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This synopsis emphasizes the elements most
relevant to this book.

 

In A Man of Our Kind,
The Swithen Book One, a group of devils decide
that they want a human on earth, just as God had with Jesus, for
the purpose of leading humans to damnation. One of them decides to
impregnate a human woman in order to achieve this. A bright young
woman, Adhan, finds her life rapidly becoming a nightmare as
her family is killed one by one until the devil impregnates her. At
that time having an illegitimate child meant an automatic
condemnation to death by burning.

A holy hermit, Blaise, becomes
Adhan’s confidant and advisor. He suggests that she be put into a
tower until the baby is born. When it is, the infant is a hideous
devil until Blaise has it baptized, removing him from the devil’s
influence, but allowing him to keep his supernatural powers. Adhan
names the baby Merlin.

Merlin was born with the ability to see all
events of the past and future, and soon discovers that he can also
shape-shift. Changing into a bird and exploring the outside world,
his mind develops at a furious pace. By a year old, he can
speak.

The infant Merlin is able to defend his
mother at the trial for her life. Meanwhile, he searches for the
best way to take advantage the of incredible gifts he was born
with. Through the influence of his mother, he decides that he will
devote his life to transforming Britain through the creation of a
king, named Arthur.

In The Sons of Constance: The
Swithen Book Two, Merlin, now seven years old, is called to
assist tyrant king Vortiger in building a tower. Vortiger
had sided with the Saxons and had the king killed, sending the
king’s brothers Pendragon and Uther into hiding.
After Merlin instructs Vortiger to dig up two sleeping dragons and
let them fight to the death, Merlin tells him the meaning of the
fight; the outcast brothers will return and overthrow Vortiger.
When they do, Merlin sides with them in order to return the country
to British rule.

Elder brother Pendragon becomes king, but
both brothers have to wonder whether they are in charge, or merely
pawns of Merlin. Pendragon is killed in a massive battle that turns
the tide against Saxon rule of the country. Afterward, Uther
becomes king. Merlin creates a monument to Pendragon at Salisbury
(we know this as Stonehenge) and creates the Round Table. Unsure
whether he is fit to be king, Uther resolves to do his best
in the role.

When we begin The Void Place:
The Swithen Book Three, Uther is chafing under Merlin’s
control. Merlin has told him that a great king is to come, causing
Uther to question his own importance. Attempting to make his own
decision, Uther makes a terrible mistake, leading him to make a
complete break with Merlin. Both of these things send him careening
into depression, with only one thing he believes can cure him; the
love of beautiful Duchess Igraine. Trouble is, she is
married to one of Uther’s closest allies, and winning her will send
the country into civil war.

Crippled by depression, Uther sends his best
friend and chief knight Ulfius to woo Igraine, which he does
through a mixture of flattery and intimidation. When she finally
tells her husband, Igraine and her daughters, ten-year-old
Morgan and fourteen-year-old Margause, retreat to one
castle, while her husband fights off Uther at the other.

Seeing the king becoming incapacitated and
the country sliding into ruin, Ulfius reaches out to Merlin to help
Uther. The wizard changes Uther to look like Igraine’s husband,
while Ulfius looks like Igraine’s chief knight, Bretel.
Uther is able to spend one night with Igraine, who does not realize
she is being deceived until the morning, when news that her husband
was killed arrives. Safely away, Merlin tells Uther that he has
fathered a child, which he now owes to Merlin as the price of his
night of pleasure. Realizing that the future king he was so jealous
of will be his own son, and that even while breaking with Merlin he
was falling into his plan to create this king, Uther loses all
interest in life.

Still desperate to save his friend—and the
kingdom—Ulfius coerces Igraine into marriage with Uther. Her
daughters are also forced into marriages; Margause to King
Lot, Morgan to King Uriens—although Morgan is sent to a
nunnery until she is of proper age. Both girls vow to avenge their
mother and the ruin done to their own lives.

Merlin arranges for the child to be placed
into foster care with a poor family, Carlyle and
Nerida Ector. They are promised riches so long as
Lady Ector puts her own son, Kay, aside to nurse him from
her own breast. They must also promise never to tell the boy,
Arthur, that he is not their own child.

King Uther dies, and the land is left
without a ruler. Merlin appears in capital city Logres to
say that God will send a sign of who should be the next king. At
Christmas, a sword in a stone appears in the yard of St. Paul’s,
with an inscription saying that it can only be drawn by the future
king.

Meanwhile, Merlin is overcome with anguish
for destroying the lives of Uther and Igraine in his ruthlessness
to create Arthur. When he tells his mother, Adhan, what he
has done, she is furious and orders him to spend the next fourteen
years suffering as penance—without benefit of his powers.

Merlin bids goodbye to Blaise and
vanishes.
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Someone had left the door open, and a few
stray leaves were blowing around the edges of the chamber. Since
the room itself was octagonal, they were carried in a circle around
the edges, in the space behind the chairs that were pushed in to
their places at the Round Table. The red sash over the Perilous
Seat had come undone and was hanging listlessly, occasionally
flapping in the wind, making a tapping noise that was heard
throughout the vacant chamber. Ulfius reached down and ran his
fingers across the dull surface, leaving trails of vivid color in
the blanket of dust. His gaze raised across the intricately carved
circular design of intertwined vines toward the middle, and the
semblance of expanding and returning ripples on water that made up
the center.

“It’s a shame to see the table in such a
state,” he said.

“Well, that is what we are here to remedy,”
replied Rylan. His head then lifted. “Ah, but here is the
king.”

King Leodegrance stepped cautiously in,
first poking his head around the door, then, seeing the knight and
seneschal there, stepping fully into the room. He walked in with
his typical modest gait, hands clutching his robes closed against
the chill, and looked wistfully at the dusty surface of the table
as he approached the men. “Oh, it’s been a while since I’ve been in
this room,” he said, and shook his head. “This poor table.”

“That is what we requested to see you
about,” said Rylan, placing his hand on the table, then removing it
immediately, anxiously flicking the dust from his fingers. He
sighed and began. “It has been a year now that we are without a
king, and,” he gestured emptily, “we have no idea when that might
change.”

