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Nimue


W hen we were children under the Lake, my mother would tuck us into bed every night with the same words. The Lake made a rippling ceiling over our heads, and I would lie dreamily watching the fractured moonlight through the water and the small fish that darted back and forth like the glint of a needle.

“Remember,” I would hear her whisper to little Mordred, “you are Arthur’s doom.”

I didn’t need to see Mordred to picture him, pale and golden haired, looking up with wide clear eyes. Utterly guileless, and yet with a twitch about his mouth as though he might break into a smile at any moment.

A kiss and a rustle of skirts, and she had moved to Lancelot.

“And you, my knight,” she said, “are Guinevere’s.”

Lance was ten years older than me—as long as I could remember, he had always been more of a man than a boy. Guinevere was lucky, I thought, in a confused way, not quite sure why. But if doom had to come, I thought I would like mine to come with Lance’s grey-green eyes and dark hair and rapidly-firming jawline; I would like, too, for it to have his soft, kindly manner and fragile, easily bruised heart.

And then, at last, it was my turn. I felt the bed give and turned, smiling, to see my mother’s face above mine. She smiled back at me, and my heart opened like a flower starved of sunlight. Her hand smoothed back my hair, and her lips dropped a kiss on my forehead.

“And you, my darling Nimue,” said my mother, Morgan le Fay, the Lady of the Lake. “You are Merlin’s.”

I wanted to be anything she asked of me. We all did.

_______________

In those days, the stories about Arthur were still being made as well as told. Tales already abounded of how a young boy had pulled a sword from a stone, how he had united the Britons and seen off the invading Saxons and banished the monsters and giants to the wilds, how he wielded a sword and scabbard gifted to him by the Lady of the Lake. How he had founded the kingdom of Camelot, and said it was to be a new kind of kingdom, a kingdom governed by the rules of chivalry, whose knights were sworn above all else to serve the poor and the weak and the helpless. How, strangest of all, he actually meant it. But they were still tales about a living man, a warrior and king just out of the first flush of youth, who was having new adventures every day. Camelot was many days’ journey from the Lake, but it was a real place, where my mother had been and all three of us children would one day go.

There were some stories, though, that hadn’t happened yet. I didn’t understand then how my mother knew them—they were at once too vague and too specific for prophecy, and besides, prophecy had never been one of my mother’s gifts. But she knew them, one about each of us under the Lake, and she would tell them to us when the mood was upon her. The story of how Lancelot became Arthur’s greatest knight, only to betray him with his queen and break the Round Table forever. The story of how Mordred, Arthur’s son, killed him and brought about the end of Camelot.

The story she told about me was really a story about Merlin, and how the greatest wizard in the world met his doom at the hand of an enchantress. It didn’t seem to know very much about me at all.

One day, the stories said, when Merlin was very old, a woman came to the court of Camelot. She has different names in different versions, but the version my mother had heard named her Nimue. Some say she was the Lady of the Lake, like my mother, but they say this of most enchantresses. All the stories agree that she was very beautiful, and brimming with dangerous and alluring magic. When Merlin saw her for the first time, he fell under her spell. He was determined to have her for his own. In return for her attentions, she made him promise to teach her all he knew.

Because he was a great wizard, Merlin knew that the woman would be his doom, and that if he followed her away from Camelot he would never return. He told Arthur as much. Arthur urged him, since he knew this to be true, to turn away from his final adventure. But Merlin knew that this couldn’t be, and when the enchantress called Nimue left Camelot, he went away with her over the seas.

Some say she grew weary of him and his relentless pursuit of her virtue. Others say that she was afraid of him, because he was said to be the son of the devil; or perhaps that she had simply learned all she could from him. She lured him into the woods, and she sealed him in a rock, or a cave, or a hill, or in some versions a tree. He was never seen again. And so Arthur lost his closest friend and most loyal advisor. From that day on, little by little, things began to go wrong in Camelot.

“But Arthur is still at Camelot now, and Merlin too,” I protested, the first time I was told this story. I was perhaps four years old, and hadn’t learned yet not to question my mother. “I haven’t done anything to them.”

“Not yet,” my mother said. “But you will, one way or another. It’s how the story goes.”

This is where that story begins, and where it ends.






Elaine Ambrose


May 1941

I t wasn’t what she had been expecting.

The letter had warned her that the house was old and in need of repair, that it was on a windy and isolated part of the Welsh coast, that most of the staff had gone and the land left to run wild in their absence. The drive from the tiny train station had taken them miles along a winding narrow road, through vast swathes of green hills and tree-covered cliffs with only the occasional old farmhouse or grey stone wall to show that people lived anywhere nearby. She had prepared for her heart to sink as the old car rounded the crest of the hill that the driver had promised would give her the first glimpse of their destination.

The house was certainly isolated. It was perched on the edge of a steep cliff, high above sharp rocks and crashing seas. The land around it was wild and windswept: hilly fields divided by overgrown hedges, a dark patch of woodland stretching across the slope behind the house. But the stone mansion itself looked comfortable, well-worn rather than derelict. The windows were edged in bright white, and the gravel path leading to the front door had been meticulously cleared. Two storeys high, with a turret at one corner, it had the look of a country house merged with a castle, as though anything from a farmer to a knight could be lurking inside. The sun was finally beginning to set, a little after nine o’clock, and its light touched the grey ocean with gold.

“There it is,” the driver said. “Camlan House.”

He hadn’t been as expected either. Two years into the war, most of the men she saw were either noticeably grey haired or obviously unfit for active duty. The man who had come to pick her up at the station looked younger than she was, no more than early twenties, with the thin, wiry build of an athlete and the restless energy of the students who used to come to the British Museum. He had introduced himself as Wilder, presumably a surname, and he had taken her single carpet bag and hoisted it into the back of the car, so she guessed he was actually a chauffeur of some kind. He had scarcely spoken since, and neither had she. She had lived in London since she was a student herself, and she knew embarrassingly little about how country houses were run, much less how to talk to those who ran them. Her strongest impressions came from reading Rebecca just before the war, and they weren’t encouraging.

