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  Yseult was originally published in German translation with Random House Germany as Flamme und Harfe (2009), and followed by translations into Dutch and Italian. This is the first publication in the original English.




  





  





  





  Praise for Ruth Nestvold:




  





  





  "... an excellent up-and-comer. "




  





  - Cory Doctorow at Boing Boing




  http://boingboing.net/2004?w=27




  





  





  "The book is so rich that it is impossible to recount every nuance, every emotion transmitted, each of the author's choices to depart from tradition or adopt unfamiliar elements, while manipulating them in favor of the economy of the narration... It tells the story of war with rawness and realism, love with feeling and sensuality, magic with naturalness and enchantment... Ruth Nestvold truly has my gratitude and commendation for managing to rewrite and re-invent this story of love and war so masterfully, creating one of the most beautiful books I have ever read."




  





  - Review of the Italian translation of Yseult by Valentina Coluccelli




  http://www.diariodipensieripersi.com/2011/03/recensione-la-fiamma-e-larpa-di-ruth.html
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  Book One: Two Women




  





  





   Prologue




  





  swem nie von liebe leit geschach,




  dem geschach ouch liep von liebe nie.




  





  (Those who have never felt pain from love, have never felt joy from love either.)




  





  Gottfried von Straßburg, Tristan




  





  





  Once upon a time beyond history, in an age almost beyond imagination, there was a girl as fair as the moon, sitting on a horse and watching a fire. The bonfire is a part of history, but the princess is a part of legend.




  Tristan and Isot, Tristram and Isolde, Essyllt and Drust, Yseult and Drystan: the spellings have changed, but they have always been lovers — the greatest lovers the world has ever known. Most accounts of their story have begun with the man.




  This one begins with the woman.




  * * * *




  Young Yseult reined in her mount and turned to look back at the Rock of Cashel, her home for the first seven years of her life. The fire Palladius had lit for the baptism of her father King Aengus illuminated the mount of kings with a glow to rival that of the rising sun.




  Behind her, she heard her mother and the old druid Boinda rein in their mounts as well, but she didn't turn. She couldn't let her mother see the tears on her lashes — they were unworthy of the daughter of Yseult the Wise, Queen of the Tuatha Dé Danann, kingmaker of the island of Eriu. Yseult knew that, yet the tears were there anyway.




  Her mother shed no tears.




  She blinked rapidly and squared her shoulders. Strands of her long, fair hair came loose from her braid in the early dawn breeze. She raised a hand to tuck them behind her ear and wipe her cheeks before anyone noticed. Surely she would see her half-brothers and father again.




  "Come, Yseult," her mother said gently. "There is a long journey north ahead of us."




  Yseult continued to gaze at the fire. "Why did Father let Palladius drive the staff through his foot if it meant we had to leave?"




  It was not her mother the queen who answered, but the old druid Boinda. Yseult turned in her saddle to look at him. His beard was whiter than her hair, but his hands on the reins were strong and his voice clear. "Palladius promised him that none of his sons would die a violent death, and no one would be king of Cashel but his own descendants."




  It wasn't fair. It wasn't supposed to happen this way. "But it is the queens of the Tuatha Dé Danann who determine who is king," Yseult insisted.




  "Your father is trying to change that," Boinda said.




  Her mother shook her head. "Even now it is changed. The marriage to the land is a symbol, no more. The assembly chooses the successor to the king."




  "And Aengus wants to usurp the power of the assembly as well," the druid murmured.




  Yseult wondered how her mother could remain so calm. Perhaps that was why people called her Yseult the Wise, while she was only Yseult the Fair. She wanted to be Yseult the Wise someday too. If only it were possible to be wise without being calm. She swallowed and looked back at the fire. "So that means father likes being king better than he likes us."




  "I don't think he understood that he was making a choice," the queen said softly.




  "If he didn't, he should have." Boinda's voice held more bitterness than her mother's. "The queen of the Tuatha Dé Danann could hardly remain with the Christian king of Eriu."




  "Which is why we must continue on our way. Come now, Yseult."




  The sun had just appeared beyond the rim of the world behind them, and the Rock of Cashel hung above the horizon, illuminated by the first rays while the earth below was still muffled in night.




  "It looks like a magical island," Yseult said.




  Boinda nodded. "Tír na nÓg. The land of youth."




  "My youth." Yseult whirled her mount around, towards the east and the rising sun, leaving the fire of Palladius behind.




  





  





  





  Chapter 1


  






  





  





  From across the sea he will come,




  His head shaven,




  His head full of madness,




  His head in a hole in his cloak,




  The head of his staff bent.




  He will chant impiety,




  From a table in the front of his house;




  all his people will answer,




  "Amen, Amen."




  





  From Muirchu's "Life of St. Patrick"




  





  





  





  Queen Yseult of the Tuatha Dé Danann, consort of High King Lóegaire, led the party of riders up the Hill of Slane, away from the road that would take them to Tara. It was a rich procession of bright cloaks and colorful jewelry, bronze and gold glinting at wrist, waist, and neck and on the bridles of the horses, but the expressions of the riders were somber, the group quiet. Even the youngest, fourteen-year-old princess Yseult, was uncharacteristically serious.




  The queen kept her eyes on the top of the hill and the smoke rising from the summit. Another fire. Seven years later and far to the north, another fire burned, more important than the one she had fled all those years ago. And nothing she'd done since had been able to stop it; not her marriage to Lóegaire and her support of him as High King, not her work among the greatest wise men of the land, not her attempts to keep her people, the Feadh Ree, from turning their backs on the public life of the Gaels in answer to the growing disrespect for the old ways.




  She clenched the reins of her mount tighter, and the mare threw her head back, snorting. The queen let out a sigh and loosened the reins again.




  The party of Feadh Ree riders reached the summit and approached the circle of Christian believers, drawn by the ribbon of smoke snaking into the sky, dark gray against pure blue. They drew up at the edge of the gathering, the queen and her brother Murchad at their head. A few of the white-clad figures glanced behind them, but most kept their attention fixed on the fire and their master Patraic.




  "It's sacrilege," Murchad muttered angrily, but he was as unwilling as she to attack the peaceful group of worshipers on the crest of the hill.




  No, she couldn't let her fear show, couldn't allow those with the power of knowing to feel it. She was Yseult the Wise, and she had to fulfill that role.




  "But very effective," she said. The smoke must be clearly visible at Tara, and come night, the residents of the seat of kings would be able to see the glow of the flames.




  The mounted warriors accompanying them shifted in their saddles, knowing a bonfire lit the week before Beltaine could only bring bad luck.




  "Can't we stop him?" Murchad's wife Nemain asked.




  Yes, that was the question. She had seen fire too often in her dreams, the dreams of the end of the old ways. "I don't know," the queen said, answering more than Nemain was asking.




  Patraic had ignored their approach, but now he turned, gazing directly at her. "Let no one forget. The lesson learned here is the lesson of Christ's dominion."




  The wind shifted, as if obeying the will of Patraic's god, and the smoke from the bonfire wafted toward the party of riders, stinging their eyes. The horses began to snort and stamp, nervous, but they were well-trained warhorses, and they didn't break away.




  The man behind this fire was much more dangerous than Palladius, the last Christian wise man sent by Rome. A dogmatic moralist, narrow-minded and intolerant, Palladius had appealed to little more than the small, scattered communities of the Bretain and Romans and the ambition of leaders like Aengus, whose conversion held more calculation than conviction. But Patraic was different: his former master had been a druid, and he knew the ways of Eriu, knew the power of symbol and illusion. It was a deliberate provocation, this fire, deliberate and clever. And what a sense of drama! Lighting a huge bonfire in the week before Beltaine was an outrageous stroke of brilliance.




  Queen Yseult rode forward.




  "What is the meaning of this?" she called out from the edges of the gathering. The question had the ring of command, but Patraic stood his ground, looking almost regal himself in his long white robes.




  "It is the lighting of the Easter fire, Lady."




  Seven years ago she had fled before the fire of Palladius; she would not flee this time. Smoke filled her nostrils and burned her eyes, but she urged her reluctant mount through the circle of worshipers, and they parted to let her pass. Patraic might be their prophet, but she was the queen of the Tuatha Dé Danann, the kingmaker herself.




  She drew up in front of Patraic without dismounting. If he wanted to play a game of symbols and stories, she would be happy to oblige him. She had the height and presence of those with the pure blood of the Old Race, and sitting her mare, she towered above him. The sight would be an impressive one, she knew. Her long braid was the same shade of gold as the torc around her neck and the bracelets on her upper arms; her mare was as white as her tunic, and her cape a deep royal purple. The Christian wise man in the white robes of a druid was small and plain in comparison.




  The wind shifted again and the air between them cleared. "I am certain you know that according to our ways it is sacrilege to light a bonfire in the week before Beltaine," she said.




  Patraic shook his head. "It is Beltaine which is a sacrilege to the true belief of Jesus Christ, who died for our sins on this day."




  The queen looked down at him, using her power of knowing to probe his mind. There was respect there — respect and stubbornness. "We allow you to practice your religion among the people of Eriu, and you name one of our greatest festivals a sacrilege?"




  "Your festivals are full of sin in the eyes of our Lord," the Christian wise man replied quietly. "I would bring the people of Eriu the one true religion."




  Suddenly Queen Yseult knew: If they did not put out this fire, it would burn in the memory of mankind for centuries.




  "Murchad, Aidenn, Gamal!" She called out the names of Fianna and Feadh Ree warriors. "See to it that this fire is extinguished!"




  Her brother and the others dismounted and pulled blankets from their saddlebags. She urged her mare through the crowd again, rejoining her daughter, niece, and sister-in-law, while the soldiers approached the bonfire. Before they could reach it, Patraic stepped in front of them. Staring at them deliberately, he raised his hands high above his head, the sleeves of his tunic pooling around his shoulders. His voice carried as well as the queen's, booming above the noise of the flames and the nervous horses:




  "Christ beside me,




  "Christ in front of me,




  "Christ behind me.




  "Today I take on a terrible power;




  "I invoke the Trinity,




  "I acknowledge the power of the Three




  "In the belief of the One,




  "In view of the Maker."




  A gust of wind came up, driving a wall of smoke into the group of people gathered at the top of the hill and temporarily darkening the sky. The three warriors stopped in their tracks at the magic invocation, spoken by one with power of speech like a druid. Even giant Murchad faltered.




  The flickering light of the flames reflected off their gold and silver jewelry and cast dancing shadows on the white-robed disciples. Murchad was the champion of the High King of Eriu, but a warrior had no defenses against a druid curse.




  Patraic was winning the battle of symbols and stories. The fire would not be put out.




  Queen Yseult didn't know what to do. In the tales spoken around the fire on long winter nights, she was Yseult the Wise, the fair flame of the Tuatha Dé, whose knowledge of healing and wisdom in the ways of Gael and Feadh Ree alike was famed throughout the five fifths of Eriu — but she had no wisdom for this. She could not force her men to go against Patraic and risk being cursed, and she could not put out the bonfire by herself.




  Bitterness twisted in her stomach like a draught given to someone who had eaten spoiled meat.




  Patraic lowered his arms and gazed at her, the blue of his eyes as intense as the sky beyond the veil of smoke. He knew as well as she that the warriors of Eriu feared the power of the word more than the sharpest blade. And he knew how to use that knowledge.




