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Chapter 1

The devastating news reached Hawkenlye via a tinker.

   His name was Thomas and he and his solidly built handcart had been a familiar sight in the wide vale between the North and the South Downs since time out of mind. He could turn his deft hands to a wide diversity of tasks and was possessed of the useful ability to mend virtually anything. The well-used tools of his trade he carried in a wooden chest nailed to his cart; surrounding it were habitually to be found boxes and sacking parcels of various sizes containing anything from magic charms to nit combs. What he did not carry with him he could acquire; it was common for a housewife casually to mention some obscure item that she lacked and forget all about it, only to have Thomas the Tinker turn up again a month, a season or a year later triumphantly flourishing the desired object (and, with his twinkling, friendly and disarming smile, asking a price commensurate with the trouble he had been put to in his search).

   There was another role in which Thomas served his community: he supplied them with news. People did not travel far from their doorsteps and consequently knew little about the wider world unless someone came and told them and, ever since he had been a lad, Thomas had revelled in doing just that. He kept his eyes and his ears open and he had a prodigious memory for facts, faces and, particularly, for gossip. He was, in short, a Godsend and there was not a home in the land where he was not welcomed with something to eat and a drink, hot or cold depending on the weather, to wash it down.

   He turned up at Hawkenlye Abbey one sunny midday towards the middle of June. First he called at the gate house, for on his cart was a packet of precious beeswax for the Abbess and a consignment of needles and threads for the endless mending that the infirmary nuns carried out in their spare time. Then, having passed the time of day with Sister Ursel, he set off down the sloping track to the valley where the monks tended the shrine and looked after the pilgrims who came to take the holy waters in the hope of curing whatever afflicted them. Thomas had a set of roughly made pottery cups for Brother Saul (it was amazing how many they got through down in the Vale; people were just so careless) and, being well aware of the hour, he was hoping with quiet confidence that Saul would invite him to stay and eat with the brethren.

   Saul haggled amicably with the tinker over the cost of the cups and, with business concluded to the satisfaction of both men, told Thomas he was welcome to join the monks for their midday meal. With alacrity Thomas sat down at the long bench and, for the duration of the simple repast, listened to the monks’ news and ventured some of his own.

   He saved the ripest plum for last.

   ‘I’m on my way south now,’ he announced as he got up from the bench. ‘Far side of the Great Forest.’

   ‘Indeed?’ Brother Erse said, eyes alert with curiosity. ‘Anywhere in particular?’

   ‘Oh, yes.’ Thomas took his time, looking round the circle of monks and lay brothers to make sure he had their attention. ‘Oh, for sure.’

   ‘Where?’ several monks said together.

   Dropping his voice to a dramatic whisper, Thomas said, ‘I’ve got nails and needles, soft satins and a silver cup on my old cart and I must make haste to reach my destination while the light is good and bright. I’ve been entrusted with a special order – an important order – and the man who awaits me is impatient for his goods.’ He eyed the group, gratified to see that they were hanging on his words. ‘It’s going to change things around here,’ he went on, ‘you see if I’m not right, for news is spreading like the tide through a breached dike and there’s an air of excitement everywhere I go. Oh, yes, it’s going to change things all right!’

   ‘What is?’ breathed young Brother Augustus.

   Thomas turned to him. ‘They’ve found something,’ he whispered. ‘Unearthed it from the ground, put up a shelter to keep it from the elements, spread word that there’s been a miracle discovery and organised a place for folks to refresh themselves and stop overnight.’ Eyes widening in feigned amazement he went on, ‘Why, it’s much like this here settlement in the Vale, now I come to think of it!’

   Alarmed now, the monks were muttering to one another. A ripple of unease spread through the company.

   ‘You mean – you’re telling us that somebody has found another source of holy water?’ It was Old Brother Firmin who courageously voiced the unthinkable.

   ‘No, not exactly that,’ Thomas said, turning to the elderly monk with a kindly smile. ‘It’s bones, see. That’s what’s been found: great, heavy bones, like as if a giant’s buried there.’

   ‘And . . .’ Brother Saul paused, swallowed and tried again. ‘And the bones work miracles?’

   ‘Oh, aye, I reckon they do that all right,’ Thomas assured him. ‘Leastways, that’s the claim. Whether they do or not’ – he shrugged lightly – ‘well, we’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?’

   ‘Whose bones are they?’ Brother Micah whispered, glancing nervously over his shoulder in case some higher authority stood there about to punish him for indulging in dangerous gossip.

   ‘Didn’t I say?’ Thomas asked innocently. ‘Dear me, no, I don’t believe I did!’ He shook his head at his careless omission. ‘Well, you’ll know the name right swift enough when I tell you and you’ll readily understand, clever and learned men that you are, why this here discovery has led to the construction of the shrine I’m heading for with my goods and why it’s going to bring about all the fuss that’ll follow, sure as my name’s Thomas.’ The remark, long-winded even by Thomas’s standards, left him slightly breathless.

   ‘Who is it?’ cried Saul. ‘Whose skeleton’s been dug up?’

   Thomas looked from monk to monk, meeting each anxious pair of eyes for a moment. Then he told them.



Josse d’Acquin, King’s man and long-time friend to Hawkenlye Abbey, learned of the news sitting in a cool, shady corner of his neighbour’s garden contentedly supping a mug of ale and watching the antics of the children of the family.

   Brice of Rotherbridge had wed Isabella de Burghay in the summer of 1193 and she had born him a daughter, Fritha, the following April. The baby girl, now a couple of months past her first birthday, was laughing infectiously as her elder half-brother and sister played with her beneath the sweet chestnut tree. As Josse watched the trio – all three were attractive children and Roger and Marthe were well-mannered into the bargain – he and Brice were joined by Isabella.

   She walked gracefully across the grass towards them, a jug in her hand. Her heavy, dark blond hair was neatly braided and covered by a small veil held in place by a narrow silver circlet and she wore a gown of dark green whose sleeves, lined with paler green and flaring widely at the cuff, trailed almost to the ground. Her full breasts and the beginnings of a bulge under her waistband suggested that she was pregnant again; in fact Josse knew this to be true for Brice had just told him. He got up from the rough bench on which he and Brice were seated and with a smile indicated to Isabella that she should take his place: ‘You should rest, my lady, in this heat,’ he said solicitously.

