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Chapter One


The fogs were still dripping in from the Atlantic when Merewyn met the stranger by the Camel River.


The last plodding hours through rainy mist and mud had scarcely discomforted the girl, for she was very young and eager, nor had ever left home before. Besides she was certain that this overnight pilgrimage to the Holy Well at Roche would help her mother. St. Gundred’s Well was famous for its cures. The gentle St. Gundred, who had once lived beside the well and given it her name, and a particular closeness to the angels, and also tenderness for the maladies that bedevil the aching flesh or disordered mind.


To be sure it would have been far better if the sufferer could have made the pilgrimage herself, and bathed in the cool dark water beneath the granite cross; but Breaca, Merewyn’s mother was far too weak for the journey. So Merewyn made it for her. She prayed by the well, dropped into it a precious silver halfpenny, and a tiny piece of her mother’s sleeve, so that there would be no doubt for whom the cure was intended. She also brought back some of the holy water in a lead vial.


Merewyn had company on her march along the wild lonely tracks, over moors where the furze was golden now in April, around rocks and ruts and through deeply mired fords. One of her companions was her dog—Trig. Trig came of no particular breed. He was simply a large hound, with a long nose, fierce wary eyes, and complete devotion to Merewyn. He would have attacked either wolf or robber in her defence, though such valour had not been needed.


Merewyn’s human companion was her serf, an enormous youth of eighteen, whose body was as thick and solid as a yew trunk, whose shaggy black-thatched head rose a foot above the heads of most men, and who had never learned proper speech.


His name was Caw. Breaca said Caw’s wits had been addled on the Day of Death fifteen years ago in the year of our Lord 958, when he had witnessed the horrors inflicted by the devil-raiders from the sea.


Yet despite his handicaps they were lucky to have Caw; he could fish and tend the pigs, and his great strength helped the two lone women in many ways. Nobody had been left alive in the household after the dragon-ship full of helmeted and bearded murderers sailed away. Only the baby Caw in his hiding-place and Breaca herself. She had been sorely injured; a sword wound in her thigh and an arm wrenched from its socket which even today hung limply at her side.


It felt like early afternoon to Merewyn when she and Caw trudged into Pendavey; there was a tinge of pearly yellow overhead above the swirling mist. At Pendavey the River Camel widened, and here she and Caw had hidden the coracle on the way to St. Gundred’s. It was a rounded little boat made of bent withes, and covered with greased cow-hide. Now they might float home to Padstow on the current and the tide. The rest of the journey should be quick. The coracle was waiting where they had left it, amongst reeds under a bank, and Merewyn was about to step into it when Trig stiffened, his hackles rose and he began to snarl.


Caw did not look up; he went on stolidly holding the coracle against the current, but Merewyn peered through the mist. Piskies? she thought anxiously. Yet the little folk were seldom abroad in daylight. Who else then in this lonely place?


She heard a man’s muffled voice. “Help me, maiden,” it called. “I am lost.”


Trig started to bound forward, the girl put a restraining hand on his thong collar. She waited, heart beating fast, until a man on horseback appeared in front of her. He had seen her before she did him, because of a rift in the mist and because she wore—as did most Cornish women—a red woollen cloak.


“I’ve been lost all day,” the man said. He glanced at the straining, snapping dog. “Don’t be afraid of me. I’m a stranger from far off.”


“Ah—?” said Merewyn, thinking this over. A stranger. She had never met one. Not a real stranger with odd clothes and an accent.


She examined him. While she did so the mist broke and the sun poured down. The sudden sunlight made of the young man a figure as vivid as the painting of St. Michael she had seen in the chapel at Roche. The stranger was dark, like her mother, like Caw, like all the folk she had ever seen. Yet he did not resemble these folk in any other way. His black hair, glossy as a raven’s wing, was cut short above the ears, he had no beard on his lean jutting chin, and instead of coarse homespun he wore a soft blue mantle furred with squirrel and embroidered around the hem. The mantle was held at the shoulder by a glittering enamelled brooch. He had long leather shoes with a design on them, and his legs were covered by blue trousers, then cross-gartered to the knee with linen strips.


The expression of his thoughtful brown eyes was pleasant. She knew she need not fear him. The dog also knew this. He ceased snarling and sat down.


“You’re lost?” said Merewyn. “Where do you want to go?”


“I’m bound for England, to King Edgar’s Court,” said the young man, smiling.


Merewyn looked blank. Not only was his accented speech hard for her to follow, but in all her fourteen years she had never heard of anyone going to England, and barely knew that there was a King somewhere up there.


“England?” she repeated, and when he nodded, she said, “That’s so far. I’ve just come from St. Gundred’s,” she added proudly. “I spent the night—but I don’t know the way into England where the wicked Sawsnachs live.”


“Where are you bound for now, maiden?” he asked, eyeing her with amusement. She looked like many of the Cornish girls he had been seeing on isolated farms as he passed; the bare, dirty feet; the drab, homespun kirtle; the red, muddy mantle; the long flowing hair, somewhat tangled; and yet her colouring was different. The hair was ruddy—like a horse chestnut—not black. Her eyes were not dark either; they were like rippled sea water, blue, flecked by green lights. He did not consider her pretty; on her rosy cheeks and short snub nose there were freckles, and she held herself awkwardly, being embarrassed by his scrutiny. Yet her earnestness was appealing. And she looked intelligent.


“For home—” she said, pointing at the coracle. “Down the river a league or so.”


“Is yonder giant yours?” he asked, indicating Caw, who was still holding the coracle, and waiting incuriously for orders. “Does he know the way into England?”


She shook her head. “Caw knows only what we tell him.” She hesitated a while, added reluctantly, “At Padstow where I live there are some monks. Perhaps they could tell you.”


“Come with me then,” he said, patting his horse’s rump. “Up here to guide me. That lout can take the boat down himself, can’t he?”


After a moment, she assented. She told Caw what to do, then clambered up on the horse behind the stranger, putting her arms around his waist as he directed. The feel of a man’s body so close was peculiar. She did not understand the rush of warmth it gave her, or the giddiness. Perhaps it was the scent of his mantle, she thought—like the sweet smoke from burning turf, like gorse. Strange that a man should smell fragrant. Caw smelled of sweat and dung. “What is your name?” she whispered.


“Romieux de Provence,” he said over his shoulder. “That’s hard for the Celtic tongue to say. Call me Rumon, as they did in Brittany. I’m used to it.”


“Brittany!” She had heard of that land across the sea to the south. One of the Padstow fishermen had been to Brittany. “That is your country?”


“Oh, no. I spent four months there—that’s why I can speak your language. Breton is like Cornish.”


“Where do you come from?” she persisted. Riding there behind him, savouring the scent of his mantle, her nose almost touching his hair which was clean and shining, her arms clasping the lean waist where she could feel the rib cage rising and falling, she was seized by a poignant curiosity. Her arms tightened around him involuntarily.


He felt this and stiffened. “A shipwreck,” he said briskly. “On the southmost point of your country called Maneage, or the Lizard—a dreadful place—they’re heathens down there. For the rest, it would mean naught to you.” His tone was courteous enough, yet it silenced her.


As they rode Rumon went on thinking. Where do you come from? Where are you going? The latter, at least, had always been the question since five years ago, when he was fifteen, and had had the vision.


The horse jogged along the track which was plain now that the mists lifted. The dog trotted beside them. Here and there a guiding stone cross was set along the way. The sea smells grew stronger, and gulls wheeled shrieking overhead. Soon he would see the Western Sea, if he had understood the girl aright. I’m a wanderer, he thought. A searcher. And I bring shame to my blood that I do not wish to be a warrior. That was what his grandmother, Queen Edgive, of Arles, had shouted when she finally lost her long patience with him. “You will not fight to regain our shattered kingdom, you will not even fight the Saracens, which is every Christian’s duty, you moon about with books, you dream of angels and fairylands where no human has ever gone. You shame your royal blood, your doubly royal blood! You sicken me!”


He had felt the shame she wished, and also confusion and sorrow. He could barely remember his parents. His father died in battle, his mother a month later of plague. And he loved his grandmother who had raised him. She was English, a grand-daughter of the great King Alfred who had rid England of the Vikings. Her husband had been Louis L’Aveugle, King of Arles. Blinded by his enemy, Berenger, Louis had yet managed to rule over Burgundy, which included Provence and parts of Savoie and Italy. He had died long before Rumon was born. His empire dissolved gradually, for lack of a strong hand, while the Saracens encroached on the south, and the Frankish Kings encroached on the west. At times the Hungarians, wild hordes from the centre of Europe, also harried Burgundy. Rumon’s childhood had been hideous with the clashing of steel, and battle cries; the stench of blood; and the screams of torture. He shrank woefully from these. He dwindled and pined and had dreadful nightmares. Edgive finally put him for safe-keeping in the great hill fortress of Les Baux, not far from his birthplace at Avignon.


