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Reviews of King of the Middle March



‘With King of the Middle March, Kevin Crossley-Holland triumphantly concludes his trilogy about the two Arthurs. . .Arthur’s breathless diary entries have an immediacy and wonder.’


Jan Mark, Times Educational Supplement


‘this volume, like its predecessors, conjures up a vivid picture of medieval life combined with the magic of the Arthurian legends.’


Financial Times


‘a rich, thought-provoking work.’


Daily Telegraph


‘A beautifully produced book, a treat to hold and to read: a wonderful achievement.’


Books for Keeps


‘the multi-layered conclusion to a most original trilogy . . . an exciting medieval adventure relevant to today’s conflicts of belief.’


Lesley Agnew, The Bookseller


Reviews of At the Crossing-Places



‘The second book in Crossley-Holland’s ambitious Arthur trilogy . . . is just as compulsively readable as the first, a serious, meaty rummage around medieval life. . . . Crossley-Holland’s prose has a glorious matter-of-fact poetry and his medieval hero will be recognisable to any modern teenager as he makes the difficult journey from boyhood to manhood. A seriously good read from a master storyteller.’


Guardian Children’s Book Supplement


‘The colourful and complex trappings of medieval aristocratic life are a rich background for a boy’s search for the truth – about his parents, about the nature of love and, ultimately, about himself.’


Robert Dunbar, Irish Times


‘The more the reader makes connections and ponders its resonances, the more this book has to offer. It can be read simply as an adventure, but thoughtful children will also relish its suggestiveness.’


Nicolette Jones, The Sunday Times, Children’s Book of the Week


Reviews of The Seeing Stone



‘This is astonishing . . . a book that lasts has to create a world so real that you can run your fingertips over its walls, feel its morning frost bite at your throat, and remember the people who lived there for a lifteime. Crossley-Holland has done it and I am so, so jealous.’


Anne Fine, Children’s Laureate


‘. . . as bright and as vivid as the pictures in a Book of Hours. Deep scholarship, high imagination, and great gifts of storytelling have gone into this; I was spell-bound.’


Philip Pullman, Guardian Children’s Book Supplement


‘Every age needs its hero slumbering under the hill until need awakes him. All thanks to Kevin Crossley-Holland for this wholly wonderful awakening.’


Jan Mark, Times Educational Supplement, Children’s Book of the Week


‘This is truly a cross-over book, settling in the interesting space between children’s and adult fiction . . . These 100 tightly-written chapters of crisp dialogue and razor sharp detail bring the medieval world . . . crackling into life.’


Sarah Johnson in The Times


‘This satisfyingly complex novel has two concurrent narratives . . . Sophisticated readers will find much to ponder, and will be engrossed by the detail of two worlds: the rural life of the 12th-century Marchlands, and the magic and pageantry of the Arthurian legends. . . . This book is a thing of beauty, and evidently a labour of love.’


Nicolette Jones in The Sunday Times, Children’s Book of the Week


‘. . . has a remarkably contemporary feel as fantsy, history and Arthurian legend collide. Almost the most enjoyable part of this dense, absorbing novel is the way it creates in detail every aspect of life and death in a medieval manor. But most of all, teenagers will identify with young Arthur, dreamer, poet and child on the brink of adulthood whose personal confusions and struggles to find out who he is and control his own destiny find him increasingly caught up with his namesake, King Arthur, the once and future king.’


Lyn Gardner in The Guardian, Children’s Book of the Month


‘The Seeing Stone . . . not only manages to invest the well-known stories with a colourful inventiveness but also succeeds in doing so in a style which is at once plain and poetic, lively and lyrical.’


Robert Dunbar in The Irish Times


‘This is a must. Its structure makes it very accessible; and in beautifully spare, yet lyrical language, it’s a mysterious story that totally absorbs.’


Wendy Cooling in Literacy and Learning


‘Crossley-Holland offers us a compelling, creative marriage of the dreamlike world of legend and the all-too-earthy reality of medieval England, rendered in prose sometimes pungent and sometimes poetry.


‘The wonderfully complex characters are distinct and engaging, but most of all I fell in love with a big-eared boy in a rabbit-skin cap who could see what might be the future, what might be the past, or what might be both, in a shining stone.


This is a story about life and legend, good and evil, dreams and duty: about truth, courage and loyalty; about, in other words, all the things that make a story, and a person, great.’ Karen Cushman
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for Judith Elliott with love




