

[image: Cover Image]




M. K. HUME

PROPHECY

BOOK THREE

WEB OF DECEIT


 
 

[image: image]




Copyright © 2013 M. K. Hume

The right of M. K. Hume to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2013

All characters in this publication – apart from the obvious historical figures – are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN 978 0 7553 7153 2

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

About the Author

Also by M. K. Hume

About the Book

Dedication

Acknowledgements

Dramatis Personae



Prologue



Chapter I: An Unpromising Welcome

Chapter II: Where the Soft Winds Blow



Chapter III: An Unwilling Servant

Chapter IV: The Master of the Sun



Chapter V: A Celtic Woman



Chapter VI: Plots, Counterplots and Bloody Thoughts

Chapter VII: Under the Oak Tree



Chapter VIII: Back on the Road



Chapter IX: Thorny Burdens

Chapter X: The Round Hall of the Celts



Chapter XI: All Things Must End

Chapter XII: Beyond Tears

Chapter XIII: The King of Winter



Chapter XIV: The Dogs of War

Chapter XV: The Boar of Cornwall

Chapter XVI: A Curse of Love

Chapter XVII: Uther’s Bane

Chapter XVIII: Loss

Chapter XIX: The Judas Kiss



Chapter XX: Tintagel

Chapter XXI: The Woman of Glass

Chapter XXII: The Bloody Child

Chapter XXIII: The Long Road to Nowhere

Postscript

Author’s Notes

Glossary of Place Names




Maps and Charts

MYRDDION’S CHART OF PRE-ARTHURIAN ROMAN BRITAIN


THE HEALER’S JOURNEY FROM DUBRIS TO VENTA BELGARUM


THE FAMILY TREE OF UTHER PENDRAGON


THE FAMILY TREE OF KING GORLOIS OF CORNWALL


THE HOUSE OF THE HEALERS IN VENTA BELGARUM


MYRDDION’S CHART OF PRE-ARTHURIN WALES


THE BATTLE BETWEEN THE PICTS AND THE BRIGANTE IN NORTHERN BRITAIN


THE BATTLE OF VERULAMIUM


ROUTE TAKEN BY AMBROSIUS’S ARMY FROM VENTA BELGARUM TO VERULAMIUM



THE CELTIC TRIBES OF BRITAIN


AMBROSIUS’S ROUTE FROM DEVA


DISPOSITION OF CELTIC FORCES SOUTH OF CALCARIA


TINTAGEL CASTLE



About the Author

M. K. Hume is a retired academic, who is married with two grown-up sons and lives in Queensland, Australia. Having completed an MA and PhD in Arthurian Literature many years ago, M. K. Hume has fulfilled a lifelong dream to walk in the footprints of the past by retelling the epic tale of Arthur in a magnificent trilogy, Dragon’s Child, Warrior of the West and The Bloody Cup. M. K. Hume’s first two books about the life of Merlin, Prophecy: Clash of Kings and Prophecy II: Death of an Empire, are available from Headline as paperbacks and ebooks.


By M. K. Hume and available from Headline Review


King Arthur Trilogy

King Arthur: Dragon’s Child

King Arthur: Warrior of the West

King Arthur: The Bloody Cup

Merlin Trilogy

Prophecy: Clash of Kings

Prophecy: Death of an Empire

Prophecy: Web of Deceit

MERLIN’S DESTINY IS FULFILLED . . .

Returning from Constantinople, Myrddion Merlinus finds Briton in the grip of Uther Pendragon’s blood-thirsty war against the Saxons. Coerced into obedience, Myrddion serves Uther’s brother Ambrosius, the High King, in order to spare the lives of his fellow travellers, and he uses his skills to set up a spy network while training healers across the land. But following Ambrosius’s untimely death, Uther, the new High King, forces Myrddion to accede to his unthinkable wishes. Myrddion’s only solace is the prophecy that his suffering shall not be in vain. But will he survive the taint of Uther’s madness and enable good to come from this web of deceit?


Dedication

This book is dedicated to Doctor Maurice Heiner, a thoracic physician par excellence who achieved the impossible task of convincing my recalcitrant husband, Michael Hume, that if he did not give up smoking his tenure on life would be measured in months.

That he was successful is a measure of Maurice’s professional ability and the personal qualities that Michael admires in all of his friends.

Michael has survived to continue his adventurous life for twenty-three years after coming under Maurice’s care, twenty-three years of leaping (small) buildings at a single bound and only tripping on rare occasions. He hasn’t touched a cigarette, not for fear of the Grim Reaper, but for the sole reason of not wanting to fail Maurice’s confidence in him.

In many respects, Maurice is probably responsible for all of my books being written, for Michael is the renowned bully who frog-marched me into becoming a novelist. Without his ‘pushy’ manner and his unsurpassed ability as an editor, my writing career wouldn’t have happened.


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I know that most readers are so anxious to get into the nitty-gritty of their latest acquisition that they barely glance at the acknowledgements pages of a novel. But I hope you make an exception in this case because my advisers and helpers have made a major contribution towards bringing this novel to life. They made a deep impression on me, the book and the outcome I was seeking.

My editor, Clare Foss, is a veritable tiger: she is a dynamite stick and is the ideal editor for an author who lives in remote parts of the world. She is clever, supportive, quick-thinking and far-sighted, and I’m so glad that she brings my books to the public. I thank her.

Aslan Byrne and Emily Griffin are vital to the support I receive from Headline, and both gave me excellent moral and practical help in the production of this epic. Aslan is a Sales genius whose finger is firmly on the pulse, while Emily helped to smooth the way and, for a distant Australian, what more can I ask? My thanks go to you both. My thanks also go to the editors and artists whose labours and professionalism have brought my Merlin to life. I thank you, and I couldn’t have completed this mammoth task without you.

Nancy Webber, my copy editor, is a genius, pure and simple. I always try to present a mistake-free manuscript, but Nancy finds every weakness, every redundancy and every error. Her wit, cleverness and deft touch will always make her a valuable asset for any publishing house. Thank you, Nancy.

Yet, it’s the faces of the people I met when researching this work that still haunt me, friends who took in this wandering Australian and treated me kindly in strange historic places. Inga Hobbs, Ken Warner and Veryan Polglase of Glastonbury and the people of The Marketplace Inn were a joy to meet and a pleasure to befriend. I also thank you. Nancy Noble, Pat and Nick Taunton and Niel Owens of The Coachhouse Inn of Chester were also wonderful, and are people who are going to play a major part in a future project.