Les Baux castle was a stone stronghold built high on a weird rocky spur which overlooked surrounding valleys. It was inhabited by a fierce Baron and his knights, and was shudderingly called “The Nest of Eagles” by the rest of Provence. The Baron had remained friendly towards Edgive, the old dowager Queen. He revered her royal blood and her spirit, though her power had vanished with the death of her husband. The Lord of Les Baux consented to raise her delicate grandson in his impregnable fortress.


At Les Baux, Rumon was given servants and a couple of rooms to himself. He gained strength and lost his fears. He learned avidly from the castle priest who was something of a scholar and delighted to have a worthy pupil at last.


Rumon soon knew how to read and write Latin. He spoke excellent English too. Edgive saw to that. She brought him an English slave and drilled him in her mother-tongue on each of her frequent visits.


He had but one real friend during those years—a blind harper. This was an odd, gentle man called Vincent, who had travelled widely before he was blinded. He knew a hundred songs, describing a thousand marvels. These he sang so movingly while accompanying himself on his little harp that even the old Baron would sometimes listen and applaud. Vincent taught Rumon to play the harp, and to make up songs in the Provençal language. But Rumon, who was devoted to the harper, preferred the times when the blind man would lift his thin face towards the sun, and tell of the old legends he had learned on his travels to the west.


In this way Rumon first heard of a heroic bygone king called Arthur. He heard too of a blessed island called Avalon where all folk might be happy and at peace. He heard the story of St. Joseph of Arimathea who had fled from Calvary bearing Our Lord’s precious blood in a chalice called the San Graal and that the very sight of this holy cup might bestow eternal joy. Where was Avalon? Where was the San Graal? Rumon would ask. The harper always sadly shook his head. He did not know. And heeding the disapproval of the Baron who thought Rumon far too much given to sedentary pursuits, Vincent would dismiss the boy, and send him to the knights.


The knights at Les Baux taught Rumon how to ride. They tried also to teach him manly arts—the use of sword and spear and shield; the joys of drinking, and the seduction of women.


Rumon listened to them because he had to, he learned sword-play and hawking, but as he grew older he felt himself increasingly apart from the brawling warriors.


Vincent died one day of an issue of blood from the lungs, and after that Rumon was lonely. Longing ever for he knew not what. Except perhaps the return of a dream he had had at fifteen, some weeks after Vincent’s death. The dream or vision was of great beauty, though when he mistakenly tried to recount it to Edgive, Rumon could hear that it sounded like nonsense … a blessed island suffused with golden light floating somewhere in the west. A transparent ruby-red cup shimmering beneath the wings of a white dove. The light-beams from the cup which shot down and touched Rumon’s face as gently as flower petals. There was music in the air and a Voice whose words he could not remember, except that it had urged him on a Holy Quest. The Voice had spoken of the brotherhood of all men, and of peace. It had spoken of love. It had induced in Rumon such awe, such joy, and such a sense of dedication that he awoke in tears.


Edgive was exceedingly sharp in her ridicule of this vision. She had lost her sons in honourable war. She had no intention of losing her cherished grandson in a morass of dreamy inertia which appeared to her very like cowardice; or—almost as bad—she had no intention of allowing him to drift into the cloister. Such a life was not for a prince who was descended from the two most victorious kings known to mankind—not only her own line from King Alfred, but Louis L’Aveugle’s line from Charlemagne.


So Edgive treated the vision with contempt, saying that youths of his age were always having peculiar dreams, and she trusted that his would soon take the usual form of voluptuous maidens and lustful dalliance. In the meantime she would search out a suitable heiress for him to marry, since he seemed to be so laggard in finding women for himself.


Edgive found several heiresses. Rumon was agreeable, he sang songs to them, he paid them compliments, he kissed their hands. Yet he did not fall in love, and he continued to make the extraordinary assertion that he did not wish to lie with a woman unless he loved her. He also continued to make the other more extraordinary assertion that he did not wish to kill anyone—even an enemy. He had the audacity to quote the sixth commandment to his grandmother, and to the knights at Les Baux who were urging him to join them in arms against the Saracens. And Rumon followed up the commandment by quoting the Lord Jesus Christ’s injunction to love one’s enemies.


The knights were disgusted. They said that all the fiddle-faddle was well enough for saints, or might have been a thousand years ago, but the Lord Jesus would certainly be the first to command Christians to kill pagans. Rumon announced that he did not think so. The knights sneered at him, avoided him.


Edgive was baffled and upset. Yet she loved Rumon deeply, perhaps all the more because of his calm, almost sorrowful defiance of her wishes.


One day she summoned him to her chamber. They eyed each other in silence for a while. The dowager Queen was old. Her white face was deeply lined, beneath the golden crown her hair was grey and scanty, as it hung in two bound plaits across her bowed shoulders. Yet her eyes were still of a piercing blue—eyes accustomed to obedience. She stared at her grandson seeking to fathom him.


He was dark, fairly tall, rather slight of build as his father had been. His face was thin, though the lips were mobile and full. He was very pleasing when he smiled. Women liked him, they had all shown that—from the high-born damsels she had provided, to the luscious peasant girls she had asked the Les Baux knights to tempt him with. He always dressed magnificently in velvets, gilded embroideries, and furs—as a prince should. He was extremely clean, even his fingernails. He insisted upon the servants hauling water for a daily bath. Another eccentricity which set him apart from the others.


“Grandson—” said Edgive at last, and in English which she used for grave moments. “I don’t understand you.” She closed her wrinkled lids, said with difficulty, “Surely it cannot be that you are the kind of man, who—who takes pleasure only in men—like the Comte de Toulouse.”


Rumon shook his head, he gave her a tender smile. “No, my royal grandmother, I am not like the Comte de Toulouse, or any of those. Do not fear that. I cannot tell you what I am. Except that I have a great yearning to wander and to search, that this causes a fever in my breast, and dulls my interest in what most folk consider pleasures.”


Edgive sighed. “I don’t understand you,” she repeated. “But if this is the way you are, then I have decided what you must do. No, you will not object again,” she said, as she saw him start. “For I give you leave to wander, at least I send you from here, sad as this makes me. You shall go to England, to my nephew, King Edgar. You demand peace—and his country is peaceful. An enjoy, who came to me at Arles last month, says that England is the most peaceable land in the world at present. You will go to Edgar and give him my greetings. Tell him that I miss my native country, that if I were not too old I might have come myself. Tell him that I pray him to find some occupation for you commensurate with your own royal birth. You have talents, I suppose, though they are not to me specially admirable. You can write, and draw, you have book learning, you have a quick ear for music and languages. Perhaps the peaceable Edgar can make use of you. And it may be that in England you will find what you seek.”


Rumon was so astonished and relieved that for a moment he did not speak. Then he ran to her and kissed one of the blue-veined hands.


“Ah, my lady, my dearest grandmother. This plan of yours makes me happy. I have always longed to see England.” England lay in the Western Sea. It was an island. He knew that in some mysterious way this land was tied into his vision, or at least was not antipathetic to it, as everything here had been. And he was heartily sick of Provence where he had no friends.


Rumon set out in September with two servants; they were all well mounted on fleet horses from the Camargue. There was a donkey too, which carried the luggage and sundry presents for King Edgar.


Edgive had not required him to hurry. She suggested that he see something of the countries he would pass through, and also—from her own vivid memories—implored him not to brave the wintry seas, to wait until spring before crossing them.


Edgive wept when they parted, and Rumon was moved out of his youthful self-absorption into realizing how bitterly she would miss him, disappointing to her as he had been. They both knew that there was little chance of their ever meeting again.


In the chapel he knelt beside her in prayer, but could scarcely keep his mind on the prayers for looking at a little wooden image of a ship which hung near the altar. It contained the carved figures of the Three Maries and Martha, and their companions who had all fled from Judea after the Lord Jesus had been translated into Heaven, and the persecutions began. The boat-load had miraculously landed on the shores of Provence. Rumon had himself carved the little figures of the Three Maries—Mary of Bethany, Martha’s sister; Mary, the mother of St. John and St. James; and Mary Magdalene. A monk had carved Lazarus, Maximus, and Sara, the black servant. Rumon used to imagine himself in the boat with them on that sacred voyage. The legend of it always stirred him. He liked to think of such things.


