Sir Dresari and the Quest for the Holy Grail
By Judith Owens
“Are we nearly there yet?” chorused Rachel and Octavia. Dresari kept his face passive as best he could. He knew it’d been a mistake to give them some idea of when they should reach the mountain…Half an hour later, he was starting to twitch; Octavia and Rachel had reached the stage of putting on silly voices, interrupting each other and generally messing about. ‘Maybe this is part of the ordeal…’ he wondered idly as Lyssa urged her mare forward to ride beside him.
“Dresari, are you sure about this?” She sounded faintly worried, in a let’s-not-upset-the-man-on-the-high-ledge way. “I know it’s been hard on you, dealing with whatever happened and coping with losing your powers, but it’s been nearly three months! Can’t we just ask a bishop to forgive you or something?”

“The hermit said that if we rode north for three and a half days, we would reach the mountain wherein lies the Holy Grail, and that nothing else would be enough to cleanse me,” he replied stubbornly.

“I hate to tell you this, but I think that hermit was just a crazy old man in a cave…” Lyssa was taken aback by the glare Dresari levelled at her. She rallied, “Look, if we’re going to be reaching a mountain at noon, we ought to be able to see it by now. Promise me that if we haven’t found it by this evening we can turn round and find a cathedral instead?”
“Fine,” Dresari huffed. At that moment, the party finally broke through the edge of the trees, only to see a vast featureless plain stretching out in front of them. Octavia and Rachel looked at each other and grinned evilly. “Heeeeere, mountain mountain mountain!” ‘Must…not…kill…’ thought Dresari behind gritted teeth as he urged Concorde forward…
The sun was reaching its zenith. There was still a distinct lack of hillocks, let alone mountains, not even concealed in the shimmering heat haze. The party had picked up its pace to a lope to keep up with Dresari; whether he was trying to find the mountain, or just leave Octavia and Rachel behind before they drove him spare, it was impossible to say. Despite his efforts, they still had enough breath to be annoying.
“Are we nearly there–”

FWOOM!

The party skidded to a halt as up above Rachel was forced to bank sharply to avoid hitting rock, swearing loudly. On the ground there was a moment’s stunned silence, then Dresari leaned over to Lyssa. With a happy grin he said, “Told you so.”
Half an hour and much arguing later, Dresari was climbing the mountain on his own. After Octavia’s had lit up at the word “Maidens”, he’d deemed it safer to leave her at bottom. Unfortunately, this meant leaving Harmony behind to keep an eye on her, and Lyssa had to look after Sophie. Rae declined on account of odd air currents and, more importantly, the possibility of more unexpected pointy rocks, and, despite his best attempts at following, Concorde had proven that equines are not designed for mountains. Dresari toiled upwards, fully focussed on reaching the resting place of the Grail. After a while he began to miss the rest of the party; after all it meant he had to carry all his own things, and he was becoming acutely aware that armour was not the best choice for scrambling over rocks…
Finally he scrambled onto a rock ledge and found something promising. A cave mouth opened in the rock face, and on one wall was carved a large chalice, complete with lines designating sparkliness. Dresari straightened his armour and strode into the cave, which soon turned out to be more of a tunnel, and a dark one at that. His progress was marked by clangs as he careened unexpectedly into walls and the occasional muffled yelp as he stumbled on the rocky floor. There was a particularly loud bong as he bounced off a large pair of wooden doors set directly in his path. He took a deep breath, composed himself and pushed them open.
Brilliant white light flooded Dresari’s dark-sensitised eyes, rendering him temporarily blind. What little he could make out around the pain was some sort of enormous cavern. As the spots slowly cleared, he found himself face to face with three beautiful young women wearing chaste white robes, one with hair the colour of sun-ripened wheat, one with locks of chestnut hue and one with auburn curls.
“Welcome, Sir Raymond Dresari, Holy Knight of God,” they spoke in perfect unison. The cave walls picked up their voices and reflected them back in weird harmonic echoes.

“We know why you have come,” intoned the blonde.

