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Part 1: The Door to Camelot
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Gloucestershire, AD 1900

Enter these enchanted woods,

You who dare. 

Meredith


IT BEGAN ON THE DAY OF her eighteenth birthday. Blanche Pendragon woke that morning with Simon Corbin’s note burning a hole in her awareness from where it lay under her pillow. She burrowed a hand under her head to touch the paper and lay there nibbling her lip in indecision until the clock downstairs struck half-six in a rich and muffled boom that echoed through the whole house. As the backwash of sound faded, Blanche slipped out of bed and began to dress. Half an hour later she stole out of the house by the back door and hurried between garden-beds and under blossom-laden fruit-trees to the gate between the orchard and the hills.

There was a young man leaning against the other side of the gate, looking out at the hills with folded arms. Blanche stopped walking. After all, shouldn’t she have burned his note and refused to come? There was still time to slip back to the house, now, before he turned—

He turned and saw her and something that might have been a smile touched his thin secretive lips. All her misgivings faded away and she went up to the gate and put out her hand.

“Good morning, Mr Corbin. I’m sorry if I kept you waiting.”

“Good morning, Blanche.” Instead of shaking her hand, he bent over it with an oddly ceremonial gesture, and she felt the shiver of his breath across her skin. “Many happy returns of this happy day.”

She pulled her hand back, hoping that the sudden pleasurable warmth in her cheeks was not too visible. “You wanted to see me?”

“Yes.” He indicated a bag in the grass at his feet. “I am on my way to Lydney to catch the London train, and I could not allow your birthday to pass without some token of my regard.”

There. See? It was all perfectly proper and respectable. Blanche felt a little contemptuous of herself for the scruples that had haunted her since Kitty Walker passed his note to her yesterday afternoon. 

Mr Corbin reached into the pocket of his coat and drew out a box, which he presented with a flourish. “Miss Pendragon.”

She slipped off the lid and took out a little hourglass hanging on a silver pivot from a black ribbon, its belly full of twinkling black sand.

“Oh, it’s beautiful!”

“You like it.”

Her guardian, the antiquarian, who invested every colour, gemstone, beast, and planet with arcane and symbolic meaning, would likely give her a lecture on saturnine influences. Blanche decided not to care. “Yes, I do.” She threw a wry smile up at Mr Corbin. “Sir Ector wouldn’t.”

He reached out and closed her hand over the box. “Then don’t wear it where he will see it.”

She couldn’t do that; if her guardian didn’t see the pendant, her lady’s-companion Nerys would, and both of them would be hurt by her attempted deceit. Blanche smiled, trying to look daring and devil-may-care. “Oh, I’m not afraid to wear it. And thank you. It was sweet of you to walk so far out of your way.” She backed a few steps, signalling that it was time for him to move on and catch his train.

“Wait,” he said, and leaned over the gate. “Miss Walker means to take a motor to Tintern Abbey next week. Won’t you come?”

“Oh! I’d love to. When will it be?”

“Sunday.”

Blanche’s face fell. “Oh. Perhaps Sir Ector would let me go. But there will be church, and…”

The beginnings of a smile pulled at Mr Corbin’s face. “Oh, the Galilean can spare you for a day, surely?”

She bit her lip to keep from smiling, and failed. He saw, and the amusement deepened in the corners of his mouth.

“Yet one day I shall convince you to become a Freethinker, too.”

“Oh, I could never do that.” But she did admire the casual way he carried it off, as if impiety was no great risk to a man of his worth. She backed another step. “Maybe Sir Ector will let me come. I’ll ask. No, I’ll beg.” And with a laugh, she hurried away as quickly as she had come. 



AT DINNER THAT EVENING, SIR ECTOR L’Espée was talking about the relief of Kimberly when he inevitably lost himself in historical minutiae and began lecturing on Roman cavalry. At last he paused between caltrops and stirrups to sip his wine and Nerys, from the other side of the table, said: “Blanche dear, I’ve never seen that before.”

Blanche put her fingers up to the hourglass around her neck, and her heart sank a little. So there would be trouble. “It was a gift.”

Sir Ector put down his wineglass, dabbed at his frost-white moustache, and leaned closer to see. “Someone has a morbid taste. Who was it?”

“It’s from Simon Corbin.”

“When did he call?” Nerys did not change her expression, or the mild tone of her voice, but Blanche thought she could sense reproof.

“I was walking this morning and met him going down to the train at Lydney. It wasn’t improper in the least.” 

Nerys’s eyebrow flickered up at Blanche’s defensive tone, but she made no further comment. Only the air around her grew a little cooler. Blanche sensed that, too, and heaved a sigh at her plate, wishing Nerys could forget about being a chaperone, just for a moment.

Sir Ector said, “Have him come to dinner some day. I should like to meet your friend Simon Corbin.”

Blanche poked at her food. “All right. I’ll tell him next time.”

Sir Ector looked at Nerys. Nerys looked at Blanche. “You know that your guardian would prefer to know your friends, Blanche. Especially such a close friend as Mr Corbin.”

“I know it,” said Blanche. She kept her voice sweet, but spoiled the effect by stabbing a potato. “He isn’t such a close friend, anyway. I’ll give the hourglass back if you don’t like it.”

Sir Ector blinked and said, “Give it back? Not if you really like it, Blanche.”

She nodded and took another bite, not looking away from her food. After a moment’s silence, Sir Ector’s fork scraped his plate and she knew the discussion was over. But silence hung on them all, becoming more difficult to lift with every moment. Blanche felt a quiver of melancholy in the air and glanced opposite, to Nerys.

It was odd that her young companion, who went so quietly clad in grey with never one black hair out of place, who spoke so reluctantly and so rarely changed expression, should be so legible in her moods. It was also odd that nothing seemed bleaker than Nerys’s melancholy, which might only be provoked by a birthday dinner gone sour, but held in itself all the tears shed since the beginning of the world. Blanche felt sorry for her petulance over the hourglass. She gathered all of her strength against the chill in the air and said with cumbersome gaiety:

“Why, Nerys, you look so thoughtful. Come, stop frowning like that. The wind will change, and where will you be then?” She leaned forward and whispered. “Remember what happened to the Queen when Prince Albert died—they say the wind changed at the funeral and she never smiled again.”

Nerys looked up gravely. “I’d not heard it.” But there was a silver shimmer through the tone of her voice that hinted at laughter deep below the surface, and her shoulders went back a little, and the mood in the room lightened.

Blanche turned to Sir Ector. “Kitty Walker has asked me to go with some friends to see Tintern Abbey on Sunday, in the new motor-car.”

“Sunday?” Sir Ector frowned. 

