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   Enter the SF Gateway …


   In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


   

   ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





   Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


   The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


   Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Sometimes the only way to deal with the present is to live in the past.


I

The field was like a lawn. Late morning. The grass was dry under his bare feet. Sunlight and treeshadows flickered over him as he moved quietly across the glade, glanced once around at the brilliant green, the intense stainless blue sky, then paused, set his feet on the soft earth, sunheat steady on his bare back, tilted the short spear until his knotted fist gripped the shaft close by his ear, held a deep breath of spring air his body seemed to breathe in through the flesh itself and waited, completely still. His mind was light and easy as the drifts of breeze and he watched with absolute intentness the liquid light-dappled brownish stillness fifty steps away: the gleaming horntips enmeshed and almost lost in the shadowed netting of branches, bush and treetrunks just where the deep woods ended. And then the graceful neck dipped, seeming to delicately balance the outsized, spiked crown, as the deer bent to drink from a splash of pool, then straightened suddenly, flipping an ear up. Its eye saw him and his heart went off, the blood banged in his head, and he was working to breathe steadily, in and slow out, in and slow out, eyes wide and blue; long, golden-tinted hair stirring slightly, strong young body now coiled within, as if around his racing heart, like a spring. He was giddy, afraid, motionless . . .

Then the buck broke loose from the background and he perceived (only later remembered) the spray of water as it thundered through the pool, the percussion of its hooves shockingly loud, drumlike, and he was already running, arm cocked, as it bounded in a short, violent half circle whose arc would close among the trees; his legs seemed

filled with unlimited power, seeming to run without his will, in one continuous fluid motion (his mind merely watching from a calm distance) whipped the shaft away and felt, as if his nerves were somehow strung to it, its shallow arcing and keen impact as the beast staggered (felt a knot and tearing in his own belly), stumbled, reared, then plunged to its knees, trembling terribly, head madly erect, antlers vibrating, bloody pinkish foam gathering at the lips below the lost, startled eyes . . .

And he dropped to his knees in the soft earth staring at the great buck leaning against the spear’s tilt. The blood spurted into the blue-green shadowed background; its breath shuddered, rasped, exploded like a burst bellows. He couldn’t look away, a cool interest, floating somehow apart from his shocked reactions, followed each unfolding detail of the struggle to death: the meaningless prance of the forelegs, tosses of head, ripples of flesh, mad sucking of the mouth like, he thought, a fish . . .


II

The midday was hazy and hot. The heavy trees hung still. The Red Knight sat his charger just within the deep bluish shadow of the woods. His red helmet was open for whatever drifts of breeze might cool his sweaty face. A bright butterfly suddenly rose and flickered across the motionless wheatgrass and bright field of goldenrod where the sun glittered on countlessly dipping and fumbling bees. Across the field was a low, square castle and narrow moat. Beyond, hazy fields of crops and the squat huts of serfs.

Two men were leaning at ease on the wall above the gate which was creaking and grinding open. The drawbridge swung down. A party of knights and men-at-arms came riding and marching over the booming boards, raising a fine dust as they reached the narrow roadway. A lady in a bright yellow silk gown mounted sidesaddle on a pony emerged next, followed by more spearmen on foot. She waved and kept looking back. A man and two more women in everyday dress now stood in the shadow of the gate and returned her farewells.

The Red Knight shook his head to toss the sweat from his eyes and closed his helmet. He held his lance and shield firmly, the shaft straight up. He waited, invisible in the shadows, as they crossed the drowsy, glowing field toward him. Then he kicked his mount forward lightly and moved out on the dusty trail in full sight of them all.

He constantly turned his head to scan the area through the narrow eyeslits in his helmet. He watched the five knights rein up as everyone suddenly saw him. The men on the wall came to attention, the lord and ladies in the gateyard stepped forward shielding their eyes against the noonglare and a rank of spearmen formed protectively around the mounted woman. He noticed she was very graceful, even as he was starting to build up the dark, concentrated rage he was going to need in a moment.

The five knights lowered their lances, horses pawing restlessly, churning the yellowish dust, silvery armor shining; the unarmed lord took a few steps onto the drawbridge. Helmet visor raised, one of the five called over to the slowly advancing red warrior.

“You, hold!” No response. He tried again, “You, coming there, what is your—” and broke off speech as the Red Knight lowered his long lance and began an easy, watchful charge straight across the golden field seeing through the slits the men-at-arms in their leather jerkins and steel caps, digging spear-butts into the earth and crouching behind them as the mounted men now began moving forward, spreading out from the road into the wash of flowers that swayed and splashed around the horselegs. The lord on the bridge was shouting something and calling more men from the castle. The two lookouts on the wall were frantically pointing and shouting too because the golden flowers were suddenly full of men with spears and axes standing up and charging the trapped party as three knights in blue and green armor, brandishing mace and sword, broke from the treeshadows at full gallop in support of the Red Knight who was already among the five, shield going up to fend off a vicious lance jab that scraped past, ducking to avoid a second, the glittering tip ripping just past his neck and then he twisted around in the saddle and stabbed the passing horse in the rump, the keen tip slicing into the genitals, and watched briefly as the animal screamed and bucked the massive rider into the dust with a dull clang. Then he tossed away his lance (at close quarters) and, already past the knights who were now faced with the blue and green newcomers, he cut his cursing, yelling way into the thick of the spearmen, red sword chopping flesh and bone as the futile spears swung against him and his powerful mount.

