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  Shadow of Stone


   


  For over ten years, there has been peace in Britain after Arthur and his warriors soundly defeated the Saxons at the battle of Caer Baddon. But sometimes peace is deceptive ...


   


  After a series of hard winters and famine, an alliance of dissatisfied northern kings attack the rich cities of Southern Britain. But in the years of peace, Arthur's army has grown soft; jealousies and trivialities rip once strong alliances apart. Cador, who is mockingly referred to as "farmer king," must go to war again. The threat to their way of life throws him together with Yseult, the woman he has secretly loved since he was a youth.


   


  But can their politically expedient marriage help bring peace to Britain again? Or will it only lead to further conflict? As betrayals both real and imagined shake the foundations of former British unity, Cador and Yseult must try to negotiate their own personal peace. Who will survive the upheavals to come? Will Britain rally once more behind a common leader to fight off the common threat?


   


   


  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 (Book One of The Pendragon Chronicles) by Valentina Coluccelli


  http://www.diariodipensieripersi.com/2011/03/recensione-la-fiamma-e-larpa-di-ruth.html
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  SHADOW OF STONE


   


  There was once a woman, fair as the moon, who lived most of her life beyond the realm of legend. As she stood beside the grave of her lover, the legend that ended with his death was far from her mind. Her soul felt as dark as the shadow cast by Drystan's standing stone, dark and barren. Love was over, but life was not; she would have to find a way to go on, for the sake of their son.


  This is the story of how Yseult outlived the legend that had been her life.


   


   


  Prologue


  


  Dumnonia, southern Britain, late fifth century


  


  Here, with my arms curled round the sacred cross


  That in white warning stands above his bones,


  I crouch, with hot limbs pressed against the stones,


  And moan his name, and wail and weep his loss.


  


  John Grosvenor Wilson, "Isolt at the Tomb of Tristram"


  


  


  A cool breeze came from the sea, but the autumn sun shone mild on the party of mourners. Cador clenched his hands tight as a handful of Arthur's companions lowered the coffin into the earth with ropes. It wasn't fair. They shouldn't be here. They should be celebrating victory, not burying Drystan!


  His gaze drifted to the figure of Yseult, standing tall and still opposite him. Her small son Kustennin clutched her hand, imitating her brave stance. The standing stone erected in Drystan's honor cast a wide shadow, but Yseult stood in sunlight, her pale, bright hair catching the late afternoon light.


  Cador tore his gaze away and glanced at the stone. Drustans hic iacet Cunomori filius, "Here lies Drystan, son of Cunomorus." Whoever had engraved the stone had not known his Latin letters well — the "D" was turned around. He had seen such mistakes more than once; it was not kings or monks or magistrates who carved gravestones, it was stonemasons. Cador could have wished this particular stonemason had gotten his cousin Drystan's name right, but even more than that, he wished any mention of Marcus Cunomorus could have been left off the memorial for the son he had murdered. Marcus, though married to Yseult, had never loved her, had agreed to a separation, but then he had killed Drystan in a fit of rage over their affair. Unfortunately, it was Drystan's parentage that indicated his status as a prince of Dumnonia, here in this place where he would have ruled in the natural order of things, and status was what gravestones commemorated.


  A hawk circled above, occasionally emitting a long drawn-out mourning call: kaiee, kaiee. There was something pagan about this burial, far from town, church, or graveyard, alone on the crest of a wild Dumnonian hill with a view of the sea. Drystan would have approved of the location and smiled at the sweet cry of the hawk, but he would surely have insisted on a song to lift the spirits of those who stood next to the grave, weeping.


  Cador cast another surreptitious glance at Drystan's great love — and Marcus's widow. Yseult still did not cry.


  With a muffled thud, the heavy stone sarcophagus reached the bottom of the hole. Kurvenal and Gawain coiled the ropes they held, dropped them over the side, and stepped back, making room for Yseult and her son. Together, she and Kustennin leaned over, picked up handfuls of dirt, and threw them into the grave.


  One by one, the rest of the mourners followed suit, sometimes adding a small memento like a wildflower or a piece of honeyed fruit to ease the prince's journey to the Afterlife or the Otherworld or whatever place the dead went when they left. Quite a crowd had taken the time to make their way here to pay their respects — warriors who had fought with Drystan against the Saxons, their wives and lovers, local farmers and villagers. As opposed to his father, Drystan had been popular among the people of Dumnonia.


  As Cador stepped away from the grave, he had to wipe a steady stream of tears from his cheeks — he was not as brave as Yseult. Or perhaps she had no tears left; he had been there when she had collapsed on the tiled mosaic floor of Marcus's villa, had tried to comfort her while she sobbed in choking gasps.


  He looked out at the bright blue of the ocean. If only Drystan had remained at Dyn Tagell; he would have been safe from his father there. Cador tasted salt on his lips. They would all have to learn to live without Drystan's laughter now, without his song and love of life.


  A touch on his elbow and Arthur's deep voice. "Come, Cador. We must fill the grave."


  Cador nodded and followed his cousin. Even though Arthur was Dux Bellorum of all Britain, he was not too high above them to shovel dirt on the coffin of a relative and companion. Drying his cheeks, Cador took up a shovel. Next to him, Drystan's man-at-arms and best friend Kurvenal sniffled, tears dripping from the end of his nose.


  Once the turned earth was a brown mound beneath the standing stone, Cador leaned on his shovel, his gaze again seeking the figure of Yseult. She stood at the edge of the gathering, watching the proceedings, Kustennin's hand still in hers. She should have been Drystan's wife; instead, she'd been forced to marry his father Marcus Cunomorus. Look where that had ended.


  With the otherworldly knowledge of the Old Race, Yseult turned and met his gaze, raising her hand in greeting. She regarded him as a friend, he knew that.


  A friend. He wondered if she would ever love again.


  She mounted her waiting gelding and took Kustennin up in front of her. Next to him, Gawain nudged his shoulder. "Let us load up the shovels and be off."


  Cador nodded.


  The sun was skirting the horizon as they pitched the tools onto the wagon. Drystan's stone caught the final rays, glowing bright yellow at the top of the incline.


  "A well deserved warrior's monument," Gawain murmured. "Promise me you will do your best to see that I have such a one too when I die."


  "What makes you think I will outlive you?"


  Gawain chuckled softly. "Perhaps the fact that I am more than a handful of years older than you?"


  Cador forced himself to smile. "True." He didn't want to think about any more graves or gravestones. There was peace in Britain now, thanks to Arthur, and with a little luck, most of his fighting companions in the wars against the Saxons would live to become old men.