“I know,” Blanche said, “but Kitty’s London friends are visiting, and I’ve never been riding in a motor before. And I haven’t missed a service once this year.”

“You might miss Evensong on Sunday, then. Perhaps Miss Walker can delay her excursion until after the morning service.”

“I’ll ask her.” It was, she supposed, the most she could hope for. Still, it would be too bad to miss the jaunt and spoil the day for the sake of a few hours at church. 

They finished dinner and went into the library, where Blanche made tea for Nerys and herself and coffee for Sir Ector. Nerys took a book into a corner, but Blanche stood in front of the fire to warm herself, leaving her saucer on the tray so that she could curl both hands around the teacup. Sir Ector sank into an armchair.

“Well!” he said in a comfortable murmur.

She turned and smiled, unsure whether he was about to make a birthday speech or relapse into another comfortable silence.

“Well,” he repeated, “you’re eighteen, Blanche.”

The birthday speech it would be. “Yes. Not for another forty-two years will the word ‘sweet’ alliterate with my age.”

He smiled as though he hadn’t heard the joke, and she realised that a birthday speech was no time for banter. He’d laced his fingers together and was running each thumb in turn over the other.

“Blanche, I…there’s something I’ve been putting off telling you. About your parents.”

Her parents.

She’d never known them. She didn’t even know their names. It was years now since she’d been curious.

Why had he waited until now?

Something hot fell onto her hand and Blanche looked down to see the tea in her cup rippling. She took a deep breath, replaced the cup on its saucer, and wiped her fingers before asking, “Is it very bad? The truth, I mean?”

“No, no.” Sir Ector’s voice died away. At last he looked at her under bushy brows, almost shyly, as if in fear of some rejection. “You may find it difficult to believe.”

A quick, warm affection rose in her throat for him. “Tell me and see.” 

Sir Ector looked into the fire, fidgeting with something in his pocket.

“I have something for you,” he said at last. “It was your mother’s.” And he drew out the thing in his pocket and held it up to her.

The ring Blanche took from him was antique silver, cabochon-set with a glimmering moonstone. Her mother’s ring! Blanche folded it into her hand and held tightly to the only thing her parents had left her. There had never been anything else, not even a faded photograph or some old letters.

“I don’t even know her name.”

“Look inside.”

There was a lamp on the mantelpiece and Blanche held the ring up to its pearly glow. Spidery engraved letters ran all round the inside of the band. “ ‘Guinevera casta vera.’ Guinevera?”

“Your mother.”

Blanche twisted the ring onto her finger, thinking what a sentimental old-fashioned couple they must have been, rather like her guardian with his old gallantries and his Old French. She couldn’t resist a chuckle. “What was my father’s name? ‘Arthur, King of the Britons’?”

Before the words crossed her lips, Blanche knew they were a mistake. Sir Ector dropped his head, and the shadows hid his face. When he rose, that shyly eager air was gone and he thrust his hands into his pockets with feigned briskness. “Well,” he said, “that reminds me. I must work on my address to the Newport Antiquities Society.”

Over in the corner, Nerys rustled to her feet.

“No, forgive me,” Blanche begged, feeling inarticulately guilty, as if she had killed something small and helpless by accident. “I shouldn’t have joked like that. Won’t you tell me some more about them?”

Sir Ector smiled wistfully and kissed her forehead. “Soon, Blanche. When you’re ready to hear. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.” She went to the door and held it open for Nerys, who had the tea-tray. The lady’s-companion passed and went down the hall, but Blanche lingered, looking back from the threshold. “Still—my father. Can’t you tell me his name? Please? Now that I know Mother’s?”

 Sir Ector, riffling through the papers on his desk, stopped at the sound of her voice and leaned his hands on the oil-smooth wood. He didn’t look up; only his shoulders lifted, then sank in a long slow sigh.

“No,” he said, and to Blanche’s ears, there was a bald honesty in his voice that allowed only one interpretation.

“Well, goodnight.” Blanche, trying not to let mortification seep into her voice, closed the door, and went slowly down the dark corridor to the stairs. In her unlit room she looked again at the ring clenched in her hand, but now it was only a glint in the starlight. So it was very bad. A sense of revulsion gripped her stomach, contempt both for herself and for her mother. Casta vera!

She tossed the ring onto her dressing-table and began to undress. She was sitting at the table in her nightgown and peignoir, unpinning her hair, when a knock came on the door and Nerys entered.

Blanche glanced up and forced a smile. Nerys, without a word, picked up the hairbrush and began to work on Blanche’s hair. It was no part of her duties, but Nerys was as patient with knots as with everything else, and Blanche leaned back with a little sigh. She stared at the two heads in the mirror, her own flame-haired, day-eyed; Nerys’s moon-skinned, night-haired. After a moment she put her hands up to her throat and took off the little black hourglass.

She wondered why, since they so obviously distrusted Simon Corbin, Sir Ector and Nerys couldn’t state their suspicions plainly. Was it because he was a Freethinker? At least, she thought with a twinge, a Freethinker would think no less of her for being ill-born.

She put the hourglass on the table next to the moonstone ring and said, “I like Mr Corbin, and I hoped you would like him too.”

Nerys looked through the mirror at her with a glimmer of surprise, but then dropped her eyes back to Blanche’s tawny-red hair.

Blanche spoke as patiently as she knew how. “What’s the matter? Why do you not approve of him?”

Nerys shook her head. “I hardly know him well enough to approve or disapprove. I’ve only spoken to him once.”

“I know he isn’t conventional,” Blanche said. “But he always speaks his mind and he doesn’t let other people shame him into thinking differently.”

“I think…” said Nerys.

She so rarely put the shifting transparency of her moods into words. “Go on,” said Blanche, when the silence threatened to lengthen.

“I think it will take you a long time to know such a man. I cannot read him at all.” She lifted worried eyes to Blanche.

“He is so full of news and events,” Blanche said. “I like to hear about such things without getting tangled up in Roman cavalry tactics.”

Nerys smiled before she could stop herself, and then tried to look disapproving. Blanche laughed at her. Nerys moved further up Blanche’s hair, changing the subject.

“Are you going on errands with Emmeline tomorrow?”

“I did all my visiting today.”

“Really? You went to see Mrs Jones, and the bricklayer’s family?”

“No.” Blanche picked up her mother’s ring and fidgeted. “We met Kitty when we stopped in the street, and then we ran out of time to chatter Welsh with the parishioners.”

It was, of course, unfair to say we, because it was no one’s fault but hers that the time had run away, and no vicar’s daughter could be more conscientious than Emmeline.

“Oh, Blanche. You know what Sir Ector says.”