“Die, you common filth!” he kept grunting in cold, professional rage, voice hollow in his helmet.

He veered violently out of their broken line in front of the pale woman, seeing a flash of her outraged frightened face through his eye-slits. Now the howling men came pouring from the field into the combat, hacking and spearing, holding up wood and leather shields.

The Red Knight saw the party was completely cut off from the little castle now. He looked back as one of the five horsemen, lance shattered, helmet battered, tried to escape across the clearing and was knocked from his saddle and his life by a tossed mace. Two others and a horse lay dead in the road. That left one riding still, he noted, and one down and the spearmen had him: he was on his knees, several of them around him and when he tried to stand they’d tangle his feet with the shafts as he flailed his sword in desperate defense, blood spilling bright from his gleaming armor joints. The Red Knight was furious at this, reined his horse toward them, feeling himself in the fallen warrior’s place, hating the foot soldiers, thinking only a knight may slay a knight . . . and then a spear point poked into the fellow’s visor and he tilted over, screaming, into the golden flowers as if falling underwater as the last rider, with three at his back, came on swinging mace and chain and the Red Knight caught just the shadow of his motion at the eyeslit corner and turned in time to catch the chain on his swordblade. It spun and locked, chipping the edge, and as the confident opponent pulled at him savagely, he freed his ax with his left hand (letting the shield dangle from the neck thong) and sent it spinning over the other’s too-slow shield to split the man’s face, folding the helmet in with a terrible mushy explosion. He jerked his blade free and turned back toward the castle: the men-at-arms were killing wounded in the roadway and the three knights were charging the gate where a few men had rallied around the unarmored lord who had a shield and sword now.

He just sat and watched, raising his faceplate, sweating and puffing in the hot, dusty air, the horse nearly up to his flanks in golden, crushed and bloodspattered flowers. Around the body of the nearest man the bees were already stirring and fumbling to work again. He watched, heard the pleas and shouts, curses and clashing steel . . .

Well, he’d done his work, his share. It was up to them to kill the lord and his family. That was Arthur’s politics and was nothing to him. He’d kept his bargain and only needed to be paid . . .

A thinner cry . . . he looked around. The lady. She was running across the dazzling clearing, gown fluttering like a butterfly. The spearmen were scrambling to cut her off. He watched her fall and get up again. Smoke was now billowing up inside the castle. The fight had passed through the open gate. Well, he reflected, no unarmored men on foot could stand up to a concentrated charge of even one knight if the mount were well protected. He began to consider some of the technical problems involved as he idly watched the last thrashings of the conflict . . .


III

She watched him coming across the glade, crossing bars of sunlight, flicking in and out, dark, then bright, moving with that grace which always checked her breath for a moment, watching him (in one easy lope) take the low stone fence at the end of this outer garden, whose inner side was the stone of the castle itself, his bare skin the color of pale honey, muscle shadows playing over him like the stirrings of a pond.

She felt his hurt before she saw his eyes or saw the spatters of blood that marked him like, she thought, a pox.

Oh, my son, she was thinking, can I keep you? Seeing him casually stride over the fence brought home to her that all future time was borrowed, that she’d kept him enclosed so long now she’d forgotten she never really believed it possible. He had the legs to step out of this harmonious world of serfs, servants and women and pass through the gates she’d shut before he was born, sealing herself and the rest off in this high country in the north of what was later to be called Wales. At this time it was one of many small kingdoms, each complete and a law unto itself. The last noblemen had come over fifteen years before, her husband’s squire and two knights, cantering across those fields: she’d seen them from a high window and thinking, hoping, it was Gahmuret returning she’d rushed down the steps out into the rosecolored twilight, reaching the grass as the three men were dismounting, sun at their backs pushing long shadows before them. She’d known, instantly, completely. The whole world darkened and lost substance. She hadn’t heard their words at first but understood anyway. And the only bright thing now was memory and she held it like a precious candle flame that a stranger in an unknown house dares not let blow out. The little squire unwrapped a stiff and stained piece of silk and held out a blood-darkened spear-point to her with both hands as if presenting a precious jewel and she’d thought: What is this boy giving me? Then picking up, from far away, his meagre, singsong voice: “ . . . so my master, struck through the helm by this . . . ” So big, she’d thought, for his poor head. It was larger than her whole hand. “ . . . and sent these to you, my queen, who fought nobly and died without sin.” And then she’d admitted no more words to her mind.

Oh, my son, she was thinking as he stopped near her. At his feet were bright, white flowers. She remembered those terrible nights, the dreams and torments as the child the father would never see kept growing within her, remembered the dream of the dragon in her womb, how it clawed out, the hooked paws reaching around as it gave birth to itself in blood and agony, climbing from her, pulling the burning, scaly form from between her helpless thighs, then turning and biting, sucking her nipples, lapping the milk dry with rough, greedy tongue; then the gusts and slapping of huge wings unfolded, the terror of that movement all around her as it rose and crashed like lightning from the chamber, darkened the bright window and sky as it burst outside . . .

Oh, my son, my son. She saw the blood spots on his body.