When they finished praying, Edgive hid her sorrow under her usual sharpness. “So—farewell, Romieux de Provence! I shall pray daily that you are not so great a worry to your cousin, King Edgar, as you have been to me!”


He kissed her and mounted his horse.


 


For the first time in his life Rumon was at ease as he wandered north through the Frankish kingdom, stopping at monasteries when the fancy took him. His safe conduct assured him a welcome. It had been illuminated on vellum by one of the monks at Arles and signed by his grandmother as “Edgiva Regina”. At the monasteries they read the Latin script and were impressed by the arrival of a scion who descended from both Alfred of England and Charlemagne. Rumon stayed a week at Fleury-on-the-Loire, the great new Benedictine monastery. He was repelled by the strict Benedictine rule, yet fascinated by the tranquil radiance which emanated from many of the black-habited brethren. He had some pleasant talk with them, but no desire to join their order. The necessary vows of chastity, poverty and obedience he found distasteful. Chaste he was, though he had no intention of remaining so when he finally met a woman he could love, and he wanted children too—some day. Obedience he had attempted all his life with mediocre results. As for poverty, it held no charms whatsoever. Poverty went with dirt and shabby garments, both of which he abhorred.


Besides he had escaped from one sort of prison at Les Baux, and despite Edgive’s fears, he had no wish to be imprisoned in a cloister. He relished his freedom, and like everyone with a keen, observant mind he delighted in travel.


In December Rumon reached Brittany, and was at once stimulated by this land so different from any he had known. The dark forests, the stone temples from the forgotten days before the Romans came, the costumes, the Celtic speech which at first he could not understand—all these were of interest.


On Christmas Eve, which was his twentieth birthday, he arrived at the monastery of St. Brieuc on the coast. It was snowing. The first snow Rumon had ever seen. Past the Abbey church the sea pounded against icy shores, black waves roared in and thundered down in cataracts of white.


Rumon thought of the heat, the sun-baked barren hills of his old home, a languorous heat, ripped through once in a while by a screaming wind—the Mistral—but otherwise of a glaring wearisome monotony.


Rumon stood for some time gazing exultantly at the sea, breathing in the snow-filled air. As though to share in his exultation, the Abbey bells began to peal. They rang to announce the last Mass before the midnight one which would celebrate the birth of Christ. The bells and the sea, thought Rumon, made a wondrous salutation to his own birthday. Edgive had always deplored the date of Rumon’s birth. It was bad luck to precede the Lord Jesus by a few hours. Discourteous. Such a birthday was known to invite the attention of demons, of witches and warlocks—all the dark ones who would presently be routed at midnight when the Holy Babe Himself was born. To this unfortunate birthday, Edgive attributed many of her grandson’s peculiarities.


Rumon, of late years, had been inclined to think that his grandmother’s superstitions were silly. Yet some uneasiness remained, and he was always relieved when midnight came.


It would seem that ill luck was indeed his portion on this December 24th, for the monks of St. Brieuc would not receive him in their monastery.


Rumon and his attendants, the horses and the donkey were all tired, hungry, cold. Snow fell on them as they stood by the postern gate. A monk appeared, shrugged when he heard Rumon’s mixture of Latin and the few Celtic words he knew, then vanished with the safe-conduct parchment to show it to his Abbot. The monk returned in a few minutes, gave back the parchment, shrugged again, clanged shut his heavy oaken door in Rumon’s face, and shot an iron bolt inside.


“By the Three Maries!” cried Rumon, stunned and furious. “What ails these stupid Bretons!” He did not get the answer that night. None of the village would unbar doors to his knock. In the end Rumon’s party went supperless, drank some snow water, and spent the night shivering in a deserted barn.


Next morning Rumon rode to church, and assailed the Abbot after Mass. The Abbot was identifiable because he wore a pectoral cross, and because he held a kind of bishop’s crozier, otherwise these bearded Celtic monks in shabby white robes were like none Rumon had seen.


“Reverend Father,” said Rumon peremptorily in Latin. “Is it the custom in this land to turn hungry wayfarers from your door?”


The Abbot raised his grizzled eyebrows. “Your tone is rude,” he said in halting, rusty Latin. “And we do not like foreigners.”


“Did you read my parchment?” said Rumon, tilting his chin. “Did you see who I am?”


“I read last night that you descend from an English King and a Frankish King. Both those nations have cruelly persecuted my race. And I see now that even on this day of rejoicing for the birth of Our Lord you have no humility.”


Rumon swallowed. He knew in a vague way that the Celts had been crowded west and farther west throughout the centuries. Pushed to this peninsula in France, pushed to Wales and Cornwall in England. But so accustomed was he to instant respect for his rank, that the Abbot’s resentment amazed him.


“Mea Culpa, Reverend Fat her,” he said slowly, “I had not thought.” And he smiled.


The Abbot’s scowl gradually relaxed. “What are you doing in St. Brieuc?”


“I was told I might here find a ship to take us across the Channel to England.”


“In this weather!” The Abbot gave a dry cackle. It had stopped snowing, but the north-east wind whistled by, and the breakers pounded below them.


“I have money,” said Rumon, touching the heavy coin-filled pouch under his tunic. “I can pay for our board until a ship does sail.”


“In that case,” said the Abbot, suddenly twinkling, “come, join me at Christmas dinner.”


As it turned out, no ship sailed until April 1st. The weather grew fierce. The north winds continued to pile icy waves into the harbour. The cargoes were not ready, either.


Rumon passed the time by learning Celtic and listening to legends of the saints which the monks would occasionally tell him. One evening he particularly wished to hear the story of his namesake—or what the Abbot soon decided was his namesake. “Romieux” was obviously only a barbaric form of Rumon or Ronan or even Ruan. So said the Abbot who could not pronounce “Romieux”. The first Rumon was a much revered saint in Brittany. He had come from Ireland centuries ago with St. Patrick. How many centuries? Nobody knew exactly. Five, six, maybe. About the time that King Arthur had crossed the Channel to save Brittany, as he had saved the Britons in England from the marauding Saxon heathens. Blessed King Arthur!


“Blessed King Arthur!” repeated the monks obediently in chorus.


Rumon bowed his head politely, though he was not interested in King Arthur. “Pray tell me about St. Rumon,” he said, “since you consider me his namesake.”


It was the recreation hour before Compline. The monks were gathered around the central fire in the refectory digesting a meal of rye bread and salt fish washed down with hard cider. Sleet hissed on the wooden shutters; now and then from near-by forests a hungry wolf howled.


The Abbot dozed in his chair, the monks crouched idly on stools; only the chamberer was busy mending a torn habit, squinting near the firelight. Rumon had already observed how much this order differed from the Benedictine Abbey he had seen at Fleury. Here, beyond the Offices, and essential tasks of wood-chopping and cooking, there seemed to be few disciplines. There was also boredom, especially in winter.


The old almoner was by general consent the best tale-teller. Presently he cleared his throat and began the story of St. Rumon.


“It was in the days of Grallon, King of all Brittany,” said the almoner and went on in a kind of chant, “that the holy Rumon came to us from the Western Isles of Scotia.”


Rumon thought the long story of St. Rumon both naïve and repellent. It had to do with werewolves and the Devil (here all the listeners crossed themselves), it had to do with a seductive, heathen woman called “Keban” who was justly smitten with leprosy after she had tried to murder St. Rumon. “And when he died,” said the almoner, “his most holy body was put in a shrine at Quimper, where the blessed relics have cured many of their ills. May he intercede for us all!”


The almoner folded his hands to show that he had finished.


The Abbot nodded slowly. “A most edifying account.” He turned to Rumon. “You will see from this history of St. Rumon how dangerous women can be, my son. Profit by the lesson.”


“Yes, Reverend Father,” answered the guest. Yet he had not found the tale edifying. He found it puzzling. If the woman had been possessed by the Devil, if indeed she were mad, as it sounded, and if the saint could work miracles, why could he not have routed the Devil, have converted her, and spared her the loathsome affliction of leprosy? Was then the Lord’s injunction to love one’s enemies, to turn the other cheek, as stupidly impractical as Edgive believed? Yet, to be sure, murder must be punished. Keban had tried to do murder. Did the Lord Jesus anywhere say that murder must not be punished?—Aye, He had said it on the Cross. “Father, forgive them—” Yet was that the same, was it not blasphemy to think so?


Rumon’s mind buzzed with questions. The crowded refectory was stifling, he escaped and went riding in the chill twilight.