   Isabella returned his smile. ‘Brice has told you, then,’ she said.

   ‘Aye, and right glad I am,’ Josse replied earnestly. Both Brice and Isabella had suffered tragedy in their lives; to see them married and so happy together, the new baby girl and the older children whom Isabella had born her first husband close-knit into a real family, made his heart glad.

   It also made him realise how lonely he was and how purposeless his life had become.

   But now was not the time to dwell on that.

   ‘Do you wish for a boy or a girl?’ he asked. A little too heartily, if the concern in Isabella’s eyes as she shot him a look was anything to go by; he had forgotten how very perceptive she was. She moved closer to him and briefly took hold of his hand as if trying to give him her understanding and her support.

   ‘For my part, I do not mind one jot as long as the child is healthy,’ Brice said.

   Isabella laughed. ‘Don’t you believe him,’ she said lovingly, ‘for, already having a daughter, he would dearly love a son.’

   ‘I’m quite sure—’ Josse began.

   Isabella put a hand on his arm. ‘Do not worry, Josse,’ she whispered, ‘for the baby that I carry is indeed a boy and we shall name him Olivar, after Brice’s late brother.’

   ‘How can you know it’s a boy?’ Josse hissed back.

   But Isabella’s only answer was a serene smile. Then she reached for his and Brice’s empty ale mugs and refilled them.



They sat together on the bench beneath the chestnut tree for some time, the heat making them too lazy for anything but the most trivial conversation. There was a soft but constant humming in the air, as if a thousand invisible insects were close by. The sweet scent of gillyflowers lay on the summer air. The ale combined with the excellent meal that Josse had just consumed, making his eyelids heavy so that he found himself nodding; the sounds of the children and the baby seemed to drift further and further away . . .

   . . . and then he heard the word Hawkenlye and was suddenly wide awake.

   ‘Hm? What was that?’ he demanded, making himself sit up straight and blinking his eyes open.

   Brice chuckled and Isabella said kindly, ‘We were speaking of the new shrine on the southern fringe of the forest, Josse. Brice was saying that Hawkenlye Abbey will have to take care that it does not lose all of its pilgrims.’

   ‘What new shrine?’

   ‘Have you not heard?’ Brice sounded surprised. ‘They’ve found some bones – large ones, or so I’m told. Some young lordling has cleared the ground around the site and he’s put the word around that there have been some miracles – cripples throwing away their crutches, deaf old women suddenly regaining their hearing, barren women becoming pregnant, that sort of thing. He’s built a shelter and he’s offering food and drink. For a price,’ he added.

   ‘They’re saint’s bones?’ Josse asked. He was both amazed at something so extraordinary happening so close to home and, at the same time, very apprehensive because of what this new discovery might mean for the Abbey. In particular – she was very dear to him – for its Abbess. She fought a constant battle with what to him seemed a perfectly natural pride in the Abbey and its place at the centre of life in the vicinity and any threat to it would be like a direct threat to her . . .

   Brice and Isabella exchanged a glance. ‘Not exactly a saint,’ Brice said.

   ‘Whose are they, then?’ Josse asked, with some impatience.

   Isabella looked down at her hands and then said quietly, ‘Josse, are you familiar with the Matter of Britain?’

   ‘Er . . .’ The phrase was familiar but it took Josse a few moments to gather his thoughts and recall what he knew about it. ‘It’s to do with King Arthur, isn’t it?’ Isabella nodded. ‘Aye, and he’s meant to be sleeping in a hollow hill somewhere with all his knights, ready to come to England’s aid at our hour of gravest danger.’

   Brice smiled. ‘In brief, you have it,’ he said. ‘There is, however, rather more to the story.’ He looked at his wife. ‘Isabella is the expert,’ he continued. ‘I am sure that she will explain further, if you would care to hear?’

   Josse was unable to see what this Matter of Britain had to do with a sudden threat to the Abbey but if enlightenment was on offer, then he was going to take it. ‘My lady?’ he said.

   Isabella sat quietly for a moment or two, as if collecting her thoughts. Then she said, ‘I have always loved tales pertaining to our land and its turbulent past. You, Josse, knowing as you do the unusual circumstances of my childhood and youth, will readily understand that it was probably these very circumstances that predisposed me to that love.’ Josse nodded. ‘Aware of my interest, my dear Brice here obtained for me a most welcome gift on the occasion of our marriage; he commissioned the monks at Canterbury to make my very own copy of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s great work, the History of the Kings of Britain.’

   ‘A most generous and enviable gift, my lady.’ Josse, who was no reader, did his best to put enthusiasm into his voice but Isabella’s quiet laughter suggested he had failed.

   ‘For me, nothing could have been more welcome,’ she said, still smiling. Her voice filling with eagerness, she went on, ‘Geoffrey’s story begins with the arrival of Brutus, who was the great-grandson of Aeneas the Trojan, and tells of how he established a dynasty of kings at New Troy, and the story proceeds to cover a thousand years of our land’s history and . . .’ She stopped herself. Her eyes had been on Josse and he realised that his smile of polite interest was probably looking a little fixed. ‘But I must not risk boring you. The point is that Geoffrey’s thrilling account concludes with the tale of King Arthur and his magnificent court, of his valour and of how he kept the invader at bay, of his death at the hands of his treacherous nephew and of how his body was taken to the Isle of Avalon to be cured so that he may answer Britain’s call when we have need of him.’

   Josse, watching her as she spoke, noticed how her sea-green eyes had lit up with excitement. He realised that she believed in her story; for her, quite clearly, the prowess of the legendary Arthur was as much a legitimate part of England’s history as the arrival of William the Bastard and the stormy reign of Henry II.

   Which was going to be a ticklish problem of diplomacy, since Josse didn’t credit a word of it. Memory had returned and information concerning King Arthur, his castle, his knights, his wife and his hunt for the Holy Grail was now flooding Josse’s mind. There had been other works by this Geoffrey of Monmouth; Josse had met folk who had eagerly consumed every word the man and his imitators had written. Copies of the manuscripts were readily available, although their cost made them the preserve of the wealthy. It was said that Queen Eleanor and the late King Henry had been fascinated by the tales and had made a royal visit to Glastonbury, a site closely associated with Arthur.

