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Chapter 1

THE RECEPTIONIST

Gwen Price waited impatiently for her interview outside the manager’s office at the Camelot Hotel, Monmouthshire. This grandly restored old country house and its surrounding estate was the latest addition to the World Traveller Hotel Group and, in the process of reopening with its plush fittings and extensive redecoration, it was taking on a team of new staff. All the senior personnel had already been appointed. Gwen was up for one of the last posts advertised as a receptionist.

She was silently swearing at being kept waiting. Turning up five minutes late to her appointment had not been the best start and so, missing her turn, another of the young hopefuls who had been nervously sitting outside in the waiting area was called in before her. She had seen the back of this young man entering the office and closing the door just as she arrived and so for fifteen minutes now Gwen had been cursing to herself.

“Shit, shit, shit,” she moaned. “The door’s been shut for too long already. Whoever’s in there now had better not be getting offered the job I wanted…”

Another five minutes passed before, finally, the manager’s door opened again and a smart, neatly combed young man emerged, grinning broadly from ear to ear. Whatever had happened in there, this interviewee seemed pleased with the outcome. He was shaken warmly by the hand by the good-looking, dark-suited individual who followed him out and who escorted him to the stairwell outside. The dark suit then turned and came back to stand in front of Gwen.

“Miss Price?” the manager enquired. Gwen stood up.

“Yes, Mr Hughes,” she answered, switching on her best smile.

“You’re a little late. What happened?”

“The bus was stuck in traffic for ages, Mr Hughes. And then I had a bit of a walk to get here. I’m very sorry.” This was a complete fabrication since her mother had driven as fast as she could to get her errant daughter to the hotel on time but Gwen reckoned it sounded as good an excuse as any.

“Never mind, you’re here now. Welcome to Camelot.” A practised gentleman, the manager held the door and indicated that Gwen should go first. She gave what she thought was a gracious murmur of acceptance and swayed past him, making sure she brushed very close by as she passed inside. She took a seat without waiting to be asked, crossed her legs and sat up, looking alert, at the same time ensuring she was showing off her nineteen-year-old figure to maximum advantage. She kept her smile switched on, noting that her interviewer had had a good look at her legs and bust as he rounded the desk and found his seat. Great! First objective achieved.

Much of the interview then passed in a blur. The whole purpose, from Gwen’s point of view, was to say little but speak sexily, to hang on to his every word, to push her breasts out, pout her lips and generally offer the promise of an eager and innocent young thing who might do just about anything to please her boss. She handed over her CV when asked, standing and bending over the desk and offering a glimpse of her boobs as she did so. She endeavoured to attract his attention to her body and away from the document she was giving him, since much of the experience she had listed there was invented and she didn’t want any close questioning of its contents.

It all seemed to work out fine. After twenty minutes of him making polite conversation and occasionally running his eyes up and down her figure, he rose, offered his hand so that she might stand and smilingly indicated that the interview was at an end. Again he held the door open for her to leave. Again she passed by deliberately close to him and, as he followed her through the waiting area outside, Gwen swayed her bottom all the way to the entrance to the stairwell. There she said a sweet goodbye and flashed her eyes back towards him, giving him the cool come-on that she had learned in her numerous exploits over the years was a real man-catcher. Without waiting to see his reaction, she smartly stepped away and down the stairs to the exit. She would get the job, she was certain.

“Well? How did it go? Was everything OK?” Her mother was waiting in the car in the visitor’s parking bay, hoping with all her heart that this time her daughter had not blown it. “Did they ask why you were late?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Mother,” Gwen snapped back. “Of course I wasn’t late and of course it was all OK!”

“Did they offer you the job?” Her mother was hurt by the spiteful reply but did not want to show it.

“They will do.” Gwen looked down and started tapping away at her iPhone, indicating she did not want to talk any more. Mother sighed and started the car. She wouldn’t get any more out of her daughter now; she just had to wait and see what happened next.

What happened next was Gwen received a phone call two days later at home, asking her to come in the next morning to meet the company’s head of human resources. She was to be offered the post of hotel receptionist – one of three such people being appointed. Gwen smiled to herself. Everything was OK, then. She immediately called up Paula, one of her friends, to give her the news. They would have to go out and celebrate straight away.