“Oh, but soon, surely,” said Leodegrance.
“Don’t you think?”

Ulfius returned his gaze solidly. “We don’t
know, do we? And without a king, the Knights of the Round Table,
and the table itself,” his hand indicated the empty places, “gather
dust.”

“Would you consider hosting the knights with
you in Camelide?” asked Rylan. “You could take the table with you
as well. You know that Carduel is growing weary of hosting us, and,
now that there is nothing to do,” he shrugged and sighed again,
“our brotherhood is in danger of…” his voice drifted off. “The men
yearn to go their separate ways.”

“If you could keep us, give us,” Ulfius
shook his head, “something to do. A place to gather,” he indicated
the table, “and reason to be. To stay together, and in fighting
shape, so that when a new king is chosen,” he clenched his fists,
“we’ll be there, ready to assist him.”

King Leodegrance’s eyes wandered over the
surface of the table as he thought about it. “I see,” he said
slowly. “I see, well,” his hand came to his chin, “it might work.
Let me think. Just until the new king is chosen?”

“Just until the new king is chosen,”
repeated Rylan. “And it would be very important. A great thing you
are doing, that would be well remembered.”

“Especially by the new king,” said Ulfius.
“Whoever he may be.”

Leodegrance gazed down at the table as he
pondered. “Well, it couldn’t be that long, could it?” he asked.
“Before we know who our new king will be?”

Rylan and Ulfius shared a glance, keeping
their faces impassive.

“No,” Ulfius said, shaking his head. “Not
long at all.”
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Morgan had found a quiet corner of the abbey
courtyard to sit and study her gospels, where she could hear the
gentle gurgling of the fountain making a sweet constant backdrop
within the sound of the birds and the lovely fresh spring breezes
that stirred the flowers. She held her book out, as a butterfly of
the most creamy white, with intricate markings of black flourishes,
had settled on the page, pumping its wings. The eleven-year-old
girl did not hear the approach of Mother Merle, but found the older
woman suddenly taking a seat beside her. The warm April sun shone
on them both, making Morgan’s golden hair glisten and blue eyes
shine brightly in the light reflected upward from her book. Mother
Merle smiled on her as they remained quietly, watching the
butterfly open and close its wings.

“What a beautiful butterfly,” said Mother
Merle. “The blessings of the new season are beginning to reveal
themselves.” She smiled warmly down at the young girl, crinkles
appearing along the sides of her eye. “Do you find that animals
often respond to you especially, Morgan?”

The young girl smiled and nodded
silently.

“As though you have a connection with them,”
Mother Merle said in her musical voice. “A connection perhaps
deeper than words could express.” It wasn’t a question, it was a
statement, and Morgan looked up at the woman with canny, knowing
eyes, to find the woman’s eyes looking knowingly back.

“Sister Hazen says that you are a very
sensitive learner,” continued Mother Merle. “Very attuned not just
to your lessons, but to the insights that multiply within them.
Between the words,” she said. “Between, and inside, the ideas.” She
nodded slowly, as they shared an understanding gaze. “And the
mysteries that can flourish there. Do you like mysteries,
Morgan?”

Morgan knew what she was talking about,
although no one else had ever mentioned such things to her. “Yes,”
she said. “I have always, Mother.”

Mother Merle smiled, then turned her gaze to
a tall, white lily that grew beside where she sat. Her long fingers
caressed the spotless white flesh of its flower. “If you would
like,” the Mother said in her fluty, sing-song voice, “I could
teach you more about these mysteries.” Her long finger traced the
raised vein that ran along the fleshy surface. “How to recognize
them, how to read them. How to control them, and use them.” She
made a strange gesture over the plant with an intricate but
graceful movement of her fingers, and a short, gentle rain spilled
from her hand to splash over the flower. Morgan looked at the
droplets of water on the white flower and green leaves as they
glistened in the sun. Mother Merle shook her hand dry, flourished
her fingers again, and when she opened her hand, a shining green
hummingbird was revealed. It flew away immediately, and Morgan
followed its arc into the sky. The older woman turned her warm,
gentle gaze toward her.

“Would you like to learn these mysteries,
Morgan?” she asked.

Morgan looked up and saw strange depths and
unusual colors shimmering in her green eyes.

“Yes, Mother,” she said, “I would like that
very much.”
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Both babies were sitting quietly on the
floor, looking about the sun-lit living room with that familiar
expression of bewilderment and wonder. Kay was absently pulling at
the cloth that covered his legs, while Arthur sat contentedly, eyes
focused into the middle distance of the room. The sun streamed in
through the rustling leaves outside, shining in endlessly moving
arrangements of beams on the backs of the two infants and
reflecting strongly off the thick carpet covering the floor. A
gentle breeze, coming in through the open space to which the window
had been pulled, tickled the hairs on the boys’ heads. Nerida
Ector, mother of Kay and adoptive mother of Arthur, sat at the end
of the table, near to the living room and away from her husband,
Carlyle Ector, and Duke Moreland, who sat chatting at the other
end, by the door to the outside. She kept her eye on the babies as
they talked.

Nerida was just over thirty and had light
brown hair of wavy curls spilling over her cheerful, well-fed face,
and her body was amply curved, pushing out into a rounded mass
where her bottom rested on the wooden chair. She had bright brown
eyes and a warm, smiling demeanor that could quickly drain into
cold harshness when displeased—although that could never be for
long, since she was so generally tickled by life. She thought she
had seen something out of the corner of her eye, over where the
babies were, so she was keeping one eye out there as the men
talked.

“How long has it been now? A year and a half
since King Uther died?” asked Carlyle. “And the country falling
into chaos with every passing week. Are there any hints of when we
might expect to have a new king?”

“They’ve left it up to this ridiculous sword
scheme. Have you ever heard of such a thing?” replied Moreland.

“I wasn’t sure it was real,” replied
Carlyle, absently rubbing a finger over the scar that split the
middle of his face, “or just a story. A magic sword in a magic
stone?” He shook his head. “Are you sure it’s real?” He was an
experienced lower-rung knight of about thirty-five, with reddish
hair, rugged strength, and a muted warmth that had to be
earned.