“Mother,” he said.

“Yes, Parsival?”

“I don’t know why I did it. It made me sick to do it.”

She showed nothing.

“You killed something,” she stated, quietly.

Oh, my son . . .

 

Later she was inside the cool cavern of a hall. Whitish daylight was intense at the embrasures. In the silence she knelt at a little niche where two faint candles burned, unshaking, on an altar. Her gown was ghostly white. Her lips moved as she prayed.

At some point she half turned and saw her mother-in-law was standing behind her, tall, narrow, dressed in black silk. Neither spoke. Nothing stirred in the vast hall. Faintly, from outside came the wind wrung cry of a crow in the distance. A breath or two and it cawed again, fainter . . .

“Well, Queen,” the old woman wanted to know, “are you weary of it yet?”

“Don’t chide me.”

“For living in dreams?”

The queen sighed.

“For anything,” she said.

The narrow ax of a face tilted down at her.

“For what you’ve done to the boy?”

Queen Herzelroyd bowed her head slightly.

“He’s not to die,” she whispered, “like his father.”

The old but somehow unworn voice said:

“His father’s defense was weakened by treachery.”

The queen drooped there, a strange, pale flower in the twilight of the hall.

“No,” she whispered, “his own.”

That too was part of the story, how a jealous groom (or some other, convenient, baseborn figure) rubbed hot he-goat’s blood on the helmet that gave way and she’d thought: No, it was his own goat’s blood that betrayed him, because she knew about the black bride in the Holy Land and the other son whose flesh was (they said) marked in mockery: her imagination tried many images, glossy and pale. One had him divided down the middle like a jester’s suit, half night, half day . . . another showed a boy who first seemed light and then as you looked a dark glow like distant smoke dimmed his form . . . the image that persisted had him specked like a leopard: Parsival himself only spotted black (she thought), stained . . .

“What would he have said,” the old voice wondered, “if he could have seen what’s been done to the boy? Raised by women. Never seeing a noble man with blood in his veins in his life . . . ” The edged voice sighed. “Locked away here . . . getting too thick with every common swine and Jack. No chivalrous training at all! None at all . . . God’s wounds, what would my son have said to this disgrace?”

The old woman’s hands clenched into bony fists and trembled. The queen said nothing.

“Disgrace,” the old woman muttered, furious, “disgrace and stain.”

The queen shut her eyes. Clasped her praying hands.

 

The following weeks of spring opened and closed around her. She was waiting now. She neither counted nor didn’t count the days. It was as if it had already happened somewhere far away and she was simply expecting the inevitable but needless word that he was lost to her, that her son was lost to her too . . .

 

She bent her graceful neck, looked at the pale, hushed tones of the flowerbeds, the grayish shadows peaked to pure, softened colors. She sighed. A light, drizzling rain began flicking the grass and petals: slight twinkles, sudden, here and there . . .

 

A mile away in the forest Parsival squatted on the damp ground. He was poking the head up with a twisted stick: the eyes stirred with swarming life, an edge of jawbone was bare white; a cloud of scintillant flies rose like a cloth and grated, dropped back in sudden, bright flickers to the feast. Part of one haunch was chewed away. The belly was immensely fat, legs standing out stiffly. In the pittering rain low ground fog smoked around the body, drifted over gleaming grass and brush.

He let the head flop back, arousing the flies again. Threw away the stick. Remained hunkered down there, watching like a serious student at his lessons . . .


IV

The Red Knight’s armor was a dull emberglow in the violet twilight shadows on the rutted trail. The other three were abreast and behind him as they went on into the woods. The common fighting men marched further back. Though the castle was out of sight a mile or more there was a faint stinging of smoke on the wind. Steel clinked and pinged, leather creaked as they moved along and the men in the rear were singing something about a girl, a juggler and five stout lads . . .

With helmet open the breeze was cool on his ruddy face.

“How far will you ride with us?” asked Galahad, leader of the raiding party.

“How far?” the Red Knight wondered in return, twisting in the saddle to look at the other man’s blank faceplate bobbing beside him.

“Are you not weary of this road?” Galahad suggested.

“Weary? I’m weary of waiting for the rest of Arthur’s gold.” He turned his head to cover his rear for a moment. The two other warriors were riding silently behind. “Why don’t you pry open your purse now?” he asked. “There’s no good reason to wait.”

“You want to be paid, then?” Galahad confirmed, needlessly enough.

The Red Knight became very alert. Keep it themselves and say he was killed? Possibly . . . More likely Arthur himself, since Galahad was supposed to be rich . . . Why? Why create a debt and make an enemy? It made little sense. He ought to pay and be glad of the price for a sword like his. Which weapon his hand was resting lightly on. The twilight deepened rapidly. How far back were those men? He could still hear them singing.

“Will you pay?” he demanded, letting his horse drift to the side a little so as to be able to see everybody’s outline at once. Automatic on his part.

“Didn’t we agree to it?” Galahad wanted to know.

And now he was sure. Was waiting now. It would happen soon, he was certain. Three first-rate fighters. But it wouldn’t be easy and they knew that too.

“Is it worth it?” he asked Galahad, his voice cold and hard.

Galahad understood. They were rounding a bend. It was almost night here. Wisps of glowing sky showed through the dense branches overhead.

