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Vincent: “Lancelot was fatally flawed. Destined to never find the grail.”

Catherine: “Still. He was the greatest knight of all.”

~ When the Bluebird Sings ~

And still from time to time the heathen host
Swarmed overseas, and harried what was left.
And so there grew great tracts of wilderness,



Wherein the beast was ever more and more,
But man was less and less, till Arthur came.

 Idylls of the King

It was the third night in a row of the same dream; the third night in a row that Vincent 
dreamed he’d gone to Camelot.

By now, Vincent knew what he would see when he looked down at himself. A long 
surcoat covered his chest, emblazoned with a broad coat of arms. A stylized, golden 
lion stood rampant on a field of blue. A leather sword belt canted around his hips, and 
the heavy weight of the steel swung with him, as he walked. As before, he was striding 
across a huge battlefield. Winslow was walking beside him, and the battle had been 
won.

“Lancelot, you’re our greatest knight. Perhaps marriage, or some other royal boon, will 
bring you luck. I am sure you’ll find the Grail,” Winslow reasoned, stepping over a fallen
infantryman.

Vincent frowned down at the ground, as they picked their way carefully through the 
human wreckage on the blood-soaked plain. The dead and the dying were everywhere, 
and a buzzard’s buffet was scattered around them.

Among the bodies scurried the living. Hunched and furtive, they kept well clear of the 
strange-looking knight and his huge, black companion.

‘Not all the buzzards are birds,’ Vincent realized, watching a particularly disheveled 
woman scavenge a serviceable cloak. She reminded him of one of the Outsiders, and 
she kept her filthy head low, trying not to draw attention to herself, or her findings.

“This is no longer a place for … greatness,” he said, eyeing the inevitable aftermath of 
long fight. Others picked their way through the wreckage as well, stooping to collect 
this thing or that. Naj was such a one, as he pocketed whatever bit of “value” caught 
his discerning eye. “It is a place for … thrift,” Vincent concluded, as boots were tugged 
off uncaring feet.

The honorable man inside Vincent weighed his options, but could only sigh his disgust. 
Thieves, cowards, and lowborn survivors now held sway on the ill-fated ground. They 



were plundering the bodies for booty. Tired to the bone, he had not the will to scatter 
them. He knew, as soon as his back was turned, they would return, anyway. Such was 
the fate of the fallen, at the hands of the living.

He of course, had meted out the original fate; the one that had helped to cause this 
one. It was a hard piece of understanding, and it brought him no joy.

Filled with such stark and sad realizations, Vincent’s booted foot stumbled against a 
body. He looked down, immediately recognizing the corpse. With staring eyes utterly 
devoid of life, Stephen Bass’ formerly handsome face was half-visible, beneath a 
shattered helmet. His abdomen had been laid open, exposing ribbons of gory flesh. 
Vincent knew who had done that to him. He had. His hand clenched around the hilt of 
his sword, as he answered his companion.

“I will not be the one to find the Grail,” Vincent asserted, very aware that Stephen 
wasn’t his only victim on the field. “I’ve seen… too much,” he added, knowing Winslow 
wouldn’t agree.

Vincent shook his booted foot clear of the body, and they resumed their trek. “I know it 
seems like war is what I’m made for, that I’m built for it. And some days… I think it is. 
But… I long for peace, and the certainty that I will rise the next day to face nothing 
more troubling than the dawn.”

Was that him saying that, or “Lancelot?” After three straight nights, Vincent was no 
longer sure, as he shifted, in his sleep. The dream continued.

Winslow was silent for several careful paces. His dark eyes scanned the field, and his 
broad face showed his puzzlement. Confrontational by nature, and possessed of a quick
temper, he lived to fight. His scowl demanded to know, of Vincent, ‘What else is there, 
but this?’ Even though he didn’t say the words aloud, his expression plainly telegraphed
his feelings on the subject.



Vincent sighed, both outwardly, and inwardly. ‘He’s about to tell me my skill in battle 
means something. That it somehow means I am “good,” when we both know it means 
something else,’ he thought, as he dreamt it.

Vincent turned his head on the pillow, seeking a deeper oblivion, and an escape from 
these dreams. But it did not come. The battle scene remained stubbornly in focus, 
before his inner sight, and Winslow still demanded an explanation.

“No arm on the field is mightier than yours. No disposition fiercer. Who deserves the 
Blessed Grail more than you?” the big black man scoffed. “I admit it ain’t for me, mind, 
but without your strength and leadership, the day would likely have belonged to our 
enemies.” He swatted the rump of a rider-less horse, moving it out of their way. 
“Victory should mean blessings. At the very least, the spoils of war,” he tacked on.

‘”Effective” is not the same as “good,”’ Vincent thought. ‘I slaughter well. That does not
make me a noble. It makes me a butcher.’ He eyed the landscape, again, following 
Winslow’s assessing gaze. Not all of the bodies belonged to him. But many did.

He remembered that Jean Rostand had once said, “Kill one man, and you are a 
murderer. Kill millions of men, and you are a conqueror. Kill them all, and you are a 
God.”

He swallowed tightly, not liking the comparison to the ghastly scene all around them. 
He knew he was none of those things. He was just a living being, trying to make his way
in the world, and sometimes feeling as he’d failed miserably, at that, even as others 



thought he’d succeeded.

The passing notion didn’t slow down Winslow’s already oft-heard assertion: “Surely the
Gods will reward you, before they reward others. You have fought well, in their name. 
And in Arthur’s. This time, there’ll be a bride in it, for you. I know it in my bones. She’ll 
be a rich man’s daughter with castles and lands aplenty. Arthur wants alliances. You’ll 
see.”

Winslow winked and grinned. He shifted the large battle-axe he wielded from one 
shoulder to the other, and stooped to retrieve a fallen standard. A great white tree was 
embroidered on a dark green field. Its intent had been to invoke the aid of other, older 
gods. Now its presumed power was spent, and it hung still and lifeless, in the humid 
stench of the stale, fetid air. Neither man had any idea whose it was.

The flag reminded Vincent that this was a pagan land, even as it was a Christian one. 
What else could explain a being such as himself, or that he was striding across it, 
freely?

His reply was also heard by him before, since he’d also said it last night, and the night 
before, in this same dream. “Gods reward warriors with titles, and crowns. 
Responsibilities, and … pain.”

He yanked out a spear that had been driven into one of Mitch Denton’s men, before 
continuing their gory walk across the uneven ground toward the battlefield’s edge. 
Pages scurried about, and other, lesser nobles returned from the fight, as well. They all 
ignored the strange pair of warriors passing by them. There was nothing to say.

“Life is pain with a title or without one,” Winslow surmised, watching one of Arthur’s 
chevaliers cradling a broken arm.

“Bein’… less famous may have some advantages,” the big man mused, eying the 
injured one. He didn’t trust horseflesh, having never had the money to own a horse. 
“Then again, bein’ poor ain’t so bad. At least I’m free to make my own choices. I sleep 
well, every night,” he concluded.

Vincent tossed a bit more, in his bed, wishing he could say the same. Then, the dream 
resumed.

The land began to rise steadily beneath their feet, leading towards a large hill. A group 
of painted leather tents had been pitched on the crest. The bluest one of them flew a 
lion’s standard from a pennant atop its center pole. Around the tents, the ground was 
clear. No bodies of the dead or ownerless war animals cluttered up the tranquil scene.



Vincent knew a reluctance to continue. He also knew his friend was about to suggest a 
drink.

“I’ll tell William—”

“You’ll tell William we want a full keg of ale. That you want it brought to your tent.”

Winslow blinked at the assertion. “How did you know?” he asked.

“Because it’s what you’ve said for three nights, now. This is a dream, Winslow,” Vincent
said, aware that he’d just referred to his dream, while he was dreaming it.

“Is it?” The big man asked, looking around, seeming slightly bemused at the notion. 
From the blood-stained ground below their vantage point, a mist was beginning to rise.

“It is,” Vincent said, sorry to have to be the one to break the news. “In my world… 
you’re already gone, my friend. You died, helping me.”

Vincent dropped the spear and clasped Winslow on his free shoulder. The broad frame 
felt wonderfully familiar, and Vincent knew he missed the man who’d died at Erlik’s 
hands. “You… fell, in battle. Just… not this one. You’re… no longer with us. We buried 
you in the lower tunnels, where you breathed your last.”

Winslow seemed nonplussed. “I’m not alive? You mean like… I’m really dead?” He 
looked almost puzzled by the information, as his gloved hands flexed on the axe handle,
and got a firmer grip. “I don’t feel dead. You sure?”

Vincent nodded, unable to say the words.

Surprisingly, Dream Winslow didn’t seem to mind that, too much. He actually smiled, 
and his reply was a new one. “Oh. Well, then. Guess I can’t get any fatter, or any older. 
So what? I’d better tell William to make it two kegs!” he joked, and ambled off toward 
the large cook’s tent, shaking his head at the follies of his betters.

Vincent watched his large friend go, until the early evening mist swallowed his mighty 
shape. They’d been fighting all day, but Winslow didn’t look fatigued. He had swung 
that blood-stained battle-axe with a skill and deftness Vincent could never equal. The 
black man seemed to never tire, when the handle was in his hand. It reminded Vincent 
of the times he’d watched Winslow break stone, with a pickaxe.

He had been a powerfully effective force, in both Vincent’s real life and his dreaming 
one. And now… he was gone.

Vincent’s lips compressed with weariness. He knew that for himself, he wanted a bath 
more than he wanted a drink, but he knew there were no bathing chambers nearby, to 



accomplish that goal. He stared at his large tent, knowing that in his dream, he’d never 
gone inside it. What lurked inside seemed to reach out to him, but his courage had 
always failed him, the very moment he’d reached for the closed tent flap. To enter was 
to continue this charade, to continue to be “Lancelot.” But to stand here was to… 
what?

The topmost pennant moved limply in the cloying breeze, and structure itself seemed to
sigh like a living being. Its internal lights glowed through the tanned leather skin, 
imbuing the surrounding shadows with a hushed expectancy. Its whole presence 
seemed … suspended. Waiting for something. Perhaps, something ominous.

‘Perhaps that is what I am,’ Vincent thought. ‘Something ominous.’

Usually, this was right about the part of the dream where he either woke up, or the 
dream shifted to a different kind of night vision, something more “normal” for him. Or 
he simply stood there, wondering what to do next, until the dream slowly faded away.

The first two nights he’d had the dream, it had been full of the battle he’d just passed 
through. Old foes had come to taunt him, and rivals had let their influence be known. 
Jason Walker had been one of the opposing generals, and he’d fallen early, his men all 
clad in white hats, as he’d sat astride a white charger, wearing the elaborate costume 
he’d died in. His snarling rage could be heard even above the din of battle – until it 
couldn’t be heard at all.

In the visions, Vincent knew that he both was and wasn’t Sir Lancelot. He knew the 
Knight of the Lake wore blue as his color, and that he was fatally flawed. Sometimes, 
the people in the dream called him “Lancelot,” or “Milord.” But at other times, they 
simply called him “Vincent.” Dream logic. He had no explanation for it.

He also had no idea why the dream kept repeating. He’d not read Tennyson’s Idylls of 
the King, either alone or with Catherine, since the week they’d both discovered the 
mysterious Kristopher Gentian. Perhaps the encounter and its subsequent revelations 
were preying on his subconscious.

Vincent relaxed his sleeping mind, and allowed the dream to continue. Perhaps if he 
went into the tent, something there would give him a clue as to why this particular set 
of images continued to haunt his sleeping mind.

The repeating dream continued, as the tent became swirled in the rising mist of the 
plain.

Bracing his shoulders, he lifted the heavy tent flap and ducked beneath. To his surprise, 



he found only Father, and it was a fairly thorny version of him. The elderly physician 
was seated at a folding campaign desk, writing in some sort of journal, with a quill pen.

“So, you’ve finally decided to come inside.” He looked up as Vincent entered, and the 
scratching of his quill ceased. The old man’s brow creased with annoyance at the 
interruption. “I am writing an account of our campaign. For the king.”

“A true account of the battle, I trust.” Vincent swallowed tightly.

“As true as I know it to be,” Jacob answered. The old man sighed, as he laid his quill 
down. “Only the victorious have tales to tell. The dead have lost the right to complain.”

Considering what he knew to be going on outside, Vincent could only agree.

Father was dressed in a nobleman’s robes, a caduceus was stitched to a long swatch of 
brown silk that ran down one side of an equally brown tunic, indicating his office. He 
looked as comfortable here as he did anywhere; he looked like he belonged. Around 
him, candles gleamed and lanterns swung on their chains, making the shadows dance.

“You’ve had a busy day,” Jacob remarked practically, indicating that Vincent was to sit 
opposite him. On the table, a bowl of warm water and a soft cloth were both at the 
ready.

There was also a bottle of wine standing beside a tray with gem-encrusted metal 
goblets. Vincent’s throat was suddenly parched, but he didn’t reach for the leather-
bound bottle.

“Yes. Yes I have,” he answered walking closer. Killing Mitch Denton’s people, and some 
of Jason’s, certain members of the Tong, and all of the Outsiders – again – had been 
hard work.

“And yet, still you question the need for it to be done,” Father stated, looking 
thoughtful as he did so.

“It needed doing,” Vincent acknowledged sharply, understanding the necessity of it 
even as he cringed inwardly from the actuality. “But I do not have to like it. And I’ll 
never not… question it.”

He unbuckled the belt that carried his bloodied sword, allowing it to drop to the 
carpeted floor. He sat down heavily in a sturdy wooden chair, one that looked very 
much like the one he usually used for reading.

In the confines of the tent, the furniture of his room looked ostentatious, and like an 
indication of his high office, rather than like something that had been rescued from a 



condemned hotel, or a refuse bin. There was a soft cushion for his back, and a separate,
velvet padded footrest, for his booted, muddy feet. Though there was obviously no 
stained glass window here, there was a wide bed, heavily upholstered with pillows. 
Beyond that, a heavy, beaded curtain led…somewhere.

Jacob, however, wasn’t terribly interested in his comfort. Not when there were other 
things that needed tending.

“That is your prerogative,” Jacob replied, as he got up from his chair. “And now we’ll 
get to mine.”

He stood, wringing out the cloth over the bowl of water. He then dabbed the soft fabric 
with alcohol, from a small bottle he withdrew from a pocket in his coat. Jacob tilted his 
son’s head upwards and applied the cloth to a small, deep cut above Vincent’s brow.

Though in the dream, Vincent knew he’d received it in battle, its position told him that 
in life, he’d gotten it from somewhere else: It was the cut he’d received the first 
moment Catherine had seen his leonine face, and had hurled the bowl of a car reflector 
at his head.

“Does that hurt?” Jacob asked, deftly cleaning the small injury.

“Yes,” Vincent replied honestly, not liking the sting of the medicine-soaked rag, nor why
he’d received the gash.

“Then the one on your hand is going to burn like the very devil,” Jacob replied crisply, 
tugging off one of Vincent’s heavy gloves. Blood streaked the leather and dripped to 
the carpet.

The cut was deep, long, and familiar. It bisected his palm, and though the scar it would 
leave would barely be discernible, thanks to the normal lines that ran across Vincent’s 
palm, he knew it was there.

He also knew what he was going to say about it. It was the same thing he’d said when 
Catherine had seen the very same wound; the one caused by a machete: “It’s the kind 
of wound that heals easily.”

Jacob tended the deep cut, and gave no reply to that. His gaze said all it needed to.

~~



"Advance and take, as fairest of the fair,
What I these two years past have won for thee,”

Idylls of the King

“… and when you see Master Wong, please tell him we said “thank you” for all he’s 
sent, over the last few weeks. The children greatly enjoyed the fortune cookies, and for
my part, the tea,” Jacob instructed, as Vincent accepted his day’s duties.

“I will be sure to, Father,” Vincent replied, swinging his cloak around his shoulders. 
Halloween had come and gone, as had Christmas, New Year’s, and his birthday. Life 
moved ahead, inexorably, no matter what. Time, it seemed, was marching forward, just
as it always did.

Perhaps that’s why I’m dreaming the way I am, he mused, knowing that the dream had 
faded after Dream Jacob had wrapped his injured palm. He wondered if he had the 
dream again, what would happen next. Time seemed to move quite slowly, in his night 
visions. It had taken him three nights of dreaming just to achieve his tent, and Father’s 
acerbic care.

“Give Wong my regards,” Jacob nudged his tardy son. “He’s expecting you.”

“Of course.” Vincent nodded.

Speaking of time, Vincent knew he’d been late getting started this morning, and now 
the afternoon was ticking past. He knew he had a walk to Chinatown in front of him. 
“You’re sure I don’t need to bring the cart? You know how… generous Henry has been 
to us,” Vincent remarked.

Jacob smiled at that. “A man on his honeymoon is usually in a very good mood,” he said
tactfully, but with a knowing nod. “Wong’s message says he only means to send down 
some trinkets, and games for the children. Though I’m fairly sure Lin will insist you stay 
for supper, if you’re much later,” the older man prodded.

Vincent knew when he was being verbally shoved out the doorway. “I apologize for the 
delay,” he said, knowing he’d been tardy indeed, this morning.

He’d helped Cullen finish a false wall near McIntyre Street, a chore that should have 
been completed before lunch, but had been finished well after it, thanks to his late 



start. Now this task, which couldn’t be put off.

“Are you not sleeping well?” Jacob asked, knowing it was unlike Vincent to be late for a 
work assignment, though it sometimes happened when he’d been out late at 
Catherine’s. A thing he hadn’t been, lately.

“Not deeply,” Vincent admitted, the recurring dream leaving him with a sense of 
fatigue. “Perhaps the long walk will do me good. It will help clear my mind.”

“Perhaps it will,” Jacob replied, content that Vincent’s prognosis was correct. “Please 
give Lin my love. And Henry, as well.”

“I shall,” Vincent replied, bending to kiss the top of the old man’s head, before 
departing Father’s chambers.

~~

So like a painted battle the war stood
Silenced, the living quiet as the dead

Idylls of the King

The walk was a familiar one, and sent Vincent through some of the same tunnels he’d 
been in the night he’d had to do battle with the Tong. Though the bodies of the slain 
were long gone, he knew that one day last year, blood had soaked the sand.

He’d faced Chiang Shin Li with deadly certainty, and like two generals of opposing 
armies, they’d sized each other up, each one looking for a weakness. Chiang, slyly, had 
thought he’d found one.