That night he dreamed about a beautiful naked woman. He knew she was naked though her yellow hair fell around her shoulders like a mantle. Ivory and gold she was except for rosy nipples on the round uptilted breasts. He could not quite see her eyes, yet knew that they were looking at him with desire and defiance. A strange expression. Rumon felt a thrill of excitement in his dream.


There was cruelty in the woman’s face, in the set of the short, square jaw, the out-thrust lower lip which disclosed ever so slightly the white teeth behind. Cruelty, power, and an immense allure. She continued to look at him unsmiling, arching her neck, thrusting forward her breasts. He moved towards her fascinated, and saw that she held low down against her side a small jewelled dagger. From its point, blood dripped steadily. When he saw the dagger Rumon was afraid, yet he could not stop going towards her, his hands outstretched as though to cup her breasts.


From somewhere there came a peal of laughter, a harsh, malicious sound which awakened Rumon, who found that he was sweating, and much disturbed. It was the first time that he had felt lust in his life or dreams, and it was the first time since his childhood that he had felt such fear.


Too much strong cider, he thought, as the impression faded. And perhaps that gruesome story of Keban. Yet he knew that the dream had nothing to do with Keban. Though it undoubtedly came from the Devil. Rumon shivered, and touched the golden crucifix which hung at his neck. “Libera nos, Domine, ab omnibus malis—” he murmured, and rising hastily from the fine-sheeted feather bed the monks had provided for his comfort, he strode into the chapel.


 


Rumon’s jaded old horse stumbled as it plodded along the path towards Padstow. Merewyn clutched hard on Rumon’s waist, as he jerked the bridle up. “Ai-ee-e,” she cried. “It will fall?” She had never ridden a horse before. She did not like it much. She was not exactly afraid of this great beast, not if the stranger were there, and in all this adventure there was a kind of excitement, yet she knew that the man who was called “Romieux de Provence”—a meaningless jumble of syllables—was not in the least aware of her.


“I won’t let it fall,” said Rumon kindly as to a child, which he thought she was—a very young gawky peasant girl. “How much farther have we to go?”


Having considered the landmarks, the broadening of the Camel on their right, the squat thatches in a palisade, which she had gone to visit alone some years ago. And her mother had been angry. Breaca never wanted Merewyn to explore anywhere except on the empty headland of Pentire.


“Move on,” said Merewyn, “not very far, to my home at Tre-Uther.”


Rumon sighed. He did not care about her home, wherever it was. The monastery she had mentioned was the only hope for a night’s sleep—and a meal. Though what hospitality there was in Cornwall, he had so far found very peculiar.


“Move this way a little,” said Rumon, indicating the middle of the horse’s rump, “I don’t suppose you weigh much, but still a double load for this old nag …”


It took her a moment to understand his meaning in the oddly accented Celtic. “I can walk,” she said, “I always do,” she slid off the horse.


“If you like,” said Rumon, with the courteous smile he had long been drilled to by Edgive. That it was an abstracted, as well as courteous smile, Merewyn knew very well, despite her inexperience with any being such as this. Or indeed with any men.


“If you get tired,” Rumon said, “you must mount again.” He looked at her bare, dirty feet, which actually went along faster than the horse. It occurred to him that she had a grace of carriage, and that her “Thank you” was nicely said. Then he forgot her again, as the horse ambled along, and had to be guided out of pot-holes and between rocks.


Rumon’s thoughts slipped back to the shipwreck which had brought him to Cornwall.


On April 1st, though the weather was still unsettled, Rumon had most thankfully sailed from Brittany. He bought room for himself, his beasts and servants on a large Frisian coasting vessel which touched at St. Brieuc and was bound for Plymouth with a miscellaneous cargo of wine, silk, and spices which had come overland through Venice from the Byzantine Empire.


A favourable shore breeze blew into the one square sail, the sailors scarcely had to row, and there was hope that the passage of a hundred or so miles would be made by tomorrow.


The hope soon vanished. As they passed the Isle of Guernsey, and left its lee to starboard, an east wind came tearing down the Channel. The waves mounted and began to break. The sailors hauled down the sail and rowed desperately, while the captain struggled to hold his course with the steering oar. The frightened horses and the donkey neighed and plunged, straining against their tethers. Rumon, though drenched like the others with rain and spray, was exhilarated by this new experience, and he had felt an immediate love for the sea. He did not know when they were swept far out past Plymouth nor could he understand the captain’s despairing cry in Frisian, that they must try to head for the open ocean, lest they end up like many before them on the rocks along the South Cornish coast.


They raised the sail again to try and scud before the wind. The sail cracked, tore asunder and disappeared in the murk ahead.


Rumon knew then that they were in danger. He spoke to his Provençal servants, but in the fury of the storm they could not hear him, and he saw that they were praying. How many hours passed he did not know. It grew dark. He became very quiet inside, as he clung to the gunwales which were constantly awash. He did not know what was to happen to them, yet he felt that he would not die. The memory of his vision long ago came close to him, and with it the sense of dedication and purpose. It is Thy Will that I should not die now, he thought with certainty.


The ship struck, lifted high by the force of a tremendous wave. She cracked down on the Craggan—off the east tip of the Lizard.


Rumon hit his head against the gunwale. For some minutes he was dazed. He heard the screams of his companions, he felt the ship breaking up beneath him. Water gushed over him. He struggled, suffocating. He could not swim, but even if he could have, his wet clothes and the money pouch on his chest would have weighed him down. Gasping, he got his head above water, standing for an instant on the Craggan rock itself, as the wave ebbed. Something oblong and dark pushed against him. It was one of the oarsmen’s benches. Instinctively he grabbed it. Another wave came and washed him away, yet the bench held his head up. He clung to it frantically. The tide and waves were with him. Presently he felt ground under his feet. He staggered up on to a little pebbly beach, surrounded by cliffs.


He got beyond the line of foam which gleamed in the darkness, before his legs began to shake. He lay down abruptly, his arms outstretched on the welcoming sands. The terror he had not felt earlier rushed through him, to be followed by a passion of gratitude.


He pressed his lips to the sand, turned his head and fell into exhausted sleep.


When Rumon awoke, the sun shone full on him. The sea lapped gently a few yards away—translucent shimmering green, so innocent in the sunlight.


A noise behind him made him start. Two people were staring at him, a beady-eyed crone and a stunted black-haired man, both naked to the waist, around which were tied rabbit-fur aprons. While they gave him sidelong, wary glances, they also crouched over a driftwood fire, on which some large spitted animal was roasting. Still a trifle confused, Rumon discovered that he had lost his sword and helmet somehow in the shipwreck. His clothes and furtrimmed blue mantle were nearly dry. He must have been lying in the sun for hours. He got up and approached the pair who drew back, muttering and holding out their hands to fend him off. The man had a long skinning knife which he fingered.


“Where am I?” said Rumon in his native Provençal.


They shook their heads, still backing away. Rumon tried English. They looked at him blankly—a wary beastlike stare. The man made a tentative gesture with his knife.


Rumon’s wits began to clear. Where could he be? He summoned his scanty knowledge of geography, and the memory of a map he had once seen. “Is this Cornwall, my good folk?” he asked in the Breton he had recently learned.


There was a slight flicker in the man’s dull eyes. “Ya, Kernuow,” he answered slowly.


“Thank you,” said Rumon. He approached the fire, the roasting animal gave forth a rank odour, but Rumon was very hungry. He started to ask for a piece of meat when he saw what it was. Parts of the donkey he had brought from Provence. Its bloody head had been flung aside and was recognizable by a black star between the eyes.


Poor beast, he thought. It must have come ashore as he had. But where were the others? Not only the horses, but the men. The ship’s captain, the sailors, his own two devoted servants.


“Where are the men?” he cried. “Many men with me in the ship!”


The old woman hunched her shoulders, and turned the donkey’s leg on the spit. The man answered after a moment. He waved his hairy hand towards the sea. “Out there.” He frowned, glowering at Rumon. “Only you the sea would not keep. You are a Bucca.” The old woman sucked in her breath, and shivered.


It took Rumon a second to understand that they thought him an evil spirit or ghost, and it was obvious that they were afraid of him. Otherwise, he thought, I suppose I would have had my throat cut like that donkey’s? He walked away from the fire, the sizzling meat now disgusted him, and realization of the catastrophe began.


There had been thirteen men in that ship. Could they all be drowned? He crossed himself and whispered, “Omnibus in Christo—” If so and some bodies were washed ashore, he should arrange for a Christian burial. Or if by the same miracle which had saved him, someone living appeared from the sea, he should be here to help. There would certainly be no help from this uncouth pair.