“The king desires your silence,” he finally said.

What were they waiting for then? He carefully scanned around and behind himself. No one had moved perceptibly closer.

“It’s treachery,” he told him.

“Not to my king,” was the answer.

His heart was pounding now. He carefully controlled his breathing. Then he saw the dim shapes on the twisting trail, the blotted outline of spears and men. They’d somehow gone ahead and cut him off. Held his breath and whipped the massive broadsword out and cut in one terrific move backhand at Galahad who had been waiting for this and caught the ringing blow on his shield, jarred by the impact as the Red Knight spurred forward crying:

“You bastards!”

and went into the wall of men before him, their shadowy shapes striking at him, a spear painfully grinding against his chest mail but not ripping through and his downstroke caught a piece of the man anyway, he noted as the next fellow struck his shield and then another had his horse by the bit and Galahad was yelling:

“Hold him! Hold him!”

And he swung beside the animal’s head and felt an arm part sickeningly, heard a howl and twisted the kicking, frenzied charger around in a tight circle, met the two other knights, steel gleaming and flashing dimly, sparks spurting and hissing as he snapped out blows in a frenzy, furious, bellowing hoarsely, grinding his teeth, landing two blows to their one on either side of himself as Galahad tried to work in behind, and then one knight’s sword shattered and another blow toppled him, cursing, from his saddle. The Red Knight took a blow on the helmet which jarred stars in his head and then, snarling berserkly, gave back one that split the upraised shield, broke away and charged back down the trail toward the marching foot soldiers, raging over his shoulder at Galahad:

“I’ll be behind you, you bastards!”

Hanging his shield behind his back as he rode, lifting his ax with his left hand and poising his sword in his right he veered suddenly to cut around the spears that were braced in the earth of the trail and came in on the flank of the soldiers close to the trees and wooden shields split and heads shattered and splashed.

“Don’t let him scatter our foot!” he heard Galahad shouting, coming closer. But the ones who weren’t screaming in the dirt were dodging away into the woods and he rode on down the trail, smiling grimly, aware he’d scored an unexpected (and, to a degree, unmerited) tactical victory. Now the hunt could begin. He’d give them a day or two and they wouldn’t know where to look or when . . . Those bastards, he thought, he’d collect his damned pay from those damned bastards . . . Cantering on at an easy pace now, the wind humming in his helmet, the dim trees flowing past . . . he’d collect, by God’s pain he’d collect in full . . .


V

The sun was hot and golden, dripping in the still forest, lying on the hilly fields, the rich syrup of August. All greens were darkly ripe, flowers gushed full and heavy from the dense earth seeming to shoulder one another aside as if choked for space to swell and burst in.

Arms one way, heads another, foot of one crossed over the shin of the other, deep in the surf of dandelions that broke against the shore of grassy weeds, floating, utterly still in the long, slow swells of afternoon, two men lay like sacks. A fat and a thin sack. Bees droned. Breezes coiled and uncoiled. The sun was steady and above the drowsy stir of the day rasped a wavering pair of interwoven snores . . .

Out across the field two horsemen came on steadily, seeming to float over the waves of deep grasses. The thin sleeper opened his eyes suddenly, flapped his bones as he struggled to surface from sodden sleep. He shook his companion, violently. Armor was clanking not far away. The heavy man lay unmoving, a mound of greasy hides.

“Broaditch,” the thin one was hissing, “Broaditch, stir yourself!”

“What?” Broaditch sighed, then cursed without any real force. “Damn you, loose me. Am I a girl?” He pushed himself free easily without even having to sit up. He’d gone to fat but stayed strong.

“You been asleep,” chided the other. The clinking of armor was further off now. He craned his skinny neck and long face around. They were already out of sight over the crest of the hill.

“You’re a creature of vast wit, Waleis,” Broaditch returned, massively unmoved.

“Horsemen just passed,” the wit said.

The other tilted his hide cap to shadow his eyes. Nodded with private satisfaction.

“You’ll make your name yet, Waleis,” he prophesied. “You know a horse from a snore.”

“Broaditch,” he cried, “they were knights!”

Broaditch was scratching himself under his rough tent of shirt. His thick yellowed nails caught and vengefully pinched a louse. He sighed with pleasure.

“Knights,” he muttered, “are fit for dreams.” He belched softly, thoughtful eyes belying his remarks.

“But they were knights,” Waleis repeated, staring. “We’re supposed to keep all such away from these lands and . . . ”

Broaditch looked at him.

“Why did you fail your duty then?”

The other was exasperated.

“Finally,” he said, “the fat has reached your brain! It was too late!”

Broaditch shook his head.

“You couldn’t have stopped them anyway,” he observed “Your common knight has no time for anything but gullet-slitting. And they’d have slit ours, Waleis, my friend.” He locked his hands behind his head and stretched. “I haven’t held an ax in many, many soft years now . . . Did I ever tell you how I stood in the battle of—” he started as the other cut nervously in.

“We were supposed to say we’ve plague here.”

“True,” Broaditch nodded. “But your common knights, what can they hear behind those visors? They’re pretty well sealed off, that’s been my experience.”

“What are we to do?”

Broaditch pointed down the valley.

“You can chase him back,” he suggested.