“I know.” Blanche quoted. “ ‘A wise princess will not only feel sorrow when she sees people in affliction, but roll up her sleeves and help them as much as she can.’ It’s from that medieval book he gave me for my last birthday. I had to translate the whole thing from Middle French.”

“You will be grateful for it one day,” said Nerys, in a gentle tone that robbed the words of any possible sting.

Blanche grimaced. “I sometimes think that Sir Ector sees himself as some medieval lord, and me as a medieval princess. What will he ask me to do next? Intercede with him for the peasantry, as Christine de Pisan recommends, or learn siege warfare so that I can defend the house while he’s away?”

“Both a good use of your time,” said Nerys, with no hint of laughter. “When do you mean to visit Mrs Jones?”

“Christine said to send alms by a servant, and anonymously, ‘by the example of monseigneur Saint Nicholas’.” She shot an impudent grin at Nerys, and then admitted, “Emmeline will be busy tomorrow with the Infants’ Bible Study. We have agreed to go the day after, so you need not worry. In the meantime I shall be as medieval as I know how, and languish about like Burne-Jones’s Briar Rose.”



THAT NIGHT SHE DREAMED ABOUT THE King again.

She stood in a riverside meadow between greenwood and castle. Overhead the sun shone gilt in a sky like powdered lapis and struck golden sparks from the King’s blood-red dragon banner.

For the hundredth time, she half-closed her eyes against the fiery colour of meadow flowers and silken pavilions. For the hundredth time a blinding glint from someone’s mailed shoulder forced her to blink and turn her head to see the King.

In crown and heraldic red robes, bearded, belted, bear-like, he sat enthroned by an oak tree with two wolf-hounds at his feet. Youthful vigour lay couchant in his gigantic limbs and in his big veined hands, but his level look was grave and wise. There was a sheathed sword lying across his knees, and his fingers moved up and down the scabbard as though it could make music.

A harper sat at his right hand, mouth open in song. At something the minstrel said, graceful feminine heads swayed and laughed all around, and white hands clapped, scattering flashes of colour from undersleeve and lining. Yet no sound reached Blanche’s ears. Unlike the vision, it had been lost long ago.

By the King on his left hand sat the Queen in a shower of silver-blonde hair that fell unbound to her hips. When she smiled it was to herself, secretly, as if to a jest only she heard. With the ladies round about she was tying may-thorn hoops, but then she looked up—this was Blanche’s favourite part—and her mouth seemed to shape Blanche’s name. In a turmoil of green robes she came forward, arms opening.



BLANCHE WOKE.

On most nights it was easy to turn over and go back to sleep, but tonight wakefulness caught and held. At last she slid out of bed and tiptoed to her dressing-table, feeling across it for her mother’s ring. It slid onto her finger. She couldn’t feel the spidery words against her skin, but she remembered them. Guinevere.

Guinevere was the name of a queen from legend. Like the one in the dream she had had since childhood.

Impossible thoughts wheeled through her mind.

In the next room, she heard Nerys moving, opening her wardrobe door…

For years, Nerys had woken her at midnight on her birthday, and they had stolen downstairs to have hot cocoa and cake by the kitchen fire. Blanche was much too old for midnight feasts now, of course. And it was a night too late. Still…they were both awake. And she wanted some company.

Blanche shrugged into her peignoir and went out into the hall. There was no answer to her tap at Nerys’s door. Blanche hesitated, and nearly gave up and went back to bed. Then she remembered the creak of the wardrobe door. Perhaps she had knocked too softly. She twisted the handle, cracked the door ajar, and peeped in, whispering, “Nerys?”

There was light in the room. The curtains had been pulled back, and moonlight pooled on the floor. But the wardrobe door also sat ajar, and from it came a warm golden glow…

Nerys was nowhere to be seen.

Blanche assumed, yawning, that Nerys must have left a lamp burning in there. It seemed a dangerous thing to do, and she closed the door behind her and crossed the room to the wardrobe.

She opened the door and saw at once that there was no lamp. It was more like…

…more like daylight.

Blanche blinked at the light, and her heart skipped a little faster, but she was too curious to be frightened. Instead she ducked her head and stepped through the wardrobe door.



SHE EMERGED FROM A BIG WOODEN chest, up-ended so that its lid functioned like a door. Blanche glanced about her, and for a moment imagined that her childhood dream had come to life. A swift rush of gladness took her by the throat and almost knocked her to her knees. It was just like waking the morning after a nightmare to discover that one’s worst fears had not, after all, come true. Then she shook herself, a little ashamed of the notion. Did she want to live in a picture-book? And her waking life was hardly a nightmare. She looked around again, with a more critical eye.

She stood in a pavilion, surrounded by the spicy smell of the woods on a warm spring morning full of light and birdsong. The pavilion itself was just like the ones in her dream, made of imperious saffron-coloured silk that rippled in the morning breeze. Sunlight filtered through the wall and drenched the pavilion’s interior with rosy light. 

It was like standing inside a jewel, and the pavilion’s furniture was rich enough to do it justice. There was a couch, chairs, and a low table all made from carved and inlaid wood. On the table goblets and bread and apples and roasted meat were set out.

And still Nerys was nowhere to be seen.

Blanche stood without moving for a space, head bent to listen. Apart from the sighing of the breeze and the sound of birds, she could hear nothing. She was in a lonely place, then, and not (alas!) in the busy meadow of her dream. 

Curious to see the place to which she had wandered, she began to move forward, lifting her eyes from the ground—and with a gasp, saw she was no longer alone. The flap of the tent was still falling without a whisper of sound behind a newcomer.

He was young and savage and dirty, reeking of horses, clad in skins. There was a knife almost as long as her forearm strapped to his calf, and he carried a pair of javelins with knapped-stone blades point-down in one hand. 

He spoke.	

“Duw a rodo da ywch, arglwyddes.”
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Logres


—O mother

How can ye keep me tether’d to you?—Shame.

Man am I grown, a man’s work must I do.

Follow the deer? Follow Christ, the King,

Live pure, speak true, right wrong, follow the King—

Else, wherefore born?

Tennyson


IN THE DAYS WHEN A MAN might travel from one end of Britain to the other without leaving the shade of the greenwood if he kept his word, let his sword rest lightly in its sheath, and watched for foes, when roads were hard to find and friends harder, and fire and steel the first necessities of life—long ago, deep in the hills of Wales, there lived a boy and his mother.

The boy’s name was Perceval, and all the days he could remember he had run wild in the woods wearing deerskin and wolfpelts, knowing no enemies but wolves and wolf’s-head outlaws, knowing no human company but that of his mother. But hers was enough. In her stories, in the long passages she had him memorise, and in the unknown languages in which she drilled him until he could speak and understand them with ease, lay a door to the outside world that had captured his imagination.