  She spurred her horse forward through the small group. Pulling up next to the Christian wise man, she leaned over to him. "When the Ard Ri hears of this, you will no longer be welcome at Tara."




  "What is the seat of earthly kings compared to the seat of the king of heaven?" His voice was once again gentle, but there was triumph there as well.




  "It is not over, Roman," she said shortly.




  Suddenly he grinned. "No, both of us are much too stubborn for that."




  The humor disarmed her completely — a man willing to share a joke with his enemy. She couldn't help but wish they were on the same side.




  She straightened up in her saddle and found herself staring at the fire of Patraic; Patraic, who was more clever than dogmatic, who had grown up with the people of this land and knew their ways, who understood the importance of ritual and knew how to manipulate signs. This was power and magic. And this made Yseult the Wise very afraid.




  The Gael admired courage above all else, and here was a white-robed wise man, facing down the champion of Lóegaire and the queen of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Next to courage, they loved generosity, and Patraic was nothing if not generous. Finally, they had a great respect for the power of words.




  "Christ will accept you too," Patraic said quietly. "He died for all our sins to give us eternal life."




  Yseult the Wise did not care to be saved by the god of the Romans, a god who had no room beside him for Danu or Brigid or Lug, a god without tolerance who reserved all magic in life for himself. She wheeled her mare around. "Come," she called out to her party. "We must inform the king." She motioned the warriors to remount and led them away, south, to Lóegaire and Tara, away from the Hill of Slane and the fire that burned at her back.




  * * * *




  The queen paced in front of the fire pit in the great hall of Tara. The high pillars of wood holding up the thickly thatched roof were decorated in intricate patterns of curling leaves entwined with human and animal figures, the best craftsmanship Midhe or Brega had to offer. An assortment of domestic utensils, woven hangings, and weapons — reminders of a less peaceful time — hung on the walls, long shields and round shields of bronze and wood alongside swords and axes. Before the days of Lóegaire's father, Niall of the Nine Hostages, those weapons had been used against the other tribes of Eriu, especially the greatest enemies of the Ulaid, the Laigin. Now the enemies they protected against were the tribes of the Bretain across the waters; raids between the tuatha of Eriu had become rare.




  "Sit, Yseult," Lóegaire said. "You are making us all nervous."




  She stopped her pacing and turned to face the king. She had supported Lóegaire's kingship willingly after his first wife died, had become his consort and shared his bed. Now, however, he was growing old quickly, and the strength in his arm was not what that of a High King should be. She had left his bed three seasons ago, but she continued to uphold his kingship because she knew he would never completely abandon the old ways.




  But now — now he had no interest in confronting Patraic.




  "Can't you see how dangerous he is, Lóegaire?" she asked.




  The king let out a bark of disbelieving laughter. "Dangerous? I like the sacrilege of this fire as little as you, but I hardly see what threat a Christian wise man poses."




  "His bonfire can be seen a day's ride away in every direction," the old druid Boinda said quietly. "If he keeps it burning, it will rival that of the Beltaine fire."




  Queen Yseult could feel Lóegaire's impatience like a shout in her mind. She possessed all three of the powers of the Old Race, changing, calling, and knowing, but knowing was strongest in her — at times almost like a curse, especially when she was distracted and the thoughts of others threatened to crowd out her own.




  Lóegaire turned to Boinda. "Then we must bring this Patraic here for Beltaine, not banish him. The land of Eriu has welcomed new gods before this."




  "His religion is not so open-minded," the druid Lochru warned.




  "What am I to do?" Lóegaire asked, shrugging. "If I banish him, the subject kings who believe in Patraic's god may try to withdraw their support."




  Lóegaire's older brother Coirpre leaned forward. "And if you do not, the kings who continue to follow the old ways may refuse to follow you."




  Queen Yseult gazed at Coirpre. He held the rath at the holy site of Tailtu, but he would never forget that the council had passed him by, choosing his younger brother as High King. She didn't care for Coirpre, but he was a staunch follower of the old ways and thus her ally.




  She had a consort she couldn't love, an ally she couldn't like, and an enemy she couldn't help but respect. Suddenly the queen felt very tired.




  * * * *




  On Beltaine, the High King and his druids lit the true fire, as it should be. The cattle were driven between the bonfires and the summer pastures opened, also as it should be. But this year, the fire of the Christ burned to the north, and nothing would be as it should be.




  The druids withdrew to the sacred grove with the ban file Brigid. The young priestess was little older than the queen's niece Brangwyn, and already she was the greatest female druid in the land, the representative of the goddess in Eriu. Although she was of mixed blood, her powers were greater even than those of Queen Yseult.




  It was the power of knowing needed for the ritual of the tarbfeis, the bull dream. The druids had chosen the bull to be sacrificed in place of the king, blessed it and given it the king's identity, while Lóegaire received the holy herbs and was brought away. The druid Lochru killed the bull and Brigid ate of its flesh to induce the dream. The chief bard Erc stood by to commit the ceremony to memory and produce a poem to be told around the fire on winter nights. Everything was as it should be, except for the fire to the north, still burning on the Hill of Slane.




  Brigid fell into a trance, and the incantations were recited over her. But when she emerged from the grove, bathed in the blood of the bull, she did not pronounce the rituals necessary for Lóegaire to rightfully claim the throne of the Ard Ri for another year. What she pronounced were the circumstances of the High King's death.




  Queen Yseult watched Brigid, no longer the bright and beautiful young presence she knew. Instead, she was Morrigu, agent of death, with blood on her hands and her lips; Danu herself, with the knowledge of all things shining from her eyes.




  Brigid's voice was distant, but it carried through the crowd. "I speak of the death of Lóegaire. It is the death of a king no longer a king. Death will find him between Alba and Eriu after he has given up his word and his kingship."




  A collective gasp escaped the onlookers at the ban file's words, while the pale figure at the center of attention collapsed between the druids flanking her.




  * * * *




  The next day, High King Lóegaire called together the druids and nobles in the largest round-house of Rath na Riogh, which the queen had once shared with him. Now he shared it with the female slave from across the sea who was roasting a sow in the central fire pit. The peat fire was slow and even, spitting and crackling occasionally as fat dripped onto it. The smell of the meat and the fire surrounded them, but the house was finely built and well-ventilated, and most of the smoke escaped through the vents at the top of the outer walls.




  "It was not the tarbfeis," Lóegaire insisted. "No mention of the kingship for the coming year was made. The ceremony must be repeated."




  Queen Yseult glanced at Brigid, but the keeper of the flame remained silent. She seemed to think that if the High King wanted to deny the truth of a prophecy, that was his decision.




  Boinda shook his head. "The time was right and the bull consecrated. If the kingship was not mentioned, so be it. We can only hope the gods will give us a clearer message next year."




  "If no one else was named king, only you have the authority to be Ard Ri for another year," Lochru added.




  Lóegaire's expression cleared. "True." His gaze slid over Queen Yseult and away again, and she could feel his desire bloom briefly before he repressed it. He still wanted her, wanted her as more than just a symbol of his marriage to the land. His Bretain slave was pretty enough, pretty and docile, but it was not docility he wanted, it was the queen of the Tuatha Dé Danann.




  He pushed back his chair and stood.




  "I intend to seek peace with the Bretain," the High King said, beginning to pace. "We must make contact with the kings of Rheged, Venedotia and Dumnonia."




  Commotion broke out among the other kings present. Lóegaire's motive was clear to all: he wanted to ensure that he could not be caught in battle between Alba and Eriu, wanted to be more powerful than prophecy. But the raids on the Bretain coast were very lucrative for the kings of the east.




  Dunlaing, a king of the Laigin to the south, finally made himself heard above the din. "And what of the Oenach, Lóegaire? Don't you intend to speak to the Council of Kings first?"




  "Nothing has been decided yet," the High King replied, not answering Dunlaing's question. "The first step is to send emissaries."




  "And what if we have no interest in peace with the Bretain?" the Laigin king insisted.




  There might now be no raids between Dunlaing and Lóegaire, but there was no love lost between the two. The High King turned, staring at his hereditary enemy. "If I make peace with any of the Bretain tribes, those subject to the High King at Tara would do well to abide by the peace."




  "That is not the way decisions are made among the kings of Eriu," Coirpre said, his powerful voice echoing among the wooden beams of the great hall. His comment was calculated to remind the others of the insult to their dignity, and it worked.




  "Yes, the Oenach should be consulted!"




  "You cannot make peace with the Bretain without consent of the council!"




  "Why should we give up the raids across the sea?"




  "Peace!" Lóegaire roared, and the shouting finally subsided. "As you all know, the Bretain grow stronger by the year, and our losses greater with each raid. It is not easy to call together the kings of all the tuatha outside of an official Oenach. I thought to save some time by discovering first what the terms of peace might be and will consult with the leaders of the five provinces of Eriu at Lugnasad."




  Queen Yseult saw some heads nod in agreement, but many kings and queens still sat stony-faced. The stray thoughts and feelings she picked up were equally mixed, but chief among them was the conviction that Lóegaire was not doing this for the good of Eriu.




  He was doing this for the good of Lóegaire.




  * * * *




  On the last day of the Beltaine festivities, hundreds gathered on the slopes of a hill below the main rath of Tara. The gentle grade provided an excellent natural stage for the poetry competition of the filid. Even a number of foreign merchants had come to watch, those who spoke the tongues of Armorica, Alba or the Pictish tribes, languages close enough to that of Eriu for them to appreciate the poetry of the Erainn bards. Besides, the merchants knew there would be few visitors interested in examining their wares while the bards or Eriu were singing, and there was nothing they liked more than a good song if their bellies were full and their backs warm. A whole day of song was that much better.




  The great hill-fort of Tara, seat of kings, was situated on a ridge overlooking the valley of the River Boyne, and beyond it, all five provinces of Eriu: Laigin to the south, Mumu to the southwest, Connachta to the west and Ulaid to the north, while Tara itself stood in the province of Midhe. Clustered below stood the wooden and thatch round-houses of artisans and farmers who catered to the needs of the hill-fort or wanted to be near its defenses in times of war. Only a small portion of the Beltaine visitors lived in or near Tara — people came from several days' ride away for the seasonal festivities.




  From the earthwork ramparts on the slope of the rath, the poets could be seen by all while they sang their spontaneous compositions. Next to the competitors stood the judges, among them several druids, Queen Yseult, and the ban file Brigid of Druim Dara.




  The dew was still on the grass when the first competitors received their challenge. They sang well but with little true inspiration, modest songs suited to the season, of spring grass and sowed fields, of rivers and blood running high. But the words were true and the music fine and the audience happy.




  No one expected anything different when the old druid Boinda stepped before Lochru for his challenge, his back straight and his chin high. Although he was ollamh, the highest of the seven ranks a druid could achieve, few remembered that he had been a famed bard in his youth. Among the Tuatha Dé Danann it was said the king of the Otherworld Aengus Og himself had praised Boinda's voice and his quick wit. Now Boinda more often left the singing to the younger filid, content with his role as adviser to Yseult the Wise and teacher to her daughter, Yseult the Fair.




  Lochru smiled as he gave the old bard his challenge. "Truth, house, weapon."




  Boinda stood still for a few moments, lifted his harp, and began to play a series of somber notes. Then his voice lifted clear and high above the heads of the gathered masses.




  "The king dwells in truth, and in truth, honor.




