man of no remarkable note. Until he logs into a new video game and chances upon something that should not be there, and awakens memories that have been waiting centuries for this moment.

You will be the first. Only you can wake the rest of us.
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To better days


Author's Note

You will not find historical accuracy here. As the tales of King Arthur are largely myth and fanfiction, I have gone with a fantasy vibe rather than an historical one.


Forward


Years ago now, me, my mom, and my brother were huge fans of the book series Otherland by Tad Williams. At the time, only the first three books were out, and we talked and talked and talked about them while we waited eagerly for the last book to come out. It's one of my fondest memories, nerding about those books with my mom and brother. To this day it remains one of the best cyberpunk series I've ever read.


When I started writing this book, it was in small measure a love letter to that series that remains so dear to me. As of the writing of this forward, though, I have gone no contact with my parents because they have chosen Trump and MAGA. It's been hard, admitting they are not who I thought, and maybe never were. All my good memories are tainted, and it's hard to see them past the bad memories, the fights, the hurt.


So this book remains a love letter to Otherland and my fondness for it, to the magic that Tad Williams wove that lives in my heart decades later. But it's also now something of a farewell to the days, and the family, I will never have again.


Here's to the hope that better days will come again for all of us.

Megan


Sacrifice

537 CE, Battle of Camlann

Lancelot clutched a hand to his side as he trudged through the blood-soaked battlefield. Far in the distance he could see Maleagant's forces prowling for survivors to finish off. There wasn't much time. He'd discarded what he could of his armor to draw less attention, but the moment they came close enough, they'd still recognize him.

He continued on, following the gentle summons that had found him as he lay bleeding. Everyone else was dead, even Galehaut, but if he thought about his beloved lying with a lance through his chest, eyes wide with shock and pain, Lancelot would lose the last of his strength.

Lancelot could have done more. But he'd feared using the full might of his power because after a point, water could not be controlled. If he'd brought masses of water to Camlann, it would have destroyed everyone.

But now everyone was dead anyway. So maybe he should have done it.

Too late now.

So he didn't think about that or anything else, only focused on putting one foot in front of the other, trudging along until he came to a large boulder off to one side. Rounding it, one hand dragging along it for balance, leaving trails of blood, he finally spied Merlin sitting against the far side, shielded by the way the boulder curved, creating a small nook.

Lancelot dropped down in front of him. "We should have won."

"Maleagant—" Merlin broke off coughing, blood soaking into his glove. "There was foul magic here. We never stood a chance. I know you're probably wondering if you should have—" He coughed again. "It wouldn't have made a difference. So rest easy on that. This is not a price I thought he'd pay. Fool me." He coughed again, and swayed as though he would soon pass out and never wake again. "I can— I can fix things, after a fashion. The cost will be great, though, and I do not know at what time or place my machinations will come to pass."

Lancelot's head spun, vision blackening at the edges. "I don't understand what you're saying, but you know I'll agree. Whatever it takes to keep him from winning. The world won't survive his victory."

"Rebirth," Merlin said hoarsely. "I cannot see much. A time far in the future. A world that exists, but does not exist. Phantoms that are people, but are not people. The spell will cost me, but he will be bound, and the final victory yet to be determined."

"Do it," Lancelot said fiercely. "I will help you pay the price. Whatever it takes. Anything is better than that foul bastard claiming Camelot and from there, everything else."

Merlin grunted and reached beneath his tunic to draw out the pendant he always wore. A triskelion, carved from a branch of an ancient, powerful oak tree deep in the woods where Merlin had lived alone for years and years, earning him the name by which people still called him: Merlin of the Wild.


Power is strongest in threes, Merlin had always said, and the triskelion was the mark of him and his sisters in magic, the court of three who advised and protected Arthur. Until Maleagant and his terrible magic had torn everything apart.


With great effort, Merlin yanked the pendant off his neck, snapping the chain that had held it in place. It glowed with the dark green light of his magic, and then slowly turned blood red. "Grip it," he gasped out.

Lancelot obeyed, and hissed as the pendant began to drain him, magic and life and soul.

Merlin's eyes glowed with the same eerie red as he chanted words that turned Lancelot hot and cold all at once, chills running down his spine like frozen fingers. Lancelot slumped forward, sprawling across Merlin with his head on Merlin's shoulder, their struggling breaths mingling. If he'd had his choice, he'd have died alongside Galehaut, but beside one of his oldest and dearest friends wasn't a bad way to go either.

"You will be the first," Merlin whispered, voice increasingly raspy. "Only you can wake the rest of us. You will find me first. After that, we'll wake the others. Find the lake. Then the sword. There will be a fight. I will be there, but I won't know it. Wake me. That is when it will all begin aga…"

Lancelot whispered that he would do all Merlin asked, even as he felt his friend breathe his last, and the words were lost to a crack of thunder that followed him into the final dark.


The White Knight

Lance's eyes snapped open, and he stared blearily at the stacks of folders and papers in front of him, smelling of must and dust. He'd fallen asleep. Again. During work. What was wrong with him lately? Normally he couldn't fall asleep no matter what he did, but lately it took everything he had to stay awake.

Thankfully, his job was the most boring one in the world. As an archivist in the city tax office, all he did was handle hardcopy, day in and day out. Open mail, log everything, file. Pull records. Put records away. Repair damaged documents, retype many of them. So on and so forth, ad nauseum unto eternity.

Boring as it was, he'd never fallen asleep before, except for one time when he'd come in badly hungover.