THE CHARACTERS


ON CRUSADE


Arthur de Caldicot, aged 16, author of this book


Lord Stephen de Holt


Turold, the armourer


Rhys, the stableman


Sir William de Gortanore, Arthur’s father


Lady Cécile, Sir William’s mistress


Sir Serle de Caldicot, Arthur’s foster-brother, aged 19


Tanwen, a chamber-servant


Kester, her two-year-old son


* * *


Milon de Provins


Bertrand (Bertie) de Sully, aged 13, Milon’s nephew and squire


Gennaro, a Venetian councillor


Enrico Dandolo, the Doge of Venice


Silvano, the Master Shipwright


Simona, his daughter, a translator, aged 21


Wido, Milon’s armourer


Giff, one of Milon’s footsoldiers


Godard, one of Milon’s footsoldiers


Saracen traders from Alexandria


Pagan, Milon’s priest


Cardinal Capuano


Geoffrey de Villehardouin sometime Marshal of Champagne


Marquis Boniface de Montferrat, leader of the crusade


Odd, a Venetian crusader


Piero, a steersman


Count Simon de Montfort a French leader


Enguerrand de Boves, a French nobleman


Robert de Boves, his brother


Taddeo, the Doge’s surgeon Abbot Guy de Vaux


A shoemaker from Milan


A Zaran boy


Chrétien, a miner from Provins


Giscard, a miner from Provins


A French sergeant


Nasir, a Saracen singing teacher


Nasir’s two wives and his daughter


Zangi, Nasir’s assistant


Sister Cika, a Benedictine nun


Hamadat, captain of a merchant ship


A wandering scholar


A Lombardian knight


A trader in Piacenza


IN THE MARCH


Sir Walter de Verdon


Lady Anne de Verdon, his wife


Winnie de Verdon, their daughter, aged 14


Lady Judith de Holt


Izzie, a chamber-servant at Holt


Rahere, the musician and jester at Holt


Sir John de Caldicot


Lady Helen de Caldicot his wife


Sian, their daughter, aged 11


Oliver, the priest at Caldicot


Gatty, Hum the reeve’s daughter, aged 15


Slim, the cook at Caldicot


Ruth, the kitchen-girl at Caldicot


Robbie, the kitchen-boy at Caldicot


Lady Alice de Gortanore


Tom de Gortanore, aged 17


Grace de Gortanore, his sister, aged 15


Thomas, a freeman and messenger at Gortanore


Maggot, Thomas’s wife


Mair, Arthur de Caldicot’s mother


Merlin


IN THE STONE


King Arthur


Queen Guinevere


Sir Lancelot


King Pellam, Guardian of the Holy Grail


The Lady of the Lake, Sir Lancelot’s foster-mother


Lady Gisèle


Sir Kay


Sir Gauter


Sir Gilmere


Sir Arnold


Sir Sagramour


Sir Ector de Maris


Sir Uwain le Blanchemains


Sir Gawain


Sir Perceval


Nascien, a hermit


Sir Mador


Sir Bors


Sir Agravain


Sir Mordred


Sir Urry


Agatha, Sir Urry’s mother


Fyleloly, Sir Urry’s sister


Sir Tor


Sir Gaheris


Sir Gareth


The Bishop of Rochester


Sir Lionel


The Archbishop of Canterbury


Sir Galahad


Sir Lucan


Sir Bedivere


Ygerna, King Arthur’s mother


ANIMALS


Bonamy, Arthur de Caldicot’s warhorse


Shortneck, Sir Serle’s warhorse


Stupendous, Lord Stephen’s warhorse


Pip, Arthur de Caldicot’s horse in England


Kincaled, Sir Gawain’s horse


A leopard, in a Croatian church


A leopard, belonging to a Lombardian knight


Storm and Tempest, two running-hounds (or beagles)




Author’s Note and Acknowledgements


Once more, I have been given a great deal of help.


Hemesh Alles has drawn and redrawn attractive maps, as well as providing additional artwork based on medieval sources; Gillian Crossley-Holland lent me books on bee-keeping and the stars; Maryann Johnson corrected my sketchy Italian; Ann Jones enlightened me about ‘hiraeth’ and matters Welsh; Mike Tapper unearthed valuable information on early medieval galleys; and the Tree Advice Trust taught me about olives and apricots.


I’ve used ‘The Heart-in-Waiting’ and lines from ‘Swarm and Honeycomb’ from my Selected Poems (Enitharmon Press, 2001), and two short passages from my translation of Beowulf (Oxford University Press, 1999). I’m grateful to the BBC for inviting me to review the problems and pleasures of writing this trilogy in its admirable and regretted Radio 3 series, ‘Work in Progress’.


My heart leaped when, last summer, Rodney Slatford most generously offered me a silent house in which to write when interruptions on my own doorstep threatened to overwhelm me. Richard Barber, Arthurian scholar and medievalist, not only lent me absorbing research material but he and his wife Helen accompanied me and my wife to the Dalmatian coast to see Zara (Zadar) and discover how to lay siege to it. In typing and correcting very many drafts of this book, Claire Conway has been unfailingly patient and blessedly good-humoured, even when confronted with literally thousands of revisions. I am so grateful to her.


My wife Linda has made a quite extraordinary contribution – discussing the issues, suggesting provocative ways of fictionalising them, fine-tuning the text, choosing the illustrations, and emboldening me with her tolerance, unwavering support and love. This trilogy has engaged us, side by side, for almost five years.


Many of my foreign publishers and translators have become friends and heartened me with their hospitality and regular encouragement: especially, perhaps, Joukje Akveld at Lemniscaat and Asfrid Hegdal at N.W. Damm. I owe particular thanks to Arthur Levine for his rapid and generous response to a draft of this book, and his incisive comments on it.


The success of any book, let alone a trilogy, depends on a team effort. So I thank in particular the children’s books department at Orion: Judith Elliott, Fiona Kennedy, Alex Webb, Jane Hughes, Rowan Stanfield and Iona Campbell. Judith has given this text the benefit of repeated close readings and made very many helpful suggestions, as well as knowing how to urge me on, and when not to. I first wrote for her thirty years ago, and she is a dear friend and a great editor. This book is dedicated to her.


And finally: all the names in the Middle March are taken from Ordnance Survey maps with the exception of Caldicot, Holt, Verdon, Gortanore and Catmole. But these are no more than my names for five stunning early medieval sites. Maybe some of my readers will be tempted to go and find them.


Burnham Market 16th June 2003




1 SWORD AND SCIMITAR


Away east over the thousand-tongued sea, with all its sweet promises, its stabs and sudden rushes, one silver-gold blade of light.