  "He dwells in a house of duty, a house that will stand.




  "The truth of his word builds strong walls.




  "The honor of his word is a roof that will not fall.




  "His word to his people is a weapon in his hand;




  "If he turns against them, he turns against himself.




  "If he rules without the word, he rules without honor.




  "A king without honor is a bull-king,




  "He strikes and is struck,




  "He injures and is injured,




  "He tosses and is tossed;




  "Against him horns are shaken and battles fought.




  "His troops will desert him and his dignity will be gone."




  Boinda lowered his harp. A stunned silence had taken hold of the crowd, a silence so complete it was a presence, hanging in the air like a spell cast by the old ones.




  The whinny of a horse from the race grounds broke the spell, and the applause that rent the morning air shattered the silence, sending it down around them like magic pieces of a rainbow. Boinda had dared and won, wrapping them in his words, capturing and holding them with the power of an accomplished bard. It was clear to everyone standing on the slopes that the most powerful words they were to hear that day had been spoken.




  Queen Yseult wished she could cheer Boinda with them, but it wouldn't do to anger her consort even more. She glanced at Lóegaire, wondering how he was taking the references to the Audacht Moraind, the classic Erainn work on the honor of kings. Obviously, Boinda was using its philosophy of kingship to criticize a high king who would give up his integrity to avoid a prophecy; a king who would go behind the backs of local rulers to sue for peace with his enemy.




  Lóegaire stood stiff, frozen and angry.




  Boinda's song was only the beginning. With it, he set the tone; fili after fili sang a political song aimed against some enemy or another, songs almost as dangerous in intent as satire. And many of them were subtly directed against the High King. A more unusual poetry competition had not been seen at Tara in generations. Queen Yseult could feel Lóegaire's agitation growing, too strong for him to hide it from her.




  As the warmth of the day began to pass and the sun neared the horizon, Lucet stepped forward, harp in hand. His talent for spontaneous composition was famed throughout the five fifths of Eriu.




  Lochru gave him his challenge. "Barley, blood, man."




  Lucet began playing almost immediately.




  "I am not a sheaf of barley




  "To be blown by the wind or cut by the sickle.




  "I am not a white bull




  "To be led to the grove to spill my blood.




  "I am not a son of Adam




  "With sins on my head I have not committed.




  "I do not answer for the fall of one man.




  "No one man answers for my own fall.




  "If I remain true to the law,




  "The joys of the Otherworld await me.




  "My fame in this world is of my own making.




  "My fate in the other mine as well."




  It was a day for challenges. But while the majority of the audience would be aware of the challenge in Boinda's song, only few would know that Lucet was attacking the religion of the Christ with his poem. The man in the white robes of a druid pushing his way through the crowd even now, however, was certainly one of those.




  Patraic stepped before the judges, his color high. "I too would participate in the competition."




  "Only filid or those trained as filid have a right to sing here," Brigid said.




  "I received training from my master, Miliuc."




  Even though he was her enemy, Queen Yseult could not deny the truth of what he said. She touched the wise woman's elbow. "He speaks the truth, Brigid. According to the rules, he is allowed to participate."




  "Then step forward for your challenge," she said, eyeing Patraic warily.




  The Christian wise man turned to Lochru.




  "As you wish to answer Lucet directly, I will give you the same challenge," the druid said. "Barley, blood, man."




  Patraic had no harp, so he stood with head bowed and hands laced together in front of him for a moment. Then he lifted his head, looked first at Brigid and then directly into Queen Yseult's eyes and began.




  "I am not a sheaf of barley




  "To be cut down and traded for a bushel of eggs.




  "I am not a white bull




  "To be sold at a fair for a ring of gold.




  "I am a son of Adam,




  "A man like any man,




  "With blood in my veins and needs of my own.




  "I do not answer to any but God.




  "No man owns me; I make my own way.




  "If I remain true to God's will,




  "The joys of heaven await me.




  "Truth and honor will stand




  "Between me and the powers of darkness."




  Lucet strode forward. "That was no answer. Slavery has nothing to do with the doctrine of original sin which your religion proclaims."




  Patraic turned away from the judges and faced the angry druid. "You based your argument on the idea of free will, did you not? A slave is robbed of his free will."




  "Does your religion forbid slavery? I have read nothing of that in your holy books."




  Before Patraic could answer, Lóegaire stepped between the druid and the Christian wise man. "Enough, both of you!"




  Lucet and Patraic stared at the High King as if he had interrupted a discussion of philosophy in the house of druids. The queen suppressed a desire to laugh.




  "I am probably not the only one who has had enough of the arguments about whose truth is true," the High King began. "I want each of you to fetch a book containing your truth. We will bury this now."




  Lucet looked mildly confused at the turn events had taken, but he motioned to the young bard Aneirin standing at the front of the crowd to come and join him. Patraic summoned the first disciple he could locate, Ciaran. After a brief consultation, the two hurried off to fetch the desired books. Queen Yseult wondered what Lóegaire was about now; his mind was closed to her.




  Aneirin returned with a set of ogham staffs of hazelwood, the letters carved in the sides and the whole bound at the top with a leather thong. The book Ciaran brought was in Latin, written in ink on parchment. The young men presented the books to the High King.




  "Now we will see which book retains its truth," Lóegaire proclaimed, his voice rising above the curious crowd. "Come with me."




  He led the way down the hill, while the audience of the competition followed him, the druid and the Christian wise man at their head. When they arrived at the banks of a stream, he turned to the expectant onlookers.




  "We will subject these books to trial by water." At these words, he threw the staffs and the parchment into the stream. Finally the queen understood what he was doing, and she turned to Brigid and smiled.




  The current was sluggish where Lóegaire had tossed the books, and the ogham staffs bobbed at the surface as they headed slowly downstream. The Bible followed a short way until the pages absorbed too much water, and it began to sink below the surface.




  "Fetch the books back," the king said to Aneirin and Ciaran. The young men stripped quickly and waded into the stream. The hazelwood staffs were still clearly visible, and Aneirin had soon retrieved the druid book, but Ciaran had to dive beneath the surface. When he finally located the Bible and returned to the shore, his blond hair was dark with water and the book he carried covered in mud, the ink running off the pages.




  "Which book contains the truth now?" Lóegaire asked the two wise men.




  Lucet was smiling, knowing himself the victor, but Patraic stood straight, his face expressionless. "Not that one," Patraic said in his musical voice, pointing at the ogham staffs. The markings carved into the sides were still clearly legible.




  "More so than that one," Lucet said, pointing in turn to the dripping parchment.




  "We can all see that the truth that endures is in the book of the druids," Lóegaire declared, and his Gael audience cheered, the few Christians among them hardly noticeable. With one stroke, he had made them forget Boinda's song and reestablished his own authority. Yseult was glad that his triumph had been at Patraic's expense, but at the same time she knew that while Patraic acted from the courage of conviction, Lóegaire's actions were prompted by little more than ambition.




  Patraic came forward and retrieved his book from the High King. He drew himself to his full height, towering half a head above Lóegaire.




  "I do not accept your judgment," he said, raising his ruined book above his head. "The words of this book will survive long after every ogham staff is gone. Soon your writing will die out, your books will be forgotten, and even your words will all but vanish."




  A hush fell over the crowd, more profound than the one Boinda's poem had created earlier.




  Lóegaire's voice trembled with anger. "I have put up with your sacrilege too long. You are no longer welcome in the house of druids, and the gates of Tara will be closed to you."




  "I spoke no satire against you, Ard Ri," Patraic said more mildly. "I do but speak a prophecy."




  "A prophecy spoken in revenge."




  "That makes it no less true."




  "Go, now!"




  Patraic nodded and turned away, but Yseult the Wise didn't see him leave. Instead, she saw a vision of the fire that had been haunting her for years, saw for the first time what the fire was made of.




  It was a bonfire of ogham staffs — the knowledge of her people going up in flames.




  





  





  





  Chapter 2


  






  





  





  I arise today




  Through the strength of heaven:




  Light of sun,




  Radiance of moon,




  Splendor of fire,




  Speed of lightning,




  Swiftness of wind,




  Depth of sea,




  Stability of earth,




  Firmness of rock.




  





  "St. Patrick's Breastplate"




  





  





  





  Young Yseult longed to get off her horse. She had begged to come along on the trip to Connachta, but so many hours in the saddle were exhausting, especially given the unseasonable warmth of the last few days. Only a month had passed since Beltaine, but the weather was as hot as at Lugnasad, the festival of high summer. On the journey, many of the rivers they had forded were high with snow melt. Her tunic clung to her, damp with sweat between and beneath her breasts, and the leather saddle chafed the insides of her thighs through the material of the breeches she wore for riding. The young warrior Gamal had entertained her on much of the long ride, but today it was even too hot for flirtation.




  They had stopped at a number of raths held by local kings on the journey, but they never stayed more than a day, and everyone in the party was tired from traveling nearly the breadth of Eriu. The High King's negotiations with the Bretain kingdoms of Dumnonia and Venedotia were going well, and a marriage between his daughter Eithne and the Dumnonian king Marcus Cunomorus was being arranged to seal the peace. Lóegaire had decided it was time to fetch Eithne from Cruachu, where she and her younger sister were in fosterage with Ailill Molt, king of Connachta; he seemed to think the kings of Eriu would be more likely to accept a peace already made than to make peace themselves with their Bretain enemies.




  Originally, her mother and Lóegaire had not planned on bringing Yseult along, but she was fourteen years old, stubborn, and of mixed blood. Those of both Gael and Feadh Ree descent were known for their wild eye and passionate temperament.




  Yseult accompanied them to Cruachu.




  She had always wanted to see the royal seat of famous Queen Mebd, the greatest queen who had ever ruled in Eriu, and the extended complex of hill-forts and houses didn't disappoint her. Cruachu was not just one rath, it was many, spread over a larger area than any other in Eriu. Earthworks loomed on all sides as they wound their way toward the main hill-fort of the king of Connachta. The bustling atmosphere of the settlement reminded Yseult of Tara during a fair.




  When they rode through the high wooden gates between the earthen ramparts, Eithne, her sister Fedalma, Ailill Molt, and his wife Ronait were there to meet them, flanked by druids and warriors. Eithne was fourteen, marriageable age among the Gael. Marriageable or not, Lóegaire's daughter looked frightened and young. Yseult's talent for knowing was not as strong as her mother's — her own strongest power was that of calling — but she didn't have to read Eithne's mind to know that her step-sister did not want to be married across the sea to a Bretain king.




  And Yseult would not have wanted to be in her place.




  "Welcome your arrival, greatest king of the fair island of Eriu," Ailill Molt said formally to Lóegaire after they dismounted. The High King checked a frown. The words were perfectly correct, but even Yseult noticed that the other king had not added any praise of Lóegaire's exploits and excellencies as was custom when greeting an honored visitor. Perhaps Eithne's foster father didn't approve of sending her across the sea in marriage.




  Yseult wiped the sweat off her forehead with the back of one hand and glanced at Lóegaire's elder daughter. She was a lovely young woman with hair the color of ripe wheat, braided formally in three plaits that reached past the tops of her thighs, each fixed with a fine silver ball. Her sister Fedalma was brighter in coloring, with hair the color of sunset and a dusting of freckles across her cheeks and nose.