Not that it really mattered. Like most such jobs these days, the staffing was minimal, the supervision almost entirely automated, and nobody cared so long as requests were filled and deadlines met. He hadn't seen any of his so-called coworkers in three days, and probably wouldn't see them for a couple more. Even the mail was delivered by drones, and he used more to do most of the hard labor.

Lance yawned as he stood and shuffled down the hall to the breakroom and fished out an energy drink, sucking it down quickly before tossing the tube into the recycler. Dragging himself back to his desk, he slogged through his work until the chime that signaled end of day. He stood, stretched, and then moved out of the way as his workstation withdrew into the wall and locked itself up for the night. He wouldn't be able to access it again until the start of his next shift.

Hooray for a reprieve, and tomorrow the weekend began, three whole days of relief.

In the locker room, he swapped out his regulation office clothes for his street wear: all natural denim jeans he'd paid a fortune for, his favorite thermal vid-shirt, and boots sturdy enough for the mounds of snow and ice everywhere this time of year, at least in his neighborhood. Here in the city, everything was protected and meticulously climate controlled, but precious few people could afford to live in the fancy cities anymore.

He didn't mind the snow, generally, but he much preferred spring and all the rain it brought. There was something about water, be it rain, lake, ocean or pond, that soothed and strengthened him in a way nothing else could.

Outside, he walked to the trolley stop, pausing on the way to buy dinner from his favorite cart, operated by a rickety old droid that would likely be replaced soon, poor thing.

By the time the trolley showed up ten minutes late, he'd finished his street curry and was sipping at his tea. The trolley scanned the chip in his wrist as he climbed aboard and took a seat at the back, facing the street so he could watch as they traveled the last few blocks of the city, through the public transport gate, and into the areas where most people lived: the so-called suburbs with their rare, fancy stand-alone houses; then the more common hives of apartments where Lance lived; and beyond that, the squalors where he'd lived until he was fifteen and a work tragedy had killed his father and given them a nice enough settlement they'd been able to move.

When his mother had died five years ago, just days after his twenty-seventh birthday, yet another settlement had allowed him to get his gaming kit. So much easier to let people die and pay off their families than pay for all the things that would make jobs safer. As boring and tedious as his job was, at least it probably wouldn't kill him.

He jumped off the trolley about an hour outside the city, and walked the two blocks to his apartment complex. They'd given up naming them decades ago, sticking with number-letter designations. Lance's home-sweet-home was 19-B-703-Alpha.

He stepped onto the elevator with four others. When no further people arrived after twenty seconds, it turned green, sealing them in, and carried them up to their various floors. Thankfully, he was only on floor seven, not one of the higher levels that could take forever to reach with all the stopping and starting.

His chip let him into the 7-3 suite, and then into his actual apartment, comprised of a living space, bathroom, and bedroom. He'd hoped to get one of the outside rooms that had a balcony, but they'd been just out of his price range. Like most people, he lived mostly on his citizen allotment, and saved his job money for amenities, though these days, standard living costs were starting to creep past what allotments could handle, and the government kept making noises about how there just wasn't money to increase them.

Sighing, he stepped into the entryway and stripped out of his clothes, tossing them into the chute to be cleaned and sterilized by building facilities before being returned to him in a day or two, though sometimes it could take as many as three. He then went immediately into the bathroom, where he stood beneath the automated cleaner for five minutes before pulling on his house clothes and padding into the living space.

As it was just him, he'd devoted the entire area to the one real pleasure in his life: gaming. He had the whole kit, including a sustainment chair that would let him game in long stretches, up to three days, though he rarely played more than twelve hours at a time, even on his free days.


Tonight, he'd play for a few hours before he had to crash, so he could get enough sleep to do errands and stuff, especially since he was just so exhausted lately. He was tempted to say fuck it and go to sleep now, and any other day he might have, but today was the release of a game he'd been waiting on for years, had pre-ordered eleven months ago. Edge of Knight, a deep-sim open quest high fantasy game that was supposed to blow all its predecessors out of the water.



He'd spent more money than he probably should have to get the elite package, which came with all sorts of top tier bonuses, like a sword that would be wholly unique to him. Nobody else in the game would have his sword, and that was just absolutely max in a day where everything seemed so repetitive and regurgitated.


He grabbed a tube of water from the fridge, added a sup-powder, then settled into his chair and turned it on.

Ten minutes later he was hooked up and ready to go. Mashing the button, he sank into a brand new artificial world.

There was always darkness the first couple of seconds, then sparks and spreading rainbows as everything came fully online. Gamers called it limbo or purgatory, depending on whether everything went smoothly or something went wrong and they got stuck.

Lance sighed in soft satisfaction as everything settled into place. He snapped his fingers to call up his menu and looked over his avatar. He never really changed his much from his day-to-day appearance. Brown hair, blue eyes. He even tended to keep his snake tattoo, a twentieth birthday present to himself, a black snake crawling up his back, its head right between his shoulder blades. Games improved his features subtly, but nothing drastic. That had never been his style.


His special outfit for buying the elite package was a handsome blue surcoat trimmed in gray, his water lily crest emblazoned on the front in silver. A good part of the cost of the elite package was being able to design his own crest. No one else in the game would have it, and that was a high he'd ride for ages. That crest was also on the shield strapped to his back. His armor was top-notch, with a subtle rainbow sheen that indicated the special protections already on it.