“Where is the nearest priest?” he said. “The ‘Papa’.”


They stared at him with the same blankness they had shown before he spoke Breton to them. The man shook his head, and slicing a hunk from the half-cooked donkey, gobbled a huge mouthful. The old woman did the same.


“The Papa,” repeated Rumon sternly. To clarify his meaning he pulled the golden crucifix from under his tunic and held it up.


They gazed at the crucifix without interest, returned to their meat.


Can they be heathens? thought Rumon. Strange, because at St. Brieuc they had often talked of the conversion of Cornwall hundreds of years ago. Many saints, including St. Rumon, had christianized the country, before continuing on their missions to Brittany.


Rumon secretly fished in his pouch, aware that they might plan to rob him. He brought out a small silver piece, and tendered it towards the man. “Here is money. I need food. You must have bread at least somewhere.”


They glanced at the silver and showed as little interest as they had in the gold cross. It was apparent that they had never seen either metal, and did not know its meaning.


Rumon sighed. He thought that his conscience would not let him leave this coast for some days, and the first requisite was food.


“Listen!” he cried in the tone of command his rank had long since taught him. “This donkey you are eating was mine! Oh, I permit you to eat it!” They had both ceased munching, their faces showed fresh alarm. “But in return you must find me something else to eat. now!”


The old woman wavered, her hands shook, she put down her hunk of meat. She nodded sullenly, and beckoned. Rumon followed her up a steep hill from the cove, clambering over strangely marked serpentine rocks. A track led inland across a heath of bracken and gorse, an occasional patch of buttercup-spotted grass. There were no trees and there seemed to be no habitation, until suddenly they came on a round turf like a beehive. It was set against a thicket of brambles. In front of the hut stood a nine-foot upright stone, roughly oblong. A “Menhir” from the old days, thought Rumon, who had seen some in Brittany, though he had never seen one like this—covered with blood both fresh and dried, and speckled with bits of bird feathers.


Jesu! he thought as he stared at the great stone. They must worship the thing, make sacrifices to it. He averted his eyes from a soggy red mess of what looked like liver which was placed at the Menhir’s base. He stooped low through the open door and followed the old woman into the hut. The stench nearly drove him out again, though he paused as something on the ground gave a long wail of fear.


It was a young woman, and in her arms she held a naked new-born infant. She struggled to rise from a soiled bed of grass and bracken, fell back again panting, trying to shield the infant with her arms.


“I won’t hurt you,” said Rumon. “Don’t be afraid.”


The dense black eyes were glittering bright; even in the gloom he could see the unhealthy flush of her dark square face, the sweat glistening below matted black hair.


“She’s ill!” he said to the old woman, who shrugged and announced, “I’ve done what I can, I gave the afterbirth to the Menhir god, shall I give it the baby too?”


At this the young mother screamed, clutching the squirming infant tighter to her bare breasts.


“No,” said Rumon, grabbing the old woman by the shoulders and shaking her. “You must not touch the baby!”


She cringed away from him. “There’s bread,” she whispered, pointing to a pile of dark flat objects in a corner of the hut. “Take, and leave us alone.”


Rumon picked up a “loaf” and bit into it. It was tasteless, burned and dry, a flat cake made of barley meal, yet he ate two of them while gnawing hunger pains decreased. “Water,” he said. The woman pointed towards the door, where he saw a spring bubbling some yards away. He cupped his hands and satisfied his thirst at the spring. He washed his face and hands, tried to comb his hair with his fingers.


As he did so, he was seized with a passion to be gone. The heath and the sea below, and this spring were sweet enough. The human beings were nothing but the vilest of animals. Finally he arose and went back to the hut.


He stood just inside the doorway, while the roof grazed his head. The young mother looked up at him awed, at the blue velvet mantle, at the glittering belt and brooch, at the white linen tunic which had been bleached in the sea.


“I’ll not leave just yet,” said Rumon. “If you were Christians you’d understand this. Our god is merciful. He is the only God. As it is, you will take orders.”


He gave orders and the old woman sulkily obeyed. Rumon made her cleanse the mother who was lying in a mess of childbirth blood and excrement. He himself brought her water, a great deal of it, which she gulped down frantically. He saw to it that her man fetched her a slice of donkey meat. These things he did in exactly the way he would have commanded the servants to tend a sick horse or dog at Les Baux. Fecklessness and disorder must be rebuked. Then Rumon tried to make them bury the afterbirth and cleanse the Menhir. But this they would not do. The man snarled and brandished his skinning knife as near to Rumon’s throat as he dared. The old woman flung a rock which grazed his cheek, and fell in terror to her knees expecting retribution.


Rumon made a disgusted sound, and let them be.


The weather was fine, he slept in a thicket on the far side of the spring. And next morning he patrolled the crumbling cliffs along the sea. Once far out he saw a pallid corpse drift by. He could not possibly have reached it, and it disappeared towards the Lizard Point as he watched. He murmured a prayer and gave up, though he had meant to wait longer.


That afternoon he left.


The young mother had improved. She was nursing the baby whom they called simply “Map”, which is to say “Boy”. None of them had special names, they addressed each other as “Man”, “Old Woman”, “Young Woman”. He learned nothing else about them, nor tried to.


He was frantic to be off, and braving the renewed filth in the hut, he extorted some vague directions from the girl who was slightly less brutish than the others. He was to follow a track through the downs until he came upon another hut like theirs. In it she thought lived a man who had been as far as a place where there were several stone huts together. This was all she knew.


Rumon nodded decisively. The old woman’s eyes showed relief. But on the girl’s face was a peculiar look of pleading. She touched her baby’s head, as though to ask something about it. Rumon ignored both the expression and the gesture. It never occurred to him that the young woman might feel gratitude for his help the day before, or that she might have listened if he had tried to tell her of a faith which forbade blood sacrifices to phallic stones. The baby repelled him, its purplish head was covered with scurf, and the young woman was nearly as filthy as she had been yesterday; while the other two he regarded as on a par with an ape the Lord of Les Baux kept shackled in a cave beneath his castle.


Rumon escaped from the hut, and set out along the track in the direction indicated. From then on his lot was easier. He found the next hut, which also had a blood-stained Menhir beside it, yet here the occupants understood money. The silver penny Rumon gave them procured him a dinner of stewed rabbit, and a guide.


The next day he passed several tin mines, mostly abandoned, one still operating, and that night he reached civilization, or what seemed like it, since the village of Redruth boasted several stone houses, and a tiny church. It even had something approaching a hostel for travellers, where Rumon, to his great relief, was able to buy a horse.


He inquired for a priest, thinking to get some intelligible directions, and found that the “Papa” was on a journey to another parish. So Rumon refreshed himself for a day, eating ravenously, drinking sour barley ale, washing himself, shaving, and ridding himself of stray lice.


This very dawn he had set out on the north-eastern track towards a place they called “Bodmin” which the hostel-keeper thought might be on the way to the “Pow Saws” or English country.


In no time the dripping fog closed down, and he had been wandering ever since, until he met this girl who had sat behind him on the horse clasping his waist with thin, tentative arms.


“Look,” Merewyn said suddenly, touching his ankle and pointing ahead to a dazzle of yellow sands and a glimpse of foaming emerald breakers between two dark headlands. “Padstow, my home.” Her voice quivered, and Rumon was startled out of his thoughts.


“You aren’t happy to be home?” he asked.


“I’m afraid for my mother.” Merewyn caught her breath. “Afraid the saints haven’t listened to my prayers. They didn’t listen when the horror happened fifteen years ago. Nor did the monks help. That’s why my mother hates the monks.”


“Oh,” said Rumon uncomfortably. “I’m sorry, but I’m sure your prayers will be heard.” He did not wish to hear of whatever horror had happened fifteen years ago, he wanted to find the monastery and rest himself and his horse.


“Tre-Uther,” said Merewyn. “Stop!” Rumon jerked the reins. He noticed then that they were at an opening in a circle of stones, and that there was a house inside the circle, quite a large house for Cornwall, built of granite slabs and roofed with thatch.


“Tre-Uther,” repeated Rumon. “The homeplace of Uther? Is this where you live?”


She nodded, looking up at him, her glinting blue-green eyes were steady, she squared her shoulders and raised her chin. “Uther was my farther. He was in direct line from King Arthur. So am I.”