  What would it be like to be forced to marry a man she had never met, far away from anyone she knew? Among the Tuatha Dé Danann, arranged marriages were frowned upon. At the same time, Yseult was well aware that her mother's two marriages had been the result of political considerations. No one had made the decision for Queen Yseult, but she had nonetheless chosen men for the good of her tuath and for the good of Eriu, going along with the dictates of her role as kingmaker.




  "Baths are being prepared for you," Eithne said quietly to the travelers, and Yseult nearly sighed in relief at her words. "But you may take refreshment first if you wish."




  Yseult was thirsty and hungry, but she wanted a bath more. It hadn't rained all week and the roads of Connachta were dusty. Her mother went with Lóegaire and Murchad to the mead hall, while Yseult, Brangwyn, Aidenn, and Gamal followed Eithne and Fedalma to the bath house.




  "Do you fight with my father's champion Murchad?" Eithne asked the two young warriors.




  Aidenn and Gamal nodded.




  "Have you ever accompanied him to the land of the Romans?" she asked.




  "We have been all over the known world with the giant Murchad," Gamal claimed in his booming voice. Gamal loved nothing better than the chance to tell a tale. But Eithne obviously wasn't interested in a good tale; she wanted information about her future home and husband.




  Aidenn gave Eithne a long look and she blushed. "Do you mean the island of the Bretain or the lands to the south?"




  "The island of the Bretain."




  "Yes, we've been there," Aidenn said, totally ignoring his friend Gamal's exaggerated claims.




  Eithne's blush grew deeper. "Perhaps after you have bathed and eaten you will tell us about where you've been?"




  "Of course."




  Gamal let out his loud laugh. "We will tell you tales of Romans and Africans, of people who put rings in their noses and their gods in houses, tales of beasts as high as the gate of a rath and birds as tall as a human who feed on the dead. You want to hear about Romans? We can tell you of magical bath houses where hot water never grows cool, of huge places with wall of gleaming stone, of games lasting more than a moon in which men fight wild animals from all over the world, some looking almost like men themselves."




  Eithne's expression was growing increasingly apprehensive, and Brangwyn and Yseult exchanged a long look. With the mutual understanding of the Feadh Ree, the cousins nodded. Brangwyn would talk to Aidenn and make sure he didn't tell Eithne anything to make her more nervous than she already was. Unfortunately, Yseult probably would not have much luck persuading Gamal to tame his unruly tongue.




  * * * *




  After a dinner of salmon caught in the nearby rivers and wild boar caught in the nearby woods, the young people left the hill-fort to wander beneath the stars. Luckily, Gamal had listened to Yseult and did not exaggerate as much as usual when telling Eithne tales of her future home. Hearing the Bretain were not giants or monsters with three heads seemed to calm her.




  The six of them stopped on a rise and looked out over the raths and round-houses below them, circles in shades of gray and blue in the moonlight. Yseult felt Gamal lean into her and smiled.




  "What do you want most in the world, Fedalma?" Brangwyn asked to steer the conversation away from Eithne's future.




  "To be with my sister always," the youngest replied, linking her arm through Eithne's.




  "And you, Yseult?" Aidenn asked, jumping in. Yseult was grateful; Fedalma's answer could only remind Eithne of what she would be losing in marrying across the sea.




  Yseult repressed the memories of older half-brothers and sisters and answered Aidenn's question with the second thing that came to her mind. "I would like to be as wise as my mother and rule over kings, commanding hearts and minds."




  "You already command the heart and mind of one man," she heard Gamal whisper in her ear.




  "Certainly not an impossible dream for the daughter of the kingmaker," Brangwyn said, chuckling.




  Yseult shook her head. "Ah, but not as easy as it may seem. People will always compare us. She is 'Yseult the Wise' and I will always be 'Yseult the Fair.'"




  "You don't know that now," Eithne said.




  "Mebd was only sixteen when she became queen of Connachta," Yseult pointed out.




  "She certainly commanded the hearts and minds of men," Aidenn commented dryly.




  Yseult burst out laughing. It was said of Queen Mebd that every man stood in the shadow of the next. The legends counted nine husbands — and as many bed companions as men who helped her fight against Cú Chulainn.




  "Perhaps I can make due with a few less than she," Yseult said in a tone of mock modesty, and even serious Eithne laughed.




  Yseult was glad.




  * * * *




  The weather changed the day after they arrived in Cruachu. Although all had longed for a little rain while riding the dusty roads, none had longed for driving gales from the northwest, turning false summer to false winter and postponing their return to Tara. After the unseasonable heat of the last few days, the ground was too dry for such a downpour, and instead of absorbing the moisture, it rejected it, turning roads into rivers, with the exception of the timber roadways across the bogs. No right of safe passage through the five provinces of Eriu could make travel in those conditions less than hazardous. As a result, they were confined to the round-houses and each other's company, to tales ancient and recent, listened to the ballad of Diarmuid and Grainne, heard how the wiseman Patraic had climbed a nearby mountain and made Christians of those who followed, played fidchell and brandubh and dice.




  When the sun returned after four nights, everyone was eager to get out again. Crops needed to be checked and livestock tended to, but exercising horses and sword arms was the far more popular duty. It was a perfect day, the sun warm and the breeze cool on bare skin.




  After a midday meal of salt pork, oat porridge and mead, Yseult was making her way to what was left of the rath's herb garden after the destructive downpour. She was concentrating on avoiding mud and puddles when a soft voice stopped her.




  "Yseult."




  She looked up, surprised that she hadn't noticed her stepsisters' presence.




  "Would you like to go swimming?" Eithne asked. "Fedalma and I are going to the stream to wash off the smell of smoke from being stuck inside for so long."




  Yseult shook her head. "It sounds tempting, but I promised my mother and Ronait I would help see what can be saved of the herb gardens after that downpour. Afterwards, I have weapons practice with Brangwyn and Murchad."




  Eithne made a face. "It's much too nice for weapons practice."




  "You could also say it's finally nice enough for weapons practice," Yseult said, laughing, and waved them on their way.




  * * * *




  Eithne wasn't too disappointed that Yseult wouldn't be joining them — she liked the other girl well enough, but they were both blond, and no one would look at Eithne if Yseult was near. Yseult was blonder than blond, her coloring the silver-white of the Fair Ones. Not even the queen's coloring was as dramatic, and she was pure blood of the Feadh Ree.




  But soon, Eithne wouldn't have to worry about anyone looking at her or not; she was to marry a foreign king. She didn't want to think about leaving Eriu and her sister and marrying a man old enough to be her father. Other girls chose the men they would marry themselves, danced with them at Beltaine and joined hands with them through the stone at Lugnasad. But those girls didn't have kings for fathers and the future of kingdoms to consider.




  It would be pleasant to choose her own husband, perhaps even more pleasant than being a queen. But now the sun was shining and she was going swimming with her sister, and she wouldn't think of it anymore.




  Hand in hand, they headed for the creek, laughing and running. They still had to dodge puddles here and there, but the air was clear, the breeze sharp, and the sun warm on their skin. The shimmering hills around them were intensely green from the recent rain.




  No, Eithne did not think she wanted to marry across the ocean.




  The stream was higher and wilder than usual, but in most places still shallow enough for wading. When they reached the banks, they pulled off their tunics and stepped into the water, surprisingly cold given the warmth of the day.




  Fedalma shivered and laughed and splashed water on her older sister. "Come, Eithne!" Then she jumped out into the middle of the creek while Eithne hung back, trying to get used to the cold water.




  One moment Fedalma was there, teasing and laughing — and then she was gone.




  A head bobbed up farther downstream, too far. "Eithne!"




  Fedalma must have slipped, and the current had pulled her out of reach. Eithne plunged into the middle of the stream after her sister. The force of the run-off from the recent rains knocked her off her feet. She felt a moment of panic, and then her head hit a rock, and the panic was over.




  * * * *




  Patraic's disciple Ciaran was wandering in the shade of the trees near the stream with his master and several others, enjoying the wind off the water and intelligent arguments among like-minded men, when they heard a muffled cry and a splash. Conversation halted, and the group dashed through the trees to the banks. They saw one head bob up in the water followed by another, only to disappear again.




  "Quick," Patraic said, pulling his white robe over his head and wading into the creek. Ciaran, Mochta and Benen followed close behind, gasping at the shock of cold water on bare skin.




  "This way," Ciaran called, swimming just downstream from where they had last seen the young women. A blond head appeared only a few handspans away from him, and he grabbed her, getting one arm around her shoulders.




  "Mochta!" The nearest of the other disciples swam over to help. Together they pulled her to the shore and into the sun. Ciaran saw now who they had fished out of the stream — probably too late. The king's daughter was breathing, but shallowly. There was a bruise above one temple and her hands and feet were cold, so cold. She was shivering uncontrollably. He and Mochta turned Eithne over, lifting her by her limbs to try to empty the water from her lungs, but she gave only a weak cough followed by too little liquid. They turned her onto her back again, laid her down in the grass, and chafed her hands vigorously.




  By this time, Patraic and Benen had located the other girl and dragged her out of the water to lay her next to her sister near the bank. Ciaran looked down at the two young women, pale and beautiful against the green grass. Fedalma was shaken with violent shivers at regular intervals, even though Benen and Patraic were doing their best to warm her.




  "Here, let me, master," Ciaran said, taking the older man's place next to the redhead and rubbing her hands. Ciaran watched while Patraic rose slowly and walked upstream to retrieve his long white robe from the ground. But the master was not as old he sometimes seemed to his youthful followers — his limbs were well-muscled and he was as strong a swimmer as any of them.




  Patraic returned, dressed again in his tunic, his face sad. "Thank you, my son." Ciaran made way for him and the master knelt between the two girls.




  Ciaran returned his attention to Eithne, stroking a strand of wet hair away from her forehead. She was still shivering from head to foot. "They're so cold. We must warm them."




  "Try using the heat of your own body," Patraic suggested.




  "Someone bring our tunics, quickly," Ciaran barked out. He could feel the tears poised at the corners of his eyes as he lay down next to the princess and gathered her in his arms. Mochta did the same for Fedalma as Benen gathered up their clothes and brought them over.




  "Fili?" came a weak voice. Eithne's eyes were open a slit. She must have taken the master for a druid in his long white robes. She was gazing from Ciaran to Patraic, her expression dazed. At least she had stopped shivering.




  "Fili?" Eithne repeated weakly. Patraic took her hand while Ciaran wrapped one of the tunics around her as tightly as he could. He took her in his arms again and Eithne turned her dazed blue eyes to him. "I'm so tired," she whispered. "Tired and cold."




  "Sleep, my child," Patraic murmured.




  "No!" Ciaran rubbed her upper body. "If she sleeps she will not wake."




  "Are you druids?" Eithne asked drowsily.




  "No, daughter," Patraic replied. "We are disciples of Christ."




  "The druids have great magic."




  "There is no greater magic than that of Christ, who gives everlasting life," the master said gently.




  "So cold. Will we die, fili?"




  "It is in God's hands."




  "Which God?"




  Ciaran had to smile despite the tears pushing at the backs of his eyelids. She had been raised on druid logic, as he had, and craved clarity even now, when she could hardly hold on to reality.




  "Christ, the one true God," Patraic told her. "If you let me baptize you, you will go to him as his brides."




  Eithne looked at Ciaran. "Is this Christ young?" Ciaran hugged her tighter, but she didn't seem to feel it.