All that was missing was his sword. Tapping his saddlebags, he pulled out the package waiting for him there, excitement racing up his spine as he opened it to reveal…


A katana. A fucking katana. "Ah, yes," Lance said to his surroundings. "The favored sword of knights everywhere, forged by master smiths in the great city of Kyoto, England." This was so fucking stupid. They could have at least matched the armor and just made him a weird out of place samurai. But no, he was just a random European knight fighting with a katana.


Whatever. Its stats were fantastic, and that was all that really mattered, even if he could already hear the unholy ribbing he would get from other players. For now, though, he wanted to explore this new game on his own, get a feel for it, work out any glitches.

Huffing, he equipped the katana, which then appeared at his hip, then poked around the other weapons he'd been given with his package and equipped some of those. Finally he turned to his horse, a beautiful black courser with tacking that coordinated to his surcoat. A prompt came up to name the horse, and Lance put in the name he used for all his horses: Nevermore.

His surroundings were unremarkable, a generic starting point tavern and inn, and a large crossroads with five options. Since he was playing in private, only NPCs were around, leaving him free of the chatter and distraction of other players.

The air smelled like flowers and roasting meat, with the barest hint of sulfur on the air. So there must be a dragon quest, though whether it was something he could do now or would have to do later, Lance hadn't the slightest.

He approached the tavern, but didn't bother to go inside, not yet. He wasn't ready to be dragged into quests. He wanted to explore a bit first. There was a board outside, of course, filled with special quests that would have unique difficulties or time limits. This game was nice in that you got to just dive right in, none of those stupid tutorials or anything.


If only it hadn't given him a fucking katana.


Turning away from the board, he stroked Nevermore's nose and weighed his options. This game was supposed to have all new advances in adaptive gaming, meaning it changed significantly based on user decisions. It was open world, free choice, to a level no game had been to date. The developer, Monmouth Games, had been particularly cagey about how they'd done all they claimed.

Time to see how much was truth and how much lies. Especially since his elite package promised experiences that other users wouldn't get. Fuck this was going to be so much fun.

Leaving his horse tied up outside, he finally stepped into the tavern, which was crowded and bustling, all sorts of chatter happening, conversations that actually sounded authentic to casual listening.

He brushed off the barmaid who approached him, and then the scantily clad young man who tried to catch his attention, mouth twitching with amusement. Casting his eyes around, he finally settled on a woman sitting in the corner crying. She wore a particular shade of green for her apron, indicating an easy quest. Probably too easy, but he'd learned the hard way with Monmouth's previous games not to bite off more than he could chew.

Approaching the woman, he waited until she looked up before bowing slightly. "You seem troubled, Mistress. Is there some way this humble knight could serve you?"

He could just speak normally, there was no requirement in this game to speak a certain way like some did for the immersion factor, but what was the point in playing a game like this if you weren't going to throw yourself into it wholeheartedly?

The woman sniffled. "You're most kind, sir knight. A bandit attacked me on Highmore Road, and while I don't care that he took my food and money, he also stole my kitten, and I should very much like to have her back."

He had to rescue a kitten? That was fucking adorable. "It would be my honor to retrieve your kitten, and all else I can, mistress."

"Thank you so much," the woman said, and offered her right hand. Lance took it in both of his, and the quest blinked into existence on his master list. Leaving the woman, he headed back outside, swung into the saddle, and turned his horse to the crossroads.

Thankfully, there was a legible sign, not something that would be present for more difficult quests. Taking the road marked Highmore, he rode at an easy pace the horse could maintain for hours, even though it was only at level five.

It didn't take him long to find the faint, worn footpath that led into the woods. He turned his horse that way and rode onward into the trees. He pulled his bow off his back and nocked an arrow, eyes peeled for easy pickings to start his collection of supplies for bartering and creating.

After he'd managed to bag three rabbits and one fox, he found another footpath with a bit of ribbon snagged on a thorny branch. As he stood there, the barest, faintest crying of an unhappy kitten reached his ears.

Grinning, he left his horse in the little clearing by the brook to enjoy some water and grass, and forged on alone, swapping his bow for his stupid, albeit powerful, katana. He crept through the grass, moving carefully, as stealthily as his level five stats would allow. The sound of the crying kitten grew louder, closer, until he came up to a convenient cluster of hedges and peered over the top of them to see…

That something wasn't right.

There was a kitten, sort of, but the thief he was intended to vanquish or at least run off was nowhere to be seen, and the kitten was…glitching. Black. White. Calico. Gray. Shorthair. Longhair.

Annoyance washed over him. A bug, seriously? His first quest, an obvious baby-steps starter quest, and it was bugging? Standing to his full height, Lance snapped his fingers twice to bring up chatter.

His annoyance turned into confusion when he could find no mention anywhere of the glitch. Just eager, excited praise for how awesome and surprising the game was right from the jump. Huffing, he dismissed chatter and stepped around the hedges before approaching the magical changing kitten.

It was sitting in lush green grass right by the edge of a beautiful little pond, where all colors of goldfish swam and ridiculously pretty water lilies floated along the top. They'd always been his favorite flower.


Flower of the Divine, Crown of the Queen, Crest of the White Knight.



Lance shook his head. Where had that come from? Was it the game? But he'd never heard of a game that got in your head that way. Hell, it took expensive add-ons to be able to get the full immersion experience, and while he had some good ones, nothing he had was that good. He was pretty sure only the military might have technology like that.



Pushing the weird, random thought away, he crouched down by the weird, glitching kitten to scoop it up—and suddenly everything was black. Cold. Really cold, like he was outside in the snow and not in an expensive video game with decent immersions.