Thank you also to Julie and Peter Humphreys and Gwyllym of Carnavon who provided me with a whole new perspective on the Welsh People. Up and down the wild and strange places, I travelled and marvelled at their generosity of spirit. Again, I thank you, and I hope you like Myrddion’s tests of strength. As my husband often says, the greatest export that ever came out of Wales were the Welsh people, both men and woman, who emigrated to foreign countries such as Canada and Australia and made our world such a wonderful place in which to live. Their courage heartens me.

M. K. Hume



DRAMATIS PERSONAE




		

	Agricola
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	Andrewina Ruadh
	Also known as Bridei (Pict). As a young girl, Ruadh is captured by the Picts, marries Garnaid and bears his children. Later, she is captured by the Celts when King Talorc is defeated in a battle with the forces of Prince Luka of the Brigante. She becomes the concubine of King Ambrosius and, later, of Myrddion Merlinus. She is an essential character in the birth and rescue of the babe, Artorex, from the clutches of Uther Pendragon.


	Annwynn
	A female healer who resides in Segontium. She is the original master of Myrddion Merlinus.


	Ardabur Aspar
	Flavius Ardabur Aspar, Magister Militum of Constantinople, made a clandestine visit to Britain approximately 435AD. Shipwrecked and washed up on a remote beach outside of Segontium, he was rescued by Branwyn, a royal princess. He raped her and she became pregnant with Myrddion Merlinus.


	Artorex/Artor:
	The legitimate son of Uther Pendragon, High King of the Britons, and Ygerne, widow of Gorlois, the King of Cornwall.


	Aude
	Aude is one of the women who is recruited into Myrddion’s household as a servant woman. She is placed in charge of the cleanliness of the house, bandages and medications used by the healers. She had previously been a prostitute.


	Berwyn
	A female gardener at the House of Healers. She is disfigured by a strawberry mark across her face.


	Bors
	The nephew and successor of King Gorlois of Cornwall.


	Botha
	A senior officer in the service of Uther Pendragon. He is oath-bound to the High King for life.


	Bouddicca
	The Iceni queen who led a revolt against the Romans in the region surrounding Londinium.


	Brangaine
	A camp follower whose husband died in the service of King Vortigern, she becomes an assistant to Myrddion Merlinus and travels to Constantinople with the party of healers. She adopts two children during the journey.


	Branwyn
	The daughter of Olwyn and Godric, and granddaughter of Melvig ap Melwy, king of the Deceangli Tribe. She is the mother of Myrddion Merlinus after suffering rape at the hands of Flavius Ardabur Aspar.


	Bridie
	Like Brangaine, she is one of Myrddion’s assistants who travels to Constantinople. She marries Finn Truthteller and bears a child to him. Myrddion agrees to accompany Uther to Venta Belgarum if Bridie and Finn are permitted to return to Segontium.


	Brychan
	‘Fat-Arse Brychan’, as he is called, is a slovenly innkeeper at Tomen-y-Mur. Myrddion stays here when he visits his mother. He also uses this inn to meet with the ex-slave, Gruffydd, who is part of Myrddion’s spy network.


	Bryn ap Synnel
	Father of Llanwith pen Bryn, later to become mentor to King Arthur.


	Cadoc ap Cadwy
	A warrior in Vortigern’s service who comes from the Forest of Dean. He becomes Myrddion’s assistant and accompanies the healer on the journey to Constantinople and later follows him to the court of King Ambrosius.


	Cait
	The serving girl at Brychan’s inn at Tomen-y-Mur. She is Brychan’s bastard daughter.


	Carwen
	A prostitute in Aquae Sulis who seduces Myrddion Merlinus.


	Carys
	Daughter of Calgacus Minor, the son of Calgacus Major, King of the Novantae Tribe. Uther’s concubine, she is murdered by the High King.


	Cathan
	Cathan is an infant found under a pile of dead bodies at the wall at Verulamium when the common folk who lived outside the town walls were slaughtered by the Saxons. Brangaine becomes the child’s foster mother.


	Catigern
	The illegitimate second son of King Vortigern who is killed by Hengist in revenge for his brother’s murder on the Night of the Long Knives.


	Ceridwen
	A Celtic enchantress. She possesses the Cauldron of Poetic Inspiration.


	Cletus One Ear
	Husband of Fillagh, and brother-in-law of Olwyn. He is a successful farmer, and lives with Fillagh on a farm near Caer Fyrddin. Along with his son, he becomes part of Myrddion’s spy network.


	Constans II
	High King of the Britons and elder brother of Ambrosius and Uther. He was murdered by Vortigern and his throne was stolen.


	Don
	The Celtic goddess representing the Mother. Out of superstition, her name was rarely spoken aloud. She develops some of the characteristics of the Roman goddess as well.


	Dyfri
	A male servant at the House of Healers. He works in the scriptorium and is trained as a herb-master responsible for potions and herbs.


	Fillagh
	Aunt Fillagh is the younger sister of Myrddion’s grandmother, Olwen. She assisted with his birth and gave sanctuary to Branwyn and Olwen in her home at Caer Fyrddin.


	Finn (Truthteller)      
	Finn is Myrddion’s apprentice who travels with the healer to Constantinople. He marries Bridie.


	Fionnuala
	Fionnuala is the wife of Gron, the owner of The Flower Maiden Inn, which is situated just within the walls of Verulamium. Myrddion’s party breaks a journey here and they are trapped here during a Saxon raid.


	Flavia
	One of Myrddion’s great loves who betrays him and becomes a concubine of his father, Flavius Ardabur Aspar.


	Flavius Aetius
	Aetius, the last great general of the Roman Empire, was murdered by the Emperor Valentinian. With a coalition force of 200,000 Visigoth, Frank and Roman warriors, he fought an army of twice that size under the command of Attila the Hun at the Battle of the Catalaunian Plains near Châlons. The battle took approximately one day, and he fought Attila’s forces to a standstill in one of the world’s greatest battles of all time.


	Fortuna
	The Roman goddess of chance or luck.


	Gawayne
	Son of King Lot and Queen Morgause, brother of Agravaine and Geraint.


	Geoffrey
	Geoffrey of Monmouth wrote a number of works including The History of the Kings of Britain and the Vita Merlini. His writings are influential in that they are believed to be copies of far earlier works that have been lost over time.


	Goll
	Goll is a humble shepherd who tends his sheep near Tomen-y-Mur. He gives information to Myrddion about his master, Maelgwr, who is Branwyn’s husband.


	Gorlois
	The Boar of Cornwall who is the king of the Dumnonii tribe. He is married to Ygerne, and is the father of Morgan and Morgause.


	Gron
	Gron is the gloomy, pessimistic landlord of The Flower Maiden, an inn just within the walls of Verulamium.


	Gruffydd
	A Celtic warrior who is taken into captivity by the Saxons. A fluent Saxon speaker, he becomes central to Myrddion’s spy network and later becomes an aide to Uther Pendragon and King Arthur.


