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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.’


The Guardian Children’s Book Supplement


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


Robert Dunbar in The 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 in 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 lifetime. 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 spellbound.’


Philip Pullman, The 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 in the TES, 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 fantasy, 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 wonderful 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 Linda – with love




THE CHARACTERS


AT HOLT


Lord Stephen de Holt


Lady Judith de Holt


Arthur de Caldicot, aged 14, author of this book


* * *


Rahere, the musician and jester


Miles, the scribe


Rowena, the first chamber-servant


Izzie, the second chamber-servant


Gubert, the cook


Tanwen, the chamber-servant


Kester, her baby son


Anian, the kitchen-boy


Catrin, his twin sister, the kitchen-girl


Alan, the armourer


Rhys, the stableman


Simon, the messenger


Sayer, the kennelman


Haket, the priest


Agnes, the wise-woman


Robert, a villager


Wilf, an old villager


Donnet, a villager


Piers, a villager


Abel, a villager


AT GORTANORE


Sir William de Gortanore


Lady Alice de Gortanore


Tom, Sir William’s son, aged 15


Grace, Sir William’s daughter, aged 13


Thomas, a freeman and messenger


Maggot, his wife


Peg, Lady Alice’s chamber-servant


Fulcold, the cook


AT CALDICOT


Sir John de Caldicot


Lady Helen de Caldicot


Serle, their son, aged 17


Sian, their daughter, aged 9


Nain (pronounced nine), Lady Helen’s mother


Oliver, the priest


Slim, the cook


Gatty, Hum the reeve’s daughter, aged 13


Lankin, the cowherd


Jankin, Lankin’s son, a stableboy


Johanna, the wise-woman


Ruth, Lady Helen’s chamber-servant


OTHER


Merlin, Arthur’s guide


Rhodri, the horse-breeder at Quabbs


Turold, the armourer from Ludlow


Jacob, the Jewish money-lender


Miriam, his daughter


Sir Walter de Verdon, brother of Lady Judith de Holt


Lady Anne de Verdon


Winnie de Verdon, their daughter, aged 12


Edie, Lady Anne’s chamber-servant


King John’s messenger


Daw, a messenger


Lady Marie de Meulan, (Marie de France)


Humbert, Prior of Wenlock


Brother Austin


Brother Gerard


Brother Almund


Brother Crispin


Gib, one of the Constable of Wigmore’s men


Thibaud (pronounced teebow), Count of Champagne


Countess Blanche, his wife


Milon de Provins


Milon de Provins’ messenger


Salman, a Muslim trader


Jehan, Milon’s farrier


IN THE STONE


KNIGHTS OF THE ROUND TABLE


Sir Ulfius, Chamberlain


Sir Pellinore


Sir Lamorak


Sir Baudwin, Constable of Britain


Sir Brastias, Commander of the North


Sir Balin of Northumberland


Sir Accolon of Gaul, Morgan le Fay’s lover


Sir Agravain, brother of Gawain


Sir Dagonet


Sir Lanval


Sir Balan, Balin’s brother


Sir Tor, son of Pellinore and Aries’ wife


Sir Kay, Ector’s son, Arthur’s Steward


Sir Gawain, son of Lot and Morgause, Arthur’s nephew


Sir Gaheris, Gawain’s brother


Sir Lancelot of the Lake


Sir Gareth (called Beaumains), Gawain’s brother


Sir Ontzlake, Damas’s brother


Sir Bagdemagus, King of Gore


Sir Erec


Sir Brian of the Isles


Sir Owain, Morgan’s and Urien’s son


Sir Galahad


Sir Ector, Arthur’s foster-father


Sir Bedivere


OTHER


King Arthur (Arthur-in the-Stone)


Ygerna, Arthur’s mother


Merlin (the hooded man)


Morgan le Fay, Arthur’s half-sister


The Archbishop of Canterbury


Sir Thew-Hit (Sir Pellinore by another name)


Bors, King of Gaul


Ban, King of Brittany


The Knight of the Black Anvil


Queen Guinevere


Leodegrance, King of Cornwall, her father


Cador, Duke of Cornwall


Sir Garlon, the invisible knight


Sir Herlews le Berbeus


Pellam, King of Listinoise, Garlon’s brother


Lady Dionise


Aries, the cowherd


Sir Sourlouse of the Forest


Sir Brian of the Forest, his brother


Lot, King of Orkney


Morgause, wife of Lot, Arthur’s half-sister


Sir Miles


Griflet, a squire


Nimue


Sir Blamoure of the Marsh


Lady Saraide, his wife


Lady Anna (Morgause in disguise)