“Well, congratulations, dear,” said her mother, overhearing the conversation, “but don’t go out for too long – it sounds like you have an important day tomorrow.”

“Oh do leave off!” Gwen put the iPhone down and glared at her parent. “Do you have to interfere all the time? No wonder Father left home – you never stop!” She hated her mother listening in on her personal calls; in fact she hated her mother for everything that went wrong in her life. She stormed out of the room, leaving her poor mother sighing again at her daughter’s sharp-toothed response.

It was in the local pub, the King Offa, that Gwen and Paula had decided to meet up. They arrived together to find it was packed with students, celebrating noisily after a game of rugby, and all seats were taken. With a queue at the bar, the two girls struggled to make their orders.

“I don’t know whether I approve of having these handsome hunks here, or whether I’d prefer them all to go away and leave us some space to sit and talk,” said Paula.

“They’re making such a devil of a noise that it’s hard to think,” complained Gwen. “Can’t you push through?”

One mountain of a young man turned to look at the two girls who were trying to get past him. A flicker of recognition passed across his features.

“Hi…it’s Gwen Price, isn’t it?” A smiling but somewhat bloodied and battered face looked down.

Gwen glanced up blankly. “Do I know you?”

“Gareth Jones. Remember me? We were at school together…least we were until you left.”

“Gareth? I don’t remember you being so ugly…not that you were the prettiest boy in the pack then.”

The mountain shifted a little. He groaned. “Charming as ever, Gwen. You really know how to make a chap feel welcome.”

“Well you know how it is, Gareth. So many boys like to try it on. Got to make them work for it if they want to get anywhere. You going to buy us drinks then?” She switched on the smile.

“Er, OK.” The mountain nodded and bludgeoned his way to the bar, returning moments later with two beers for the girls. Gwen thanked him sweetly.

“Well, I haven’t seen you in a while, Gareth,” she said, “and you look different now. What you been doing?”

“Engineering: I’m up at university,” Gareth replied, moving his bulk round to prevent the two girls from being jostled. “And playing rugby when I’m not studying. That’s how this happened.” He flattened his nose which had evidently been broken and reshaped some time ago.

“And it looks like you picked up a few bruises today as well,” said Paula. She thought he was a nice, genuine type of guy.

“Aye! That’s rugby,” he grinned. “What are you two up to these days?”

“I’m working in offices in Newport,” said Paula. “Gwen’s just been offered a job in this new flash hotel close by.”

“Congratulations, Gwen. So you’ve come here tonight to celebrate?” Gareth smiled at her again. He thought she was a highly attractive female that he’d like to get to know again.

“Sort of…but not with you, I’m afraid!” Gwen retorted. She thought he was a decidedly unattractive male and she wanted to get away. She signalled to her friend that it was time to move. Paula sighed and moved with her.

The mountain with the craggy face raised his eyes to the ceiling in resignation as the two drinks he had bought weaved their way away from him in the crowd, looking for others to share with. “Great evening, girls. Thanks very much!” he called out to their disappearing backs.

* * *

Gwen Price arrived at the Camelot Hotel the next morning, fifteen minutes late and more than a little hung-over. Mrs Elizabeth Morley, head of human relations, was not impressed.

“Good morning, Miss Price,” she welcomed Gwen, “I’m glad you have decided to join us. Meet the two other receptionists appointed with you. They and I have been waiting some twenty minutes already for you to arrive. Please see to it that this does not happen again!”

Gwen smiled sweetly and said it would not. She grimaced internally and thought, What a cow! Fancy being so unpleasant with your staff on first acquaintance!

The party all made their introductions to each other. There was Freddy, the one young man who Gwen had seen being interviewed by the manager just before her, and Victoria, a very poised twenty-something young lady that she now met for the first time. Gwen quickly decided she didn’t like the look of her. Mrs Morley waited for them all to exchange pleasantries before leading them away for a tour of the hotel.