  Together they walked to where their mounts were tethered. Cador glanced over to the spot where he had last seen Yseult, but she and her son were out of sight.


  


  Book I


  Love Remembered


  


  Chapter 1


  


  Lindinis, Kingdom of Dortrig in eastern Dumnonia, ten years later


  


  But the cities of our land are not populated even now as they once were; right up to the present they are deserted, in ruins and unkempt. External wars may have stopped, but not civil ones.


  


  St. Gildas, "On the Ruin and Conquest of Britain" (sixth century)


  


  


  Cador lifted his face to the sun, enjoying the first warm day of spring. Hands clasped behind his back, he strolled from the villa garden in the direction of the outbuildings in search of his steward, Alun. The roof tiles above the colonnade dividing the forecourt from the working part of the villa glinted a friendly, hopeful orange. Now that the weather was turning, the signs growing clearer every day that the long winter was coming to an end, there was much to be done to prepare the fields for planting. Added to that, the first horse fair of the season was in little over a month. Cador knew that the rest of Arthur's companions, the men he had once fought with against the Saxons, jokingly referred to him as the "farmer king," but he didn't care. He enjoyed villa life, finding far more satisfaction in growing things or assisting at the birth of a new foal than in warfare.


  He inhaled the scent of the irises blooming beside the path, one of his mother's additions when they moved here. After the battle of Caer Baddon, once it had become obvious that the peace of Britain would hold, he had relocated his household from the hill-fort of Dyn Draithou to the Roman villa north of Lindinis, and had never regretted it. Cador had brought his second wife Terrwyn to this small paradise, enjoying five happy years with her — before burying her in the cemetery past the orchard after her death in childbed. Even peace was not without heartbreak.


  Farmer king or not, Cador was still the military leader of his people, and he did a king's duty in regularly training with his soldiers, as well as maintaining a standing army and the defensive site of Dyn Draithou, one of the most important beacons in southern Britain. But he would never again be one of those men who looked forward to the exhilaration of battle. These days, his contribution to the British fighting forces was mostly in horses for Arthur's mounted men — not a small thing, since Arthur's military strength was based on cavalry.


  He passed through the gate from the villa forecourt to the busy yard of the outbuildings, entering another world. This was where the business of the villa took place, and now, on the first fine day of spring, it was full of people and animals: a team of oxen being unharnessed from the plow; servants throwing slops to the pigs; farm workers leaning against a wall, mugs of watered ale in hand, recovering from the day's sowing.


  As he turned a corner in the direction of Alun's offices, the smell of fresh bread wafted towards him from the bakehouse. He smiled, wondering what it was about the scent that induced such a feeling of contentment; as much as he loved roast boar or venison with cherry sauce, the scent of those dishes did no more than make his mouth water. But bread smelled like home.


  Just as he was about to push open the door of the bakehouse and beg a bite of comfort, his mother Enid hurried out of the kitchens, wiping her hands on the apron she wore over her stola. "Cador! I was meaning to go in search of you!"


  He smiled. "Yes, it has been so long since this morning when we broke our fast together. I miss you too, mother."


  Enid chuckled. "You jest, but we really must discuss this evening's meal. Have you received any word whether we can expect Yseult tonight?"


  He shook his head. "I doubt if it occurred to her to send a messenger ahead after she left Dyn Tagell. She is like family, after all."


  "Yes, yes, but she must know what is involved in planning a meal, especially when the number of guests at the table changes."


  Cador wasn't sure if that was the case at all, knowing Yseult and her priorities, which tended toward healing the sick and arbitrating between antagonistic regional lords in western Dumnonia. She left meal planning to others.


  "Consider the state of the roads, mother," Cador said, laying a hand on her shoulder. "The rain of the past few days..."


  Enid sighed. "True. Her personal guard will be happy with simpler fare; it doesn't have to be hare stuffed with sage and dried apples or salmon in a sauce of clams."


  Cador smiled. "There are always plenty of chickens to slaughter if we have more guests than expected."


  He found himself wondering if Yseult would send a message using her power of calling, but rejected the idea. Not only did magic take a toll on her energy, it would be a very mundane use of her powers. Besides, from many conversations with her, he knew that magic did not always perform as intended. They would have to be patient and await her arrival in the normal way.


  Just then, a commotion broke out in the direction of the stables, scuffling sounds accompanied by cheering and jeering.


  "Excuse me," Cador said, giving his mother a brief kiss on the cheek.


  He pushed through the crowd to see the two boys in fosterage with him, face-to-face, fists clenched, spoiling for a fight: Yseult's son Kustennin, and Gildas, son of his cousin Labiane and her husband Caw.


  Gildas was also Cwylli's younger brother — a detail that would not have bothered him a few months ago, before he had adultered with her. Now he was reminded of it every time he looked at Gildas. The comforting smell of fresh bread was too far away to help him now.


  "At least I don't have a mother like yours!" Gildas threw at the older boy with a mean smile.


  "What do you mean by that?" Kustennin retorted. "Come on, say it, so I can punch your lying face in!"


  "Unfair! You're bigger than me!"


  "Enough!" Cador roared in the most kingly voice he could muster. He clapped his hands and addressed the gathering crowd. "There is nothing more to see here; go about your work!"


  While servants and slaves returned to their duties, Cador took both boys by the shoulder. Strictly speaking, Kustennin was hardly a boy anymore, having celebrated his sixteenth birthday in February. As old as Cador had been when he fought at the battle of Caer Baddon, the largest battle Britain had ever known — where Cador had seen more death than he ever wanted to see again.


  His two wards accompanied him sullenly out of the yard and to the relative peace of the gardens. "Now, what is this all about?" he asked, fearing he knew the answer.


  "Kustennin tried to hit me!" Gildas said.


  The older boy said nothing, not even bothering to defend himself.


  Cador sat his wards down on a bench in the courtyard and faced them, arms crossed in front of his chest. "And what did you say to provoke him this time?" Cador asked Gildas, fed up with the way he used his smaller size to get away with insulting Kustennin.


  Gildas's eyes widened; he was unused to taking the blame. Cador felt a twinge of conscience. Since last Christmas, his own sense of guilt had led him to overlook the boy's missteps even more. Gildas was three years Kustennin's junior, it was true, but that did not excuse everything — and Cador should not be forcing Kustennin to suffer for the sins of his uncle.


  "I'm still waiting for an answer, Gildas. There are always two involved in any fight, and you are growing old enough now to take responsibility for your part in it."