The Knight of the Red Lands


The Knight of the Black Lands


Lynette


Lady Lyonesse, her sister


The Red Knight


Huon, Beaumains’ dwarf


Sir Gringamour, brother of Lynette and Lyonesse


Sir Urien, husband of Morgan le Fay


Sir Damas


Enid, Sir Erec’s wife


Count Oringle


Lady Laudine


The Green Knight (Sir Bertilak of the High Peak)


Sir Bertilak’s wife


Elaine of Astolat


Howell, Duke of Brittany, Arthur’s cousin


The Duchess of Brittany


The Giant of the Mount


Perceval, a Welsh boy


Blanchefleur
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Burnham Market 12th April 2001




1 ICE AND FLAMES


The first day of my new life began with ice and ended with flames.


As soon as I woke, I was wide-eyed awake. Under my badger-skin it was warm, and for a little while I lay still as a huntsman in a covert. I stared around me at the high hall where I have slept and woken almost every day of my life. I tried to wake my brother and sister by making faces at them. I listened for a moment to my grandmother Nain snuffling, and one of the hounds groaning and grinding his teeth. Then I leaped up. The whole world was waiting for me.


When I unbolted the hall door, and tugged it open, the ice in the jambs clattered down. Then I saw Gatty. She was standing beside the mounting-block with my horse Pip. I had to look twice because she was dressed in dirty sacking, sparkling with frost, and all I could see were her large, river eyes, and one fair curl.


‘Gatty!’ I exclaimed.


‘Jankin said I could.’


‘How long have you been here?’


Gatty ignored my question. ‘The biggest saddle-bags we got,’ she said.


I kicked at the shards and thorns of pearly ice and, barefoot, I walked out and slapped Pip on the rump.


‘You look as if you’ve been here half the night,’ I said.


Gatty lowered her eyes and shook her head dumbly.


‘Oh Gatty! When I reach Jerusalem, I will send you a message. I’ll try to.’


Gatty stared at the ground. ‘Don’t matter,’ she mumbled.


‘It does matter,’ I said. ‘We’re friends.’


‘Can’t be,’ Gatty replied. ‘Not with the likes of you.’


‘But we are. We rescued Sian when she went through the ice, and we separated the bulls, and drove off the wolves together. Didn’t we?’


Gatty sniffed. ‘You could load up,’ she said.


‘Nobody’s awake yet.’


‘I can help, can’t I?’


‘You’re frozen.’


‘When are you coming back?’ Gatty demanded.


‘Three years,’ I said. ‘Two, maybe.’


Gatty shuddered and hunched her shoulders.


‘Go on, Gatty,’ I urged. ‘Get out of this cold. I’ll see you before I leave.’


Gatty looked at me. She gazed at me as gravely as the painting of Mary on the church wall, and her long eyelashes flickered. Then she turned away.


Nain and my brother and sister and Ruth, our chamber-servant, were still asleep, so I hurried back across the hall. Missing out the fourth and fifth steps, and the ninth and tenth, the ones that always creak, I ran up the staircase and along the gallery to my freezing writing-room.


That’s where I’ve hidden my seeing stone since Merlin gave it to me last summer. We were up on top of Tumber Hill when he unwound this saffron bundle. Inside it was a flat, black stone, my obsidian, just a little larger than the palm of my hand, deep as an eye of dark water, and it flashed in the sunlight.


‘Until the day you die you will never own anything as precious as this,’ Merlin told me. ‘But no one must know you own it, or see it, or learn anything about it.’


Merlin is right. My seeing stone is my other world. My guide. My echo. I can’t leave that behind!


I pulled the stone out of the gap in the wall and ran back downstairs. I went straight out to Pip and jammed the saffron bundle into the very bottom of one of the saddle-bags.


All morning I was very busy. I cut reed scabbards for my quills and shaved acorn stoppers for my ink-bottles, and I wrapped my valuable parchment pages in shaggy towels. I stuffed my saddle-bags with writing materials and clothing and in my wooden chest, which is going to be sent after me, I laid more clothing, my new flight of arrows, my ivory chess-pieces and my mail-coat. Then I went round the village, and found Merlin, and Oliver the priest, and Jankin, who was mucking out the stables, and took my leave of them; but Gatty and her father Hum weren’t in their cottage. After that, I set up the board for the Saxon and Viking game, and showed Sian how to play one more time. Then I had a rough-and-tumble with Tempest and Storm, our running-hounds, and Storm tore my right sleeve, so Ruth had to mend it. And then I decided to take my own practice-sword with me, and my brother Serle said in that case I ought to clean it properly, otherwise Lord Stephen would be sure to notice and it would reflect poorly on him and my father, but he didn’t offer to help.