“It’s a very nice house,” she said, politely. “How many are living there, apart from Professor Emory?”

“To be honest, I’m not even sure I’d say Professor Emory lives there.” His accent was similarly out of place, more northern England than Wales. “I’ve been at Camlan a few months now, and I’ve never even met him.”

That was unexpected too, and uncomfortable. “I thought I would be meeting Professor Emory at the house. My supervisor at the British Museum said he was expecting me.”

“He’s due back soon. I think he has a townhouse in Liverpool, and he travels a lot. He knows you’re coming, don’t worry. Mrs. Leaf has all the instructions on how to look after you.”

“Is she the housekeeper?”

“She is.” His voice was absent, as though he were concentrating hard on the winding road—which, she supposed, made sense if he had come here only recently. “She’s also the rest of the household staff, at the moment. Everyone else left last year.”

The war, presumably. She wondered why Wilder hadn’t been called up too, and reminded herself firmly that it was none of her business. She was now far from the war herself, after all.

“What about you?” she asked. “What is it, exactly, you’ve been doing a few months now?”

The phrasing was meant as a joke, but she was awkward at jokes at the best of times, and her determination not to ask about his presence in the country gave the question more of an edge than she intended. Fortunately, he didn’t seem to notice.

“I’m the outside-the-house-keeper. Groundsman, gardener, groom—chauffeur, at the moment.”

“Groom? Are there horses there?”

“Only three now. Rhiannon, Pwyll, and Pryderi.” She heard the affection in his voice, as though he was cupping each name in his hands and letting it go again. “They’re why I got this job. My father’s a groom at a big house in Chester. I can do general maintenance as well, though. If your ceiling is leaking or your door isn’t closing, come find me and I’ll look at it.”

“Aren’t ceilings and doors inside the house?”

“I’ll make sure to wipe my boots first.”

Ellie smiled, and hesitated. “Why is it called Camlan House?” she asked. “I suppose it doesn’t have anything to do with King Arthur and the Battle of Camlann?”

“Arthur?” His voice didn’t change, but his eyes flickered to the side mirror. “Is that why they sent you here?”

“No,” she said quickly. She should have known better than to mention Arthur, these days. “It was only a question.”

“I did wonder, you know. It’s a funny time to be sending a librarian out here in the middle of nowhere. And everyone says the Arthur dreams are getting stronger—”

“I was sent here to catalogue Professor Emory’s library,” she said, firmly. An unwelcome chill had gone down her spine. “I’m not interested in King Arthur. I’m certainly not interested in anyone’s dreams.”

The driver clearly sensed the reprimand this time. His shoulders stiffened, and his voice slipped into a more formal register. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It wasn’t my place to ask. I don’t know the origin of the name, I’m afraid. Mrs. Leaf might.”

She felt a stab of guilt at her tone, which had been in response to a sensitive subject and certainly not meant to put anyone in their place. Before she could say anything, or even work out what it was she could possibly say, the car turned with a crunch of gravel into the driveway of Camlan House.

_______________

The driver certainly wasn’t alone in wanting to talk about the Arthur dreams. For months now, in the midst of war, it seemed all anyone wanted to speak about.

It was difficult to say when the dreams had begun. They had been a whisper at first, lost amidst the far louder concerns of the Battle of Britain and the Blitz. The first Ellie could remember hearing of them was a morning the previous November. The all-clear had gone hours before; she had come downstairs for breakfast, heavy-eyed and yawning after their broken night. Her friend Martha was already at the table reading the paper.

“Look at this,” she’d said, turning the page around.

There, nestled alongside the usual bulletins of battles lost and countries occupied, was an article claiming that thousands across the world had reported strange dreams. None of the dreams were exactly the same—some dreamed of Excalibur and the Round Table, others of giants and questing beasts, some dreamed of the rise of Camelot and some of its fall. But all the dreams were of Arthur, flooding people’s sleep night after night—as though, the paper said, something was whispering stories from beyond.

“It’s nonsense,” Ellie said. Something inside her stirred, uncomfortable, a prey animal sensing danger. “A coincidence.”

“It isn’t,” Martha said, taking the paper back. “I’ve had those dreams myself.”

Ellie stared at her. Martha was five years older than her, a tough, plain-speaking woman with a job at a munitions factory and a wicked sense of humour. She was the last person anyone would accuse of nonsense.

“I have,” Martha added, in response to Ellie’s face. She looked a little embarrassed, but held firm. “Every night for the past week, I’ve dreamed of Arthur and Guinevere and Lancelot. I thought I was going mad, until I read this. You haven’t had any?”

“No.” Ellie didn’t need to think twice. She’d hardly been getting enough sleep to dream since the start of the bombings, and when she had, her dreams had usually been full of burning buildings. “Nothing. Are you sure you aren’t just … ?”

“Aren’t what?” Martha shook her head before Ellie could answer. “I’m not imagining them. They’re not just dreams. I’m not saying I can explain it, but … Oh, you’ll understand when you have one yourself.” She swallowed the last of her weak tea with customary briskness, and stood. “I’ve got to go to work. Have the last of my porridge, if you like.”

She wasn’t sure what to say. Martha didn’t look disturbed by her own words—if anything, there was a soft wonder underlying them, a fragile joy that Ellie hadn’t seen in anyone for a long time. Still, that was disturbing in itself. The idea that dreams were spreading like a fantastical plague should be disturbing. Anyone who felt otherwise clearly wasn’t quite themselves.

But perhaps nobody was quite themselves. As explosions wracked the city night after night, Ellie began to hear others discussing the dreams: defiantly made-up women sharing details as they waited in line at the shops, tired mothers whispering their stories to children in the public air raid shelters, haggard old men in Home Guard uniforms exchanging them as they might news from the front. Whispers began to arise of wonders—a dragon glimpsed in the London Underground, a strange light over Stonehenge. Self-proclaimed prophets on the streets insisted they were miracles, heralding Arthur’s return at the time of Britain’s greatest need.

Ellie had never dreamed of Arthur, and she didn’t believe in miracles. But the idea that the world, already so precarious, was taking on another new and strange shape filled her with unaccountable dread. It was as though the incendiaries had cracked open the earth and allowed something old and primal to spill through.