   Glastonbury. Bones. Pilgrimage. Something was knocking loudly and insistently on the door of Josse’s attention, demanding admission.

   ‘Excuse me, my lady,’ he said, interrupting Isabella, busy outlining the wonders of Arthur’s court. He bowed briefly in apology. ‘If all this is leading up to an announcement that King Arthur’s bones have been unearthed in the Great Wealden Forest, then that can’t be so because they were dug up by the monks of Glastonbury Abbey five years ago.’

   ‘That is quite true,’ Brice said gently. ‘The Glastonbury monks found the bones of both the King and of Guinevere his Queen, buried in a huge, hollow tree trunk beneath which was a stone and an inscribed lead cross. The Queen’s long, fair plait of hair was found, although it fell to dust when it was touched.’

   ‘Hm.’ Josse fought to keep his cynicism under control; any belief that he might have originally had in the monks’ miraculous find had been tempered by the realisation that Glastonbury Abbey had suffered a devastating fire shortly before the bones had been found and was consequently in desperate need of the money that pilgrims would bring pouring in. But out of deference to his hosts – who were also his good friends – it did not seem polite to mention that fact.

   ‘The inscription on Glastonbury’s lead cross is clearly legible,’ Isabella was saying. ‘It’s in Latin: Hic jacet sepultus inclitus Rex Arturus, in insula Avalonia.’

   ‘Here lies entombed the famous King Arthur in the Isle of Avalon,’ Josse translated softly. To himself he added, how very convenient for Glastonbury, that the bones were so clearly labelled.

   ‘The Isle of Avalon is the old name for Glastonbury and the place to which Joseph of Arimathea brought the Grail,’ Isabella said eagerly. ‘They say that the area was once under water and that the hill of Glastonbury stood out like an island. There is magic in such sites, Josse, for there the water meets the land, although the boundary between the two elements is ever shifting, ever shrouded in mist. And now we’ve got such a site of our very own, and it too is located on a magical boundary, for it is where the trees thin out and fade into open heathland and it is exactly the sort of place where such a person would have been buried.’

   She was, Josse thought, thrilled and entranced by the discovery. He could understand her reaction, for life in the country tended to stroll along at a fairly even and unhurried pace and anything new was always greeted with enthusiasm. This tale of ancient and highly distinguished bones that could work miracles was news of the most exciting kind; people would be falling over one another to go and have a look, even if they were in no more need of healing miracles than he was and went along out of plain curiosity.

   Isabella was still speaking of mysteries and magic. Her voice, he noted, had taken on the hypnotic tone of the story teller who ensnares her listener in the web of her spell . . . Josse blinked, shook his head sharply a couple of times, and the illusion disappeared. She was Isabella, his friend, the wife of his neighbour, and there was no danger present whatsoever.

   ‘So,’ he said decisively, ‘someone’s unearthed King Arthur again, this time in the Wealden Forest.’ Brice tried to interrupt but Josse was well into his stride now and did not allow it. ‘The man behind the whole business must be – who is he, by the way?’

   ‘His name is Florian of Southfrith,’ Brice supplied. ‘He’s a rich young man, well set-up, handsome, and he lives with his beautiful wife in a modest but very fine manor house near Hadfeld. You know it?’

   ‘The name is familiar but I cannot recall any details.’

   ‘It is the area where the dense trees give way to heath. The forest lies to the north and to the south are the green valleys that eventually rise up to meet the South Downs.’

   ‘And from whom does this Florian of Southfrith hold his lands?’ Josse asked. ‘His overlord, presumably, will be claiming a goodly portion of the takings?’

   ‘I imagine he holds tenure from the Clares of Tonbridge,’ Brice replied mildly. ‘Richard de Clare has interests in that direction, although, come to think of it, I cannot say for sure that Florian is his tenant; the lands may belong to Canterbury for all I know.’

   ‘Hmm.’ What was I saying? Josse asked himself. I was about to make some point when I was diverted. Ah, yes. ‘This Florian is bragging of his miraculous bones in the hope of attracting the sick, injured and needy to his shrine and the people, I would guess, are as one diverting their attention to the new wonder and away from Hawkenlye Abbey.’

   ‘You have it,’ Brice agreed. ‘It is said that scarcely anyone visits the Hawkenlye shrine any more, so eager are they to see the new discovery for themselves and share in its power.’

   ‘But that’s terrible!’ Josse said furiously. ‘These poor fools must be protected from their own folly, for the dubious claims made for a pile of bones out in the forest can hardly be compared to the skill and care freely on offer at Hawkenlye! As well as the holy water down in the shrine that they give so freely, there are kindly monks and lay brothers to feed and care for those in need, as well as an infirmary full of nursing nuns whose reputation for herbal remedies and healing is well known throughout the land!’ It was an exaggeration, but he did not care. ‘The very purpose of that magnificent Abbey and its hard-working, selfless people to be cast into the shade by an upstart with a false claim? It is not to be borne!’

   He heard the echoes of his furious words die away. He felt ashamed for having shouted; all of this was no fault of Brice’s or Isabella’s, who had merely relayed the news. He could not in fairness be angry with either of them, for if they chose to believe in something which he himself viewed with the greatest suspicion, then that was their choice. And, from what they had told him, it would seem that their view was the popular one; to have such a discovery made virtually on the doorstep would, for the local populace, be the sort of awesome and exotic event that they could only dream about. Word would spread like fire in a hay barn and soon the whole country would be beating a path to see the new wonder.

   He, it appeared, would be in a minority of one.

   No.

   His would not be the sole voice that spoke out against the new attraction, for he could think of another who would be shoulder to shoulder with him. And she most certainly did not stand alone.

   Abruptly he stood up, experiencing a brief wave of dizziness; he had been sitting in the heat for too long. For all that the bench was in the shade, the summer afternoon was hot. And two large, empty jugs testified to the amount of ale that he and Brice had downed.

   ‘I must be on my way,’ he announced. ‘Thank you, Isabella, for your hospitality; thank you both for your entertaining conversation.’ He bowed, first to Isabella, then to Brice.

   Both of whom, he noticed, were hiding smiles.

   ‘You will be on the road again early tomorrow, I’ll warrant,’ Brice said.