Then everything snapped back into place. The whole weird incident couldn't have lasted more than a second, two at most.

In his hands, the kitten was gone, and his gleaming silver gauntlet was instead smeared with red liquid. His heart seized in his chest before his brain caught up and realized it wasn't blood. Not the right shade of red, more like apples or strawberries, and it had glitter or something in it that made it sparkle and shine.

The strange red liquid started moving—spreading. Lance's heart sped up as panic seized him. A virus? Was the weird kitten glitch spreading to him? What the fuck was going on?

It was hot. Burning.

Then the pain hit him like a brick to the face. Lance screamed, jerked and flailed, trying to get the substance off. "Computer, pain sensors off!"

Nothing. No chirp, no chime, not even the annoying voice he usually muted because he hadn't gotten around to buying a voice pack he liked. The liquid kept spreading, the pain kept increasing.


Liquid fire of the King of No Return.



Before he could process that thought, the strangeness of it, some instinct kicked in, and Lance threw himself into the pond. He swam down, down, down, to the very bottom of the pond, where the water was so cold that very little could grow or decay. Waters of the Queen, of the Lady, of the child she claimed as her own.


He stood on the bottom and took deep, heaving breaths as the liquid fire slowly sputtered, died, and sloughed off in harmless flakes.


What in the fuck was going on. He was standing at the bottom of a pond, but this far down, it looked more like an enormous lake. Far too vast for a little pond in a small forest clearing. Was this for a later quest, something he hadn't been meant to find so soon?


He pulled up his stats, but there was nothing there that would allow him to just stand and breathe water like this. That sort of thing was always in the late stages of a game, especially open world games like this that never really ended.

Fuck this, he was done for the night. He was logging out, and then he was going to contact the support line and give them roughly a dozen pieces of his mind over how stupidly glitchy this game was.

"Game over," he said.


Nothing. Just like with the pain sensors, it was as though the computer wasn't listening to him. Like it wasn't there at all. "Computer! Game over!" Still nothing. Fuck, fuck, fuck. "Computer, emergency shutdown, Lance Waters, 6793-203-1569."



Nothing. That wasn't possible. Ever since the Dragonwake Tragedy of 2067, computer escape laws had been really fucking strict. Everything made had to be able to respond to a universal emergency shut down order. This didn't make any sense.


Damn it. Maybe if he went back to the tavern, where nothing had seemed to be glitchy. Pushing off the bottom of the pond-lake-whatever, he swam to the surface and broke through in a frantic rush.


Definitely still a pond up here. So yeah, probably a later quest revealed the pond was really a lake. Whatever, he didn't care right now. He wanted out.


Swimming to the bank, he heaved himself up and out, then knelt on the ground, trying to catch his breath, give his sore muscles a chance to rest.


Fuck, why did this all feel so real? Way beyond any immersion sensors he knew of, and he didn't have those sensors anyway.


The sound of rattling metal, swords being drawn, orders being shouted from behind face shields, drew his attention—and Lance stared in shock as he was surrounded by easily ten knights in armor that was black like an oil slick.


What in the absolute fuck was going on?


"This is the one," one of the knights said. "Capture him."

"Stop!" Lance howled, and barely rolled out of the way as two of them swung swords that were way too big to be practical. He gained his feet just in time to be sent flying into a tree, but didn't have time to puzzle over the way it cracked and splintered before he was being attacked again.

"Stop it! Leave me alone! Stop it!" Lance cried as he tried to shield himself from the blows, the hands that tried to grip him, kicking and twisting and lunging until he was finally free, or at least had space to draw his own sword, which seemed to ring like a bell in crisp winter air. Behind him, the pond seemed to shudder, splashing against the banks and casting water across the grass.

Holding his sword ready, Lance said, "Stand down, and I'll grant you mercy, but if you press onward, you'll be given no quarter." Surprising no one, the knights ignored his offer of mercy and resumed the fight.

With a roaring battle cry, Lance threw himself into the fight, sending two crashing into trees with a rush of pounding water from the pond. He took the head off one, cast another into the pond, and stabbed the second in the throat with a dagger pulled from his belt.

Then there were five.

He grinned, all teeth and barely-restrained rage, and beckoned the leader, a captain by his markings. "Ready to finish this?"

The captain sent the other four at him and lobbed something in the moment he thought Lance was distracted—more of that fucking liquid fire. Rage consumed Lance, and he called up the water behind him with a bellow, slamming it into all of them, dousing the fire before it could bring harm. As the water receded, he made certain each and every one of the knights was dead, including the ones he'd thrown into the trees.

He stood in the midst of the carnage, chest heaving, still trembling with anger. How dare these fucking bastards—


Lance stopped. What was wrong with him?


Even as he had the thought, though, it spun away as a horrible stabbing pain filled his head. He sheathed his sword, barely, then stumbled his way to the pond, not stopping until he was in up to his waist.

Better. The pain wasn't gone, but it was mitigated. Muffled. He could think.

But nothing he thought about made sense. The weird kitten. The weird pond. His way weirder behavior with the anger and the water.

Son of the Lady. Son of the Queen. Son of the Water.

You will be the first.

He pressed his hands to his temples, trying to relieve the pain that had come roaring back, turning to face out over the water. Not a pond now, but a true lake, spanning so far he couldn't see its end. His eyes blurred, tears streaming down his cheeks.


A choice must be made.



Slowly lowering his hands, the words echoing over and over in his head, Lance peeled his eyes open. He'd just wanted to play a game. What was happening? Why was it happening?