It wasn’t why she had been sent to Camlan House, though. She had been sent, she suspected, because on the night of May 10 the British Museum Library had been bombed.

It had been the worst night London had seen since the start of the war, the climax to eight months of relentless attack. Hundreds of planes had screamed overhead, hour after hour, each one bringing earth-shaking explosions and fire and screams. Ellie had huddled in the basement of her boarding house alongside the landlady and the five other women boarding there, as dust shook from the ceiling and the concussions grew louder and louder. It felt like the end of the world.

More than fourteen hundred people were killed outright that night. The fires blazed over an area greater than that of the Great Fire of London. The House of Commons was destroyed; St. Paul’s Cathedral shattered. And when the all-clear sounded and Ellie stumbled up above ground, flames were rising from the direction of the British Museum.

She ran towards it, heart pounding, stumbling in her slippers, praying for the best. The roof had collapsed, and fire tore through the building, devouring stone and wood and, devastatingly, paper. All morning, Ellie fought alongside the firefighters and some of her colleagues to douse the flames, choking on ash, grime coating her skin and hair. Once, a frenzy of sorts had overtaken her and she had tried to fight her way into the building, desperate to save what she could, tearing at the rubble with heat-blistered hands until stronger hands had dragged her back. By the time the flames died, two hundred and fifty thousand volumes had turned to ash. Her books. She and her colleagues had fought through eight long months of bombs falling from the sky by focusing on protecting their charges, getting what they could to safety while keeping the library in operation to the best of their abilities. The smell of burnt paper tore open a wound she had been trying not to look at, and the pain of it was unbearable.

Perhaps her superior had seen that, or perhaps he had heard of her attempts to run into the flames. Perhaps it was simply that she was a woman, and a junior worker, and he was old-fashioned about such things. Perhaps it was surprising that she had been allowed to stay as long as she had. For whatever reason, as they made plans to relocate still more books to libraries in safer areas the following week, Mr. Weatherall called her to his makeshift office and told her that she was to go to Wales.

“To the National Library?” she asked, startled. The National Library of Wales in Aberystwyth had taken in books from all over the country since the war broke out, including tens of thousands of books from the British Museum Library. It made sense that they would be asking for more librarians. “I would rather stay here, truly. We’re doing important work.”

“We are,” he agreed, wearily. He was an old man, and the long nights of horrors had aged him further. “But there’s always work to be done elsewhere. And no, not to the library. This request comes from a private estate: a Camlan House, owned by a Professor John Emory.”

“Camlan,” she repeated. That flare of unease, a flash of knights fighting amidst the mud. According to legend, she remembered from her university studies, the Battle of Camlann was where Arthur had fallen. The day Camelot had ended, and the Round Table had been broken forever. A coincidence, of course, but still.

“He has a substantial private library that he has a mind to donate to the museum, and we need someone to catalogue it. He specifically requested we send someone with experience in medieval codexes and Welsh and Irish folklore. You specialised in both at university, did you not?”

Her heart, always heavy these days, sank like a stone. She fought to keep her voice reasonable. “Still, surely there are more useful assignments for me in London?”

“That’s why you’ve been here until now. This request actually came in March, but we couldn’t spare you. It’s different now, with so many books either destroyed or going elsewhere.”

“Where is this house?”

“The coast of North Wales, some thirty miles from Caernarfon. You should be a long way from any bombing.”

“I don’t want to be a long way from any bombing!” she protested. “I’m not an evacuee, Mr. Weatherall.”

“You’re an archivist,” he said. “There will be books at the professor’s house. I fail to see the problem.”

“The problem,” she said evenly, “is that London is my home. This is my job. And if the museum is destroyed and I’m safe miles away on the coast of North Wales, I will never forgive myself.”

If she’d hoped to break through to him with her bluntness, it failed. He didn’t even look up from the papers on his desk. “Yes you will,” he said. “You’ll tell yourself you had to go where we sent you. That is your job—what’s more, it’s your duty.”

The word silenced her, as he intended. Everyone had to do their duty. Bombs were falling from the sky, soldiers were dying thousands of miles from their homes, and the war had spread to almost every corner of the world. She could hardly refuse to go where she was sent, even though those same orders felt like desertion.

He must have seen her surrender, because his voice softened. “If it’s any consolation,” he said, “they’re saying the worst of the Blitz is over. But I doubt anywhere is particularly safe these days.”

_______________

As Wilder had promised, Mrs. Leaf was waiting to greet them when the car pulled up at Camlan House. She was an upright, formidable figure, perhaps in her mid-fifties, with impeccable brown hair and a stern face set above a starched collar. Her features were handsome and her eyes were soft and dark, but nobody would dare notice.

She stood proudly in front of the house as Ellie stepped out of the car, as though she had a retinue of servants and not an empty gravel drive. Her voice, unlike Wilder’s, had the proper Welsh lilt. “Welcome to Camlan, Miss Ambrose. I’m Mrs. Leaf, the housekeeper. I hope you had a pleasant journey?”

“Very nice, thank you,” she said, politely and untruthfully. The journey had taken all day in multiple trains packed with men in uniform, with several delays and detours due to damage to the tracks, but she would have died rather than complain to the severe-looking woman in front of her. “It was good of Mr. Wilder to meet me at the station.”

“It was neither good nor bad of him, I assure you. It’s his job to drive you anywhere you care to go.”

Perhaps it was the unfamiliar accent, or the curiously impassive face, but Ellie found herself unsure how to take that comment. She couldn’t help but feel that she had done something wrong, in a way she hadn’t since her first weeks working in the museum archives. Perhaps she’d been too haughty with Wilder; perhaps she hadn’t been haughty enough with Mrs. Leaf. Perhaps she should have greeted either or both of them in Welsh, as she’d been rehearsing in her head the night before, though she wasn’t at all sure of the pronunciation and they hadn’t done so to her. She also, under the scrutiny of those dark eyes, couldn’t help but be aware that she had been travelling all day, her skirt was rumpled and her dark curls, always unruly at best, were escaping their pins.