“Your soul has been blackened and God can no longer reside there,” uttered the brunette.
“You seek His blessing once more, and feel that only the Grail may cleanse you,” declared the redhead.

“But before it may be revealed to you, you must first carry out a Quest for us,” proclaimed the blonde. Dresari nodded eagerly, ready to face the challenge.
“It will be perilous, and only those who are brave of heart and noble of spirit have any chance of winning through,” warned the brunette.
“So, if you wish to bask in the Grail’s presence and be made whole once more,” the redhead pronounced, “you must first bring us…a nice cup of tea.”
Dresari blinked.
“Excuse me?” he said in a disbelieving tone.

Blonde sighed and ran a hand through her hair. “It’s like this: we’ve been doing the standard quests for years and years now-”

“Fireflowers from the Volcanic Plains,” butted in Brown.

“Ice Wands from the Frozen Caves,” chimed in Red.

“And really, you only need one of anything of that nature around the place,” continued Blonde.

“All the duplicates just end up in the Cave of Eternal Tat,” pointed out Brown.

“So we took it up with the Boss, and He said that as long as the quests are suitably challenging, we can ask for things we want,” explained Red.

“And we’re just dying for a decent cuppa,” finished Blonde.

“Right…” said Dresari, a touch uncertainly. “So I just need to go find a herbalist and get some tea leaves then?”
“No need to be like that,” sniffed Brown.

“We have made the three tasks that make up the Quest quite fiendish,” Red elucidated with a wicked little smile.

“First, you must fill a blesséd kettle with pure water from the spring that bubbles up in the Cave of Cute Yet Annoying Critters,” announced Blonde. Dresari raised an eyebrow.
“Then you must traverse the Cave of Brightly Coloured Pain to acquire the Hallowed Porcelain Tea Set,” Brown expounded. Dresari was beginning to have second thoughts about the sanity of the Maidens.
“Finally, you must retrieve the Sacred Tea Leaves from the fiendish, diabolical Cave of Whatever You Did Wrong In The First Place,” imparted Red with a shudder.

“You’re having me on, aren’t you?” Dresari was feeling justifiably sceptical by this point. Maybe the isolation was getting to them…

“We’re serious!” exclaimed Blonde.
“The holiness surrounding the cave picks up on whatever it was tarnished your soul,” explained Brown.

“And the cave then creates a situation to tempt you into carrying out the same actions,” concluded Red.

Dresari sighed. “Right, where are these caves? If you have a map, or at least good directions, I’ll go make a start.”

“Oh, that’s the easy bit,” smiled Blonde, “They’re just over there.” She indicated three ornate wooden doors set in the back of the cavern.
“It was another part of the deal, you see,” explicated Brown, “We always felt so bad, sending those young men away for months or even years…”

“But now the quests can be carried out in a few hours, if the quester determined enough,” grinned Red.

“In that case ladies, wish me luck.” Dresari moved towards the first door, only to be blocked by the Maidens.
“Wait a little longer, Sir Dresari,” chided Blonde.
“There are rules you must follow while on the Quest,” placated Brown.

“If you do not, even though you may succeed at the tasks you will still fail,” admonished Red.

“Whilst you are in any of the Caves, you must not utter a single word,” cautioned Blonde.
“Although you can get away with sneezing, coughing or hiccupping – we’ve had trouble with that before,” chipped in Brown.

“And of course, while in this cavern you can talk freely,” contributed Red.

“You must strive to remain pure in thought and deed while carrying out the tasks,” instructed Blonde.
“Little lapses on the thoughts are probably okay though,” assured Brown.

“But harsh actions will be judged harshly,” portended Red.
“Lastly, you must wear the Ceremonial Questing Outfit,” stated Blonde.

“You can get changed over there, behind that curtain,” Brown pointed out.

Dresari walked over and ducked around the curtain. A moment later he stuck his head out. “I’m sorry ladies, but I can’t seem to find any outfit back here. Also,” and he blushed, “I’m afraid I’m going to need a little help removing my armour…”

“Both problems easily solved,” beamed Red. “Just touch the big red crystal set into the wall, the magic will swap outfits for you.”