“And anyone can pull on it and give it a
try?” asked Nerida. She looked over at the babies, curiously,
because Arthur’s lips were smacking. He seemed to have eaten
something.

“As of next month, it will be anyone,”
replied Moreland, elbow on the table, fingers twisting the long
ends of his black mustache. He was a once-noble nobleman and looked
like it; everything about him had gotten a little worn, old and
saggy, all without his knowledge. His tone and movements were one
of a man who still considered himself to be in peak shape—and
assumed others thought that too.

“All the dukes and lords and knights of the
country have come to give it a try, you can be sure. And they all
say it’s real,” Moreland added to Carlyle. “Not one of them can
budge it. It’s been tried only by nobility so far, but now they’re
going to open it up to anyone. They have to, at this point. They’re
desperate. Men have come from as far away as the Orkneys, some from
Ireland… they’re coming from everywhere, and some of them quite
boastful too.”

“I’ll bet,” replied Sir Ector. “It’s just
the kind of thing that drives a knight mad, wanting to prove
himself.”

Nerida remained with her head turned to the
babies. Arthur’s lips were no longer moving, while the freckled
Kay, whose light reddish hair matched his father’s, was sitting
contentedly, yanking a corner of his blanket up and down.

“Well, who is it going to be if not
nobility?” Nerida asked, turning her head to the men. “Have they
been through everybody? We can’t have a commoner for king, can
we?”

“We haven’t so far,” said Carlyle. “I don’t
know if that means we can’t. It just says that whoever can pull the
sword from the stone will be king. It doesn’t say who it must
be.”

Nerida heard a strange noise, a low-pitched
fluttering. She turned her head in time to see Arthur once again
smacking his lips. He raised his bright blue eyes and stared
vacantly at the wider room, dark brown hair just beginning to
spread thickly over his tender head. She saw what looked like a
reddish stain on his fingers, and Kay looked directly at him for a
moment before getting distracted and glancing away again.

“Well, of course it must be nobility,” said
Moreland with assurance. “Although it seems so devilishly simple,
and no one can do it.” The duke held one corner of his mustache up
as he looked on them rakishly. “I’m going to make a trip to Logres
to try.”

“You are?” Carlyle said, opening his eyes
and mouth wide to suppress any laugh he might make.

“Oh!” Nerida feigned surprise in order to
cover her own chortle. Her eyes darted to her husband’s briefly,
and they shared a knowing moment. “Well, I'm sure you’ve got a real
chance!”

Moreland nodded knowingly, smiling with
great confidence. “That’s what everyone says,” he replied. “I
wouldn’t have even thought about it, but,” he shook his head in
amazement, “so many people kept telling me that I’m virtually
assured of it, I almost felt, well, it’s my duty to give it
a try.”

“So true!” said Nerida, who couldn’t keep a
smile from her face, although it dropped immediately when she
looked over once more to see Arthur put something in his mouth and
eat it, while Kay looked squarely at him, scowling. Arthur smacked
his gums, and this time had an unmistakable scarlet stain on his
lips.

“It is your duty,” Carlyle Ector shook his
head in such a way that his wife would pick up on, but Moreland
wouldn’t catch. “You certainly wouldn’t want to keep the country in
suspense if it’s you they’re looking for,” he said, nodding
agreeably. Moreland nodded too.

Nerida stood and walked over to stand in the
door to the living room, hands on hips. The two infants looked up
at her as she approached—Arthur definitely did have a red stain on
his lips—and regarded her for a moment before their attention
drifted away again.

“Something going on with the boys?” Carlyle
asked.

“Nothing really,” Nerida replied. She waited
a while, hands on hips, leaning against the door jamb. She resolved
that she would keep her eyes on the boys until she saw what was
happening. Her husband watched her, always aware of what she was
doing.

Moreland’s eyes searched between the two
parents, waiting for attention to once more be returned to him, and
when it wasn’t, smiled broadly and said, “You may be in the
presence of the next king of Britain!”

Ector’s eyes remained on his wife, whose
eyes remained on the babies.

“Then you’ll be sorry you’re no longer part
of my vassalage,” Moreland added smugly. “I can just see you
begging to be back in my service once I am king.” He laughed as
though this were hilarious, but both husband and wife’s attention
was elsewhere.

“Yes, I'm sure,” Ector said absently, still
watching his wife.

Her eyes were on the boys, on Arthur
specifically, but nothing out of the ordinary was happening. Still,
she would get to the bottom of it, so she kept her eyes trained on
the adopted baby.

“And you’ll be lucky if I consider taking
you back,” Moreland said. “After the way I’ve been treated.”

“Huh?” Ector turned to him. He saw Moreland
looking at him with impatience. “Yes, I’m sure you’re right,” he
said.

Nerida remained staring at Arthur, while he
simply sat contentedly, doing nothing. He had a placid demeanor,
and his movements were somehow graceful, while Kay’s were jerky and
ungainly. The whole thing went on like that so long she started to
feel like a fool, while Carlyle and Moreland once more picked up
their conversation. She watched, determined not to look away, but
finally it began to feel as though she were watching for nothing,
so she turned and went back to her seat.

“Well, I never knew just how much having a
good king meant,” she said. “But without one, this country just
slides into crime and distrust.”

“Indeed, far better you than no one,”
Carlyle muttered. He then stiffened, realizing what he said.

“Oh indeed, dear,” Nerida said at once, “the
Duke would be far better than,” she shook her head for a moment as
words escaped her, “many other people we could think
of.”

“That’s just what I meant,” blurted her
husband. They locked eyes for a moment but had to lower them
immediately so neither would burst out laughing. The Duke drummed
his fingers on the table, eyes darting from one to another under an
irritated brow.

Nerida settled once more back into her
creaky wooden chair, having placed her hand palm-down on the table
in order to support her weight as she lowered herself, when she
once more heard a quiet thrumming and turned her head toward the
boys. A sparrow had flown in through the window and sat perched on
the carpet near Arthur’s feet. It held a dark purple berry in its
beak.