  Gildas mumbled something about priests, and Cador knew immediately what the argument had been about. Following Yseult's legendary affair with Drystan, many of the Christian priests of Britain had taken to referring to Kustennin's mother as "the unclean lioness of Dumnonia."


  Gazing from one boy to the other, Cador repressed a sigh. His wards both: one the son of a woman he had loved hopelessly for years; the other brother to a woman with whom he had shared carnal relations without love — a moment of mutual comfort that had turned to sin in an alcove.


  Cador wasn't sure what he believed in terms of religion, but he had been raised as a Roman and a Christian, and he could not escape the twinge of guilt whenever he looked at Gildas since his sister's last visit to Lindinis. Yes, before they fornicated behind a curtain, Cwylli had told him that she had just learned her husband Medraut was having an affair. But knowing Medraut had committed adultery first did not absolve Cador from his own crime of going from soothing a woman in need to taking advantage of her pain. And sinning against Medraut in turn.


  Gildas had begun to fidget under Cador's intense gaze, perhaps a good thing. The boy had very little sense of his own wrongdoing, preferring to blame others rather than examining his own behavior. Not that he was the only person of Cador's acquaintance with that particular weakness, but with Gildas, it was unabated.


  "How would you like it if someone insulted your mother?" Cador asked, not willing to release Gildas yet.


  "I didn't insult Kustennin's mother," Gildas protested.


  Cador cocked his head to one side. "You only quoted something you heard, is that your defense?"


  Gildas nodded.


  "Then let us say I heard something once about your mother, something a neighbor said about an affair she had many years ago. But those are not my words; they are the words of my neighbor. Are you telling me that my repeating it would not bother you?" Cador hardly knew what compelled him to voice what he should have kept to himself, even if he had framed it in such a way that it could be taken as fiction. But he had long resented the way Gildas's mother, Labiane, treated Yseult like dirt just because Labiane had not been able to marry Marcus Cunomorus herself.


  Gildas's fists were tightly clenched on his thighs, while Kustennin gaped, blinking.


  "Well?" Cador asked. "What would you do? Wouldn't you want to slug me, hard?"


  Gildas took a deep breath but didn't answer.


  Cador reached out a hand and pulled the boy up from the bench. "The next time you want to insult Kustennin's mother, remember how the idea makes you feel. Go now and clean the dirt off your tunic. The Lioness of Dumnonia could arrive at any moment, and whatever you or the priests might think of her, I'm sure you do not want to look like some servant boy when she gets here."


  As Gildas ran off, Kustennin made as if to rise too, but Cador pushed him back on the bench and sat down beside him.


  "Thank you," Kustennin said.


  Cador laced his hands behind his head and grimaced. "I probably should not have taken your side, but at least you seem to know you should not be fighting with a mere boy."


  Kustennin hung his head. "I do know. But Gildas —"


  "Yes, yes, he should curb his tongue. That does not change the fact that you are bigger and older and should know better. There are worse things than being the son of a lioness, don't you think?"


  "I never thought of it that way," Kustennin said, giving him a startled look.


  "Then perhaps you should. It might also help if you spent more time at weapons practice than allowing your cousin to taunt you."


  Kustennin jumped up. "You're right — now that the weather is better, I should be out there with them every day."


  "You have other duties, but yes, that is one of the more important ones as a young king. I believe Sinnoch is still working on riding hurdles in the western practice field. Take one of the horses that is in need of exercise. We have at least another hour before supper."


  Cador watched Kustennin run off in the direction of the stables, hoping that would keep his wards out of each other's hair for a while. After the youth was out of sight, he leaned his head back to enjoy the warm afternoon sun on his cheeks for a while. There were worse things in life than being a farmer king — such as being a warrior king. But as a farmer king he had duties regarding land and livestock. Reluctantly, he rose from the bench. In the villa courtyard, the rose bushes were beginning to develop their first buds. Cador's second wife had been an avid gardener and roses her passion; it was good that the roses were still here to remind him of her.


  He turned away from the contemplation of loss contained in rose bushes and resumed his search for Alun.


  Shortly after he returned to the busy yard, he saw his steward coming in the gate from the south, laughing with one of his overseers. Alun had been with him going on fifteen years now, had fought beside him in the wars against the Saxons both as man-at-arms and lieutenant. Since Cador had moved his seat from Dyn Draithou back to Lindinis, Alun had become his steward and head overseer. Villa life obviously suited him — to the tune of about two stone, most of it distributed around his midsection.


  "Alun!" Cador called out, raising his arm and waving to call attention to himself over all the people coming in from a day in the fields. "Alun!"


  The steward looked up and spotted him. After shaking hands with the overseer, he turned and headed in Cador's direction.


  But today was not to be a day for consulting on how the spring planting progressed. Before Cador and his steward were within speaking distance, Kustennin came galloping through the northern gate, riding faster than he should, scattering people before him and sending chickens squawking to all sides.


  Kustennin pulled up in the middle of the yard, spattering a puddle of rainwater on Cador's breeches. "Sinnoch sent me to tell you — a party of warriors riding hard from the north on the Aquae Sulis road!"


  Cador stared up at his foster son, trying to comprehend the unexpected news. "Not your mother, then?"


  Kustennin shook his head. "No. She would be coming from the west."


  "And she would not be riding hard," Cador added. By this time, most of the people in the yard had gathered around them. "Did Sinnoch say anything about their device or their colors?"


  "They carry the Pendragon banner, and another he didn't recognize."


  "Did he describe it?"


  "Crimson, with a symbol in white like a star or a triangle."


  Gawain. Bearing a message from Arthur.


  Cador's heart sank, even though he regarded Gawain as a friend. If one of Arthur's nephews was leading this party, the threat was serious.


  He turned to Alun. "Has there been word from Dyn Draithou of a signal fire?"


  Alun shook his head. "No news. And the skies are clear and visibility excellent."


  Cador sighed. "Then perhaps it is nothing," he murmured to himself, not really believing it. What if one of the beacons in Britain's system of signal fires had been taken out? What could be important enough for Gawain to bring the news, riding hard at that?


  "What does it mean?" Kustennin asked. "A raid nearby?" He still had not dismounted, obviously forgetting such an unimportant detail in the excitement.


  "It could be."


  "But you don't think so," Alun said.


  "No, I don't."


  "What then?" Kustennin asked.


  Cador drew a deep breath. "I fear that after over a decade of peace, war may have returned to Britain."