“Oh?” said Rumon, astonished and somewhat amused. Her pride was so evident. He wondered if she knew how very long ago King Arthur lived—or what indeed was true about him. Vincent’s songs celebrating Arthur had been full of marvels, some of which Vincent himself admitted that he had made up.


“I salute you, Princess,” said Rumon smiling, and refrained from mentioning his own royal lineage.


Merewyn did not hear him, she had turned and gave a gasp. “There’s no smoke!” she whispered, staring at the peaked centre of the thatching where the smoke hole was. She ran stumbling through the stone enclosure and into the house. The dog leaped after her.


Rumon frowned and dismounted. He could not in decency go searching for the monastery until he found out if the girl’s mother were still alive.


He waited some time, first watching the fishermen paddle their coracles into the harbour along the estuary below him, then gazing out between the headlands towards the great Western Sea which had no limits.


Merewyn came back slowly, her feet dragging, her little face pale. “My mother is very weak,” she said. “I’ve rubbed her chest with the holy water. She wants to see you.”


An instinct of denial, of foreboding leaped up in Rumon. He did not wish to see another sick woman. He wanted no more delays and entanglements on his journey. He wanted no further reminders of death.


“I pray you, sir,” said Merewyn softly. Tears started from her eyes, and rolled down her face.


Rumon tightened his lips, and nodded. He followed the girl into the house.










Chapter Two


At first when Rumon entered the hall at Tre-Uther, he was relieved. Merewyn’s mother, Breaca, was standing near a window, her hand resting on the stone sill. She was quite young—not yet forty—and her face, though haggard, was still handsome. She had fine dark eyes which examined him steadily, and there was no appeal to pity nor impression of weakness in her stately greeting.


“Welcome, Rumon,” she said. “Merewyn tells me that is your name, and that you are bound for the Court of the English King. Welcome to this royal house of Arthur, though we are no longer able to entertain you as once we might have before this child was born.” She indicated Merewyn.


“No need to entertain me, Madame—” said Rumon smiling. “Surely the monks will receive me tonight.”


He gaped at the change in her face. It stiffened while her eyes widened slowly with a frightening glare.


“The monks,” she cried. “Those fat mewling cowards. What can they do for you!”


“Mama—” whispered Merewyn, running to her mother. “Mama, don’t.”


Breaca pushed her aside and took three halting steps towards Rumon. “Look!” cried Breaca, pointing to her left arm which Rumon now saw was crooked, dangling from her shoulder like a rag. “And look!” she cried, raising her skirt so that he might see a jagged purple scar on her thin thigh. “That day the red devils landed from the north—that day they did this to me and more—” She paused, glancing at Merewyn. The wild light left her eyes, the momentary strength visibly drained from her. She put her hand across her mouth, as though to brush herself. She dragged to a wooden bedstead in the corner of the hall, crouched down on it, still holding her hand over her mouth.


Merewyn went to her mother with little soothing sounds, trying to make her lie down, which she would not.


Rumon too moved towards the bed, noting that a large roughly hewn wooden crucifix hung above it. He was shocked, and sorry for the girl, suspecting now that whatever else might be wrong with Breaca, she was also touched with madness.


The woman’s hand dropped from her mouth, and she spoke again in a dull vague voice, looking at neither of the young people.


“They killed my serfs except some of the women whom they took with them. We had many serfs then. They seized our sheep and cattle and threw them in their ship. They ransacked our house and set fire to it. Then when Uther came home—he had been across the river to—to—where was it he was? I don’t remember … He saw the serpentship draw up on the beach. He hurried to help us, but he had no chance. They murdered him with their battle-axes the instant he touched shore. I saw his head cloven in two, his brains spilling out.”


“Mama—” breathed Merewyn. “Mother, I implore you—” She seized the vial of holy-well water, and sprinkled the rest of its contents over the huddled woman.


Breaca looked at her daughter, and touched the girl’s forehead.


“Ah, you are a good child, it is because you come from the wondrous line of Arthur. Never forget it.”


“No, Mama.” She put her arms around Breaca, who had not finished speaking though her face had gone grey with pain. “Come here, young stranger—” she said, beckoning to Rumon.


Breaca breathed heavily for a moment. “Do you know what the monks did while this was happening to us? They ran and hid in their church. They heard our screams for help, they had weapons—scythes and axes, pruning bills. There were a score of them in those days, and they had time to prepare as we did not. But they did nothing. They barred themselves in the church and cowered there, until long after the murderers had sailed away. Do you wonder that I hate the monks?”


“No, Madame,” said Rumon. “Yet monks are not trained to fight,” he added uneasily.


“Ah—” said the woman. “They are trained for nothing but chantings and mealy-mouthed prayers which do no good. And they are trained to lie. Remember that. They lie! They would tell you lies.” Her weakening voice held a special emphasis. She glanced suddenly at Merewyn, then fell back against her pillow.


The girl made a gesture and preceded Rumon outside into the sunlight. “She’s not better—yet,” said Merewyn, wiping her eyes on a corner of her skirt. “Though she’s not often as—as you saw her. It was meeting a stranger, I suppose.”


“Haven’t you friends, neighbours to help?” he asked. “You shouldn’t be alone like this.”


“There’s nobody. Only the fisher-wives, and they’re afraid to come here. They think”—she swallowed—“that my mother is a witch. But I have Caw,” added Merewyn, staunchly pointing towards the pigsty, where the huge serf was feeding the swine. He had returned earlier in the coracle and was doing his accustomed chores.


Rumon thought that the dim-witted giant was hardly the prop most needed by this distressed household, and he looked at Merewyn with the first unalloyed sympathy he had ever felt.


“You’re brave, my dear,” he said, and put his hand over hers. “I’m going to the monastery now,” said Rumon, relinquishing her hand. “You need not tell this to your mother; don’t distress her.”


Her eyelids dropped. “So this is farewell, Rumon? I’ll not see you again.”


“Yes, you will. I’ll stop by tomorrow, on my way north.”


Merewyn nodded. She watched him mount his horse, and pointed down the river in the direction of the monastery. “Is it true all monks tell lies?” she said. “Mother has always forbidden me to speak to the Padstow monks.”


Rumon frowned. He did not understand Breaca’s hysterical accusations, even granted that fifteen years ago the monks had failed her so badly. “I do not believe they all tell lies,” he said. “I believe there must be some men of God amongst them, and despite your mother’s feelings, I believe that they may help you.”


She shook her head, and started to protest, but Rumon did not wait. He turned the horse and cantered off along the river bank. A night’s lodging for himself had now become secondary to finding help for the girl and her mother. The woman had the look of death about her. She must be shriven. Despite the crucifix above the bed, despite Merewyn’s pathetic journey to the Holy Well, it was obvious that the forlorn family was bereft of any spiritual comfort.


A half-mile from Tre-Uther, Rumon came upon the church. It was small, but staunchly built of granite and roofed in slate. A carved wheel-headed cross stood by the entrance; a crude plaque above the door gave in Latin a dedication to St. Petroc, whose sacred bones were entombed therein.


Beyond the church and up the hill Rumon saw what must be the monastery though it did not look like any ecclesiastical foundation he had ever seen, being nothing but a collection of various-sized huts inside a wooden fence. Outside the fence were fields green with flourishing crops of barley, leeks and beans. Sheep were pastured near by, the new-born lambs frolicking around their ewes. A score of beehives attested that the monks were not short of honey, nor the strong mead which was made from it.


As Rumon dismounted, he was amazed to hear feminine laughter, and a snatch of song which sounded extremely secular.


Nobody answered his call, so he tethered the horse, and walked up to the largest hut, from whence the noise emerged.


The door was open to the mild spring dusk, and Rumon stuck his head into a smoky room, well-lit by six tallow candles.


Several monks were lolling around a table, holding leather tankards and munching gustily on chicken legs and chops between drinks. There was also a woman, a buxom wench who leaned over the table giggling while she tickled the fat roll at the back of a stout monk’s neck.


If they were monks. They certainly wore greyish-white robes, but their tonsures were extraordinary. Their hair was shaved back from the forehead to a line across the scalp above the ears, giving them a naked half-headed look. The fattest monk wore a round gold disk or breast-plate on his chest. This marked him as the prior, and he started when Rumon cleared his throat. All the others and the woman turned to stare.


“Who’re you?” said the fat one, putting down his tankard and frowning.


Rumon held out his safe-conduct parchment. The monks all gazed at the illuminated vellum, the fat prior waved it away.


“How’re we supposed to know what it says? We can’t read.” He shrugged and pursed his mouth above the double chins, then cried, “Oh, I know what you are, ye’re a spy!”


“I’m not!” cried Rumon, taken aback. “What nonsense!”