Dresari retreated back behind the curtain. A moment later there was a flash and a loud woomph!, followed by silence. A minute or so passed.

“Are you all right, Sir Dresari?” called out Blonde.

“I think there might have been a problem with the magic…I appear to be missing most of the Questing Outfit…” Dresari’s voice drifted worriedly from behind the curtain.
“A white loincloth with holy symbols embroidered in blue silken thread?” inquired Brown.

“Well, yes…?” replied Dresari, not sounding reassured.

“That would be the Outfit, dear,” remarked Red cheerfully. “Just come out, there’s a brave boy.”
The curtain rustled and Dresari inched out, blushing heavily enough to look sunburnt. The Maidens seemed amused at just how far the blush spread.
“The Outfit is designed to teach humility,” quoth Blonde.

“And reliance on one’s self, not on one’s equipment,” remarked Brown.

“Now you’re all prepared, you may enter the first Cave,” stated Red.

Dresari walked up to the ornate wooden door, inhaled nervously and pushed it open.
The first thing Dresari noticed was the spring bubbling merrily away on the opposite side of the cave, with a kettle hanging on a hook beside it. The second was the pompoms.
The cave was strewn with little balls of purple fuzz. Dresari bent down and poked the nearest one experimentally. Nothing happened. He stood up, looked around to see if he could spot the critters of the cave and concluded that there was no danger. He strode towards the spring, not noticing that the fuzzball he had poked had opened its eyes…
He was filling the kettle from the spring when he heard the meep. Dresari looked up to find himself eye to eye with the fuzzball, which meeped at him again. Somewhere along the line it had sprouted orange wings, green antennae and an enormous fluffy tail. It surged forward, bounced off his nose and settled own on his shoulder, meeping happily. Dresari blinked and cautiously reached up a hand to scratch it between the antennae. It made a happy little noise at him, and he smiled. Just then he became aware of the whirring of many, many wings. He turned round to find every fuzzball in the room hovering, looking at him and meeping. The world went purple.
The fuzzballs swarmed him in a big fluffy cloud. Those closest to him latched on as best they could and whirred their wings, producing a pins-and-needles sensations all over his bare skin. Clutching the kettle and moving as quickly as he dared, Dresari headed towards the exit. Halfway across the cave he picked up on a tugging sensation at waist height. He peered down through the cloud and saw to his horror several large bite marks in the loincloth, with two or three fuzzballs happily munching away. Attempts to swat them away were unfruitful, as other fuzzballs simply slipped past to take their place. He broke into a trot, free arm outstretched, groping for the doorhandle…
The Maidens looked up from their game of Parcheesi as Dresari sidled into the cavern, clutching the kettle strategically in front of him.
“That was fast, Sir Knight,” congratulated Blonde.
“We can have our cup of tea in no time,” enthused Brown.

“Just pass the kettle over, we’ll get the water boiling,” instructed Red.

“Not unless you ladies have a spare Questing Outfit, and I can change into it first,” Dresari said firmly.

“Oh dear, did you get the fuzzballs?” questioned Blonde. Dresari nodded.
“They do have a nasty habit of doing that…Just go behind the curtain and touch the gemstone like before,” smiled Brown.
“Oh, and remember to put the kettle down first,” advised Red.

“It could have been worse, do you remember that poor young man from last month?” chattered Blonde as Dresari worked his way around the cavern, keeping the wall firmly at his back and the kettle in front.
“Oh, you mean the one who faced the giant yellow lightning-calling mouse-things?” quizzed Brown. Dresari finally reached the safety of the curtain and disappeared behind it.

“Poor dear, he had to have a good two hour’s break before going on to the second Task…” Red reminisced. There was a flash and Dresari reappeared again from the changing alcove, once more loincloth-clad. He strode over to the Maidens and placed the kettle carefully on the table.