This could be ignored in the winter, when the world was dead and the cold and hunger bit so hard that survival took all their time and energy. But when each spring came and the sun gathered warmth and the whole forest woke into life, the call sounded more insistently to leave the hidden hills and go out into the world of men and deeds.

Last spring, for the first time, he had told his mother what he felt, for the need to be up and doing was too strong now to be ignored.

“I know I must stay and care for you, Mother,” he finished, half ashamed of the confession.

But she sat silently for a while and her answer, when it came, was the last thing he expected.

“Oh, Perceval, a falcon is born to hunt, and so are you. One day you will hunt indeed—but not yet.”

“Why? Am I not ready?”

She looked at him sadly and said, “Give me a little longer.”

That year his mother had barely given him a moment’s rest. Odd requests sent him roaming far into the wilds or kept him scratching figures into the walls of their cave: the kindling of a lantern on a rocky western coast, a calculation of how the stars would stand at the vernal equinox. Old lessons, too, had to be repeated from beginning to end, and discussed in conversations that tested not only his grasp of the contents but also his fluency in the Latin, or Greek, or occasionally even Saxon or Irish to which his mother would change mid-speech.

This spring the call was back, biting harder than ever. 

He had prowled far to the north on this particular morning, armed with the slender darts he made himself, when he saw the riders.

There were three of them, mailed and jingling. At their saddlebows hung vivid shields and iron helms; by their stirrups rode lances. In the dappled wood they made a bright splash of colour, and Perceval was pierced with the longing to ride with them to strange countries and stranger adventures.

On that impulse he stepped out into the road and hailed them.

The strangers reined in. Startled hands tightened on hilts and lances, but then relaxed at the sight of the boy in wolf-pelts. “Who calls?” asked the foremost, a dark man with a lean scarred face.

“First tell me who you are,” said Perceval, so eager that his breath lagged behind his words. “Do you come from Heaven like the angels? Or are you fays from the other world?”

“Neither,” was the answer. “We are not angels, though we serve the King of Heaven. Of the elves you, perhaps, may know more than we do.”

“What are you, then?”

“Men. Knights who serve Arthur Pendragon the High King. I, Lancelot, hold these lands of him.”

Perceval stood stock-still, thinking, for so long that the man went on with a smile: “Will you hold for me a corner of this wood? Then you may catechise whom you wish.”

“No; only tell me this,” said Perceval. “Where may I find your King? I should like to be a knight.”

One of the men behind Lancelot coughed as though smothering a laugh, but Lancelot replied gravely. “I counsel you to go in search of him, sir, for it is the Pendragon’s chief delight to grant such boons to bold men. Yet there are conditions. You must keep yourself either to gentle words or hard blows, and you must defend the weak and poor.”

“I will do these things,” said Perceval with a gesture of easy assurance, and the knight smiled again.

“Then travel east and a little south. When you come to broader lands there will be others to point the way.”

Perceval lifted his darts in salute. “We will meet again,” he said, and vanished into the forest.



THAT EVENING WHEN PERCEVAL CAME HOME his mother was sitting outside the cave, sewing in the last light of the sun. He exchanged greetings and dropped to a crouch beside her. Words had never come to him with difficulty, and he had had all afternoon to think the matter over.

“I went north today,” he told her without preface, “and I met three knights who said they served the High King Arthur and the King of Heaven. And there is nothing else in the world I would rather do or be.”

As she had the year before when he first told her his dreams, his mother sat in silence. Her needle went in and out of the patch on her old blue cloak many times before she answered, and the sadness was there in her voice again, but heavier. “Perceval, you must understand. It is not an easy life: full of wanderings, woundings, dangers, and death. In the end, always death.”

“But those come to us and all mortals, Mother. Why! Would you discourage me, after all this time?”

For the length of a breath, her face was still and pale as stone. “To all mortals, yes. I know this is your calling, Perceval. But I cannot follow you when you go. If you go east, I must go west, and an end will come of me in Britain. Will you not stay another year?”

“No, Mother.” He pointed to the chain about her neck. “I must follow my father’s calling. You said it yourself on the night of the frost, when I speared the man from the hills.”

“Then you have guessed,” she said. “Yes. It was the Pendragon of Britain whom your father served, and loved better than a brother. And your father gave this to me before you were born.” She lifted the chain over her head. From it hung a golden ring with a fire-red stone.

“Tell me why,” he said, as he had when he was a little boy.

Her lips moved in a weary smile. “A knight will give a lady a ring from his hand and take a kiss from her lips, when he wishes to love her and serve her all his days,” she recited, as she had when he was small. She pulled the ring from the chain and held it out to him. “This ring is the knight’s who swore to serve me. Take it. One day you may find a lady to wear it.”

Before the sun was up, Perceval kissed his mother goodbye. “Go to the King at Camelot,” she told him. “Remember what I have taught you. Your father was among the mightiest of the knights of Logres.”

“I will be a son worthy of him.”

Perceval’s mother looked up at him. Her grey eyes opened on him like fathomless wells of thought. Perceval found himself holding his breath dizzily to hear the echo of his words splashing into their depths. 

“And you will be a son worthy of him,” she said. Then he blinked, and she was his mother again; and she turned her head aside so that he could see only the white swell of her cheek, but heard her sigh: “Alas…”

He rode away in the rain on Llech, his little grey pony. His mother stood outside the cave watching him go; she waved once when he looked back. Then Perceval fixed his eyes on the forest ahead, and knew that the trees were clouding her from view, and he never saw her in the world again but once.



HE WOUND DOWN THROUGH THE WOODS and hills of Wales, sometimes walking and sometimes riding the clammy, muddy little pony he had taken for the journey. The rain drizzled steadily, dripped down his neck, and turned the pony’s grey coat black. In the soggy valleys, Llech’s hooves sank deep into the mire. It occurred to Perceval once that perhaps summer would be a pleasanter time for travel. But it never came into his mind to look back now, with the world and adventure ahead.

When he came to the River Usk, at the border of his world, he forded it, turned, and followed it south-east through the hills, pressing on as quickly as possible, up strange hill and down unknown dale until the land around him began to change. The hills fell gentler and lower, the trees thinned, and the river gathered strength and girth. 

It was late on the second day, as the sun began to set, that he emerged from the forest and stared down one last long slope to a rolling plain, where the Usk turned and ran away south to the sea. Perceval stared at the scene in amazement. All his life he had lived in thickly-wooded hill-country. There were more hills and trees in the distance, but down in the plain lay short-cropped pastures with many sheep and cattle, the first farmland he had seen.