“We open here in just over a fortnight’s time,” explained the head of human resources, taking the group first into the ground-floor bar and restaurant. “The company has spared no expense in converting this grand old property into a thoroughly luxurious five-star establishment. You three will eventually work shifts in reception, eight hours at a time, but it is important that you come in every morning at nine am over the next weeks – not only to get to know everyone and everything about this hotel, but also the entire company. World Traveller Hotels is a big international business as I am sure you all know. Do things right here and you can go far. Look at me: I started in one of our smallest, least prestigious hotels in London and now I head up human relations for all our UK operations.”

Was this supposed to impress? Gwen had to use all her self-control not to sneer and blow a raspberry.

Elizabeth Morley brought the party out onto the patio outside the restaurant and stopped to show them the extensive lawns and fields rolling away into the Monmouthshire woods beyond, and from there to glimpse the distant Welsh hills where dark clouds were gathering before they would inevitably move east towards them.

“Just look at the majesty of these surroundings. It all contributes to the central message of this distinguished hotel and the work here that we have chosen you three for. We have very carefully selected the team of staff to run this place. Local staff where we can, who we hope will be quite familiar with and at ease with the whole ethos that we wish to promote at this very special hotel. It is important – no, essential – that you fully participate in, and take on board the magical image we are promoting here, derived from the culture of this unique location. A lot has been invested in this fine property, this historic site: the company intend to make this the star attraction of all our British operations. It is going to be our Camelot – fit for a king and his courtiers. If we get this right, it will attract guests from all over the world. It is intended that the whole experience of staying here will be magical, regal, a step into an age of chivalry and honour, where service to the ideal of Camelot is the dream come alive.”

The three new members of staff all made approving noises. The faces of two of them were shining – thinking just how incredibly lucky they were to be in on the ground floor of such an exciting, inspiring new venture and how they were determined to do their best to promote this fabulous new enterprise. One, however, was thinking that this all sounded like a lot of hooey but she had read the blurb on the job description and had done her best to echo her enthusiasm for this Arthurian fantasy in her interview. Youthful eagerness, and tastefully close-fitting clothing, had done the rest.

Before moving on, Mrs Elizabeth Morley took the opportunity to look keenly at the three new appointees. “Receptionists are the first people our clients will call; the first they will meet on arrival here. The impression you create with our valued guests is thus of vital importance. You will transmit to them exactly the right image we wish to promote, understand? You have been selected so far because the impression you have given to date has been good. You will now undergo intensive training over a number of weeks to polish your image even more, so that in your every gesture and comment to our future clients you deliver everything that the company wishes to promote and nothing less than that. Is that clear? I am sure you won’t disappoint me…”

And if anyone did, Gwen guessed, they wouldn’t be employed for very long. She grimaced internally for the second time. Well I’ve got so far with this job, she thought, I’d better see it through. It certainly seemed a prestigious appointment, with a salary to match, so she did not want to lose it as quickly as she had lost others before.

The tour continued. A curving path led across a perfectly manicured lawn to old stable blocks detached from the main building. From the outside, the stables looked like two long rows of traditional and well-preserved brick-and-timber units, but inside they had now been tastefully joined together to contain a swimming pool and jacuzzi on one level and, further along in the other block, a gym and exercise room: all brand new and in excellent order, just waiting to be pressed into service. After meeting the pool and gym attendants, and being impressed by all the spotless facilities, the receptionists were eventually steered back into the hotel proper just as a heavy, damp mist breathed its way across the grounds towards them. It was approaching midday but the light had suddenly fallen as the sun disappeared in the whiteness that enwrapped them.

Freddy stopped before re-entering the former country mansion and turned to look around and take it all in. “What atmosphere!” he remarked to Mrs Morley. “You can just imagine the Knights of the Round Table emerging out of those woods below and cantering though the mist towards us, can’t you?”

The older woman smiled. “That’s the ticket, young man! Keep that up. That is just the sort of thing we want to sell to our guests here.”

“Yes,” said Victoria. “This place reeks of atmosphere. It will be easy to portray the magical, mystical image you want for this hotel.”

Creeps, the two of them, thought Gwen. If the head of human relations buys into this fawning behaviour, then she’s a bigger fool than I took her for.