We were still eating dinner when Lord Stephen’s rider, Simon, arrived to escort me to the castle at Holt, and my new life as Lord Stephen’s squire.


I’ve met Simon before. He’s very thin and his cheekbones are so sharp they look as if they might shear through his skin. He usually looks rather melancholy but I like him because he has a very long upper lip, like a horse, and makes quiet jokes, mainly against himself.


‘Simon!’ exclaimed my father – my foster-father, that is. ‘You look like a snowman. Come and eat with us.’


‘Thank you, Sir John.’


‘I hope your ride has given you an appetite,’ my foster-father said. ‘You look as if you could eat a horse.’


‘I am a horse,’ said Simon in a hollow, dark voice, and his upper lip looked even longer than before.


Although I’ve wanted to be a squire so much, and for so long, it still felt painful to be leaving Caldicot. I think Sir John knew that and, as soon as he had said grace after dinner, he walked across the hall and picked up my travelling cloak and whirled it around my shoulders.


Then I embraced everyone – Sir John and Lady Helen, who held me to her so tightly I thought I would burst, then Serle, and Sian, and Nain on her two sticks.


They all came out of the hall to wave us goodbye.


Sir John looked up at me in the saddle. ‘Do you remember what I told you on New Year’s morning?’ he asked me quietly.


‘I think so.’


‘I told you I’m proud of you. I told you that who we are isn’t only a matter of blood; it’s what we make of ourselves.’


‘I do remember,’ I replied.


‘And I said that you, Arthur, are fit to be a king.’


With that, Sir John slapped my left thigh, and Pip started forward. I heard Tempest and Storm barking. I heard my family calling out, wishing me a safe journey, wishing me joy, wishing me peace, wishing me Godspeed.


So Simon and I crunched away into the snow, which wasn’t falling so much as circling us, and blowing upwards. When I turned round in the saddle, everyone was still standing outside, silent and waving. When I turned round for a second time, they had gone. Gone as if they had never been. Snowflakes on my eyelids, my cheeks; the huge blurred hulk of the manor-house, patient and grey; nothing else.


I looked around me for Gatty: I kept looking for her. Day after day of field-work, barn-work, stable-work, and half the time she’s hungry. I’m sure she had been waiting for hours in the dark. I hope she was somewhere warm.


As we rode away from the manor, we passed Joan and Will and Dutton dragging back deadwood from the forest. I pulled up and greeted them, and they wished me good health.
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‘You tell Lord Stephen what I said,’ Joan instructed me.


‘What was that?’


‘At the manor-court. I can’t even pick up deadwood and I get fined. He’s so high and mighty, but he wouldn’t live that rich except for us.’


For a while, Simon and I rode side by side down the track that leads west through Pike Forest. But before long, the forest closed in around us, and I felt like a hare caught in a trap, snagged and dragged back by everything I was leaving behind. I kept thinking about all the things that have happened during the first few days of this new century.


On New Year’s Day, Sir John told me I could be a squire. He said he’d arranged for me to go into service with Lord Stephen at Easter. When I heard that, I leaped up and embraced him. But no sooner had he told me this than he shocked me by saying that he and Lady Helen are not my true parents, my blood-parents. They’re my foster-parents. But I’ve lived with them since I was only a few days old and I’ll always think of them as my mother and father.


Then Sir John told me my blood-father is his own brother, Sir William de Gortanore. He’s vile and violent. Worse than that, he’s a murderer, and I don’t want to see him again.


And my blood-mother . . . who is she? I don’t even know who she is, or whether she’s still alive. I don’t know where she is, but I’m going to find her.


And then, after all this, Lord Stephen sent word to say that he wanted me to come not at Easter but in three days’ time. He has decided to take the Cross. We’re going to join the crusade that Fulk, the friar, preached about when he came to Caldicot last autumn. So that may mean there won’t be time to meet my blood-father . . .


I must have been thinking about these things for a long time because, when I looked around me, we were already passing the forest hamlet of Clunbury.


We reined in, and I drank a few mouthfuls of milk from Simon’s gourd.


‘Slow going in this weather,’ Simon said. ‘We must push on or the dark will overtake us.’


This tenth day of January, it has been one of those days when it gets dark before it gets dark, and by the time we neared Clun there was very little light left.


‘Lord Stephen told me to get back ahead of you,’ Simon said. ‘Follow this track. Just before you come to an open field, there’s a track up to the castle on your right.’