“Miss Ambrose was asking about the name of the house,” Wilder said. “Whether it had anything to do with King Arthur.”

“I believe Camlan refers to the stream that runs through the woods behind the house,” Mrs. Leaf said. “The word translates to something like ‘crooked bank.’ I don’t think there are any Arthurian connections with the house.”

This time, there was no doubt she had been reprimanded. “Of course not.” She wished she didn’t blush so easily. “It was only a passing thought.”

“Arthur is on the minds of many people these days, it seems. Wilder, after you’ve taken Miss Ambrose’s bags to the door, I wonder if you’d take a look at the stables? That stallion’s trying to kick the place down again.”

“I can carry my own bag,” she said quickly. “There’s just the one.” Quite apart from not wanting to make extra work, a stallion kicking down the stables sounded serious.

“Just as you like. I’ll show you to your room.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Miss Ambrose,” Wilder said, with a nod that was somewhere between guarded and friendly. Her inadvertent snub in the car still evidently stung. “Welcome to Camlan House.”

_______________

By this time, she knew better than to expect derelict old rooms and cobwebs inside the house, but she was still pleasantly startled by the light, bright entrance hall. Its panelled walls glowed a warm cream in the late-afternoon sun, the heavy door muffled the wind from the sea, and its worn Edwardian furniture invited guests to sit down and make themselves at home.

Not that Mrs. Leaf offered any chance of that. Ellie paused once, to admire the great iron chandelier suspended from the high ceiling, and when she lowered her head she found she had to hurry to catch up with the housekeeper.

Upstairs, the house splintered into a confusing labyrinth of corridors. Without Mrs. Leaf, Ellie would quickly have been turned around; as it was, she found herself trying to memorise the turns, as though she was being kidnapped. Most of the rooms they passed were shut up, or their half-open doors revealed only sheets draped over the outlines of furniture. On the second floor they passed a small sitting room, but its windows were already blacked out for the night, heavy curtains pulled to the floor and fastened with a deft hand. It made her remember the sheer number of windows she had seen from outside the house, every one of which would need to be covered according to blackout regulations so that no chink of light could be seen through them.

“We black out only a few rooms at night,” Mrs. Leaf said, as though reading her mind, “and I’m afraid I must ask that you confine yourself to them after dark, or at least not bring a light into the others. I hope this won’t be an inconvenience.”

“No, of course not.” It occurred to her that Mrs. Leaf’s stiffness might actually be embarrassment at the state of the house, left neglected with only her and Wilder to care for it. “I think it’s a very sensible plan. Is the library nearby?”

“It’s on the ground floor.” Mrs. Leaf was starting up yet another flight of stairs. Ellie gritted her teeth, fumbled for a more comfortable grip on her suitcase, and hoisted it high. “I can show you tomorrow, after breakfast. There’s a hot bath waiting for you in your room, and supper can be brought to you there. I’m sure you’re tired after such a long and inconvenient journey.”

She really would have preferred to see the library at once, but she didn’t like to insist on it. The sun was sinking rapidly; perhaps the library didn’t have blackout curtains in place.

“That sounds lovely,” she said, breathlessly, and once again untruthfully.

Her room was at the top of the tower she had seen from the road. She wondered, huffing and puffing her heavy bag up the last precarious staircase, whether Mrs. Leaf had put her as far out of the way as she could. When the door opened, however, she found she didn’t care.

“Oh, it’s wonderful,” she exclaimed. This time, she meant it entirely.

It was not an overly large room, but it was easily three times the size of her tiny quarters in London, and it was bright and airy. An assortment of books stood along a shelf, their spines too worn for the titles to be easily visible. The wide windows overlooked the sea, and the white walls, sea views, and oak furniture gave it a nautical air. This was aided by the large brass telescope that pointed out to the horizon, an armchair at its side. With the steep drop of the cliffs below, it might have been a ship about to rise into the air or drift over the waves, leaving the world behind forever.

“The bath is through that door there,” Mrs. Leaf said. “There are matches and extra candles in the drawers, should you need them—I’m afraid we don’t have electricity at Camlan. I’ll bring you your supper and put up the blackout, then I’ll leave you to get some rest.”

Ellie pulled her attention back to the housekeeper quickly. “Thank you. May I ask—where do you and Mr. Wilder sleep? If I need to ask you anything—”

“Wilder doesn’t live in the main house. He has the groundsman’s cottage near the stables. My rooms are in the servants’ wing, close to the kitchens. But there’s no need for you to come down there. That’s what the bell is for.” Ellie must have looked blank, because Mrs. Leaf walked to the head of the bed, where a coiled rope hung from the ceiling. “Here, madam.” Her patience was ever so slightly exaggerated. “If you pull it, a bell rings downstairs, and it will summon me.”

“Of course.” She had heard of ringing for servants, but it seemed absurd in this day and age, especially when she and Mrs. Leaf were the only ones in the house. She knew better than to say so. “Thank you.”

While Mrs. Leaf was in the bathroom arranging the towels, Ellie went over to the bookshelf to inspect the row of books. An anthology of Welsh mythology, for children; a volume of Keats; three Agatha Christies; a few authors she’d never heard of. The largest was a cracked Victorian edition of Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur. Her fingers brushed the spine, tracing Arthur’s name, then pushed it back quickly. She took one of the Poirots instead.

_______________

The old tin bath was full to the brim and piping hot, despite the lack of plumbing—she couldn’t imagine how Mrs. Leaf had filled it on her own. The heat relaxed the long day’s journey from her bones, along with some of the worry and confusion she’d carried for months. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a bath all to herself, not shared with a floor full of other young women. More importantly, the skies were quiet. By the time she pulled herself from the water, she was yawning deeply.

The dream came almost before she closed her eyes.






Nimue


N ow that I know how many people there are in the world, I can see how it might have been lonely growing up under the Lake. We lived in the ruins of what must have been a vast civilisation, long since sunk beneath the waves. We went to the surface rarely, and always under my mother’s guidance; even then, the nearest villages were many miles away, and in my entire childhood I saw them only a handful of times. But back then, I never thought of it. My whole world was the drowned city, with its crumbling chambers and flooded corridors; it was peopled with my mother and Mordred and Lancelot, and that was enough.