The centuries-old estate did possess a unique character, however. The central property had been knocked down and rebuilt countless times in its long history, evolving in the process from earthworks and wooden palisades to stone battlements to a sprawling country residence and now to a hotel. Part of the ground floor of the main building was still paved with thousand-year-old flagstones; a circular stone staircase stood in one corner and a massive fireplace dominated the banqueting hall. All but the most cynical could hardly remain unimpressed by the restoration. Scholars insist that the exact location of the castle of Camelot is lost in the myths of time but World Traveller Hotels could certainly claim that their latest acquisition had a fair claim to be among the candidates to have hosted King Arthur and his knights.

The three new members of staff were taken next to visit many of the rooms of the hotel and the prize Arthur and Guinevere suites. As before, it was clear that the company had spent a fortune providing the most comfortable surroundings for each paying guest, no matter whether they were taking the smallest room in the hotel or were booking into either of the two senior suites, complete with four-poster king-and queen-size beds and spectacular views of the surrounding countryside. Throughout, World Traveller Hotels had certainly done their best to clothe the rooms, main staircase and walls with drapes, banners, paintings and all sorts of modern evocations of the age of chivalry. There were even suits of armour standing in discreet corners on each floor, never mind that such medieval accoutrements dated from a time several centuries after King Arthur was alleged to have reigned.

Finally the party returned to the reception area where Elizabeth Morley asked them all what they thought of the facilities and whether they thought they would be happy working here. A chorus of appreciation met her request. All said they were delighted and impressed with all they had seen and heard of the hotel and its mission. Gwen vied with the praise of the others and hoped her comments sounded sincere. Mrs Morley looked at each one in turn and nodded with apparent satisfaction that these three new appointees seemed to be making all the right noises. Time would tell how they would make out.

It was time for a break. The head of human resources said how pleased she had been to meet the three of them; she was sure they would all do fine in their new jobs, and then she said goodbye and handed over to the hotel’s assistant staff manager Tom Hughes, whom they’d all met before. As the back of Mrs Elizabeth Morley disappeared from view, Tom indicated that they should take time out for some tea and snacks. He led the way into the hotel’s lounge.

“Enjoy this while you can,” smiled Tom Hughes. “Staff will not be allowed to sit in here when we are open, and you certainly won’t have time to relax and take it easy soon. We are going to have a big splash campaign in the local and national media over the next week or so and our first day of operations will be to entertain a legion of journalists who will come in and pore over every inch of the place. And mind you are on top of your game when they arrive – if not, they will be sure to print any criticisms. And if that happens, heads will roll in consequence, you can be certain of that!”

Gwen smiled at the others, giving nothing away. Here was another warning of the high standards that were expected – these people certainly knew how to rub it in on new recruits.

Freddy voiced the same thought. “Are you trying to frighten us?” he asked nervously, “because, if so, I can tell you it’s working! Mrs Morley has already said much the same thing.”

Tom laughed. “It’s not just you who are being frightened. We’ve all had the same message rammed into us from the general manager at the top, down to the cleaners and gardeners at the bottom; myself included. You’ll see – we are all together in this, and as a team we are all pulling together too. Don’t be so worried. You will find plenty of help here as you settle in.”

“Well that’s a relief,” said Victoria. “We are going to need all the help we can get at first until we find our feet.”

“Talking of gardeners,” said Gwen, “we’ve had a good look around inside the hotel but any chance of seeing a bit more of the grounds outside? Before we get immersed in the details of our job on the front desk, I’d love the opportunity to take some fresh air and have a look at the wider estate.” She was doing her best to look enthusiastic. To be sure, a jaunt around the lawns outside in her high heels had no real attraction for her, but it was a chance to get a breather from the high-pressure environment that was being pushed at her, and maybe also the opportunity to flaunt herself at, and maybe gain some favour from her immediate boss.

“Sure. When you’ve finished up here we’ll go out and I’ll see if I can find Dai Mervyn for you. He’s something of a legend. He came with the property when World Travellers bought this place. They say he’s as old as the grounds themselves.” Tom laughed again. “Mind, that would put him at several hundreds of years of age!”