A sword. No! A scimitar. That’s what I saw when I lifted the salt-sticky flap of our tent.


Lord Stephen and I reached Venice at noon yesterday with Turold our armourer and our stableman, Rhys. Saint John’s Eve. The day when Winnie kissed me right on the mouth, two years ago, long before we were betrothed.


We weren’t allowed into Venice herself. All the crusaders are billeted out here on the island of Saint Nicholas. But we’ve been invited to a sea-feast in the city, and so have Milon de Provins and his squire, Bertie, who is only thirteen.


Frenchmen wearing red crosses, Germans and Italians, Flemings with their green crosses: there are thousands and thousands of crusaders on this island, but we haven’t met any other Englishmen yet.


All night I slept and stirred and slept to the sounds of water. They washed away our seven-week journey.


The sun rose; I was newborn.




2 GOD’S ARMY


It was only when I rode Bonamy down the spine of this island today that I understood what an army really amounts to.


And I’m part of it!


Saint Nicholas is very long but no more than half-a-mile wide, and Lord Stephen and I and Rhys and Turold have a very small camp right at the northern end. About a quarter of a mile away, there are fifty men from Provins, led by Milon, and beyond them I came to the encampment of hundreds of Italians. As I rode in, a trumpeter played. His trumpet caught fire in the sunlight, and I stood up in my saddle and shouted.


Then I saw a monk standing in the middle of a crowd of sitting men.


‘Lei!’ he called out. ‘La Francia? La Germania?’


‘English,’ I said.


‘Inglese,’ the monk shouted. ‘L’Inghilterra!’


He put his staff between his legs and waddled round, with a waggling tail, and everyone laughed. I’ve heard that the Sicilians and Greeks think all the English have tails, but I didn’t know the Italians do as well.


I dismounted and the monk forefingered me. ‘I say crusade is a new kind of warfare,’ he called out. ‘A holy fight. Here are soldiers like monks.’


The Italian soldiers didn’t look like monks at all. Greasy. Half-shaven. They looked like bandits.


‘They say no like San Niccolo,’ the monk told me. ‘No much women. No much wine. I say, put on the armour of God.’


‘The whole armour of God,’ I replied. ‘The belt of truth, the sword of the spirit, the helmet of salvation!’


‘Bravo!’ exclaimed the monk. He reached into the pocket of his gown and pulled out a little wooden box. Then he stepped towards me, and opened it.


Inside, there was a leathery brown stick of a thing with a black tip, lying on a pad of scarlet silk.


‘Finger,’ said the monk. ‘Finger of San Runcimano. Kiss!’


He closed the box again, and held it up. I closed my eyes and held my breath. I kissed the lid.


Next, I rode into the encampment of some soldiers from Picardy. They were all yelling and jeering. When I came close, I could see two men having a swordfight. One was on his knees and gasping. His left arm was dangling beside him and blood was dripping from his hand.


Then I recognised Milon’s squire, Bertie, standing just a few steps away.


‘Bertie!’ I called out. ‘What are you doing here?’


Bertie jerked his head but his eyes never left the fighting men. ‘Look at them!’


‘Does Milon know?’


‘I don’t care.’


‘Why are they fighting?’


‘It’s a test. He won’t surrender.’


‘How can we beat the Saracens if we start shedding each other’s blood?’


‘You can’t have a test without a winner and a loser,’ Bertie said. ‘He’s lost two fingers. So far. Look!’


I didn’t want to look, and I don’t know why the man on his knees didn’t surrender. I wheeled away fiercely and Bonamy snorted.


‘Where are you going?’ Bertie shouted. ‘Arthur!’


All the way down to the island, there were encampments – conical tents and pyramids, marquees and flapping makeshifts that looked as if they’d blow away as soon as the sea-wind opened its mouth. And milling around each encampment there were knights and squires and soldiers, and a few women and children.


[image: image]


I saw pairs of squires wrestling and practising at quarterstaff, I saw little groups running races and trying out sword strokes against the pel, and suddenly I heard in my head the voice of Alan, Lord Stephen’s first armourer: ‘You won’t last long on a crusade. You’ll get mulched!’


But I’ve grown three inches since then, and I’ve practised hard, even when I didn’t want to; even when Lord Stephen was away. I’m much stronger than I was before.


I saw some men praying, some sharpening their weapons, shaving each other with cut-throats, watering their horses, singing raucous songs; I saw a chain of men unloading dead chickens and thousands of loaves from a Venetian galley. Two whole mounds of them, side by side on the beach! I saw a Flemish falconer loose his bird, and watched the falcon climb and stoop on a seabird. Turold says gulls are stringy and taste fishy, and even more salty than our salted pork at the end of winter.


I’d just left the German camp when the devil whispered in Bonamy’s right ear.


Bonamy snorted. He almost screeched. He reared up on his hind legs. Then he leaped forward, and it was all I could do to stay in the saddle.


‘Bonamy!’ I yelled. ‘God’s gristle! Stop!’


It was no use.


Bonamy charged straight through the Angevin encampment. He uprooted one of the kitchen-tent pegs, and dragged the guy-rope behind him. The whole thing collapsed.


I could hear people yelling and dogs snarling and cooking pots clanging, but I couldn’t stop Bonamy. He kicked off the rope and galloped back up the spine of the island past the Flemish and Norman encampments before I was able to pull him up.


One of the Angevin cooks screamed oaths and shook his ladle at me. God help me! I’m not riding anywhere near that camp again.


When we got back, Bonamy looked at me with his damson eyes as if absolutely nothing had happened. He gave me a friendly neigh.