With that, Simon cantered off, while Pip and I continued to pick our way along the snowy track, stepping over branches that had fallen across it, wading through hidden pools of mud and mush.


Holt castle is on top of a small, steep hill, and as I was riding up to it, a rider came dashing out of the courtyard, and across the drawbridge. Down the hill towards me pelted the horse and rider, and the horse was whinnying and neighing. Down the hill they came, sliding, slithering, forelegs splaying, the rider yelling, desperate and yelling, and the horse almost wailing, and then I saw the rider was a girl and the hem of her cloak was on fire.


Orange flames! Blue flames! The girl’s cloak was alight, and her horse’s belly and flanks were scorched and smoking.


As they careered towards me, the girl helpless, her horse wild, I swung Pip round to meet them sideways, and braced myself.


We were hurled to the ground. Pip snorted, he trumpeted and, but for the blanket of snow, I would have broken every bone in my body. At once I scrambled up and staggered through a drift. I dragged the girl out of her saddle. I pulled her down into the snow, and heaped it over her legs, her feet and legs, right up to her hips.


The girl’s horse, meanwhile, just dived into a drift; it writhed and wriggled, and neighed pitifully.


I looked at the girl; and she looked at me. She had a blaze of red-gold hair, tied back at the neck, and tawny eyes the colour of horse-chestnuts.


I gave her a hand and pulled her up, and she blew out her pink cheeks, and smiled.


‘He bolted!’ she exclaimed.


‘You were on fire. Your horse’s mane was burning.’


‘Poor Dancer,’ said the girl.


‘Are you all right?’


‘I think so,’ said the girl, brushing away the snow from her legs and feet, and inspecting herself. ‘My cloak’s ruined. And your nose is bleeding.’


‘What happened?’


‘I don’t know. Before I left the hall, I was sitting beside the fire with my uncle.’


‘Who’s that?’


‘My uncle? Lord Stephen, of course! The fire was spitting and cracking, and one of the cinders must have caught inside my hem. Who are you, anyhow?’


‘Arthur,’ I said. ‘Arthur de Caldicot.’


‘Arthur!’ cried the girl. ‘The new squire.’ She got to her feet, and shook herself. ‘And I’m Winifred. Winifred de Verdon. You may call me Winnie.’


Together we walked our poor horses up the steep path and across the drawbridge, and then we tied them to the mounting-block in the courtyard. Winnie led me through the storeroom and up the circular stone staircase to the hall. She threw open the hall door and there I saw Lord Stephen de Holt and Lady Judith and his whole household waiting to greet me.


Lord Stephen took one look at us, the snow and filth and soot smeared all over us, Winnie’s scorched cloak, my bleeding nose and then, seeing neither of us was seriously hurt, he burst out laughing.


Not Lady Judith, though. She is a whole head taller than Lord Stephen, and she bore down on Winnie and buried her in her arms.


‘Arthur . . .’ announced Winnie, wrestling herself free, ‘Arthur saved me. Me and Dancer. Otherwise, Dancer would be ten miles away, and I’d be smoke and ashes.’


When Winnie had explained, Lord Stephen gave me a curious, lop-sided smile. ‘Well, Arthur,’ he said, ‘what use is chivalry if it doesn’t begin at home?’


Lady Judith looked down the beak of her nose and then she smoothed Winnie’s blaze of red-gold hair. ‘I warned you not to leave so late,’ she said. ‘Now you’ll have to stay here tonight.’ And with that, Lady Judith put an arm round Winnie’s shoulders and ushered her out of the hall and up the second flight of stairs.


I am writing this by poor candlelight, crouched in one corner of the hall. Instead of my grandmother Nain and Serle and Sian and Ruth and Tempest and Storm, my sleeping companions tonight are Simon, and Miles the scribe, whom I met at our manor-court, and Rahere the musician, and Rowena and Izzie, who are both chamber-servants, and they’re all asleep.


There’s so much more to write, about Lord Stephen and Lady Judith, and about Winnie – she’s a year younger than I am, and Lord Stephen says she comes to Holt quite often. I want to write about this castle, and everyone here, but I can’t stop yawning.


Today I have crossed from ice to flames.




2 AT THE READY


If I make my hand into a fist and plant it on this ledge with my curled little finger at the bottom and my thumb at the top, partly tucked in, I can see four levels.


This castle is like that. The bottom level is the storeroom, and above that is the seven-sided hall. From there, another circular flight of steps leads to the third level, my middle-finger, which is Lord Stephen’s and Lady Judith’s private chamber – they call it their solar. The fourth level, my index finger, consists of six little rooms, each of them triangular, and each leading out of the seventh room, which is at the centre, with the stairwell in it.