  He caught sight of Enid a few paces away. "Mother, I think it's time to slaughter those chickens."


   


  Chapter 2


   


  Many a noble maid, so blew about


  The word, had caught the young knight's fancy, caught,


  But failed to hold, save for a week or month,


  And he had gone his way and left the maid


  To grieve, and all men call'd him "light of love,"


  "False Gawain," too, but naught did Gawain care.


   


  Oscar Fay Adams, "Gawain and Marjorie"


   


   


  As Cador and his riders neared the approaching party on the road to Aquae Sulis, he saw that he had been right: Gawain led the small warband, the crimson banner with a white pentangle whipping in the wind above his head.


  Cador hailed his former fighting companion. "Gawain! Welcome to Lindinis."


  The two parties halted and Gawain and Cador clasped hands. "Well met, Cador!"


  "Is it?"


  Gawain grimaced. "The news is not good, no. But I am glad to see you have put off your blacks."


  Cador shrugged and turned his mare back in the direction from which they had come. "I still mourn Terrwyn, but wearing dark colors does not help matters." He gestured towards the Pendragon banner. "What news is so important that Arthur sends you to us personally?"


  "The northern coast of Dumnonia is under attack. The Mount of Frogs has fallen."


  The Mount of Frogs — it was as Cador had suspected, the system of beacons was interrupted. "And who is behind the attacks?"


  "The sons of Caw. They have forged an alliance with the Pictish tribes and now claim the area as their patrimony."


  Cador shook his head. It was quite a distance to claim territory, all the way from the old Roman wall. The slender claims to patrimony of Caw's sons could only be an excuse. The true reason surely lay in the recent harsh winters, more devastating the farther north one traveled. In the past months, tales of widespread starvation in the far reaches of the north had traveled south to Dumnonia.


  And now that spring had finally arrived and the seas were safe to navigate again, it was safe enough to make war.


  Kustennin drew up next to them, and Cador could feel his excitement. War, adventure, something boys and young men dreamed of, just as Cador once had. Now all he could think of was trampled fields full of the dead and dying.


  "The sons of Caw?" Kustennin repeated. "Gildas's brothers?"


  "Half brothers," Gawain said. "But yes, the same."


  "Poor Gildas," Kustennin murmured.


  Poor Gildas indeed. Cador hardly knew how he was to tell his ward that his kin had begun a war against Britain. And Cwylli — how would she take the news? She was in Caer Leon with her husband Medraut, and probably saw Arthur daily. He repressed the urge to ask Gawain how she was doing; as far as he knew, no one had yet suspected them of anything more than friendship, and he wanted to keep it that way.


  Kustennin gave a puzzled shake of his head. "How could the sons of Caw lay claim to northern Dumnonia? Are they not based in Ystrad Clud?"


  Cador nodded. "They are. But Caw held Caer Custoeint for Ambrosius for years."


  "And Caer Custoeint is the first site they took," Gawain said.


  Cador saw a look of concern look pass over Kustennin's face; once war endangered those you loved, it lost some of its attraction.


  "What of Brangwyn?" Kustennin asked. "Did she and her family escape?"


  "Safe," Gawain said. "Your mother's cousin and her family were in Caer Leon for the Easter festivities."


  At least that. It was already enough bad news for one day.


  * * * *


  As they rode into the stable yard, they were surrounded by more servants than necessary to take their mounts. Word had spread.


  "I hope you and your men will spend the night?" Cador asked as they dismounted. "We could discuss in detail what Arthur needs. Besides, there will not be much daylight left after you have eaten."


  Gawain pulled off his riding gloves, grimacing. "I don't know. Arthur needs reinforcements as quickly a possible. The standing army in Caer Leon isn't large enough to deal with such a serious attack. This is more than a border dispute or a kidnapping."


  Enid touched Cador's elbow. "Gawain's men must be tired and thirsty. Perhaps you can continue this conversation in the atrium."


  "Of course." Cador gestured for Gawain and his men to follow his mother into the villa.


  "Where will you go next?" Cador asked as they walked through the gardens.


  "To Natanleod in Calleva."


  "But that's more than a day's ride away. You and your men might as well spend the night and get a fresh start in the morning."


  They entered the reception area, where slaves and servants were already scrambling to fetch wine and ale. "Your arguments are good," Gawain said, clapping him on the back. "We will consider it."


  They settled into chairs and couches while more servants brought bread and cheese. With a smile, Cador noticed that Kustennin took a seat near Gawain, Arthur's most famous nephew, and he remembered how he had felt about Arthur at the same age.


  Gawain filled them in on what they knew of the attacks. They appeared to have been well-planned and executed: not only were Brangwyn and Kurvenal absent from Caer Custoeint when the northern warriors landed, their ships had stayed far enough out to sea that no lookouts spotted them.


  "Yes, very well planned," Cador said thoughtfully.


  Gawain leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. "We fear that the sons of Caw must have allies here in Dumnonia — the Mount of Frogs is in the middle of a swamp and could hardly be taken without inside knowledge."


  Cador cut himself a thick slice of cheese from the plate near his elbow. "I assume Arthur will be needing horses?"


  Gawain nodded. "If we can mount even half our forces, we will have a huge advantage over invaders from the north arriving by boat. How many horses can you contribute?"


  "I will have to consult with Alun, but I believe we have nearly two hundred in the stables here in Lindinis. The mares that have just given birth will, of course, be needed for their foals. There are about the same number in the stables in Durnovaria, but I don't know how many can be spared — or how many would be suitable as war horses. It's usually Cai's job to choose mounts when he visits our stables after Whitsun."


  As Arthur's Master of Horse, Cai was probably the best judge of horseflesh in all of Britain. When Cador had begun to expand his stables, Cai had been a regular visitor, advising him on everything from bloodlines, breeds to import, and feed in winter. By the end of the year, Cai had married Cador's sister.


  But peace seemed to take more women than men. Cador's sister had died in childbed two years ago, only a few months before Terrwyn had suffered the same fate.


  "Cai is needed in Caer Leon to train the cavalry," Gawain said.


  "Then Alun and I will have to do our best."


  Suddenly Kustennin jumped up and strode toward the entrance of the atrium. "Mother!"


  Not for the first time, Cador was struck by how his foster son had noticed a new arrival before anyone else — perhaps an indication that Kustennin had inherited some of his mother's power of knowing.