I inspected his hooves, and then his genitals. I looked into his mouth, his left ear, his right . . . it was puffy and almost closed. A wasp, maybe, or a hornet. Anyhow, a devil’s sting!


I could tell something was worrying Lord Stephen. ‘What’s wrong, sir?’ I asked.


‘Two knights from the Ile-de-France have just arrived. They’ve told Milon that five other knights have broken their oaths.’


‘But how can they?’ I asked. ‘They’ve taken the Cross.’


‘Exactly,’ said Lord Stephen. ‘They say they’re going to make their own way from the port of Marseilles.’


‘Well, that’s not too bad then,’ I said.


‘It is very bad,’ Lord Stephen replied. ‘We asked the Venetians to build ships for thirty-three thousand men. But nothing like that number have arrived, and Saint John’s Eve has already come and gone. If many more knights are going to make their own choices instead of bringing their men and money here, we’ll be unable to pay the Venetians for their ships.’


‘What would happen then?’ I asked.


‘There would be no crusade,’ Lord Stephen said bluntly.


‘No crusade!’


‘We can’t launch the crusade without ships,’ Lord Stephen said, ‘and the Doge won’t provide us with ships unless we pay him.’


‘But after taking the Cross,’ I cried, ‘and all our preparations, and all our journeys, surely, sir . . .’


‘All for nothing,’ said Lord Stephen. ‘Anyhow, how are we to achieve the land oversea? Tell me that. By the front door? Or should we try to cut off the Saracens’ supplies?’


‘What do you mean, sir? Are you saying we wouldn’t go straight to the Holy Land?’


Lord Stephen gave me a watery smile. ‘How many miles to Bethlehem?’ he asked me.


‘That’s what Gatty asked me,’ I said.


‘Who?’


‘Gatty. At Caldicot.’


‘Ah!’ said Lord Stephen, half-smiling. ‘Yes. She walked all the way to Holt, didn’t she. Love-dumb for you!’


‘No, sir,’ I said. ‘Anyhow, she told me once . . .’


‘Another time!’ Lord Stephen said briskly. ‘Come on! You’ve been out all day, and you haven’t even told me what you’ve seen and heard. And after that, Turold has some job for you and Rhys wants you to wash down Bonamy.’


‘Sea water dries sticky,’ I said.


‘It can’t be helped,’ Lord Stephen replied.


When I rode down Saint Nicholas today, I thought there must be more than thirty-three thousand men. Not fewer, as Lord Stephen says, but many, many more! Three times thirty-three.


Surely there are enough knights here to raise the money for the Venetian boats.




3 HOVER, THEN SWOOP


It is difficult to write in this tent.


At Holt, almost no one came into my room, and I could leave my parchment on the window-ledge. And at Caldicot, I could sit in my window-seat with my ink-perch at my elbow.


I had beetles and spiders for company there, and sometimes a slug or a squirm – that’s what my foster-sister Sian used to call them. But here there are hordes of flies, whining and buzzing, and they bite the back of my neck, and the backs of my knees, and my knuckles.


There’s no table here and no window-ledge. So sometimes I prop myself up against my saddle-bag and stuff a cushion between my knees and use that as a table; and sometimes I stretch right out, and kick up my heels, and write lying on my stomach. But each time, I have to pack my parchment away again as soon as the ink is dry and I’ve polished the page. I know I’m meant to use a boar’s tooth but, before I left, Winnie gave me one of her teeth and that works almost as well.


I’ve brought plenty of oak-apples, and acacia sap, and green vitriol in a glazed bottle, but it’s not easy to make ink here because there’s no fresh rainwater and also, if I’m not careful, grains of sand get into the mixture.


On the way here, most of my quills were wrecked. Turold bent them in half when he jammed his hammer into my saddle-bag. When I went to the scriptorium at Wenlock, Brother Austin told me the outer pinions of geese and swans make the best quills, but the only feathers here are those of herring-gulls. Their insides are furry, but at least they’re strong and shave easily.


Lord Stephen and I had so much to do before leaving that, although I’ve often looked into my stone and stepped into Camelot, I haven’t been able to write anything at all for months. There wasn’t even time to write about my betrothal to Winnie. But I do want to write down everything now.


When we embark on our galley, and sail south, slicing through the water, my pen will hover, then swoop, and mew, and scream.




4 SEA-FEAST


I was across the table from Milon and Bertie. His full name is Bertrand de Sully, and he’s Milon’s nephew as well as his squire. He’s as stocky as his uncle, but small as a shrimp.


‘Arthur!’ exclaimed Milon.


I bowed to him.


Milon pursed his lips. ‘I forget, you think,’ he said.


‘No,’ I replied carefully.


‘Yes,’ said Milon, ‘I not forget I knight you.’ Milon turned to our Venetian hosts. ‘Arthur bravee!’ he said in a loud voice.


Milon had just begun to explain to the Venetians how in Soissons I stopped a man from knifing a woman, when the first course arrived.


On my platter were three creatures that looked like very juicy white worms, white tinged with pink; they wore plate-armour and had long whiskers.


Lord Stephen’s eyes gleamed. ‘No time for faint hearts,’ he said under his breath.


Milon and Bertie were tucking their napkins under their chins, and the four Venetians laid theirs over their right arms, and then they all munched their worms as though they hadn’t eaten since last week.


One of the Venetian councillors, Gennaro, raised his glass goblet. ‘Welcome back!’ he said. ‘Our friends in God. Our partners!’


Then we all tapped the table with our knuckles, and raised our goblets.