   ‘Eh? Well – er – I—’

   ‘Don’t tease, Brice,’ Isabella admonished. ‘Dear Josse, your affection for the Hawkenlye community is well known and we merely surmise that you would wish to support them in their time of trouble.’

   Josse turned worried eyes to her. ‘That is so, my lady. Any help that I can offer is hers – is theirs to command.’

   ‘The new shrine may be but a passing attraction,’ Isabella said.

   ‘Especially if the supply of miracles starts to run out,’ Brice added cynically.

   Isabella frowned at him. ‘If the discovery is true, such will not be the case.’

   Her remark recalled to Josse something that had been worrying him and he spoke it aloud. ‘Tell me one thing: just how can these bones be those of Arthur when we are told that Arthur and Guinevere are buried at Glastonbury?’

   Again, the exchange of glances between Brice and Isabella. Then, at a faint nod from his wife, Brice took Josse’s arm. ‘Florian is not claiming to have found Arthur’s bones,’ he murmured.

   Despite the heat, a shiver seemed to run through Josse. Fearing that he already knew the answer, he whispered, ‘Whose, then?’

   Brice’s eyes were oddly sympathetic. Softly he replied, ‘It is said that they belong to Merlin.’


Chapter 10

Twelve of them, including Josse, Joanna and Hauthe, sat down to eat the evening meal. They sat on benches and on the ground around the wide outdoor hearth. The food was simple – flat bread, goat’s milk cheese, small, sweet onions and a dish of mixed stewed vegetables strongly flavoured with garlic – but there was plenty of it. Accompanying it was cider out of earthenware jars, sparkling and sweet and fragrant with the strong scent of apples.

   When the food had been cleared away, Huathe signalled that the people should stay where they were. Then he rose to his feet and walked forward to stand beside the embers of the fire, roughly in the middle of the circle of his audience. Then he said, ‘Here are Beith and her daughter Meggie, who were with us in the early spring of last year. With her is Josse, who has accompanied her from England. All three are our guests and are to be accorded a welcome.’ There was a brief murmur of conversation and Huathe waited until it had died down before continuing. ‘They have come for a particular purpose, which I shall now outline to you.’

   Joanna had been prepared for something like this. Knowing the ways of her people as she was beginning to, she had expected that the unusual mission that had brought her and Josse to the Brocéliande would not be treated as some hushed-up secret. They had not broadcast it back home in the forest but then the community there was so very much more numerous . . . She waited to hear what Huathe would say.

   His announcement was brief and to the point: ‘An unscrupulous man is making money fraudulently,’ he began. ‘In a forest in the south of England, he claims to have found the bones of Merlin.’ There was a gasp from someone in the circle, quickly suppressed. ‘He has invited the credulous to view the bones, implying that their various hurts and sicknesses will be cured. There is a charge for viewing this grave and all profits are going into the young man’s pocket.’ Indicating Josse with a wave of his hand, Huathe went on: ‘The man Josse here represents the Abbey of Hawkenlye, a place where the needy receive genuine care. The rival attraction referred to as Merlin’s Tomb is taking people away from the Abbey’s true healing to seek help where there is none to be had.’

   Huathe paused to let his people digest what he had told them so far. Then he said, ‘It has been decreed that we show Josse the place in the forest here that is commonly known as Merlin’s Fountain and which, according to local legend, is the true burial place of the great enchanter.’

   ‘But—’ a man’s voice began.

   Huathe turned to face the speaker. ‘Yes? You wish to comment?’

   ‘The spring of Barenton is Nime’s place,’ the man said nervously. ‘It is she who blesses the precious water and whose power we feel up there.’

   Huathe smiled. ‘We know that, or perhaps I should say that is what we understand,’ he said patiently. ‘There is power there; that is undeniable. We should accept that, to others, the source of this power may have a different name. To Outworlders, who are not blessed with the understanding of the forces of this Earth that has been bestowed upon us, it is perhaps easier to understand if the power is dressed in the guise of a man.’

   ‘But Merlin—’ the man began.

   Huathe fixed his bright eyes on to the speaker. ‘It is enough for the present to acknowledge that to many people, the spring of Barenton is the dwelling place of the figure known as Merlin,’ he said firmly. ‘Tomorrow, Beith and I will take Josse up to the spring in the forest and give him a small sample of its power. Then he may return to the Abbey at Hawkenlye and report that the tomb in the woods there in the south-east corner of England cannot be the burial place of Merlin, since he and his magic lie here in the Brocéliande, where one has but to approach the place of his interment to feel his power.’

   The protester in the seated circle bowed his head. ‘As you wish, Huathe,’ he said meekly.

   ‘That is decided, then,’ Huathe murmured. ‘So be it.’



Joanna was awake early the next morning. She lay for some time, feeling Josse’s comfortable, warm bulk at her back. Then, as the light waxed, she got up, went to wash and then woke Josse. She offered him some food – she wasn’t hungry, for the knot of tension in her belly was making her feel slightly queasy – and he ate his way through two pieces of bread and a hunk of cheese.

   Meggie was to be left with one of the women in the settlement. As Joanna was clearing away the breakfast, there was a soft tap on the door and Meggie’s temporary guardian put her head in. With a smile Joanna led the child up to the woman, who crouched down and spoke kindly to her. Then, as the woman led her away to play with another child sitting outside a nearby hut – the woman’s own daughter, presumably – Joanna made herself turn away. She’ll be fine, she told herself. And Josse and I won’t be away long.

   Josse was brushing crumbs off his tunic. She grinned. ‘You look very handsome,’ she said. ‘I see you’ve done your best to smarten yourself up for the occasion.’

   He ran a hand over his hair. ‘Should I wear my hat?’

   Now she laughed aloud. ‘Dear Josse, no. There’s no need for that. If you’re ready, we’ll go and find Huathe.’



Soon afterwards Huathe was leading the way off along the path that led into the deep forest. Joanna, senses alert, stared about her, remembering it all so well from her previous visit. The year was much more advanced this time – high summer as opposed to early spring, when her first, powerful impressions had been formed – which made everything look different. The trees were thickly leafed and the vistas in among them consequently much reduced. There was the same sense of watchfulness, however; that uncanny and slightly unnerving awareness of unseen eyes steadily regarding her that had affected her so powerfully before.