  As the Queen Regent of Dumnonia entered the atrium, Cador rose, along with the rest of the men who had just been so intent on talk of war. Yseult smiled a greeting and brushed the embroidered linen shawl back from her hair, a gift from Cador the last Christmas that Terrwyn was still alive. Yseult was no longer young, but she still had a reputation as one of the great beauties of Britain, and given the way the men around him stared, it appeared well-deserved. Even Gawain — the warrior among Arthur's companions with the most dangerous reputation with women — drew in a sharp breath at the sight of the tall, silver-blond queen.


  She strode forward with decisive, decidedly unfeminine steps, looking just as stunning as usual, despite having crossed the Erainn Sea and half the length of Dumnonia in the last few weeks. Kustennin led her forward, murmuring earnestly in her ear, and her expression clouded. As she approached, her gaze lit on Gawain. To Cador's surprise, she too drew in a sharp breath.


  He glanced from one to the other. What was going on here?


  Yseult stepped forward to embrace Cador, and he gave her a brotherly hug before exchanging a more formal kiss of peace. "We are glad you arrived safely, Yseult. I assume Kustennin told you the news?"


  She nodded, her expression solemn. "I know it will sound selfish, but right now I am just glad that Brangwyn and Kurvenal were not in Caer Custoeint when the attack occurred."


  Before he could respond, Enid entered the atrium with a servant to announce that dinner was served. His mother had mastered the challenge of so many unexpected guests brilliantly, serving the hare stuffed with sage and dried apples and the salmon in a sauce of clams as the first two courses, followed by a new main course of the spontaneously slaughtered chickens in a rich wine sauce with mushrooms and onions.


  During the meal, Cador found himself glancing between Yseult and Gawain, interpreting relationships of all kinds into gazes caught and avoided. He hoped he was successfully maintaining the shield in his mind as Yseult had taught him so many years ago. There was no telling, Yseult had said then, who might possess blood of the Old Race and the ability to delve into others' thoughts. And now here he was, using that training against Yseult herself.


  If only he also had her magic and could know for certain what the interaction between the two of them meant.


  Servants were bringing out plates of sweet nut tarts and wine cakes when Cador noticed Gawain glance out the window at the gathering dusk. "Perhaps you were right, Cador. Sunlight will soon be gone, and while we could ride in the dark, we'd have to set up camp and would not be as rested in the morning. I think we'll take you up on your offer to stay the night. If we rise before dawn, we can make up the time."


  "Certainly," Cador said, gesturing for a servant. "You are always welcome here."


  While he asked the servant to inform Enid of the change in plans, he saw Gawain catch Yseult's attention, saw their gazes meet and lock, saw the light in Gawain's eyes. Yseult glanced away, but Cador had not imagined the look of intimacy that passed between them.


  He felt the muscles of his stomach cramp, and all appetite for his favorite dessert vanished. Cador might not have the powers of the Old Race, but he didn't need them to interpret something so obvious — Yseult and Gawain were lovers. When had it happened? How had he missed it? Obviously they were trying to keep their relationship secret, but still, he had considered himself one of Yseult's closest friends, aside from her cousin Brangwyn.


  He drew a deep breath and took a sip of wine. And what if they were lovers? What was it to him? Neither had any other commitments, and he was well aware that Yseult had long ago sworn never to marry again after the disaster of her marriage to Marcus Cunomorus. From her point of view, a discreet relationship would be ideal.


  Then why did Cador suddenly feel sick at the smell of sweet wine cakes?


  * * * *


  Yseult followed the talk of war, trying to keep the worry out of her expression. Fulfilling her role as regent had become second nature, but it had been a long time since there had been anything more than minor border skirmishes in the southern kingdoms of Britain.


  This was different; with Caer Custoeint taken, Brangwyn no longer had a home. And this time, her son would be going to war with Arthur's troops. Kustennin was not yet seventeen, the age of adulthood for young men according to British custom, but Gawain had relayed Arthur's request that Kustennin become one of his standard bearers. Her son was discussing the upcoming trip to Caer Leon with his neighbor, his expression alight with excitement, unaware of his mother's worries. Yseult would have to try and keep it that way.


  She had been anticipating a restful visit in Lindinis, perhaps some hunting with Kustennin, a trip to Durnovaria to visit the horse fairs with Cador — now they would all be on the road as soon as Cador could get the men and horses together that Arthur needed. Yseult could have found an excuse to go to Caer Leon — to reassure herself that her cousin Brangwyn was well, for example — but with northern pirates attacking the coast of Dumnonia, she needed to ensure that the defense of Dyn Tagell would be sufficient to withstand attack. The situation in Voliba and Isca was not as urgent, since they were on the southern coast; nonetheless, it might make sense to hire reinforcements for those cities as well. In either case, she needed to speak with the captains of the guard about their preparations.


  Gawain tried to catch her eye and she looked away, helping herself to a piece of wine cake. Why oh why was he here? To bring the news of the attacks, of course — and as a reminder that the peaceful life she had made for herself was over, in more ways than one. Gawain, one of the most handsome men among Arthur's companions, even at close to forty years. Gawain, the image of a perfect warrior, tall and blond, but with an odd dent in his nose where it had once been broken, an imperfection that only made his face more interesting. Gawain, who could send her pulse beating with a broad smile or an intense gaze or simply by entering a room. Even now he made her so nervous, she was afraid she would give herself away.


  After her long trip from Eriu, she would be forgiven if she retired early. She pulled her favorite shawl up around her shoulders and turned to Cador's mother. "An excellent dinner once again, Enid. I don't know how you managed with so many people arriving unexpectedly."


  Enid smiled at the praise. "Luckily, there are always chickens."


  Yseult laughed and rose. "I will try to remember that. But now I must retire; my men and I have been traveling all day, and there is much to do tomorrow. Good night, Enid, Cador."


  "Good night," Enid said. "Your usual room has been prepared for you. Do you wish a servant to accompany you?"


  She shook her head. "Not necessary." That was one of the things she enjoyed so much when she was in Lindinis; it was like being at home, but without the responsibility.


  She offered her cheek to her son for a kiss and left the dining hall, avoiding Gawain's expectant gaze. A hint of daylight tinged the sky, and the air still held a breath of warmth. Grateful for the peaceful moment after the day's news, she sauntered along the porticoed passageway of the inner courtyard, taking her time. Just now, she did not want to think about how life might change in the coming months.


  "Yseult."


  She drew in a deep breath as her lover stepped out of the shadows. "Hello, Gawain."


  "I wanted to speak with you," he said — unnecessarily.


  "Yes?" She hoped Kustennin hadn't noticed Gawain follow her.


  "I don't think you should go to Dyn Tagell. Have you considered staying here in Lindinis with Enid?"