As he watched, water lilies floated into view, one right after the other, until he was completely surrounded by them. They were all pink, delicate and pretty…save for one, which was as white as snow, not a single hint of yellow or pink. His heart raced as it drew closer, memories like shadows flickering through his mind.

Go forth as you will, my child, and take with you my love and protection.

Thank you, Mother, for everything.

The perfect white water lily slowly opened, and fresh tears streamed down his face for no reason he could find, even as the sight of the ring in the middle of the lily made his heart ache. Hope and dread twisted together in his stomach, as sharp as the stench of fresh-spilled blood lingering in the air.


A choice must be made.


The ring was the choice. He had won his battle, met the challenge sent to test him, and now he had only to claim his boon.

A soft chime in his ear signaled his computer was listening to him again. He could leave right now, forget this whole strange night. Go back to normal.

Only you can wake the rest of us.

Heart pounding in his ears, Lance plucked the ring from the water lily. Jolts like electricity shot through him, like they were racing through every one of his veins. He gasped, fist tightening around the ring, its sharp edges digging into his skin.

He uncurled his fingers slowly and stared at the ring. Gleaming gold, but harder than steel, set with a pearl that had not been made in this realm, gifted to him by his mother, Queen of the Waters, known to humans as the Lady of the Lake.

He slid the ring onto the middle finger of his right hand—


—and suddenly Lancelot was back in his apartment. In Lance's apartment. In his, fuck, there was too much going on in his head. Lance Waters. Lancelot of the Lake, the White Knight, greatest of Arthur's knights, beloved of—


No, he couldn't think about that yet. He'd lose whatever mind he still had left.

Something clattered to the floor as he sat up, and Lancelot stared at the sheathed sword lying on the cheap tile floor. He climbed out of his gaming chair and crouched to retrieve it, running his thumb over the hilt before drawing the sword partly from the sheath.

It gleamed in the various lights of his chair, splashes of green and blue and yellow making rainbows of the ripples etched into the blade. Arondight, another gift from his mother and her ladies in waiting, sister sword to Excalibur.

Sheathing it again, Lancelot heaved a sigh. "Why is it still a fucking katana!"


The Madman

Silence fell, and all the knights he'd been instructing were now staring at something behind him. Lancelot turned sharply and frowned in confusion. Though his eyes stung from the sweat dripping in them, making his vision murky, it wasn't hard to mark the identity of their unexpected guest. Only so many people in the Distant Isles were that big. But the knowledge did not lessen his confusion. Why in the Waters was Prince Galehaut standing there, escorted by an entirely too amused Tristan. "What is the meaning of this?"

Prince Galehaut bowed his head and replied, "I wanted to meet you, noble knight, and learn who you are while we have the luxury of peace."

Around Lancelot, the other knights laughed before Percival said, "Surely Your Highness would recognize him by crest if naught else. This is Sir Lancelot du Lac."

"Oh!" Prince Galehaut laughed in a charmingly self-deprecating manner. "My apologies. All I've heard is that you are the greatest of King Arthur's knights. No other information has ever been relayed. I've never seen such skill and beauty on the field of battle." He smiled faintly. "I wanted to come express my admiration before that became impossible." His mouth twisted sourly, an echo of Lancelot's feelings on this entire matter.

Beauty? He was wearing armor, including his helm, and filthy from hours of training and days in camp besides. What beauty could this man possibly speak of? Why was he really here, on the wrong side of the battlefield, interrupting a training session while they all waited to see if there would be a battle or not. Arthur would prefer to avoid battle entirely, as would Lancelot and the others, but this was a powerful territory held by a dangerous, violent man who Arthur could not afford to ignore.

So a battle it would be. Lancelot and the greater measure of Arthur's forces against this enormous, towering man rumored to be the son of a giantess and a man, a king, rotten to his core. Looking him over, Lancelot believed the giantess rumor. Hardly small himself, he felt nearly a delicate miss next to Prince Galehaut.

The son of evil, though… Well, if he was, he'd escaped turning out like his father—a rare achievement indeed.

Lancelot handed off his spear and then removed his helmet, grateful for the cool air that washed over him. His page came up to take it and give him a damp rag. Lancelot thanked him with an affectionate tousling of his hair and sent him away again. He wiped his face clean and pushed back his mussed hair before finally turning his eyes back to Prince Galehaut.

And completely forgot what he'd been about to say. Free of the helmet, able to see properly, Lancelot found it suddenly hard to breathe. Nobody had told him Prince Galehaut was so impossibly beautiful. Why he would extend such a compliment to Lancelot when he looked like that, Lancelot could not fathom. Prince Galehaut had warm, light brown skin, the kind seen most often in people from the middle east, spice mongers and silk merchants who made fortunes selling to the inhabitants of the royal court, or brilliant scholars who came to teach and further their own knowledge. His hair was short, black as coal, with lovely curls going in every direction, and close-cropped facial hair. Dressed in rich, dark green and gold, he looked every stitch the Prince of the Distant Isles.

What had he been going to say? Lancelot couldn't remember. Mentally giving himself a firm shake, he finally managed, "Is something wrong, Your Highness?" He shot warning looks at his knights for their badly muffled snickering.

"Wrong? Not at all. Far from it. You're even more beautiful than your movements, Sir du Lac."

He wanted to hear Galehaut use his name, and what a fool that made him. "Was there something you needed, that you would come practically alone into such dangerous territory?" He could not believe anyone would take such a dangerous, foolish risk simply to meet one knight. Nor had he reason to spy. The Knights of the Round Table were not to be trifled with, but they would likely lose to Prince Galehaut's forces. Lancelot dreaded how many knights would die in the next few days if matters could not be settled peacefully.