The sparrow dipped its head and dropped the
berry just in front of the infant, then flew again to the window
with the softest fluttering sound of rapid wings. In a moment, it
was gone. Arthur reached forward and brought the berry to his mouth
as Kay looked on, scowling in bewilderment.
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The house was a fairly large two-level
wooden building. They had thought about moving once they had
started to receive money from King Uther in exchange for raising
Arthur, in accordance with the agreement that they had made with
him. Carlyle still couldn’t believe the high king had picked him,
out of any of the much more noble knights in the country. Also
strangely uncanny was the odd man who had set the entire
arrangement together. Nevertheless, now with the luxury of money,
the couple decided that although moving away would take them far
from Duke Moreland, Ector’s former lord, they decided that they
loved their house, and land, and the closest town, Stableford, too
much to leave. So they decided to stay on land they had bought back
from him, even after they were no longer obligated to Moreland as
vassals.

It was a decision they would come to regret
in time, but for the moment, they thought it would work out fine,
and they could just retain their two-room house and land, even
though it was close to his, and make it their own. They did use
their newfound wealth to add a spacious second floor, another room
downstairs, a small porch, and a front storage closet, making their
house one of the most luxurious in the region. In the center of the
house, the kitchen and living room remained the older, worn core of
greater age.

The house sat within a clearing in the
trees—not exactly forest. That spread out behind the house and went
on for miles. A thin dirt path led to the right as one stood at the
front door, making its way through the trees to the nearest road,
which emerged from the forest at that point. Another path led off
to the left, which wound down a hillside and eventually met up with
another road, the one that led to Duke Moreland's estate two miles
away. In front of them was a small yard, then a stone wall of about
three foot's height which had a few trees growing nearby to it,
making a sort of wall of foliage between them and the meadow
beyond. There was a large field with waist-high grasses and
wildflowers, which was on the furthest edge of their neighbor’s
land, so it was effectively theirs to use and became a de facto
extension of their land. Behind the house was a small narrow yard
filled by the stables which housed their horse, then some not-dense
area of trees, still not quite the forest proper.

Going just a quarter mile in, however, you
would find yourself in the forest. It spread out for miles from
where they lived and curved around their location so that leaving
the home from the east and south would lead into the forest, while
leaving from the north or west would lead through fields and toward
the nearby towns.

If you walked into the house via the front
porch, you would be in the generous kitchen. It had to be; it was
also the place where they ate and spent a lot of time, with a long
wooden table in the center, chairs pushed in around it. To the
right was a small storage area, one side of which was walled-in,
and served as a closet. At the back of the kitchen were the stairs
that led to the upper floors, and to the left, as you entered the
house, was the living room, which contained the fireplace and
wooden walls, covered by decorated tapestries dulled by darkness,
smoke and time, and a few big comfortable wooden chairs for mother
and father, covered by rugs and pelts. Either the floor or a small,
carpet-covered bench was reserved for the two boys. Out each of the
windows was an endlessly moving wall of leaves, near on one side
and far on the other, of the trees surrounding the house. The light
that penetrated in was mostly reflected off of the green leaves, or
shone in from the white reflections on a snowy day in winter, and
any sun reaching into the ground floor came through the endlessly
wavering shadows of leaves.

Upstairs there were only two rooms; the
parents' and the boys', along with a storage space, all connected
by a hall not more than three feet wide and six long. The parents'
room contained a bed and a few stools, lamps, piles of clothing and
blankets, the walls also covered by thick tapestries for
insulation. They were above the living room, and their window
looked out toward the path that led to the road. The boys' room
would be straight ahead at the top of the stairs, and contained
their two beds, centered to each side, creating a pathway one could
walk through to the window at the far wall, leaving room to walk
around the beds on either side. The walls were lined with a
waist-high shelf, with storage shelves below, made for the numerous
toys and books the children would have.

It was an extravagance the parents had
installed when they had come into so much money from their
obligation to the king. They figured if they were going to get so
much money in return for raising Arthur as their own, and never
letting on to him that he was not their own child, their own son
should greatly benefit from it as well. Especially since Nerida had
been forced to put Kay to a wet-nurse in order to feed Arthur from
her own breast. That part seemed unfair, and personal, but still,
it was very specifically stipulated. As a result, they felt they
were owed something special for it.

Who knew how Kay would turn out, being fed
from a stranger. He was fussy and temperamental, and the wet-nurse
who stayed around to feed him had her share of discomforts and
obvious frustrations, which she did not allow herself to show in
front of his mother. For that matter, who knew how Arthur would
turn out—or who he was at all? The parents watched him, waiting to
see.

Unnervingly, he repaid their interest. When
he nursed, he pressed his face lovingly against the flesh of
Nerida's breast, gazing dreamily up at her with his bright blue
eyes. She would get lost in them, their shared gaze, hypnotized,
falling inward.
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“Should we tell them?” asked Nerida. Her
hands were curled and close to her mouth. She held her knitting,
half-finished, in one hand.

“They can’t speak,” said Carlyle. “We could
tell them, and it wouldn’t matter.” The parents stood in the
kitchen area, watching the two boys on the floor in the living
room. They were almost two years old.

“It’s so awful what happened to her,” Nerida
said. “I feel like they would know.”

“The roads are getting more unsafe,” her
husband said.

“And it was because of our job she was
traveling alone after dark,” Nerida replied. “She wouldn’t have
been out otherwise.”

“That’s not our fault,” Carlyle said, moving
over and raising a warm hand to caress her back. “It gets dark
early this time of year.” He looked downward and sighed. “We’ll
have to find someone else, though.”

Kay’s wet-nurse had been raped and killed in
the forest on her way home from their house.

“And for just the last few weeks,” she said.
“Unless we… do you think we…?” she let her plaintive look to her
husband complete her question.

His face grew grave, and he looked down and
sighed. “How long is he from mushed carrots?”

“Two months,” she said.

He sighed, and directed his gaze to the
infants. “All I know,” he said, lifting his hand and dropping it,
“is that we promised the king that Arthur would be well-nourished,
by you.”

She said nothing.

“And you, specifically,” he added.