The Chinaman had dropped his weapon into the dust. He’d been certain that the big 
beast before him was about to let him go; that there was too much nobility in him to 
kill an old, unarmed man. He’d boasted then. He’d vowed to bring back more troops. 
Vincent knew that would mean a bloodbath, for his people.



Then, miraculously, he’d been spared the decision of what to do next. As so often 
happens in war, Chiang had been killed accidentally, by one of his own men.

Henry Pei had gone on to marry Lin, and life in the tunnels had returned to normal. 
Mostly.

“Return to me,” Catherine had demanded of Vincent, that day. And so he had.

And then he’d had to watch her stand up for Lin, during the wedding ceremony, and 
turn to look up at him with such longing, his heart had all but cracked from it. As vows 
were exchanged and lives united, Vincent had not moved nor spoken. But the wanting 
was there, arcing between himself and Catherine.

Why does fate let two people fall in love, when there is no chance?

It was a question they’d asked of each other. Vincent still wasn’t sure he had an 
answer.

Measuring time in a different way had seemed to work, for a while. Each stolen 
moment with Catherine had assuaged years of loneliness, in his heart. It did that, still.

Yet, things were changing, between them. Or perhaps they aren’t changing, and that is 
a problem all its own. Should not each year of a relationship be different than the 
others? he wondered.

Vincent had no answer for that question, either. He wasn’t even sure Catherine was 
asking it, either of him, or of herself.

The farther they went with each other, the more uncertain he became whether or not 
they’d reached all they could be to each other. Time was ticking away, for them, and 
“measuring it differently” wasn’t about to stop its steady passage.

And all the while, Manhattan stood over his head. The financial epicenter of the 
“kingdom” of the United States of America, if not the entire civilized world. New York 
was, in its way, a kind of Camelot. It wasn’t a perfect city. But it was a very wealthy and 
powerful one, and its spires pierced the sky. Spires Vincent knew he could never hope 
to live in.

There’s a King Arthur out there, waiting for her. Vincent thought. Am I still supposed to 
allow her to go to him? I am, aren’t I? So that her life does not become… circumscribed,
by mine? Limits are all I can offer her. Limits I was born with, limits I must respect. 
Limits I have created, or been placed upon me, and ones I cannot seem to cross.

They were dark thoughts for such a simple errand. Vincent knew it, and tried to shake 



away his somber mood. I’m not sleeping like I usually do. That’s all this is.

Yet, he no sooner thought it than his booted foot kicked a metal object, in the sand. 
The bit of shine glimmered in the torchlight, and Vincent bent to retrieve whatever bit 
of treasure he’d found.

It wasn’t a treasure. It was a weapon. A throwing star. Its twin had been buried in 
Chiang Shin Li’s chest.

“Return to me.”

He wanted to. But he was increasingly afraid that each battle made that a little more 
impossible; that one day, she would look up, and not see “him” there, so much as she’d
see what he was becoming, thanks to the cost of the fight.

What if, one day, I can’t? What if, one day, we can’t? he wondered. Not every battle is 
won. Not everyone gets to return home, after the fight.

Filled with such intense musings, it was a long walk indeed.

~~

New things and old co-twisted, as if Time

Were nothing.

Idylls of the King

Once again, Winslow was leaving Vincent at his tent, and an errant breeze was tugging
on the flaps. The interior looked much the same as it had now for four nights running, 
and Vincent registered the weight of his sword, as he’d unbuckled the wide leather belt 
that held it. The sword fell away, and he did not bend to retrieve it. It held too many 
unfortunate memories of recent events.

Jacob tended him, then left, saying he had others to see to. His parting command was 
for Vincent to change clothes and rest; to allow his servants to bring him what comforts
they could, and take care for him.



Vincent blinked after him. ‘Servants? What servants?’

He was soon answered.

“Another long day?” Lin Pei stepped from behind the beaded drape, much the same 
way she’d stepped from behind the one in the basement of her husband’s restaurant, 
that afternoon. Henry followed close behind.

“It was,” Vincent said, knowing that this was new, and probably brought on by his visit 
to Chinatown.

They were dressed in colors similar to the ones he wore, and somehow, Vincent 
guessed that they were retained to his service. They were faithful servants who fulfilled 
his every wish, and questioned nothing. His bravery had secured their union, and for 
that, they were intensely grateful. Such was their unspoken loyalty.

He knew they would die for him. He sighed. He’d rather they lived for him, but like 
Winslow, mayhap the choice was not theirs to make. Such things weighed heavily on 
his mind.

Henry carried in a plate of hot food that Vincent had no interest in tasting, while Lin 
brought over a cup of tea and set it on the table. Vincent recognized the green/brown 
color as being the same kind she’d served him that afternoon, when he’d visited them. 
He sipped it, easing the dryness of his throat.

Belatedly, he realized his throat wasn’t just “dry” it was strained. He’d been roaring. 
Loudly, and for a long time. Battle cries, no doubt. He recognized the tight, parched 
feeling for what it was. The tea helped. He knew it was medicinal.

“Word is that the battle went well,” Henry said, placing a pair of chopsticks beside the 
plate of steaming noodles. He gave his wife a soft smile. It was the kind lovers often 
exchange.

“It did.” Vincent didn’t drink any more, but he did take in his new companions.

Lin’s stomach had a gentle swell, beneath the flowing cloth of her blue tunic. Though 
she hadn’t looked like this when he’d met her this afternoon, in his dream, here, she 
was clearly pregnant with Henry’s child.

“For us, at least,” Vincent added, knowing his enemies, several of whom were in the 
Tong, had not fared so well.

“We’re glad,” Lin said, brushing her husband’s shoulder as she went to fetch a small 
tray of pared apples and set it before her master. “We know it means something 



terrible, for others, but for us… we’re glad. Thank you, Milord,” she said, bowing her 
head slightly as she set the food down and backed away.

Henry picked up Vincent’s sword and cleaned it. Then he opened a nearby leather trunk 
and settled it inside.

“When is your baby due?” Vincent asked.

Henry closed the lid and moved to stand near his wife. His dark eyes hardly left her soft 
form.

“In spring,” Lin replied, smiling a woman’s smile. “The midwife says sometime in mid- 
April.”

“Mid-April. The time Catherine and I met.”

Henry’s voice was confident. “Perhaps this victory will mean marriage for many. 
Perhaps other babies being born,” he predicted. The smile he sent Lin was not so secret,
this time.

“Perhaps,” Vincent said, not knowing what else to say. An ache of longing had settled 
near his heart, making it difficult to breathe, deeply.

‘The battlefield is full of my leavings. How does that mean I am worthy of … anything? 
A Grail cup? A new title? Renown? Marriage, even? Why should “killing well” translate 
into gifts and favors?’ Vincent puzzled, even as he knew that in reality, it did just that, 
and often.

He lifted the earthenware cup again, and pondered the curl of steam that rose from it. 
As he drank the hot brew, a young herald lifted the flap of the tent. Vincent turned his 
blue-eyed gaze towards the boy, glad of the distraction. The short messenger’s face 
was obscured by his helmet, as he ducked inside.

The herald straightened. Vincent saw a dark-haired youth with no beard, a child barely 
old enough to be sporting the royal household hose he wore. He looked like a very 
young Kipper.

“His Majesty, the King, seeks you, Milord,” the boy’s high-pitched voice delivered 
importantly. “He arrives in a matter of moments. All must be readied.” His young 
brown eyes fixed on the Peis.

“I…”

Suddenly, against Vincent’s will, the dream faded to mist and blackness. He was left 
looking at nothing but dancing motes of light behind his abnormally heavy eyelids.



Rolling over onto his shoulder, in his bed, Vincent felt himself “fall” into the sudden 
darkness. The light receded, and the dark embraced him. It was a long way down.

~~

The swallow and the swift are near akin,
But thou art closer to this noble prince,

Idylls of the King

“It’s so very good to see you.” Vincent sighed, holding his beloved Catherine in a long – 
just a touch longer than normal – embrace.

“Mmm. Me too. Rough week?” she asked, settling down with him against the balcony 
wall.

A spread-wide blanket was open to the night air, and a pair of cushions provided back 
support against the brickwork. A copy of Wordsworth’s poems sat in the middle of the 
blanket, and Catherine’s gentle hand drew him near her.

“A long one, I think,” he answered, gratefully accepting her invitation to lean back and 
just be. A slip of paper marked where they’d left off, in the book, and she tugged it 
over, her soft green eyes waiting to see if he’d say more.

When he didn’t, she opened to the last-read place, and contentedly settled herself 
under his raised right arm. “Mine wasn’t bad. I won a case, Wednesday. And only two 
more hit my desk, on Thursday.”

She smiled as she said it, and felt his enveloping warmth, as his arm settled around her 
shoulder. He pulled her tightly in, and brushed a loving kiss across the crown of her 
head. She felt the subtle, added pressure of his embrace. He was holding her as if they 
hadn’t seen each other in some time.

It hasn’t been that long, she thought, pleased with the attention, none the less. 
Mentally she counted. Four… no five days. We’ve had worse, she surmised, happy to 
nestle herself as close to him as he wanted. He tugged the corner of his cloak around 



her, both enveloping her and keeping her warm.

“How about you?” she prompted. “Any tunnel news I need to know?”

“Nothing too pressing,” he replied. A messenger told me the King was on his way to see
me. Next, I was enveloped in blackness. Then I woke up.

When she still didn’t begin to read right away, he added, “I went to Chinatown to bring 
back some things. That night, I had a dream that Lin Pei was pregnant,” he said.

Catherine’s eyes widened. “Is she?” she asked, clearly wondering if Vincent’s empathic 
sense had been triggered by the visit.

He shook his head and left out the rest of his night-time visions. “Not that I know. It 
was just a dream. I am being… fanciful.”

“Well. We’ll see,” Catherine replied, removing the scrap of paper from the marked 
page and scanning the next verse. “Wouldn’t it be amazing if you could tell?” she 
asked, before she started to read.

He brushed a second kiss across the top of her head, both for good measure, and 
simply because he very much wanted to. Looking at a battlefield full of his victims for 
four straight nights had been unsettling; he knew that wasn’t the part of his dream he 
wanted to bring to Catherine.

“I only sometimes seem to have some sense of such things,” he said. “Usually, no 
particular intuition is required. A woman looks pregnant, after all. Eventually.”

“Eventually,” Catherine agreed, smiling at the thought of willowy Lin with a rounded 
belly. “I think they both want a child, very much. I bet Henry would be ecstatic.”

“I’m sure he would,” Vincent replied, enjoying the feeling of 'things being back to 
normal.' This felt good. This felt welcome. He truly had missed her this week, and more 
than usual. He couldn’t say exactly why. Not sleeping well probably hadn’t helped 
much.

“My dreams have been… strange, of late,” he confessed. “Pay it no mind.” It felt good 
to be able to say it out loud, as if the declaration would make less… odd.

“Strange?” she asked.

“I see Winslow. We’re both living out passages from Idylls of the King, I think.”

She gave him a sad smile, knowing how very much he missed his friend. “That sounds 
sad. And very … romantic, in its way. Is Winslow carrying an axe?” she asked.



“Of course he is, though it’s a battleaxe, rather than a pickaxe,” Vincent replied, 
glancing up from the book of poetry. “And looking very much at home,” he added. 
Winslow had, and Vincent accepted that, for whatever comfort it was worth. “It was as 
if he never left us.”

Catherine accepted his description, and scanned the open page before her.

“Shall we pick up where we left off?” she asked, knowing she would read for a while, 
then he would. His gentle nod was all the permission she needed.

“Let’s see…” Catherine’s voice dropped lower, out of reflex.

‘Her eyes as stars of Twilight fair’

Like Twilight’s too her dusky hair;

But all things else about her drawn

From May-time and the cheerful Dawn;

A dancing shape, and image gay,

To haunt, to startle, and way-lay.’”

Catherine’s voice drifted up to him, and the sweet, breathy softness of it fed his soul. 
He remembered the first time he’d ever heard her read to him. They’d sat very near 
this spot. And she’d been reading the last chapter of Great Expectations.

“That was lovely,” he said, thinking that the verse was very like the woman he loved. 
He felt himself relax, letting the tension in his big frame go. “Will you read the next 
one?” he asked.

She turned the page, and answered by beginning the next poem.

“’I wandered, lonely as a cloud…’”

~~

And Arthur and his knighthood for a space

Were all one will, and through that strength the King

Drew in the petty princedoms under him,



Fought, and in twelve great battles overcame

The heathen hordes, and made a realm and reigned.

When King Arthur entered Vincent’s tent in his dream, Vincent knew whose face he’d 
see before the king even raised the visor on his great, plumed helm. His youthful page 
stood at his elbow, the young head inclined in deep respect, and Henry and Lin both 
bowed low, backing away towards the beaded curtain. Vincent knew he should be 
bowing in concert with all of them. But the chair was as comfortable as a cast-off piece 
of furniture could be after a hard day of killing, and he frankly wasn’t in the mood. He 
extended the reach of his muddied boots on the footstool and sighed.

The king waved a dismissive hand, ignoring the disappearing servants as they hurried 
out. He had eyes only for the sprawling occupant of the tent.

“You have done well. The day is ours. The day… and all the spoils that come after,” the 
familiar voice said. Elliot’s smile was sun-eclipsing as he removed the helmet entirely. 
He handed it to his page, who took it, before he backed away through the tent flap, and
into the night beyond.

‘There will be spoils for some of us,’ Vincent thought darkly. He was beyond tired.

And he missed Winslow, right now. Elliot was the kind of man Winslow would have 
dispatched with an unsubtle nudge. A powerful handshake which telegraphed which 
one of them was the stronger, if not an outright push to accomplish the same. One 
given with subtle care, but just enough behind it to let the other man know he was no 
one to be trifled with.

Men like Elliot rarely impressed men like Winslow. Vincent wished he’d asked the other 
man to stay with him, after the battle. Or at least had taken him up on the offer of that 
drink.

He gazed at the swinging beaded curtain, knowing his faithful servants would be 
listening, but they would not interfere. It was more than their lives were worth. They 
respected the fabled sword that swung at King Arthur’s waist, his large ambitions, and 
his short temper, which could spark quickly to a sharp kind of anger.

He was not angry, now. He was victorious. And in victory, the king’s largesse was as 



well known as his temper. “My friend, the entire kingdom will benefit from your 
bravery,” Elliot said loudly, and Vincent knew he spoke no falsehood. The kingdom 
would benefit from it. And in this dream realm, the two men were friends – of a sort. 
Just as Arthur and Lancelot ever were.

But each knew enough to be wary of the other, as well. They seemed like two powerful 
stags, sizing each other up, each knowing the other’s strengths and weaknesses. What 
was good to understand, on a battlefield, was sometimes bad to know, when the fight 
was over. Elliot/Arthur had a ruthless streak, when he wanted something. Whether it 
was a battlefield victory, or… something else.

“Lancelot, you are our noblest knight,” the handsome king said, indicating his 
acceptance of the fact by a shrug of his chain-mail covered shoulders. The fact that 
Vincent hadn’t even gotten to his feet didn’t seem to bother the monarch any. “You’re 
the best of the Round Table brethren. And a victory for any one of us is a victory for us 
all. Not just for me.” Elliot tried to deflect that the latest win would ensure his 
unchallenged kingship, by hinting that he was about to increase “Lancelot’s” fortunes 
by a great margin.

Uther Pendragon’s only son and heir settled into Father’s vacant chair so that they 
were both seated, and on the same level. Elliot puzzled at Father’s journal, before 
pushing it aside, then glanced at the wine bottle.

Vincent knew he should offer his sovereign a cup. And obstinately, he didn’t quite feel 
like accommodating the wealthier man. “All will benefit, then. Thank you,” Vincent 
replied tardily, realizing that a response was warranted. “It was a hard… day,” he said, 
knowing that in reality, the time it had taken to dispatch all those he had had taken far 
longer.

“I know it was,” Elliot said, still smiling. His beard was trim, and his eyes were 
impossibly blue. He was strong, vigorously good-looking, and in his prime, and a great, 
golden dragon was stitched to the chest of his surcoat. A small cut rode his bronzed 
cheek, proof that he’d battled for his throne, not just ordered others do it for him.

Vincent had seen his overlord slay many who opposed his claim and his title. Kingdom 
building was hard work. Still, Vincent knew that no one had fought as hard as he 
himself had, today.

Realizing he was being churlish about the wine, Vincent uncorked the bottle, poured, 
and pushed the metal cup forward.

“Hard days bring great spoils. That’s why I’m here,” Elliot elaborated, accepting 



Vincent’s tardy offer of wine with a nod. “Join me?” he asked, removing his gloves. 
Pendragon designs were stitched into the sturdy black leather.

“Thank you, no.” Vincent shook his head, as the tea cooled at his elbow.

Elliot sipped from the sturdy goblet, then considered Vincent. “A victory today changes 
many things. For all of us. Name your desire, Vincent, and you shall have it. Wealth? 
Land? Both, with a betrothal to the daughter of one of the princes we’ve vanquished?”

Vincent heard his servants whispering from behind the shelter of the curtain. Lin’s voice
was low and urgent, but Henry couldn’t quite contain his excitement, and his voice rose 
to audible. A hiss of warning from his wife stifled him.

They both knew that Arthur was literally telling Vincent to name his reward. He could 
become a king in his own right, right now, if he chose to. One who bent the knee in 
homage to Arthur, but a king, just the same. When their master’s status rose, so did 
that of his adherents. A rising tide lifted all boats, and Arthur was certainly that. He 
was the rising tide. Henry and Lin began to whisper of their child’s certain 
advancement.

“I want for nothing… my lord,” Vincent replied, knowing it wasn’t true, but also 
knowing that what Vincent wanted, Elliot could not give him. Nothing the king had 
could change his face so that the he could live his life in the sun, as something other 
than a warrior.

The whispering behind the curtain went silent. Disappointment radiated from the 
swinging beads.

“We have the power to bring great good to the people, Lancelot,” “Arthur” said, 
switching from Vincent’s given name back to his character’s. The king drained his 
goblet before setting it aside. “Take some time. Consider. All should benefit from the 
strength of your arm. No one more than you.”

Elliot rose, and pulled on one of his gloves. “In the meantime, there’s a chore I want you
to do for me. A very important one.”



‘No, I cannot,’ Vincent thought, knowing what was coming. But he said nothing.

“My future bride awaits your escort. Leodogran’s daughter anticipates your arrival at 
Cameliard. Bring her to me, and you may name your reward.”

‘No,’ Vincent thought again. He tossed in his bed, hard. “You mean to marry her,” he 
confirmed. “Your mind is made up.”