"The honor of King Arthur's knights has never been questioned, save by those who have rightfully earned his displeasure, and I put little credence in such complaints. I saw you fighting and was compelled to come meet you. That is my only purpose, I vow it."

"Not the words I typically hear from my opponents on the field. I am most honored, Your Highness." Should he offer repast? To speak elsewhere? This was not a protocol he had been taught. If they killed Galehaut now and delivered his head to his vicious father, it would give them either immediate victory from a broken man who just lost his only son or drag them into a war of blood-soaked vengeance.

Merely the thought of acting in so vile a manner turned his stomach. Lancelot was many things, most of them bad, but he had never been accused of dishonorable behavior.

Just as Prince Galehaut started to reply, the sound of horns filled the air. Face clouding, he turned toward his family's castle, where a flag soon came into view. Black. Prince Galehaut's expression went from unhappy to grim. Returning his attention to Lancelot, he said, "It would seem my father has rejected all attempts at negotiation, and we are to be enemies, Sir Lancelot du Lac."

"So it would seem," Lancelot replied, unable to tear himself away from the intensity of the beautiful gray eyes meeting his gaze so boldly. "Were it my choice, I would not be your enemy."

"Nor I yours," Prince Galehaut said somberly. He motioned to his own page, who came forward with his horse, a beautiful gray destrier. He swung up into the saddle, but instead of riding off, looked at Lancelot once more. "An offer, Sir du Lac, if you would hear it."

"I would hear it gladly." Why was his heart pounding so hard? Why did the idea of having to fight this man, possibly kill him, leave an ache in his chest that ran deeper than any physical wound ever could.

Galehaut regarded him pensively a moment longer before finally saying, "If you, alone and of your own free will, would spend one full day and one full night with me, from one sunrise to the next, I will grant you any boon."

Lancelot stared, mouth agape, as around them the knights burst into nervous chatter. Gathering his wits, which seemed to have fled like a minstrel from the bed of his lord's wife, he managed, "What?"

The horns sounded again, and this time the horns of Prince Galehaut's forces answered. His fierce gaze never left Lancelot's. "The horns of war have sounded, and the fate of the Distant Isles, which have lain within my family's control for hundreds of years, now lies with me. So I offer again, Sir Lancelot du Lac, famed child of the mystic waters and greatest of King Arthur's knights: One full day and night of your company, spent alone with me, freely, in exchange for a boon of your choosing."

Lancelot had roughly a thousand questions, most of them about whether or not Prince Galehaut would be safe in the aftermath of such an astounding gesture. Defying his father, surrendering without ever drawing his sword… The man's mind was even more beautiful than the rest of him. Lancelot wanted to know every part of it, wanted to know it like the sun knew the sky.

Gathering himself, Lancelot lifted his chin slightly and said, "Then I ask for your surrender, Prince Galehaut. That is my requested boon."

His reward for asking such a ridiculous thing was a smile of warm approval. "You shall have it within the hour. Until sunrise, Sir Lancelot du Lac. I will send my most trusted knights to escort you." Prince Galehaut turned his horse and rode off, his page scrambling onto his own horse to catch up, and in moments they were gone.


Silence held the group of knights for a long moment before it was broken, predictably, by Tristan. "Did you just agree to climb into Prince Galehaut's bed in exchange for peace?"


Lancelot pinched the bridge of his nose as that, of course, set everyone to laughing. "Stop being so crass. Must I tell you this a hundred times a day?"

"Crass or not, it's true."

"Tristan," Lancelot said in warning.

"Pack up and make ready to depart, since we won't be fighting now," Tristan said, lifting his hands in surrender, though his mischievous grin did not abate in the slightest. "I can't wait to see the look on His Majesty's face when he hears about this."

Another knight snorted. "I can't wait to see Merlin's reaction. Even he has never won a battle with only his pretty face, and we all know that if anyone could…"

Lancelot's hand flew to his sword in warning, and he sighed in relief when they finally left off their teasing and got back to work. Turning away, he strode off for his tent, ignoring the fierce pounding of his own heart.

Lance slowly dragged his eyes open, staring at the ceiling as his mind shifted from ancient memories to modern day. He was sweaty, overheated, fingers gripping the sheets like they were the edge of a cliff and he was seconds from falling.

Drawing a shuddery breath, he shoved the blankets aside and climbed out of bed, stumbling on stiff legs to the bathroom to wash his face.


Galehaut. Gale. Lancelot had loved him more than life itself. He'd been trying so hard not to think about Galehaut, but he may as well stop breathing.


Would he find Galehaut again? How long would it take? For all he was desperate to see his friends again, to stop Maleagant once and for all, his heart ached most for the other half of his soul.

Sighing, he grabbed a quick shower and pulled on comfy clothes. Pleading sick, securing confirmation from a doctor friend always happy to provide such things, he had an entire week off now. Plenty of time, hopefully, to find and wake Merlin.

Find the lake. Then the sword. There will be a fight. I will be there, but I won't know it.


Not the most helpful of directions, but that was Merlin. Even when he tried to be clear, he was at best mist instead of fog. Lancelot still could not wait to see him again.


He ate a quick breakfast, made a last trip to the bathroom, then grabbed his sword and settled into his chair. Taking a deep breath, he logged in.