	Hengist
	A Saxon aristocrat who serves under Vortigern as a mercenary for a number of years. He eventually rejoins the Saxons and becomes the Thane of the Kentish Saxons and, later, rules the lands to the north of the Wash.


	Horsa
	Horsa is the brother of Hengist. He was treacherously murdered by the Celts in an incident that resulted in the famed Night of the Long Knives. In the Saxon histories, he is linked in legend to the horse.
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	Son of Bryn ap Synnell. He becomes a mentor to King Arthur.
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	King of the Otadini tribe north of Hadrian’s Wall. He is the husband of Morgause.


	Lucius
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	Prince of the Brigante tribe. He becomes a mentor to King Arthur.


	Madoc pen Madar
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	Elder brother of Maelgwr. He is the first husband of Branwyn.
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	A widow who is employed by Myrddion to care for his mother, Branwyn, after she is saved from ill-treatment at the hands of his stepfather, Maelgwr.


	Melvig ap Melwy
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	He is the son of Melvig, and succeeds him on the throne.
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	An obscure deity in Zoroastrianism. He represents the father figure and was adopted as the warrior god of the Roman soldiery.
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	Eldest daughter of Gorlois and Ygerne, sister to Morgause and half-sister to Arthur, who becomes High King of the Britons.


	Morgause
	Daughter of Gorlois and Ygerne, sister to Morgan and half-sister to King Arthur. Husband of King Lot and mother of Agravaine, Gawaine and Geraint.


	Muirne (Sea Bright)
	Wise woman in Venta Belgarum who is an advisor to Uther Pendragon.


	Myrddion Merlinus
	Myrddion is the modern-day Merlin. He is named after the Sun, and his name means Lord of Light. He is often referred to in the legends as the Demon Seed.


	Olwyn
	Daughter of Melvig ap Melwy, husband of Eddius, mother of Branwyn and grandmother of Myrddion. She dies at the hands of King Vortigern.


	Pascent
	Real name is Vengis. He is the eldest son of King Vortigern and Rowena, a Saxon princess.


	Paulus
	The bishop of Venta Belgarum.


	Praxiteles
	Praxiteles is Myrddion’s personal assistant. They met in Constantinople after the servant lost his trading empire through misadventure. He is a member of the Scipio family.


	Pridenow
	Father of Queen Ygerne of Cornwall.


	Rhedyn
	One of Myrddion’s female assistants. She travels to Constantinople with Myrddion’s party of healers.


	Rowena
	The second wife of King Vortigern. She is of Saxon descent and is the mother of Vengis and Katigern. She is poisoned by Uther Pendragon.


	Seirian
	A red-haired servant who is the lover of Maelgwr, the husband of Myrddion’s mother, Branwyn.


	Septimus
	Septimus is the captain of a century hired by Uther Pendragon to fight at Verulamium.


	Targo
	A mercenary in Ambrosius’s army at the Battle of Verulamium. He will later become the mentor of King Arthur.


	Thorketil
	The Saxon thane who wins a major battle at Verulamium. He is later defeated by an army led by Ambrosius and Uther Pendragon.
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	A warrior in Uther Pendragon’s guard.


	Uther Pendragon
	The son of Constantine III and the brother of Constans II and Ambrosius Aurelianus, all of whom were to become High Kings of the Britons. Constans II was succeeded in turn by Vortigern, Ambrosius, Uther and Arthur. Uther, in company with Ambrosius, returned to Britain after many years in exile.


	Vortigern
	The High King of the northern Britons of Cymru some generations before the emergence of Ambrosius, Uther Pendragon and Arthur. He is remembered as the monarch who welcomed the Saxons to migrate into Britain to appease his Saxon queen, Rowena.


	Vortimer
	Son of King Vortigern and brother of Catigern. They are half-brothers of Vengis and Katigern.


	Willa
	An orphan child who travels with Myrddion to Constantinople. She was found as one of the few survivors of the battle of Tornai that was put to the sword by Attila the Hun.


	Ygerne
	Ygerne is the wife of Gorlois, the Boar of Cornwall. After his death, she marries Uther Pendragon. She is the natural mother of King Arthur.







MYRDDION’S CHART OF PRE-ARTHURIAN ROMAN BRITAIN
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PROLOGUE


Do not hide

that ’twas he was my heart’s love,

Whatso’er I love beside.

 

                               Celtic poem




The wind was a live thing. It swirled through the conical stone huts that clung to the side of the cliff like neat, round limpets. It lifted the long grasses between the narrow paths and then twisted them into plaits of green, as if Tintagel were preparing for her bridegroom as she combed her long, turquoise and emerald hair. While she dreamed, the wind took Ygerne’s own plaits and dragged them into long skeins that bared her fragile face and lit her eyes from within. Tintagel breathed gently below her feet; she felt the soft thrumming of its heart fluttering through the stones of the court overlooking the causeway. She sensed the surge of waves around Tintagel’s heels and almost believed that her hands could sink into the rock and become one with the fabric of the fortress, which was both her home and her protection.

‘I am the Queen of the Dumnonii,’ she whispered aloud to remind herself of her title and her life, but her words were blown away by the winds running before the storm.

As the first raindrops pattered fatly onto the flagging, the sound of a hunting horn shivered up her spine with its raucous combination of threat and welcome. A horse’s hooves could be heard clearly from far below. Because of their speed, Ygerne knew that no enemy sought to invade the causeway fortifications. Only the master, or one of his allies, would approach the castle with such haste and arrogance.

‘The master comes,’ a stout serving woman cried, and began to straighten Ygerne’s plain unbleached skirts and the ornate scarf that covered her hair. ‘The master is at the gates, my queen. Come away, and I’ll comb that ragamuffin hair of yours.’

The servant clucked her tongue with affectionate irritation at the state of her mistress’s locks, knotted into snarls by the fingers of the wind. Ygerne’s cheeks were flushed from the cold air, and excitement gave them the high colour of a girl. Gorlois was at the gates: her heart lifted at the thought of her doting husband and his huge, beautiful brown eyes.

Herded into the fortress by her maidservants, Ygerne consented to be combed and polished, dressed and prodded, until her women were satisfied with her appearance. But Ygerne was careless of her beauty, being ignorant of the worth of a face of such delicacy of bone and shape that men ached to own her. She set little store by surface appearances, and possessed few traces of guile or vanity. If anything, she distrusted the quality and depth of her character and the strength of her personality; her superficial attractiveness was an accident of birth.

Then Gorlois was in the fortress and she could hear his iron-heeled boots striking the stones while his huge, generous nature filled the walls so that the castle rang and echoed with his laughter.