“Of course.” Elliot’s self-assured smile was back, full force. “No king should rule alone. I 
will marry her and make her a queen. Yes.” He tugged on the other glove. “Her father is
wealthy, and his vast lands are vital to me. Guinevere is his only heir. The sons she will 
give me will grow up handsome and strong. Worthy heirs to all I hold.” He flexed the 
fingers of his gloved hands.

“And I hear she is a beauty. A bonus, indeed.” He seemed as pleased with that as he did
with the other.

‘She is. And there is so much… more to her than that,’ Vincent thought, knowing who 
they were both talking about. ‘Catherine...’ Aloud, he still gave Elliot no answer. The 
Pendragon monarch took his silence as assent, having no reason not to.

“Rest, and eat,” Elliot ordered, glancing toward the now cold plate of food. “Wash the 
dirt of the fight from you. But you will take the road before cockcrow,” Elliot instructed, 
the meeting clearly over, as he stepped toward the exit. “The matter is urgent, and I 
can send only my most trusted knight,” he added.

‘Send someone else. Tell him,’ Vincent thought, knowing who it was he was about to go



and collect, and why.

Elliot paused and spoke as if he’d discerned Vincent’s thoughts. “You know I could ask 
someone else. But you’re the greatest of my knights. King Leodogran would take 
anyone else’s arrival as an insult. He must acknowledge me as his overlord.”

‘Say “no.” Say I’m injured, after all. Stop this dream. You know how it ends.’ “My… 
king…” Vincent began, trying to frame the lie before he told it.

“Cockcrow, and not a moment after.” The King of Camelot tossed the flap open, and 
the waiting page stood there, holding his helm. Elliot/Arthur left a parting instruction: 
“And Lancelot … tell her only good things about me. I know you value our friendship,” 
he concluded, leaving the reluctant knight, with a flourish.

~~

And down the wave and in the flame was borne
A naked babe

Idylls of the King

Vincent’s day was no easier than the others had been, and by noon he actually pled a 
headache he didn’t have, and went back to his chambers, desperately needing the 
blackness of a vision-free sleep. He finally got it, and several hours of that, but the 
heavy, almost unnaturally dreamless slumber felt as “off” as the dream-filled one had 
been.

Still, he felt better for having rested, and joined Jacob for a late dinner.

“Good evening. Are you feeling better?” Jacob asked, fairly certain Vincent was. The 
tightness that had been around his son’s mouth was relaxed, some.

“Yes. I slept well. Hard. Did I miss very much?” he asked.

Father shook his head as he poured tea for them both. “Not so much. Cullen thinks 



we’ll need to divert one of the areas near the maze. A lot of … moisture on the walls, or
some such. He said he’d speak about it with you, tomorrow.”

“Moisture means the river is seeping through. We’ll need to widen the perimeter 
around the area. Perhaps even seal up one of the closer passageways,” Vincent said, 
taking a seat across from his parent. The undertaking would mean a lot of work, for all 
of them. “We’ll need your maps. Perhaps Pascal can—”

“Save it for morning, why don’t you? Have a roll?” Jacob extended the bread basket in 
Vincent’s direction, and Vincent took a piece of the barely still-warm bread.

He knew he was being encouraged to relax. That tomorrow’s cares would still be there,
after a warm bowl of stew, some light conversation, and perhaps a long soak in the tub,
before another attempt at sleep. Vincent mused that even a swim below the Falls 
might not be out of the question.

He knew Catherine was at the theater this evening, with Nancy Tucker, and that she 
would be home past late. It was just as well. In spite of the sleep, he still felt tired, and 
not himself.

“Thank you. So the rest of the day was… uneventful, I gather?” Vincent confirmed, 
putting his spoon into his stew.

“Fairly. Oh! But we did receive some very good news,” Jacob said, brightening. “Master 
Wong tapped a message on the pipes to Pascal. It seems he’s about to become a great-
grandfather. He was so excited, it took him several attempts to get the message right.”

Vincent hand stilled as his gaze rose from the contents of his bowl. “Lin is pregnant?”

“I thought you would be pleased.” Jacob gave a congenial smile. “I take it she didn’t say
anything to you when you were there, the other day?”

Vincent shook his head. “No. Nothing.” A shiver stalked his spine.

“Ah. Well, perhaps she wasn’t sure. Or perhaps she only just found out, herself. At any 
rate, it looks as if she and Henry are going to become parents for the first time.”

Vincent studied the contents of his bowl, not really wanting any of it. “That is… 
welcome news,” he replied, meaning it, yet pondering the unusual coincidence. Did I 
know? How? I’ve never had any particular sense of this sort of thing, before.

“Well. It looks like it will be an April baby. I wonder what they’ll name him,” Jacob said 
idly, buttering bread.

Perhaps they’ll name him Henry, for his father, or Wong, for his grandfather. Henry 



Wong Pei. Perhaps.

“I have no idea,” Vincent concluded. “Besides, it may be a girl.”

The world is moving for Henry and Lin. Changing for them. I wonder… is it doing that 
for Catherine and for me?

~~

Leodogran, the King of Cameliard,
Had one fair daughter, and none other child;

And she was fairest of all flesh on earth,
Guinevere, and in her his one delight.

Idylls of the King

She was springtime fair and dressed in a gown of dark green velvet. Her hair was done 
much the same way it had been the first night they’d walked the city together, on 
Halloween. Long curls draped down the breast of her richly embellished gown from 
beneath a fine covering net strung with seed pearls. Silver thread cuffed the fabric at 
her wrists and costly lace danced over her slender, gloved hands. She looked like every 
man’s waking dream.

Vincent swallowed his longing to be elsewhere. He’d tried desperately not to come and 
collect her. But the cock had crowed and his servants had shaken him awake, to remind
him of his duty. Lin had fussed over him, even to the extent of putting rider’s plaits, in 
his hair, one on each side, to avoid wind tangling. She’d laid out a rust and black 
colored doublet for him, and bid him go. Henry had laced him into his riding clothes. 
Then they’d all but pushed him from his tent as Henry had tied the flaps shut, behind 
his master.

Vincent had no real memory of going to Cameliard, even as he knew he’d done so. He’d
never ridden a horse before either, except for his youthful exploits on that wooden 



carousel in the park.

But sitting astride his black stallion, firmly ensconced in a high-backed saddle, came as 
easily as breathing. The ambling horse felt more like a brother, than a steed. It 
nickered, shaking its shaggy mane, eyeing the delicate mare who walked beside him. 
The animal’s basic intentions were obvious.

“Your horse is quite the Romeo,” Catherine said, frowning at the animal’s antics.

Vincent muttered a command before pulling his mount’s wandering attention back to 
the narrow, stony road ahead. One slip and he could be tossed to the ground in an 
undignified heap.

“He has… ambitions,” Vincent replied, keeping a tight hold on the reins.

Guinevere smiled at that, but said nothing, adjusting her own white leather reins 
through long, gloved fingers. Her lithe body flowed with the pace of the horse’s 
movements, and her erectly held back swayed gently, in time to her mare’s hoof-beats.

Vincent had a moment to think it: ‘Has Catherine ever ridden a horse?’

He realized he had no idea, as to the answer. It was a question he’d never asked her.

As each mile marker was passed, he began to think he could do this: Deliver Arthur’s 
intended bride and walk away. He truly could, and must.

It was the right thing to do. The noble thing to do. The … fated thing to do.

But then he looked over at her, and was lost all over again. He knew, as she rode beside
him on her richly caparisoned, white palfrey, that they were going to where Arthur 
waited for them. That he was about to hand her over to him, to the wealthy, royal life 
she’d been born for. And that there was nothing he could do about it.

Vincent ponded the familiar feel of the predicament. ‘This was always her fate. To 
marry a wealthy man. To be a queen, in her world.’ He knew he was speaking of both 
Catherine and Guinevere. ‘I have nothing to give her, beyond myself. And as much as 
she values that, as much as we both value it… it is so much… less, than what she was 
meant for, than what’s possible for her.’

“My mother loved wild roses,” she said, her slender body gently shifting in her ladies 
side-saddle. “Red ones, white ones. I don’t think it mattered, what color.”

He looked to where she indicated, and saw a low run of wild rose bushes, near the side 
of the road. Red was mixed with white. ‘The roses on her balcony,’ Vincent thought. 
The sturdy little one on the end of the run could have been its twin, for size and color.



“They’re very beautiful,” he replied, knowing that even though that was true, nothing in
the world could stop them from reaching Arthur, and her fate. Every step was bringing 
them closer.

Catherine smiled. “I was never sure if she liked them because of how lovely they were, 
or because they grew wild, on our lands… but… they were her favorite.”

They were. And the white rose charm she’d given him was suspended on a silver chain, 
around her own lovely neck. Instinctively, his hand reached for the leather pouch where
he knew he carried it. Gone. Missing. ‘Of course it is. She never gave it to you,’ he 
realized. Then a sadder thought. ‘Perhaps she’ll give it to Elliot. A… wedding gift.’

The thought caused an involuntary tightening of Vincent’s muscles, as he processed the
idea. His hand fell away to seize his saddle cloth. His steed missed a step at the sudden 
clamping of his master’s strong thighs upon his sides. It whickered its displeasure.

Vincent corrected his tighter hold, easing his grip. He also knew they were talking about
roses to avoid talking about other things. The moment she’d walked out of her father’s 
castle keep to meet Vincent, the chemistry between them had been immediate. It’d 
been like a scent in the air, rich and undeniable. An unquenchable flame of desire.

Surrounded by high stone walls, bristling with grim-faced, armed men, and watched 
closely by a frowning King Leodogran, Vincent had bent the knee and asked for the 
lady’s favor of an audience. Even as he’d uttered the honeyed words required of him, 
staking Arthur’s claim to her hand, he’d wished for nothing more than to be either 
alone with Catherine, or miles distant, from her.  

Now he’d achieved that fraught aim, and he found he could not speak about the 
intense feelings that churned through his mind. Apparently, neither could she. So they 
spoke of roses.

“We should water the horses,” she said finally, as they approached a small stream.

‘We should,’ Vincent thought, something inside him telling him the opposite. Somehow,
he knew they were riding into … if not ‘danger,’ exactly, at least toward something 
important. And for Guinevere, into the moment that changed them; changed them 
from companions into… something more.

She spurred her horse ahead of his, and immediately, Vincent detested the growing 
distance, between them. He nudged his black charger to a greater effort.

They both dismounted, Vincent amazed that the motion felt so natural. Again, he was 
reminded of the carousel ride with Devin. ‘Long ago days. Painted horses, trapped in a 



circle, chasing each other’s tails. Beauty with no freedom. Movement, with no… 
purpose.’ He wondered how much of that described him, described them, now.

Catherine patted her equine companion on the neck, and tugged half an apple from her
saddlebags, offering it up as a treat. Vincent’s dark horse whickered with interest, and 
she laughed as she offered him the other half.

“Greedy thing.” She smiled, as the stallion accepted the treat. “Well. At least you know 
what it is you want.”

Vincent too, felt a bit greedy. And as if he also knew what he wanted; even as he knew 
it was a thing he could never have.

At least it felt good to stop moving. At least they were drawing no closer to their 
inevitable parting. Vincent took what comfort he could from that. But the notion that 
they should not linger here, persisted. For her sake, as well as for his own.

“I don’t think I’ll be able to keep you, once we reach Camelot,” Catherine/Guinevere 
said. It took Vincent a moment to realize it was her horse she was talking to, and not 
him. Such were his thoughts.

“The king will likely insist on something… finer. More expensive. Something better 
matched to his,” the future queen said, patting the mare, again. They were clearly old 
friends. “I will be sorry, if it is so.”

Arthur knew she was correct, even as he tried to ease her mind on the subject. “I am 
sure that… Arthur… can be persuaded. By you,” he tacked on.

Guinevere/Catherine said nothing to that. Either she disagreed with him or she didn’t. 
They both knew the call was neither of theirs to make, ultimately. It was Arthur’s.

“So, what about you, good sir knight?” she asked, as she handed him her horse’s reins. 
“What spoils of war will you claim? Will you marry, also?”

He knew she was just making conversation. And in a way, it was more. She was fishing.

“No,” he replied shortly, accepting the leather reins. “I will marry no one.” ‘Lest it be 
you,’ he added, mentally.

“You’re Arthur’s man. Surely he has a fine reward for you?” she queried, pressing him.

‘He does. And I am not “Arthur’s man,”’ Vincent thought, but didn’t say aloud. “I am 
yours to command,” he replied gallantly. ‘And no one else’s, nor will I ever be,’ he 
added mentally. He realized how often he did that, both in the dream and in his waking 
life. How often he said only so much, but thought much more.



Guinevere glanced to the side. “Men say such things. But they don’t really mean them.”
Realizing she’d just offered him an insult, she hastened to explain. “My father said it. 
He said I was his jewel, that I could have anything I wanted. But in truth, he always 
wanted me married to the strongest noble. He wanted me to be safe. Secure. And so… 
Arthur,” Guinevere explained.

Vincent nodded at her pronouncement, and knew how much it had indeed mirrored 
Catherine’s former life, the life she’d stepped away from. ‘That explains Tom Gunther, 
at least,’ Vincent realized.

“And what did your mother want, besides fine roses?” Lancelot asked. A shadow 
crossed Guinevere’s beautiful face, banished as soon as it was there. They both knew 
her mother had died young. “She wanted me to have a happy life,” Catherine replied. 
“Not so much more than that.”

“I think that is a thing all mothers want for their children,” he said, wondering if it there
was just a bit of falsehood, in the claim. He had no idea what his mother had wanted 
for him, if she’d wanted anything at all. It was a thought he had no way to pursue, and 
a puzzle he’d never had any way to solve. So he had some few ideas about it, then left 
the problem where it was.

“I suppose they do,” she replied, “Father wanted me safe, and mother wanted me 
happy. I suppose it was one and the same thing, to them.” It was an idle comment.

Cannily, Vincent realized the distinction between the two goals. “But… those things are 
not always… one and the same,” he said, as awareness dawned. “Sometimes… we 



must leave our safe places.” He appreciated the idea anew.

“And walk empty-handed among our enemies?” Catherine finished the Brigit O’Donnell 
quote from 300 Days. Vincent simply nodded, accepting the odd anachronism.

“Yes.”

He let the moment spin out, between them. His horse twitched its ears, then dropped 
its head to drink. Vincent took it as a good sign. It was something the big animal 
wouldn’t have done, if it sensed trouble, nearby.

“Rest a bit,” Vincent instructed. “There are no enemies, here.” He knew there wasn’t. 
Yet there was still that feeling…

The horses grazed on soft grass and drank from the stream, as “Lancelot” and 
“Guinevere” let them recover their strength. Vincent knew that there was a long way to
go, and tiring the animals would do them no good, despite something inside him that 
said they shouldn’t linger here.

From a practical standpoint, he realized they had to stay, at least for a while. Her fine 
horse wasn’t built for a nonstop jaunt across the country, the way his was. He knew 
that his stallion was the stronger beast, but it was her white mare that would set their 
pace. He could hardly leave her behind, when fetching her had been the point of 
coming.

“This is a pretty spot,” Catherine observed, looking around the area near the riverbank. 
Soft hills bled gracefully away into a pine forest. The air hummed with dragonflies and 
bird calls, and a few nearby frogs. “Maybe we could sit here, awhile.”

She didn’t wait for his answer. She tugged a book out of one of her saddlebags, and he 
hurried to untie a blanket roll from the back of his saddle. It wouldn’t do to have her sit 
on the grass; she’d ruin her costly gown. The volume in her hands was very familiar.

“Thank you,” she said, as he spread the heavy woolen cloth. She sat gracefully on the 
nubby fabric, just as she’d sit gracefully, anywhere: In a saddle. On a throne. On a … 
balcony. Opening her book, she said, “If you’d like to sit, I can read, some. Do you care 
for verse?”

“I do,” he answered, knowing before she started that she was about to read from 
Wordsworth.

It was then that the internal alarm inside him ratcheted up from a low, ignorable hum 
to a loud claxon. She removed her riding gloves and opened the cover of the old book. 
Delicate, beautiful fingers skimmed the page, searching for where she wanted to begin.



‘Stop. Don’t let her,’ his mind tried to warn him. ‘It’s like on the balcony. If she reads to 
you, you’ll only fall in love, a little more. And perhaps, so will she. And you will wish this 
journey to never end.’

The pounding in his heart was real, and he was trapped between the urge to flee and 
the intense, overwhelming need to stay.

It was an utterly familiar sensation, though he’d had it only one time, before. She’d 
been holding a book then, too. Just a different one.

The need to stay triumphed, just as it had then, and the warning died down. He knew 
he wasn’t going to leave her. He knew he wasn’t going anywhere. He knew he was 
going to sit, just as he’d been bid to, and listen.

“We have time,” she overcame all his reluctance with the words. Then, and now.

‘Yes, we have time,’ he thought, agreeing with her. There was no danger near. No 
obvious harm could come from it. And she was inviting him to sit with her. To sit with 
her and read. To sit with her and read in the sunshine, in a verdant green field. It was 
her fantasy. It was his. He didn’t know which one of them it belonged to, more.

He shed his great cloak and turned his face up to the warmth of the sun. He inhaled the 
sweet air deeply. He could stay this way, forever…

 So, of course, he didn’t stop her, just as he hadn’t stopped her when they were on her 
balcony reading the last chapter of Great Expectations. He didn’t stop her, just as 
Lancelot had never stopped falling in love with Guinevere. She settled on the page she 
wanted, and began to read.

“Her eyes, as stars of twilight fair…”

It was as if a spell were being cast.

Her soft, breathy voice caressed the words, and she continued reading. She smiled 
down at the page (and then back up at him) as “this” or “that” line of poetry delighted 
her. He felt her heart, inside his own. And knew the sweet, piercing pain of “first love” 
once again.

‘God. I remember this,’ Vincent thought, in his dream. ‘This was what it felt like. What it
felt like, that first night she read to me. The air was cool, but her voice was warm. She 
read Great Expectations to me, for me, sitting on the stones of her balcony. I was dying,
inside. And then I was… reborn. I was no longer alone…’

“We need to … go, now,” he said, knowing his words were harsh, and his voice, hoarse.



She glanced sharply up at him, and he knew what she was going to say before she said 
it. “No. Not yet. There’s still time.” They were the exact words she’d said on her terrace,
when she’d bid him to stay with her, to not leave, to not let anything tear away at what
was being made, between them. And he had stayed. Both then, and now.