She lifted her face. “I’m sure I have enough
for both.”

His lips pressed together. The scar across
his face made his mismatched face appear even more mournful. “Last
week you said you barely had enough for Arthur,” he said, and
rubbed her shoulders as she remained quiet. “We’ll get someone
else.”

“A third woman,” she said.

He sighed again. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s
awful what happened to her. But yes, a third woman.”

She nodded, regained her composure, and slid
her hand over her wet face. She turned back toward the work she had
been doing. “Well, we will be surprised to see what sort of
character Kay might have, since he’ll have supped from two
different women, neither of which is his mother.”

He nodded and took in the implications.
“Maybe it will give him the strength of two,” he said.

“Or he’ll be weak,” she replied. “A
mish-mash.”

He sighed again and let his hand rub along
her back, then patted it reassuringly. “I know,” he said. “But that
is what we agreed to, in exchange for all this. And our income, our
great income.”

“I know,” she said.

“And freedom from service to Moreland,” he
added, giving her a quick kiss on her wet brow. “That’s worth
anything.”

She nodded heavily, eyes downcast. “We don’t
even know who he is.”

He squeezed her once more and stood. “He was
important to the king,” he said, “his upbringing. And he was
entrusted to us, above all others.”

Nerida nodded again. “I know,” she sighed.
She returned to her work. He kissed her forehead again, then stood
and moved across the room, beginning to climb the stairs.

“Have you been praying for God to send us a
king?” she asked after him. “I didn’t hear you last night.”

He looked annoyed. “We prayed for a
sign of the king,” he said. “Now we have to pray for the
king.” He shook his head. “It’s maddening.”

She turned back to her work. “Well, it’s
what we have to do,” she said, “if we want our wet-nurses to stay
alive.”

 


 


 -6-

 


 


The winter had come and the muted greens
outside were covered with a brilliant white coating of snow. Nerida
joked that God had sifted flour over their house and yard. The
couple sat inside with the fire on.

“Kay kept down his mushed peas just fine
this morning,” Nerida said, lowering the tunic she was mending. She
had a slight, satisfied smile on her face. “Perhaps we might be
able to let the wet-nurse go completely if they’re still doing well
by next week.”

“Mm,” Carlyle agreed. His eyes were trained
on his book, his chest and shoulders at an awkward angle in order
to keep its pages under the fading light of the window. The light
made the mismatched sides of his face appear even more bent inward
in a stolid, dog-like way that his wife found adorable. “Arthur’s
been on solids without a problem?”

“He took to them without a fuss and has been
just as happy as a puppy with two tails,” she said. “As
always.”

Her husband kept his eyes on the page, but
she saw his expression darken slightly. A hollow howling sound grew
up suddenly as a wind outside curved around the house. The fire
crackled. “It’ll be nice,” she began. “It’ll be better now that I
can feed Kay myself.”

He nodded, keeping his eyes on his book, but
his brow was tensed. They sat in silence for a moment. Abruptly her
husband lowered the book onto his legs and raised his eyes to her.
“We can’t favor Arthur,” he said. “We have to be careful about
that. Kay is our son.”

“I know,” she said. She sighed and turned
the tunic within her fingers, checking her stitching. “Now that I
can feed him,” she said, “I can hold him and feed him like a mother
should.” She pursed her lips. “Although he doesn’t make it
easy.”

“No?”

“He fusses,” she said. “He spits up.”

His eyes were once more on his page,
although they didn’t move. “It’ll take time,” he said. “He has to
get used to you. It’s too bad that had to wait until he was older.
That’s unfair. But we can’t,” he breathed in and huffed out. “We
have to give Kay affection.”

“I know,” she replied softly.

His face grimaced slightly, and he angled
his shoulders and chest even more awkwardly out of his chair to
move his book closer to the light. “Even though Arthur’s so
goddamned,” he scrunched his lips and held for a moment,
“delightful.”

She sighed, her wistful eyes looking through
the window at the bluish snow in the falling twilight. “I
know.”
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On a winter day when the boys were just
four, their father opened the door to allow Pedrawd in. The plants
outside were in the dull green of winter and were covered by a
fresh layer of snow, and it was far too cold to spend any time
outside. Beside him was his wife Tibby, who held a warmly wrapped
bundle in her hand and behind them, their son Bedivere, also
four.

“Pedrawd, friend, come in here,” said
Carlyle, opening the door wide. “You too,” he beckoned the wife,
and placed his hand on Bedivere’s back as he passed inside. Pedrawd
removed his cloak, and then carefully took the bundle out of his
wife's hand as she removed her own coverings. Nerida came down the
stairs.

“Ooh, the new baby! I can't wait to see!”
She ducked her head into the living room, where the boys played on
the floor in the cool winter light. The fire warmed the room.
“Boys!” she said. “Get in here. Pedrawd and Tibby are here with the
new baby!”

The boys clambered to their feet and came
toward the door to the kitchen.

“Put those things to the side,” their mother
said, waving her hand at their toys. “We don’t want anyone tripping
on them!” Arthur walked back and kicked the wooden knights and
horses to the side, while Kay turned and kicked in a desultory way,
not really moving anything. In a moment they entered the
kitchen.

Tibby sat at the table, gingerly opening the
wrapping around the baby's head to reveal a scowling infant face,
eyes still closed. Pedrawd stood proudly to the side as Carlyle and
Nerida leaned forward to look. “This is Lucan,” the mother
said.

“Great name,” Carlyle said.

“Oh, he could not be more adorable!” Nerida
gushed. “Look at those cheeks!”

“I guess Moreland's paying you enough to
grow your family on,” Carlyle said.

Pedrawd closed his eyes and shook his head
ruefully. “I wish he was, but we just,” he glanced down at his
wife, “we’ll make it work.”

“Oh, you have to!” said Nerida. “Look at
this blessing!” She reached out a finger to run along the infant's
cheek. “His skin is so soft!” she exclaimed.

“Moreland makes clear that you're always
welcome back into his employ should you ever need it,” Pedrawd said
to Carlyle.

“God forbid that day should ever come,” said
Nerida.