“Oh yes, ye are. You’ve come from Wulfsige, that Saxon Bishop they’ve foisted on us in Cornwall, or worse yet, you’ve been sent by that sour old meddlesome Dunstan. Fellow they made Archbishop of Canterbury—wherever that may be. Oh, we’ve heard all about it and been expecting some prying busybody to disturb us.”


“Maybe so,” said Rumon, smothering a laugh. “Someone may indeed disturb you, for you seem to me a singular monastery. But I’m not the man. I come from the southern part of France, and am bound for England to see King Edgar.”


The young woman had been staring open-mouthed at Rumon. She now leaned forward and said to the fat monk, “I think he’s honest, Papa Poldu. And maybe he’s hungry.”


Father Poldu gave her a pinch on the cheek and a playful slap on the buttock. “If you say so, m’dear.” He turned to Rumon. “Sit down and eat. Me wife vouches for ye.”


“Your wife …” repeated Rumon faintly.


“To be sure. Some of us are wed. We belong to the good old church, no matter how they try to Romanize us.”


“Well …” said Rumon. He sat down and took a chicken breast from the heaped platter. Ecclesiastical squabbles and points of view were no concern of his. He ate and drank plentifully, while all the monks except Poldu, the prior, drifted from the table and out to their cells to sleep. They were a plump and incurious lot. Once having accepted Rumon as a chance wayfarer and no menace, they lost interest in him.


Presently Poldu’s wife yawned and said, “I’m for bed. The stranger can share a pallet in Concan’s hut. Tomorrow’s the Feast of St. Petroc,” she added to Rumon. “ ‘Twas the day he landed here in a silver bowl, or maybe the day he flew up to be man i’ the moon. Anyway we have Masses ’n’ dances wi’ a hobby-horse so fierce ’tis a treat to see and bonfires later on Pentire Head.” She turned to the prior. “Don’t drink too much, Papa. Ye’ll have a full day.”


“I’ll drink as I please, m’dear,” said Poldu amiably, folding his hands on his belly. “Go along with ye.”


Rumon was daunted by this domestic interchange, and uncertain how to begin on the tragic subject which had filled his mind upon his arrival.


“Reverend sir—” he said urgently, seeing that the monk’s pop-eyes were watery and vague, while a flush had spread up through the shaven scalp. “Reverend sir—were you here about fifteen years ago, when the Vikings, landed at Padstow?”


Poldu slowly focused his wandering gaze on the visitor. “What d’ye know of that time?” he said. “ ‘Twas only a random raid from the north. They’ve not been back since.”


“I know that at Tre-Uther most of the household was massacred.”


“So ’twas,” said Poldu, belching comfortably. “Too bad.”


“You knew what was going on, but you hid in the church with the other monks?”


“We hid all right. What else could we do? No sense getting ourselves slaughtered. As it happened, the raiders never did come near the monastery; they crammed their ship with what they got from Tre-Uther, and after they killed Uther himself—they sailed away.” Poldu waved a pudgy hand to show how the Vikings had departed. A massive silver ring twinkled on his forefinger. It caught the prior’s attention. He began to shine the ring carefully on his sleeve.


Rumon, who loathed violence, and had glibly exhorted the Les Baux warriors to forgive their enemies, could not in justice rebuke Poldu’s eminently reasonable attitude. He abandoned the subject of the long-past raid. “The woman, Breaca, is dying,” he said. “She must be shriven. And the girl, Merewyn, needs Christian help.”


“Have they asked f’r it?” The prior, having finished rubbing his ring, began buffing his round gold breast-plate.


“No,” admitted Rumon. “Yet if you sent one of your monks there in charity, the girl at least would be grateful and might persuade her mother.”


“Bah!” said the prior. “The woman’s a witch, known to practise black magic. M’ monks wouldn’t go near her, nor would I. Nor, young man, should you!” Poldu added, banging his tankard.


“But they are descendants of King Arthur!” cried Rumon, remembering how the monks at St. Brieuc had reverenced the British King’s name.


“Who is?” said Poldu impatiently. “Oh, I believe Uther made some such claim, and our old prior—m’father ye know—and I’ve got a son to be prior after me. A bouncy li’l lad he is too. Talks already. Why t’other day he—”


“To be sure,” interrupted Rumon sharply, quelling paternal anecdote and accepting the oddness of hereditary priorship. “But what did your father think of Uther’s claim? I’ve heard no mention of Arthur’s descendants.”


“Oh, he had ’em all right. Foreigners wouldn’t know. M’ father always respected Uther. However, that doesn’t apply to the women.”


“Of course it does!” Rumon cried. “At least the girl has royal blood.”


“Not a bit of it.” The prior yawned and hiccuped. “The girl’s a Viking brat. One of ’em raped the mother. The big red-bearded chief, I saw him doing it on the beach, while his men scurried ’round killing the serfs and hauling off the cattle.”


“This is monstrous!” cried Rumon, after a stunned moment. “Now I know why Breaca said you would lie. You couldn’t possibly know this.”


“Mind your manners, young man. I do know this because I hadn’t time to get to the church. I was up in a tree down there and watched the whole thing.”


“No matter what you saw, or imagined, no matter what happened to that poor woman, you cannot possibly know that Merewyn is not Uther’s child.”


“Ye weary me,” said the prior. “Yet I’m sorry for ye, since that witch must certainly have cast some spell over you. So I’ll answer once more. The girl’s not Uther’s because he’d been on a four-month voyage, and got back just in time to be killed as he landed. That was in July, and Breaca’s brat was born the next April. If she was Uther’s she was thirteen months i’ the womb, an’ that’s against nature, m’ lad.”


“How do you know when Merewyn was born?” said Rumon, his voice wavering.


“Because m’ father, the old prior, heard o’ the birth from a fisher-wife. He went to Tre-Uther and christened the little bastard, though the mother was wild—shouted blasphemies, insults, and woulda done him harm had she been strong enough.” Poldu chuckled. “Ah, I see ye’ve no more questions. Cheer up an’ have a drink! Can ye sing any merry songs? I’m very fond o’ music. Very, very, very fond!” carolled the prior, thumping out a rhythm with his tankard. “Fond o’ riddles too. Here’s a sly one …


“ ‘What’s sweet as flowers when it wishes


    Other times can stink like fishes?’ ”


The prior leered across the table. “Come! A lusty young man ’ld be able to guess that!”


“I’d like to retire, Reverend Sir,” said Rumon rising. “Kindly direct me to the hut where I may sleep.”


 


Rumon left the monastery next morning, greatly regretting his promise to revisit Tre-Uther. He had not only failed in his mission to get help for the women, but he had discovered the miserable secret which was probably responsible for Breaca’s intermittent madness. Nor did he doubt its truth. Rumon had acute intuitions. The prior was fat, lazy, dissolute and heartless, but he was neither cunning nor devious. Besides there was Merewyn’s appearance. The hair with its auburn tint, the blue-green eyes, the freckles and fair skin differed greatly from the dark Cornish.


He thought of her pride of descent from Arthur. He thought of the troubles she had endured, sustained partly by that pride. With all his heart he wished to be rid of the two women and their woeful predicament. They’re nothing to me! he thought angrily. I can do nothing for them. What reason to see the girl again, especially now that she did not even possess the royal blood, which Edgive’s training had taught him always constituted kin with other royalties, no matter how remote. I’ll not stop there, he thought. The weather was still fine. He had received clear directions as to how to find Bodmin, the next town on the way to the English border. He was sick of delays, sick too of discomforts. He longed to reach the English Court where there would be intelligent people to talk with, and good music; there would also be servants and fresh clothes.


Cornwall had provided nothing except squalor and distressing problems. No. I’ll not stop there, he thought.


But Merewyn was waiting on the road outside Tre-Uther. She ran up with a wave and a shy smile. “I was wondering when you’d get here!” She wore a clean brown frock. Her glossy hair was neatly braided. Her little face glowed with the pleasure of seeing him.


Rumon pulled up his horse and said, “Good morning,” in a restrained tone which the girl did not notice.


“My mother’s better,” she said breathlessly. “The terrible pains went away in the night. She’s most eager to see you again—I pray you come in,” she added in surprise, as he hesitated. “I’ve made girdle cakes for you.”


Rumon sighed and slowly dismounted. He followed Merewyn once more into Tre-Uther.


In the hall, Breaca was propped up in bed. Her face was much whiter than the homespun pillow-case, her dark eyes were enormous. They gazed at Rumon with sad resignation and understanding.