“May I?” he asked, unable to help himself, as he moved slightly closer to her on the 
blanket and gestured for the book with an open hand. She passed it to him, her smile 
an almost radiant thing.

“Of course,” she replied, sunlight dancing in the pearl-dressed tresses of her silky hair. 
He found the verse he wanted, and let his low, sonorous voice caress every syllable.

“I wandered, lonely as a cloud

That floats on high o’er vales and hills…”

He read for as long as she had, and the words passed from him to her, weaving the 
expected enchantment. He glanced up at one point to see her leaning on one hand, her 
eyes closed, and a small smile ghosting her lips as she listened to him read one verse 
after another, and then, one poem after another.

She stayed seated that way as he began, “The World Is Too Much With Us”. When she 
opened her eyes, he knew she was every bit as in love as he was.

And that for her, that love was a disaster.

‘This is why. This is why you should have run. Why you should have put her back on the 
horse and ridden hard, for Camelot.’

He had a feeling he now understood exactly when Lancelot had fallen in love with 
Guinevere, and how inevitable it all was.

He set the book down, carefully. They’d stayed too long. Much. Both as a consideration 
of the heart, and a practical one. The horses were more than well rested, and the sun’s 
position had changed significantly, in the sky. But now there was no way to reach 
Camelot before sundown. They’d press on while there was still light, then camp for the 
night. They’d have to. The ruts in the rugged forest path would mean calamity, if one of
the animals took a hard spill, or came up lame.

“We should go, now,” he repeated.

Confusion touched her gaze for a moment, as she was still held in the spell of falling in 
love. But then, realization hit her, just as it had hit him. She recovered herself as best 
she could and glanced down. Her bare ring finger was destined to be covered. And 



covered greatly, and significantly, by the Pendragon King.

Guinevere knew that Lancelot was right. That what had just happened didn’t change 
their fate, or even alter their plans. She was who she was; a high-born noblewoman 
destined to live another life. And he was what he was: a great soldier and a noble man, 
but different in a way that would set him apart from others, forever.

“Yes. I… I suppose we should,” she answered, covering her confusion by pulling on her 
gloves. Hiding her bare ring finger seemed to help with her disquiet. She collected the 
small tome.

They both rose, saying nothing more. He shook the grass off his cloak and donned it, 
turning from her to re-tie the blanket to his saddle, and to collect the horses. The fresh-
born love he felt for her was a sincere thing, in his chest, as welcome as it was 
unwelcome. It clothed him in warmth and light. And at the same time, reminded him of
things that could never be.

‘I love you,’ he thought. ‘And it’s a disaster for you that I do.’

“We need to get moving,” he said, untethering the animals. “We’ll need to make camp,
by nightfall.”

“I understand,” she replied, worlds of meaning in her words. She did. They both did.

~~

"'Rain, rain, and sun! A rainbow in the sky!
A young man will be wiser by and by;”

Idylls of the King

“You’ll barely be back by nightfall,” Henry Pei said to Vincent, as he tucked a medicine 
packet into a small bag. “I’m sorry I forgot this the other day. I know Mary brews the 
tea for her arthritis.”



Vincent gratefully accepted the package of tea Master Wong had prepared for his 
elderly friend. “Perhaps you were… distracted by happy news. I understand 
congratulations are in order,” Vincent said, knowing they were.

Henry’s face could have illuminated a Chinatown parade at night-time. “Yeah. Can you 
believe it? Lin was trying to wait for our anniversary to tell me, but another week of 
morning sickness and I’d have had her at St Vincent’s, demanding they find out what 
was wrong with her.”

Vincent’s answering smile was much smaller, though very sincere. “Lin will make an 
excellent mother. And Master Wong is beyond pleased,” he assured Henry.

Henry poured tea into two cups sitting on a table, indicating to Vincent that he should 
sit, before he returned back home.

“Nothing like making a man a great-grandfather to have him change his opinion of you 
from ‘He’s that idiot she married when she could have done so much better’ to ‘He’s 
the greatest guy in the world,’” Henry’s smile barely dimmed as he offered up the jest. 
They both touched their cups together, and drank.

Vincent hadn’t considered it before, but in a certain way, Lin’s situation had very much 
mirrored Catherine’s. She’d been destined to marry a wealthy man, and the match had 
been set, by her elders. Following tradition, Lin’s fate had been taking her down a very 
particular path, and it was one few women from her culture dared to deviate from. It 
had been established that she would tread where the wealthy and powerful ruled, in 
her part of New York; for that matter, in her part of the world.

She was destined to marry well, and expected to keep to her rich station in life. She 
was expected to raise another generation of wealthy bankers and businessmen. She 
was expected to breed Chiang heirs, and be content with that arrangement.

Instead, she’d followed her heart to Henry Pei.

“Lin was destined for another. But her heart told her a different truth,” Vincent said, 
sipping the tea as Henry did. It was laced with cardamom and ginger, and reminded 
him of the drink he’d had in a certain battlefield tent. “She followed where her heart 
bid her go.” Did Guinevere’s heart do the same? he wondered.

“We had help,” Henry replied, the comment his way of thanking Vincent yet again, for 
interceding on his and Lin’s behalf.

“Perhaps,” Vincent mused, setting down his cup. “But you also had resistance. Master 
Wong did not originally favor your plan. Nor for that matter, did Father.” And the 



Chiang family’s resistance to the idea had been… legendary. And tragic, for them.

Vincent decided to ask the question that had been nagging at him since his dreams of 
Camelot had begun.

“Henry… I would wish no other outcome for you and Lin. You deserve this happiness, 
and more. But… was there ever any doubt in your mind over the choice Lin was 
making? Did you ever… question yourself?”

“You mean did I ever think she’d be better off with a guy who could give her 
everything, rather than one who was going bankrupt, trying to keep a restaurant 
open?” Henry asked, knowing full well he had. “Yeah. Sometimes.” He drained the cup 
and rose, knowing there were more things that needed doing, upstairs. “Lucky for me 
Lin is a stubborn woman. If the baby gets that from her, I’ll have my hands full.”

Vincent rose with him, envying the other man’s prospects, and his future. He’s already 
picturing himself as a father. Already… seeing it, in his mind’s eye. With a headstrong, 
glorious child, and a beautiful wife. Vincent knew it was so. Henry’s expression told him
all it needed to.

“Vincent…” Henry said slowly… “I… I don’t know if I was the best thing, for Lin. But I 
know she was the only thing, for me. One time… when I wasn’t sure… she told me we 
had to be brave, that we had to stand up for our love, and not be cowards. So I listened
to her. And we were brave.” He stacked the cups on a small tray. “We had nothing else 
to cling to, so that was our only certainty…” He pushed aside the rolling furniture that 
hid the tunnel entrance. “But like I said, we had help.” His smile returned, and all the 
reasons he should have one, were in it.

Vincent nodded, and couldn’t help but feel just a touch of envy, for his friend. Your life 
is changing, Henry. Changing in ways you can’t begin to know. Yet here you are… 
anticipating those changes, fearlessly.

He thought of what Jorge Luis Borges once wrote, ‘The future is inevitable and precise, 
but it may not occur. God lurks in the gaps.’ Henry and Lin were clearly navigating 
those, successfully.

“We’re all very happy for you both. You all,” Vincent amended, checking to make sure 
the pouch of tea was secure inside his cloak pocket. “You both deserve the very best of 
everything. Always…”

Henry clapped him on the shoulder, as he moved to depart. “Thank you, Vincent. 
Please tell Mary I send her my regards.”



“I will be sure to do so.”

~~

But those first days had golden hours for me

Idylls of the King

In spite of the long walk back and the late hour, Vincent couldn’t resist the urge to sit 
up a while, and open his journal. His left-handed penmanship soon began filling the 
white page.

I dreamt, last night. Dreams of Camelot. And I remembered falling in love with 
Catherine…

I remember it now, from when she stayed Below with me, and I remember it from the 
first night I returned to her balcony, bearing the gift of a book. Great Expectations. 
How… appropriate that title is, for us. I remember the feeling of her heart, opening to 
me, inside our bond. Remember how… powerful it felt. Had I not been sitting… it would 
have brought me to my knees…

He held the pen still, a moment, gathering his thoughts. As candlelight flickered around 
him, the scratching sound of the nib on the paper continued, as he resumed writing.

We have been in love for years, now, and amazingly, I have not thought of that 
moment in a very long time. We celebrate our anniversary every year. Each April we 
mark the night both our lives changed. But we do not mark the day I returned to her, on
her balcony. The day I… for better or worse, for her, tied our fates together.

He knew the dream of Camelot had caused him to relive the long ago moment, or at 
least to relive the feeling that had accompanied it. He pondered what that meant, even
as he pondered the rest of the dream.

Last night I dreamt that Lancelot squired Guinevere to Camelot, and I felt them fall in 
love, felt myself fall in love with Catherine, again. We are by a sunlit brook near a deep 



forest, on a blanket in the grass. We sit in the daylight, because we can, in my night 
visions.

I know it’s a wish Catherine has; one that will never be realized.

Vincent was too intelligent a being to not see the parallels between the story of 
Lancelot and Guinevere, and he and Catherine.

On the one hand, part of me tried to pull Lancelot away from his betrothed queen. For 
what can he give her but heartache? But on the other hand…

He had to pause, to collect his thoughts.

On the other hand, and for all the world, I couldn’t do it. Lancelot falls in love with 
Guinevere and she with him. I know why Camelot falls. And even knowing it, I couldn’t 
stop myself. Is that cowardice? Or bravery? I confess I do not know the answer, though 
I suspect Henry Pei does. He and Lin defied thousands of years of tradition, and made 
their own destiny. The price was high. But now… he will become a father for it. He will 
become… immortal for it.

My heart rejoices for them. They deserve this happiness.

He leaned back in the chair, recalling the day that had just passed, the conversation 
with Henry Pei, and the little activity, after. He’d reached the home tunnels and 
respectfully entered Mary’s chamber, setting the packet of tea on her nightstand. She 
was busy with the children and their bath time, at the moment. He knew she’d find it 
there, later, and brew up a pot.

He’d gone to tell Father he’d returned, and asked if there were any other chores he 
might be wanted for. But mentally, he was in a green field, by a stream, and the 
woman he loved was reading Wordsworth to him. Or perhaps they were both 
“reading” from Tennyson, in their way, considering the story that was taking place, all 
around them.

Then he’d come here, and picked up his pen. He looked at the page before him, and re-
read it. Then finished it.

I love you, Catherine. I’ll go to sleep tonight knowing at least part of what awaits me. Is 
it destiny, or our combined fates that I am dreaming about?

~~



What happiness, to reign a lonely king…vext with waste dreams?

Idylls of the King

When Vincent fell asleep, the dream resumed almost exactly where it had left off.

He was still travelling with Catherine/Guinevere. But the day had clearly faded, and a 
low riding moon had eclipsed the steady sun.

The night-time camp wasn’t much like the daytime one he saw in his battlefield dream. 
They’d brought no elaborate tent, no camping gear nor servants to ease their 
discomfort; her passage from Cameliard to Arthur was a thing being done in secret, to 
keep her safe from Arthur’s enemies. It was a calculated risk, and so far, it had been a 
good one.

The night air was cool and sweet, and scents from the night-wood filled the 
atmosphere around them. To a certain extent, it reminded Vincent of how he often felt 
when he was with Catherine on her balcony: the dark was softly enveloping, and the 
smells of pine and spruce were familiar, since Central Park was full of such trees.

The quiet of the place was what captured his attention. On Catherine’s balcony there 
were always the noises of the city below, muted, but audible. Even his world Below had 
its own sounds, overhead trains and the clatter of the pipes. Seldom, then, had he 
experienced such total quietude as this. There was nothing beyond the sigh of the wind 
in the trees and the far-off whisper of a hidden stream, for company, in the darkness.

“You’re very quiet,” she commented, settling herself on the blankets he’d spread near 
the tiny pit campfire he didn’t remember making for her. The book they’d read that 
afternoon was near her hand.

“I was just… thinking. Tomorrow we’ve another long ride in front of us, though not so 
long as today.” Firelight traced her beautiful features. “You’ll see your bridegroom 
before nightfall,” he said.

Guinevere took in the information with quiet aplomb. She glanced back toward the fire,
and her look was unfathomable.



He squatted near, and set some kindling on the flames, for warmth, the way he often 
did with the brazier in his room, when he wanted the chill pushed back. He had made 
this fire small and hidden, in a natural hollow of the land, so as not to attract unwanted
attention of either man or beast. If it wasn’t enough for her, she wasn’t complaining. 
He wasn’t sure if she would, anyway.

He rose and took himself away from the small circle of light she sat in, giving them both
space. In the distance, a wolf howled, and was answered in kind. Blue eyes darted in 
the direction the sound had come from, and they narrowed. He felt his hackles rise on 
the nape of his neck, and he barely managed to suppress a growl. He felt the wildness 
of this place, and wanted to answer it with a howl of his own. ‘I am here, as well, and I 
am dominant. Give me a wide berth.’

The fact that a woman was near him sharpened his instinct to protect, even more. The 
fact that it was the woman he loved made that even more pronounced a thing. He was 
aware of it now, just as he had been, in his waking world. Being near Catherine had 
always called up the protector, in him.

The wolf howled again, and his head lifted, slightly. Vincent fought to resist the urge to 
answer it, in kind. Loudly, and with force.

Catherine was a more civilized creature. He knew that. She always had been. Perhaps 
Guinevere was also more civilized than Lancelot had been. Vincent felt he had no way 
to know.

Vincent had fed her from his saddlebags, a plain peasant’s meal of hard bread and 
strong cheese, washed down with mouthfuls of rough cider that had made her cough. 
She’d said “Thank you, Sir Lancelot,” anyway, perhaps trying to use his title to put a bit 
of distance, between them. He was fairly sure it wasn’t working, as she ate her sparse 
supper.

He knew it was not a meal she was used to, but she’d thanked him kindly, again, when 
she was done with it.

For him, it had sufficed to assuage the hunger in his stomach, if not his heart.

She’d put away the remains of their meal, and offered him the wineskin, still half full of 
cider. He’d declined, not wanting his senses dulled.

‘I love you. I would die for you. Do you know that?’ he thought, as he watched her store 
it back in his saddlebag.

Vincent realized that she just might. That the blush of first love might have given her 



that power of perception, that she might have understood. That she might be able to 
know not just how she was feeling, but how he was, and how deeply. New love was a 
powerful, almost an overwhelming thing, sometimes. It gave strength. It gave 
knowledge. Sometimes, knowledge of the deepest kind.

But he also knew how… useless it was a thing for her to know. Or for that matter, for 
him to. It couldn’t change anything. Not his looks, her people’s expectations of her, or 
their fates, predestined or no.

Lacking any understanding of what to do next, Catherine moved restlessly. Either she 
didn’t want to read any more of her book, or the firelight was insufficient to the task. 
As the night advanced, the cold began to nip at her face, bringing color to her cheeks as
she moved a little closer to the fire, and huddled deeper into the warmth of her silk 
cloak. She tucked a corner of the blankets around her ankles.

She was considering him, without trying to look at him. It was quite the task, and one 
she gave up on, after a time. His form was imposing, and his hair was beginning to 
tangle, in spite of the braids that held the sides back from his temple.

Someone had done his hair for him. She wondered who. Then she wondered what it 
would feel like, to finger-comb the golden tresses smooth, again. The thought of some 
nameless woman being so familiar with him sharpened her sense of discomfort.

‘Perhaps I’ve already have seen my bridegroom,’ she thought tardily. And for whatever 
reason, he could feel her thinking it. ‘Perhaps this journey ends, here.’

The wolf’s howl didn’t make her think of wild things. It made her think of dominant 
men. And the one bridegroom she couldn’t avoid, even if she didn’t think she wanted 
him.

She sighed a heavy sigh. “Tell me about Arthur,” she deflected. “They say he’s a … 
complicated man. A good one. But a complex one. As quick to temper as to hail a good 
friend.” She kept her eyes trained on the fire, knowing better than to look at her escort, 
as she asked him to describe her royal fiancé. “It must be very difficult to be a king. My 
own father can be remote, at times,” she added.

Her conversation was jumpy, and he knew it belied a nervousness she was trying not to 
feel. ‘What can I tell you?’ he mused.

Keeping watch on the night, Vincent considered her request for tales of his king. Who 
was he supposed to describe to her, here? Arthur, or Elliot? And… how much difference 
was there, between the two? He was unsure. The one man he knew only from fable, 



and the other only through the stories she’d told him, along with those he’d read in the 
paper. Which man did she want to hear more about?

Both of them had very complicated relationships with their fathers. That much, Vincent 
knew.

Both were wealthy, ambitious men, men who hadn’t originally been destined for that, 
as Arthur’s true birth had been hidden from him, and Elliot had simply remade himself 
into the man he intended the world to see. Vincent knew he was supposed to be 
Lancelot, here. But he was also himself, also Vincent.

“Milord?” Guinevere prompted.

“You will… grow to love him,” Vincent said, the words cutting him, thanks to a distant 
memory. She had loved Elliot, once. Once, back when he and Catherine were new, and 
struggling with it. “And he is… complicated. He’s a… builder of things.” He knew that to 
be true of both “monarchs.”

“He wants to create something that will last, to make the kingdom better.” Vincent 
finished, knowing that that, too, was true of both men.

He knew Arthur could also destroy, in a heartbeat, if the black mood took him. He tore 
down things other men cherished, to build higher, better and stronger castles of his 
own, a tribute to his wealth and power. It was said he barely slept, sleep being such a 
waste of precious time…

He also knew that Elliot Burch had nearly destroyed Vincent’s home, and the homes of 
others, to feed his own ambitions. Perhaps the two, Arthur and Elliot, were one and the 
same, after all, with very little difference, between them.

Catherine’s green eyes shifted from the flames to his. “Better? Better for whom? For 
all? Or only the nobility, like himself?”

It was a canny question, and deserved as honest an answer as Vincent could give.

“I believe that is the question you will help him to answer, correctly. You, perhaps more 
than any other.” Vincent knew what it was to love Catherine. He knew the power that 
had.

Vincent followed her gaze to the flames. “He builds because he must. He cannot seem 
to help himself. He desires to leave a legacy, to expand the kingdom, and keep it safe, 
keep it his …” Vincent’s blue eyes fell to the soft roundness of her body. “And to sire 
many sons.”



There was no sense pretending it wasn’t true. Or that it wasn’t what was expected of 
her, as a queen.