Ector shook his head. “We're free of him
once and for all—”

“Thank the lord!” his wife exclaimed.

“And mean to stay that way,” he
finished.

“Just the sight of that man gives me the
willies,” Tibby said.

“He's repugnant,” Nerida agreed. She lifted
her head and saw Arthur and Kay there. “Boys, come in and see the
baby.” She waved them closer, then placed her hand on Arthur's back
as he leaned in.

The baby's cheeks seemed clear and fresh,
like a flower's petal. “Nice,” Arthur said, smiling at the mother.
He wasn't sure what he was supposed to say. Kay forced a smile but
said nothing.

“I think he's a little bit fixated on you,”
Pedrawd said to Carlyle. “He mentions you all the time.”

Nerida raised her head. “Who? Moreland?”

Pedrawd nodded. His eyes were grave. “It
just burns him up that you got away. He wants to be the one making
the decisions.”

Ector moved to stand behind his wife. “Well,
we did get away, that's the important thing.” His eyes darted once
to Arthur.

“I wish such luck would happen to us,”
Pedrawd's wife said.

Nerida smiled, and her eyes glanced quickly
at Arthur too. The boy noticed but soon forgot about it.

Kay moved beside Pedrawd to stand next to
Bedivere, who had been standing quietly behind his father.

“What's it like to have a new brother?” Kay
asked.

Bedivere moved his mouth closer to Kay's
ear. “We'll talk later,” he whispered.
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When the boys were about six, both of them
sat on the floor of the den, while Nerida was sewing in her chair
and Carlyle reading. Kay had been staring at Arthur for a while,
brow furrowed, as Arthur continued working on the straw man they
were building together. Abruptly Kay pointed with straightened
arm.

“How come he doesn’t look the same as us?”
he asked loudly.

Both parents froze. Arthur looked up and
turned to find Kay’s outstretched arm pointing directly at him. Kay
and his father were a reddish brown, Nerida’s hair light brown and
curly. He listened for the answer too. He hadn’t ever thought about
himself being different, or that it might mean anything, but now
that he considered it, he could see that he was.

“He does look the same,” blurted Carlyle at
once.

“It’s just the variety that God gives to all
that he creates,” Nerida said, raising her hands. “Which is
wonderful. Arthur is every bit your brother, no matter what he
looks like,” she said authoritatively, nodding. She then lowered
her gaze and concentrated wholly on her sewing.

Kay remained looking at Arthur suspiciously
for a moment, before he wrinkled his nose and lowered his gaze.

Arthur didn’t find himself thinking about it
much right away, but as the days went on he found himself looking
into reflective surfaces, like in the pewter plates, or the water’s
surface in a barrel, to see himself and know what he looked like.
He knew his mother had a polished stone upstairs that showed
herself, and he stole up while the others were busy to notice.

He could see at once that he was dark, while
his parents and brother had lighter hair and features. He also had
blue eyes while they were all brown. He had never been conscious of
it, and his young mind was not able to understand it, or what it
might mean, but he took notice that he was unmistakably of another
makeup than the rest of his family.
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One night when Arthur was seven years old he
woke in the quiet of the hours after midnight. Kay was asleep in
the bed a few feet from him, and the rest of the house was silent
and dark. It was fall and the windows were open, letting in gusts
of wonderful air that carried the odor of the drying leaves from
all across the land. He could see the darkened tops of the trees
moving as shadows against the dim light of the cloudy sky beyond.
He lay for a while, listening and thinking, then pulled the covers
back and moved out into the hall. Already he knew to keep his steps
quiet, especially so that Kay wouldn't wake.

He lingered for a moment on the landing,
unsure what he was going to do, and then he started plodding down
the stairs. He stepped down into the kitchen which, on the moonless
night, was very dim, only the windows visible, with dusky
highlights on shiny things. The house around him was soundless, but
for the whooshing of the wind outside and the occasional creak of
the walls. Knowing how the room was laid out, he was able to move
through it easily to open the front door.

The rushing of the swaying foliage
increased, and he stepped out into it. The sound surrounded him,
and the wildness of the wind quietly thrilled him. He could feel
the caressing tendrils all around him, even reaching up under his
tunic to run along his skin. He didn't know what he wanted, what he
was doing, but he stepped out to look at the sky, stepped down into
the yard, and a few moments later was at the stone wall that
divided their yard from the field beyond. Since the night was
moonless and quite dim, the light tan grasses, then as tall as he
was, made a moving pattern of swooshing dark shadows and liquid
lighter patches, constantly churning in the strong, endless breeze.
He sat up on the stone wall, legs dangling on the side toward the
field, and closed his eyes, feeling the wind all around him,
whipping his hair so that it tickled his forehead.

He opened his eyes and sat, thinking about
his family, their life, the people they knew. He wondered if anyone
missed him, but he looked back, and the house was quiet and still,
no lights within. He turned again to the field and let his thoughts
drift along. Then a line opened up within the solid dark covering
of clouds, a highlight of cool blue light shining on its rim, and
then yawned further to show the star-filled cobalt sky and tip of
bright quarter-moon beyond. The whitish light spread over the field
before him like the lifting of a curtain, revealing waves of
churning grasses he could watch approach, pass by him, and roll
onward, away. It also caused shiny highlights on the wavering
movements of the trees, and in that moment, before the break in the
clouds closed again, an owl sailed out of the darkness of the woods
and across the clearing. Arthur saw the light gleam through the end
tips of the feathers on its wings. It moved out of the forest and
right back into it in a confident arc, as though there weren't any
branches at all.
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One night Arthur was asleep and dreaming
when he was awakened suddenly by something warm and soft settling
firmly over his mouth. His eyes opened suddenly, and he saw a dark
figure looming over him, but in a moment he made out the shape of
his mother. Her eyes were wide, and she held her finger to her
lips. Arthur looked over and saw Kay already standing quietly next
to his bed. This happened when the boys were almost eight years
old.

She removed her hand slowly. “What’s going
on?” he whispered.

“Saxons,” she said in her quietest voice.
“Downstairs.”