  "There is no age in the land of eternal life," Patraic said.




  "Do what you think is wise, fili," she whispered, her eyes closing again.




  Patraic apparently decided their immersion had been recent enough for a baptism, for Ciaran heard the lyrical Latin spoken above him, followed by the final sacrament. Eithne's lips curled up in a smile at the lilting rhythm of the master's voice.




  Ciaran pulled her head to his shoulder. He felt her breathing still, but the smile didn't leave her face.




  Patraic quickly repeated the ritual for Fedalma, and Ciaran let the words wash over him while he cried.




  "Did you know her well?" Patraic asked gently.




  Ciaran shook his head. "The son of a simple freeman who sold his honor-price? One of your followers? No." An ironic smile diverted the path of the tears down his cheeks. He stood, wiping them away with the back of his hand.




  Patraic took Ciaran's face in his hands and gazed into his eyes. "You are a kind soul, Ciaran. But she has received the sacrament and can now enjoy eternal life."




  Ciaran shrugged. "What good does that do those of us who would have cared to gaze on her?"




  The master looked down at the motionless young woman at their feet and nodded. "True. Some beauty has gone out of life this day."




  He turned to Benen and Mochta. "What of the other princess?" They shook their heads. "Then come. We must return them to their family."




  Ciaran lifted Eithne in his arms tenderly while Benen took Fedalma, and they began their slow walk to Cruachu.




  * * * *




  Yseult and Brangwyn were both dressed in breeches and short tunics, jewelry fit for warriors gleaming on their wrists and upper arms, and golden torcs around their necks. Each held a battle sword in one hand and a round wooden shield covered in leather in the other. Their finely balanced blades, Tuatha Dé work from the famous swordsmith at Bruig na Boyne, glittered in the sun, the points protected by guards of wood. Their hair was braided to keep it out of their way, one long, thick plait hanging down each back, black and palest gold; Yseult a tall, white flame, and Brangwyn her shifting shadow. They were outside the ramparts of the main rath at the parade grounds where military exercise took place. All around them were warriors similarly equipped and similarly engaged, some with wooden swords, others with real blades for the heft of the heavy metal.




  "Ready?" Murchad called out to the two young women.




  They nodded.




  "Begin!" the giant bellowed.




  They circled each other, swords lifted. "You black crow of a woman," Yseult threw at her cousin. "You couldn't beat me even if I were to lie down in the dirt."




  Brangwyn waved her sword at Yseult in a subtle taunt. "You are always much too fast for your own good, Cousin. Try to attack and you will run right past me." The smile on her lips was far from the gentle expression she usually wore.




  Aidenn, Gamal and Lithben, one of the few female warriors in Lóegaire's employ, stood on the sidelines watching the foreplay of insults; the young men avidly, the gray-haired veteran critically.




  "You'll see," Aidenn said. "Brangwyn is right. Yseult has the energy of a man but no patience."




  Gamal chuckled. "I wouldn't dare bet against you, my friend."




  "It doesn't do to bet so early in the fighting," Lithben said witheringly.




  A look of concentration had replaced the smile on Brangwyn's face, and the silver of Yseult's eyes gleamed in the sunlight. The circles they made around each other grew tighter as each watched her opponent warily, exchanging insults and feinting, wearing each other out with words. Finally, Yseult made a dash for Brangwyn, but her cousin blocked the attack with her wooden shield. Then Brangwyn struck before the younger girl had time to resume a defensive stance, and Yseult was barely able to step out of the way. Brangwyn made good her advantage and struck again, but this time Yseult lifted her sword in a parry, following through with an attack of her own. The older girl dodged it and faced her. Already, the muscles of their arms and calves gleamed with sweat.




  Yseult prowled around her cousin, looking for an opening. Brangwyn was not fond of swordplay, but anything she did, she did well, with discipline and attention to detail. Yseult's advantage could only be in speed and surprise. She made a feint and quickly changed the direction of her attack, forcing her cousin back and about. As she did, she had a wider view of the warriors around them. She noted with surprise that many had abandoned their weapons and were staring down the incline with unusual intensity.




  Brangwyn saw her advantage and lunged, but Yseult put up her shield and threw down her short sword. "Hold! Something has happened."




  She gestured with her shield in the direction of the silent warriors. Trudging up the avenue came a small party, the Christian wise man Patraic in the lead, two of the white-clad figures following burdened with the limp forms of young women.




  Murchad was the first to recognize the significance of what they carried.




  "Fetch the king and queen," he rapped out. Aidenn and Gamal hurried to do his bidding.




  Yseult stared at the distant figures, wiping the sweat out of her eyes to see better. One head blond and one red, the streaming hair in striking contrast to the white tunics of Patraic's disciples.




  "No!" she cried out. She threw down her shield and sprinted forward, Brangwyn close behind.




  Eithne and Fedalma, drenched and lifeless.




  She didn't stop until she reached the small party. Patraic and his disciples stopped as well, and Yseult bent over and leaned her hands on her knees to catch her breath.




  "What happened?" she asked when she straightened up again. "Are they seriously hurt?"




  Patraic shook his head. "Not hurt."




  "They're dead," the one holding Fedalma said.




  "No," Yseult whispered. It wouldn't have happened if she had gone along, it couldn't have.




  "Dead?" Brangwyn said, panting. "How?"




  The young men holding the sisters laid their burdens down at the side of the road and rubbed the muscles of their necks and shoulders to relieve the strain.




  "They were swimming," Patraic said.




  "We came too late," the one who had been holding Eithne added. A tear slipped out of the corner of his eye, but he didn't seem to notice. Yseult recognized him. He was the one who had retrieved the Christian holy book from the water at Beltaine. Their eyes met and the young man looked away, back down at Eithne, lying still in the grass.




  Already, people were rushing out of the fortifications of Cruachu and down the incline, at their head the High King. When they reached where the two girls lay on the grass, Lóegaire dropped to his knees next to Eithne. Opposite him, Ciaran was once again holding her hand. Standing with Ronait and Queen Yseult, Ailill Molt looked on, his expression murderous.




  "Ah, my bright one," the king said, stroking her damp hair away from her forehead, the tears streaming down his cheeks and getting lost in his beard. The crowd was silent at the sight of the king's grief, the only sound an occasional sniffle from an on-looker.




  Lóegaire finally looked up, straight into Ciaran's face. "Who are you?"




  "Ciaran, Ard Ri. I am a disciple of Patraic."




  "What are you doing here?"




  "We were walking near the stream" — with a sweep of his arm he indicated the other members of Patraic's party — "when we heard a yell. We tried to save them."




  The king's gaze slowly traveled from one disciple to the next to rest on Patraic. "I thought never to see you again."




  "We are not in Tara," Patraic pointed out. "But perhaps it was for the best that we have been teaching here. We could not save the princesses, but we were able to offer them some comfort."




  The king nodded. "For that I thank you, fili."




  "We would have done more if we could."




  Lóegaire rose to his feet heavily. "You have done me a service this sad day. You are no longer banned from Tara."




  Patraic inclined his head respectfully. "I am honored, Ard Ri."




  The king turned away, his every movement seeming to come with effort. He glanced around at the crowd surrounding them as if unable to grasp why all these people were there. Then his gaze caught on Aidenn and Gamal and purpose and composure returned tenuously.




  "Take them up and bring them into the rath," he ordered.




  The royal party turned back towards the gates of Cruachu, and Yseult and Brangwyn followed.




  "They asked me to go along, Brangwyn," Yseult said. "I could have saved them."




  Brangwyn was silent for a moment. "Possible. But they also could have taken you with them into death."




  Perhaps. She would never know now.




  Yseult walked beside her cousin, muscles sore and heart weary.




  





  





  





  Chapter 3


  






  





  





  By the Prince's Truth, fair weather comes in each fitting season, winter fine and frosty, spring dry and windy, summer warm, with showers of rain, autumn with heavy dews, and fruitful. For it is the prince's falsehood that brings perverse weather upon wicked peoples and dries up the fruit of the earth.




  





  From the Audacht Moraind




  





  





  Gamal trailed one finger the length of Yseult's arm, and she felt herself smile. They had escaped the heat of the late afternoon sun and lay in the shade of a stand of hawthorn trees. The moon had gone through all its phases since the deaths of Eithne and Fedalma, and slowly it was becoming possible to enjoy a breeze bringing the smell of clover again, the touch of a hand or a pair of fine lips. Sadness still filled their days, but it was no longer as ever-present as it had been.




  There was something eating at Gamal's own enjoyment of this day, she could feel it, but she hoped he wouldn't bother her with it.




  She opened her eyes and looked at him lazily.




  "Is it true you will soon be marrying across the sea?" he asked.




  Yseult sat up abruptly. "Where did you hear that?"




  Gamal pushed himself up on one elbow, examining her with surprise. "You know nothing?"




  "No. I want to know where you heard it."




  "Among the warriors of the Fianna there's talk that Lóegaire means to substitute you for Eithne in his negotiations with the western kingdoms of the Bretain."




  She jumped up. "I am to marry Marcus of Dumnonia?"




  He nodded.




  Yseult stared at him for a moment and then turned and ran back to the rath.




  * * * *




  She found her mother and aunt Nemain working in the herb garden, doing their best to keep the most valuable plants from shriveling and dying. There had been little rain this summer; the fields were turning brown, and the fruit on the trees was small and hard. Between the women's shoulder blades, their tunics were damp with sweat, and their long braids were pinned high on their heads to keep the hair off their necks. Her mother turned when she heard her impatient footsteps, but at the sight of Yseult's expression, her welcoming smile died.




  She put down the pot she used for watering. "What is it?"




  "Gamal just told me of a rumor among the Fianna that Lóegaire plans to wed me to Marcus Cunomorus."




  "It can't be true. I would have seen it."




  Nemain laid aside a bundle of mint she had picked and stood up, brushing her hands off on her apron. "He can shield his thoughts from you when he wishes. And it fits. He desperately wants the peace with the Bretain, and with Eithne and Fedalma dead, he has no daughters left to marry off. What better substitute than his step-daughter?"




  "Why can't he marry one of his sons to a Bretain princess?" Yseult demanded.




  Her mother shook her head. "Marcus Cunomorus has no daughters. And he seeks a new wife."




  Yseult clenched her fists at her side. "Lóegaire can't force me to marry a Bretain king." She didn't want to be a queen in a foreign land with a Christian religion and Roman customs. According to Murchad, they had no respect for the old ways.




  "Yseult, you must learn to control your power of calling. Your thoughts are like a shout in my mind," Nemain said.




  As if to prove Nemain's point, Brangwyn hurried up, her face flushed. "What's wrong?"




  "It appears Lóegaire may mean to marry off your cousin in place of Eithne."




  Brangwyn shook her head. "And none of us saw?"




  "Perhaps the rumors aren't true," Yseult said, but she had little hope that would be the case. As Nemain had pointed out, it all fit too well.




  Her mother began to pace beside the herb patches. "We must find out. The chronicler Erc should know — he is one of the few who can write Latin. But if so, why did he not tell us?"




  "What will you do if it is true?" Nemain asked.




  "I don't know. But I will not have Yseult used to forge peace between Eriu and Alba because Lóegaire is a afraid of a prophecy."




  "What of the council?" Yseult asked, feeling desperate. "The regional kings have their pride; they will not be happy that the High King has gone so far without consulting the Oenach."