‘Ah, my beloved wife, you are as beautiful as ever. My eyes have hungered to see you,’ he shouted as he picked her up and swung her easily off her feet until she was dizzy and giggling.

‘Gorlois, my lord – enough!’ she laughed as her plaits began to unravel and curl all over again. ‘My maid will be cross with me now, for she’s only just straightened my hair.’

Gorlois held her close and breathed in the perfume of that knee-length hair and the shimmer of gold and russet in its nut-brown waves. He loved his wife’s hair and could play with its long tresses for hours once the sharp pang of his physical need was satisfied. Ygerne always smelled of lavender and roses, although as a mere male the king had no idea how she managed to be so sweet and clean. He was content to languish in her arms and to luxuriate in her never-failing beauty.

‘Put me down, Gorlois,’ she whispered, tugging playfully on his greying beard. ‘What will Ceri and Valmai think to see the master and mistress cavorting like newly promised lovers rather than an old married couple. I am nearly seven and thirty, so I am well past the age for such behaviour.’

‘You will remain lovely forever and I have missed my wife during my absence,’ Gorlois muttered into her soft white throat, his voice thickening with desire. He had ridden with Ambrosius, the High King of the Britons, throughout the spring and summer as they drove the barbarous Saxons back to Londinium, but he had yearned for his wife through every weary mile and in each ugly conflict as if she were the most potent and addictive of wines.

For all her protestations, the queen retained her extraordinary appeal despite the approach of old age. She was very tall for a woman, but any appearance of robustness was nullified by an extreme slenderness that suggested fragility. Her skin was remarkably thin and very white, so that the contours of her face held a blue tinge from the flood of blood through the surface veins. Her features were so symmetrical and cleanly sculpted that her appearance could easily have seemed bland, but her huge, lambent blue-grey eyes created an incandescence that seemed as frail as new grass and as crystalline as clean water. From her long, delicate fingers to her elegant, narrow feet, every aspect of Ygerne’s appearance was pleasing to the eye.

‘I have received word from King Lot, beloved,’ Gorlois told her later, as they luxuriated in the king’s great bed under a coverlet of bearskin. ‘Morgause quickens with child once more.’

‘Another? So soon? Our daughter will populate the north at this rate. Still, I do long to see her bairns, as her dull husband calls them.’ Ygerne giggled like a girl into her husband’s masculine shoulder, which still smelled faintly of horse. ‘Why are Morgause’s children given names that are so similar? Gawayne, Agravaine, Geraint . . . heavens! It’s hard to remember them all, I swear. Still, I wish Morgan were settled, like her sister. She’ll be four and twenty by the winter solstice and I swear she shows no inclination to wed. She’ll drive me crazy with her passion for magic, and she fills her room with some very odd and ugly things. I fear for her, Gorlois. She dabbles with forces she doesn’t understand.’

‘And you do understand them, my lovely?’ Gorlois asked lazily and nuzzled the palm of her hand. His luxuriant moustache tickled her skin and she giggled once more, but distractedly, and her lovely face was soon serious again.

‘She doesn’t know her own strength,’ Ygerne whispered. ‘She’s too passionate and impatient to count the cost. She longs for power and will come to ruin if we don’t check her. We’ve cosseted our girl overmuch.’

‘That little spitfire should have been born a boy.’ Gorlois grinned at his worried wife with a satiated man’s indulgence. ‘What a son she’d have made! But I’ll not pine if she remains a child for a little longer. Like her mother’s, Morgan’s beauty is ageless.’

‘Nothing lasts forever, husband. Not beauty and certainly not love. It’s time that Morgan put away her childishness, else she’ll perish from her own foolhardy nature. Dark magic will devour her whole.’

Gorlois ran his forefinger sleepily down the perfection of Ygerne’s cheekbone. ‘Any child of yours couldn’t fail to be beautiful and good. Now, go to sleep, woman, for your old husband is weary.’ Manlike, he rolled over and was soon snoring robustly.

For several hours, wakeful in the thick warm darkness, Ygerne watched as her husband slept with the intensity and abandon of a child. When his eyes began to move under his closed lids she knew that he dreamed, and when his body thrashed and struggled in their warm, dark nest she knew that he battled unseen enemies. So she watched over him as the windy, rain-drowned night wore away to be replaced by a newly woven dawn that was fresh, highly coloured and vivid. Only then did the eyes of the Dumnonii queen close in sleep.

And even in the thrall of her own dreams, she felt a compulsion to guard her beloved Gorlois, as if only the alertness of her pale eyes could protect him from some nameless horror. She could hear the monster coming as she slept, drawing ever closer to Tintagel on scaly talons, so that even in the safety of Gorlois’s arms she knew that neither husband nor wife would ever sleep in perfect peace again.

Ygerne had not been the only soul who was awake during the long hours of darkness. In a narrow room, Morgan leaned on a wooden window ledge and stared out at the last of the storm. The darkness was impenetrable before the dawn, except when forked lightning sizzled and flashed into the sea. Morgan held her hand out into the darkness of the night and imagined that she could grasp that power and master it, until she was acknowledged as the most fearsome woman in the world.

She smiled and sucked raindrops off her fingers as if tasting the sweat of the gods.





THE HEALER’S JOURNEY FROM DUBRIS TO VENTA BELGARUM
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CHAPTER I

AN UNPROMISING WELCOME


Men are in the shout (of war); the ford is frozen over;

Cold the wave, variegated the bosom of the sea;

The eternal God give us counsel!

Black Book of Carmarthen



The most eagerly anticipated return to places of one’s past is often a bitter disappointment, for nothing stays the same. And so it was with Dubris, when the travellers returned after their sea journey from Gesoriacum.

Spring had barely come when they set sail, so the healers wore thick cloaks to protect their chilled flesh after some years in warmer climes where even the coldest of winters lacked a true bite. But weather apart, Dubris had changed in the six years since their departure for the Middle Sea. The Saxons had arrived in a slow trickle of traders that had escalated into a flood of unchecked immigrants. Without having to strike a single blow, the Saxon stain had spread throughout the city and out into the surrounding countryside where it began to take root.

Myrddion had learned that the isles of Britain were not the entire world and that their towns were small, unimportant and bucolic when compared with the great cities of Rome, Ravenna or Constantinople. More tellingly, the healers had experienced the great ports of the Middle Sea, so that Dubris, which had seemed so large and bustling six years earlier, now seemed a minor centre of trade. This impression was not improved by a layer of grime, wood-smoke and neglect that reminded Myrddion of the port of Ostia. The warehouses and docks were in a similar state of dilapidation and the faces of the labourers had the same pinched tenseness as those of the inhabitants of the Italic port.