He appeared at the tavern, the usual starting point unless there was an active quest or something. He'd redone the kitten quest the previous day after working out his sick time, so that wasn't straggling—and to see if anything happened.

The entire trip had been unremarkable, just another day spent gaming. Somehow, that hadn't made him feel better. They'd come for him so quickly the first time, as though lying in wait. This time…nothing. Maybe now that he was awake, they were being more careful.

More than likely, they were lying in wait for him to lead them to Merlin, since he was the linchpin in all of this. They had died together to cast this spell, to give them all a second chance, but that meant the success of the spell rested on the two of them. Lancelot to set things in motion, Merlin to see it through. Now that Lancelot had survived the attempts to kill him, Maleagant's only chance to stop this war before it began again was to kill Merlin.


Lancelot had never felt so alone in his life. The burden of his role as Arthur's primary knight had always weighed heavy, but never as much as it did right now. One mistake, one moment of weakness, and he would cost them everything.


The very moment they woke Arthur, Lancelot was going to clobber him. If Merlin didn't do it first, anyway.

He petted his horse and fed it some carrots and apples, then swung into the saddle and rode off. He'd reviewed the map the previous night and marked the nearest lakes. The most promising of them was the one called Marlborough Lake.

The day was sunny, but there were storm clouds in the distance that seemed to be drawing closer. Promising, both because rain was water, and Lancelot thrived in water, and Merlin the Wild had always loved a good storm.

It was seeming more and more like he was on the right path. If only he knew what waited for him at its end.

Find the lake. Then the sword. There will be a fight. I will be there, but I won't know it.

Damn it, he was stupid. He should have thought about that one a little harder. Calling up the primary menu, he switched from solo engagement to group engagement. That of course took him all the way back to the tavern, and with a sigh, he headed out again. The clouds were even closer now, coming up from behind at what seemed an ever-increasing pace.

Lancelot pushed harder, hoping to reach Marlborough Lake before it hit, so he had at least a few minutes to look around without the obstacle of a thunderstorm to impede him.

The map had shown it as a lake of three crude circles joined together, but as he drew closer, it was to see the lake was far more than that. Standing at the top of the hill that led down into the valley where the lake was located, he stared with a racing heart at the triskelion laid out in front of him.

This was it. This was the place.

Lake, check.

Next he had to find the sword. There were actually three swords: Excalibur, Caliburn, and Arondight. He of course had Arondight; Caliburn would be with Mordred.

So Merlin must have meant Excalibur, which made sense. More than any of the other weapons wielded by Arthur and the Knights, Excalibur was bound to Camelot, to all of them. He hoped it turned out to be a rapier, so he could see Arthur sputter in offense right alongside him and his katana.

The lake and the sword combined would call to Merlin…

He just had to get through another fight, and this one would be far more difficult than the previous.

One step at a time.

He traveled along the edge of the lake, eyes ever sweeping, but nothing caught his eye, nothing stood out. There was no weird glitching kitten or some other tell. No useful sword in the stone. Wasn't looking for that sword anyway. Everyone thought Excalibur was the sword in the stone, but that was Clarent, which was bound to Mordred.

Still, would have made this much easier.

Of course, not having to do all of this in a video game would also have been easier, but he wasn't even going to start asking those questions.

All right. If he was the reincarnation of a half-incubus warlock who once went mad and lived in the woods alone for nearly a decade, how would he look in this modern day? Well, in this fantasy escape from the modern day.

He was giving himself a headache.

Thunder cracked and boomed, and what little sunlight remained was hidden by black clouds flickering with lightning that had not broken free quite yet. All around him, other players were exclaiming, wondering how this artificial storm would hold up when storms were still one of the hardest things to build. Others were ignoring it entirely, more interested in their quests or battles.

"You said 'after this' like three fucking quests ago," a voice said, clearly peeved, but it was the kind of voice that would be soft and pretty normally, what people called melodious. A jolt ran down Lancelot's spine, and he drew his horse to a halt, gaze sweeping frantically for the source.

There. His breath lodged in his throat, eyes stinging as he realized he was staring at his oldest and dearest friend, the only person in the world who knew what it was like to snap, to be consumed by rage that turned to madness.

Even back in the days of Camelot, Merlin had looked like what present day described as a nerd. Even in this fantasy world where you could literally look like anything, he was unmistakable. The pale olive skin, the dark brown hair and dark green eyes, freckles that gave him a deceptively winsome look, like he could seduce a statue if he felt like it. Honestly, Arthur was so dense Merlin may as well have seduced a statue.

Mouth twitching in amusement at the fond memories of his friends, Lancelot then turned his full attention back to the matter at hand, even as the rain came down…

…and dark, slimy creatures emerged from the lake. Game or Maleagant? Dismounting, Lancelot urged his horse back out of the way and drew his sword.

"Is that a katana? You know those are Japanese, right? Knights didn't use them."

Lancelot cast the speaker a scathing look. "It's the sword the game gave me, scale it."

The man laughed, and beside him, Merlin's unknowing reincarnation rolled his eyes. "Sure, pose."

"Get crashed," Lancelot muttered, and then the slimy things were upon them. He removed the head of the first one with ease, but got tangled up as the following three pounced him simultaneously. Since they were water creatures, his personal magic would be of no use, and in-game, he didn't really have magic yet.

He managed to shove one back, stab the second, and behead the third before the first one came back for more—and was dragged down to the ground by countless vines and crushed. Lancelot whipped around and saw Merlin standing there with a cocky grin that was so familiar it hurt. "Good to have a mage around, aye?"