Twenty minutes later, as the sun began to win the battle against the thinning mist, the three novices stood outside on the lawns waiting while their host disappeared in the search for the head groundsman. Alone for a few moments, Gwen had no wish to fill the time with false enthusiasm for the job with these future colleagues. Let those two together get all animated about this fake enterprise, she thought. Give me space!

She wandered off a little to be by herself. Looking around, her idle curiosity was taken by a movement some distance away where fields stretched down to the woods at the westward limit of the estate. A large hound seemed to be running to and fro, seemingly searching out some scent or other. After a pause when it vanished from view into the woods it then reappeared to start galloping towards a tall, slow-moving figure dressed in black or grey. These two came together and made their way across the fields in the general direction of the hotel: an elderly man, as it turned out, and a large, lively Celtic wolfhound that the man seemed to pay no heed to as it leapt and gambolled about him. Tom Hughes suddenly appeared from beside the hotel and directed the man and his dog up to meet Gwen and her two companions.

“Gwen Price, meet Dai Mervyn, our oldest, most experienced and most valued member of staff,” Tom waxed expansively. The man in question just snorted.

“Pleased to meet you, Mr Mervyn,” said Gwen holding out her hand. She wasn’t so sure about his dog: she hated animals that were unpredictable.

“The pleasure’s mine,” nodded Dai Mervyn, drawing back his dark cloak and taking her hand gently in his wizened paw. He had thin greying hair, a bronze, weathered face with more lines on it than Network Rail and a small, white goatee beard. “Don’t mind Morgan, my companion,” the groundsman grunted. “He’ll be fine when he gets to know you.”

That monster doesn’t look at all fine just yet, thought Gwen. The big hound had backed off a little and was fixing her with a stony glare, his teeth barely covered in a low growl.

Dai Mervyn ignored this stand-off and moved past Gwen to say hello to the other two who were waiting to meet him. Morgan the wolfhound did not move. He did not shift his gaze either, Gwen noticed with some discomfort.

“I’ll leave you with Dai, here, for a while and he can tell you more about this place,” said Tom Hughes. “When you’re done, come back inside and meet me in reception.” He gave a cheery wave and moved off, leaving them all to get to know each other.

The groundsman walked the three new staff around the side of the hotel to the overflow car park that gave a magnificent view over field, valley and distant forest, the big hound following dutifully at a distance.

“I’ll not take you down over the meadows,” said Dai Mervyn, “seeing as you’re all wearing decent clothes and you’ll not want to get mud all over you. But you can get a good feel for the estate from up here. You got any questions?”

Away and out of earshot of the hotel management, Gwen was anxious to prick the bubble of this whole Arthurian sales promotion that had been pitched at her. She was too old now for fairy stories and had been biting her lip throughout the tour so far. But this groundsman character was a local gardener or something and clearly had had nothing to do with the hotel company and all its fantastic designs before they’d bought this place. Was he as sceptical of all this as she was?

“What do you think of all this about Camelot they are trying to sell here, Mr Mervyn? Isn’t it all a sham? Just a load of rubbish?”

“Aye…it could be…” Dai Mervyn stopped and turned a beady eye upon his young questioner. “What do you think, young lady?”

“Well o’ course it is! This place is no more like Camelot than the dump I live in. They’re just trying to make money out of stupid tourists.”

The head groundsman threw his head back and laughed at how quickly this outrageous young woman was to pour scorn on her new employers.

“You take care, young lady,” he grinned at her. “Or you’ll not go far with the owners of this place if you persist with that attitude…”

“But come on, Mr Mervyn. You’re surely not taken in by all the hype, are you? That’s just for the gullible public!”

Dai Mervyn laughed again. “Now, you look here, my girl. Firstly, the guests who will be staying here in due course are not likely to be so stupid as you think they’ll be…and secondly, I don’t know about the so-called dump you say you live in, but this place has as much right to call itself the site of Camelot as any other.”

“Sure. Any place and no place could be Camelot!” came the cynical reply.

The old man looked around at the other two new members of staff. They had said nothing so far and he didn’t know whether the three of them were thinking the same or not. He turned back to Gwen.