   They were climbing steadily and now and again the stream that ran from the summit of the hill could be seen over to their right; it could be heard all the time. Joanna felt the power of the place steadily overcome her. Watching Josse, whose apprehension she could feel coming off him in waves, she wanted to go to him and take his hand. But he might see such a gesture as suggesting that she thought him weak and needed her strength, so she held back.

   Josse, I never think you’re weak, she said to him silently. Quite the reverse.

   They came to the top of the low hill and once more she looked out on the clearing. There was the mighty oak that stood alone in the glade; there the long white banner lifting and fluttering on the slight breeze; there the hawthorn bush that so resembled a crouched old man. There was the great granite slab that guarded the spring . . . and there was the fountain itself, the clear, cold water ever bubbling up out of the earth to pool briefly before trickling away down the hillside.

   Huathe touched Josse’s arm, making him jump; Joanna saw him start. ‘There, Josse, is the power place,’ he said softly. ‘See the large, flat stone? It is granite and it is the spot where the forces that govern this special clearing are concentrated. The unwary’ – dropping his voice, he leaned confidentially closer to Josse – ‘they come to scare themselves, jumping on the slab and then, when the unexpected happens and frightens them silly, wishing they had had more sense.’

   ‘What happens?’ Josse whispered.

   Huathe smiled. ‘Oh, they see visions of terrible things. The visions are produced within their own heads; they see what they expect to see, and one man’s demons are different from another’s. We help those for whom the terrors prove ungovernable. We understand a little of the power of this place and we are happy to share what knowledge we have in order to help people who have been affected by it.’

   ‘And this – this slab marks the burial place of Merlin the Enchanter?’ Josse asked. ‘I heard one of your people mention another name, although it was not familiar to me and I cannot now remember what it was.’

   ‘It is not important,’ Huathe said smoothly. He will not mention the name of power, Joanna thought with a private smile, not when he has gone to such pains to make sure Josse has forgotten it. ‘To the inhabitants of this land – ourselves excluded – this is indeed the tomb of Merlin, by whom they mean the mystery figure who was the legendary King Arthur’s magician, seer and sage. Merlin, so the story goes, found his way here to the forest pools and the spring of Barenton where the fair folk came to bathe, and here he met Viviane, descendant of the goddess of the hunt, whom he knew had been made to love him just as he loved her. According to his own prediction, he would be enslaved by his love for her. She showered him with questions, for she had heard tell of his power and was hungry to learn. In exchange for her promise of love he made magic, causing a castle to rise out of the very earth, surrounded by fair lawns and fruit trees where birds sang unbearably sweet songs. Their love for each other grew and, in time, he taught her all that he knew, including the knowledge of how she might keep him for ever more a prisoner of love. Some say that, such was his love for her, he went willingly to his perpetual imprisonment; whether or not that is true, for good or for ill she pent him up beneath a great granite slab over which stands guardian a hawthorn tree that, over time, has taken on the appearance of a stooped old man.’

   Joanna, under the spell of Huathe’s skilful, hypnotic tone, felt her eyes drawn to the spot where the hawthorn stood above the spring. Josse, similarly affected, actually walked a few hesitant steps towards it.

   ‘Then Merlin was a real person?’ he said doubtfully. Joanna felt a stab of sympathy for him; the conflict between logic and the force of Huathe’s seductive tale was not an easy one.

   Huathe hesitated. ‘In a way, yes he was,’ he said carefully. ‘Legends, Josse, tend to arise out of the need of the people who create them. King Arthur represents the common identity of a threatened race who were driven to the western edges of northern Europe; he is their hero and his magician is the figure to whom they turn for aid, support, wisdom and learning. He was, after all, Arthur’s teacher and, by extension, he becomes the teacher of the people, the bestower of wisdom and arcane knowledge.’

   ‘But—’ With a shrug Josse stopped, clearly at a loss.

   ‘Most races have some tradition by which their forefathers received instruction from a godlike figure back in the infancy of the tribe,’ Huathe went on. ‘If you like, Josse, look upon Merlin as simply that: the personification of the mystical process by which knowledge comes.’

   ‘So you’re saying,’ Josse murmured slowly, as if still puzzling it out, ‘that it doesn’t really matter what you call this – this person who imparts wisdom? That he – or she, I suppose – may be called by a variety of names but always serves the same function?’

   ‘Yes!’ Huathe said delightedly. ‘Precisely that, and the name of this person – this being, perhaps, for she or he is commonly accorded godlike status – will vary according to the mythology of the people.’

   ‘Then—’ Josse’s frown deepened, then cleared. ‘There is a power of some sort buried in this hilltop, under that granite slab, and some people call it by the name of Merlin.’ Huathe made as if to speak but, with a look of apology, Josse held up a hand. ‘And therefore, as far as my own mission is concerned, I may report back that insofar as Merlin can be said to exist, then he lies buried not in the Great Wealden Forest close by Hadfeld but on top of a rounded hill in the Brocéliande.’ He shot Huathe a quick glance. ‘Yes?’

   ‘Yes,’ Huathe agreed.

   ‘And because it’s a power that’s buried and not a person, then actually there is no physical entity to be buried, either in the British forest or anywhere else!’ Josse finished triumphantly. ‘Have I got it right?’

   Huathe smiled, tentatively at first and then more broadly. ‘Yes.’ Laughing, he added, ‘Oh, Josse, what a relief to have someone who so readily understands!’

   ‘I don’t understand,’ Josse said flatly. ‘But my comprehension isn’t important. What is important is that I now know that they are not Merlin’s bones buried in the Hadfeld tomb.’ He flashed Huathe a brief smile. ‘I don’t believe he lies buried anywhere and, since right at this moment I’m not feeling any sense of awe or dread, I have to admit I’m also very dubious about the power that you say is interred here.’

   Huathe watched Josse silently. Joanna, barely able to breathe, sent him a silent, urgent message: Oh, be careful!

   For a few tense moments nothing happened.

   Then Huathe stepped over to the vast granite slab. He put out a hand and lightly touched the hawthorn bush, bowing as if giving it due reverence. He seemed to be murmuring under his breath, or perhaps chanting; Joanna heard the quick hum of words that she did not understand. Then he jumped up on to the slab and, standing up tall and straight, threw out both his arms.