He rode down the hill, turning his head from side to side to drink in the view. Far away on the right, he glimpsed the sea and what might be more land beyond.

Perceval rode straight to the village, but was stopped by the sentry at the gate, who came running out of the little guard-house pulling on his helm. He squinted at Perceval and snapped, “What do you want here?”

“Your hospitality, fair sir,” said Perceval. “I have travelled far today.”

“Go on!” said the gate-warden. “You’re one of those elvish folk from the hills. Steal a man’s breath from his mouth if it weren’t nailed down.”

Perceval blinked in surprise. “I—”

“No,” said the gate-warden. “Move on. We’ve trouble enough without your kind adding to it.” He put his hands on his hips and planted himself in the gate, glowering.

“Certainly. Only tell me in which direction is Camelot.”

“Straight east. Why are you riding there?”

“To be a knight,” replied the wild boy, and faded into the dusk with his dirty pony before the man could gather breath to reply. Before night he had coaxed Llech to swim the river and was among the trees on the other side.

Perceval lit a fire, huddled into his pelts, and closed his eyes. He was hardened to the cold and wet and slept lightly, darts in hand. Long before dawn came, he toasted the last of his mother’s bread over the reawakened fire and was on his way across the hills, straight for the rising sun. He camped near the Wye that evening, found a ford by which to cross in the morning, and kept on until he came to a high treeless ridge overlooking low wooded hills and the glimmer of water, and saw nestled within them green pastures studded with little farms and animals like ants. The distant lowlands looked sunny and warm, but up here on the ridge blew an icy wind that seemed to turn the sun cold.

There was one tree, an oak, not very old, but gnarled and disfigured. On it a brace of ravens sat complaining. If there had been a stone lying on the ground, Perceval would have tossed it at them.

He was distracted from his surroundings by Llech, who buried his head in the grass and began tearing up wads of it, roots and all. Perceval slid down from the pony’s back, letting the halter trail on the ground. Llech moved off a pace or two. “Well, then,” Perceval said to him. “Eat if you like, but I see a pool down the hill, and I am thirsty enough to swallow all of it.”

He strode through the grass, then slid down the steep slope, taking care not to make a sound, for he was beginning to hunger for fresh meat. At the slope’s foot he found a little, dark, deep mere, with strands of early-morning fog still clinging to its surface, very secret in the hills and the wood. But Perceval saw immediately that he was not alone. There on the other side of the lake, mirrored in its surface, stood a bright saffron-coloured pavilion still limp with morning dew.

Perceval went warily toward the strange structure. Trampled grass showed where horses and men had walked around the pavilion, but he could hear no sound of voice or harness. He lifted the tent flap and went in.

There was a gasp, and he was looking into the startled face of a tall and stately damsel, crowned with hair like flame.



BLANCHE WAS SURE, NOW, THAT SHE wasn’t dreaming. Her heart was hammering too hard for this to be a dream.

The young savage spoke again in the shushing tone she used herself to calm a horse. “Duw a rodo da ywch”—but now suddenly the words made sense to her. It was Welsh. It was a greeting in Welsh. She knew Welsh because Sir Ector insisted that she practice it often when she went to visit poor folk in the village.

“Good morning,” she said in the same language, and swallowed hard.

He looked at the food on the table by the couch. “I have travelled far, damsel, and am very hungry.”

Blanche edged away from the table, closer to the wooden chest which led back into Nerys’s bedroom. “Eat,” she said with an imploring gesture.

He went to the table, dropped into a low crouch, and began to eat with great tearing bites, never taking his eyes from her face. Caught in that gaze she dared not turn and bolt into the wooden chest, so she stood motionless staring back at him. He was lean and brown, all bone and sinew. There were white scars and scabbed cuts on his bare arms and legs and the skin wrinkled like old leather at his knees and elbows. Above all that his face was incongruously young, so young that she began to fear him a little less. Then for the first time she really saw the look in his eyes, so frankly admiring that she turned her head away with an angry blush, and the taste of dread came back.

He ate half of the food exactly: one of the bannocks, one of the apples, and one of the collops of meat, wolfed down in less time than she thought possible. There were two cups on the table as well, and when he had finished everything else, he sniffed and tasted the wine. Immediately he spat it onto the grass. 

“It has gone sour,” he said, seeing her horrified look.

She shook her head at him, lest he suspect her of meaning him harm. “It’s wine. It should taste like that.”

He replaced the goblet on the table and rose to his feet, picking up the javelins again.

“I thank you for the food, damsel,” he said, but he made no move to leave. Blanche tried to think of something to say, but before she could open her mouth he moved forward and caught her hand, even as she shied away. She smelled smoke and sweat and horse.

“Be not frightened,” he said, very earnestly, pulling her back to face him. “I will serve you. I will give you a ring for this one.”

She looked at him blankly, then glanced down at her hand.

The ring of Guinevere. 

“It was my mother’s,” she murmured, but her mouth had gone dry and no sound came from her lips, and she was already reaching up with her free hand to pull off the jewel. Let him have it, if he would only leave her. And who was her mother, anyway? 

He took the ring and dropped it into the pouch that hung from his belt, and produced another, gold with a blood-red stone, which he slid onto her hand where her mother’s ring had been. 

“I thank you, damsel.” And he leaned forward and kissed her, very quickly but fiercely, on the mouth.

When he had kissed her he released her and fell back a step, looking doubtful, as if suddenly aware that he had trespassed some boundary. At that look Blanche’s mind began to work again, and she found she was clenching her hands into fists by her sides.

“You had best run,” she told him coldly. “My guardian is near, and if he finds you here he will kill you.”

He fell back another few steps, said “Be well, damsel,” and turning on his heel left as silently as he had come. Only the flap of the pavilion shivered to show that he had been.

Blanche stood rigid for as long as it took to count to a hundred before she sank onto the couch. Now that the boy had left, she began to shake. In vain she told herself that he had not hurt her, and (after another moment) that she did not think he would have. She threw her arms around herself in an absurdly literal attempt to pull herself together. And what of the country in the wardrobe? And what of the sun, shining in the night?

There was a rustling sound in the grass outside, and Blanche bolted to her feet. If it should be the boy again—

It was Nerys: hair loose, robed in blue, looking more like a queen than a lady’s companion. But when she saw how Blanche was trembling, she came forward with quick compassion.

Blanche flew into her arms and gasped, “Oh, Nerys—I was looking for you, and there was a savage man, and—”

“Shh,” Nerys said, as if she were a mother comforting a frightened child. “Nimue never—I didn’t know of it until a moment ago.”