“Here you go, ladies. I’ll return with the Tea Set anon.” And with that, he marched over to the second door and pushed it open…

Dresari blinked in astonishment. He was standing on a white ledge and in the centre of the cave was a dais on which stood a box. In the intervening space was a sea of bright colours…Dresari knelt down carefully and examined the floor more carefully. It was in fact a pit, deeper than he could easily scrabble with one hand, filled with little coloured blocks. He picked one up. He tried tapping it, scratching it with a fingernail and even biting it, but couldn’t determine what it was made of. It was an odd little thing though – hollow, but filled with a sort of honeycomb structure, and with a double row of little bumps on the top. The bumps and honeycomb gave him an idea. He picked up another block and experimentally pushed them together. They fitted beautifully, and were surprisingly tricky to pull apart. He gathered up a few more and fitted them all together into a little wall. He grinned. It was a shame there outfit didn’t have any pockets – this was fun!

Conscious that he couldn’t justify playing any longer, Dresari regretfully dropped the little wall back into the pit, stood up and stepped forwards. He very nearly screamed in pain as hundreds of little sharp points dug into the sole of his bare foot, but before it could erupt he managed to turn it into a cough. He jerked his throbbing foot back onto the ledge, winced and removed a block that had gotten stuck in between his toes.
Dresari considered his options. Unfortunately, short of sitting here for the next several days and building himself a walkway, he couldn’t see any way of getting to the pedestal without just toughing it out. More carefully this time, he placed one foot on the blocks and moved forwards. Bit by bit, repressing the urge to whimper, he slowly made his way across the cave to the pedestal. There was just enough room for him to temporarily balance on the base and let his poor abused feet recover a little.
Finally, not wishing to prolong the experience any longer, he took the box off of the pedestal and gingerly started making his way back to the ledge. Unfortunately it seemed some higher power had deemed the task not challenging enough, for halfway across the floor suddenly twitched violently. Dresari was flung onto his back and agony shot through him in a million tiny pieces. Repressing any sounds of pain, he tried to stand up again, but each attempt made the floor shiver warningly. Eventually he gave in and crawled back to the ledge, clasping the box to his chest with one hand.
At last he reached the safety of the ledge and pulled himself onto it. Carefully he stood up and stretched, winced, and pulled a stray block out from the waistband of the loincloth. After a few moments to get his thoughts back in order, and away from pointy things in general, he opened the door…
Dresari limped across the cavern, still clutching the box. The Maidens were back at their Parcheesi game and the kettle was bubbling way merrily, although somewhat incongruously as it was suspended over a small red flower.

“Ha, bopped you!” exclaimed Blonde as one of her pawns took one of Red’s.

“Oh, Sir Knight, you have returned once more!” hailed Brown. Blonde blushed.
“And you are injured!” cried out Red, noticing the little circular bruises all over Dresari’s body.

“It’s nothing, fair maidens,” Dresari replied as magnanimously as he could muster. “I have brought you your Tea Set; I hope it’s still in good order.”

Blonde carefully unpacked cups, saucers, tea pot and all the rest from the proffered box and examined them. “Still pristine, good Sir Knight,” she praised.
“Congratulations on completing the second task successfully,” Brown felicitated.

“Pass the teapot, I’ll get it warmed,” Red directed Blonde. She directed a piercing look at Dresari. “And good luck to you, Sir Knight, for the task yet to come,” she addressed him gravely.
Dresari took this as an instruction to continue and headed over to the last door. He looked at the carved gargoyle on the lintel with some trepidation, and pushed open the dread portal to the Cave of Whatever You Did Wrong In The First Place…

The air was warm, and filled with the sound of tinkling bells and soft voices and the scent of flowers. Dresari cautiously edged his way around a trellis covered in vines bearing enormous purple blossoms into the cave proper. He stopped in his tracks. 