   Now surely even Josse must have felt the power for Joanna was almost crushed by it, driven to her knees with her arms crossed over her head as she tried to shield herself from what felt like a sudden downward pressure as if the fierce, wild wind of a storm front were coming straight down from the sky. There was an intense flash as fire scoured across the treetops and she thought she heard the sound of rushing water; risking a quick terrified glance, it seemed to her that the gentle trickle of the spring had become a torrent, uncontrolled and endlessly renewing itself until all the land would be drowned. And from the ground beneath her there came a sound as of rocks breaking open, of deep cataclysmic chasms rending the very earth.

   There was something else, too: a dazzling, pulsing energy throbbed in the air, steadily waxing until, brilliant as the heart of the sun, it overcame thought, emotion, even sense until finally she knew that in its presence she was nothing.

   She fell forward on to the ground and buried her face in her hands.

   After an endless time silence fell and she heard Huathe say gently, ‘Enough.’

   Slowly she straightened up. Josse was lying on his side a short distance away; she ran over to him, cradling him in her arms. He opened his eyes and stared up at her; he looked stunned. ‘Josse, dearest, I—’ she began.

   But Huathe strode over and, with a gesture, commanded her to stop. Then, eyes on Josse, he said, ‘That was the power that is pent up in this hilltop. It comprises Air, Fire, Water and Earth. What you experienced at the end was the Quintessence, which is the fifth force and that elemental matter from which everything is made that is made and that permeates everything that is of the heavens and the earth.’

   Josse was struggling to sit up. He looked, Joanna thought with vast relief, as if he had suffered no lasting hurt. He was glaring at Huathe and he did not look at all happy. ‘And that’s what the ignorant refer to as the power of Merlin the Enchanter?’ he demanded.

   ‘It is,’ Huathe acknowledged.

   Josse put both hands up to his temples, rubbing at the skin as if his head ached. Joanna would not have been at all surprised if it did; hers was pounding like a ceremonial drum beat. Then he lowered his hands and very slowly stood up. His brown eyes fixed on Huathe’s, he said with a faint smile, ‘Very well. I believe you now. There is something here.’

   But Huathe did not return the smile. Instead, his expression deeply disturbed, he turned to Joanna. Leaning down so that his mouth was close to her ear, he whispered, ‘The power must not be abused, for it is terrible in its wrath. Nime was right to pen it up.’ Then, standing up again and addressing Josse: ‘You must find a way to stop the sacrilege that is being perpetrated in your British forest.’ He paused, lowering his head and screwing up his eyes for a moment as if he too were in pain. Then he continued, ‘You, Josse, are the one whose task it is. It is you who must convince those who have to be convinced that this presumptuous new Merlin’s Tomb is nothing but a moneymaking sham perpetrated by a foolish young man who is risking his life by dabbling with powers that he does not understand.’

   Silence fell. Joanna, realising that her tension had prevented her breathing except in shallow little gasps, let her shoulders slump and then took a deep, restorative breath. Poor Josse, she thought. He suffers, and yet still he does not really know what it is that inhabits this place. But does he understand enough to fulfil his mission? Fleetingly she wondered which of her people had come up with the idea of bringing Josse here and why; had they believed Josse would have a look, be terrified out of his wits and rush home claiming not only to have seen the real Merlin’s Tomb but to have felt its dangerous power? Surely not, for Josse’s nature and quality were known to them – to some of them, at least – and they would therefore know he would not have reacted in that way.

   Joanna had developed a great respect for her people and it slowly dawned on her that the predicted outcome of Josse’s visit here was probably this very thing that had in fact just happened. He had seen – been shown – enough for him to go home with a convincing argument. Nobody had underestimated his intelligence by treating him like a gullible yokel chewing on a straw; instead the plan had been formed whereby he was initiated into a piece of knowledge that surely was normally kept within the tribe.

   Which meant that someone – and Joanna suspected that it was the Domina – had considerable respect for old Josse . . .

   She felt a surge of love for him, standing there a stranger and an outsider in this magical, enchanted place, yet straight-backed and courageous. If he was feeling fear at all, which, despite everything, somehow she doubted, then he was not allowing that fear to show.

   Suddenly another thought struck her, one that brought with it a sadness so acute that it was like a knife in her heart. They had now done what they had gone there to do. The mission had been achieved and now they would go home. Josse would return to the Abbey, the Abbess and whatever he did in his ordinary life; she would go back to the hut in the forest. And this, this lovely, happy time of travelling with him, talking to him, eating, sleeping, making love with him, loving him, would recede in her memory until it was just a beautiful dream.

   Josse was talking quietly to Huathe; she was glad, for it gave her a moment to let the tears fall before she wiped them away and prepared to face him.



Eventually they left the hilltop, Huathe leading with Josse and Joanna following. Josse reached for her hand; gratefully she took it. He looked at her for a long moment. Then he murmured, ‘That was quite a display. Frightening things seem to happen among your people, Joanna. Things that the rest of us don’t even dream of.’

   She did not answer. There was not in truth anything she could say.

   ‘But,’ he added, speaking now out loud and with a dignified authority, ‘say what you will, I don’t believe Merlin the Magician is buried up there.’



They set out from Folle-Pensée after eating the midday meal. Huathe saw them off, standing by the horses while Josse and Joanna fastened their packs and the bags full of food that the people of the settlement had pressed on them. Then Josse swung up into the saddle, taking Meggie from Joanna’s arms and sitting her down in front of him. Huathe was watching the two of them; he must have realised Josse is her father, Joanna thought, and if the resemblance between them hasn’t struck him before, it will now.

   Then Huathe came over to her, briefly touching her hand and then leaning forward to put a kiss on her forehead. ‘You are strong, Beith, and your way is clearly marked out,’ he said very quietly, right in her ear. ‘But do not shut this good man out of your life, for in so doing you would rob your child of a fine father.’

   ‘I cannot see clearly what will happen,’ she whispered back, and to her distress there was a sob in her voice.

   ‘No, perhaps not,’ he said. Then, a serene smile on his wise old face, he added, ‘But I can.’ Then he gave her a blessing, watched as she mounted the golden mare and then, stepping back, waved as they headed off along the track leading out of the settlement.

   Turning as they rounded a bend, Joanna saw Folle-Pensée disappear from sight.