“You young people think you know it all. Seems there’s nothing you can learn now…” He sniffed. “Tis a shame – you live in a world where everything’s bought and sold, where appearances are everything and all is superficial and skin deep. And if you can’t get what you want straight away, what language – woe betide us! No patience. No one makes any effort now to look any deeper…”

“Well, do tell, Mr Mervyn,” piped up Victoria, “if you think there is some basis for the Camelot story here. You must know this place so well and have seen and heard much more than the rest of us. We are not all deaf to the lessons of history.” She glanced disapprovingly sideways at her colleague.

“Well, there’s more to this place than first meets the eye, that’s for sure,” said the old groundsman. “Over the years, several castles have stood here to defend these rich lands. For example, if you look carefully at the terrain below here you can still see traces of how the farming used to be divided in to long strips in feudal times – this was all centuries before the enclosure movement which gave us the patchwork of fields you see today. There are tracks of medieval jousting lists beyond the stables there, then there are the remnants of the forest to the east where the king and his court used to hunt deer and wild boar. You can also find Roman remains in these parts and even, way before that, there’s evidence of stone circles from Neolithic times. So there you have it: a land with a millennia of stories that you people dashing around from here to there today can scarcely guess at.”

“And Camelot?” asked Freddy.

“Well, there are lots of places from Cornwall to Carlisle that lay claim to that fabled location, but I’ll tell you this: none have a better right to own that myth than this. Arthur was a Celtic king. He fought Saxon invaders and others to establish his rule and I reckon that was hereabouts. You’ll find few places on earth more fought over than these borderlands between England and Wales. There’re remains of more castles, fortified houses and battlements of one sort and another per square mile in this area than almost anywhere else in the world. Romans, Vikings, Saxons, Celts, Ancient Britons and Normans – they’ve all been here. What with the River Wye to the east and the Usk to the west, the natural harbour of Newport to the south – invaders can reach here easily by boat and there’s been many a battle and much blood spilt defending these lands, I can tell you. And why does the Welsh national flag sport a red dragon across a green field? There’s stories told here that originate well before the Church came and people could read and write. King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table are just one. Aye, Camelot is a mythical place; a spiritual place; an ideal that has captured the imagination of many over the centuries. Too right it could have been here: all the elements that go to make up that story can be found around where we are standing right now…”

The old man’s quiet way, his slow musical accent and twinkling eyes caught the imagination of two of his audience. They were ready to believe that Camelot was more than just a fable and had really been here once. Even Morgan the wolfhound had crept closer and had lain mesmerised at the feet of his master as he had unfolded his tale. Gwen, however, was as cynical as ever.

“Well, I don’t believe in all this guff – nor Father Christmas neither!” She stood up. “Get off me, you brute!” she brushed aside the wolfhound that had risen up with her.

The hound, being so roughly dismissed, snapped back at its tormentor. Gwen pulled her hand away quickly but not before the dog had drawn blood.

“Ow! He’s bitten me!” Gwen cried out more in anger than pain.

“Tis only a scratch, young lady. It’ll do you no harm,” replied the groundsman. “But you be more careful with Morgan in future. That hound has more about him than you credit him for – he can sense your ill will.”

Gwen turned and walked off, shaking her injured hand and swearing aloud. “He’ll sense a lot more than ill will if he comes near me again,” she blustered. The fields and creatures around here, she decided, were definitely outside her comfort zone. She was no country girl and this hotel was as far from her urban ideal as she wanted to stray. Re-entering the main building, closing the outside door and shutting off the surrounding estate with its elderly keeper and his mangy, long-haired brute of a dog couldn’t be done quick enough for her. She had had enough of the fresh air that she said she had wanted.

Tom Hughes breezed over to welcome her back inside. This was more like it, thought Gwen. He was a good-looking executive with an open and friendly manner and was clearly someone of status and influence in her new employment. She switched her smile back on and batted her eyelashes at him.

“Thank you, Mr Hughes,” she cooed. “I’ve seen enough outside. Time to get acquainted with everything here now.”

“Fine,” said Tom Hughes. He could hardly miss the show of sex and sensuality that simply oozed out of this young recruit as she moved in his direction. This was not exactly the image the company wanted to project, but he’d withhold judgement for the time being. “Let’s go get the others and I’ll show you your workstation.”