Lord Stephen has given me one of these rooms for myself, and this is where I’m to study and practise my writing. He says Serle used the same room when he served here as a squire, and on warm nights Serle sometimes slept up here.


My writing-room at Caldicot has three plaster walls, and it’s tucked right under the roof-thatch. Little birds fly in and out through the wind-eye, and beetles and spiders and flies and caterpillars are busy in the thatch, so it’s almost like being in a nest. This room’s not as friendly as that, because all the walls are stone, but it’s quite light, and I can sit on the ledge under my lancet-window and look right into Wales. Offa’s Dyke, which separates England and Wales, is less than five miles from here.


Below me, I can see the castle courtyard. And below the courtyard, there’s a grassy bank so steep it would be impossible to attack the castle from this side. Beyond that, I can see the South Yard and the cottages and crofts of the people who live on Lord Stephen’s manor; I can see the archery butts and, far below me, the drawn bow of the dark river which half surrounds this castle.


‘Does everything here look very strange?’ Lord Stephen asked me at dinner. ‘Well, it’s when things look strange that we see them most clearly.’


I’ve noticed one of the floor boards in my room stops short of the outer wall. When I raised it, I saw that the joist had a hollow in it, and that’s where I’ve decided to hide my seeing stone. I don’t think anyone will find it there.


I couldn’t see anything in my stone at all when Merlin gave it to me – not to begin with. Nothing but my own reflection: my sticking-out ears and blob nose. But after I’d looked into it a dozen times, and polished it, and warmed it in the palm of my right hand, I began to see deep into it. I watched the white dragon of England fight the red dragon of Wales, and saw King Uther fall in love with Ygerna, wife of the Duke of Cornwall. I saw the mysterious hooded man help Uther by giving him drugs that changed his appearance so that he looked like Ygerna’s own husband. I saw Ygerna giving birth to their baby son, and how he was put out to foster-parents when he was only two days old.


In the stone, I’m myself but not myself: I’m a boy who looks like me, and talks like me, but is not me because he knows magic, and has fought his murderous uncle and killed him, and ridden with his father and brother to a tournament in London.


I watched my namesake gallop to the churchyard of Saint Paul’s and pull the sword from the stone. Arthur has proved he is the king of all Britain. To begin with, most of the earls and lords and knights of the country refused to accept him because he was a boy. He was thirteen, like me. But then the hooded man addressed the crowd, in his voice of thunder: ‘I tell you all, you men of Britain: Arthur is Uther’s blood-son, the true-born king of all Britain. Arthur’s time has come!’


In the stone I heard the townspeople of London cheering and shouting, I saw them waving their cudgels. I saw all the great men of Britain reluctantly get to their knees and swear allegiance.


‘I will be just to rich and poor alike.’ That’s what Arthur-in-the-stone told them. ‘I will root out evil wherever I see it. I will lead you by serving you and serve you by leading you as long as I live.’


Merlin gave me my stone, my other world, and because he knows magic, he was waiting for me inside the stone until I recognised him. He is the hooded man, I know he is, but when I challenged him he turned my words on themselves.


‘But who are you?’ he asked me. ‘And who are you to be? That’s what matters. Anyone without a quest is lost to himself.’


I have been wondering whether serving as a squire is a quest?


Finding my true mother . . . That will be a quest.


Taking the Cross. Perhaps that will be the greatest quest of all.


Yes, this castle is like a fist. Upright and tight and knuckled. It’s at the ready. And so am I.




3 ARTHUR’S MOTHER, YGERNA’S SON


Arthur is rising out of my stone to meet me; he is breaking the dark water.


And now I see where I am: the same great hall where King Uther feasted and fell in love with Ygerna, consulted with his dukes and earls, and handed down laws. Here he lay prostrate with pain after he had been poisoned by the Saxons, and tried to sit up as he was dying, crying out that he had a son, giving him God’s blessing, calling on his son to claim the crown.


A door opens at the far end of the hall, and a woman walks in. I recognise the gentle slope of her shoulders and her slender arms, pale as stripped willow. I can see the colour of her eyes, violet as the first wood-violets in March. It is Ygerna, my own mother.


Now Sir Ulfius stands up and rudely steps right in front of the queen.


‘Here she is,’ he shouts. ‘The rotten root! The black flower!’


Ygerna doesn’t flinch. Like a woman who has learned to expect pain, she looks sadly at Sir Ulfius, then lowers her eyes and quietly listens to him.