Josse, deep in thought, rode along listening to Meggie’s chatter and giving her only cursory replies; not that she seemed to mind. He was relieved to have completed the mission on which he had been sent, even if he still did not fully understand all that had happened. I’ll see the Abbess, he thought, and tell her what I was shown. I’ll be able to say with total honesty that I’ve seen a place called Merlin’s Tomb, that without doubt it’s a place of strange and terrifying power and that it’s believed here in Brittany to be the true resting place of King Arthur’s magician. Will it be enough to persuade Gervase that he must stop Florian of Southfrith’s fraudulent scheme? If it’s not, he realised, then it’s the best I can do.

   I do not believe, he told himself, that Merlin is there beneath that stone slab any more than I believe those are his bones that lie in the tomb from which Florian is making so much money. But then who am I to say?

   With a shrug, he decided to stop worrying about it. Which was easy, when there was a far more pressing problem to be addressed: how was he going to be able to bear to say goodbye to Joanna and Meggie when they all reached home? This dismal prospect had been obsessing him ever since yesterday when, on leaving the fountain on the forest hilltop, it had suddenly occurred to him that, with the job done, it was time to leave.

   Despite Meggie, despite being with Joanna, he had barely smiled since that moment of realisation had come.



They made good time for the rest of that day, stopping in the early evening and making camp in a circle of pine trees whose needles made a dry, comfortable bed. The next day they had an early start, which proved just as well since a summer storm blew up in the middle of the afternoon, so severe that there was no question of going any further. Joanna located a reasonably adequate shelter for them in a place where a stand of beech trees grew out of a rocky shelf. The ground around the trees’ thick roots was hollowed out into a small cave and there was enough room for the three of them to crawl inside out of the rain. While Joanna rubbed Meggie’s hair dry with a piece of linen and set about spreading out blankets and preparing food, Josse removed the horses’ saddles and bridles, hobbling them to prevent them straying too far, and then came to join them in the little cave. Joanna cut some fronds of bracken and by arranging them across the cave mouth, managed to keep out the rain. It was so heavy that, fortuitously, it was falling straight down.

   They sat huddled together watching the storm. The heavy black clouds were massing right above and the flashing lightning was coming almost simultaneously with the crashing sounds of the thunder. Putting his arm round Joanna and pulling both her and Meggie close – the child, to his relief, seemed more fascinated by than afraid of the raw force of the violent storm – Josse reflected that he didn’t envy anyone unlucky enough to be caught out in the open.



Someone else shared his thought, someone who was suffering from those very conditions that made Josse so glad of the meagre shelter.

   The tall man pulled his soaked garments closer around him – not that it did any good – and leaned closer into the trunk of the yew tree beneath which he had hastened to hide when the storm broke. He must be thankful for the weather that had caused his quarry to halt the day’s journey early, he told himself, for he had all but lost the trail.

   Those he pursued rode on horses; he was on foot. He was lean, fit and strong and he could keep up his economical, loping trot for hours on end if he had to, and indeed for most of the journey there had been no problem. The few times when they had increased their pace and left him behind, he had always managed to pick up the signs of their passing and follow them. He had hidden just short of the settlement they had visited and, when they were taken up to that strange fountain on the hilltop that exuded such a powerfully strong force, he had observed without being seen.

   Or so he thought.

   His orders had been to follow them, watch where they went and what they did there. He had been told what to look out for. Those whose work he did had explained how he should set about making the ultimate decision. It was good that they trusted his judgement. The thought gave him a sensation of pride that was quite novel, for normally his duties were clear-cut and simple, so that their commission was in the nature of a trained animal going through a routine task, so familiar that neither thought or discretion were required.

   He had observed closely, thought about what he had seen and, after long and careful consideration, reached his decision. They must die; he had heard enough to convince himself of that. And they must both die, for if one were left alive they would shout the tale of the slaying of the other to all prepared to listen. And that must not be allowed to happen. It had been impressed upon him that this business must be concluded with the utmost secrecy, with not even the slightest footprint left that might lead anyone who came asking awkward questions back to the man who had carried out the slaying and, even more crucially, to those who had sent him.

   He baulked at the idea of killing the child. There was surely no need for that; she was small and would be incapable of describing what she had seen. She he would bundle up, her eyes bound so that she could not see his face, and he would take her to some village on the edge of the forest and leave her on a doorstep.

   Yes. That was the plan.

   He slid his back down the trunk of the yew tree until his buttocks rested on the ground. Then, eyes intent on the hollow beneath the beech trees, he waited. Sooner or later the right opportunity would present itself and he would carry out his ultimate orders.

   It was merely a matter of time.


Chapter 11

The body was brought to Hawkenlye Abbey because those who found it – three days after the murder and stinking to high heaven – did not know what else to do with it. The men whose unpleasant lot it had been to smell out the corpse were merchants; a trio of Essex men on their way back to the markets of London after a visit to northern France. They had heard of the new attraction in the forest close to Hadfeld and taken a brief detour to go and see it for themselves. People back home loved to hear tales of faraway places and the three men had congratulated themselves on their foresight in making sure that, this time, they would be returning armed with a story good enough to ensure that they would be stood drinks in the tavern on the day they reached home.

   And that had been before they found the body.

   The tomb they had found in a state of some confusion: queues of men, women and children of all ages and in all conditions stood in a line patiently waiting to be admitted through the gap in the fence, yet as the merchants’ turn approached they detected unease among the stoutly built and mean-looking men who guarded the place. And when the youngest of the merchants ventured a question concerning the discovery of those impressively large bones, one of the guards had shot a nervous glance at his companion and said not to ask him, he wasn’t the one with all the clever answers, to which the other guard had muttered something about their job being to safeguard the tomb, wait to be told what else to do and then collect their wages, and God alone knew when that was going to happen.

   The three merchants had dutifully waited their turn and crept forward to look at the giant’s bones in their stony grave, each of them feeling the same sense of shock and, as one of them put it, ‘a sort of trembling on the skin’. All three of them were far from being cowards, each having had his share of the sort of dangers common to the life of a travelling man, yet to a man they were glad to walk away from the tomb and its silent, inert occupant, who somehow managed to emanate a sense of threat, of menace.