Guinevere blushed. “I see. All men have such ambitions.” She shifted her gaze to the 
greensward, the color in her cheeks deepening to rose.

Vincent sighed. He too, was a man. Did she not see that, and wonder? Wonder what his
ambitions were, or if he had any at all?

He knew Elliot had loved Catherine, just as he knew Arthur had loved Guinevere. He 
knew Arthur/Elliot would fall in love with his prize almost from the moment they were 
introduced. He knew that, because he knew he was guilty of much the same thing.

He stood near, and lowered his voice, allowing it to give her whatever comfort it could.

“No ruler… no matter what his faults or virtues… should have to be alone. The weight of
it would be… unbearable. You’ll help keep the king in touch with his better self. Help 
him… find his way, when the burdens he carries feel as if they’re pressing down on him. 
I know that he loves you. Or that he will,” Vincent corrected, realizing that Arthur had 
yet to meet Guinevere.

Catherine glanced back at the flames again, and her answer startled him. “There are so
many different kinds of love. And there are truths deeper than knowledge,” she said, 
nearly quoting Jacob on the subject.

Vincent’s gaze followed hers, back to the fire. “That there are,” he replied.

Firelight crackled, softly. The smoke rose, and the wood shifted, as the larger pieces 
burned down, and were turned to ash. There was a long pause, between them.

“There is the love I bear for you, for instance,” she declared, glancing away from the 
flames to look right at him. He returned her gaze, and saw the clarity of her vision. The 
green eyes were guileless.

Once again, Vincent realized it was Catherine who had confessed the words first, 
between them, even though they both felt it.

Vincent thought of the days of battle which had led to this. Though it was Lancelot who
said the words, it was Vincent who owned them. “Lady… if you’d seen all the carnage 
I’ve committed… you would not love me. You would not find it possible to. I am what I 
am. I am resigned to my fate. To be alone, forever.”

He wasn’t sure if it was “Catherine” or “Guinevere” who replied, since she used the 
name “Elliot” rather than “Arthur.” Perhaps it didn’t matter, since they were so much 



one and the same.

“Do you think Elliot hasn’t destroyed lives by what he is? Even with no weapon, he lays 
waste before he builds a thing. Only a fool thinks otherwise. Elliot destroys with money,
with treaties, with deals. I am one, so I know.” She looked back into the flickering light 
of the campfire. “You do so with a sword, or with your hands. Neither of you is 
blameless. But one of you is far more… honest than the other, about it.”

Vincent moved away from both her, and the fire. Honest? Was that what he was? 
When he killed a man, was he “honest” about it? He had no idea. Chiang had accused 
him of being an “honorable” man, even as they’d struggled with each other. The 
Chinaman had even intended it as an insult, as an accusation of weakness. A deadly foe
had called him “honorable” and now Catherine/Guinevere was. Were “honest” and 
“honorable” the same thing? Or did they just sound like they were? When he felt the 
savage in him rise, was that “honest,” too? Was that “honorable?”

It wasn’t that he didn’t think the words weren’t true, or that they could be applied to 
him. It was that he sometimes marveled that he could be perceived that way, thanks to 
all he knew… and perhaps thanks to some of what he didn’t know… about himself, and 
who he was.

He knew there was no “honor” in what he did, sometimes. That there had been no 
honor in laying open the smaller Stephen Bass, or tearing out Erlik’s throat with his 
teeth, and spitting his lifeblood on the ground. That those were things that needed 
done, as he’d told Father, back in his battlefield tent. But honorable? No.

Unless the two could, somehow, exist side by side?

Was that a thing he’d needed to know? Was that the thing he’d needed to understand, 
at least in part?

For a long time he’d thought of Elliot as a “King” in her world. Now, in his dreams, he 
was one. But Elliot/Arthur was not without flaws, and neither was any man. Was he 
here to realize that no man was without sin, and with that being the case, there was no
“perfect match” for Catherine? That there were just “honorable” men and not 
honorable ones? And that there were varying degrees of that, like shades of grey, in 
between?

Vincent knew he had no idea. He only knew she’d given him a sort of backhanded 
compliment, so he accepted it as such.

Catherine/Guinevere shifted aside, holding out her slender hand in invitation. “The 



night grows deeper. Come share the blankets. It’s cold, where you are...” Her searching 
gaze held his troubled one.

Vincent stared at her outstretched fingers. On horseback, there was a necessary 
distance between them. Here, in the shadows of the trees, touched by the low, 
flickering firelight, they could barely see each other, as the fire died down, and its light 
dimmed. Her scent floated to him on the night wind, delicately floral, and compelling. 
His whole body began to throb with wanting. He felt like his stallion, scenting the 
delicate little palfrey, and knowing the snub of the curb-bit in his mouth, that denied 
him access to his most fervent wish.

The animal didn’t even have a name, in his dream. Yet it had something else. A deep 
desire to run away with his prize, and never look back, nor regret the choice.

Vincent knew that he and Catherine were a great deal more complicated than his 
stallion and her mare. And that Guinevere and Lancelot were, as well.

“I am content, over here,” Vincent lied briskly, moving to gather a few more larger 
sticks for the fire.

“Well, my hand is getting cold,” she replied quietly. “I command your immediate 
attendance, as your future queen,” she said, sounding like every bit the expectant royal,
and not terribly much like his Catherine.

He wondered if Catherine had ever had that tone in her voice from before. Before her 
attack. Before she’d changed her life. Before… everything.

Vincent stared at her, caught by the sudden imperiousness of her tone. She was a 
woman born to rule. A lady born to castles and fine clothing. Born to make men love 
her, for her beauty alone. Her green eyes held his.

Defeated by her look, he set down the wood where he wanted it, and approached 
cautiously, settling on the very edge of the blankets.

Catherine wasted no time in moving closer, denying him the ability to get up and leave 
by seizing his hand and holding fast. The touch of her hand in his sent a blaze of 
awareness up his arm.

“Warm me,” she stated, still with that look on her face that brooked no argument. “You
said you were mine to command.”

Wordlessly, Vincent shed his cloak and wrapped her in it, like the precious gift she was. 
Precious, and destined always for another man. He took great care not touch any part 
of her exposed flesh. He already knew it would be soft and silken, and impossible to 



forget.

He knew if he touched her, they would both be lost. ‘Is this why I wear gloves?’ He had 
a moment to wonder it.

“I think your horse knows what it wants better than you do, Lancelot of the Lake,” she 
teased, but not in an unkind way. She was gauging him.

“My horse … leads a less… complex life,” he replied.

She inclined her head, barely, accepting the statement as truth. “Vincent… I know you 
feel it, too,” she said, ameliorating her tone, and sounding more like 'his Catherine.' 
And it did not escape his attention that she’d called him by his given name.

He did feel it, too. He very much did. She exhaled softly, and he became utterly 
fascinated with the pulse at her throat. The wolf in the distance howled yet again, and 
his mate answered. Vincent felt the hair rise on the back of his neck, once more. And 
that wasn’t the only thing he felt rising.

He knew he could have taken her then, and she’d have agreed to it. As if they were any 
common couple free to choose their fates, and damn the consequences. The 
temptation was a living thing between them.

Vincent recoiled, inwardly, at such base thoughts. ‘It must never be. Never!’

She tugged the heavy cloak around her, saying nothing. What happened next for was 
him to decide.

“Better?” he croaked, finally mastering his baser impulses.

“Coward…” she uttered the word, softly, but with feeling. “You must face your fears… 
and move through them.”

An intense shudder passed through Vincent’s strong frame. She had divined the trend 
of his thoughts, and shamed his manhood for not following the path they both desired. 
But, despite what he most wanted, he found he could not move either toward her or 
away from her.

“I…why am I dreaming of this?” he asked, not sure if it was Guinevere, Catherine, or 
himself he was asking the question of. He was aware that he was referring to the 
dream as a dream, again.

“I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “Perhaps because you are also a king who 
should not rule alone, wandering, lonely as a cloud. Such determined aloneness can 
destroy the very fabric of your soul…”



Our Arthur kept his best until the last;
"Thou, too, my Lancelot," asked the king, "my friend,

Our mightiest, hath this Quest availed for thee?"

Idylls of the King

The notion that he was a “king who should not rule alone” stayed with him, all 
throughout the next day. Vincent knew he was no king, and never wanted the title, nor 
the responsibility that went with it. But he also knew that Jacob’s words to him when 
they’d been trapped in the cave-in together had been prophetic ones: One day, either 
though feebleness, illness, death, or just plain a desire to live a less encumbered life, 
Jacob would pass on many or all of his responsibilities to others.

Vincent had no illusions as to what that might mean, for him.

When he entered Father’s chambers, he was almost relieved to see his parent up and 
about, looking hale and hearty, as he thumbed through a stack of books, obviously 
trying to put them back into some kind of usable order. And failing, as usual.

Jacob, however, wasn’t quite as relieved to see Vincent. It only took the able physician 
one glance to make a diagnosis.

“You still aren’t sleeping well,” the older man observed. Vincent’s complexion looked 
almost sallow, beneath its coppery hue.

“I am sleeping, actually. It’s just… the dreams I am having,” Vincent admitted, not 
bothering to deny Jacob’s concerns.

“Nightmares?” Father asked, frowning.

“No. Not for the last few nights.” Not since the dreams of the battlefield. “I’m… in a 
fantasy. The story keeps repeating, keeps continuing.” Vincent didn’t want to explain 
the particulars.

“Do you intend to see Catherine, this evening?” Jacob queried, not sure if the idea was 



a good one or a bad one.

“I saw her only a few nights ago. She is… occupied with her work, for the moment.” 
Vincent answered, and Jacob resumed his task until the small pile of old books in front 
of him was back where he wanted it. There was more to go. He kept on eye on his son, 
as he worked.

“Father… do you think… that Catherine and I…” He struggled to frame the question. 
“Do you think we have been brave?” Vincent asked, knowing no other way to ask it.

“Of course.” Jacob raised a parental eyebrow. “Brave to the point of foolhardy, at 
times,” he answered honestly. “Why do you ask?”

Vincent lifted his heavy shoulders in a shrug. “I once told Catherine we had to face our 
fears and move through them. I think it’s a sort of test … one which Sir Lancelot may 
have failed.”

“Sir Lancelot?” Father queried, staring at his son.

Vincent decided to reveal more. “I’m seeing scenes from Tennyson. Idylls of the King,” 
Vincent said, not elaborating that he was the fabled Knight of the Round Table, in his 
dreams. It made the dreams sound too… trivial.

“Ah, I see. Those are… interesting stories,” Jacob replied, knowing Vincent had an 
appetite for all manner of mythology. His son’s eyes were trained on the next stack of 
books Jacob had been ready to shelve. Homer and Virgil were among them, but so was 
Chretien de Troyes and Edith Hamilton.

"Idylls. Well. You know, a 'grail' can be many things.”

Vincent’s eyes came up at that. Clearly he was interested. Father caught the look.

“Some say it's a cup, or a bowl, or even a platter,” the elder Wells elaborated, fanning 
the pages of a well-read tome, before he put it away. His hand lingered on the spine. 
“Chretien de Troyes was never terribly specific, on that score, and his story about 
Percival was never finished, so… no ending, not really.”



“I didn’t know,” Vincent said, realizing he’d never read the French author in his 
entirety. De Troyes had written his “Arthur” stories nearly a thousand years ago. 
Tennyson and Mallory had both borrowed heavily from him.

“I’m afraid it’s a bit of a mystery. So for some, it’s a cup. And for others, it’s simply an 
allegory; that for each man, ‘The Holy Grail' is that which he reveres most." Father 
picked up the next book destined for shelving. “It can also be what he desires most.”

“So… it isn’t necessarily an object,” Vincent stated, for clarification.

“It seems not.” Jacob shrugged. “Or it could be. But it could also be other things… 
Knowledge. Justice. Love… Even another person. I won’t tell you such views aren’t 
heretical. But I will tell you … they exist.”  Father looked at his son with understanding, 
in his eyes. “Each of us… searches, Vincent.” Father said kindly. “But not all are 
destined to find -”

“The truth,” Vincent cut him off. Jacob simply nodded, at that.

Yes. Yes, we seek the truth, Vincent thought.

Father waited a few beats to see if Vincent would say any more. When he didn’t, the 
good doctor gave his prescription, an always difficult thing to do, where Vincent was 
involved.

“We both know sedatives aren’t advisable, for you. But I can prescribe some warm milk
and perhaps some rose hip tea. I want you to cancel your duties, tomorrow. You need 
to rest. I’m serious, Vincent.” Jacob clearly was that.

He set the book in his hand down and took up his cane, stepping closer, so he could 
examine the younger man all the more accurately. Nothing he saw gave him much 
comfort. Along with the shadowed eyes and sallow skin, there was a tight look around 
his son’s unusual mouth and leonine nose Father didn’t like.



Vincent gave the reason why that was not possible. “I have sentry duty at the western 
gate. It is my turn on the—”

“I’ll speak to Cullen and change it.” Jacob’s tone told Vincent the deed was as good as 
done. “Go to your chambers and sleep. I will be along later to see that you have.”

~~

So, compassed by the power of the King,

Enforced she was to wed him in her tears

Idylls of the King

“You can stop this. Please stop this.”

It wasn’t a command. They both knew the uselessness of that, for the King’s commands
superseded all others.

It was a request. And they both knew the uselessness of that, too.

Catherine stood in front of him, fair hands clasped penitently before her. She was 
dressed in wedding white, and her cheeks were nearly as pale as her gown. The 
Pendragon coat of arms was embroidered across her wedding cape, and Elliot’s large 
diamond and gold engagement ring was on her slender finger. Elliot’s. Arthur’s.

Standing in the open doorway of her luxurious chamber, Vincent swallowed tightly. 
Suddenly, he longed for the certain, almost clinical cut and thrust of the battlefield. 
There, he knew where he stood, and what for. There, he knew what his talents were. 
And he knew their uses.

He detested this helplessness of longing for what he could not have. He felt choked in 
the close, scented air of the king’s sprawling court, with all its dark mysteries, fawning 
attendants and whispered intrigues.

He could almost feel a hidden knife, hunting for his unguarded back. He didn’t like the 
feeling.



After returning to Camelot, he’d looked for Winslow, but had not seen him, for days. 
Just when he needed him most, he was gone. He missed the big man’s uncomplicated 
company, and his certainties.

He had no idea what Winslow would say to this. He too, was a man of honor, after all.

Now Vincent stood in Catherine’s doorway. He’d been reluctant to answer her urgent 
summons. His first sight of her bridal beauty had robbed him of all breath, almost of 
the ability to speak at all. It had also twisted a knife, deep inside his heart. He knew 
why she looked like this; he knew who this was for. It wasn’t for him. It would never be 
for him. She could wear all the expensive gowns she liked, dance with him in Winterfest
white, sit with him in the Concert Chamber dressed in evening finery, but…

But she’d never look like this. Not for him. But the world waited for her, if she did it for 
someone else. The whole world, both discovered and undiscovered. He knew it.

He had to say what burned within his mind. He had to let her know.

“Catherine…” he said, using her own name. “It is not for me to stop. This is the fate you 
were born to.” He knew it broke his heart to acknowledge it. Broke both their hearts.

“What if that isn’t true? What if you’re the fate I was born to?” she asked, knowing he 
was going to fight her, and both of them knowing what was going to happen, 
regardless.

He shook his maned head. “We both know I’m not. Your parents raised a wealthy, 
beautiful daughter. A future queen. He’s a good man, Guinevere, for whatever flaws he 
has. And he loves you,” Vincent confessed the hard truth of that, using her fable name 
rather than her real one. It seemed to make it hurt less if he could pretend he was 
watching “Guinevere” do this, rather than Catherine. Besides, the words were true. 
Elliot had loved Catherine, just as Arthur had loved Guinevere.

The future queen of Camelot looked around the room as if she were trapped inside it. 
“You should stop this. We should stop this,” she said, knowing in an hour she’d belong 
to another man.

Vincent’s eyes shone with sorrow. “Life with me would be the end of yours. We’d have 
to hide. Forever.” He swallowed tightly, understanding why Lancelot had not stopped 
Guinevere’s marriage. In a way, it was much the same with him and Catherine.

‘No wonder I’m dreaming this’, he thought.

“I can tell him ‘no.’” Her stubborn streak was showing. And the beautiful eyes that 
looked at him were filled with Catherine’s unquenchable fire.



Vincent raised a gloved, helpless hand. “To what end? There will only be another, next 
year. Or the one after that. I can’t change, Catherine. No kiss, no wish, no… anything, 
will change what I am. I can’t be what you need, and I won’t be the thing that limits 
what you’re capable of.”

This wasn’t about honor or lack of it, then. Or at least, it wasn’t just about that. It was 
about what he was, and what he always had been. And the effect that would have, on 
her.

“You can do great good in this world. You can do great good as a queen. Go… and be 
one.” He had to look away from her as he said it, the sorrow of all he knew weighing 
him down like heavy stones.

He turned away to find her father standing behind him, accompanied by a pretty girl. 
One who bore Catherine’s wedding bouquet. White lilies were tied with multicolored 
silk ribbons.

King Leodogran gave him a long, hard look, before he stepped beyond the larger man, 
and entered the chamber. He smiled broadly, and with satisfaction.

“Ah, there’s my girl. And the king’s best knight, keeping his promise to your husband-
to-be.” Leodogran kissed his beautiful daughter’s cheek, oblivious to the undercurrents 
in the room. “You look so much like your mother, Cathy,” the nobleman said.

Vincent watched the older man play his part. His face was the mirror of Charles 
Chandler’s. And it wasn’t lost on Vincent that he’d not called her ‘Guinevere.’

Leodogran/Charles lifted the blusher on her veil, and settled it down over her stricken 
face. “No nerves, now,” he said, misreading her expression. “I’ll be right with you.”

The young child handed Catherine her bouquet. Vincent knew these were the last 
moments of her life when she wasn’t a married woman, wasn’t a queen. Music wafted 
into the chamber. Something with violins, and harpsichords. Wedding music. Her 
wedding music.

Then, the dream shifted, and shimmered. And it was no longer any vision of Guinevere 
in a wedding dress that came before him. It was Catherine. And the scene was about to 
repeat, in his mind, even as the tune still played.

“Vincent, stop this. You know you should stop this. Right now. We’re running out of 
time.” Heirloom pearls were at her ears and throat. Her eyes were gleaming emeralds, 
full of tears. He didn’t look down. He didn’t want to see her in a wedding gown, dressed
to marry another man.