But there the similarities ended. Fish in huge wicker baskets added their own distinctive aroma to small docks of splintering wood that stretched out into the deeper waters. Piles of goods were stacked ready to be carried to the warehouses, while huge bales were being loaded onto vessels of all shapes, sizes and styles for the voyages to their ultimate destinations.

The faces were as mixed in race as those they had seen in Ostia, but without the exotic tints of Africa and the east. Myrddion even recognised some Franks on a large, disciplined vessel and reminded himself that these northerners had been crude barbarians fifty years earlier when they were scrabbling for land and power in Gaul.

‘But the Franks are now civilised and so the world changes,’ Cadoc snorted cynically at his master’s comment. ‘Eventually, the Saxons will be indistinguishable from us.’

The healers began the arduous task of disembarkation, moving their many barrels, bales, chests and packages into a neat pile on the dock. While they worked, Myrddion wondered at the ease with which the northern tribes had passed down through the land of the Franks and then crossed the narrow channel to Britain.

‘At least our homeland still smells of the Britain we knew.’ Cadoc spoke for them all. ‘Woodsmoke and rain!’

‘Aye. But this place makes me nervous. We’re attracting far too much attention from the dockworkers, so I’d like to be gone as soon as possible.’ Myrddion worried at his thumbnail with his teeth as he examined the melange of faces. ‘Work your magic, Cadoc. Find us two wagons and sufficient horses for our needs. And make it as fast as you can, because my shoulder blades are starting to itch.’

‘Too many sodding great Saxons – and all eyeing our baggage,’ Cadoc whispered in agreement. ‘I’ll be back as soon as I complete my task, master.’

He disappeared into the crowd on the edges of the wharf.

In the bustle of the dock, Myrddion felt intimidated by the hostile stares that were fixed on the small party. He knew they presented an exotic and alien picture in their outlander clothing, but this wharf was part of home so he felt dislocated and disappointed. Uncharacteristically, he loosened his sword in its sheath, conscious that many covert glances had assessed every weapon of these newcomers.

‘You can’t leave your shit on my wharf, my fine young cockerel,’ a raucous voice bellowed from behind him.

Myrddion spun swiftly and fell into a slight crouch, one hand on the pommel of his sword and the other gripping his tall staff. The women huddled together nervously and Finn handed his infant son to his wife, Bridie, in order to reach his own weapon if the need should arise. White-haired Praxiteles, the Greek servant who had accompanied them from Constantinople, merely grinned widely and waited.

‘Who are you to accost my party and tell me where or what I may put on a wharf used for public access?’ Myrddion’s voice was as imperious and as careless as the tone that would have been adopted by Ardabur Aspar, his father, at the eastern emperor’s court. Sometimes arrogance had it usefulness.

The man who confronted the small party looked, superficially, like any wharf rat grown powerful because of his added bulk and height. A large man, he was very wide in girth, almost fat, which was an unusual feature in a northerner. But, unlike Hengist and Horsa, whom Myrddion had admired, this man was filthy. His nails were black crescents on greasy, unwashed paws and it was impossible to determine the colour of his hair because it was so heavily thickened by bear grease and grime. His eyes were a muddy green and his face was very brown and weathered, with a ruddy hue under a generous coating of dirt.

When he spoke, he revealed yellowed fangs and several missing teeth, especially in the front of his mouth. Myrddion noted the ridged scar tissue on the man’s knuckles and swiftly concluded that this thug loved to fight.

‘I’m Hrothnar of Dubris, master of the docks, and you owe me a gold coin for landing.’ The large man grinned as a small group of shifty dockworkers moved into position behind him. ‘Pay up, my fine cockerel, and I’ll guarantee your women will go untouched.’

Myrddion sneered back at the hulking brute with a contemptuous twitch of his lips. ‘Is this the way that Dubris greets travellers, Hrothnar?’ He smiled as he waited for the big man to make an aggressive movement against them. ‘What law permits you to levy these ridiculous charges?’

‘It’s not a charge – it’s a donation to the poor workers of the docks. And it’s your choice if you pay or not, but three men won’t stop us from taking what is ours to confiscate. What have you got that’s so precious, I wonder.’

Myrddion continued to smile reasonably, but he felt his slow anger eating away at his common sense, and he bit his lip to mitigate his rising fury.

‘Beware, Hrothnar of Dubris, for I have friends in high places.’

‘You? You’re a damned Celt! No matter how fine your clothes might be, you’re nothing but a stinking, Rome-loving shit-eater like the rest of your cowardly tribe. What are you going to do that would stop us taking what we want from those packs of yours?’

Little Willa began to cry at the raised voices, so Brangaine rummaged in a nearby pack and produced a small cake, drenched and sticky with honey. The lout barely spared the widow a glance, which was foolish, for Praxiteles saw her palm one of her master’s scalpels in her right hand.

‘I have served many kings. Among them were High King Vortigern of the Britons, King Merovech of the Frankish lands and King Theodosius of the Visigoths, and I am owed a debt of honour by your thane, Hengist, who carves a kingdom out of the northern lands of Britain. You would be foolish to presume that I, Myrddion Merlinus, or my companions, are harmless.’

Myrddion had difficulty framing the prideful words with their necessary disdain for lesser mortals, but if he read his adversary correctly, Hrothnar would only be dissuaded from violence if he feared personal repercussions. Unfortunately, greed was too powerful an incentive for the thug.

‘Hengist is far away, and he grows old and weak in the north, Myrddion whoever-you-are. I’ve not heard of you, young cock. But you will hand over a gold coin, or I’ll take everything you’ve got.’

‘Not easily,’ Finn said softly, and drew his sword. Praxiteles produced a stout club from beneath his cloak and Myrddion hefted his serpent staff.

‘Oh, I’m so frightened!’ Hrothnar scoffed, beginning to move forward with five of his thugs spread out behind him. He was swinging a leather tube filled with sand, a deadly and effective weapon in knowledgeable hands. The weighted sap hissed through the air as Hrothnar swung it with the proficiency of much practice.

But it never reached its target. The Saxon had chosen to attack Myrddion because he was the leader and seemed to be the weakest among the men in his party, but Myrddion had been underestimated by many adversaries. The serpent staff, purchased at Marathon, was swung in a backhanded movement that caught the lout squarely on the side of his jaw. By luck rather than good management, the blow connected with sufficient force to fell Hrothnar like a slaughtered ox.

With their leader lying insensible on the ground, his followers continued to move forward threateningly in the belief that five men were more than enough to smother any opposition. Perhaps this assumption would have proved to be correct, but Brangaine sensed their distraction and leapt off the pile of baggage with a blood-curdling, tribal scream. She slashed at the foremost bully with the scalpel she had palmed and the razor-sharp tool caught him across the arm, slashing through cloth, skin and muscle as if it were slicing its way through butter.