I spent many hours alone in the great library tower, reading or practising my magic, and I loved every one of them. If I wanted company I would play hide-and-seek with Mordred amidst the blank-faced statuary, or I would help Lancelot practise with sword and spear and bow in the Great Hall. Lance had a horse and a falcon, both of which he’d raised and trained himself, and I learned from an early age that I could ride the horse as long as he was there, but the falcon was never to be flown by any hands but Lance’s.

“It isn’t you, Nimue lass,” he said to me, kindly as ever. I loved his deep, soft voice, with its edge of rolling northern dialect from his childhood before the Lake. “She’s a wild thing. She trusts me, and me alone. Besides, she’ll take your fingers off if you’re not careful.”

But he let me stroke her beautiful crested feathers, and slip the leather cap on her head to settle her.

Lancelot was not my brother, or any true relation at all. He was a mortal whose parents had drowned crossing the Lake. Mother had found him alone and crying in their wrecked boat, and brought him beneath the waters to raise to manhood. He had been a small, serious, ugly child, Mother said, with a frown he had yet to grow into. He soon grew into his frown and out of any ugliness, but he kept that same seriousness. There was always an air about him of taking each day as a challenge to be met as valiantly as possible. I think he never really felt at home under the Lake, away from the sunshine of the mortal world. I know he was troubled by the story my mother told about him, which was similar in so many ways to the one she told about me. He too was to bring about the doom of Camelot. He and Arthur’s queen, Guinevere, would fall in love, and when their betrayal was discovered it would tear the kingdom apart.

Unlike me, Lancelot didn’t have to train for his role as seducer and betrayer. As a mortal, it would have been pointless. Our home was right on the border between our world and Avalon, the Otherworld. When a mortal left the Otherworld, even the fringes of the Otherworld as we were, they quickly lost all memory of everything that had befallen them there. By the time Lancelot reached Camelot, he would have no idea of what he had been sent to do. All his training was to make him the greatest knight he could be, perhaps the best in the world. He and Guinevere would simply happen, Mother said, without either of them being any the wiser. I never knew whether I envied him that forgetfulness of his own doom, or whether that would make it worse when the time came.

Mordred was another matter entirely. He was truly Mother’s nephew—his real mother was her sister, Morgause, and the blood of the fae ran true in his veins. As a child he was golden haired and light-footed, sometimes laughing, sometimes mischievous, always impossible to pin down. A year older than me, he was slighter and smaller, and I always felt as protective of him as I felt protected by Lancelot. Perhaps this had as much to do with his background as his person. He too had been stolen from the wreckage of a ship, and his history was even darker. I had heard my mother tell it many times, as Lancelot practised his swordplay down the corridor.

“My father was Gorlois, duke of Tintagel,” Mother would say. “My mother was Igraine, a Cornish princess of fairy blood. When my sisters and I were still young, the tyrant king Uther Pendragon invaded our lands, murdered our father, and forced our mother into marriage.” The look in her eyes sent a wild shiver down my spine. “He married my sisters off to faraway kings, and sent me to be raised in a convent. Arthur was born soon after, and Merlin, the king’s wizard, took him to be raised by Sir Ector in secret. There he remained, ignorant of his birth, until Uther caught the flux and died in the agony he deserved fourteen years later.”

“And Arthur pulled the sword from the stone,” Mordred said. He always wanted to hurry over this part, to reach his own entry into the story. His eagerness made me feel sick without quite knowing why. “And became rightful king of Britain.”

Mother nodded tightly. “A few years later, he and my sister Morgause met in her husband’s halls. Morgause had been married and sent away long before Arthur had been born. She knew he was Uther’s son, but she didn’t know our mother was also his, and nor at that time did he. They lay together, because Arthur was a romantic young warrior and Morgause had hated her husband since the day she met him. Nine months later, at the beginning of May, you were born, Mordred.”

Mordred knew what came next, but always asked. “What did my father do?”

“It wasn’t Arthur alone,” Mother said. “It was Merlin. He told Arthur that Morgause was his half-sister, and that if you grew up you would bring ruin on the kingdom. So, on Merlin’s advice, Arthur ordered every child born on May Day to be put in a boat, and taken across the sea to France. The boat went down in a storm. They all drowned—all but you. I never had the chance to tell my sister that I had managed to pluck you from the sea. She went mad with the loss of her son, and died of grief.”

She gripped our hands then, so tight my bones grated. The blue-black designs that entwined her wrists, the mark of the Lady of the Lake, stood out stark against her white skin. “Arthur will pay for what he has done. He’ll have his ruined kingdom, Mordred, at your hands. But it was Merlin who brought it about, and he will pay too. You will make him pay, Nimue.”

Her gaze fixed on me, bright and blazing, until I nodded.

I alone was the true-born daughter of my mother. I didn’t know who my father was—the one time I had asked, Mother had told me curtly that he was nobody important, and I hadn’t dared to ask again. I knew that I had magic in my veins from my mother, as Mordred did to a lesser extent. The blood of the Old Ones was unpredictable, Mother had told me once, but it tended to run stronger through the female line. I knew that my skin was pale, like my mother’s, but my hair was the warm brown of the earth above the Lake. And I knew that one day I would be sent to the surface of the Lake, to Camelot, to find Merlin and become his apprentice. I would gain his trust, and I would betray him. My name was Nimue, but Merlin knew the stories as well as my mother, and so he could never know me by that name. To him, I would be Viviane.

When Mother spent time with me alone, it was always in teaching me to be Viviane. Viviane was a real person to my mother, perhaps more real than I was. She was a brilliant witch, adept at spells and ambitious for knowledge. She was witty and talented and effortlessly seductive. She was a weapon, shaped to be irresistible to Merlin, honed and sharpened to lead him astray and seal his fate.