  Her mother looked at her approvingly. "The council. Yes."




  * * * *




  The meeting was held in the great hall of Tara. Yseult the Wise watched as the nobles slowly passed through the threshold of wide beams, beneath the lintel decorated with abstract carvings of animals and trees, and gathered around the massive wooden plank table, one of the many luxuries of Tara. Erc sang a song of welcome. Most of the buildings scattered about on the Hill of Kings were round, but the great hall was rectangular, a grand ceremonial building of wood with wide doorways and a lofty ceiling, the ground of the floor well-packed and the hangings clean. None of the other kings or queens present could boast such a proud hall.




  Rath na Riogh rarely had to accommodate so many people, and the smell of sweat was thick in the warm evening air.




  When all had taken their places according to their rank, the druid Lucet rose.




  The main item of business was the preparations for the festival at Lugnasad. Many local kings and queens of Midhe and Brega were present, as well as a number of druids and several leaders of the Ulaid and Laigin. Queen Yseult sat next to her consort, delegating responsibilities, making suggestions and biding her time. The regional kings gathered today would not be happy to learn how little the Ard Ri cared for their opinions or the approval of the Oenach. Occasionally, she reached out to touch Lóegaire's mind, but all she could discern besides impatience at the proceedings — what he saw as the boring, administrative side of kingship — were intermittent bursts of lust for herself.




  Finally, the most auspicious dates for events, ceremonies, and the all-important Oenach had been determined by the druids, and tent locations, amounts of food, and commissions to be charged for artisans to sell their wares at the fair arranged to everyone's satisfaction.




  The time had come.




  "I have another issue to bring up before we disperse," the queen said. "I would like to submit that the Oenach at Lugnasad consider the peace the Ard Ri has negotiated with the Bretain and demand that he retract his offer to the Dumnonian king of my daughter Yseult in marriage."




  The hall was strangely silent for a moment, and then the Laigin king Dunlaing spoke. "Is this true, Lóegaire? Have you completed peace negotiations without consulting the Oenach?"




  The High King did not face Dunlaing when he answered, staring instead at Queen Yseult. "I mourn the loss of a dutiful daughter. And I have offered Marcus of Dumnonia the princess Yseult in her place."




  Dunlaing's fist hit the table with a force that made the tankards of ale at the opposite end jump. "Not while the upstart Coroticus worries our coast!"




  The coastal leaders raised a racket of accord at this, thumping their wooden tankards on the table and clamoring agreement.




  "It is precisely now that we must consider peace," Lóegaire bellowed, shouting his opponents down. "Things are not as they were when my father Niall of the Nine Hostages conquered the lands across the sea. When the Roman troops withdrew a generation ago, their new kings were weak and inexperienced. Now they are hardened and strong. The lands of the Bretain are no longer ours for the taking."




  "The Ui Liathain of the Laigin still hold Demetia," Dunlaing pointed out.




  Lóegaire's older brother Eogan, king in Airgialla, waved the objection away. Niall had not only conquered half of the island of Eriu, he had spawned enough sons to keep it. "Brychan, king of Demetia, has become more Bretain than Gael," Eogan said. "And my brothers and I are not about to forget that it was a Laigin king who slew our father!"




  The debate was turning into a partisan battle between North and South, old resentments and old wounds coming to the surface faster than a stick of kindling in a pool. Queen Yseult had to get the discussion back to the negotiations. "Even if the Bretain are stronger now, that is no reason for the kingdoms of Eriu to sue for peace like a land conquered."




  "She's right!"




  "We have nothing to fear from the Bretain!"




  "You underestimate their strength," Eogan said, defending his brother. Yseult wondered if she was the only one who noticed that Coirpre did no such thing.




  Enna Cennsalach, chief king of the Laigin at Dun Ailinne, gave a derisive snort. "They have given up their eastern coast to the Saxons and their western coast to us — where is the strength you speak of?"




  Eogan shook his head. "Their High King beats back the Saxons bit by bit, and the kings in the west are carving out their own kingdoms from Erainn settlements."




  Some of the kings and queens at the table nodded assent —mostly from the tuatha of the north loyal to the Ui Neill.




  "That is still no reason to sue for peace!" Enna Cennsalach said.




  "The question must be put to the assembled kings of Eriu at the Oenach!" Dunlaing demanded.




  The hall was filled with the sound of cheering.




  "I am not suing for peace!" Lóegaire bellowed so loudly that the hall went quiet. "I am negotiating a treaty, a contract between equal parties, to create peace between the islands of Alba and Eriu. The Oenach will not be consulted."




  Lóegaire's eyes met hers. He was the chosen High King, and there was little the other kings could do.




  There was perhaps something she could do. Marriages took place at Lugnasad, but also divorces. She could repudiate their bond, and Lóegaire would have lost himself a kingmaker.




  But that was not until the quarter moon and the beginning of the summer festivities in honor of Lugh. In the meantime, all she could do was plot with his enemies and consult the goddess.




  * * * *




  Three days later, the queen, her daughter, and Nemain sought out the sacred rowan grove when the moon was full. Queen Yseult carried a large wooden bowl of water and the hide of a sacrificial bull, Yseult the Fair the torch and the twigs for the fire, and Nemain the sacred herbs. The queen set the cauldron down in the middle of the grove, took the dagger from her belt, and drew a large circle in the dirt. In the middle, she made a small pyre of yew branches and sprinkled dried leaves of mugwort, eyebright, and marigold over the fire. The grove filled with the smell of the burning herbs, and the three women took their places around the cauldron, Yseult the Wise with the bull-hide draped around her shoulders.




  "Danu," the queen began, "we call on the elements of earth, air and water, and the changing magic of fire to aid us in learning what the future holds for us in a time of trouble. The circle is bound, we have built the three, and we kneel at your mercy between two worlds." Nemain sprinkled more herbs on the fire, and they breathed deeply of the scent, silent, listening to the sounds of the forest, the birds and animals, and the wind rustling the leaves above.




  Queen Yseult could not have said how long they knelt, breathing deeply and concentrating on the crackle of the fire and the reflection of the moon in the water. Suddenly, the flames burst up, more than would have seemed possible from such a small pile of twigs — as high as a man, as high as the trees; a tall, white flame. She stared at it, a moan escaping her lips. It was much more than she cared to know, much more than she had ever imagined. The fire blazed with the magnitude of her daughter's destiny, a destiny young Yseult would neither want nor accept.




  Slowly the blaze returned to normal, flickered, and went out. The queen spoke the words of thanks by rote, allowing the powers of the Otherworld to depart in peace, and reopened the magic circle. Her daughter and Nemain gazed at her, waiting, a question in their eyes.




  "I have seen — " She felt a sob rise in her throat and stopped, taking a deep breath. "I have seen you, Yseult, far from the land of Eriu, as Queen of Dumnonia, wife of Marcus Cunomorus."




  Yseult shook her head. "No. No, it can't be. I won't go to a land of the Romans."




  "That is not all," the queen continued quietly. "I saw your name like a standing stone, enduring longer than any of the kings of Eriu."




  Yseult stared at her for a moment, silent. "Perhaps it was your name you saw," she said faintly.




  "No, it was yours. Yseult the Fair, not Yseult the Wise."




  Honor and fame were the greatest goals of the people of Eriu, greater than a wealth of cattle or a hoard of gold. She could feel what her daughter felt, what she herself had felt, the war between wonder and loss.




  Yseult lifted her chin. "It is too high a price to pay."




  "You may have no choice." The queen stared at the spot where the fire had been. "It is a destiny beyond any I have ever seen. Greater than Fionn, greater even than Mebd. You will carry the magic of our ways into the next age. As long as human memory exists, your name will not die."




  Nemain sucked in her breath. "Are you sure?"




  "You saw the flame."




  Yseult sat back on her heels, shaking her head again. "It can't be. You said I wouldn't be a pawn for peace with the Bretain."




  "I may have been wrong," she whispered.




  "No. We have to convince Lóegaire to call off the negotiations."




  Her daughter wanted her to do what Lóegaire was now doing — try to avoid the fulfillment of a prophecy. Queen Yseult had thought the High King's actions so foolish. They looked very different now that she was in a similar situation. The queen did not wish to send Yseult across the sea, did not wish to see her married to a man of the Christian religion who kept Roman ways, a man Murchad said regarded honor only as a tool to further his ambition, to be put on when the situation demanded and put off again when it hindered him.




  What was she to do?




  The queen took her daughter's hand. "A prophecy does not reveal everything, Yseult. And trying to avoid it often leads to its fulfillment. Think of Cumhail. Think of Balor and Ethlinn."




  "None of them were to marry an old man across the sea!" Yseult jerked her hand out of her mother's grasp, scrambled up, and ran out of the grove.




  The queen and Nemain rose more slowly, brushing off their garments.




  "I don't think it has ever been so difficult living up to my name," Yseult the Wise said, gazing at the spot where her daughter had disappeared into the trees.




  * * * *




  Yseult had come to one of her favorite places, the grove where she and Gamal liked to meet. The ground beneath her back was cool, the air above warm, but for once she could find no comfort in the smell of trees and earth. A light breeze rustled the leaves above her, and birds chattered merrily, happy sounds of an early summer day. She hadn't slept well the night before, and there had been no help to be found in her dreams.




  Her mother had not awakened her this morning, had not taken her along when she went to the house of healing. Brangwyn and Nemain could help if there were an accident during weapons practice or a small child fell sick. Yseult needed time to sort her thoughts.




  Her mother had said it was her fate to marry a man she had never seen, in a land she had never been. It was her fate that her name endure like a standing stone.




  Yseult looked up at the leaves of hawthorn and apple, at the play of light and shadow, at the fruit ripening on the branches, too small for this time of year. For as long as she could remember, she had dreamed of fame greater than that of her mother, greater even than that of legendary Queen Mebd.




  Be careful what you wished for, the druids said.




  She had wished for her name to endure, but not at the price of leaving everything she knew and everyone she loved. Not at the price of marrying a stranger. Not at the price of going to a land where they no longer followed the old ways, where a woman was not given a choice whom she was to marry, where Danu herself had died and the only religion was the religion of Patraic.




  Yseult turned over and propped her chin on her hands. It wasn't wise to underestimate your enemies, her practical cousin Brangwyn said. Much wiser was to get to know them, to understand their minds and motivations. She thought of the disciple who had carried Eithne up from the river, the young man who had cried without noticing his tears. Ciaran. She wondered what had led him to become Christian. He seemed a healthy, intelligent youth who might have become a warrior or an artisan. Instead, he had chosen to teach the new religion, bring the ways of the Bretain and the Romans to Eriu.




  She sat up, gathering herself, and concentrated on an image of the young disciple, calling him to her. She would ask him about the religion of the Christ. Allowing her awareness of the grove around her to fade away, she closed her eyes and filled her mind with what little she knew of Ciaran, focusing the way the druids and her mother had taught her.




  Soon she heard someone coming along the path leading to the grove. Ciaran appeared, his blond, unshaven hair glinting in the sunlight that filtered through the trees.




  When he saw her sitting in the middle of the grove, he stopped.




  "Oh," he said. "I hope I didn't disturb you." He looked embarrassed at finding her there.




  Rising, Yseult shook her head. "Of course not. I called you to me."