I’d scarcely eaten a mouthful before a servant brought in a platter piled with strange black and yellow and green gobs and nuggets, like the nose-pickings of giants.


‘Oh dear!’ said Lord Stephen. ‘You’re spoiling us.’


But that didn’t fool the Venetian sitting next to me. ‘Sea-snails,’ he said. ‘Out of their shells! You like?’


They tasted disgusting but it didn’t matter. I felt charged with such excitement.


When I entered service with Lord Stephen as his squire, I supposed we would be joining the crusade at once. But that was two-and-a-half years ago, and since then I’ve chosen Bonamy and trained him; I’ve been fitted out with a suit of armour, and practised my fighting skills; I’ve learned to speak French; I took the Cross from our young leader, Count Thibaud, before he suddenly died.


We met the old Doge when we travelled here before, sixteen months ago. He’s at least eighty-four, the same age Saint Luke lived to. His eyes are bright and clear but he’s stone-blind. He waves his arms like a baby, and never stops talking.


Milon and the other envoys told him there’s no sea-power to compare with the Republic of Venice, and asked the Doge to build the ships to carry the crusaders and their horses.


‘You are asking a great deal of us,’ the Doge said, but in the end he agreed to build ships for more than four thousand knights and the same number of horses and nine thousand squires and twenty thousand footsoldiers, so every able-bodied man in the city has been boat-building for the last fifteen months. Not only that. The Venetians promised to feed us and our horses for the first nine months as well.


I managed to wash down one of the worms and three of the nose-pickings with more wine, and then the servants brought in the next course. Alive!


‘Magnifique!’ exclaimed Milon.


‘Bellissimi!’ exclaimed the four Venetians.


‘What are they?’ I asked.


‘Lobsters!’ said Gennaro, laughing.


The eight lobsters were blowing out vile sea-spittle, and they peered at me in a kind of sunken way.


The servants carried the lobsters away to be boiled, and brought us blobs of matted blood and glossy brown balls on a silver platter.


‘Oh!’ gasped Lord Stephen.


‘Cows’ eyes,’ I said. ‘I’m sure they are.’


‘Ceriglie e cipolle!’ said one of the councillors. ‘Cherries. Onions! Marinati!’ They all shook their heads and laughed.


Milon and the other French envoys agreed on a price of five marks for each horse and two for each man, and then they borrowed five thousand marks from Venetian money-lenders, and gave them straight back to the Doge so that work in the shipyards could begin. They swore to make full payment as soon as we’ve all mustered here, while the Doge promised all the ships would be ready to sail by the Feast of Saint Peter and Saint Paul. That’s the day after tomorrow.


I had to eat my lobster with a long metal pick and crackers.


‘This enemy you must defeat with weapons,’ said one of the Venetians. ‘First the lobsters, then the Saracens, yes?’


It tasted quite sweet. More like meat than fish, really.


Next, the servants came back with white wine and a huge bowl of fruit: pomegranates, grapes, cucumbers, lemons. There were oranges as well, and dates, which look like a badger’s droppings, and have stones in them.


‘From Egypt,’ said Gennaro.


‘Saracen fruit!’ I exclaimed. ‘Like the fruit Saladin sent to Coeur-de-Lion when he caught the red fever.’


The councillor smiled. ‘Trade,’ he said.


‘So then,’ said Lord Stephen, ‘the Saracens have numbers in their heads and dates in their mouths.’


‘And stars in their eyes,’ I added. ‘Sir William told me the Saracens have written books about astronomy.’


‘We are ready now,’ Gennaro said, ‘but are you?’


Milon nodded. He picked a piece of something from between his teeth and flicked it on to the floor. ‘I am ready,’ he said, and he shrugged. ‘But everyone not here. Everyone bring money.’


The councillor leant back in his seat. ‘We wait,’ he said.


‘Men from all over Europe,’ Lord Stephen added. ‘Provins and Picardy and Champagne, Anjou and Burgundy and Germany and Italy. Even a few from England! All in this one place and all at one time. It’s not easy.’


‘Not easy to build ships,’ said Gennaro. ‘Galleys. Horse-transports. Two hundred ships in five hundred days.’


‘Incroyable!’ exclaimed Milon.


‘We wait,’ said the Venetian coolly. ‘You give us money, we give you ships.’


‘Our new leader is on his way,’ Lord Stephen added. ‘Marquis Boniface.’




5 CHIN-PIE AND A MISERABLE WOODLOUSE


What I had meant to do was say sunset prayers for my mother. But as the soft light filtered into our tent, I began to think about Oliver, our priest at Caldicot. And then I heard us arguing.


‘No, Arthur. You’re wrong. Suffering scarcely matters.’


‘It matters if you’ve got nothing to eat,’ I exclaimed. ‘How do you think Gatty likes going to bed hungry? And with every bone in her body aching?’


‘My dear boy,’ Oliver said patiently, ‘you’re a foolish child of God. I’ve told you before: poverty is part of God’s will.’


‘How can it be?’ I demanded.


Oliver drew in his breath sharply. No! It was the wind sucking the cheeks of our tent. And then I heard someone calling me. Far off, and repeated, and high-pitched.


‘Arthur! Help! Arthur!’


I picked up my jack-knife and dived out of the tent. Bertie was in the water up to his chest, and four squires were poking him with quarterstaffs and laughing.


I ran across the beach as fast as I could, but two of the squires saw me coming and waded out of the water to meet me.


They jeered at me, and one grabbed my right arm, the other made a dive for my right leg.


‘Watch it!’ I yelled. ‘I’ve got this knife!’