I was always gifted in magic. I loved it; no amount of study ever bored me. The power dancing in my blood was like light or air, and when I found the words to release it, it surged like a swell of pure joy. What I found hard was the rest of Viviane: her light laughter, her poise, her teasing ways. I was a quiet, determined young girl—I had a fiery temper when roused, but the few times Mother took me into the world above the Lake I was stiff and awkward with strangers. At thirteen I caused Mother endless hours of frustration, with her cajoling and furious by turns, and me bursting into frequent tears.

“I’ll never get it,” I wailed to Lancelot one evening, as he rubbed down his horse after a ride through the corridors. “I’ll never be who she wants me to be.”

“You’ll get it,” he said, with unexpected assurance. “You don’t see yourself. I do. You’re growing every day. You have no idea how powerful you’ll become.”

I gave a very un-powerful sniff. “Truly?”

“Truly.” He gave me a one-armed hug, and I buried my face in his tunic. “As soon as you stop feeling sorry for yourself, anyway.”

I laughed shakily.

“Just promise me one thing,” he added, and his voice was so serious that I pulled away and looked up at him. I think that was the first time I realised, in turn, just how much he had grown recently. “I’ll ride out for Camelot soon, to seek my fortune and become a knight. Promise me, when I’m gone, that you won’t let Mother make you into anything that you don’t want to be.”

“I don’t want you to go.” I barely heard the rest of what he had said—my grip tightened on him in panic. It wasn’t only that the thought of the Lake without him filled me with fear. Once he went into the world, he would forget us. He would never again look on me and know me for myself. “Do you really have to go?”

“It’s too late for me, Nimue. My doom was fixed a long time ago. Just promise, won’t you?”

I nodded, not really understanding but wanting to make him happy, and he pressed a brotherly kiss to the top of my head before swatting me away. “Now go on. Wash and brush yourself up for dinner. You don’t want Mother to see you cry.”

Lancelot rode out that summer. We all followed him to the shores of the Lake to wish him farewell, and watched him disappear down the path into the dappling sunlight. It was another year before I learned the secret to being Viviane.

It came when I was watching Mother teach Mordred a lesson in the library. I was curled up with a book of my own in the window seat, too far away to hear the words, and it was perhaps for this reason that Mother’s expressions so caught my attention. Her pale, pointed face was flushed and animated; her eyes sparkled; magic seemed to crackle the air around her though no enchantment was taking place. She looked a different person entirely.

Of course. Viviane was Mother—a younger, less bitter Mother, as she had been before Merlin and Arthur had twisted her heart and driven her beneath the Lake. That was who she wanted me to be. She wanted to send a young version of herself to Merlin, to bewitch him and destroy him. That was who I had to become.

The next time Mother came to me in the library, I was ready. I tried to feel my mother’s spark, her dangerous smile. I tilted my head winningly to one side, coy and knowing; I let my magic tantalise and tease. I pictured Merlin, a man I had never seen, and let myself hate him as my mother did.

“I want to be your apprentice,” I said to the air in front of me. “I want you to teach me everything you know.”

For the first time, my mother nodded. Her satisfaction fed the starving parts of my heart, the parts that magic couldn’t sustain. “That’s it,” she said.

_________________

I thought I would be sent to the surface soon after that. I had been afraid of the idea when I was a child. I couldn’t imagine venturing out alone, to meet an enemy with so much more knowledge of the world than I had. But as the years went by and I grew into adulthood, I began to yearn for it. The Lake was darker and colder without Lancelot, and as Mordred grew up he became distant and strange. Our mother’s hate soaked into him like a stain on wood. He had nightmares every night, and his laughter became bright and sharp-edged. I was lonely then, as I hadn’t been before. I wandered the dark halls, sometimes conjuring phantoms to dance with, other times simply imagining what it must be like amidst the trees and the sun. And yet I couldn’t leave. Mother had said I wasn’t ready, and I couldn’t imagine defying her.

One day, shortly after my twenty-fifth birthday, Mother found me sitting on the broken wall that ringed the city, looking out into the depths of the water.

“You want to be free of this place, don’t you?” she said to me.

“I want to bring about your revenge,” I said, cautious. I wanted to please her, more than anything else. I loved her. Deep down, too, I was afraid of her. She had never once threatened me, or even been more than icily displeased, but I knew that her rage would be a terrible thing.

“You will.” She sat down beside me, and I watched, envying her easy elegance. I could be elegant with great effort, as Viviane. As myself, now, I sat with my shoes kicked off and my knees drawn up, skirt stained with mud from the flooded corridors. This once, she didn’t correct me. “And once that’s over, you can do whatever you like. You don’t have to be tied to the bottom of this Lake like me, you know. The whole world can be yours.”

The whole world. The words roared in my ears, and the magic in my blood thrilled.

“As soon as the past has been put to rest,” Mother said. She was looking at me with a softness I hadn’t seen before. “I promise.”

I had to swallow down the longing in my throat before I could speak again. “I wish the past were put to rest now.”

“Good.” Mother stroked my tangled hair back from my forehead. Whatever she saw in my face must have pleased her; she gave one nod of satisfaction. “Because it’s time.”






Elaine Ambrose


May 1941

I t’s time.

Ellie sat up, heart hammering, the words ringing in her ears. Her head was filled with dark corridors and watery light; her body was tensed for air raid sirens and the familiar scramble downstairs to the basement. But there was no light, and no siren, no hurried patter of footsteps on the stairs or Martha pounding on her door telling her to get a move on. When she fumbled to light the oil lamp by her bed, the clock face showed barely midnight, a few hours after she had lain down. Outside the blackout curtain was only the wind.

“It was a dream,” she said, out loud. “That’s all.”

And not an Arthur dream. Arthur had barely featured—the voice had been another’s.

She lay back in bed, fighting to breathe slowly and deeply. In London, the blackout curtains had always made her feel safe, enclosed in her room with her bedside lamp the only pool of light. Here, the much larger room felt vulnerable, as though monsters could be lurking outside. It was too easy to imagine the black fabric hid a vast watery expanse, with the corridors of a drowned city stretching away into the distance. She closed her eyes, only for them to open of their own accord.

“Oh, blast,” she said, and sat up.