As he stared foolishly at the sudden rush of blood that began to gush down his arm, the man was easily knocked unconscious by Praxiteles’s club, while Finn advanced towards the four remaining thugs with eyes that were reddening with rage. As they saw the blood pouring from their felled accomplices, the louts wavered in their attack and then, confused by the speed at which their fortunes had been reversed, they turned and took to their heels, leaving Hrothnar and his bleeding companion to their fates.

Myrddion sighed and turned to Finn. ‘See if you can find someone in charge to arrest these two idiots. They obviously practise their trade on any newcomers who arrive at the docks.’

Wary of reprisals, he scrutinised the wooden wharves for further danger, but none of the sailors, traders or merchants showed the slightest interest in the small, bloody battle that had taken place. Here, wise men walked abroad with their eyes closed. ‘It’s obvious that there’s no rule of law in Dubris. I’m beginning to wish we had wings to spirit us out of here.’

Finn returned, but without any person of authority. With an expressive shrug of his shoulders, he explained that various thanes controlled different sectors of the city, and these lords would need to know whom Hrothnar served and what his normal duties were before they could take any action against the two wounded captives. Hrothnar was a citizen of the city, and the party of healers had no standing in this new, lawless community.

‘We are unlikely to see these scum placed into any sort of custody, so they feel safe to prey on strangers,’ Finn explained. ‘Dubris is much changed since we were last here, master, and the Celts have abandoned the town and its administration to the Saxon traders. To add to my frustration, I barely understood what anyone said. The languages spoken here are quite different from the Frankish tongues.’

‘There are superficial differences, but I understood Hrothnar well enough, and heaven knows what race could lay claim to him.’ Myrddion frowned with irritation. ‘What are we supposed to do with these beauties?’ He thought briefly, shrugged, and began to hunt for his satchel. ‘Brangaine, do we have any clean water in our flasks?’ he asked. Used to his eccentricities, she nodded. ‘Good. Then find some clean cloth and we’ll attend to their bumps and bruises.’

Now that Myrddion had decided on a course of action, he turned and spoke over his shoulder to Finn and Praxiteles. ‘Keep an eye on our sleeping beauties while I stitch them up, although why we should repair them so the damned idiots can rob other respectable travellers is more than I can fathom.’

Grumbling like an old man, the healer cleansed and stitched two broken heads and one slashed forearm. He had barely finished when Hrothnar began to stir, his hands swatting ineffectually at the empty air. When he came to his senses, Myrddion dragged the wharf rat unceremoniously to his feet. The man was heavy and the stink of his body odour made the other flinch.

‘I neglected to tell you that we are healers, Hrothnar, not that you’d have cared while you were robbing us. However, no matter how harmless our group of travellers might seem, we couldn’t have journeyed through the strife and warfare we have seen in the land of the Franks without being able to protect ourselves. If I were you, Hrothnar, I’d consider another trade if you want to survive to make old bones. Or learn to see beyond superficial appearances.’

Hrothnar tried to focus his blurred vision while keeping his aching head perfectly still. His green eyes were puzzled and almost childlike. ‘Why haven’t you killed us? Why have you stitched my head? I could still turn on you before you have an opportunity to leave Dubris.’

Myrddion grinned ruefully, for Hrothnar was correct in his analysis. A party containing three women and two children, one of whom was a babe in arms, was vulnerable while travelling through narrow, dangerous streets.

‘If you can understand the meaning of what I am about to explain, you may learn something that is of lasting value to you. As healers, we are duty bound by our oaths to our profession. Those who perform our trade swear to do no harm to others, even to persons who threaten our safety. I am obliged to repair the damage I have done to you, so you can have no reason to fear us. Nor will you suffer any ill effects from your attempts at extortion, although we have served in the armies of great and ruthless men. We have stood in blood to our ankles as we plied our craft, and we’ve learned from bitter experience the tricks that are needed to protect ourselves from armed enemies. Now, collect your friend and leave us in peace.’

Hrothnar stared blankly at Myrddion as he tried to puzzle out the underlying motives behind the healer’s generosity. Harsh experience had taught him that strength and brutality filled his belly, rather than dispensing mercy or kindness. He knew that the healers could have cut their throats while they were unconscious, and he was certain that he would have removed any fallen opponents in just this fashion. So, in lawless Dubris, that the healers should allow their captives to depart seemed madness . . . unless there was a deeper purpose at work.

As if reading Hrothnar’s mind, Myrddion replied by throwing the lout’s leather purse, which had been dislodged from his belt when he fell, back at him. Hrothnar caught it awkwardly with one hand and hefted its weight. The coins were still in place.

‘Why?’ Hrothnar muttered thickly. ‘To be blunt, you have us at your mercy. It would have been easy for you to keep my money and refuse to give it back to me, yet you’ve returned it in full. I don’t understand you, Myrddion Merlinus.’

Puzzled, Finn also gaped at Myrddion in surprise. At the very least, Hrothnar’s purse would have recompensed the healers for the inconvenience that the man had caused.

‘If I kept your money, I’d also be a common thief,’ Myrddion retorted grimly. ‘Just like you.’

For the first time, Hrothnar replied with a cynical approximation of humour. ‘No, you’re not a thief like me, are you? But you are something odd and dangerous, so I’m beginning to wonder just what you are.’

‘I know nothing about you, Hrothnar, or what has driven you to earn your bread by a brutal and vicious trade, but I’ve learned much about the world during my travels, especially of its cruelty and the hardships it places on the poor. Once again, Hrothnar, I hope you’ll benefit from this experience and trouble us no more.’

Hrothnar remained silent, for the young healer puzzled and confused him. This young man was either a fool or very dangerous. In either case, Hrothnar wanted nothing more to do with the healer or his party. As he struggled to lift his companion, he bowed his head to replicate a respectful, obsequious nod. Silently, he hefted his unconscious confederate over one shoulder and turned to trudge away, while around him the bustle of the docks swirled and scuttled along as if nothing had happened.

Cadoc returned before noon with a lugubrious face and two wagons, one of which was driven by a bluff young Saxon whose accent was so broad that even Myrddion had difficulty understanding much that he said. The reason for Cadoc’s dismay was immediately obvious.

Oxen!

A single, dun-coloured horse was tethered at the rear of the leading wagon, but the beasts between the traces were huge brown oxen with brass-tipped, sawn-down horns and dull eyes. Cadoc loathed oxen because they were slow, stupid and difficult to master. In emergencies, they had only one pace, regardless of how harshly whips were applied, and the time required to turn them could be fatal if the wagons were under attack. Even Myrddion, who was unbiased, disliked travelling behind a team of oxen as their broad hooves stirred up a fug of dust.