I waved the knife; I kicked my left leg. But the two of them dragged me into the water, and one of them put his foot on my chest and held me under until I was choking.


The water rushed around me, and right into me. My ears were blocked and bubbling, but I could still hear them laughing. I kicked. I twisted. I was drowning.
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They let go of me then. I got on to my knees, retching, and coughed the saltwater out of my nose, my throat. I rubbed my stinging eyes. Then I saw the other two squires were holding Bertie under as well.


Still kneeling in the water, I raised my left hand. I drew back my knife.


The squires jeered. They taunted us. Then they made off, hooting.


Bertie struggled to his feet. He, too, was fully-clothed.


‘What were they saying?’ I croaked.


‘Water-rats!’ said Bertie. ‘Lily-livers!’


‘What happened?’ I asked.


‘Nothing.’


‘You said something.’


‘They gave me a chin-pie.’


I looked at Bertie’s red chin. ‘Why? What did you say?’


‘Only what they are. Sausage bladders! German slime!’


‘Bertie,’ I said, ‘you shouldn’t pick fights. You know what my father said when I was thirteen and told him I wanted to go crusading?’


‘What?’


‘“Shrimps don’t last long when they get washed out to sea.”’


‘I’m not a shrimp,’ Bertie said angrily.


My father. Sir William de Gortanore. I give thanks to merciful God each day that he decided not to come on this crusade. He does believe Christians and Saracens are equal in God’s eyes, and that’s more than Oliver does, but he’s sixty-seven now, and completely blind in his itching left eye, and half the time he’s in a rage.


I hate my father. He has stopped me from finding my mother. And he murdered her husband, Emrys – either that or he had him murdered – and he beats his wife, Lady Alice. The first time I talked to him as my own blood-father, he warned me, ‘When people start digging, they may find their own bones.’ His right eye glittered.


I know it’s dangerous to go behind my father’s back but the strange thing is I think he’s somehow nervous of me. Maybe he’s worried because he’s not sure exactly how much I’ve found out.


Bertie and I waded out of the water. ‘What about your father, then?’ I asked him. ‘Milon told me he’s half-English.’


‘He is.’


‘Where is he?’


‘At home. His whole body’s shaking and his hair has fallen out. He can’t even hold a knife or a spoon.’


‘What about your mother?’


Bertie flopped down on to the wet sand. It was quite hard, and rippled like the clouds above us. He splayed the fingers of his right hand, and stabbed the sand and then he just bunched himself up like a miserable woodlouse.


‘Is she dead?’ I asked.


Bertie didn’t reply; he just nodded, and I squatted down beside him.


‘My mother had to give me away when I was two days old,’ I said. ‘I still can’t bring her to life again.’


Bertie went on staring at the sand. ‘What do you mean?’


‘You’re shivering,’ I said. ‘Go and get some dry clothes on. I’ll tell you some time.’


I stood up and tramped back across the foreshore to our tent. No one was there, so I delved to the bottom of my saddle-bag, and checked my seeing stone was safe, and then I pulled out the little screw of grey cotton. I unwound it and the inner wrapping of floppy cream silk. I took out my mother’s glowing gold ring. The tiny engraving of baby Jesus in his mother’s arms. I slipped it on.


When Thomas, my father’s servant, gave it to me, I promised I wouldn’t tell anyone about it, but I’m hundreds and hundreds of miles away from England and Sir William now.


I’m going to tell Lord Stephen how my mother secretly sent it to me, and ask him whether it is all right to wear it.


My mother’s ring on my right hand. My betrothal ring on my left. I’ll be well armed!


I got down on my knees. In the tent’s quiet vestry-light, I said sunset prayers for my mother and Winnie . . .


Which is what I was going to do before Oliver interrupted me.




6 GALLEYS AND TRANSPORTS


They’re so purposeful. Each gazing across the water, open-mouthed; each tethered by its stern.


Soaring maypoles with rigging gently chittering; yards festooned with sagging sails; giddy sky-cages like rooks’ nests in a dry year; chains and iron beaks; an array of swaying sea-castles; a whole kingdom of quiet hulls and squeaky decks and booming holds and chambers and walkways and ladders and oarsmen’s benches: I don’t know exactly how to describe the ships, but I couldn’t take my eyes off them.


Silvano, the Master Shipwright at the Arsenale, showed us around the dockyard. He told us the biggest ship is almost two hundred feet long and will hold one thousand crusaders. She’s called Violetta. I thought it would be better to call her Sunflower, or even Gog or Blunderbore or something like that, but Silvano shook his head and gave me a wink.


‘My wife!’ he said. ‘Violetta.’


The oak hull of each galley is made of two hundred and forty different wooden parts, but they’re all set on just two huge frames. So complicated. So simple. No wonder everyone says the Venetians are the most skilful boatbuilders in the world.


‘Where does all the wood come from?’ I asked.


‘Not Dalmatia!’ said Silvano, and he stuck out his lower lip. ‘City of Zara people rebel for twenty years.’ He waved his arms. ‘Foresta Umbra,’ he said. ‘Forest of Shadows in far south Italy. Very difficult. Very expensive.’


‘So everything’s ready!’ Lord Stephen said. ‘Down to the last shaving.’


‘Pronto,’ Silvano replied. ‘Two hundred ships.’ He rubbed his right thumb and forefinger. ‘Now money!’ he said.


Lord Stephen smiled that wistful smile that just flickers around the corners of his little mouth. ‘Well, all these ships are young and impatient, aren’t they, Arthur? We mustn’t keep them waiting.’