This was supposed to be safer than London, after all. There were no cars to hit her in the pitch-black streets, no planes screaming overhead. Nothing but sea air and hilltops for miles. If she couldn’t sleep, she may as well take advantage of it.

She pulled on her coat over her pyjamas, and thrust her feet into her shoes.

_______________

Outside her curtained bedroom, the moonlight was startlingly bright. She had brought a torch with her from London, but she found she could slip it into her coat pocket as she made her way down the many stairs and out the front door.

The view over the cliffs was even more dramatic under the night sky. The waves glowed on the horizon, the reflection of the moon forging a path out to sea. A cold wind tugged at Ellie’s coat, ruffling her hair and blasting the last threads of the dream away. She breathed in the salt air, and felt her heart rate finally calm. No lakes, no magic, no underwater cities. Just the wild country behind her and the sea in front of her, as though the house was perched at the edge of the world.

It wasn’t until she caught the smell of smoke that she realised she wasn’t alone.

Wilder leaned against the drystone wall at the edge of the driveway, a lit cigarette in his hand, looking out to sea. He must have been deep in thought too, because he didn’t see her picking her way towards him until she called out a hesitant greeting.

He straightened at once, startled. “Miss Ambrose—”

“Elaine, please,” she interrupted. She still wasn’t sure of the rules of country houses, but in the vast, empty night she had felt a rush of relief at seeing another face, and she knew she couldn’t bear to have the only two people for miles keeping her at a distance. Mrs. Leaf seemed unlikely to ever want to be friendly; Wilder, though, had talked to her easily enough until she had reminded him he wasn’t supposed to. He seemed to be a servant in name only, as though it were a mantle he had taken up recently and kept forgetting he was wearing. “Or Ellie, if you’d rather. I’m not the lady of the house; I’m not even a guest. I’m here to do a job, same as you, Mr. Wilder.”

“Tom.” His self-assurance had trickled back; he gave her a smile that was only a little wary. “If you’d rather. You’re out late, aren’t you, Miss—Ellie? Is there something I can help you with?”

“You could lend me a cigarette, if you have one to spare. I promise I’ll return the favour.”

“Be my guest.”

Neither of them should have been smoking during the blackout, of course. Even a tiny light, her London landlady would have told her sternly, could be guiding enemy planes to the shores. But this wasn’t London, and there were no wardens to tell them off. Tom Wilder lit the cigarette for her, shielding the flame with his hand in an absent-minded way that suggested he too had recently been somewhere more strict.

“Can’t sleep?” he asked.

“No.” She leaned against the wall beside him and took a long drag of the cigarette. The reassurance of having a normal conversation mingled with the smoke in her lungs, soothing her ruffled edges. “This is all too strange to me still. I keep expecting to open my eyes to air raid sirens going off. Do you even have those in North Wales?”

“We do. There are a couple of airfields further north, and we’re not far off the flight path to Liverpool. You’ll hear the sirens from the village three miles away, more often than you’d like. Not as bad as down south, though.”

“One of the girls at my boarding house is from Cardiff. She told us that her family are sheltering in Cardiff Castle when the bombers come.” It had been a disquieting image: a medieval stronghold trying desperately to shield its charges from a weapon its builders could never have imagined. She shook her head, and looked out to the black sea. “It’s so quiet here.”

“I know.” Tom seemed to understand more than she was saying. “It keeps me awake too. It’s a funny old house.”

“How so?”

He shrugged, and shifted uncomfortably against the wall. “Oh, you know. I suppose all old houses have their peculiarities.”

That struck her as not even a good evasion, and it reminded her unhappily of what had pushed her out into the cold. She hadn’t meant to ask—it was the last thing she wanted to talk about—but she heard herself asking anyway.

“In the car, earlier … You mentioned the Arthur dreams.”

“That’s right,” he agreed, just a little too nonchalant. “I did.”

Her question came out a little too nonchalant too. “Why? Why did you think I was here to research them?”

“No reason. Honestly.” Tom was not a natural secret-keeper. She held a sceptical look for only a few moments before she earned a rueful laugh in return. The laugh relaxed his face unexpectedly, easing the lines of his brow and bringing a faint glint of mischief to his eyes. It came to her that his face had worn a lot more smiles before they had gone out of fashion. “All right, but this is going to sound mad. Last week, a woman showed up at the house on foot—an ordinary woman, well-dressed, from Fishguard. She said that Arthur was returning at midsummer, and her dreams had led her here. Mrs. Leaf made me drive her into town, and all the time she kept insisting it was this house.”

“It must have been the name,” she said, though her stomach had turned. The memory of Martha’s matter-of-fact certainty flashed unwanted across her mind’s eye, and with it long dark corridors and the flutter of a falcon taking flight.

“Must have been.” He didn’t sound convinced himself. “The thing is, there have been a few sightings around here. I’ve heard them talking in the village shop. One man swore he saw a giant crossing the cliffs under the last full moon.”

“Everyone has stories like that these days.” She took another drag of her cigarette, and refused to shiver. “As if we didn’t have enough to worry about without making up giants.”

Tom’s eyebrows raised. “You think they’re made up, then?”

“Well … yes.” She reconsidered her answer—she might, after all, be talking to someone with Arthur dreams of his own. He didn’t seem the type, but neither had Martha. “I don’t mean the dreamers are lying. They’re really having these dreams, hallucinations, whatever you want to call them. But giants are made up, aren’t they? Imaginary. So are knights and dragons and magic swords. So is Arthur.”

“There’s evidence that Arthur was a real person, one time or another. Probably a Roman warlord, or an early Welsh king. There are a lot of places that claim to be the site of Camelot too, or even the Battle of Camlann.”

Ellie heard her own voice becoming too defensive in response, once again. “I don’t see that makes any difference. Even if he was a real person hundreds of years ago, you can’t truly believe he’s visiting people’s dreams now?”

“I never said he was.” There was an edge to his own voice now. “I’m not daft. All I meant was that if people are dreaming of made-up stories, they’re not making them up themselves. There are Arthurian scholars collecting accounts of the dreams as we speak, and they say all the dreams are variations of known myths, even when the people dreaming them have never heard those myths before. There were two children who had never heard of King Arthur at all, and they still managed to dream of the Lady of the Lake.”