  Ciaran flinched. "Patraic told us to beware the powers of the Feadh Ree, especially the ban drui. I shouldn't be here with you."




  "I am no druidess," she said, suppressing her anger. "And I called you to me to learn about your religion."




  He was silent a moment, considering her request. "What do you want to know?"




  "What led you to follow Patraic and the way of the Christ?"




  A look of bitterness passed over his features. "I am bothach, a client without honor-price. My family has been on the same land for three generations. If I had not left, my children would have become serfs."




  "But you could have done something else, become a craftsman or a warrior. The class you are born to does not have to be the class you remain."




  Ciaran shook his head. "That is easy to say as one who need never ask for anything. My father had no goods left after feeding us and paying his rent to his lord. There was nothing to trade for a harp to learn to play, or for tools to learn the trade of the rath-builder, or for the weapons needed to join the fianna. Patraic asked only that I learn Latin, read the holy book, and teach it to others."




  It had never occurred to Yseult that some of those who followed Patraic might have very practical reasons. If she had thought about it before at all, she had thought they must be misguided. She shook her head at her own foolishness. Anything growing as quickly as the new religion could not be simply misguided.




  "Is there anything about the teachings themselves that appeals to you?" she asked.




  "In the eyes of Jesus Christ we are all equal," Ciaran said, a smile lighting up his fine eyes again.




  Yseult shook her head. "From what I have heard, that is not true for women."




  Ciaran looked briefly confused. "If women are not equal to men in our religion, why do we have more female converts than male?"




  "Is that so? Then where are they? I have never seen a woman among you."




  Yseult could hear in his mind what he didn't say — that women were a temptation and not to be trusted. No, she did not want to go to a Christian country.




  Ciaran made a dismissive gesture. "It is the nature of women not to put themselves forward, and the religion of Christ respects that. According to our ways, female virtues such as gentleness and humility are more important than bravery and pride."




  In his enthusiasm, he had taken hold of her upper arm. Yseult gazed at him, bemused, her eyes on a level with his. She wondered what her mother would think of the female virtues of gentleness and humility.




  "If women are so important in the religion of the Christ, why are they not among those who travel with Patraic?" she asked quietly.




  She got no answer from Ciaran; perhaps he had none, but he was not given a chance to consider it. Patraic's disciple was ripped away from her and flung to the ground, and Gamal stood above him, his fists balled at his sides. "How dare you molest the daughter of the queen!" the warrior bellowed.




  Yseult grabbed Gamal's elbow before he could do the other man any harm. "Leave him be! We were only discussing questions of religion."




  She could feel the tension in his muscled arm. He was wound up like a horse before a race. "Don't. Touch. Him," she said, pressing the three words out. She knew she didn't stand a chance against a warrior of Gamal's stature, but she wasn't about to let him attack an unarmed man for her sake. Because it was for her sake, in a way she didn't care for at all. He was jealous.




  "Get up," she ordered Ciaran. The young man scrambled up, shaking. "Now leave us." He dashed out of the grove without looking back.




  Gamal took a deep breath and slowly turned to face her. "He was gripping your arm. I thought he meant you harm."




  "Do you really think a youth like Ciaran a threat to me?"




  "I didn't know."




  But he did know. He had felt threatened because another man had been touching her. She was not willing to give him that. She thought of Mebd's requirements in a man, "without fear, without jealousy, and without niggardliness." She thought of Gamal's booming laugh, his store of fine tales, almost as many as a bard, the touch of his hand on her bare skin. Then she thought of the murder in his eyes when he looked down at innocent, helpless Ciaran.




  She released his arm. "You can leave now, too."




  "But —"




  "I want to be alone."




  Gamal stared at her a moment, then nodded. Yseult watched him go, her chin high.




  * * * *




  In the days that followed, it did not become any easier for Yseult the Wise to live up to her name. The opposition to Lóegaire's peace with the Bretain was strong, and the temptation to use that for her own purposes even stronger. And now she was on her way to meet a man she had never liked.




  The house of the druids was empty when she passed. Normally at this time, she would have been in the groves with Lucet and Lochru and the other filid of Tara, teaching the youngest ones the ways of logic and the wisdom of the trees. Recently, however, she'd been too busy with the preparations for the festival of Lugnasad.




  Queen Yseult had made her decision, unwise as it was: she would not be responsible for her daughter's misery. She'd found an unlikely ally in Lóegaire's brother Coirpre. Coirpre cared nothing for what happened to young Yseult, but neither did he care for the peace his brother was trying to make with the kingdoms of the Bretain or the growing influence of the Christian wise man Patraic. He didn't care much for Yseult the Wise either, but common enemies made for strange allies.




  As the queen hurried past the Lia Fail, she wondered what the Stone of Destiny would have to say to Lóegaire's kingship now, with the regional kings disgruntled and his consort and his brother plotting against him. She gave a wry smile. It was foolish of him to put all his efforts into reversing a prophecy — and just as foolish of her.




  After leaving the ramparts of Rath na Riogh, she headed for the sacred sidhe hills near the entrance avenue to Tara. Coirpre was waiting for her in a stand of birch trees past the training grounds. He looked much like Lóegaire but with less gray in his hair and beard and a cast of discontent about his hard, unsmiling eyes. When he did smile, it was not as sincere as his younger brother.




  "You were right," he said with satisfaction when she joined him, his gaze sliding up to hers but not quite meeting her eyes. "There is considerable grumbling among the local kings and their warriors about this peace."




  She nodded, doing her best to suppress her dislike of the gloating tone in his voice. Coirpre was so transparent, it would take no magic at all to read him. "The raids along the Bretain coast have made many warriors rich. I have heard it is not uncommon for them to achieve a higher honor-price than a chieftain of the Fortuatha Laigin." The Fortuatha Laigin were the unfree tribes living in the wild, infertile hills to the south.




  "That should not be hard." Coirpre chuckled, a sound that carried amusement but no humor. The heat of his hatred for the Laigin, the time-honored enemies of the sons of Niall but now their allies, was so palpable it made her vision blur. With him, it was more than hereditary hatred; when Lóegaire had promised never again to levy the Boruma, the traditional tribute the tribes of the Laigin paid to Midhe and Brega, they had supported him for the kingship, bypassing Coirpre.




  "If peace is made with the Bretain, it will no longer be possible to grow rich from raiding," she said.




  The pulse of his hatred grew. He was so full of it: hatred of the Laigin, hatred of the Bretain, hatred of the Christians. She wished he possessed at least a little of the ability to shield his thoughts that his brother had learned. It was difficult to keep up the conversation, overrun by the intensity of his feelings.




  "That will never happen," Coirpre swore.




  Queen Yseult began to slowly pace the perimeters of the clearing, as much to get away from the force of Coirpre's emotions as to work off her own. "Your brother counts himself strong enough to do as he pleases, regardless of what the Oenach might demand."




  "I have spoken with Dunlaing. While there is no support for peace with the Bretain, neither do the tribes of the Laigin want to turn against the consort of the queen of the Tuatha Dé Danann."




  A contradictory mixture of deference and disdain washed over her, and she realized it was his attitude towards her. She stopped and faced him, surprised. On the one hand, Coirpre saw her as soft because she was a wise woman and not a warrior, but at the same time, he felt an ingrained respect for the Feadh Ree and her own magic. Coirpre was a warrior to the core, and he would always reserve his greatest respect for fighters and fighting ability. Druids, women and Christians were inferior in his scheme of things.




  It was interesting to find herself equated with her enemy in this way.




  "I do not intend to stay with Lóegaire if he insists on marrying my daughter to Marcus Cunomorus," she said.




  "Would you be willing to repudiate your marriage at Lugnasad?"




  "I had already considered it."




  "Good."




  "We will need to find out how the kings of the other provinces feel."




  Coirpre nodded. "Although Ailill Molt did not approve when his foster daughter was to be married to Cunomorus, I fear he may yet support Lóegaire. Connachta has less to lose if peace is made with the Bretain. For Ulaid and Mumu I will need spies. I do not have many friends there."




  Yseult doubted if Coirpre had many friends anywhere. But if he would help her ruin Lóegaire's plans to send her daughter to a foreign king, she would be his "friend" for as long as was necessary.
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  The year after he became king, Eochu ordered the people of Eriu to hold the feis of Tara, so that taxes and assessments might be reckoned. The people of Eriu replied that they would not hold the feis of Tara for a king with no queen.




  





  "The Wooing of Etain"




  





  





  The morning before the festival of Tara dawned clear and warm, and soon the five roads to the Hill of Kings were full of horses and carts and people on foot, all hoping to arrive before the heat of the day. It was one of the biggest events in Eriu and took place only once every three years; a celebration lasting six days, ending on Lugnasad, the summer festival dedicated to the god Lugh, greatest of the gods of the Gaels. The final event was the Oenach, an assembly of all the kings of Eriu. Everyone who had some leisure and their health came, from the bo aireg, simple peasants and freemen; to goldsmiths and blacksmiths and traders, who did excellent business at the fair; to warriors and nobility and filid. The druid in charge of record-keeping kept track of the arrivals of the most important guests to compose a poem about the event when all had departed again.




  Yseult and her cousin Brangwyn sought out the stalls of the merchants in the early afternoon, a modest assortment of ring money and Roman and Bretain coins in the purses at their belts. If they wanted anything of greater value, they could barter for a cow or a slave. The festival would not officially start until sunset signaled the dark half of the new day, but the merchants were happy to begin business early.




  The artisans and merchants had set up their stands and tents below the Hill of Tara to the east of the ceremonial entrance, opposite the training grounds where the horse races were to take place. The cousins strolled between the stalls, eagerly examining the offerings spread out before them. Tara had craftsmen for everything they needed, from fine goldsmiths to stone workers to enamel workers famous throughout the five fifths of Eriu, but it was only at fairs like this that such a wide variety of specialty wares from other regions were available — musical instruments from the master at Emain Macha, intricate bronzework from Rath Bile, decorative bridles from Uisnech. Not to mention the exotic goods from across the sea, jars for cosmetics and goblets of glass from the lands of the Mediterranean, flagons of fine wine from Galicia, and Bretain-Roman fibulae. Young Yseult did not care for the Roman style of decoration, but she was drawn to the stands anyway. It was a symbol of something so foreign and distant, it attracted and repelled her at the same time.




  She stopped in front of a stall selling Bretain trinkets, elaborate beakers of glass from Gaul and pottery from the lands to the south where it was never winter, and stared at a silver platter decorated in the Roman style. What was the world like that created these things, so different from the art of her own country? She knew about the world beyond the sea, knew of the different lands which had once been a part of the vast empire of Rome, even knew a smattering of Latin, but their way of life existed only in her imagination.




  "It will work out somehow," Brangwyn murmured softly.




  Yseult took her cousin's hand and gave it a brief squeeze. Brangwyn's talent was for changing, not for knowing; her words were comfort, not prophecy. Both had that talent to a lesser degree, but neither could see what would come of the events now unfolding. "I worry what Lóegaire will do."




  Brangwyn nodded. They could hardly speak openly in public about the queen's plans to repudiate her marriage to Lóegaire on the marriage day, the day before the Oenach. Many couples would be reaching their hands through the stone and saying their vows, among them Brangwyn and Aidenn — but other marriages would be ended.