Blanche pulled away when she realised that she had been clinging for safety to a woman whose head nearly fitted under her chin. In embarrassment she changed the subject. “Nerys, why is it morning here?”

Nerys sighed, a long slow breath of regret. Instead of answering, she said, “Blanche, you’re very tired. Sleep.”

“No,” Blanche protested. She wrenched away from Nerys and staggered toward the pavilion door with some idea of retrieving her mother’s ring, if she could. “He won’t be far—”

The words thickened like syrup on her tongue, even as she pulled aside the flap of the pavilion. Outside, she saw a dark pool and a forest under a bleak ridge. She took another step forward, missed her footing, and fell…



WHEN BLANCHE OPENED HER EYES, SHE was curled into her own warm bed early on a frosty spring morning. 

So it had all been a dream. She could even feel the cabochon-set ring on her finger; the threads of worry, pulled tight in her mind, came loose and drifted. She had woken from the nightmare, and it was not true after all.

She slid the ring off her finger and brought it out from under the covers. But it was not her mother’s ring. Red-gold it shone in the grey dawn light, red-gold as the ring which the stranger in the pavilion had given her.
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For if he live, that hath you done despite,

He shall you do due recompense again,

Or else his wrong with greater puissance maintain.

Spenser

IT WAS A FEAST-DAY WHEN PERCEVAL came to the High King’s city of Camelot, riding in an uneasy fog of thought, for he began to wonder if his mother might not have meant something different by her instructions about the ring. Once he had become a knight, he thought, he would go in quest of the damsel of the pavilion, and if he had done wrong, he might yet give her reason to forgive him.

Camelot castle stood on a hill in a low wide valley opening toward a plain on the south, a labyrinthine many-spired place melting into the noisy little town at its feet. A river came down out of the northern hills to moat the town and castle, the eastern bank of which was good black farmland, but the western bank was weaving forest.

Llech distrusted the bridge. He stepped onto it only after persuasion, and when he heard the hollow thud of his hooves on the wood he threw up his head and plunged into the crowded street, swerving around to face the echoes when he had reached safety. Perceval, accustomed to riding bareback, kept his seat easily and glanced about for the sentries. They stared, but made no move to challenge him. And no wonder! Turning Llech to continue up the street, Perceval saw farmers, beggars, knights, tumblers, jugglers, minstrels, kegs of ale, and the blazing colours of best clothes. 

Someone called out, “Come and have a drink, stranger!” but Perceval replied, “Not I! I am going to the King.”

His voice was almost swallowed by a ringing clatter on the bridge. Llech shied around again to see, and Perceval saw a knight in gilded armour upon a mighty horse like a thunderhead bearing down upon them. For a confused moment Perceval’s pony planted his feet and balked. A voice grated out of the knight’s helm, “Way, fellow,” and the iron figure hefted the butt of his spear to sweep Perceval aside. In the nick of time Llech danced out of the way. With a rush the knight clattered past, up the hill toward the keep, leaving merrymakers tossed in his wake.

“Follow that oafish one,” someone called to Perceval. “He’s off to the King, no doubt.”

Perceval heard and dug his heels into the pony’s sides. Up the hill they cantered among the protests left in the knight’s trail, and trotted beneath a massive carved door-lintel into a high-roofed hall rippling with bright banners. Here under soaring arches in the light of a hundred high windows stood a great round table in the midst of the hall, scores of men seated around it talking and eating and laughing. Perceval looked once, then again, and his stomach quaked as he realised that he was in the presence of the greatest warriors of the world, each one tried and tempered on the field of war. 

Could he prove himself worthy to sit among them? For the space of a breath he was glad that none of them saw him come in. They were falling silent, staring at the gilded knight, who trotted between the round table and the long straight tables that flanked it on each side toward the King’s seat at the head of the hall.

Here at the Table the King sat enthroned (pewter-grey hair the King had, and the marks of war on his hands, but piercing eyes that would be wise in judgement); the pale Queen stood beside him with an upraised goblet of silver and glass, and words dying away on her lips. The gilded knight swung down from his horse and strode toward them without a pause. “Who is this,” he shouted, “who is this that stands at the head of the Round Table to pledge them all to truth and virtue, and is herself no better than a common stale?”

There was the rattle of a chair sliding across cobbles, a raking up of rushes, and a flash of light as a blade was drawn. One of the knights, on the far side of the table, was on his feet, moving—the King, more slowly, rose from his seat—the gilded knight snatched the cup from the Queen’s hand even while he spoke.

And flung the wine in her face.

“A fig for the Table,” the ruffian was shouting, with a laugh, over the uproar of shouts and falling chairs. Perceval saw the King say a soft word, and a lean grey shadow leaped from under his chair. The gilded knight vaulted to his horse as the hound sprang with bared teeth and straining red maw for his heels. Then the warhorse neighed and lashed out with a hoof. The dog scrabbled uselessly across the floor; another heartbeat, and the gilded knight was gone with the drumming of hooves.

Above it all the Queen of Britain stood still, wine dripping from her face, her mouth pressed shut in a white and wordless fury which swept impersonally across Perceval and all the people gathered in the hall before alighting on the King. Arthur turned to meet it and with a curiously practical gesture offered her a napkin. Then everyone was talking at once—the knights around the table, the ladies in the galleries above, the plain people at their low tables. But in the midst of the commotion, the man who had risen from his seat at the table when the strange knight first snatched the Queen’s cup now sheathed his sword, stalked up the hall to the King and said, low and grinding: “Give me leave, lord, and I’ll beat him like a dog.”

It was the hawk-faced knight Perceval had met in the Welsh forest, the man called Lancelot. His words would have gone unmarked in the clamour but for the hush which fell upon the hall when he came to the King. 

Every face was turned upon the knight Lancelot as he stood before the High King of Britain. The Queen bent her head and pressed the napkin to her eyes. Only the injured hound whimpered from the corner.

Crash! A knotted fist smacked the table, making the cups jump, and its owner—a stocky, bull-headed man—growled, “Sire! I’ll go.”

“Gawain!” said Lancelot. “Of your courtesy, this is my fight. Sire, give me the quest!”

Perceval knew that if he waited another moment his own chance would pass. He kicked Llech into a trot and rode to the head of the table, scattering attendants. “My lord king, a boon!”

The King had stood unmoved amid the outcry, but when Perceval spoke he turned his head and looked from the muddy pony to its skin-clad rider, and a gleam shone in his eye. “Speak, good fellow.”

“My lord, send me to avenge this insult, and let me receive knighthood when I have proven myself.”