‘Would you credit that horses seem to have vanished from Dubris? The best I could muster was this spavined creature from a Dumnonii trader who needed extra funds to return home. The Celts are deserting Dubris in hordes, but there’s no lack of migrating northerners eager to take their places.’

‘Aye, Cadoc, we’ve already established that the docks here are more dangerous than those of Ostia, and I thought that was bad,’ Finn added. ‘I’ve dreamed of home every step of the way from Constantinople, and now that we’re here, home is stranger and more threatening than most of the outlandish places we’ve been to.’

‘Let’s get out of this foul place.’ Myrddion sighed gustily. ‘I can’t believe that six years have wrought so many changes in Britain. We’ve seen the movement of the tribes in Gaul and we know from first-hand experience what violence has filled the void created by the Roman retreat. Somehow, I never expected to find it here, in Britain, so we’ve missed astonishing changes during our wanderings.’

‘Nothing much of benefit to the people has happened, master, and that’s for certain,’ Cadoc grunted as he climbed down from the primitive, poorly constructed wagon, which lacked even the refinement of leather covers. ‘Look at this thing! Even the wheels are made of wood. Remember those metal rims on the wagons in Rome?’

‘We’re not in Rome now,’ Finn snapped back unnecessarily.

‘I have a strong desire to see broad skies and breathe clean air,’ Myrddion muttered under his breath. ‘Let’s dust Dubris off our backs as soon as possible.’

With the economy of long practice, the healers packed the wagons. They were conscious of the hard, envious inspection of the watching dockworkers so, nervous of further interference by footpads and thieves, the men worked with dispatch. As they laboured, Praxiteles asked numerous questions about the size and quality of Britain’s largest port, and the healers felt a certain embarrassment as they compared grubby little Dubris with the wonders of Constantinople.

Once they had loaded the wagons and climbed aboard, the crack of Cadoc’s long whip urged the oxen into grudging movement. And so, with Praxiteles driving the other wagon and Myrddion riding the dun-coloured horse, the journey through Dubris began. The evidence of wide-sweeping and destructive change was all around them and Myrddion, with his new sophistication, told himself that this shift was the way of the world, as natural as rain or sunshine.

Nevertheless, these fresh scars on his homeland caused him pain. Even the smaller temples had been stripped of stone, while vandals had toppled whole columns in many buildings so that Myrddion could see the clever engineering that had pegged the sections together. Mute, and yet eloquent, naked plinths reminded him that gods of marble had once stood here and blessed the citizens of Dubris with peace and plenty.

‘All things change,’ Myrddion whispered aloud in a vain attempt at self-persuasion. ‘To stay still is to rot and die.’

Then the forum hove into view and the entire party was silenced by its complete ruination. Even more poignant were the ragged children who played with shards of marble in the weak spring sunshine. Like young animals, they were tormenting a starving dog by tossing pieces of stone at it. The poor creature attempted to slink away through a forest of columns, but the children pursued it, screaming with excitement. Across the wide road, the roofless remains of the baths still sported slimy green water within the calidarium, where more ragged children were tossing stones into the scummed depths. Myrddion had bathed here only six years earlier, and now . . .? Stone and wood had been dragged away by the immigrants to create makeshift structures on the edges of the city.

A brightly coloured object caught Myrddion’s attention from the centre of a thick growth of thistles that were flourishing between slabs of cracked marble paving. Without thinking, he leapt from his horse and thrust aside the spiky foliage to retrieve a fragment of carved and painted marble. He raised it like a trophy and his companions were able to identify his discovery.

A carved marble hand, painted brick red to simulate tanned flesh, raised an index finger imperiously towards the sky. Miraculously, the fingers remained unbroken. A carved ring on the pointing finger had been painted blue and captured the light as if it were a true gem, rather than a mere simulacrum.

‘Perhaps it came from a statue of a god? Or it might have been part of a dedication to an emperor or a noble senator. No matter, for it’s now as dead as its owner, or the Roman Dubris we passed through on our way to Constantinople. There is no point in mourning the peaceful days that fled during our absence.’

Still, despite his rational acceptance of the natural and organic nature of change, Myrddion stroked the marble hand and asked Brangaine to care for it until he had time to examine it more closely. Equally reverently, Brangaine found a strip of waste cloth and wrapped the hand carefully, as if it belonged to a man who still lived and regretted the loss of his amputated flesh.

As the travellers passed through the city, hard-eyed men stared at them and recognised something Celt in their plaited forelocks and antique jewellery. But the healers had become hardened and strong from years of travelling, so they carried with them a faint aura of danger that silenced the sullen men and their tall, angular wives. Only the children were either courageous or careless enough to shout insults that followed the wagons through the streets.

‘Smelly Celts! Cowardly dogs! Run away home to your smelly huts.’

‘Where are your Roman friends now?’ a blonde woman screamed from the steps of a small theatre, as she suckled a child at a brown-nippled breast. ‘They’ve all scurried away, so you’d better hurry after them to the bastard Ambrosius.’

She shut her mouth eventually when Myrddion drew his huge Celtic sword and rested it across his saddle. With unerring accuracy, she spat at the feet of his horse. The healer stared straight ahead and ignored the woman and the pack of small boys and youths that ran after them.

‘We’ll soon need supplies, master,’ Cadoc shouted back to his leader without turning his head. The ever-prudent servant was careful not to lift his eyes from the road while they were passing through enemy territory.

‘Speak in Latin, Cadoc,’ Myrddion replied sharply. ‘There’s no need to advertise that we have money.’

‘Aye! But we still need supplies – and that soft spot between my shoulder blades is itching. These streets are full of hidden eyes.’

‘We might stop on the outskirts if we can find a safe market place. But if we must travel night and day with only water to fill our bellies, then that’s what we’ll do. We’re hated here, so I’ll not pause willingly, even out of hunger.’

Praxiteles held his club easily across his knees while he plied the reins. Finn had also drawn his sword, and, armed and ready, the cavalcade passed through the hostile streets at a steady, lumbering pace. Eventually, night fell and the party was forced to halt. Even then, the men stood guard while the women slept, conscious that the night was full of menace and the rank stink of hatred.

‘Welcome home to Britain!’ Myrddion muttered ironically to Cadoc as he bedded down under the wagon. ‘I’d rather sleep on the streets of Rome than in this cesspit.’

Cadoc discovered that he had little to say when he was profoundly troubled. His ebullience and humour had seeped away in the slow journey from the docks. But, like his master, he mourned the loss of so much he had loved.