The remainder of the day was given over to briefing the three receptionists on the specific details of their post. It was broken by lunch which was provided for all the staff at the same hour – again with a warning that such practice would change as soon as the hotel opened. It nonetheless gave the three newcomers the chance to meet others and begin to get to know the people who they would be working with.

Gwen held herself in and tried to give little away whilst being introduced to the variety of people that staffed this luxury resort – she quickly realised that most had a great deal more experience than she. Despite what she had written on her CV, Gwen’s only knowledge of the hotel trade had been a couple of stints serving behind the bar in her local pub. She was a pretty girl, however, and had long ago learnt that a flashing smile and innocuous conversation could compensate for a lack of talent in other respects. It had got her so far, at least, she thought.

Later that evening, it was to the King Offa again that she retired to meet with her friend Paula and recount her first day’s impressions of the new job. This time the place was only half full.

“Well? Any decent men there?” Paula settled down with drinks for them both and got straight to the point.

“The head porter kept giving me the eye, as did the assistant chef…good-looking sort, too…but I cut ‘em both dead. I’m not interested in their type. Now, the assistant general manager – Tom Hughes – is more like it. He’s late twenties, early thirties, I reckon. Smart dresser, got a real way about him and drives a flash Jaguar. I could go for him.”

“Married?”

“I guess so, but that don’t matter. I’d give him a run for his money!”

“I bet you would too. Has he shown any interest?”

“Not as yet. I’ll work on it!”

Paula laughed. “What else can you tell me about the place? You seen inside any of the rooms?”

“That was the first thing they did. Gotta know all about it if we gotta sell it, see. The King Arthur suite is something, I can tell you. Spared no expense in fitting that out – right down to the fancy creams, oils and shampoos in the bath-and-shower suite. All top of the range. I nicked a few, soon as I could. They’ll do well in my loo if I can stop my mother from using ‘em.”

“Oooh, do get me some if you can.”

“Should be no problem. They’ll have masses of them in the housekeeper’s stores and I’ll get in there soon as no one’s looking. But like everything else in that hotel – money seems to be no object in setting the place up. You should see the main banqueting hall behind the reception desk where I’ll be working. Imposing is an understatement. Big stone fireplace; massive oak beams; and they are still working on it: flags and banners are going up overhead with the names and emblems of who they say are the Knights of the Round Table. It’s all a load of balls, of course, but that’s what I’ve got to sell. They’ll be dressing us up next; I mean the front of house staff, when the media come to the grand opening!”

“Oh, Gwen – you in fancy dress like some lady-in-waiting? That’ll be fun”

“No way! A bloody lady-in-waiting? Get me to behave like some brainless bimbo in a fairy tale? They’d better not try. I heard staff talking about it over lunch today. A big joke it was, trying to guess who was going to be dressed up as what. They reckon that even Dai Mervyn will be squeezed into something.”

“Dai Mervyn? Is he still there?”

“Yes. Do you know him?”

“My dad does. He works for a construction company that was restoring the country house well before it became this hotel. Dai Mervyn, he’d say – been up on that estate for donkey’s years. Knows every wild herb and remedy known to nature; makes his own brew and could drink any of builders under the table. There’s respect for you!”

“I don’t know about that. He knows the history of the place well enough, though he can’t sell me on Camelot any more than the rest of ‘em. But he has a dog the size of pony up there – look what he did to me!”

Gwen held up her hand. The scratch at the end of her middle finger had swollen a little in the course of the day.

“You’d better put something on that,” said Paula, “looks like it might be infected.”

“Nah, I’ll live. It’s really nothing. Let’s get another drink in, it’ll be time to go soon. I’ve got to be back in the hotel bright and early, they’re going to show me all the software I’ll be using.” Gwen didn’t have much patience for computers, she knew, and mastering the booking-in process for hotel guests was going to be headache. She couldn’t afford to be late tomorrow, she thought ruefully.