‘If this woman had told the world about her son,’ Sir Ulfius growls, ‘her son by King Uther, we would never have been leaderless for so long. The Saxons harassed us, we fought each other, and all the while this woman, this queen, remained silent.’


Ygerna gently shakes her head.


‘Isn’t it true?’ Sir Ulfius bawls. Then he rips off his right glove and throws it at the queen’s feet. ‘If any man here thinks otherwise, let him say so, and I’ll cross swords with him.’


‘Sir Ulfius,’ Queen Ygerna replies, ‘how could I tell you what I did not know myself? I have not seen my son since the day he was born. King Uther gave my baby to the hooded man and he carried him away to foster-parents.’


‘If that is true,’ says Sir Ulfius, loud and accusing, ‘the hooded man is even more to blame than you.’


‘I gave birth to my first son,’ Ygerna says in a low, steady voice, ‘but I do not even know his name. I do not know where he is, or what has become of him.’


Now I see the hooded man, and yes, he is Merlin as he always has been. He walks down the hall and he and the queen stand face to face. ‘Ygerna,’ he says in his dark voice, ‘I told you once that everything has its own time.’


Merlin takes the queen by the right hand, and leads her up the hall until she’s standing right in front of me.


My own mother! I could reach out. I could touch her . . .


Now Merlin takes my right hand. Gently he lays Ygerna’s hand over it.


‘Ygerna,’ he says, ‘this is your son, Arthur. Your son.’ Merlin’s eyes shine silver as sunlight on slate. ‘Arthur,’ he says. ‘This is your mother.’


Merlin takes a step backwards. Everyone in the great hall falls back into shadow and silence.


For one moment, for thirteen years, for time beyond time’s hurt, Ygerna and I gaze at each other. My own blood-mother. Her own son. We are feasters, we are tremblers, inside-out somersaulters, we are dreamers waking, strangers, red-eyed and dissolving.


Needles of silver rain, fat drops of golden rain, pricked and burst inside my seeing stone. They began to rinse and blur everything.


Then my stone went blind. I crouched over my story. My eyes stung with tears.
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4 KNIGHT AND SQUIRE


I drew in my breath.


‘Yes,’ said Lord Stephen. ‘The hanging.’


We stood side by side, and gazed at the enormous wall-hanging. It must be fifteen feet long and ten feet high. The top half is divided into small squares, each of them beautifully embroidered with scenes of brightly-coloured people, animals, birds, buildings, flowers, trees. In the square in the uppermost left corner, a small boy is walking through a dark wood hand-in-hand with his mother and his father.


‘And this,’ said Lord Stephen, waving at the bottom half of the hanging, which was just plain linen, ‘is the part of the story still untold.’


‘Which story, sir?’


‘The part still unlived,’ said Lord Stephen. ‘You must ask Lady Judith to tell you all about it. It’s her work.’


‘She sewed all this?’ I exclaimed.


‘Rowena helps her, of course,’ Lord Stephen said. ‘Now! This is our solar and it serves the same function as your chamber at Caldicot. Here, I can talk to people in private, and Lady Judith and I sleep in the inner room. And then the third room’s up those steps.’


‘The third room?’ I asked.


‘You haven’t heard of the third room!’ said Lord Stephen, smiling. ‘That’s where your right hand shouldn’t know what your left hand is doing.’


‘Oh!’ I exclaimed. ‘At Caldicot we call it the latrine.’


I’m not sure whether Lord Stephen knows I’m left-handed, and whether he’ll mind as much as my father. Perhaps it would be better not to tell him for the time being.


‘Sit down, Arthur,’ Lord Stephen said, and then he padded down to the far end of the solar and back again. He is only a small man, and I’m already taller than he is. He’s quite stout, too, but he holds himself upright and stands very still.


‘Well!’ he said, standing with his back to the fireplace and lacing his pudgy hands over his stomach. ‘I must thank you, Arthur, for agreeing to come and serve as my squire.’


‘Sir,’ I said, ‘it’s what I most wanted.’


‘I liked your manner at the court,’ Lord Stephen said, ‘the way you asked for guidance when I was trying that man for theft . . .’


‘Lankin,’ I said.


‘Yes, you asked for guidance but then you made up your own mind. There are far too many sheep in human clothing.’


‘And wolves too, sir,’ I said.


Lord Stephen smiled. ‘Now!’ he said. ‘You won’t find much difference between your duties as a page at Caldicot and here as a squire. I suppose your brother has told you about everything.’


I stared at the rushes on the solar floor.