Waleis turned to see a single horseman moving rapidly through the beaten wake of grass the first two had ploughed. His armor flashed in the sunlight, his yellow surcoat flapped like a banner.

Waleis stood up, hesitant.

“He comes,” Broaditch dryly observed.

They watched the man thunder up the hill without a glance in their direction, looming suddenly immense on his black charger, a rain of earth spraying from the mashing hooves, in a welter of bellowing horsebreaths, grunts, ringings, a storm of steel and massive flesh crashing up and over the crest.

“He goes,” Broaditch concluded.


VI

The Red Knight was armorsore and covered with dust. The country was hilly but open now. All he could do was follow steadily and hope they decided to stand and fight. His fury was constant, slow

burning and necessary because he was not rich and couldn’t afford against his reputation to be cheated even by a great king. So he followed them through the lush, green countryside, as inexorable as the earth turning. He’d almost had them a week ago: not Galahad but one of the others had fallen behind to wash himself in a stream, armor on, just dipping his face and arms. He was remounting as the Red Knight emerged from the pines on the far bank. The thrown ax missed the startled man by inches and took down an arm-thick tree beside him. By the time his horse had forded the surprisingly deep stream the quarry was too far away again for a sprint chase . . .


VII

Parsival knelt on the low bank of a narrow, unrippled stream where a formation of trout hung motionless as if embedded in glass. Overhanging trees greenly shadowed the water. The dark tails flickered slightly. When the javelin hissed among them the gray shapes exploded away in a scattering of silver glitter as their sides caught the light. One stayed, pinned to the mud: it curled against the shaft, flipped its tail a few times, shuddered.

He leaned close to the water, watching. It didn’t shock him this time. He’d watched those fish for years never really connecting them with the plump bodies that turned up on skewers, split and broiled at meals. Now he understood this too and felt no pleasure or disgust. It was just another thing to know . . .

He was so intent that the two horsemen were very close before he reacted and stood up, holding the spear with the impaled fish, taking a step or two onto the narrow trail that bent with the stream across the marshy fields.

He looked up just as they broke from the shade of a line of trees, moving with clank, dust and glitter into the intense sunlight. The sound surprised him but the dazzling, reflecting armor stunned him. He squinted his shocked eyes, heart banging; remembered: night in his bedchamber, tapers gleaming, he sat in his nightclothes on the silken edge of his bed. A dog and two servants were sleeping in one corner of the room where they’d gathered a mound of the rushes that covered the floor. He had just been praying and the queen still knelt beside him.

He’d just asked her what God was like and she’d tilted her graceful neck and long, smooth face so that the vague light glowed on her flesh as if a pale flame burned beneath the skin.

“Son,” she’d said, “He is brighter than day, like . . . like a mirror without stain. And yet, he took on the form of a man . . . ”

He’d listened without a word.

“Against Him,” she’d gone on, “there is the darkness.” She’d pointed, her hand pale and vague in the shadowy air. “We are like those flames there, a little speck against such vast night!” She’d paused and sighed. Then had continued: “But if we hold fast to Him, our flames will grow and grow until the dark is everywhere pressed back!” She’d gripped both his knees with soft, fierce, long fingers as she’d spoken. “Our flesh,” she’d fiercely whispered at him, “is like the melting wax! It must feed that pure light!” She’d stopped and seemed breathless. He’d been frightened and sad. And though he didn’t know why, he remembered he’d wept . . .

The sunlight lanced and shattered, sprayed from the polished silvery chain mail that seemed faceted like his mother’s jewels. He dropped to his knees, crying out:

“Help, O God!”

He let fall the spear, the fish reflexively kicking again, and clasped his hands in prayer. He blocked the narrow lane and the riders were forced to rear back their mounts, shouting through closed visors, voices muffled and ringing, then, in the same motion, as if on cue, both flipped their helmets open the better to rage at and abuse the worshipful boy. Then in silence they stared at him.

“He’s mad,” one said, as his thickbodied charger struggled, stiff-legged, against the wrenched reins in a rocking quarter circle, panting and blowing.

The other sat perfectly still on a suddenly motionless horse. He gave an impression of being about to move, violently, without warning. The first one kept glancing behind. Parsival stayed on his knees looking reverently up at them.

They stared, baffled, curious and struck by his beauty.

“Here comes Galahad,” the first said as the third rider came thundering up behind them, mount snorting fiercely.

“Who blocks our path?” he called out, slamming to a halt. His armor was silverbright inwrought with gold tracings and much brighter, in that August intensity of sun, than that of the first two. Parsival was stunned by this new flash and glitter; he thought a man made of mirrors was before him.

“O Lord,” he suddenly called out, “show me thy mercy and help!” Addressed to the knight.

Galahad lifted his faceplate and frowned down at Parsival who was trembling with fear and excitement, his powerful, graceful hands clenched with such force that a tiny drop of blood oozed over one whitened nail.

“I am not God,” Galahad said, only his eyes showing in the shadow of his helm. “Are you mad, boy?”

“Did you see him?” the first man asked.

“No,” Galahad said.

“Perhaps he’s lost heart for it.”

“Stay here and see,” Galahad said, coldly.

“Have you never seen knights, boy?” the second, quiet man on the unmoving horse asked.

“I have seen nights and days too,” returned Parsival, “for that is God’s work. And my mother told me he took the form of a man as bright as the sun.”