Just then came the loud bang of something
knocked over downstairs, and Arthur’s shoulders tensed, nerves
jumped to singing. Then a silence, which he knew was the intruders
downstairs hanging frozen to see if they had roused anyone. He
threw the covers back and got up at once, moving stealthily on
tiptoe over to where his mother and brother were now standing, by
the door.

Everyone was suddenly aware of the
floorboards’ propensity to creak.

Arthur made it to his mother’s side and
pressed against her, his cheek feeling the warmth of her soft
abdomen as her arm came down to clamp him to her side. She reached
out, grasped the knob of the door, and pulled it open a slit.

They heard the sound of a voice, masculine
and low, ordering another to grab something and stow it. There was
a note of hungry desperation in the voice that made the skin on
Arthur’s forehead tighten in anxiety.

Seeing no one in the hallway, she opened the
door further and stepped out, motioning the boys to follow her. It
was dark and only by the entering moonlight could they see
anything. The boys stepped out into the hall but saw a motion on
the landing to their right, and gasped as the looming figure of a
knight towered over them in the darkness.

It was Sir Ector. He seemed to reach almost
up to the ceiling, with the appearance of a metal waterfall
cascading over his shape, forming the head, shoulders, arms and
trunk of a man. He held a kettle helmet in his hand, crossed by a
crude long rectangle for his eyes to see through. Each panel of the
metal helmet and ring of his chain mail hauberk gleamed in the
reflected moonlight that streamed in through the small window. The
cool white light also moved up the length of his sword as he raised
the blade in a graceful movement, careful to keep it away from the
awestruck children. Their mouths hung open, having never seen their
father like this. Nerida indicated that they were ready, and Ector
donned the helmet, hiding his face. Suddenly their father was a
towering, faceless icon, shining and inhuman.

They felt a shock and then something like a
swoon with the realization that this knight was preparing to defend
them, and what’s more—it was their father.

From the sounds below it seemed as though
the men had moved into the front room. Ector moved around the boys
to the head of the stairs. He took a few steps down, sword
upraised, and leaned forward to see into the room. Then he raised
his other hand, fingers indicating for his wife and the boys to
follow him.

Within a moment the family had moved down
the stairs as quietly as possible, Ector landing on the floorboards
of the kitchen and standing defensively while his wife and kids
stepped down behind him. The men in the front room were now silent,
indicating that they had heard the family moving about. The
stillness of the house struck Arthur, as he stood quietly there
behind his defensive father. He felt a chill in the darkness of the
room beyond, knowing that at least two men, maybe more, stood at
readiness, prepared for combat over their invasion.

Nerida’s hands slipped silently over the
boys’ shoulders and pulled them backward, away from the front room.
Arthur turned his head as they were led away to see their father
standing in front of the darkened rectangle of door beyond, legs
spread widely apart, sword raised and pointed toward the ceiling.
They went around to a closet that was built into the corner at the
back of the house, and the boys were pushed in to the darkness
there, the door shut behind them, enveloping them in complete
blackness. Both boys remained in silence, afraid to ask what was
happening. Arthur could hear the fumbling of hands along the boards
at the back of the closet, then a faint amount of light came in as
his mother pulled a board out of the back wall and pulled it aside.
Then a warm hand settled on him, and his mother whispered “Get in
there. Hold on and step down.”

In the dim light, Arthur could see the form
of his brother move into the open space. Outside, the dirt and a
rock surface of the area underneath the house. He stepped down, and
then his mother’s warm hand pushed Arthur to duck down under. At
that moment their father’s voice sounded loudly from the other
room.

“Defend yourselves!” it boomed.

Arthur froze, half in the panel. His ears
strained to hear in the morning quiet. The sounds of twittering
morning birds filled the tense empty silence.

“We are defended,” came a gruff, low voice.
It had a slight hissing accent. Arthur felt his mother’s hand push
him gently, and he let himself down into the dim space. His foot
felt the cold ground beneath him, then he let himself completely
down and crouched, moving under the house next to his brother. He
could see the faint glow of moonlight emanating from the edge of
the house. His mother stepped down beside him, and he could hear
her quietly replace the board in the hole above. He could only see
black shadows as she let her hands settle down over the boys’ backs
and held them quietly to the ground, while above them the boards
creaked with the stealthy steps of the men upstairs.

They heard a step and could almost see the
movements of the knights moving above them through the varied
language of the creaking wood. There was a bold step, a sudden cry,
then a bustle of steps above them, some hard, some soft, and a
clanking of iron. There were guttural grunts and yelps, then the
loud bang of an overturned chair, a bashing against the wall, and,
with a hard pound on the boards just a few feet from them, the
weight of a body’s fall.

It came so suddenly Arthur couldn’t help but
let out a small cry, and he felt Nerida’s hand squeeze his back
firmly as she quietly shushed him. He squeezed his body in and
clung down toward the earth.

It occurred to him suddenly that his father
could die.

More thudding footsteps, then a violent
shove against the foundation, accompanied by a wheezing gasp, a
sudden punch, and then a woeful cry that rent the space above them.
The kind of sound that doesn’t care who might hear it.

“What!” shouted a hoarse, strange voice from
another direction. Arthur could hear the thick accent. “That was my
son!”

A crumpling of weight to the floor.

“Yield yourself,” shouted Sir Ector. “You
may still walk from here.”

In answer, nothing. The sudden silence was
as tense as the noises had been, perhaps more so, as the boys and
their mother strained to listen. The chirp of night insects
continued.

“You dog,” said the low voice above them.
“You animal.” The silence rung above them, and the low wind was
heard through the thin crawlspace. A weight pressed on the floor.
“You animal. You animal,” the voice repeated.

Arthur heard the rhythmic whoosh of his
blood flowing behind his ears. The tension was excruciating through
the pause that followed.

There was a slow creaking, and they knew
their father was stepping backward. Not far away, steps coming
forward. The voice they heard was low and deliberate.

“You will die for killing my son.”

“Instead, you will die,” Sir Ector said in
an even, calming tone. “And there is no need.”

The silence hung stilled for a moment.
Arthur, from where he was held under the warm weight of his
mother’s protective body, could see out into the yard, where the
grass waved its languid fingers in the night’s breeze.