  Yseult shook her head. "Lindinis is closer to Caer Custoeint than Dyn Tagell. Besides, I have responsibilities."


  "Yes, but you can also see to those responsibilities by sending one of your men."


  He was right, of course, but she did not want to argue the point with him here, now, in this place where her son could come upon them at any time. Even without reading his mind, she knew as well as he did that potential danger to her person was not the reason he had come after her.


  When she didn't answer, he stepped forward and caught her arm. "Isca would be safest."


  She tried to shake off his hand. "Not here, Gawain, please."


  Ignoring her words, he took her shoulders in his broad hands. "Yseult, it would be reckless to put yourself into danger."


  "We will take the southern route to Dyn Tagell, far from where the northern pirates attacked."


  He pressed his fingers into her shoulders through the material of her shawl and drew her close.


  "Gawain, no —"


  He kissed her.


  Her body began to respond automatically, but this was not the right time or place. She yanked herself away. "Enough. Did you not hear me say 'no'?"


  "I heard you. But I am leaving tomorrow, and who knows when we will see each other again?"


  She took a deep breath. "I said never when Kustennin is about."


  Gawain pulled his hair back from his face, shaking his head impatiently. "Why not? He is sixteen now, Yseult. Still beardless, yes, but almost a man. Believe me, a youth that age knows the way of the world."


  "Perhaps, but that does not change the fact that I do not want our affair known."


  He crossed his arms in front of his chest. "If you would agree to marry me, we would have nothing to hide."


  "No, Gawain. I've told you, I don't intend to marry again."


  "Fine. Perhaps I will see you in the morning before we leave." With that, he turned on his heel and strode back in the direction of the dining hall.


  Yseult leaned her hot forehead against one of the cool columns of the portico. When Gawain had made his first advances, he'd seemed such a safe choice, a man unattached and happy that way, a man with a reputation for never staying with a woman longer than a season, if that. It was said that his former lovers were scattered the length and breadth of Britain. Such a one wouldn't threaten her independence, wouldn't try to wrest power from her or take over her son's kingdom.


  For two years, it had gone well. They had seen each other at the Whitsun games, or at the wedding celebration of one of Arthur's companions; he had stopped for a day in Dyn Tagell when on the way to Caer Leon or visited her in Isca when on business for Arthur. Then last year he had begun to grow impatient with her rules, the need to hide their relationship — and before she had left for Eriu in the fall he had asked her to marry him.


  The mere idea of marriage made her throat close up and her palms sweat. She refused.


  Life should have been so very different. Drystan should have stayed with her, should have been father to his son, not died at his own father's hand. Even now, over ten years since his death, Yseult could still feel him in her soul, could see him in her son's green eyes and hear him in Kustennin's laugh.


  Drystan was part of her, and no man would ever take his place. Which was why she had chosen Gawain to fill the physical need that could not be denied, a man with a reputation for appreciating women — many women, and none too much.


  How had she become the one woman he had problems leaving with no more than a smile and a kiss and a vague promise?


  * * * *


  Cador watched Gawain rise and leave shortly after Yseult. He sighed and motioned a servant to fetch another flask of wine. Wine could dull the senses, but could it also dull the imagination? He doubted it. If he was lucky, it might put him to sleep. But what was he doing staring after them anyway? He'd been so sure that his youthful infatuation was a thing of the past, subdued by the quiet, deep, mature love he had developed for Terrwyn in the years they'd been together. Now he knew he'd been deceiving himself. What he had once felt for Yseult had slipped beneath the surface, but that did not mean it was no longer there. Other loves and other concerns had pushed it to the side — including the deepening friendship he felt for her over the years, a brotherly affection he thought had replaced such impossible things as longing and desire.


  But now, with Gawain gone from the dining hall in pursuit of Yseult, something long forgotten was twisting inside him, something poisonous and destructive. There was no avoiding it — Cador was jealous.


  Just as he was pouring himself another glass of wine, Alun sat down beside him. "How do you mean to proceed?"


  For a moment, Cador thought he meant regarding Yseult. Stupid, stupid, stupid. What was the matter with him to be thinking of unreciprocated love when their whole way of life was threatened?


  He clasped his hands around the glass, trying to banish foolish thoughts. "I'm not sure how many we will be able to send. We need men for the planting."


  Alun clapped him on the back, laughing. "Of course we do, Cador! Those men would not be able to fight for Arthur anyway. Where are your brains, my friend?"


  Cador grimaced. "I think they disappeared somewhere during all the news and arrivals today." If only Yseult had arrived without the rest. Not only would they be having a companionable glass of wine together tonight, he would still be unaware of war — or that his feelings for her were more intense than he cared to admit.


  "Understandable." Alun took sip of wine. "I fear we have been living too well for too long."


  Cador lifted his glass to his former fighting companion. "Not 'too long', unless the gods you swear by are envious of our peaceful villa life."


  Their glasses met and Alun chuckled. "Good point. But wouldn't any sensible god be envious of this life?"


  "Ha. True enough — depending on what you think of your gods." Some gods at least were supposed to be above envy. Cador wasn't sure what he believed much of the time. The Christian god of his mother loved peace as he did, but at the same time, he felt the presence of other gods and powers around him that the Christian religion denied. Yseult herself was living proof that the beliefs of his parents could not explain everything; there was no room for such strange powers in Enid's Roman-Christian ideology, so she simply pretended they weren't there.


  There were not as many people with blood of the Old Race in Britain as in Eriu, Yseult's former home, and thus not as many who could manipulate the minds and perception of others. Those talents had not died out completely, however, as Arthur's advisor Myrddin proved.


  "We also need to decide who will take over my duties when I go with you to Caer Leon," Alun said, interrupting his thoughts.


  "You wish to accompany me?"


  "Of course I do." Alun sounded offended at the question. "Who watched your arse during the Saxon campaign?"


  "The little that I took part in," Cador murmured.


  "The battle of Caer Baddon cannot be referred to as little," Alun admonished.


  "No, of course not." He still remembered the stench of rotting bodies in the unseasonable May heat.


  "Cador, I cannot in good conscience just pick cherries while you fight back enemies who want to take away what we have built."


  Cador laughed. "You would be doing much more than picking cherries. Will you not reconsider, Alun? You have been running this villa since we moved here from Dyn Draithou. You helped establish the Lindinis stables and you know the horses better than anyone."


  "Except for you."