Lancelot laughed, almost crying. "Aye."

"What in the fuck!"

They both turned toward the panicked shout of Merlin's friend, and followed his gaze to…

An enormous knight in dark gold armor and a green and gold surcoat. For the barest moment, Lancelot thought of Bertilak, the famed Green Knight who'd won the heart of frosty, impenetrable Gawain.


But Bertilak had worn a very different green, and while large, he wasn't this large. He wasn't giant.



Lancelot's heart seized. It couldn't be. It couldn't. Galehaut had never truly been his enemy. There was no way he could be now. This was just an oversized game creation.


Except that as the knight drew closer, the crest emblazoned on his chest was as clear as day: a green lion against a white background strewn with gold stars.


Around the knight's throat was a black collar gleaming with purple-red sigils, marks of Maleagant's foul magic. Maleagant had stolen Galehaut. No, no, no.


"What's wrong?" Merlin's reincarnation asked. "You look like someone just died."

"It would be better if he had," Lancelot said on a sob.

"Is there anything I can do? Uh, my name is Martin. Who are you?"

"Lance. I'm trying to find a special sword that's supposed to be hidden somewhere around here."


Martin's friend laughed. "What, like Excalibur? This game is riff as hell, but it's not that lame."


"There's nothing wrong with King Arthur," Martin muttered. "Look out!"

Lancelot moved just as he screamed, avoiding the new surge of slimy water monsters that came up on them suddenly, the captured Galehaut and a horde of knights in black armor right behind him.

"Stand down!" Lancelot bellowed, throwing out his magic, sending the black knights back with a wave of bone-breaking water. Then he turned his attention to the water creatures, cutting them down one after the other.

Until only Galehaut, his beloved turned enemy, remained. This was not the fight he'd been expecting. Tears streamed down his cheeks beneath his helm, but Lancelot stood his ground—and then almost started laughing hysterically when he saw what Galehaut—no, this Imprisoned Knight, for he would believe nothing else—held.

Excalibur. Maleagant had somehow gotten to Excalibur first. He could not wake Merlin without that sword, and he could not get the sword without besting the man he loved most in all the world.


Why was life so cruel.


Pushing his anguish away to face later, Lancelot called up his magic and faced his opponent. His enemy.

The Imprisoned Knight lunged at him, which wasn't surprising at all. Galehaut had always been the direct sort, always the one to make the first move. Lancelot had always loved that about him.

He met the swing with his shield and a blast of water from the lake, sending the Imprisoned Knight back, unable to keep his feet against such an onslaught.

Unfortunately, Galehaut had once possessed fierce powers of his own, the winds of the Distant Isles he had given away for a single night. A single knight.

Water and wind were a dangerous combination. Together he and Galehaut had been invincible, until that tragic day at Camlann.

If Galehaut was aware of himself, if he was trapped inside this monster he was forced to be, he would not want to continue thus. Rallying his strength and will, Lancelot threw himself into the fight with all the strength of his knighthood and all the ferocity of his mother.

He could do this. He was the son of the Lady of the Lake. Son of the Waters. The Black Knight. The White Knight. The Mad Knight. Beloved—

Lancelot closed his eyes against the ache of longing that swept through him.

Beloved of Galehaut. In whose arms he had not been able to die. Whose body he'd had to abandon to find Merlin.


Taken from him again before they could be reunited. It wasn't fucking fair.


Pouring all his rage and anguish out, he threw himself at the Imprisoned Knight. Dangerous, to let his temper out, because that way literally lay madness for him, but he could not attack his beloved with his sanity wholly intact.

Lancelot screamed as he drove the knight back, meeting blow after blow, until his shield arm was numb from the repeated impacts, until his sword arm was on fire from exertion. Almost there, he was almost—

Something grabbed his ankle, causing Lancelot to falter, and then the Imprisoned Knight swung so hard he sent Lancelot flying, slamming into a cluster of boulders. He hadn't felt this much pain since the day he'd died. He tore his helmet off and threw up, ignoring how much blood came up as he slowly and painfully dragged himself to his feet.

"You all right?" Martin asked, staring at him wide-eyed. "You must have max sensors."

"My sensors are mid at best," Lancelot gasped out. "This isn't part of the game."

Martin frowned. "What are you talking about? We're in the game. How can it not be the game? You need to log off and go to a hospital, you're capsuled."


"I'm in trouble!" Lancelot bellowed, looking around frantically for his shield as the Imprisoned Knight drew ever closer. "I'm going to die! I need you! Wake up in that stupid fucking head of yours and help me. I found the lake, I found the sword, I'm in the fight! Come to your goddamn senses, Merlin of the Wild."


Martin gaped at him, but before he could say anything, the Imprisoned Knight had reached them. Desperate, Lancelot threw himself into the water. The weight of his armor would carry him down, and he would hopefully have some minutes of respite, a chance to heal some of the damage the Imprisoned Knight had done.

OEBPS/image/image-0-0.jpg
An ancient-war will
conclude on a digital
battlefield





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		

Edge of Knight





		

Author's Note





		

Forward





		

Sacrifice





		

The White Knight





		

The Madman





		

Offline





		

Heart of Fire





		

Meetings





		

The Witch





		

The Hearth and the Light





		

The Pendragon





		

Too Close





		

A Brief Respite





		

Ghosts





		

Tormented





		

Friends and Foes





		

Offensive





		

Tournament





		

Bitter End





		

Safehouse





		

Shadow and Flame





		

Second Chances





		

The Prince of Tides





		

Camelot