“What!” A very tall man who, when the knight came, had leaned back and begun to crack nuts, laughed at Perceval. “Look at him! Darts and rabbit-skin armour! One look down that knight’s spear and he’ll run back to his pig-pen. Go away, boy, this is work for knights.”

If Perceval had doubts about facing the enemy knight, he lost them now. “I came here to be knighted,” he said loud enough for everyone to hear, “but I see I must have an iron pot to put my head in. Very good! I will ride after that knight and equip me with his spoils, and I will bring back the goblet to the Queen.”

The man laughed again. But one of the damsels who had come to tend the Queen went to Perceval smiling.

“Sir Perceval, the flower of knighthood,” she said. And she curtseyed to him.

The tall man jumped up, knocking his chair over behind him. “Spiteful imp! You live here a year, refusing to smile or speak, and now you smile at this puppy in the face of King Arthur and the Table Round, and call him the flower of knighthood?” Before Perceval could stop him, he had reached out and cuffed the girl’s ear.

“Kay,” said the King, quietly, but Perceval saw the man named Kay flinch at his tone like a dog coming to heel. “Will you prove the knights of the Table no better than their enemies? Be sure you will suffer for that.” He turned to Perceval. “I grant your boon, boy. Follow that stranger. When you return bearing the cup, and wearing the armour, the knighthood is yours.”

Perceval did not hear the murmur of protest that rose in the hall; he hissed in a breath through teeth clenched on the foretaste of victory. He had no words for thanks, but he bowed his head low to the mane of his pony. Before he turned, he spoke to the knight called Kay. “I also swear—when I return, you will pay for that blow.” He set heels to Llech’s sides and went out the gate and down the hill at a reckless canter.

Folk at the castle gate pointed north when he asked in a shout for directions, and Perceval and his pony went thundering up the road, the mount toiling gamely, the rider laughing and brandishing his darts.



PERCEVAL CAUGHT UP WITH THE THIEF of the goblet a league from Camelot on a slope running down into the forest. The knight was walking his horse, evidently not in dread of pursuit, and though he glanced behind when he first heard Llech’s hooves, he paid no more attention to the pony or its rider until Perceval came within a spear’s length and hallooed. “Turn around and face me, coward knight!”

Ahead, the knight yanked his horse around and gripped his lance. “Do you think to fight me?” he asked, laughter in his voice. “Which swine-shed did they raid to find you?”

“They keep wolves where I come from,” Perceval said. “Why should I fear a sneaking dog? Be on your guard!”

The gilded knight gestured behind Perceval, where the road ran over the crest of the hill. “Run home, boy, and send one of those knights on the hill to fight me. I see the bars of Lancelot, and I did not dare this adventure to fight with such as you.”

Perceval did not spare a glance over his shoulder, but he breathed slowly once to calm the fire in his belly. So if he died here today, the pale Queen had other avengers. And if he lived, his victory had witnesses. He took a dart, balancing it in his hand, choosing it with as much care as his next words. “Buckle to fight,” he said. “If I allow it, you may yet live to boast of the day you met Perceval of Wales.”

Within his helm, the knight snorted in derision.

“Besides, I go in need of arms, and I mean not to leave without yours.”

“I should only dishonour my blade on you, boy.”

“No fear of that,” said Perceval, and grinned. “You have seen to that already.”

The knight spurred his horse forward suddenly and swiped at Perceval’s head with his spear-butt. Perceval ducked, and the blow fell on his left shoulder, momentarily numbing the arm. He forced a laugh.

“I only ever allowed my mother to beat me,” he said, “and even she could hit harder than that!”

His enemy drew back up the hill, set his spear in rest, and came thundering down toward Perceval. The spear passed through empty air, for Perceval slid aside and down and clung to his dozing pony with just one arm and leg thrown athwart the back. 

“Hah! You call yourself a knight!” he mocked, pulling himself upright. “First you go to spear an unarmed man, and then you run away down the hillside!”

The knight kicked his horse around and drew his sword, galloping back up the hill. Perceval waited for his chance. The distance between him and the knight closed to only a few yards before he lifted and flicked his arm. The dart flew true, striking home in the slit of the knight’s visor.

The dead man toppled backward and fell to the ground at Llech’s feet. With a snort, the pony awoke.

Perceval slipped to the ground, kicked the sword away from the body, yanked out his dart, and knelt to listen at the visor slit for breath. There was not a sound. Opening the knight’s wallet, he found the Queen’s cup and set it carefully in the grass by the road. Then he began to tap at the joints of the armour, and managed to slide off one of the knight’s gauntlets. He glanced up the hill, wishing that the two knights on the crest would come and help him, but they had ridden after the dead man’s horse.

Perceval unclasped the knight’s belt and sword, and laid them in the road. He pulled off the wine-coloured surcoat and began searching for an opening in the mail. There was a leather lacing at the neck, where the helm was attached, and when he undid it and lifted the helm he saw the face of the man he had killed—his eyeball a bleeding mess, his pale, sweat-streaked face looking idiotically surprised. It was not the first time Perceval had killed a man, but it was the first time he had had to disarm a body. He thought of pulling the knight through the gorget, but the effort was obviously useless. He sat back, trying not to retch.

There was only one thing he could think of—fire. He scraped up a pile of tinder and took a flint from his pouch.

At that moment he heard the clatter of hooves and looked up to see the two knights who had followed him, Lancelot who bore red bars on a field of white, and the one named Gawain, whose sign was a five-pointed golden star.

“What are you doing now, boy?” asked the knight of the star.

“He is dead,” said Perceval, working at the flint. “And I need his armour.”

“And the fire?”

“Out of the iron, burn the tree,” said Perceval, quoting a saying of his mother’s.

Sir Gawain laughed. “There is no need to burn the man,” he said, dismounting. “Let me show you.”

He showed Perceval how to unlace the armour and draw it off, and with Sir Lancelot’s help armed him, belted on the sword, and put shield and lance into his hands. 

“Will you return to Camelot?” Sir Lancelot asked.

“Not today, sir,” said Perceval. “Take the Queen’s cup back to her. Tell her how I avenged the insult, and tell the chieftain of Britain how I bore his trust. But I will not go back myself until I have proved myself in a better fashion, with knightly weapons.”

“You have proved yourself well enough,” said Gawain. “If you will not come back to Camelot, let me knight you now.”

So Sir Gawain knighted Perceval there on the road, and the two knights took the Queen’s cup and left him. But Sir Perceval rode away into the forest, leading Llech with the bundle of skins and darts strapped to his back.