  "Except for me," Cador acknowledged. "But that is all the more reason we need you here. Besides, as you point out, you are an experienced soldier. You can see to the defense of Lindinis while most of our men are fighting the sons of Caw."


  Too late, Cador noticed that Gildas had been listening to their conversation. At his words, Gildas bolted from the table and ran out of the dining hall. The boy was a son of Caw too, after all.


  "What is the matter with him?" Kustennin asked, ambling over.


  "I think you can guess," Cador murmured.


  A heavy hand fell on his shoulder. "What can he guess?" came Gawain's deep voice behind him.


  Relief flooded him, and he barely heard Kustennin's reply. Gawain was back, and not with Yseult.


  Gawain leaned over and spoke in his ear. "I still need to speak with you alone, my friend."


  "I think that can be arranged." He hoped that Gawain did not want to speak with him of Yseult. "We can continue our discussion of arrangements later," he said to Alun, rising.


  Alun nodded. "I will consult with the head of the stables."


  "Thank you."


  Cador filled two glasses of wine and handed one to Gawain, then led the way out of the dining hall to a curtained alcove. "What is it you need to discuss privately?"


  Gawain sat down on a couch and leaned back against the stucco wall. "I have a message for you from Arthur."


  "A private message from Arthur?" What could Arthur want to communicate with him that no one else should hear?


  Gawain took a sip of his wine. "Not private, simply ... sensitive. Arthur wants you to bring Gildas along when you take your men to Caer Leon."


  "Ah." Now he understood — Gildas was to go with them as hostage. The system of fosterage had long been used to keep difficult allies in line as well as to tighten bonds between families; despite the tenuous familial connection, Gildas belonged to the first category. The loyalty of Caw and his sons had always been unreliable. With Caw dead, Cador doubted if Gildas's half-brothers would put the boy's welfare over their own ambitions.


  "You see, don't you?" Gawain asked.


  Cador nodded. He did see, just not what Arthur intended. But it might not be wise to reveal his conclusions — such as what Gildas's fate would be in Caer Leon. "Of course," he said instead. "Having the boy in our power was not enough to ensure the good behavior of his relatives."


  Gawain leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his wine glass in both hands. "But if the threat to their brother is more immediate, perhaps they will see reason."


  See reason? Leaders of small northern kingdoms on the Pictish border who had never once visited Gildas while he was in fosterage with Cador — and many of whom were even older than Gawain? The only real sibling Gildas had was his sister Cwylli, and Cwylli needed no more heartache. But would Arthur really murder Gildas if his half-brothers ignored the threat, as Cador suspected?


  "Let us hope so," Cador said instead of voicing his worries; he had no hope in that respect. What Cador knew and Arthur and Gawain apparently did not — the boy who had grown up in Armorica was not a "son of Caw" in any way that mattered. He might share the same father, but he did not share the same mother, the same home, the same generation; he had never even seen the northern lands his half-brothers called home, and which they only left now because of the series of harsh winters which brought more famine and starvation in their wake the farther north one traveled.


  Gildas was not one of those men. That was why these northern pirates had dared to break the treaty of Din Eidyn and were attacking the coast near Arthur's stronghold in the first place.


  Which meant if Cador took Gildas to Caer Leon, it would probably be the boy's death sentence. If Arthur were to use Gildas to threaten the sons of Caw, there was little else he could do than kill his hostage when his demands were not met. Otherwise his threats would be no threats at all.


  But it wouldn't do for Cador to show any sign of misgiving. "I will arrange for Gildas to accompany us. I'm sure he'll be happy to visit his sister."


  "Good."


  Only what would he arrange? Gildas might be resentful and mean-spirited, but Arthur's demands proved how much right he had to be. Not only was he a hostage in Lindinis, he had been passed over by his own kinship group for king of Bro Leon in Armorica. As long as Caw was alive and could act as war leader, Gildas's mother Labiane had ruled, but after his death, her cousin had been chosen as king. Citing the danger from the Frankish king Chlodovech, who was trying to conquer all of what was once Gaul, the clan leaders of Bro Leon had refused to name Labiane regent for Gildas, saying they could not wait for him to grow to manhood.


  And now, simply because he was unfortunate in his half-brothers, Gildas was to be taken to his death.


  Cador forced a smile to his lips, raising his glass to Gawain. "Here's to Arthur's companions reuniting in Caer Leon."


  Gawain saluted him in return, and the fine imported glass tinkled pleasantly as the rims touched. "To reuniting. It will be good to ride with you again, Cador, even if you have gone soft and boring."


  "Yes, I realize administration and land management are not quite the same thing as riding against a common enemy."


  Less daring, less dirty, less dangerous.


  There was something to be said for soft and boring.


   


  Chapter 3


   


  To-morrow's sun on high Tintagel's towers


  Will show the ancient ruins — nothing more;


  And they in time will join the pageant pale


  Of figures that fare ghostly through the fog.


   


  Walter S. Hinchman, "Tintagel"


   


   


  Gawain arose before dawn the next morning, tired and out-of-sorts despite the excellent bed. He should not have yielded to temptation and stayed here in Lindinis. His brief interview with Yseult had not gone well, and now he would carry it with him on the road.


  When he met his men in the yard, the horizon to the east was barely beginning to lighten, and there was no sign of Yseult. He didn't need the added humiliation of going in search for her — not to mention that he couldn't spare the time.


  It was over eighty miles to Natanleod's seat in Calleva, and much of the way was a track rather than a paved Roman road. But rested as they were, and with fresh horses from Cador's stables, the warband Gawain led should make it easily in two days if the weather didn't change.


  Their horses were being brought into the yard when Cador and his mother Enid joined them. Enid indicated their saddlebags. "I had some bread and cheese and beer packed for you."


  Gawain bowed. "Thank you, Lady." He turned to Cador. "Thank you for your hospitality. We will make much better progress today after a good night's sleep."


  "You're always welcome, you know that."


  "We appreciate it." Gawain glanced once more around the yard; still no sign of Yseult.


  He stepped up on the mounting block, grabbed one of the front pommels, and swung himself on the back of the chestnut stallion. "Good bye and thank you again. I'll see you in Caer Leon."


  "Until then!"


  When all of his men were mounted and ready, Gawain rode out of the yard without a backward glance.


  * * * *


  Yseult watched from the shadow of the porch abutting the entrance hall as Gawain and his party of warriors rode away. She had been tempted to come forward, but it wouldn't do. Gawain was becoming much too insistent. She had hoped that several months apart would allow him to gain some distance, but that had not been the case; he was still talking of marriage. She drew her shawl tighter around her shoulders, suddenly cold. Why did the thought of marriage affect her in such an illogical way? This panic, this wasn't her — she had to get it under control, would get it under control.