The second man laughed; the first was too busy looking behind; Galahad tapped his own chestplate.

“These are but suits that come off,” he informed him, “though knights hope to be bright in their glory, boy.”

The first man had no shield and his headpiece was severely dented and slashed. Galahad’s armor was barely marred or stained. Parsival stood up, still in awe.

“What power makes you . . . knights?” he wanted to know.

“The king, boy. King Arthur. A great king.”

The first man frowned.

“Why do we talk here like fools?” he demanded, nervously. “Go to King Arthur,” he snarled at Parsival, “perhaps he’ll make you a knight yourself and you’ll know all these things then.” To Galahad: “What keeps us?”

Parsival, meanwhile, had moved closer and was touching the armor. He saw his face reflected there: his long, bright hair, intent, distant eyes like windows flashing a clear sky.

“What’s this suit good for then?” he wanted to know, picking at it. “I don’t see how you can get out of it.”

The second man and Galahad laughed this time. The leader drew his sword and turned the fine blade to catch the light and little chips of sun flickered over Parsival.

“When a man strikes me with one of these,” he said, “the metal dulls the blows.”

Parsival nodded.

“If that fish,” he said, pointing to the one stuck on the end of his spear, “had scales like these he’d be swimming still.”

The second man laughed again and Galahad smiled. The first was already walking his horse past them along the trail.

“Wait here and dull some blows, why don’t you?” he snapped back over his shoulder.

“We must go and do the king’s work,” Galahad said, urging his mount ahead as Parsival moved aside.

“God keep and shield you, boy,” the second said, not untenderly. “Pity he made you not less lovely and given you deeper wits instead.” He shut his visor with a click. And then the three horses exploded down the trail, following the bends of stream as if yoked together by invisible wire. A fine dust hung and slowly sank over the path. Then even the sound was gone. A bird trilled, paused, then trilled again in the still, golden afternoon.


VIII

A little later the Red Knight paused there and pondered the ground. There were deep prints and a punctured fish in the dust. Did they stop to catch it and then throw it away? It seemed senseless. And whose were the naked feet among the horses’ hooves? He poked the trout with his own lance and lifted it up, then idly tossed it into the water where it turned bright belly up and slowly floated downstream.

No matter. They went on. And he was a little closer, he thought, all the time. He kicked his spurs and his mount pounded off again . . .


IX

There’s no being prepared, the queen was thinking. When you see someone start to fall from a height it is no less a shock when he finally strikes the earth. There’s no being prepared for it.

She received her son in the main hall, seated on the smaller of two raised thrones. The narrow windows streaked the dim air with light. One beam lit her. As he walked down the length of the chamber the rays seemed to wink on and off him.

She was thinking how the black queen and herself both had a son and an empty seat to sit beside. She tried to picture the woman but only saw a strange, barbaric robe, clusters of boars tusks and circlets of gold with the face itself a deep, dark blur, a lightless hole in her mental vision . . . perhaps, she thought, they had the whole of his memory between them . . .

Parsival had stopped and was standing in the cool dimness between two lightshafts. Neither spoke.

It’s like a wound, she was thinking, mortal . . . we’re born wounded . . .

When she suddenly spoke her eyes were unfocused and he was invisible.

She saw nothing but light and shadow, blurred, deep, without walls or source.

“Let me instruct you,” she said, “before you leave.”


X

As the lush fields drifted slowly past he kept remembering that last talk with his mother. The bony horse rocked unevenly. For a while he watched a huge, solitary tree float toward him across the hot, motionless afternoon. Hills and forests were faintly suggested on the horizon where the haze seemed to gather. The horselegs swooshed softly through the long grass.

He’d kissed her at last though she hadn’t invited it. She’d never seemed to look at him and her unresponsive lips were hot and dry. He’d been startled by the heat of her flesh. Had drawn back. She’d spoken as if he were still standing at a distance, as if unaware of what he was doing, as if he were vague as a mist.

“I will give you a horse,” she’d said, “for your journey.”


XI

Two young peasant girls were peering around the entrance arch, looking down the long, high, empty hall. At the far end they could see her sitting in the indirect, grayish light. Nothing was distinct. One pulled back suddenly, then inched her face around the bend again.

“I thought she moved,” she whispered.

“No,” said the other.

“Is she watching us?”

“No.”

The second girl was pale, dark and thin. Sad. The first was nervous and very short.

“Why is she staying there?” she wondered in an unnecessary whisper. “They say she won’t answer anybody. . . . She didn’t eat today . . . Is it because the young lord went away? . . . I spoke to him once, he’s so handsome and tall. . . . What’s going to happen?”

The other was weeping, silently, she wasn’t sure why.

“I don’t know,” she said.


XII

The horse sagged in the middle and strayed to the left steadily because of a defect in his joints. Parsival was unconcerned; he barely noticed. He moved without urgency: “Arthur’s court,” the groom had told him, gesturing vaguely, “why, young master, that’s somewheres east to be sure. Somewheres east. You’ll meet with strange folk in those places but if you find some sensible fellow you speak right up, you ask him and he’ll point the way, he will.” The old man, gray, bent, sweatreeking, strong, nodded with a single quick jerk of his head.

“How will I know he’s sensible?” Parsival wondered.