Yet, he closed his eyes and hung his head, the weight of all he was – and all he wasn’t – 
never more apparent than right now. ‘Do you not know how hard this is, for me? Do 
you think I want this?’

“I think your horse knows what it wants,” she answered, clearly able to read the 
thought. Dream logic.

His head came up at that, quickly.  “Catherine… I love you. We both know that I will 
always, always love you.” His blue eyes held hers, daring to face her, face her sorrow. 
“But we also know that I am not your fate. I … interrupted your fate. I intercepted it. I 
saved you. I will always, always save you, always be there for you, never … allow you to
come to harm. But...” Vincent’s great head shook in the negative, knowing he couldn’t 
offer her a kingdom of caves and caverns in place of a kingdom of steel and spires. 
“Your sons will be kings. Your daughters, queens. Lawyers, judges, senators, builders… 
The world, the entire world, is open to you. It is your destiny. Great good will be done.”

She inhaled, shakily. “Great tragedy will be borne,” she said, neither agreeing with him 
nor disagreeing. They both knew it was all true. All of it.

She was Guinevere, again, as she turned to go. The troubadours had begun to play, 
anticipating her arrival. He watched her leave her cloistered chamber, the weight of the
world he’d just offered her to looking as if it were pressing her lovely shoulders down.

With a  horrified  start,  Vincent  awoke  from  the dream,  tore  at  his  bedclothes  and
reached for his boots. And then… stopped.

Catherine wasn’t in her apartment. She was across town, and in the company of others.
Some reception, for a retiring judge. Some… party she’d had to attend.  The kind of
obligation noblewomen… wealthy women had, he mentally corrected himself, striking
at the language.

He moved to his writing table, determined to keep himself awake. No more dreams. No
more, he ordered himself. He tore a blank page from his journal and hastily scribbled a
note  to  Catherine,  then  tapped  out  a  message  for  Kipper,  and  gave  it  to  him  for
delivery. It was after nine o’clock at night, and Jacob’s prescribed milk sat half-drunk,
on the corner of Vincent’s writing table.

He didn’t trust himself to be able to deliver the message personally, or to make the
climb to her balcony, in his current, unsteady state.

Five minutes after Elliot’s page, er Kipper, was gone, Vincent wasn’t even sure what
he’d written.  Something about  having dreams of  Camelot,  but not  much more.  He



paced the room, willing himself to stay awake.

But fighting against sleep was like fighting against time itself, and every minute that
ticked by left him more exhausted than the last one did.

She still across town. Still distant. Too distant.

He wanted her near, and knew she couldn’t be. Not now. Not now, when she was busy
being a queen in her world.

He fought the urge to howl, again. This time, in frustration.

He  was  spending  strength  he  didn’t  have,  and  fighting  for  a  calm  he  no  longer
possessed. He nearly called for Jacob, but thought What good would that do?

He returned to  the bed,  and then fell  back  into it,  as  if  he were being pushed by
invisible hands…

~~

Behold, thy doom is mine.

Let chance what will, I love thee to the death!

Idylls of the King

In the blink of a dreaming eye, he was gone from both women, Catherine and 
Guinevere. Well gone.

It was still the day of Arthur and Guinevere’s wedding. Church bells were tolling in the 
distance, announcing that the deed was done.

He’d ridden his black horse into the forest at breakneck speed, as Leodogran/Charles 
had walked Guinevere down the aisle. Vincent knew he needed the distance, and that 
there was no way he could bear to watch the ceremony, or to be near it.

He had no idea what lie he would tell his king, to explain his inexcusable absence. But 
he knew he couldn’t see it happen, couldn’t… witness her vows, or Arthur/Elliot’s. He’d 



already seen the chapel. It was laden with flowers, silks, and velvet. Ribbons and 
banners draped everywhere. Gold and white standards snapped a salute in the breeze, 
from every post and spire. Dark wood gleamed with lemon oil, and candles were 
everywhere. It would be a beautiful wedding. It would be the wedding unmatched by 
any other. The king was taking a bride. And she was a generous-hearted beauty. They 
all knew it. Every woman and young child wore flowers in their hair.

The bond told him the moment it was done, even as the bells confirmed it. He 
dismounted, and beat his fists against a great oak, then leaned against it, in chasm-
deep sorrow, gasping with pain. He felt her the moment the ring slid down her finger, 
the weight of it feeling like a chain, inside her tender heart. He knew the band of gold 
now bound her to another. Forever. Vincent’s chest grew impossibly tight. Then it 
burned.

Arthur’s kiss knifed Vincent in two, and in Catherine/Guinevere’s heart, he felt the 
closing of a door. It was a gentle, sorrowful shut. The kind one might make in a 
mourning room, where someone dear had just died. Her fate was sealed. Their fates 
were sealed. All of them.

Back in his bed, Vincent jerked, and moaned. It was a low, almost keening sound.

In the dream, he was sinking to knees that would not, for the world, bear his weight a 
moment longer.

‘You should have stopped this. You should have…’

But he hadn’t stopped it, and now he knew that the rest of the disaster was inevitable. 
His love for her and hers for him, would one day be revealed. The kingdom would fall. 
They were all doomed. Not because he loved her. But because he’d done his duty by all 
of them, and given her to another man.

Vincent knew he’d shut himself away from the bond on their wedding night, and on 
other nights, after. There was no way he could endure that. It would drive him utterly 
mad.

The dream skipped forward, and he saw her again, now in finer robes than he’d ever 
seen. Ermine trimmed the hem of her gown, and her collar. She’d traded the silver 
thread at her wrist for gold, and it was everywhere. Gemstones shimmered in her 
crown, and around her beautiful throat. Large ones. Expensive ones. Nothing like his 
humble gift of crystal. From the topmost diamond in her crown to the soles of her 
white-slippered feet, she was every inch a queen.



Yet for all Catherine’s shimmer, and all her shine, he knew that the one place she did 
not shine was the place he saw glimmering with beauty, the day he’d brought her from 
Cameliard: her eyes. Her lovely green eyes were dull, and worn with the weight – all the
weight – of her position. Her intelligence still stood in them, and her gift for fairness 
and solemnity grew legendary. Her people loved her more each day. All her people.

But all chance at true happiness had deserted her, and they both knew it.

When Vincent appeared at court, he saw her sitting on her smaller throne next to 
Arthur’s, and her grey-green eyes sent him a solemn reproach, each time he entered 
the room. ‘You should have stopped this. It’s you I should be sitting beside.’

And of course that was true.

He knew he couldn’t stay at Camelot. Couldn’t… see her, daily.

So he left.

In his fury and in his sorrow, Lancelot’s legend grew. The King’s Man became the King’s 
Champion, and then, the Kingdom’s. He slayed dragons, in Camelot’s name, and in 
Guinevere’s. He brought down giants, and generalled Arthur’s troops against larger 
numbers. The kingdom spread, and he planted bloody flags in blood-soaked ground. 
For fierceness, for victory, he had no rival.

Vincent knew that as bad as the first day of the dream had been, for battle and 
carnage, it was nothing, compared to this. In rage, Vincent swung a sword that always 
seemed covered with gore, and this time, so were his hands. He felt the animal in him 
rising, and knew his terrible mistake.

‘I’ll have a mate. One way or the other,’ he realized with a certain amount of horror.

Without Catherine, he knew there was only one other being who would be with him, 
the rest of his life. And that being was not a pleasant one. Aloneness stirred within him,
quietly expecting its place in his life to be elevated from a dreaded sorrow to kind of an 
ill-begotten partner in crime.

The Demon in him moved restively, as the man in him struggled to hold on. The 
Darkness in him grew, and his control began to slip, dangerously. And through all of it, 
the legend of Lancelot, Knight of the Round Table, grew.

For Catherine, the results were oddly similar, yet opposite. While the wildness in 
Vincent grew more savage, grew stronger, the spirited woman in Catherine 
disappeared, as the dutiful queen took her place, the weight of all their choices causing 
each to happen, inexorably.



The last day he saw her, she was a beautiful shadow of her former self.

For a reason he didn’t know, he’d returned to Camelot. Summoned by Arthur, perhaps, 
or simply there to receive accolades for his latest “victory.” She was standing by her 
husband on one of the castle’s many balconies, battle-garbed, resplendent, revered, 
and full of regret.

Thinner, her belly still flat, her womb still empty, he knew she was dying inside, and 
struggling not to give in. He knew she’d never know another day’s true happiness, 
either as Guinevere or as Catherine. When she looked his way, her eyes no longer had 
the strength to throw him the accusation, 'You should have stopped this.' When she 
looked his way, all he saw was that she was… fading, and struggling to hold on.

Her people mistook the look for one of determination, and loved her all the more for it. 
“Guinevere! Guinevere!” They shouted her name and threw roses. Some were red. 
Some were white. She looked out at the throng and tried to smile. They both knew she 
couldn’t. Not anymore.

‘I did this. We did this,’ he corrected mentally, letting them both share at least some of 
the blame.

He knew that if the sad, doomed story played out, what was to come. One day, she’d 



be able to stand it no more. She’d slip away from her royal chambers in the night, and 
meet him in the forest, dressed as a peasant, not as a queen, and she’d beg him to take
her pain away, somehow. He knew he’d accede, and that he’d desperately try to hold 
her against the sorrow that was engulfing them both.

‘A mistake. I made a mistake. Please forgive me. Everyone, please. Forgive me.’ Vincent
couldn’t help but think it, both as Lancelot and as himself.

Vincent twisted the sheets between his clawed fingers as he dreamed it, as he 
thrashed.

After a few more moments, his big body quieted, and the dream, mercifully, faded to 
blackness. There were tears on Vincent’s pillow. And on his cheeks, as he slept.

But he did not dream again, that night. Something had fled, or died, within him. He had 
no idea what would fill the gap left by the dream’s departure. As it turned out, nothing 
did.

He fell into the blackness, again, and this time, the fall was much longer, there being no
glimmering lights to mark his passage. A haunting sense that he’d just performed some 
great, un-fixable wrong pursued him, tearing at the bruised flesh of his soul…

~~

“Henceforeward, I would rather die than doubt.”

Idylls of the King

The second time he awoke that night, Vincent knew he couldn’t stay in his chambers.

He ran through the tunnels, toward the surface, like a man possessed. He left the 
drainage entrance without first pausing to assess the potential dangers, a foolish thing, 
for him. He barreled across the park as if a demon was closing in on his heels, and in a 
way, one was.

The “falling” dream hadn’t “ended” so much as he’d torn his way out of it, making a 
valiant attempt to dismiss his sense of impending doom. His great heart had pounded 
with alarm and fear.



When he’d sat up in his bed, alone and in the darkness of his chambers, for a moment, 
he’d thought he was still in the dream. In his fear, he’d reached for Catherine, in his 
mind, and found… nothing.

Not because she wasn’t there. But because she was so quiet. She was sleeping.

His eyes had taken a moment to adjust to the softer candlelight of his room. He’d 
breathed a shaking sigh of relief. But the sense of impending doom didn’t leave him. 
Frightened and confused, he’d surged to his feet, pausing only long enough to thrust 
his feet into his boots and drag his cloak about his shoulders.

The cooler park air had hit his face like a hard slap, and he felt the barometric pressure,
falling. It was going to rain. He didn’t care. He had to run, or go mad!

The grass was already damp, and he barely knew what time it was. Darkness enveloped
the park like a great shroud, and a misty ring encircled the moon. Droplets of moisture 
prismed beneath the pathway lamps, and he leapt up, rather than climbed up, the first 
ladder he needed to climb.

Wait for me. Wait for me. I swear I’ve waited for you. Only for you.

He was on the rooftop of one building, gauging the distance to the next one. It was a 
far leap, and required him to jump up, not just across. The second building was slightly 
higher than the first. Usually, he climbed down from where he was, then climbed up 
the fire escape to the next roof. From there, he was only one leap and a climb away 
from Catherine’s rooftop.

He decided to try and make the jump.

The need for haste seemed to be whipping him, and Vincent stepped back, then 
sprinted, making a vaulting leap from one roof to the next – and nearly didn’t make it.

The masonry on the second building was old, and as his hands grabbed for purchase, 
the capstone in his right hand came away, and pulled clear of the building. It fell from 
his grasp and smashed to the concrete far below, as he hung on with his left hand, 
praying the piece of ledge he had a hold of wasn’t about to do the same thing.

After a moment of struggle, he reached up, gripped the brickwork above him and 
pulled himself up. He achieved the roof and laid down on it, panting, and trying to 
collect himself. There is a difference between bravery and stupidity, he chided himself, 
realizing he’d just come close to dying.

Wouldn’t that be the idiocy to end all idiocies…? He grimaced, picturing his broken body
on the ground, and the commotion that would cause. Catherine would probably 



assume he’d died trying to come to see her, and feel guilty for it. And the newspapers 
would have quite the story.

He knew he was being foolish beyond permission. He gathered himself, mentally, 
checking all his senses. Physically, he was fine. And he knew now he wasn’t running 
away from something, he was running to someone…

“Catherine…” His pounding heart rate returned to near normal, and he stayed on his 
back, staring up at a travelling moon. The ring around it brightened for a moment, and 
then clouds began to cover it.

It’s going to rain, he thought. There is a full moon in the sky, I can’t truly remember the 
last time I’ve slept, I have no more answers now than I did when the dreams began, 
and I very nearly just fell to my death trying to make a jump I knew better than to risk. 
Is that what love is? Is this what it drives us to?

Loose gravel started digging into his back.

Perhaps, he answered himself. And perhaps… this is what love drives us away from.

He knew what he wanted. And she wasn’t lying on a gravel rooftop, with him. But she 
was lying near. And she was sleeping, dreamlessly. He knew that much.

Lucky, he thought.

He rose unsteadily, brushed off the gravel, and prepared to resume his journey.

I can either continue on, or go back, he thought trying to get good sense to prevail, one 
way or the other.

He didn’t know if he should continue, didn’t know if he should wake her. But on the 



other hand, he knew he wasn’t about to return home.

Perhaps that is enough to know. Perhaps it has to be. After all, Henry and Lin once 
faced the same predicament. They stepped forward, with each other, with no way to go
back.

Moisture hung thick, in the heavy night air. It reminded him of the night he’d spent in 
the forest, with Guinevere. Which is to say it reminded him of a night he’d never 
actually spent, with a woman from the Age of Fable.

When all my dreams remind me of my realities, who’s to say I’m not still dreaming? he 
mused.

“But it could also be other things… Knowledge. Justice. Love… Even another person.” 
Jacob’s assertion about the grail came back to him.

Vincent glanced toward a deeply forested section of the park, imagining Lancelot and 
Guinevere encamped there. If Lancelot had stepped forward into an uncertain future 
with Guinevere, perhaps Camelot could have been saved, he mused, not sure if it was 
true, but liking the idea of it.

Perhaps he’d found the Grail, after all...

~~

Bewildering heart and eye—the blade so bright
That men are blinded by it—on one side,

Graven in the oldest tongue of all this world,
'Take me,' but turn the blade and ye shall see,
And written in the speech ye speak yourself,

'Cast me away!'

Idylls of the King

Catherine stood framed in her open bedroom doors. “Vincent? I didn’t expect to see 



you tonight, so I went to bed as soon as I got home. Is anything… wrong?”

Of course it was, and she didn’t know “what.” But one look at him told her something 
was amiss.

His note was on her dressing table, and it was as uninformative as he feared it would 
be. I’m dreaming of Camelot, and of you, it said. She had no idea why that was 
important. She only realized just now that is might be.

She’d not “heard” him on her balcony so much as she’d sensed him there. And once 
she’d left her bed to come to him, he could no longer pretend he wasn’t there to see 
her.

Still, he felt some sort of apology was in order.

In the darkness of the other room, the mantle clock over her fireplace chimed two a.m.

“No. Nothing, it’s…I’m sorry. I know the hour is very late.” Vincent turned away. “I… 
should go…” They both knew he didn’t want to. Not now, any more than he had the 
first time he’d ever uttered the words on her balcony, quite near this very spot. “… but 
everything inside me bids me ‘stay.’” He confessed it with outright candor.

“Please…” She took his arm. “Come in. Please, come inside. It’s starting to rain out 
here, and it’s chilly. It’s warm, inside.”

Warm me. He thought it, but didn’t say it.

Vincent shrugged in resignation. Raindrops peppered the shoulders of his cloak. As far 
as he was concerned, it was a perfect punctuation to his continuously miserable night. 
The night run and the near fall had helped to clear his head, at least a little. But it had 
done very little to ease the aching in his heart. Now, he was either going to keep her 
awake, or stand out here, getting drenched.

Or…

Or go in, where it’s warm.

“Very well…” He didn’t resist her tugging, and stepped down into her bedroom, turning
to pull her closer.

He pushed the doors closed behind them with his booted heel. He wasn’t here in her 
bedroom because she was injured, this time, or because he was. He was here because 
he wanted to be nowhere else. He could admit that, now. It was all right to. Another 
barrier to their being together had just been breached, and left behind.



Nestling closer, Catherine rubbed her cheek against his soft shirt, in sympathy, just as 
she realized he’d come to her without being dressed in his customary vest, wide belt, 
and so forth.

These are his night clothes. He came straight from his bed.  She knew it. “Something’s 
wrong. You don’t look yourself. What is it? Did you have some kind of nightmare?” she 
guessed, owing to the time, and his state of dress.

“Yes…” Vincent admitted, and simply held her close, keeping his nose buried in her 
hair. She smelled like sleep. Like good bed linens and her silky throw pillows, the ones 
she sometimes used to support her back, while she read in bed.

Yes, I had a nightmare. I did what I said I would do, and it was terrifying. I love you.

His voice, when it came, was unsteady. “Camelot isn’t… romantic, Catherine. It’s… 
terrible. It tries to be noble, but…It fails. It’s… heartbreak.” He kept his head low, his 
face close to hers.  “I’ve seen it. I can’t stop seeing it.”

Now she knew what the note meant.

“Vincent… how many nights is this, now?”

“Five. No… six or seven. I’ve lost track. I just… Catherine… I… I love you. I know that 
brings you both blessings and curses, but I love you.” He whispered it, as if it were 
some clandestine secret. “I can’t help it. Without you there is truly nothing, indeed. I 
can’t… stop… loving you. No matter what happens.” Raindrops began to spatter against
her windowpanes. The wind was picking up.

“You know I love you. I’ve never… hidden that. Considering our bond, I never could,” 
she replied.

He acknowledged the truth of that, and the reality that he had known of her feelings 
before she’d known of his. Their bond brought him many gifts. Many.