Before first light, that hour when the sky faded to grey and the stars were extinguished, the healers were on the road and moving once more. The night had been cold with a memory of winter chill, so they huddled miserably in their cloaks and dreamed of hot food. Fog hung over the buildings of the town and loaned the pillaged ruins an illusion of wholeness, blurring the details of mud and sagging wooden door frames to create an illusion of beauty in simple shapes. Weedy courtyards and rank gardens were softened and clothed in glistening dew. The deserted streets echoed mysteriously, as if the stones remembered the marching, sandalled feet of the legions and the wild, fair singing of Celt warriors as they prepared for war. It was an hour when the ghosts of the past seemed to call to unwary travellers out of the mists, before the rising sun brought back the prosaic, ugly reality of Dubris under her new masters.

‘We’ll have left the city by the time the sun is up, and with luck we’ll find suitable markets, master,’ Bridie consoled Myrddion as he rode close to the wagon and smiled at the sleeping countenance of her small son.

‘You’ve been very patient and brave, Bridie. Bearing a child on board a ship bound for Gaul is no small thing. But you’ll soon return to our lands and you can present your son to Ceridwen. Then he will become a true Celt.’

Bridie stroked the small golden charm that hung round the neck of the sleeping infant, her eyes shining with the unconditional love that mothers feel for their children. ‘I thank you for his bulla, my lord. The gold is so fine that you must have purchased it in Constantinople. It is a wonderful gift for my boy, and he will be forever marked by your favour.’

Myrddion blushed, for he had been afraid that Bridie would be offended by the Roman custom of gifting an infant with a tiny casket to hold an amulet. But Bridie had travelled far from Cymru and had learned to judge the hearts of men with instinctive accuracy.

‘Your boy deserves a better future than following the fortunes of war from one cruel place to another.’ Myrddion spoke regretfully as he watched Finn sleep on the heaped baggage in the wagon. Praxiteles was handling the reins and singing Greek songs in a soft and tuneful voice. ‘I’d like you to persuade Finn to take my place in Segontium, Bridie. I expect I’ll become a wandering healer, for these are so many souls suffering in the small hamlets and farms. But you and your babe deserve a snug little house of your own. My mistress, Annwynn, who taught me so much in the years when I was her apprentice, is very old and needs a young back and a strong pair of hands to help her prepare her healing remedies. You will build a good life on Annwynn’s farm and your son will grow tall and healthy.’

Bridie eyed Myrddion sharply under the fall of her plaits. ‘Do you want to be rid of us, master? Are we an encumbrance?’

Myrddion jerked the rains in surprise and denial, until the stolid horse danced and bridled in protest. ‘No, Bridie, not at all! My heart will be saddened when we part, but you and Finn must do what is right for the little one.’

Bridie sighed and nodded. ‘You’ll have your own children one day, master. Will you cease to roam then?’

‘I’m certain I won’t father children for many years to come,’ Myrddion whispered, his lips twisted with bitter regret. ‘So far, I’ve displayed poor judgement in my choice of women, as you are aware. Some men are born to be alone.’

‘Oh, master,’ Bridie whispered sadly, but Myrddion’s horse had moved ahead and he didn’t hear her. Then the moment of intimacy passed as her son woke and wailed for the breast.

As the sun began to light the horizon, the travellers drove into a market that was being set up on the outskirts of the city. The healers were thankful to see local farmers, as well as Saxons, hefting baskets of live birds, eggs packed in straw and panniers of new vegetables, alongside traders displaying their wares on coarse, blanket-covered tables which proclaimed their affluence. These goods were designed to tempt the crowds who would come once the day was more advanced, and included every tawdry bauble that could be bought cheaply in any of the Frankish ports, as well as ill-made trifles from as far away as Massilia. Bridie, Brangaine and Rhedyn descended from the wagons and fell on the fresh food with the avidity of desperate shoppers. They were far too experienced to waste even a copper on jewellery that would blacken almost immediately or pans that were so thin they would fall apart within a short period after purchase, and they haggled, cajoled and demanded the best possible deals with the confidence of women who had learned a smattering of six languages in all the market places of the Middle Sea. Within minutes of completing their business, their purchases were packed in the wagons and the party quit the markets to leave the poor huts on the outskirts of Dubris far behind them. The journey home had begun.

The air smelled clean now and gave off the rich aroma of newly turned earth, fresh growth, woodsmoke, and the wild flowers that flourished in drifts between tree roots. Suddenly, the smell of home was so strong that Myrddion felt his eyes prickle with tears and he was forced to turn his head to one side in case his friends should catch him weeping. He had left Britain in a spirit of mingled adventure, resentment and excitement, but he had learned that the land of his birth, no matter how backward it now seemed, was a part of his blood and bones.

‘I swear I’ll never leave again, no matter what our futures may bring. If Dubris is any example, then we’ll have an inordinately busy time right here in Britain.’

But his companions didn’t hear him. They’d not have argued anyway, for home was everything to them . . . and always had been. Myrddion had pursued his own dream to Constantinople, and they had followed him willingly, but they had never lost sight of their roots.

Never again, Myrddion thought. His fingers remembered the texture of Flavia’s skin and the marvellous fineness of her hair; his lips recalled the taste of her honeyed mouth and her wicked tongue; his body continued to hunger for her. But she had chosen to become the concubine of his father, if only for a season, and Myrddion had vowed that he would never love a woman again. Love and passion did little to assuage his terrible loneliness, and brought only pain in their wake.

From this time onwards, he determined that love of his homeland would be sufficient to sustain the needs of his solitary heart.

CHAPTER II

WHERE THE SOFT WINDS BLOW


Our world is lovely in different ways,

Hung with beauty and works of hands,

I saw a strange machine, made

For motion, slide against the sand,

Shrieking as it went. It walked swiftly

On its only foot, this odd-shaped monster,

Travelled in an open country without

Seeing, without arms, or hands,

With many ribs, and its mouth in its middle.

Anglo-Saxon riddle



All the healers felt dislocated. The road they travelled was long, broad and still well maintained, although hedges of hawthorn were beginning to encroach onto the carriageway. Beyond the hedges, or over the low walls of stones that had been ploughed out of the fields, farms proliferated across the flat and fertile land. But Myrddion also saw signs of neglect where fields remained unploughed and crops had not been planted in the late winter. Many of the simple stone crofts were obviously deserted, for doors gaped open and many thatched roofs had collapsed.

‘It looks as though most farmers of the Cantii tribe have fled from the lands around Dubris,’ Myrddion reported to Finn and Cadoc, after he had ridden off to explore a one-room cottage and cow byre just beyond the roadway. ‘The croft has been stripped bare and all the livestock has gone. I saw no signs of violence, no bodies and no bones, so the farm must have been abandoned. The tribe is probably on the move into the west, taking everything of value with them.’

‘I can’t imagine deserting the home where the
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