“There is no….” the man’s voice sounded
above, and then an abrupt, violent movement, and something hit the
foundation of the house and shook it roughly.

For the next—who knows how long it actually
was—nothing but rough smashes, pounding hits that shook the boards,
grunts and guttural sounds, a shout of “No!” and a clattering of
steel, then, in a manner more chilling than calming, the noises
slowed. There was a sliding sound and a thud, a rhythmic animal
sound, and then the slow crumpling of a heavy object settling onto
the floor. After that, silence.

Nerida uttered a small, quick whimpering
sound as the stillness continued. After a moment, she reached up
and tapped twice on the floor that covered them. When they heard
nothing, another long, high-pitched whimper escaped from her, and
Arthur felt his mother trembling as they were pressed close in the
tight space. She waited, her breathing shallow, and she rapped
twice, louder this time.

A moment later, two raps from above were
heard. She let out a long, exhausted sigh of worry and relief, then
reached up and rapped three times. A moment later, three raps were
heard from above. Her voice was heard in the darkness as she began
to move about. “You two stay here,” she said. “I am serious.” Her
voice took on a sharp tone. “Do not move until I come get you.”

There were the sounds of her removing the
panel from above them, and in a moment she was gone. Arthur was
left alone with Kay, but had no idea what he might say to his
brother. Kay apparently felt the same way, and both of them
remained in the darkness under the house without speaking. Arthur
could see that the light in the yard was growing brighter, as it
turned toward morning.

They heard the sound of their mother’s steps
moving swiftly across the space above them, a cry, then a bustle as
she went to her husband. The boys heard them settle, then low
voices as they spoke with one another.

“Father killed them,” Kay said. “Saxons are
no match for a real British knight.”

Even then, Arthur knew Kay had no idea what
he was talking about. He said nothing. Now that the tumult was
over, the weariness began to fall on him. The light grew brighter,
Kay asked if they should go up and see what was going on, as one
knew he would, and after some time, they heard footsteps coming
above where they were. Their mother called to them and helped them
come up onto the ground floor.

Their father sat at the table, wearing a
tunic. His chain mail lay in a pile on the floor. His upper arm was
bandaged and stained red. The light in the house was the slate gray
of before dawn. Ector regarded the boys with weary eyes as their
mother shuffled them upstairs, back to bed. As they turned to head
up the stairs, Arthur looked into the room beyond.

The walls and floor were covered in spatters
of red, and there were shiny puddles of it on the floor. He could
see the foot of what seemed like a man half-covered by the door,
and further back in the room a young man lay, maybe sixteen years
of age. His eyes were open but completely still, looking toward the
wall. There was a wedge opened in his side, below his ribs, which
also looked red, and a profusion of shiny, squishy-looking rounded
objects spilled out from it. They lay unmoving and were clotted
with thick, red fluid.

The boys were led upstairs and slept a few
hours more.
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The boys were allowed to sleep in until just
before prime that day. When Arthur woke, he went to the window and
saw the bodies of the father and son laying on a litter in the yard
beside the house. His father was talking to Sir Pedrawd, who had
finished loading the bodies onto the litter and was about to take
them away. He threw the arm he held between the two bodies, where
it settled in between the inward-turned faces of father and son.
Arthur was aware that Kay stood beside him. They looked down at the
scene for a moment.

“Father killed those men,” he said.

“He’s a knight,” Kay replied. “He can kill
anyone he wants.”

Kay walked away and started to put on more
clothes to go downstairs, while Arthur remained at the window. He
watched the men as they stood talking below, although he couldn’t
make out what they were saying. His eyes lingered on the dead
bodies, the way their faces seemed to look at one another, and the
hacked-out cuts in their torsos and limbs. He had seen dead bodies
before, but not this fresh. The son looked peaceful, like he was
sleeping, but the father’s face had frozen in a surprised
expression. Their skin was whitish, but the raw portions were deep
red.

Kay went downstairs first, and Arthur heard
murmured voices, but he remained upstairs until he heard the litter
wheel away, sitting on the edge of his bed. The image of the
father’s surprised face lingered in his mind, and he thought of
what that would mean, that surprise of realizing that this last cut
has gone too deep, and you aren’t going to get up again. He
realized his father had killed those men to protect him and Kay,
and their mother. In a few minutes he came downstairs to find his
father sitting at the table, holding his cup grimly before his
tired eyes. He had a white bandage over his shoulder and upper arm,
which was marked by an area of seeping redness. Kay sat silently in
the chair at the side, head resting on his folded arms, eyes
silently watching his father while Nerida shuffled around the
kitchen, making something to eat. The morning birds could be heard
outside while the first sunlight reached in through the leaves. It
seemed like it was going to be a sunny day.

Arthur waited a moment at the bottom of the
stairs, but no one said anything to him, so he padded into the
living room, where his father’s hauberk lay in a pile of chain mail
above a large dark stain on the carpet. The helmet lay a few feet
away. Arthur looked to see if anyone was watching him, telling him
not to touch it, then he picked up the helmet. It had a slit across
where the eyes would be and an open line coming down, making a kind
of crucifix across the face. There were also little holes around
where the mouth would be. He turned it over, seeing the padding
inside that sat atop the head, then put it back down and picked up
the hauberk. The rings made tiny clacking noises as he lifted it,
and his father turned his head to see, but didn’t say anything. It
wasn’t as heavy as Arthur expected. He could see a hole in the
shoulder, exactly matching the place his father was injured. Some
rings fell out around that hole as Arthur looked, and he squinted
to look at the remaining ones, seeing how they had been cut and
bent out of shape. When he let it drop again to the floor, there
was a sticky coating of blood on his fingers. He wiped it on the
bottom of his tunic and went to sit along the other side of the
table. His father reached out and took his hand, holding it as he
sat quietly.

“Were you wearing that armor when the men
came in this morning?” Arthur asked.

“Yes, I was,” Ector said.

“You saw him,” Kay offered.

Arthur nodded. His eyes wandered over the
gouged surface of the wooden table as he thought. “Did he cut
through that with his sword?” Arthur asked. “It doesn
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