‘No, I thought not,’ said Lord Stephen. ‘Well, I’ll expect you to dress and undress me, as you did your father . . .’ Lord Stephen hesitated. ‘Sir John, I mean. And then you must learn to arm and unarm me. I’ll expect you to carve before me at table, sometimes to serve me. Do you know how to carve?’


‘Not yet, sir. I know the words.’


‘Good,’ said Lord Stephen. ‘Words, yes! I want you to study with Haket, my priest. Read with him each afternoon. Practise your writing each day. In addition to this, I’ve asked Rahere to teach you to sing and dance. You may think you’ve never heard a man talk so much nonsense, but Rahere’s nonsense sometimes makes very good sense.’


Dressing and undressing; arming and unarming; and carving and serving; reading and writing; singing and dancing . . . I kept wondering why Lord Stephen hadn’t mentioned the crusade.


‘All in good time, Arthur,’ said Lord Stephen, and he raised his right forefinger. ‘I can see you’re impatient, but you can’t run before you can walk. You must practise your Yard-skills, and above all your swordplay. Use the pel every day, and then practise your gymnastics. Then run round the courtyard three times in your mail-coat.’


‘I will, sir.’


‘Skills, strength and stamina,’ Lord Stephen said. ‘You’re going to need them all.’


‘When will we go, sir?’ I asked eagerly.


Lord Stephen shook his head. ‘I’m sorry you have to practise on your own,’ he said. ‘Maybe you’d like to join forces with Tom for a few days.’


‘Tom!’ I exclaimed.


‘It’s all right,’ Lord Stephen said warmly. ‘I know he’s your half-brother and Sir William de Gortanore is your blood-father. Sir John and Lady Helen have told me your history.’


I could feel the blood rising to my face.


‘There’s nothing to be ashamed about,’ Lord Stephen said.


I am ashamed, though. I’m ashamed of my father. I don’t know whether he cared for my mother at all; and I know he murdered her husband.


‘Nothing at all,’ Lord Stephen went on. ‘Many excellent young squires have been born out of wedlock. Sir John and Lady Helen are fine foster-parents. Isn’t that true?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘I’ve heard Sir John say that bravery means facing and accepting the truth.’ Lord Stephen took a couple of steps towards me. ‘I agree with him. Sir John and I want you to go and talk to Sir William. As his son.’


‘But I thought . . .’ I began. ‘I thought we were going to join the crusade.’


‘There’s plenty of time for you to go over to Gortanore before that,’ Lord Stephen replied. ‘What you may think or feel about Sir William is beside the point. He’s your blood-father and responsible for your inheritance. It’s your duty and in your own interest to meet him and talk to him.’


‘It’s worse than you think, sir,’ I said in a low voice.


‘What’s always worse,’ said Lord Stephen briskly, ‘is worrying about things rather than doing them. As soon as you’re well settled in here, I’ll arrange for you to visit Gortanore. Now, then! The crusade!’ Lord Stephen stepped up to me and put his right hand on my shoulder.


‘There’s a great deal to do and a great deal to look forward to, before we can think of leaving. Sir John wants that Ludlow armourer . . . what’s his name?’


‘Turold,’ I replied.


‘Yes, he wants Turold to measure you up and make your armour, though I can’t think why. It’s bound to upset Alan, my armourer, and he could do it just as well. And then we must find you a warhorse.’


‘A charger!’ I exclaimed.


Lord Stephen took a step backward and screwed up his eyes. ‘A Holy War can’t happen all at once,’ he said. ‘It’s a huge undertaking. Thousands of knights, thousands of squires from all over Champagne and France and Flanders. Only a few from England though, more’s the pity! Think of all the horses! The armour and the clothing. The ships. The food. So, where to begin? We begin here at home: we build up our strength, we perfect our fighting skills, we prepare our armour and weapons, we train our horses. Yes, and we pray to God. From this day on, you, Arthur, have your duties as a crusader, and together we must forge a lasting bond.’ Lord Stephen smiled. ‘And then,’ he told me, ‘you and I must travel to Champagne or Flanders and take the Cross.’


‘I see,’ I said doubtfully.


‘You must be patient,’ said Lord Stephen. ‘A crusade is not as simple as riding to Ludlow.’


‘But we are going to the land oversea,’ I said. ‘To recapture the Holy City?’


‘That’s certainly our aim,’ Lord Stephen agreed. ‘Our eventual destination. But there are many ways of reaching Jerusalem, and each way is tough and dangerous. We stand on the threshold of the very greatest adventure of our lives, you and I.’