He rode north and west, choosing the loneliest paths, and at sunset he came to a castle on a green lawn beside a lake bathed in golden light. On the lawn an old grey-haired man stood watching a group of boys shooting with arrows at a mark. To him Perceval approached and said, “May I lie here tonight? I am weary, and have travelled far.”

“Surely you may,” said the old man, “and longer, if you will. What is your errand in this country?”

“I am a new-made knight,” said Perceval. “But I have never used arms before, and so I am riding out to find some adventure on which to test them.”

The old man laughed. “You had best stay awhile with me, and learn the use of them first,” he said. “Come! It is long since I trained a knight, but I remember the old art well.”
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I was afeared of her face though she fair were,

And said, “Mercy, Madame, what is this to mean?”

Langland


BLANCHE WAS STILL STARING AT THE red-gold ring when she went downstairs to the dining-room and found Nerys making tea. The girl was wearing quiet grey and her raven hair was pinned up at the nape of her neck: surely, thought Blanche, the unearthly beauty that had been hers in the dream of the pavilion could not have shone from this meek shadow. The contrast was so strong and sudden that Blanche slid the ring back onto her finger, sure now that she had been mistaken and the ring had been red all along. She would say nothing.

At breakfast Sir Ector said “Good morning” absent-mindedly, and if he had noticed the change in the ring—or that she was wearing a ring at all—he did not say. After the meal, Blanche went upstairs to wrestle with the Aeneid. Sir Ector had insisted she learn Latin when she was small, and still expected her to construe a hundred lines or so every day, although he allowed her to choose her reading. 

It was while fumbling with a particularly difficult line that Blanche’s mind began to wander and she remembered the inscription that had been in the ring Sir Ector had given her last night. Guinevere, chaste and true. She tugged once at the gold ring before the awful truth hit her and she looked down at it again with her stomach quaking.

She could not have dreamed that talk in the library. She could not have dreamed the inscription, and if it was not on this ring, then this was a different ring and sometime during the night, in who knows what place or time, a ring had been taken from her finger and replaced.

She touched her mouth. Her breath shivered against cold fingers.

Slowly, Blanche drew the ring from her finger. She sat there a moment longer, holding the heavy jewel without looking at it. Then she turned it and saw—nothing. No words spidered within the band.

Blanche sat in her chair a moment longer, thinking. Then, quite calmly, she rose from the desk and went—her feet soundless as the dream of the meadow—downstairs to the library.

The door stood ajar. She lifted her hand and laid it on the door, but could not for a moment gather the courage to push it open. 

Then she heard Nerys speaking in a soft and urgent staccato: “But the time is growing short. That was Nimue’s message. Again, and more often, I hear a rumour on the night airs—”

“She isn’t ready, Nerys.”

Ready for what? Blanche strained her ears over the thump of her own heart and the muffled protests of conscience. Nerys said: “I know. But how long have we already waited?”

Sir Ector did not reply and for one brief moment Blanche heard the shushing murmur of Nerys’s skirts. When she spoke again, it was in Welsh, and there was an odd cadence in her voice:

“Sir, I have not the wit nor craft to know what might be coming upon us, or from which quarter. But be sure that either it is coming, or it is already here. And this place will not shield us when it comes.”

Blanche blinked at the dim-pale shadow of her hand spread out across the massy oak panels of the library door. What was coming?

Suddenly the door twitched away from under her hand. Light struck her in the face and she looked into Nerys’s eyes with a guilty start.

Nerys said nothing and Blanche could detect no sign of contempt in her expression. But even a scolding would have been easier to bear than that level unblinking gaze. Blanche flushed painfully and stammered. “I—I—”

Sir Ector came to her rescue. “Blanche, my dear, come in.”

Nerys moved aside. With another start Blanche remembered why she had come. She went forward to her guardian’s desk, put the red-gold ring down on the blotter, and looked up at Sir Ector as if hoping that he would explain the change in such a way that she could go on believing that this safe corner of the world so shrouded in comfort was the waking, and that the adventure in the pavilion and the dread in Nerys’s voice was the dream.

“What does it mean?” she said. “What am I unready for? What is coming?”

Sir Ector lifted his hand to his beard and tugged on it with an odd gesture of helplessness. He looked at Nerys.

“You tell her, damsel.”

“Damsel,” repeated Blanche, and her stomach grew a little colder.

Nerys took both Blanche’s hands and led her to a chair. “Some wine,” she said over her shoulder to Sir Ector. Then, with a sympathy that shone from every look and word like a lantern on a cold night, she said, “How long have we known each other, Blanche?”

Blanche swallowed. “Years. Always.”

“And you know you can trust me.”

She nodded.

“How old am I, Blanche?”

Sir Ector came with a glass of port. Already her mind was beginning to work again, but Blanche took a velvet-sweet sip before replying. “About my age, aren’t you?”

“Do you remember how, years ago, I taught you to read? How old was I then?”

Blanche felt another stabbing chill. “You were already grown-up.” She stared into her governess-companion’s face. “Nerys. It’s been fourteen years and you haven’t aged.”

“No.” Nerys settled back on her footstool, her shoulders falling, her chin lifting. For a moment the veil rose: Blanche sensed a dignity so awful and majestic that she almost expected the footstool to splinter into diamond shards beneath its burden.

“I am ageless.”

“I never noticed,” said Blanche in a dry mouth.

Nerys shimmered in amusement. “No.”

“How could I never have noticed? Is it magic?”

“It is natural. For me.”

Under her eyes, the ageless woman folded back into herself and the glimpse of glory was gone. Blanche was glad, for under its weight she had felt too small for her own comfort. But once seen, the thing was not to be forgotten or brushed from mind. Blanche drank some more port and stared at the carpet. It was no use, she thought. She was in the dreamworld now.

She looked up tiredly and pointed to the ring on the blotter. “The ring. The boy. The pavilion. It was all real. …My mother, Guinevere.” She turned to Sir Ector. “I said—I said, ‘Who was my father, Arthur, King of the Britons?’ I was joking.”

Sir Ector and Nerys looked at her, and their solemnity, like a wall of marble, threw her doubt back in her face.

Blanche gasped for breath.

“That’s why you’re an antiquary, Sir Ector. You’re not fascinated by the ancients, you are an ancient. L’Espée. The Swordsman.” 

A smile hovered on his lips. “Keep going, Blanche. You’re doing well.”

She shook her head, drained of words, and covered her face with her hands. Sir Ector laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. Blanche snatched uselessly at her whirling thoughts for a moment before she remembered what she had overheard. 

“Nerys. You said something was coming.”

“Yes…” Once more, Nerys answered obliquely. “When you were born, eighteen years ago in Logres, the King sent Sir Ector to Broceliande.”
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