“And there are psychologists saying that the dreams are a trauma response, because of the war,” she countered. “That seems a good deal more likely to me. Those children must have heard the stories somewhere and forgotten them, that’s all. Or perhaps Jung is right, and we are all connected to some vast collective unconscious, the same archetypes resurfacing over and over again. Either way, the last war taught us that the human brain does extraordinary things under stress.”

Tom was about to argue, she saw. He caught his response and pushed it back, like an escaped bird wrangled into a cage. “It’s possible,” he conceded instead, with forced calm. “I’ve never had an Arthur dream, so I can’t really judge. Still, you can’t deny there are some strange things happening lately.”

Normally she would have backed down herself. Tom clearly didn’t want to fight, and nor did she. But she couldn’t seem to stop. Her own dream was still running like silver through her blood, unpleasantly bright, and she wanted to excise it once and for all.

“Well, of course there are,” she said. “The world has gone mad. Half of it is fighting the other. There are bombs falling in the night. Hitler is marching across Europe, and death is coming with him. I haven’t dreamed of Arthur either, but I don’t think it’s surprising that people want a legend to return and save us. I just think it’s a mistake to dwell on stories when we have battles of our own to fight.” She stopped short, remembering belatedly that both Tom and herself were far from the lines of battle. “That is—as a country. At war.”

It was none of her business why he was here and not overseas.

He gave her a look, part knowing and part resigned. “Go on. You can ask, I don’t mind.”

“Ask what?”

“You know what. I know that look by now.”

She shrugged. If he wasn’t going to be embarrassed about it, neither was she. “Why haven’t you been called up?”

“There you go. I signed up at the start of the war. RAF.” He said it simply, matter-of-factly. She might have been imagining the prickles under the surface. But his jaw had tightened, and certainly any hint of laughter had gone from his eyes. “I was twenty-one, in my final year at Cambridge.”

Ellie stared at him, torn between guilt and curiosity. “I thought you were a groom,” she said, and could instantly have kicked herself. It was only that if he had been a student before the war and not a servant, it made sense of the way his manner flickered from friendly equality to belated deference and back again, not quite sure where he fit.

“My father’s a groom. His employer helped put me through school and then university. When war broke out, I dropped out with some friends of mine to fly planes instead. I was stationed at Hornchurch until last September.”

“What happened?”

“My plane crashed in the middle of a dogfight. Nothing heroic, just engine trouble. I broke a lot of bones I’d never heard of, spent three days in a coma, then another three months in hospital learning to walk again. They discharged me on medical grounds at the start of this year.”

She should have guessed—she’d seen others who’d come back wounded, after all. But he seemed too young, and too whole. And he hadn’t seemed like a pilot. Ellie had seen pilots on the newsreels, and she and Martha had met one or two on leave at a pub in London. Her impression had always been of confident young men, full of dash and bravado, trailing a Boys’ Own glamour and romance like wisps of cloud. But of course, pilots were people, not a startling new species that could fly, and battle scars weren’t always visible at first glance.

“I didn’t notice,” she said weakly.

“Well, excellent. That means my driving was probably all right. I’m not actually supposed to be behind the wheel of a car yet, but fortunately this is Wales, so nobody much cares.”

That would have made her smile under different circumstances, but she was far too mortified. It was bad enough that her assumptions had been wrong. The worst part was that she had been making them in the first place, and Tom had known it. It was one of the many unpleasant side effects of the war: that her mind, on seeing a young man far from active service, whispered words like shirker and coward, that it wanted to know why he was here when others were so far away, as though the former was to blame for the latter.

“I’m so sorry.”

“What for? I survived. Plenty of others don’t.”

“I mean … I shouldn’t have asked.”

“I told you to ask. I’d far rather people ask than assume the worst.” The defensive edge to his voice softened, so that she knew she hadn’t imagined it after all. “It’s nothing, really. It could have been a lot worse—it should have been, by all accounts. My war’s over for now, that’s all.”

She started to reply—to say God knows what, she had no idea—when she stopped short. So did he.

The glow on the sea had brightened imperceptibly as they had been talking. Now, coming in the wind, was a strange cacophony of sound. Ellie had never heard anything like it: a howling, a rumbling, mingled with an unearthly wail that rose the hairs on the back of her neck. She froze, silent, as it died away.

“What was that?” she whispered.

“It sounded like a hunt,” Tom said slowly. “Like hounds baying.”

“Who would be hunting at night?”

“Nobody. For one thing, there’s not a human soul about for miles.” He straightened; this time, because she was looking for it, she saw a slight stiffness to his right leg as he turned to stub out his cigarette on the wall. “I think we’d best be getting inside.”

_______________

He left her at the door to the great house. The baying of the mysterious hounds had faded away, but she was still ready to go in. The brief easiness between Tom and herself had flickered out once again, and she didn’t know how to get it back when it had once again been her fault. Besides, now her spike of panic had faded, the long journey had suddenly caught up to her. It had been a long time since she had had a sound night’s rest.

“Sleep well,” Tom said, and hesitated. “Just for the future—it’s probably best you don’t leave the house at night. Definitely don’t go too near the cliffs. It’s treacherous ground—and with the blackout, you know …”

“Right you are,” she said quickly, before he could tie himself in further knots. She knew, somehow, that this had to do with the cries and not the darkness of the path, and she didn’t want to know more. Not now, with only the stone walls of the house between her and whatever it had been. “Good night.”

Ellie made her way carefully up the stairs and through the confusing corridors, stopping only once, at an open window facing the sea. The ocean surged and glittered, as it had before. There was no sign of anything, for example, flying across the night sky or rising from the water.

“Oh for heaven’s sake,” she scolded herself, too loud.

Her bed was pleasantly warm after the cool air outside. She burrowed down, and closed her eyes.

She had meant it when she had told Tom Wilder that she had never dreamed of Arthur. She didn’t then either.

Instead, just as she had earlier that night, she dreamed of Nimue.
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