Reclining on cushions, lazing idly on the grassy sward or simply strolling about arm in arm, the cave was full of attractive young men and women, none wearing more than the absolute bare minimum required for modesty. The bells were easily explained now – every one of them had at least one string wrapped around a wrist or ankle or woven into hair. With a little mental effort, he got himself moving again. As he passed, they looked up and gave him warm smiles or come-hither looks, but in vain. Dresari had spotted the target; a small alcove in the wall, containing a small tea chest.

There was only one problem. Directly in front of the alcove was a pile of cushions, and on the pile lay a young man with his back towards Dresari. Dresari hoped that he could persuade the young man to move without too much difficulty, even if he was going to have to mime. Just before he reached him, however, the young man obligingly rolled over to face him. Dresari stopped dead, completely stunned. The young man was…Otto.
Not the Otto he had left at the bottom of the mountain. This was an Otto in the prime of life, with all the physical flaws and marks of dissipation washed away. In short, Otto as a young god. Probably a god of fertility, if the complete nakedness and the obvious excitation at seeing him were anything to go by.
Dresari was not amused.

The false Otto apparently took his frozen horror as a sign and reached out to him. Dresari shook himself from his petrifaction, sidestepped the outstretched arm and reached out to hook the tea chest from the alcove.

As he turned to escape with his prize, he felt a sudden weight on his leg. He glanced down to see the false Otto clutching at it in a death-grip. Attempts to shake him off having no avail, Dresari grimly started back across the garden, dragging the false Otto with him. To add to the difficulty, the rest of the occupants decided that now was the perfect time to come and say hello to him, crowding him and making it difficult to move in the right direction. To add to his discomfort he could feel one of the false Otto’s hands slowly working its way up his leg.
With much effort, he made it back to the trellis that covered off the exit. The crowd melted away, calling out “Please don’t go!” and things of that nature, but disconcertingly the false Otto still clung, apparently intent on removing Dresari’s loincloth or at least copping a feel. Dresari hurriedly grabbed the door handle and pulled…

Dresari sighed inwardly with relief as the pull on his leg vanished. He held the tea chest proudly aloft. To his amusement, he saw Red make a triumphant gesture behind Blonde’s back before adopting a suitably dignified look.
“A final congratulations is in order, Sir Raymond Dresari,” spoke Blonde.

“You have completed all three tasks, and remained steadfast and noble of heart throughout,” affirmed Brown.

“Now place the Tea Chest on the table, and prepare to find that which you have sought,” announced Red.

Dresari reverently placed the Tea Chest in the clear space on the table and took a step back. The three Grail Maidens stood facing each other around the opposite side of the table, lifted their arms and began to chant in some ancient tongue.
A ball of radiant white light formed between their upraised fingers. Slowly the centre of the ball began to solidify into the form of the Grail, draped with fine white silk. Dresari dropped to his knees in awe as he felt the divine presence of the Grail enter his soul and wash it clean. Tears gathered in his eyes at the thought of his unworthiness to be in the Grail’s presence, but a silent voice in his heart reassured him that all of his sins were now forgiven and forgotten…

“Would you like to stay to tea?” Blonde’s voice broke the stillness. Dresari blinked. The grail was gone, and the only judge of how long he had been kneeling there was the colour of the tea being deftly poured by Brown. “We have scones,” she tempted.
Dresari considered the ethics of eating scones with the keepers of the Holy Grail. Then he considered the amount of counselling he was going to need from Lyssa for the rest of the day as it was. “No thank you, ladies, I should really be getting back to my friends now…” he demurred. “If it’s alright by you, I’ll just put my armour back on and head off.”

“Oh, go on then. Red crystal, same as before,” Brown sighed.
Dresari walked to the alcove as hastily as he dared. There was the usual flash and he remerged, once more clad in his armour and feeling much happier for it. He bowed to the Maidens and promptly left the cavern.

After his footsteps had faded into the distance, Red sighed. “Why is it the nice ones always have the biggest hang-ups?” she pondered.

“It’s just the Boss’s way of reminding us that, no matter how ineffable His plan may be, He still has a wicked sense of humour,” Blonde clarified. “Scone?”