“You’ve breakfasted?” she asked calmly. “At the monastery?”


He reddened, and nodded. “Then Merewyn’s girdle cakes can wait.” She addressed her daughter, “Go outside, child. Hunt for eggs. I heard the hens cackling. Don’t come back until we call you.”


The girl, looking puzzled, at once obeyed.


“Sit here,” said Breaca to Rumon, indicating a stool by the bed. “I’ve little time, you know. A few hours at most.”


“But you’re better, Madame! Merewyn said the pains stopped.”


She shook her head. “My death is near. I believe I’ve waited for you to come. Nay, don’t draw back. I understand you well. You meant to get help for us, and you found none. Isn’t it so? And then they told you,” she paused, went on quietly, “about Merewyn’s birth. Don’t fear me now. The hatred burned out of me last night. And the madness which has been my bitter lot at times—it too has gone. Rumon!” cried Breaca, sitting up in bed. “The child must never know about her birth! Never know she was not Uther’s!”


“No, Madame,” he said gently. “I hope she never knows.”


“Swear that you won’t tell her! Swear on the crucifix!”


“I?” he cried. “Why should I tell her! I’ll never see her again.”


“Swear!” cried Breaca. “I command you to swear you’ll never let anyone know she is not Uther’s!”


“Very well,” said Rumon, thinking how little this mattered. “I swear it by the crucifix. Pray calm yourself.”


“Kiss the cross,” she cried. He did so, reluctantly.


She sagged on the pillow. “I see I push you too fast, but I’ve so little time. You’re going into England to see the English King. Why is that?”


“He is my cousin, Madame. My grandmother, who is dowager Queen of Arles, has sent me to King Edgar.”


She sighed as though satisfied, and was silent while she fought against the mounting weakness. At last she spoke in a thin whisper. “Uther’s sister went to England—many years ago, before the—day—the Vikings came. She was a dear woman. She wanted to become a nun. She went to a nunnery called Shaft—Shaftesbury. Aye, that was it. Her name was Merewyn. I loved her. When the baby came I called her—”


Breaca’s face contorted, under the sheet her heart began to pound visibly. Rumon jumped up and, seeing a jug on the table, poured out a cup of ale. She moistened her lips and pressed her hand hard against her chest.


“You will take my Merewyn into England with you,” she said in a stronger voice. “Take her to her aunt, for there is nothing else to do.”


It was a command, not a request, and Rumon’s dismay was such that he could not speak.


“You are young and free,” said Breaca, watching him. “You do not wish to be encumbered by anything. And yet you have a good heart, which fights always that selfish, restless side of you. Your heart must win this time. Take Merewyn away from here, bring her to her aunt, who I feel is still alive. It is not much to ask.”


Yet he was silent, and she twisted herself around to look up at the crucifix. “For the love of God, and Our Lord, Jesus Christ—have mercy now, Rumon,” she said. “I have hitherto known no mercy.”


Rumon swallowed. He lowered his head and crossed himself, and yet he could not give assent. Why should he take responsibility for a girl he had met but yesterday, a girl scarcely more than a child? How was he to find an aunt—somewhere in England called Shaftesbury—or believe that such an aunt still lived, despite Breaca’s fey assurance. How true it was that he did not wish to be encumbered with any other human being! And what was really in Breaca’s mind? Did she wish to trap him, by desire—by propinquity—into an association with her daughter which would ensure Merewyn’s future? He thought of Edgive’s efforts to lure him with heiresses. But they had been girls of noble birth, while this poor little misbegotten thing, the fruit of sickening violence and a half-mad Cornish woman—what had he to do with her?


“I wonder, Madame,” he said slowly, “that you would subject your innocent daughter to a situation in which her virtue might be lost. That you trust me—or do you? Is that aspect unimportant?”


Breaca strained, as though trying to understand his words. She pressed her hand harder against her chest. “I trust you,” she whispered, then gave a low moan. “Call Merewyn! I can stand no more.”


The girl came hurrying in, smiling with pleasure. “Look!” she cried. A white dove was perched on her shoulder. “Look, Mama! It flew into the courtyard and came straight to me. It’s so pretty. Where could it have come from?”


Breaca scarcely stirred. Her breaths were harsh and shallow.


Rumon looked at the dove, which fluttered off Merewyn’s shoulder and flew up to perch on the crucifix. A shiver went down his spine, for as he stared the dove began to shimmer and give forth a pale golden light. Beneath the dove he saw a ruby cup floating, the light streamed through it down upon the bed in a rosy glow. The light streamed on towards Rumon, and he heard the lovely faraway sound of voices singing. The chiming voices, though so soft, drowned out Merewyn’s cry of fear and the rattle Breaca made in her throat.


“Mother!” Merewyn screamed. “Mother, what is it?” She threw herself on the bed, shaking and kissing the woman who did not respond.


Rumon could not move. The singing faded. The golden light grew dim, the ruby cup dissolved. The dove folded its white wings and hopped along the cross-bar of the crucifix; it preened its feathers and flew clumsily out of the open door into the courtyard. Rumon sat on half-dazed; held by a great and joyous awe. The vision had come again. Not quite as it had been the first time—no voice had spoken directly to him now—but the ever latent yearning was rekindled. The Quest was real.


He emerged with reluctance to hear Merewyn sobbing wildly. To see Caw looming in the doorway, his huge face puckered by fear, while the dog cringed in a corner, whining.


Rumon stood up and looked at the bed. He put his hands on Merewyn’s shoulders, and lifted her away. “Hush—” he said to her. “It’s finished. Your mother’s sufferings are over. Her soul has gone to God.”


“That bird!” Merewyn cried. “I shouldn’t have brought it in. Birds in the house mean evil tidings. Oh, dear Lord, why did I bring it in!” She covered her head with her arms.


“Merewyn,” said Rumon sternly, “the white dove came from God. Raise your head and look now at your mother!”


She shuddered but she heard, and slowly obeyed him.


From Breaca’s upturned face all marks of pain had gone. It looked as young as Merewyn’s, and on the pale lips there was a faint delighted smile.


 


They left Tre-Uther the next morning … Rumon and Merewyn on the horse, Caw shambling behind with a great sack thrown over his shoulder. It contained the girl’s few portable possessions. The dog trotted beside them.


They had buried Breaca below the house on the river-shore as she had once told Merewyn she wished to be. She could not, of course, be put in consecrated ground. She had died unshriven. That she had none the less died in a state of grace, Rumon was sure, but he knew the impossibility of explaining this to Poldu. He did not attempt it; though he did see the fat prior again, long enough to arrange the sale of Tre-Uther’s pigs and chickens to the monastery. Nobody wanted the house nor the land, which was now Merewyn’s.


“Haunted—that place is,” said Poldu. “Was before an’ll be worse now wi’ that doomed witch-woman’s ghost wailing ’round it. So ye’re taking the lass wi’ ye! Bit o’ risk considering her blood, but lads must have their fun no doubt, an’ she’s not an ill-looking wench. I saw her once last autumn.”


“Spying from a tree-top, I suppose,” Rumon said acidly.


The prior chuckled. “I’m too stout now for such games. I saw her as I was passing Tre-Uther on the way to Bodmin. By the by, remember we’ve a frolic in our village tonight, honour o’ St. Petroc. Like to go?”


“No,” said Rumon, gathering up the silver which Poldu had reluctantly disbursed for Merewyn’s livestock. “And I bid you farewell.”


“God be wi’ you,” said the prior mechanically. “Ye’ve diddled a good price from me for that brat’s chattels, now mind in return, don’t ye go stirring up aught against my comfort when ye leave here.”


Rumon shrugged. “I assure you, Reverend Sir, that I hope never to think of you or Cornwall again!”


It was a pity, Rumon thought, while he and his charges jogged along the track up the Camel River, that Merewyn could not feel the relief that he did at leaving. She had wept bitterly this morning. She was crying now. He could feel the quiverings behind him on the horse and hear stifled noises.


Poor thing, he thought impatiently, I hope she’ll get over it soon. He had no wish to cart a sobbing damsel into England; they were an odd enough party as it was. He glanced back at the gigantic Caw and his great bumpy back. Then it began to drizzle, and Rumon frowned, trying to decide just when they would reach England, and from those conjectures he thankfully turned to the memory of the vision he had seen above Breaca’s bed. It warmed and contented him like a fire. Yet he knew that this had been only a glimpse of the mystery which had revealed itself more fully years ago. Or was it a fringe of the same mystery, or had he perhaps been deluded as Edgive would certainly have said? He could hear her voice of scorn.
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