Gwen slept badly that night. Dreams of knights on horseback, strange woodsmen and enormous wolfhounds kept racing through her head. That, and a growing throbbing in her hand where she had been bitten, disturbed her sleep. She woke up early and noticed the scratch on her finger was even more swollen and now looking discoloured. She wished she had applied some antiseptic on it earlier. She showered carefully, using the shampoo she had stolen from the hotel, and tried to use her hand as little as possible. She squeezed some antiseptic on her finger after drying off. Better late than never, she reckoned.

Breakfast was hurried. Gwen didn’t want her mother noticing anything – she was tired of all the fuss and moralising that never stopped coming from her. It was a wonder she had survived so far. For the umpteenth time, Gwen thought that she’d leave home as soon as she could afford it but she cursed her luck that that was not possible yet. She’d never held down a job long enough, and anyway there were a hundred and one clothes, shoes, electronic playthings and iPhone bills to pay for that prevented her from putting any real money aside.

That was a thought. She’d better raid her mother’s purse before leaving. Gwen didn’t have more than a few pence to take with her that morning. Her head was still spinning from lack of sleep and a preoccupation with her finger but she focused well enough to lift a couple of banknotes while her mother was upstairs. She shouted goodbye and left the house, walking quickly to catch the bus on the corner. It was ten minutes’ walk to the hotel the other end but this time she would not be late.

Half an hour into the briefing on the booking-in system at the Camelot Hotel and Gwen was losing it. Her two colleagues were all attentive, full of questions and clearly following all the instructions of their supervisor, but Gwen was now feeling distinctly dizzy and her hand was hurting more than ever. She took a step back from the others at the desk and tried to clear her head.

“Erm..excuse me for a minute..,” she began. She shook her hand and whimpered in pain. “It hurts,” she managed to say. Then her breathe came in short rapid gasps, she started to panic, and suddenly it all went black.





Chapter 2

THE LADY GWENDOLYN

This time, the hallucinations did not stop. There were knights in armour charging around on horseback; her mother searching desperately for something in the kitchen; monstrous hounds leaping up with slavering jaws; a shower cubicle, overflowing with bubbly shampoo; the doors of the King Offa swinging open and shut, and all the time the old, grey eyes of Dai Mervyn twinkling mischievously at her.

Gwen moaned and tossed over in bed. What bed? Whose bed? Where was she? Her brain wasn’t working properly. It was all dreams still.

There was a girl’s voice calling out somewhere but she didn’t recognise it. Gwen opened her eyes and gazed around the room but maybe she hadn’t opened them at all, since there was nothing there except hallucination. Her head spun. What room was this? Darkness descended and a thundering took over her brain as if horses were still galloping around inside. Consciousness was coming and going in waves.

The girl’s voice sounded once more: “Lady Gwendolyn! My lady!” Whoever it was seemed to be far away and very worried. Gwen wondered who it might be and what she was worried about. Suddenly her brain cleared and her eyes flickered open. The room was dark but streaked with a bright band of light that issued from a long, slit window by her bedside. The air was cold but Gwen could feel warm blankets covering her. Where on earth was she?

She sat up at once and a young girl in strange clothes sitting close by jumped back in surprise.

“My lady! Awake at last!”

Gwen looked about her. “What…where…am I?” she stammered. She didn’t recognise anything: not the bed, not the room, nor this strange girl. The last she remembered was standing at the reception desk of the hotel. She supposed she must have fainted and been brought here. But where was here? Gwen looked down at her hand. Her finger was still scratched, swollen and painful…but what was this? What bedclothes was she wearing? Someone must have undressed her and changed her into this long nightdress. Even her underwear had been removed! Outrageous!

“What the bloody hell’s been going on!” she demanded loudly and indignantly of anyone in earshot.

The girl at the bedside looked startled at this outburst and was even more alarmed as Gwen swung her legs round and made to stand up. Rising to her feet, Gwen felt incredibly dizzy and she would have liked to have pushed this girl aside – who had quickly recovered and rushed to attend to her – but in the end she was glad for the support. Gwen staggered to the window.

It was a long, narrow stone casement, the sort that bowmen would stand guard at in castles like Raglan that Gwen had once visited. There was no glass. And the walls were so thick! Gwen looked around. This was a castle! There could be no mistake – she was standing
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