  Yseult picked up the platter she had been staring at and examined the raised design of a prancing horse and rider, so much like life it was easy to imagine them jumping off the plate and cantering to the race grounds nearby. She traced the horse with her finger. "It leaves nothing to the imagination, does it?"




  "No, it doesn't." There were many at Tara who preferred Roman wares, seeing them as a sign of status, but Yseult was not among them.




  "You like?" the merchant asked in poor Gaelic. He must be from farther away than Alba or Armorica; Gaul or Galicia perhaps.




  "No." Yseult returned the platter to the table and took Brangwyn's elbow. "Come. Shouldn't you be looking for a wedding gift for Aidenn?"




  A faint blush touched Brangwyn's pale cheeks. "I thought to get him a scabbard," she said with a wicked smile, and the two young women broke out in peals of laughter.




  * * * *




  The horse races were on the third day of the festival, first with riders and then with chariots. They were normally one of the high points of Lugnasad, but this year conflict between Laigin and Ulaid, Connachta and Ui Neill was simmering just below the surface, and the crowds were tense and on edge. As useful as it might be to determine the moods of those she met, Queen Yseult had to shield herself from other minds. The sun shone just as brightly, the ale was just as rich, but more people noticed the scorching heat rather than the warming rays, more drank the ale for oblivion rather than refreshment. Spirits were strained and tempers high. Several times fights had almost broken out between members of the Midhe and the Laigin, or Mumu and Connachta, although the raising of weapons was forbidden during the celebration of Lugh.




  The crowd gathered at the practice grounds was so huge, Queen Yseult could barely see beyond the sea of heads. Blond, red, brown, braided, bleached, shaved, flowing free, caught by the wind, a checkerboard of colors and styles. The visitors had decked themselves out in their finest, and precious metals glinted in the sunlight: torcs, bracelets, armbands, fine beads woven into braids, clasps, pins, brooches. They were festive, beautiful, a feast for the eye, and despite fears of what would come to pass during the next few days, the queen found a smile catching her lips at the sight of so much beauty and finery.




  Her daughter looked particularly striking in white breeches and tunic, with a belt of silver and a torc of gold. Her white-gold hair was bound back in a thick braid decorated at the end with beads of silver. Yseult's white mare, Duchann Bhan, was nearly as fine as she, tossing her head proudly, new bronze headgear glinting in the strong morning sun. Together, they were a bright medley of white and gold and silver.




  The queen smiled proudly as she watched her daughter swing onto the back of her mare. No, it wasn't wise, the course she was taking for Yseult's sake, but she could not willingly allow her own prophecy to be fulfilled and send her daughter to a life the girl would abhor.




  Yseult the Wise noted without surprise that all eyes were on her namesake rather than any of her opponents. The queen scanned the crowd, and her gaze locked with that of a young man staring at her instead of her daughter. His eyes reflected the intense blue of the summer sky and his hair was the color of Duchann Bhan's new headgear. He nodded in her direction and the queen nodded back, trying to remember who he was. He was standing with Dunlaing and Enna Cennsalach, two of the most powerful kings of the Laigin, and a girl of about seven was holding his hand.




  Queen Yseult spotted Boinda in the crowd and made her way over to him. "Who are the young man and the little girl in the party of the Laigin kings?"




  Boinda looked in the direction she indicated. "That is Crimthann, son of Enna Cennsalach, and his daughter Edain."




  "A young father."




  Boinda nodded. "He was married at sixteen to Mell, daughter of Erebran of Mumu." Most men who could afford it were married by the age of twenty, but sixteen was young even for a prince.




  "I remember now. Mell died in childbed." The queen glanced in the direction of the widowed prince again, only to find that he was still regarding her steadily. Among the turmoil of so many minds, she didn't dare try to open up her own to find him, but she suspected he might have heard from one of the Laigin kings of her plans to divorce Lóegaire at Lugnasad and was speculating on taking a chance at the kingmaker. An ambitious young man, he had led a number of raids against the Bretain, particularly after the brutal attack on Bend Atair by Coroticus.




  He at least was not likely to support Lóegaire's peace with the tribes of the Bretain.




  * * * *




  Duchann Bhan pranced eagerly beneath her as Yseult lined up with the other riders for the race. The morning sun was hot on her back and her mare's hide scratched the insides of her thighs through her riding breeches. Yseult was nearly as eager as her mare, longing for the stretch of fine muscles, the exhilaration of competition.




  She maneuvered Duchann Bhan between Aidenn's black and Gamal's gray. Next to Aidenn, Lugaid sat his fine roan with confidence bordering on arrogance.




  "One last wild ride before you take the bit between your teeth yourself, eh, Aidenn?" the king's son joked. Lugaid had been married two years already.




  Aidenn chuckled, his gaze drifting to where Brangwyn stood in the crowd next to her father and mother. Lugaid's gaze followed his, greedy in a way that took Yseult by surprise. Until this moment, she'd been unaware of his desire for her cousin.




  Finally, the horses all stood behind the starting line drawn in the dirt of the racetrack. The signal was given, and they were off.




  Yseult and Lugaid quickly drew away from the rest, the white and the roan well-matched. She leaned low over the neck of her mare, the wind in her hair and the sun on her back as they headed for the first turn. The crowd standing on the sidelines shouted out names of rival tribes, turning their neck-and-neck race into something more than just one of the many competitions of the Lugnasad festivities: it was the daughter of the queen against the son of the king, south against north. Instead of being content to cheer the leaders themselves, she heard calls of "Tuatha Dé!" and "Laigin!" and "Mumu!" pitted against cheers for "Midhe!" and "Ulaid!" and "Ui Neill!"




  Coming around the first bend, she and Lugaid were still leading, although Aidenn's black mare was gaining on them. The sun was in their faces, the din from the crowd was deafening, and the beat of Duchann Bhan's hooves was accompanied by an angry chorus of tribal names.




  As they neared the final bend, a fight broke out on the sidelines, and Lugaid's roan gelding shied, causing Yseult's mount to falter. Aidenn saw his chance, and his black surged past them. Lugaid recovered control of his mount first, pushing the roan to catch up with the new leader. Duchann Bhan fell in beside Gamal's gray, fighting for third place now instead of first.




  Yseult urged her mare forward, trailing Aidenn and Lugaid by a length, while the two warriors fought for the lead. But Aidenn's black managed to stay ahead, Lugaid's roan just behind. Suddenly the dust around her seemed to shimmer, and Lugaid was no longer on his roan's back, but gripping the reins of his war chariot.




  And bouncing from the side of the chariot was young Aidenn's head, tied by the braids of his dark hair.




  Her concentration on the race shattered, and Gamal pulled ahead, shooting a gloating look back at her. But all she cared about now was getting to the finish line without letting anyone see her confusion. The Fianna were mostly of the Laigin, and if war broke out, Aidenn and Lugaid would be enemies. She could only hope her vision was no more than a waking nightmare. Her gift was not that of knowing, it was that of calling; she did not see the future the way Brigid and her mother did.




  Or so she hoped.




  From the victory yells around her, it was obvious Aidenn had managed to maintain his lead and come in first. Yseult slowed Duchann Bhan to a walk, trying to compose herself before she returned to congratulate him. Two of Lóegaire's warriors were leading off the troublemakers who had started the fight, a member of the northern Ui Neill loyal to Lóegaire and a warrior of the Laigin. It was going to be difficult this year maintaining the peace between the tribes during the festivities for Lugh.




  It was also going to be difficult to shield her thoughts for the rest of the week. Her vision would not be a good image to take with her to a marriage.




  * * * *




  "You will not stay for the Oenach?" Brigid asked Queen Yseult. They were strolling side by side through the fields outside of the rath in the direction of the clearing where the circular marriage stone stood. The marriage day had arrived —the time for Yseult the Wise to sever her marital ties with the High King. The summer sun was sinking towards the horizon; vows would be given before sunset and celebrated at the start of the new day after it disappeared beyond the rim of the world.




  The queen shook her head. "As spiritual leader, you can speak for the Tuatha Dé as well as I. I am worried for my daughter. I want to get away."




  Brigid nodded. "You're right, it's best you leave quickly. Would you like to precede me to Druim Dara? You could spend the winter there and Yseult could continue her training as a healer. I hear she already shows great promise."




  For a moment, the queen had difficulty answering. Brigid had been ban file and representative of the goddess less than a year, and they had known each other little more than that. They were allies by necessity, but she knew the offer meant more and she was grateful.




  "I had intended to go north to Bruig na Boyne with Nemain, but that may be too close to Tara."




  "Yes. It's wiser if you go south."




  "Thank you. We will do that."




  It was the dog days, and heat hung in the air, accompanied by the scent of dried grass and the sound of insects. The queen sighed. "Is it my doing, Brigid?"




  "No. No, it's not your doing. Lóegaire grows irrational, grasping at anything he can to maintain his power. The kings are discontent — not only the kings of the south."




  "That's what I tell myself, but I'm not sure."




  The sound of merriment beyond the stand of trees grew louder as they approached, and the two women fell quiet. They followed a well-worn path and stepped out onto a spacious meadow. In the center stood the marriage stone, a large, round boulder at shoulder height on top of a cairn of flat rocks. In the middle was a wide hole where the couples willing to try staying together for longer than a season would clasp hands. Already half-a-dozen pairs were lining up to reach their hands through the stone, while Lochru spoke the words of blessing, promise, and good will. Everyone had already been partaking liberally of the ale in the vats scattered around the clearing. The songs of the bards were not always on key and their fingers on their harps not always sure.




  Despite herself, the queen had to smile. Her gaze found her niece Brangwyn, arm-in-arm with Aidenn, both laughing and flushed. Nearby, Yseult held a tankard of ale while three young men, similarly equipped, leaned into her eagerly. With the awareness of the Feadh Ree, her daughter looked up, met the queen's eyes, and waved.




  Queen Yseult smiled and waved back, and her gaze continued on a circuit of the festivities.




  Yes, the High King was there.




  Along with nearly every major king of Eriu, she noted. Ailill Molt stood on the outskirts of the crowd with his wife Ronait, in earnest conversation with the Christian wise man Patraic. The Laigin kings, Crimthann one of their party, conferred in a knot with a number of the most famous warriors of the Fianna, their gazes on her. Not far away, her former consort Aengus, king of Cashel, strummed a harp he had stolen from a hapless bard. Coirpre stood apart from his brothers, the Ui Neill kings of the north, gazing at her expectantly.




  Yseult the Wise returned her attention to the marriage stone, to hope rather than hate. Not that she was feeling particularly hopeful, but for Brangwyn's sake she would be, at least for the space of a dance.




  Two by two, the couples walked on either side of the stone, reached their hands through to each other, clasped and released. After the hand-clasping, friends waited for them on the other side of the cairn with wreaths of summer flowers. Her daughter hugged Brangwyn and Aidenn and gave them each a fresh mug of ale, and they toasted each other. The queen hung back with Brigid. She would congratulate them later, after she had done what she came to do.




  After the couples had all passed by the stone, they were swept into a wild dance. The druid Erc even stole Patraic away from Ailill Molt and danced him into the center of the crowd, in the midst of a score of laughing young women.




  But too soon the song was ended and the dance over, and quiet descended on the crowd. The sun skirted the edge of the world. Soon it would be a new day, but now it was time for an ending, not a beginning.

OEBPS/Images/10771777979270.png
A Tale of Love
in the Age of King Arthur

YSeule