The man tilted his head to the side and squinted at the boy as if they shared a sly secret between them. He’d winked, saying:

“Why, if he looks much like meself, young master.” Winked again. “But if he looks like Mill Jack or, or Waleis the Fisher, pass him by, pass him by!” Chuckled. “Always trust a gray old man to be wise, young master.” Chuckled.

Parsival nodded, taking this in. They were standing in the stable yard within the walls. A sweetish, rich tang of dung and mud cloyed

in the damp air. A brief storm had just passed and the sun flashed on and off as the clouds stretched and fluffed apart. Ducks splashed in the standing pools; horses moved restlessly.

As Parsival had turned to go he saw the massive mudsplattered form of Broaditch and the jaunty bones of Waleis splashing across the yard.

“Lord,” piped Waleis, holding up what seemed a mass of rags and hide. “Wait, my lord.”

They stood together in the middle of the yard as the sun went bright and dark almost rhythmically. The two of them were rainsoaked, dark hair greasy and flattened on their heads. Waleis held out the damp bundle to Parsival.

“From your mother, the queen, young lord,” he announced.

Parsival frowned.

“These?” he asked.

Broaditch nodded, seriously.

“Aye,” he said. “This scarecrow speaks the truth, lord.”

“Scarecrow?” Parsival was puzzled.

Broaditch gestured at Waleis.

“Him,” he said, noting the strange literalness of the boy.

“She says for you to wear these clothes,” Waleis said in his high, toneless voice. “My lady says they will keep you from harm and that she weeps—”

“No,” broke in Broaditch, “the queen says, my lord, that she will weep if you ever fail to wear them.”

Parsival shook out the damp garments: sackcloth and raw hides, breeches and shirt of one piece that would leave the calves bare; shapeless calfskin bags for boots.

“Why these are—” muttered Waleis. Broaditch nudged him.

Parsival seemed to come to a decision. Nodded.

“Very good,” he said. “I thank you both.”

The day went dark again though the pulses of light were now longer and longer as the clouds were shredded by brisk winds. He studied them both for a moment as if there were something in their manner he should read. He sensed something, narrowed his eyes, then seemed to put it from his mind. A moment later he was striding across the muddy, suddenly sunbright yard, the clothes under his arm. The air was cool and clear. He breathed it in feeling his heart and blood, a sense of excitement, impatience, joy . . .

He remembered for a while as the canted horse rocked on. He had no specific course, no sense of urgency now that he was on his way. The way seemed sufficient, the steady unrolling of days and nights ahead and behind. . . . For a while he tried to catch the sun actually moving . . .


XIII

He had known from the tracks for hours now that one of their mounts had thrown a shoe. The print was unmistakable. There were rocky, twisting hills thick with highland flowers and berrybushes here. Morning mists drifted in long, smoky coils. The sun was just clearing the steep peaks. Nine or ten o’clock, he thought. He knew he was close and freed his lance and held it upright. That hoof was down to the quick by now.

His instinct stopped him in the middle of a little glade where the mist lay like a wall before him. A moment later he was almost certain he heard a horse snort. He kept his visor open and watched the slow mist unwind and shift before him.

“Throw your ax,” he called into the fog. “For when it lifts I have you.” He smiled faintly. To either side of him there was no cover so his quarry had to be in front, looking out from the fog. He knew he was already visible. Biting his lip, very tense, he eased his charger a little closer. “Easy there,” he murmured, soothingly. “Easy . . . ” Closer, closer. He had to chance it now, this was the hidden man’s best hope. The Red Knight was sweating chill sweat. He had to relax, couldn’t strain to see, had to sit easy and unfocused and wait and wait agonizingly to react when the attack came. . . . Closer. . . . He thought he could see a dim outline in the mists suddenly as his lance just reached into the shifting white wall and then the cold, bright steel appeared spinning out of the blankness a few feet away coming so fast his mind didn’t register it until after the edge of his shield part-blocked the ax which merely glanced off the side of his helmet with a stunning bang and he thought Ah, a good toss! even as he went straight in at the vague outline which became a desperate knight, the

quiet, second man of the three, on a crippled steed having to stand still and take the charge on his shield. There was nothing else to do. He braced and was knocked flying over the rocks. He rolled and scrambled to his feet. His helmet had been twisted to one side, blinding him. As he stood there in the mist, sword drawn, desperately trying to free his visor, staring at blackness, his mind kept rapidly replaying the last few moments: the thinning mist, the dim rubyred figure drifting slowly closer, knowing there was no escape, aware this was life and death, recalling the sinking in his stomach when the horseshoe flew loose and he knew it was over and he was alone, totally alone and he didn’t even bother to tell them to go on ahead because the first knight wouldn’t wait and Galahad had to reach Arthur if he could. As he struggled there, dizzy, blind and in pain, he never felt the blow that spun his head off or heard the clinking bounces of his gushing helmet . . .


XIV

He sat at ease, moving on across hills and fields, one leg crossed on the saddle. The sun was tilting down through the afternoon. He was reading a parchment his mother had given him. He read it again and again. It was yellowed at the edges and waterstained. The characters were very graceful, the hand virile and sure. It read:

 

On strange paths beware of dark places.

Cross not strange rivers at dark fords;

But pass where the shallows run clear.