   The men purchased bread, cheese and mugs of some reasonably tasty small beer. Then, as they finally set off, they decided that the weird things they had experienced might be exaggerated a little when the tale was told; with any luck, they might get their beer bought for them for more than one evening . . .

   Their noses had led them to the putrefying body quite soon after leaving the tomb. They had hacked their way into the huge clump of brambles and, not without damage to their hands, wrists and clothing, managed to extract it.

   One of the merchants had unfolded a blanket out of his pack, which he had nobly sacrificed (nobody, not even a man without a sense of smell, would want to use that blanket again, with all those stains from where the dead flesh was seeping foul liquids) for the purpose of wrapping up the body. They slung the noisome parcel over the man’s horse – he opted for riding pillion behind one of his companions, close proximity to the corpse being best avoided as far as possible – and quickly got on the road. The three knew of Hawkenlye Abbey and, being God-fearing men, decided that it was the obvious place to deposit their unwelcome burden. One of the men half-heartedly suggested returning to the Tomb of Merlin that they had recently left – it was certainly closer – but the others were of the opinion that Hawkenlye was altogether a holier and therefore more honest and trustworthy place. The three men had each gained the impression that there was something distinctly odd about Merlin’s Tomb.

   The merchants reached Hawkenlye in the mid-afternoon. The man who had wrapped the body slid down from his friend’s horse and, approaching the nun on duty beside the gate, asked to speak to the abbot.

   ‘You’re strangers,’ the old nun said, fixing him with sharp eyes.

   ‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘We know of Hawkenlye Abbey, Sister, but not a lot about it.’

   ‘Then,’ the porteress said grandly, ‘I shall excuse your ignorance and inform you that the person in charge here is the Abbess Helewise.’

   The man made a graceful bow. ‘My apologies.’

   ‘No need for that,’ the nun replied. Eyeing the other two merchants and the blanket-wrapped body, she sniffed and added, ‘Follow me.’


Helewise, her work interrupted by Sister Ursel’s knock, listened to the merchant’s tale as she strode beside him back to the gate. Standing beside him, eyes on the body on the horse, she said quietly, ‘You found him on the southern fringes of the forest?’

   ‘Yes, my lady Abbess, in the middle of a bramble thicket. It was only the smell that gave him away.’

   Helewise was thinking it was quite likely that other passers-by had smelt the corpse but, less Christian than these three merchants, had, in St Luke’s words, passed by on the other side. Turning to the man standing beside her, she said, ‘You could have left the body where it lay and avoided both the unpleasant task of bringing him here and also the delay it has afforded you.’

   The merchant looked quite shocked. ‘But, my lady, he might have died unprepared! We could not have left him there to rot in unhallowed ground with his sins heavy on him.’

   ‘You have done well,’ she said. ‘I will summon some of the lay brethren to transport the body to the infirmary, where the poor soul will be prepared for burial. As for yourselves’ – she glanced at the man’s scratched hands – ‘I will ask my infirmarer to arrange for your wounds to be treated. And will you take refreshment with us before you go on your way?’

   The merchant glanced at his companions, then said, ‘Thank you, my lady, but, as you imply, we have already lost time. With your leave, we’ll have our hands bathed and then we will depart as soon as we can.’

   ‘Of course.’ Helewise caught Sister Ursel’s eye and, as the nun hurried to her superior’s side, quickly gave orders that Brother Saul and two or three of the others be summoned. Then, beckoning to the three merchants and leading them over to the infirmary, Helewise forced herself to gather her thoughts.

   She was trying to work out what Josse would have done under the circumstances. A body had been found, on which there might or might not be means of identification. It had been concealed, which in all likelihood meant that the dead man had not met his end by natural means. Unless, of course, he had felt unwell and slipped unconscious from his horse . . . But then he would hardly have crawled into a bramble thicket to die, now would he? she reminded herself crossly. The deep scratches on the hands of the merchants who had extracted him bore witness to how dense that thicket had been and, by a natural progression, to the unlikelihood of the body having been in there for any purpose other than concealment. Which meant that the poor soul had probably been murdered and that his killer had hidden the body.

   Josse, she decided, would extract every scrap of information that he could from those who found the body. Especially since, in the case of these three merchants, it was likely that they would not be available for further questioning once they had proceeded on their way.

   Entering the infirmary, she briefly told Sister Euphemia what had happened, alerting her to the fact that she was just about to have a very smelly dead body to deal with. She added that the three merchants required treatment for cuts to their hands and the infirmarer summoned one of her nursing nuns, who quickly fetched hot water and oils and clean linen cloths and set about her task.

   Watching the veiled head bent over the first man’s bleeding wrist, Helewise said, ‘Now, my friends, please relate to me the whole story and omit no detail, however small.’

   It sounded very businesslike – also quite dramatic – but for all that, once the three men had told their story, interrupting each other, butting in with additional observations, Helewise was really still no wiser than she had been to begin with. It boiled down simply to the merchants having left the Tomb of Merlin – one of the men offered the opinion that the guards on duty there had seemed ill at ease – and shortly afterwards, perhaps four or five miles along the track and still very close under the eaves of the forest, smelling the stench of death. They had quickly located its source and, with barely a glance at the body, hastily wrapped it up and loaded it on to one of their horses.

   ‘Sorry, my lady,’ one of the merchants said. ‘But that’s all we can tell you.’

   She nodded her acceptance. ‘Very well. Thank you for what you have done and please rest assured that I shall summon our priest, who will do what he can for the poor dead man’s soul. We shall bury him here at Hawkenlye unless someone comes forward to claim him, and we shall pray for him.’

   The man’s eyes filled with tears. ‘He could do no better than be buried here,’ he said. ‘I can think of nowhere finer nor more fitting to await the Day of Judgement than here with you and your good nuns.’

   Helewise bowed her head. ‘Thank you. Now, if you are all ready, I will see you on your way.’


A short time later, Helewise was back in the infirmary, in a curtained-off cubicle at the far end of the long room. Hot water and lavender oil bubbled in a little pot over a candle flame, giving off a strong, cleansing scent, and Sister Caliste had prepared bunches of rosemary that now hung above the body on the narrow cot. She stood beside Sister Euphemia and Sister Caliste as the two nursing nuns first unwrapped the blanket and then set about carefully removing the corpse’s garments.

   The dead man was dressed in a
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