She continued to hold him close, and take whatever comfort from her declaration that 
he could. His low voice tried to steady itself.

“On the one hand, I feel like I so want to take you away from your world, to hold you in 
mine, to hold you for my own. And on the other…” He paused, and when he spoke 
again, he whispered the words even more softly, as if they were terrible, and might 
come true if he said them any louder. “On the other, I know what a terrible trap that is, 
how… limiting it is, for you. And I think I must cast you away. For your own good. Not 
for mine.”



Catherine stayed still for a long moment, absorbing his words. She was at least 
somewhat aware of his feelings, on the subject. “I know you think that,” she replied.

Her arms came up around his neck, and she held him even closer. It would do no good 
to deny that his fear wasn’t a fear, any more than it would do any good to say her 
childhood fear of the dark hadn’t been one.

She tried a different tack. “I once told you I had parts of Idylls memorized. Do you 
remember what’s engraved on Arthur’s sword, Excalibur?” she asked.

He shook his golden head, confessing he didn’t. Are you about to quote from 
Tennyson? He was amazed, if she was.

She wasn’t. She was content to paraphrase, and sum up the story. “On the blade, in the
old language, one side says ‘Take me.’ And on the other side, it says ‘Cast me away.’ I 
don’t think Arthur understands, at first. I don’t think any of us do. But… I understand 
you think you have to be willing to do that,” she said, remembering the night she’d told
him she was considering leaving for Providence.

He’d told her she had to go. That her leaving was the way to carry their light. He’d been
ready to cast her away, to prove his love for her. He’d known he might have to, and he 
had.

Take me. Cast me away. Which action takes more courage? he wondered.

No wonder my horse knows what it wants more than I do. The ironic thought slipped 
out, unbidden. It has to choose only one course. While I must always choose both.

His sigh was fathoms deep. “I know I’ll never stop loving you. I know that is true, no 
matter what path we choose,” he said hoarsely. “It’s like that which Lancelot felt for 
Guinevere.”

She gave him a loving squeeze, knowing the Arthurian couple was star-crossed in the 
worst way. Is that what he’s fearing? That we’re doomed to fail? For all the bleak truths
that Catherine had ever considered, she’d never held that one as being true. It was true



that there were days when they seemed to succeed on grit alone, either hers or his. 
But she’d never felt they were doomed to failure, ever.

“I’m not sure I can stop loving you, either,” she replied, her voice nearly as soft as his. 
“And I’m positive I don’t want you to be able to stop loving me. Vincent? Can you tell 
me what this is all about?” she asked.

He lifted his shoulders in an exhausted shrug. “I’m not sure I know. Many things, 
perhaps. Perhaps only a few. Honor. Honor, and that which… stains it. I once told you 
that Lancelot was fatally flawed, and destined to never find the Grail. Do you 
remember what you said?”

Catherine did indeed. She well remembered the night Kristopher Gentian had not only 
seen Vincent, but asked about him.

“What century did he walk out of, Cathy? What story book?”

And in her heart, she’d known the answer. He’s from mine. In this century, right now. 
He is my story, as much as he is his own. The beginning and the end, and all the beauty,
in between.

Her head remained against his chest, as she gave him the answer. “I said… I said he was
their greatest knight of all. You are, you know.” She made the connection, immediately.

Vincent shook his head at her assertion, and she felt his flaxen hair move, with the 
gesture, as he kept her near. “I’m not sure that’s true. I only…I … I know now, more 
than ever, how much I need you. How much I’m growing to depend on your love.” He 
inhaled, deeply, just taking in her scent, again, letting it comfort him.

He realized how prophetic his dreams might become, if he followed in the Great 
Knight’s footsteps. Without her, what was there to keep the beast in him from rising? 
What was there, to keep the monster at bay, to keep it from keeping him company?

Without her touch, what gentleness could he truly, truly claim as his own? Without her 
love, what would his life become?

It wouldn’t, it couldn’t simply go back to what it had been, before. His life couldn’t do 
that for him, any more than it could do that for King Arthur’s errant knight.

In the back of his mind, Henry Pei’s voice repeated his message from the other night. “I
don’t know that I was the best thing, for Lin. But I know she was the only thing, for me.”

“I… I don’t think I want to know the person I’d become, if I lost you, Catherine,” he said,
thinking of the constant soldier Lancelot had grown into, the being he’d changed into, 



after he’d lost Guinevere.

Yes, his legend had grown. But it was a measure of his agony, not his heroism. Vincent, 
now intimately acquainted with the story, knew it for a fact.

“Lancelot wasn’t famous because he was fearless,” Vincent raised his voice a little, to 
be heard over the increasing sound of the rain. “He was famous because he was in 
pain. In pain, and trying to vent it.”

Vincent knew that fate could easily be his. Fear of that gripped his heart, anew. He took
another deep breath, comforted by her steady nearness.

He knew he could not “gift” Catherine to another man, as Lancelot had been ordered 
to do. That wasn’t going to happen.

But could he leave her to one, to preserve the original potential, of her life? He was no 
longer sure he could do that, either. Or even if he should, considering how Camelot had
turned out.

“I can’t lose you. To anyone. Or anything.” Not another man. Not another life. Not 
death. Nothing.

“You have to know I feel the same way,” Catherine said, disengaging them and tugging 
on his hand. She didn’t need their bond to know he was exhausted. “Will you come and
lie down? Relax, some? Perhaps you can sleep here. Maybe you will feel more rested in
a different bed?”

He didn’t want to do that. Except for the part of him that utterly did. Her bed was wide 
and deep, and oh-so-very inviting. And it had the virtue of not being his. Not being his, 
where the night visions had been… haunting, to say the least.

Outside, the rain picked up, a steady tattoo against the window pane, making the 
decision for him. He didn’t want to travel back home in a heavy shower. And he 
couldn’t, in good conscience, keep her from her bed.

And he knew that in a way, both of those were convenient excuses. He was right where
he wanted to be. Or at least, he was about to be that.

Perhaps the best decisions are those from which there is no escape, he mused. The 
ones made for you by circumstances beyond your control.

“If I don’t sleep, I still want you to. I truly didn’t mean to wake you. I meant only to 
come to your balcony, and rest near you. Perhaps just to… wait, until I was more at 
peace,” he said, toeing out of his boots as she smoothed the bedclothes and made sure



he had a pillow. They hadn’t slept in the same bed since she’d mourned her father’s 
passing.

Climbing in, she held open the blankets for him, but he declined. He was already 
dressed in his night shirt and tunnel pants. He shook his head and lay his cloak across 
the bottom of her bed. She propped up his pillow so he could lean against it. Once he 
was settled, him on top of the covers and her beneath them, she tucked herself under 
his arm, half-sitting, and leaning into him, her soft palm covering his heart, her ear 
picking up the sound of the beat, and in the other ear, the sound of the rain on her 
windowpanes.

His sigh was caverns deep. “This is the best I’ve felt in days.” He brushed a soft kiss on 
the top of her head. “Thank you.”

He held her close, not wanting an inch of space, between them.

“Lin and Henry Pei will celebrate their first anniversary, in a week. She’s expecting a 
child, Catherine,” he said, realizing she didn’t know.

Catherine lay quietly, for a bit. “You’re not… happy for them?” she finally asked, trying 
to pierce how this tied into the dreams he’d been having.

“I am. But it reminds me of the night we stood at their wedding. How… impossible we 
thought we were. When they had every possibility before them.”

Catherine remembered the night as well. Somewhere, in the depths of her closet, she 
still had the dress she’d worn.

“I remember… just… looking at you, as they took their vows,” she said.

And I remember you, he thought.

“Henry told me… Lin said they could not be cowards. Now… the year has passed, and 
those possibilities are coming true for them. While we are…” He shook his head and 
looked off toward her rain-spattered windows. “While we are what we are,” he 
finished weakly.

Catherine placed a small kiss over his heart, then settled back down. He closed his eyes,
letting the peace of the moment fill him.

“I’d be a fool to think we could have what they have,” Catherine admitted. Then she 
lifted her head so she could see his expression. “But then… I’d be a fool not to reach for
that. Don’t you think?”

Take me. Cast me away. She was doing it, again. She was holding two opposite things 



as true, and equally possible. I’d be a fool to think we could have that. And I’d be a fool 
not to reach for it.

Her meaning was plain, and he blessed her for her candor.

You can’t really be considering such a course. Can you?

She could. She was his Catherine, and no Warrior Queen from myth or legend was 
braver.

His reply was a measured one. “Every step we make… so carefully. I don’t even know if 
I can father a child, Catherine. Or if I did, what it would look like, and how that would 
impact your life.” He paused, knowing they’d never discussed this quite so openly. He 
traced a loving, heavily-nailed finger down her cheek, until it rested under her chin. 
“Loving me… it changes your fate,” he said. “Places burdens on you that until now, 
have mostly been mine to bear.”

It was the story of Lancelot and Guinevere all over again, but with them, the third 
person in the triangle wasn’t Arthur or Elliot. It wasn’t a person at all. It was the life she
was destined to have, before she’d met him. In his dreams, Arthur/Elliot represented 
that; just as Elliot the man represented that in Catherine’s real life.

Catherine chose her next words with equal care. “If you fathered a child, we would love
it. Him. Her. No matter what,” she murmured softly. And so firmly, he knew he could 
give her no argument. She grabbed his finger from under her chin, kissed it, and laid 
her head back down on its resting place.

He absorbed her. Though it was the wrong word, an impossible word, he knew of no 
other way to put it. She pressed against him, her words between them, a simple truth 
she’d decided to allow, no, not to allow, but to embrace, between them. He pulled her 
into his heart as he pulled her more tightly against his large frame.

How can I think I know what it is to love you, right before you show me how much more
I do? he thought.

“You sound very decided,” he said, loosening his hold for no other reason than so she 
could breathe, comfortably.

He felt her kiss his chest, again, then re-settle herself. “I am very decided,” she replied.

There, and as simple as that. If they had a child, she would love that child. Done.

“There are a thousand decisions to be made, should that happen,” he warned.

The lawyer in her reached a verdict. “Then I’ll start with number one. And share the 



other nine hundred and ninety nine with you,” she declared, tugging the blanket up, a 
little. He liked its softness.

“Vincent… you’re not the only one who never wants to face some possibilities,” she 
confessed. “And you’re not the only one with those fears. I truly don’t want to know 
what I’d become without you in my life. I promise you that.” Now it was she who 
squeezed him, harder. “I know who I was before. And that was… sad enough.”

She rubbed her nose against the soft cotton of his night shirt, and kept herself close, 
using his chest as her pillow.

They both listened to the rain for a few long, silent moments.

“I can hear your heart beating,” she said, loving the sound against her ear. “It’s a good 
heart. A very good heart, with lots of room to spare.”

It beats for you. Only you. Always you, he swore silently, blessing her for being who and
what she was.

“Lancelot truly loved Guinevere,” he revealed. “But he had to let her go. Had to… 
release her to her fate, to the destiny she had before she met him. I don’t think any of 
them could have made a different choice. But I think all of them, even Arthur, 
ultimately, wished they had,” Vincent said, knowing it was true.

Catherine weighed his words, and sighed, softly. “Perhaps she needed to be braver. Or 
perhaps Arthur did. To let her go, knowing it would hurt, but that it was the right thing, 
in the end. For all of them.”

He rubbed her arm, almost absently. “The story would have been very different, then,” 
Vincent replied. “For one thing… Lancelot would no longer have been the great knight 
he was.” Because I know what drove him. Vincent kept that thought to himself.

He felt her smile, the thin nightshirt and the thermal one being the only things that 
stood between her lips and his skin.

“Oh, I think he would have still done all right,” she replied, glancing up at him and then 
back toward the window. She, rested her palm on his heavily muscled chest. Without 
the thick layer of the vest and other clothing he usually wore, his shape was much more
easily discerned, by her fingers.

Vincent understood what she was trying to say, but wasn’t so sure she was right. The 
dreams were still too close, and being remembered too vividly.

“I don’t think Lancelot did great things because he was brave,” Vincent admitted. “I 



think he did them because he was heartbroken.”

“Oh?” she asked, curious.

“He knew he could never have Guinevere. At least… not the way he dreamed of.” He 
rubbed his cheek across the top of her head, releasing the lilac scent of her shampoo. 
The great head lifted. “It’s easy to run at a dragon… when there is a part of you that 
hopes that the dragon will win,” Vincent answered, understanding the myth in an 
entirely different way, now.

“Oh. I … see,” Catherine said, understanding.

Now it was Vincent who chose his words with great care. “There are… kings in this 
world of yours. Some of them… waiting for you.” He knew it was true. Just as Arthur 
had been waiting for his Guinevere.

Catherine’s reply was immediate. “You’re a bit of a prince in your world. Think of us 
as… uniting the kingdoms,” she said it almost blithely. And he knew she was dead 
serious, simply because she sounded like she wasn’t.

Uniting the kingdoms. Above and Below. Why not? With her at his side, he was starting 
to believe almost any good thing could happen.

Vincent sighed again, feeling his muscles release the tension that had been stored in 
them for what felt like too many days, now. Still, he wasn’t sleepy. Not yet. 'Exhausted' 
was different than 'tired.' And laying here with her was doing a world of good, on both 
counts.

“Catherine… are you ever… disappointed in us? In how… slow it’s been?”

She was quiet for a moment, and he felt her consider his question.

“No,” she answered. “I’ve never been disappointed. Not ever. Confused sometimes, 
perhaps, like when I thought of going to Providence. But not disappointed, not in you. 
And… I don’t think we’ve been … slow.”

He tugged her away from him a bit, so she could look up and face his steady, blue gaze. 
Clearly, he had questions about her conclusion.

“I mean, we’re not setting any world records, like Henry and Lin,” she qualified, “but… I 
think we are where we need to be. That we’ve been there at each … each step we’ve 
taken.”

“Do you?” he wondered. Because I do, as well. Sometimes.



'We are something that’s never been. And our journey is just beginning.' He 
remembered saying it to her, months ago.

“Yes,” she continued. “I think… I don’t think we’re ever going to be able to define what 
we are, or where we should be, by what other people do. I’m not sure that’s even 
possible, for us. We are unique. Something that has never been.” She so closely echoed
his just-there thought, he could have kissed her for it.

“I don’t think I ever really cared ‘what’ it was we did. Or even didn’t do,” she continued.
Her tiny palm was keeping his heart warm. “Where we go, we go together. I think 
that’s all that really mattered, to me. We are who we are. That’s more than enough.” 
She remained steadily focused on his beloved features, and he held her steady green 
gaze.

“So, when next year comes…” he prompted.

“When next year comes, and Lin and Henry are bouncing a new baby on their knees, 
and … and Michael gets engaged, or Kipper starts to notice girls…” Now it was her turn 
to shrug. “That’s all right. It’s what’s happening with them.”

It would be, and all of that was true. It was also true that the last consonant she’d 
uttered had left her lips pressed together, and very near his.

He lowered his head slowly, telegraphing his intention to kiss her before he did so. This 
would be a first, for them. For while she’d initiated their last kiss, this was the first time
he did the same.

She tilted her head up toward his, accepting.

His kiss was a chaste gift, her lips the soft, generous things he knew them to be. The 
warm pressure was welcome, and he felt her press close, as he caught her lush bottom 
lip between his, and held it, a moment.

One of her arms came up around his neck, while the other was trapped between their 
bodies. Shifting, he freed it so she could embrace him fully, as he settled his arms 
around her. The kiss lingered. It was a sweet pressing of lips. And it fed something 
inside him that hadn’t even known was starving.

“I love you,” he said, when they broke apart.

She brushed back a lock of his blonde hair. “I know you do,” she replied, letting her 
longest finger trace his cheekbone. He turned his head, caught her fingers, and planted 
a kiss on them before he let her go, and re-settled them the way they had been.



‘Coward’ Guinevere’s laughing accusation rang in his sensitive ears. Then Henry Pei’s 
assertion did.

“One time… when I wasn’t sure… Lin told me we had to be brave, that we had to stand 
up for our love, and not be cowards. So I listened to her. And we were brave. We had 
nothing else to cling to, so it was our only certainty…”

'Brave to the point of foolhardy, sometimes.' Vincent smiled at Jacob’s description of 
them.

Vincent shifted, and Catherine was aware that the headboard was likely bothering his 
back. One pillow was far less than he was used to, for leaning against.

“Stay right there, I won’t be long…” Catherine slid from the bed, put his cloak on her 
vanity chair, and moved to tug an extra pillow out of her closet, knowing Vincent 
normally slept with several of those.

Vincent stayed on the bed, watching her. The room was cooling, and he saw her shiver 
in her thin silk gown, as she tugged the pillow down from a shelf, in her bedroom 
closet. She looked rumpled, and beautiful, and like she was his, truly his. The rain was 
making dappled shadows in the room, and on her fair skin. When she turned, he 
realized the effect the cooler air of the room was having on her breasts. Even in the 
dark, he could tell where each turgid nipple thrust against her gown. It was a measure 
of the chill in the room, not of desire.

Perhaps.

“Catherine…” he said her name softly, in the rain-swept dark. It was both an invocation 
and a halting request, for all those things he could not voice.

She stopped, like a delicate woodland creature, standing in the darkness, listening. 
Something in the tone of his voice must have alerted her. Some small, indefinable 
“something” in the way he said it. He wanted her to stop moving. He wanted her to 
stand still, and just look at him. So, she did.

He leaned to reach forward and took the pillow from her unresisting hand, then tossed 
it backward to the head of the bed. He stopped moving, but only for a moment. With 
their eyes locked together, he pulled off his long shirt in one, fluid movement. As if he 
had done that for her a thousand times before.

Her saw her eyes widen and her lips part with anticipation as he reached for the hem of
his thermal undershirt. Suddenly, it felt as if removing it was the most natural thing in 
the world for him to do.



Fascinated, Catherine watched as he pulled the insulating fabric upward, and over his 
head. A wealth of abdomen came into view first, sculpted, compact, and firmly 
muscled. Moonlight threw silver into the darkness of the room, and highlighted a 
wealth of chest hair, most of which seemed to have a downward “lay,” but the top of 
which, when it came into view, owned at least some spring, some curl. His male paps 
were dark discs of temptation, set against his coppery skin. His shoulders, impossibly, 
seemed broader outside the cloth than inside it. He peeled the shirt down his arms, 
and held it, for a moment.

“Ohhh.” It was a tiny sound, and it escaped before she could call it back.