‘When you pay?’ demanded the shipwright. ‘We Venetians keep our promise. You crusaders break yours.’


Before we left the dockyard for Saint Nicholas, one of our boatmen lit a torch and set it up in the stern. The water around us soon caught fire, and turned itself into flashing daggers and stars.




7 GLASS VENETIANS


At Holt, three of the castle windows have been leaded and glassed, and Lord Stephen has an azure Venetian glass goblet with a twisted stem.


Here, glass is used in all kinds of ways. For jugs, tureens, drinking glasses. And for jigsaw pictures of Mary and Jesus. I’ve seen women wearing necklaces strung with little glass balls, pale green and violet and misty blue. They’re like sea-eyes.


If you half-close your eyes, Venice might be wholly glass. Windows flashing, domes shining, water jigging and leaping as if it were plucked by sky-puppeteers with invisible silk strings.


Venetians have sallow skins. The men are golden ruffians. Even when they shave, they look unshaven, and wiry hair grows all over their bodies. The women are beautiful lionesses, with hair of two or even three different colours – tawny and bronze and copper. They’re always laughing, and most of them have singed, husky voices; they speak very fast, with much more to say than time to say it in.


Their eyes are so large and liquid that at first I supposed Venetians must be gentle or even breakable. But actually, they’re tough, too, and self-interested and calculating.




8 HOWEVER HARD WE TRY


Lamb-clouds, and the sky’s blue passages; and then my own face, rather blurred. My big ears. My eyes, wide and alert. That’s all I could see to begin with.


And then, when I held up my seeing stone to the sun, this last day of June, I thought I could actually see through it. Like staring into a pond, down through the layers of water, beyond the spawn and the wrigglers.


But my stone is much, much more than a mirror or a pond. It is a world. I still keep it in the dirty old saffron cloth in which Merlin gave it to me, only now it’s even dirtier, and each time I look into it I see my namesake, King Arthur, or the knights of the Round Table. His fair fellowship.


Once upon a time I thought I was Arthur-in-the-stone. Sometimes what happens to King Arthur seems to copy what happens to me, but sometimes it’s the other way round. He and Ygerna, his blood-mother, have found each other, and I believe that in the end I will find mine. I’ve hoped the same hopes as Arthur, and feared the same fears. I’ve seen Arthur’s knights ride out, north and south, east and west, questing for the Holy Grail, and I’ve seen Sir Lancelot and Queen Guinevere naked to one another, joyful and sorrowful, and I keep wondering what will happen if the king finds out.


My stone is telling me something, if only I can work out what. Duty and sacrifice and honour and passion, insult and treachery: I’ve seen all those in my stone, and I see more all the time. From the day Merlin gave it to me, I’ve never gone anywhere without it.


When I stepped into our tent and looked into my stone again, the king was there. Sitting alone at the huge Round Table and staring into it.


A huge hunk of rock crystal. A hemisphere. It’s too heavy for even one hundred men to lift, so Merlin, the Hooded Man, must have spirited it to Camelot. Within the crystal, there are nodules and black warts, cracks, splits. There are stars and dark holes. And there’s a mass of tiny threads, silver and shining, like gossamer on a misty autumn morning. It makes me think how everything in the world turns out to be connected, even if we don’t realise it is at first.


King Arthur stares, and then he gives a sudden start, and looks around. He can hear a voice, but he doesn’t know where it’s coming from.


‘Where are your knights, Arthur? Where are they all?’


A man’s voice, dark with pain.


‘Arthur! Your fair fellowship. Gone with the four winds. Is there no knight worthy to see the Holy Grail?’


I knew who it was the moment I heard him. King Pellam, Guardian of the Holy Grail, who was wounded by Sir Balin, pierced with the same lance that pierced Jesus through the ribs.


‘Not one knight of the Round Table?’ the voice demands, sorrowful and angry. ‘Can no man ride from here to Corbenic through this wailing world, and redeem the sin of Judas? Can no one ask the right question?’


King Arthur clenches both his fists. ‘What question?’ he growls.


‘The words that will heal me and save me from this agony,’ the voice replies. ‘The words that will heal the suffering wasteland, and allow it to grow green again.’


Then King Pellam fell silent; my stone went blind.


I waited. I wrapped both hands around it. I stared so deeply into it that nothing else in the world existed.


The wasteland . . . All at once, I thought of Haket, Lord Stephen’s priest. He told me all Christendom is a wasteland, a wilderness of the spirit. He said people are taking the law into their own hands and behaving not as Christians but animals.


‘Until we’re Christian not only in word but in deed,’ he said, ‘how can we ever enter Jerusalem?’


But how can humans be perfect? We can’t, however hard we try. So it can’t be only through our own efforts that we will reach the Holy City, but also through God’s grace, because He wants us to chase all the Saracens out.


[image: image]




9 NOTHING IS EASY


‘Do you really think I want to be cooped up in this stuffy tent, teaching you the ten categories?’ I demanded. ‘I could be galloping Bonamy, or collecting clams, or oiling my armour and talking to Turold. I have to brush Lord Stephen’s clothes. I could be writing.’


‘I’m not stopping you,’ said Bertie.


I shook my head. ‘You know perfectly well what Milon and Lord Stephen have told us. Four classes each week. Two for my French. Two for your learning.’


‘What’s the point? Milon doesn’t know about quantities and qualities and all that.’


‘The more you learn, the more you understand. I like learning French. I like the sound of it. One moment throaty, the next like bright birdsong.’


‘You can’t learn prowess,’ Bertie said, bright-eyed. ‘Let’s go outside.’