Greet every man politely.

 

If you win the ring and greeting of a noble lady,

Take them both and free your heart from care.

Kiss and embrace her for if she be chaste

Your strength will grow and you will lose nothing.

 

As the horse, Spavint, rocked and veered along, he folded the parchment and put it away. The words raised some questions in his mind but as there was no one to ask he decided it was better to have good advice you didn’t entirely understand than poor precepts that were perfectly clear.

The sun was low in the sky and fiercely red, directly in his face. Partly for this reason he kept closing his eyes but riding steadily all day through the lush heat had drained him so now he dozed and half dreamt, moving back and forth between sleep and waking with the sharper jerks of the horse. Shadows deepened, then grew long from scattered trees and gathered in rills behind stone dolmens, massive roughhewn monuments where druids still gathered on sacred nights. . . . The western forests were dark; the air cool and fragrant; grasses grayed to pale silver . . .

As he tried to imagine King Arthur and the land of the knights the dreams would begin and blend gradually into his images: walls and towers multiplied and rose like mountains of jewel and mirror and in rainbow explosions of light men, like individual suns, walked and rode blindingly in a world of blazing, vibrating crystal . . .

Eventually he woke among dark trees. The horse had entered a spur of woods. Directly overhead where the branches thinned, there was a grayish ghost of twilight . . .

He dismounted, tethered and rubbed down Spavint; sat with his back to an immense tree and ate from his foodsack, slowly chewing the dried fruit and salt meat. . . . After a time there was no light at all above the treetops. At some point he passed into sleep . . .


XV

Sunbeams stabbed down from the high embrasures into the dim throneroom where a cluster of attendants (motley as such went since the queen had barred highborn men and ladies for fear of their influence on Parsival) had gathered at the foot of the steps leading up to the motionless Herzelroyd, who sat silent and brooding like a sibyl. Her mother-in-law stood apart from the others and aimed the long edge of her face upward.

“Queen,” she said, “come away from here!”

Herzelroyd didn’t stir. One of the attendant ladies whispered to a groom:

“She’s sat like that for three days now.”

No one mentioned the smell. It hung in the air, vague and disquieting, a tone higher than the ordinary musty, acrid, sweet and bitter background of human and animal odors and the faint decaying of floor rushes and flowers.

“Queen!” cried the mother. “Queen!”


XVI

A little after dawn Parsival was already being walked deeper into the forest by his strangely canted mount that seemed to lean on the air to its left as it wandered steadily and imperceptibly away from any straight course that happened to present itself. The groom had well understood his mother’s instructions to prepare a horse that would win no envy anywhere nor speed any rider with dangerous swiftness. So, the man had thought, this Spavint, if the young master were to meet with no obstacles and the world be wide enough as they say, will eventually circle him home again . . .

A deep white mist flowed all around so that the morning light glowed directionless and the trees seemed to float rootless and dark above the earth where they lifted into thinner fog. The grasses gleamed dark and wet. A bird suddenly piped, unseen.

He rode, relaxed, spear across his lap. He was wiping the wood dry with a cloth as Spavint was about to step across a narrow brook that barely creased the earth. Thick reeds and flowers clustered along the banks. He looked down at the dark shadowed water and reined back the wandering horse.

“Hold,” he said, thinking: Cross not strange rivers at dark fords. “What use is advice,” he asked Spavint, rubbing his serrated back, “if a man ignores it at first test?”

So Parsival aimed the beast to the right and headed downstream and Spavint’s left-turning tendencies kept his head to the brook following all the wendings and doublings that coiled under the dark, cool treeshadows and as the mists lifted little splinters of sunlight broke through the foliage and flickered here and there.

At one point a rabbit casually hopped over the thread of water from one bank to the other. Seeing this, Parsival smiled with the first stir-rings of irony:

“Poor creature,” he told Spavint, pointing out the rabbit, “he has had no good advice from his mother.”


XVII

Broaditch, Waleis and another man were advancing up the long stone hall (deserted, lit near the throne by three feeble candles) to where the pale figure on the high seat was barely visible in the guttering of deep shadows. They each had wrapped cloths over mouth and nose and resembled bandits or the surgeons of later ages. Their voices were blurred.

“Where went the dead king’s mother?” Waleis wanted to know.

They walked slowly, the sickly sticky smell in the warm, damp air seeming to cling to flesh and clothes.

“Went to her cousin, they say,” responded the third man. “They say she wants men to hunt for the young prince, Parsival.” His voice rasped with age.

Broaditch shuddered with sudden nausea.

“God’s mercy,” he muttered, “there’s no end of wisdom to be come upon.”

“What’s that?” asked Waleis, breathing short and shallow.

“That’s there’s no such a thing as royal shit, lad.” He swallowed hard, sweating coldly.

He stopped and they all stopped.

“It’s the season,” the old man rasped. “Damp heat. A sweet cheese won’t keep a day unsalted.”

“Aye,” rumbled Broaditch, “sweet spoils fast enough.” His tone was tender.

They went on again and near the foot of the steps Waleis crossed himself with sudden violence and clunked to his knees, staring up at the obscure figure on the exalted seat, the head, traced by the uncertain candle flashes, bent forward as if in deep reflection. The old man bowed reverently.
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