She caught her breath. If this is a dream, then please, please don’t wake me now…

She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do, in that moment. So she stayed frozen 
where she was, and simply… looked. The shirt dropped to the floor. He extended his 
large hand back toward her, and she saw that his bare arm was firm and delineated, for
strength. And right now, for purpose.

“Warm me…?” he asked, holding the fingers outstretched. The deadly nails seemed like
the rest of him: they were a fluid extension of all he was.

“Vincent…” Her heart broke at the soft hesitancy of his entreaty. Her eyes had to travel 
from fingertips to hand, to wrist, to arm to shoulder. At the column of his sturdy throat,
she saw his pulse, jumping.

Also impossibly, his face now looked subtly different, when seen as part of the whole. It
looked more beautiful, and more desired. She realized he had a stubborn chin, beneath
the lay of golden down that perennially covered his cheeks.

And that he was still waiting, steadily, for her reply.

“There are no cowards here,” she replied, extending her own hand forward. He tugged 
gently, and brought her into him, shifting his legs around.

They were at the foot of her bed. He was seated to her standing, and it negated his 
advantage of height. Her nose was just slightly above his own, somewhat feline one. 
She brushed them together, a moment, and he felt the whisper of her skin touching his,
as much as heard it.

He wrapped his arms around her, gently flexing his fingers against the silk of her 
nightgown. It felt lovely, and sensual, but he knew what he wanted to touch more that 
lay beneath it.

Slowly, as if permission were needed, he moved the cloth upward, then back down 



again, asking, his hands massaging her thighs through the silk. The third time he did it, 
she placed her hands over his, stopping the downward motion.

Belgian silk and lace travelled upward, and this time it was Vincent, who was treated to 
the view.

She was leaner than he was, and in her feminine way, more supple. When the silk came
over her head he was sorely tempted to keep her arms entangled in it, just for the 
pleasure of seeing her hold them aloft. The gesture lifted her small, delicate breasts, 
and he knew a sultan’s banquet awaited him at each roseate nipple.

“So beautiful,” he breathed, letting the cloth fall where it would.

It drifted to the ground as he admired the violin flare of her hips, and the inward curve 
of her waist. Curling silk hid her most secret treasure. Her pulse thrummed beneath his 
thumb, as it held her wrist. Surprising both of them. It was where he set his mouth to, 
first.

“Ah!” she ah-ed, as his tongue sneaked forward, for a taste of scented skin.

He felt her free hand tangle her fingers in the hair at the back of his head, holding him 
there. Without meaning to, he’d found the erogenous zone of her pulse point, and felt 
the rhythm of her heart, under his tongue.

“Still cold?” she asked wickedly, the sound a whisper of challenge, in his ear. He lifted 
his head.

“For years,” he replied, tracing his way across her cheek.

He’d meant to brush a kiss to her ear and whisper a love word, there. But the texture of
her skin changed, subtly, as he approached her left ear.

Your scar. The mark that brought you to me.

He tasted courage as he gently dragged his lower lip up the rivening mark. Her skin had 
a different flavor, here. It was earthy, like a hard-fought battle, and victorious, like a 
planted flag.

There are no cowards, here. But there are survivors, he thought, tracing the raised line 
again. Survivors… and warriors.

“But I don’t think I’ll be cold, anymore,” he said into the shell of her ear, right before he
nuzzled the lobe.

Catherine held him close, a moment, realizing she was utterly nude, while he was still 



half-dressed. Her fingers left the treasure of his hair and traced down his neck, then his 
chest, to his abdomen, her hands telling her what her closed eyes couldn’t see. He was 
muscular, and gorgeously made. When she brushed down his stomach, the skin tensed,
in anticipation. She found the waistband of his pants, and knew the straining fabric for 
what it was. He was hard, and waiting for her to free him.

Her fingertips traced the outline of his erection while he laved her neck with 
appreciation. Her questing fingertips could find no button, no snap, and no zipper fly. 
Or any other kind.

What’s this? She thought in confusion, unable to discern how he unfastened his pants, 
by touch. Her hand brushed across the bulging front of the fabric, searching.

“This way,” he said, a hint of a smile in his voice. He’d sensed her confusion as much as 
he’d been held captive by it.

He drew her right hand along his waist until she encountered a large button, right 
where his leg indented, at the hip. He placed his fingers over hers, to “show” her the 
leather thong that looped around the button. He unwound it twice, then placed the 
sturdy string into her hand, letting her finish the chore.

Oh, I see, she thought, unwrapping him like a present. The flap-and-tie closure on his 
pants was different than a modern zipper, and far easier to make. The button was 
usually hidden beneath his vest, or the length of his shirt.

The straining fabric fell open, as did the twin swatch on the other side. He filled her 
palm, then throbbed against it.

“Mmm…” He buried his mouth at her shoulder and rubbed his hands up and down her 
back, as she held him. He was being cradled by her, and explored; adored, with 
intention. When she pressed their bodies together, he knew the assertion that he 
would never be cold again was the correct one.

The warm skin of her belly cradled his extended phallus, and her arms came around his 
shoulders, keeping them close. He could have wept for the contact, as he trailed his 
hands down to the small of her back, then to the firm rise of her feminine buttocks. He 
pulled her in, and kept her tightly to him.

“My Queen.” It was a vow and an adulation, and when she moved against him, subtly, 
he suddenly felt he knew why wolves howled, in the night.

“It’s cold where you are.”

It never will be, again.



He palms travelled from back to front. He opened his eyes for the joy of seeing his 
hands on her nude flesh, and he wasn’t disappointed. Raindrops were scattered and 
running down the glass windows, a full moon captured in every bead of moisture. Her 
skin was painted white, and a shadow from her rose bush cast itself into the room, and 
laid across her.

We’re in the forest. We never left it. And you are ever my love, he thought, adoring the 
sight of his long, strange fingers on her tender breast.

I’ll never hurt you, he realized, feeling the ache of his erection change to a throb. I’ll 
never hurt you. And… you’ll never hurt me…

She claimed the side of his throat in a queenly kiss, and he tilted his head back, 
allowing her to own all she’d claimed. Her soft mouth wove a spell down his jugular 
vein, and he knew that she, like he, had felt the steady pounding of his great heart, 
under her soft lips.

Warm me, he thought, but could no longer say it. His eyes were closed, as every nerve 
ending telegraphed sensation.

She pushed him backward onto her wide, soft bed, a gentle nudge of her hands against 
his broad shoulders letting him know she wanted him there.  She tugged his pants 
down while he kicked out of them, leaving the patched fabric in a soft pile on the floor. 
When they broke apart, his manhood wanted her instantly back again, cradling him and
keeping him warm. She followed him down and turned under him, both victor, and 
vanquished. Her hands never broke contact with his skin.

He forced his eyes open once more, desperately wanting to see her, the last moment 
they were ever two separate people. The green eyes were hooded with desire, the lips 
kiss-bruised and full. Her hair was a soft tangle of wanton silk around her fair features, 
and her small hands held his biceps as if her delicate strength could keep him there, if 
she had to.

She was right. She could.

I am yours to command. He never meant it more than now.

He tasted her breast and she moaned, lifting her hips in a siren’s invitation. His feline 
mouth traced her face, neck, chest, and abdomen, blue eyes briefly opening to take in 
each part of the view. He travelled down, then back up, again. She was springtime fair. 
Again. Still.

Guinevere. It means 'white,' he remembered, a moment before he worshipped her 



other breast.

She caught her breath, and held it, then released it with an audible gasp. There was no 
word in the sound, but it was a command in it, all the same. Knowing better than to 
defy a queen in her ardor, he moved between her legs and felt her wetness, as it 
touched his most turgid skin.

Here is warmth. Here it dwells. He knew it, like he knew it was now his, to claim.

The spoils of war. He had only a moment to think it, before he made them one person, 
astonished at how easy it was. And how welcoming her body was. Catherine…

She reared up against him, lost in the passion and the moment. Her soft cries urged 
him on, riding and pushing him, ever upwards, towards a worthy goal.

Vincent wanted to make it last, but for both of them, now, there was a place and a 
heaven they were eager to encounter, and he had not will to resist her urging. In deep 
passion, he moved to complete what they had started, so innocently.

“There will be other times…” Catherine whispered raggedly, in his ear.

He knew that, now. He also knew that nothing mattered but this, and them. Where we 
go, we go together.

Nothing would ever be the same again. And he would never again remember the sound
of rain, without thinking of her urgent responses to the heated union between them…

I’ve always loved you in rain, he realized, remembering the sight of her in the Concert 
Chamber, just as she peaked, beneath him. Her head had been thrown back, then, and 
she’d been laughing, as nature had loved her to sodden pleasure.

How similar that moment is to this one. He had but an instant to think it, right before 
he followed her over the edge. Where we go, we go together. I love you.

Drifting… floating… falling. There was light behind his eyes, this time, and her, right 
with him, inside the bliss. This wasn’t the blackness of the dream void. This was the 
starlit pleasure of climax, and he reveled in the difference, while marveled as it 
lingered.

It seemed like hours later, they fell back into the dark bedroom, wrapped in each 
other’s arms. Vincent propped himself up on his elbows, trying to remove his weight 
from her soft limbs. She let him move, but she didn’t let him escape too far. Her legs 
were entangled with his, and she kept them that way. She lazed with a comforter half 
draped over her midsection, while he, hair-covered, had declined it.



The irony that he was more comfortable with his nudity than she was with hers wasn’t 
lost on her.

Catherine’s voice, once she found it, was a satisfied purr. “Now you truly will need to 
sleep. You must be… spent.” She smiled softly at her unintended pun. “Tomorrow… 
today is Saturday, we can sleep in, if you wish. Or not…” In the darkness, her chuckle 
was a warm, intimate thing.

Vincent watched her bewitch him all over again. A smile and a gesture was all she used,
and he could not look away.

He was… spent. The word fit, in literally every way. For all the time he’d been in bed, 
recently, he knew he hadn’t rested. Sleep now, felt like it could come.

And that means I should get ready to travel home. He regretted the thought, but 
acknowledged it as a necessary one. He’d told no one where he’d gone, and certainly 
not ‘why.’ When he turned up missing in the morning, there would likely be questions. 
He disentangled them and sat upright, looking down at her.

The rain continued to fall in earnest, beyond their warm nest. He knew he should be 
going from here, in spite of the weather, and yet…

It’s cold where you are. Guinevere’s voice whispered in his ear.

“I… shouldn’t stay…” he began.

“Coward…” Catherine whispered softly, but with love, turning the word into an 
invitation. Now they were no longer talking about sleep. She lay watching him, her 
green eyes hooded with a renewed desire she didn’t bother to conceal, her lips barely 
tilted, with a smile of intent.

She held out one enticing hand, and he did not have the heart to deny her. “The rain is 
making the room cold,” she said. It was, and the sound grew even louder, against the 
glass. “Warm me…” she echoed his use of the word, but did it with Guinevere’s 
inflection, perfectly.

Without pausing to consider how she’d known what she had said in his dream, he 
moved the covers over, and joined her, under them. She was already warm, and small. 
Wholesomely delicious, like freshly-made toast and strawberry conserve eaten in the 
early morning light.

He wanted the morning light. And he wanted her, in it.

He cupped her firm jaw, the one feature on her lovely face that hinted at her 



stubbornness. “Warm me,” he replied, taking her mouth with his.

The kiss was not chaste, nor was it carnal. It was a loving exploration, and there were 
both questions and answers in it, for Vincent. He felt her desire rise anew, then he felt 
her draw that in, not wanting to push too far, too fast.

He wasn’t sure he wanted her to do that.

I feel what you feel. Warm me, Catherine. Never let me know so much as a night 
without your fire. Yes, I will have to leave, some time. But that time is not “now.”

She touched the tip of her tongue to the cleft in his upper lip, in loving answer. Then it 
was his turn to rein in desire.

They broke apart reluctantly, both sensing the need for it. It was either that or the 
alternative, and this was all still very new, for both of them.

Catherine knew he should go. Also that she wanted him to stay.

“I was thinking, we could share breakfast in the morning,” she ventured, her eyes fixed 
on his expression. “If you would like that…” She shook her head. “I’m learning how not 
to burn toast. If you’re feeling brave.”

They both knew this was nervous speech. Also, that she needed it, for some reason. 
This was new ground for both of them, and they were both stepping carefully, just a 
bit.

“I would like that, very much.” Vincent returned her smile. “I had not thought much 
beyond the need to see you. But now…”

But now… He just knew he wanted to stay like this, forever. Close to her, and daring to 
dream, just a little.

Strong, in her way, yet delicately made. Catherine was his queen, and he wanted to 
spend at least an hour worshipping at her small feet with his entire being. At the 
thought of such a loving venture, he felt his body tightening once more, making its own
needs felt. Damn what they think, and damn when they find me, Vincent thought, 
dismissing tunnel concerns, for the moment. He traced the line of her throat with an 
answering kiss.

And we spoke of having children, together. Who knows what may have already 
happened in the darkness of this room? His pulse quickened with anticipation.

Despite everything, and their present closeness, he hoped they were a ways yet from 
becoming parents, together. But it felt incredibly freeing that they were both treating 



that like it was another possibility, between them. That this, like so many other things, 
was not outside the realm of what they could have.

He wanted to hear her breath catch in her throat, again, wanted to hear the small “ah” 
of sound that signaled her own heady arousal. He thought he might just know where to
touch her to achieve that.

He did.

Her love… opened the world for me.

That never felt truer than right now. Fatherhood. Catherine as my wife. Our children on
my knee. Someday. Maybe. Some of it, perhaps, before the year is even out.

It was enough that it was a possibility. It was enough that they were speaking of it, as if 
it were. Questing fingers found answers to questions he didn’t know he had.

“I love you,” she whispered, while she was still capable of speech.

We could have spent the night this way long before this. Vincent knew it was so.

He also knew they would do this again. And where that would probably lead, at some 
point: We’ll be parents, together. I want to make you pregnant, Catherine. I want that 
to be what we are there for, and intending, that night. I want to know the moment it 
happens, the moment your body changes from “yours” to “ours.” All of ours.

It was a humbling thought.

But those were thoughts for another night, and not to be dwelled on, for this one. For 
now, he wanted to love her once more, both of them knowing he would stay for hours, 
yet. Precious ones. Necessary ones.

Even in the dark of the night, time, which had felt like such an enemy, was now 
becoming an ally.

We have time, he thought. Time, a warm blanket and a full moon. Are there wolves, 
howling in the park? He felt there must be, as the rain continued to fall.

He loved her again, and found sweetness, in the wild dark. He knew he was not a 
perfect man. But he loved her, perfectly.

Afterward, he simply wanted her head on the pillow beside his, her soft, lithe form 
curled into his firm one.

She turned her naked body so they were laying spoon fashion, and drew his large arm 
over her, aligning her body with his. It reminded him of how they’d slept the last time 



she’d shared his huge bed. Perhaps that too, would be a thing they could do, from time 
to time. Just sleep. Just because. It would be all right, if they did.

‘Come share the blankets. It’s cold, where you are...’

Guinevere’s words came back to him, and this time, Lancelot reveled in her invitation.

‘It isn’t, anymore,’ he thought, drawing her more closely against him.

‘Warm me…’ she had commanded, so he did. He surrounded her with his love, as well 
as his broad, powerful body.

As sleep began to come, he knew that the dreams of Camelot were behind him. That 
Tennyson’s story of Arthur and Guinevere, of Lancelot and the Knights of the Round 
Table, were all stories grown to legends, and legends grown to epic fables. That he 
would no longer be haunted by the specter of making the fatally flawed choice.

Vincent kept Catherine near, and drifted off to sleep when night could barely be still 
called that. When the dreams began to come, he knew he saw her in them. Her. Not 
Guinevere, or any other woman from fantasy.  Catherine.

‘She looks so beautiful.’ And she was kneeling in a blue dress, drenched with rain.

‘Blue was Lancelot’s color. How lovely you are,’ he thought, watching a cloudburst 
trace her skin, and drip from a fortune in pearls. They were in the Concert Chamber, 
and strains of Schubert were drifting away, all around them.

His Lady Queen was covered with rain, and laughing.

He swore her legend might just eclipse anyone else’s, if how he felt about her was any 
indication. Dream images coalesced, behind his sleep-shut eyelids and he smiled, as the
pictures changed from “past” to “future.”

She was laughing, still, but with Lin, now, and Lin did indeed have a beautiful baby in 
her arms. A pink bow held dark, silky hair aloft. She hugged her mother as she watched 
the goings on, in the room. Asian features stared back at them all, and her brown eyes 
looked perpetually interested.

‘Henry is going to have a girl,’ Vincent thought.

They were sorting through baby clothes, and Henry was helping them box up the 
smallest of those, preparing them for a donation.

“They grow so fast,” Lin said, smiling, as she settled a handful of tiny socks into the box.
Vincent realized an entire infant wardrobe could easily fit into it.



“I hear that’s true. Vincent? Will you help me carry these down?” Catherine asked.

“I am yours to command.” Vincent nodded, and came forward to heft the very light 
load. Catherine gave him a radiant smile, and somehow, he knew they were all closer. 
That visiting with the Peis was more commonplace, and that Lin and Catherine were 
becoming good friends.

Henry placed a silky little yellow nightshirt inside the box, and tossed in a soft, little 
stuffed rabbit. A crib toy, meant for the tiniest of hands.

“May doesn’t play with this anymore. Perhaps you could use it?” Henry said, tucking 
the tiny toy inside.

“I love rabbits. My favorite book, as a child, was The Velveteen Rabbit,” Catherine’s 
smile only broadened, as she watched the little bit of fluff and fur go in.

“You can give back any of the pink stuff, if it’s a boy,” Lin said, watching Vincent take 
on the load with approving eyes.

As Catherine stepped away from the box he saw the very slight roundness of her belly. 
She was pregnant. Not very far along, and utterly luminous. He knew the child was his.

‘Sometime after Henry’s child is born, mine will be conceived,’ Vincent realized.

“We should get going. We have a long way to go,” Catherine said, indicating the 
entrance between Chinatown and their Tunnel home.

And the distance between that day and this one.

He held her green eyes. “Perhaps not so far,” he demurred. “Where we go, we go 



together.”

And they did.

For saving I be joined

To her that is the fairest under heaven,

I seem as nothing in the mighty world,

And cannot will my will, nor work my work

Wholly, nor make myself in mine own realm

Victor and lord. But were I joined with her,

Then might we live together as one life,

And reigning with one will in everything

Have power on this dark land to lighten it.

Idylls of the King



No matter where you are in your own epic fable, I wish you love. ~ C.J.

Pacem Muros