‘No,’ I said. ‘You won’t work outside.’


Bertie grinned. He’s got a gap between his two upper teeth. ‘I don’t need to understand how you say something to know what it means,’ he said.


‘Which category stands on its own?’ I asked.


‘The substance,’ said Bertie, screwing up his face as if he’d tasted something awful.


‘Tell me a substance.’


‘A sword.’


‘What else?’


‘I don’t know. A horse. A finger.’


‘Good,’ I said. ‘What about two?’


‘Two what?’


‘Two fingers.’


Bertie looked at me as if I were trying to trick him. ‘That’s a substance and a quantity,’ he said cautiously.


‘At last!’ I exclaimed. ‘So what are the other categories? All the ones that can never exist on their own but must always belong to a substance.’


‘I can’t remember,’ said Bertie. ‘This is so boring!’


‘Then let’s get it over with. Come on! Times. Activities.’


‘There’s no point,’ said Bertie. ‘I’m not going to.’ He stood up and tousled his hair as if he were trying to get rid of every category and judgement and substance and accident in his buzzing head. ‘You can’t teach me anyhow. You’re not a priest.’


Nothing is easy when it’s new. How can I talk to the Venetians who can’t speak English? How should I pitch a tent in soft sand? How do you crack a lobster? From the moment we got here, we have been faced at each turn with new difficulties.


I do like challenges, but what I haven’t found out yet is how to teach Bertie. If I were Serle, I’d just shout at him. But I’m not like that. Anyhow, he’s much younger than I am, and we’ve got to live side by side for weeks and months.


This evening, I told Lord Stephen about my mother’s ring and how she secretly sent it to me. I explained how I promised Thomas, Sir William’s servant, that I wouldn’t tell anyone about it.


‘And you kept your promise,’ Lord Stephen said. ‘Which is more than Thomas did. He failed you. He said he’d arranged for you to meet your mother, but she never came.’


‘Perhaps she doesn’t want to meet me,’ I said.


‘Of course she does.’


‘That’s what I think sometimes,’ I said.


‘Anyhow,’ said Lord Stephen, ‘you’re quite right to tell me everything now.’


Then I showed Lord Stephen my ring.


He had to hold it very close to his eyes so he could see baby Jesus reaching out and giving his mother something . . . what it is I still don’t know.


‘Yes,’ Lord Stephen said. ‘Wear it, and keep it warm. Your mother cares for you. You will find her.’




10 FIGHTING-FEAR


‘What’s it like?’ I asked. ‘Fighting? In a battle?’


Wido, Milon’s armourer, sniffed. Then he looked round the ring of Milon’s footsoldiers sitting under the sun and narrowed his eyes. ‘Go on then, Giff! Tell Arthur.’


Giff got to his feet and stared down at me. He smiled slightly; I think he did. He has a scar running from one corner of his mouth across his cheek and under his right ear, so it’s difficult to tell.


‘You’ve been afraid?’ he enquired.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Sometimes.’


‘Course you have,’ said Giff. ‘We all have. When?’


‘When I had to belly out across the ice and rescue Sian. She’s my sister. Well . . . she was.’


‘Dead,’ said Giff.


‘No! No, it’s too difficult to explain.’


‘That all, then?’ asked Giff. First he looked at Wido, then round the group, and I saw him wink. Suddenly everyone leaped up and howled and stepped towards me, and I gasped and put up my fists, but when I looked round again, they were just laughing.


Giff drew back his lips so I could see his teeth. ‘You was saying?’


‘Across the ice,’ I said, and I realised I was out of breath, ‘and once I was afraid when Alan the armourer pressed his quarterstaff down on my windpipe. And when I wrestled with Jehan. You know, Milon’s farrier.’


‘Jehan,’ repeated Wido. ‘We knew Jehan, didn’t we, boys?’


‘He wounded me,’ I said, and I held up my left arm and showed them the long scar.


‘Mad as a monkey,’ said Wido.


‘What happened to him?’


Wido clutched his throat with his hands, and then jerked back his head. ‘But you, Arthur,’ he said. ‘You bravee!’


‘Bravee!’ repeated the ring of footsoldiers, and they all laughed again.


‘You knight,’ said Wido.


‘Not yet,’ I replied. ‘That depends on Milon.’


Wido caught the eye of another man. ‘Godard! I thought you’d swallowed your tongue.’


Godard advanced on me. He’s not all that big but tough and sinewy. ‘Fighting-fear is different,’ he began, and he rubbed his right hand across his mouth. ‘Soon as you know there’s going to be fighting, it’s like a fever. Makes your skin crawl. You get the squits. Then you start trembling and it don’t stop. Isn’t that right, boys?’


All Milon’s men were nodding. One of them looked the same age as I am. His Adam’s apple was bobbing up and down.


‘Your mouth’s fig-dry,’ Wido said.


‘And the Night Hag, she tramples you,’ said Giff.


Godard rubbed his hand across his mouth again. ‘And your fear gallops with you into the fight. You’re alive! Your blood’s on fire. You’re afraid. Everyone’s afraid. Some people show it, some don’t.’


‘And some are brave,’ added Wido, ‘and some aren’t.’


‘Milon says you can’t learn to be brave,’ I said. ‘It’s just instinct.’


‘You can learn loyalty,’ said Wido. ‘And duty. You can stick it out.’


‘But when a Saracen runs at you, and he’s howling?’ I asked.


‘That’s when it counts,’ Wido replied. ‘In the thick of it.’


‘Cowards!’ said Godard in disgust. ‘They’re worse than grass-snakes.’
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