‘I can’t wait, sir,’ I said.


At Caldicot, everyone will be asleep. Tanwen in her cottage, carrying Serle’s baby . . . Merlin and Oliver . . . In their chamber, Sir John, Lady Helen . . .


I know they care for me, but aren’t they glad really, now that I’ve gone away? Doesn’t it make everything easier for them? Serle is. He has never liked me; he’s always wanted me out of the way.


So where do I belong? Not at Caldicot any longer, and not at Gortanore.


I do trust my aunt, Lady Alice, and I know she trusts me because she told me her suspicions about Sir William. But he doesn’t like me at all. I think he may really have meant to wound me when he tested my swordplay before Christmas.


I’m thirteen, and Sir William has never once shown he cares for me. He must know Sir John has told me that I’m his son, but he hasn’t sent me a message. Not one word . . .


If I have a home anywhere at all now, I suppose it is here with Lord Stephen. A knight needs his squire. So perhaps it’s for the best that I’m going away, hundreds of days, hundreds of miles away from Caldicot and Gortanore and the March.




5 RAHERE’S WELCOME-SONG


Before supper, Lord Stephen summoned his whole household to the hall.


‘I’ve asked Rahere to compose a welcome-song for Arthur,’ he said.


Hearing this, Scriff, the midden-dog, yelped and tore round and round, chased by all the fleas that inhabit him.


‘Gubert!’ barked Lord Stephen. ‘Get that beast out of here, or I’ll have him skewered!’


When Rahere looked at me, I saw his eyes are not quite the same colour: one is sky-blue, the other bluish-green. He lifted his pipe – the one attached to a cow’s horn – and mooed a melody, and then he sang:


‘Welcome Arthur! Welcome to this motte.


Let this hall be home from home at Caldicot,


And less smoky than tonight. Eia!


Your clothes don’t fit, your shoes look tight.


Your blob nose got punched in some fight


And your ears stick out. Eia!


I’ve heard you’re going to take the Cross


But first you need armour and a horse,


And far better skills! Eia!


Thirteen years young! You impatient colt!


We’ll put you through your places here at Holt


And break you in. Eia!’


Rahere’s long fingers danced on the pipe, and his bright notes dappled the gloomy hall.


‘Welcome, Arthur! Welcome to the squire


Who will set many a young girl on fire,


And then save her. Eia!’


‘Eia! Eia!’ shouted everyone in the hall. We all laughed, but then I found myself thinking about what Rahere left out. My mother . . . and having to talk to my father.


Anian and Catrin hurried down to the kitchen and brought back three jugs of ale and a platter of cream cheesecakes, one for each of us – but they didn’t taste as good as the ones Slim makes at Caldicot.




6 ARTHUR’S CORONATION


As soon as I raised the floorboard in my room and grasped my precious stone, I saw I was sitting on the anvil from which I had pulled the sword. And this anvil was resting on a huge block of dressed marble with gold lettering cut deeply into it:




HE WHO PULLS THIS SWORD


OUT OF THIS STONE AND ANVIL


IS THE TRUE-BORN KING OF ALL BRITAIN





But the stone and anvil are no longer in the churchyard of Saint Paul. They’re in the sanctuary of a huge church I’ve never seen before.


To my left stands my mother, her almond-face pale in the gloom, and to my right stands Merlin with his floppy hood swept back, and beyond each of them there are forests of winking candles. The Archbishop of Canterbury stands in front of me, and three priests are serving him. One grasps the Archbishop’s golden staff, and one nurses the royal sceptre as if it were a baby. The third bears a scarlet cushion like an open mass-book, and on the cushion lies a crown of red Welsh gold.


In his left hand, the Archbishop is holding a small earthenware pot. He dips his king-finger and middle-finger into it, then draws them out, shining. He reaches forward and makes the sign of the cross on my forehead.
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‘Vivat! Vivat!’


One thousand voices. The calls and cries of all the great men of Britain and their ladies reverberate around the great church. They rise above themselves. They swarm around me like memories and promises.


‘Vivat! Let him live! Vivat! Arthurus rex!’


The Archbishop raises the crown from the scarlet cushion. He steps towards me again and holds the crown above my head.


I close my eyes. My eyelids are like moths, weightless and trembling.


Now I can feel it. The hoop around my head. The crown. It is my power, my gold-guardian; but I am its prisoner.


‘Vivat! Vivat! Arthurus rex!’


Once more the knights and ladies cry and call out. In their voices I hear longsuffering, imploring and relief. I hear hope and prayer, I hear bridling and envy and anger, I hear intention and joy.
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