  She turned away and hurried back through the entrance hall to her room before anyone discovered her presence.


  * * * *


  The weather held, and Gawain and his men arrived in Calleva well before dark the next day. In the wars against the Saxons over ten years ago, Calleva had never suffered any serious threat, although it was barely fifty miles to the border of the Saxon kingdom of Ceint, and even less to the southern coast where Arthur had once fought beside Natanleod against the invaders.


  And now Natanleod's son was sleeping with the enemy, the daughter of the traitor Cerdic.


  After identifying themselves, they entered the southwest gate of the city and made their way to Natanleod's townhouse nestled against the southern wall. Although it was within the city, it was nearly as large as Cador's villa outside of Lindinis.


  When they cantered into the courtyard, Natanleod himself came out to greet them, flanked by his son and daughter-in-law. Doing his best to ignore the half-Saxon princess, Gawain concentrated on the king of Calleva, surprised at how much gray now laced Natanleod's once-dark locks. Had it been that long since they had last seen each other?


  They dismounted, and Natanleod hurried forward. "Gawain! This is quite a surprise. But given the speed with which you were riding, I assume the news is not good."


  "Attacks on the northern coast of Dumnonia," Gawain said shortly.


  "Not just skirmishes?"


  Gawain shook his head. "The sons of Caw are leading an alliance of Picts and warriors from Ystrad Clud."


  "Bad news indeed. Come inside and we can discuss the situation over supper. You know my son Edern? And this is his wife Nerienda."


  They all shook hands, and Gawain and his men followed Natanleod into the townhouse. Natanleod's staff put together a pleasant meal for the unexpected guests, smoked meats and winter vegetables seasoned with lovage, coriander, and imported garum. Between bites, Gawain explained about the beacon at the Mount of Frogs being taken, the reason Calleva had not been warned earlier, and how Arthur was raising a larger army to fight back the invasion from the north.


  Natanleod's expression was serious as he contemplated the wine in his glass. "Caer Custoeint and the Mount of Frogs are far from here. I fail to see what Arthur could want from me."


  Gawain stared at him, momentarily speechless. Had it been the alliance with Cerdic that had corrupted Natanleod — or had it just been too many years of peace? "But Britain is under attack."


  "Britain? What is Britain? It is nothing more than a huge island with a multitude of tribes and kings. I happen to be king of the Atrebates. Those are my people, the ones I need to defend and protect."


  Gawain choked down a bite of pork that had been seasoned with a bit too much garum; he imagined he could taste the fish guts in their unfermented state, and he coughed into his fist to hide the brief bout of nausea.


  His eyes still watering, he faced Natanleod. "When the main port of 'your people', was under attack, Arthur did not hesitate to come to your aid." Gawain knew his response sounded short-tempered, but Natanleod had caught him off-guard. Despite the southern king's familial connection with the traitor Cerdic, it never would have occurred to Gawain that he would refuse to do his duty to Britain.


  "That was different," Natanleod said.


  "How was that different? Because your territory was under attack?"


  "In those days, Britain as a whole was threatened. That is not the case here. It may be more than a skirmish, but it looks to me like a regional conflict."


  "In the wars against the Saxons," Gawain shot a glance at Cerdic's daughter Nerienda, "there were no regional conflicts. That is what made us strong. It was with a united army as Britain that we were able to defeat the Saxons all those years ago and keep them from reaching Venta or Calleva. Not as Dumnonians or Atrebates."


  "There's no need to look at me like that," Nerienda said mildly. "I may be half-Saxon, but I am also half-British."


  Yes, and your British father is a traitor.


  Gawain set down his wine glass and rose. "May I speak with you alone for a moment, Natanleod?"


  The southern king nodded and rose as well. Gawain followed him out of the dining hall and through the portico to the inner courtyard. They walked together along the garden pathway.


  "As a former comrade-in-arms," Gawain began. "Tell me honestly why are you refusing to aid in the defense of Britain."


  "It is just as I told you in the dining hall," Natanleod said. "You think it is because Cerdic is now father-in-law to my son?"


  "How can I not think that? Arthur's victories have given you a dozen years of peace, and now you no longer think it necessary to contribute to the defense of Britain when one of its kingdoms is threatened?"


  Natanleod stopped and faced Gawain, laying a hand on his upper arm. "It has nothing to do with my son's marriage. Nerienda would not have been my choice for Edern, but they ran away together and found a Christian priest to marry them. There was little I could do."


  "Is that why the traitor Cerdic is once again in charge of the defense of Venta?"


  Natanleod removed his hand. "The actions of the 'traitor Cerdic,' as you call him, were over a dozen years ago. He has long since regretted his decision."


  "Because he was on the losing side," Gawain muttered.


  "You may think what you like, but Cerdic of Vectis has been a staunch ally to us in recent years, has helped us negotiate in border disputes with the neighboring kings of Ceint."


  Gawain could still remember waiting for reinforcements before the battle of Caer Baddon when they were so hopelessly outnumbered. But the only reinforcements from the south had been under the command of the youthful King Cador, while Cerdic had been the first enemy they faced, a man who had once been Count of the Saxon Shore, one of Arthur's generals. But twelve years was a long time: too long for some people to remember Cerdic's betrayal at the battle of Caer Baddon.


  He drew in a deep breath. A scent of molten metal lingered in the night air from the many metalsmith shops of the city. "I'm sorry, Natanleod, but it's not long enough for me to forget. Too many men died at Caer Baddon. Cerdic had a hand in that."


  The king of the Atrebates sat down on a stone bench and crossed his arms in front of his chest. "And what of you? Your father fought against Arthur at Din Eidyn. Does that not make your loyalty suspect?"


  Gawain clenched his hands at his sides. Natanleod knew better than that, knew that Gawain and his brothers — Gareth and Gaheris at least — had stood with Arthur even though it had cost them their patrimony.


  Natanleod didn't really doubt his loyalty; he was just trying to provoke him to make a point. It had worked, but Gawain wasn't about to accept his conclusions.


  He uncurled his fists and flexed his fingers. "Arthur does not believe in guilt by association or blood. I have never betrayed him, as Cerdic has."


  "Nonetheless, it would be wise of Arthur not to ignore Cerdic. He could be a valuable middleman between the British and the Saxon kings."


  "Believe me, Arthur does not ignore him." Truth be told, Arthur tried to keep himself as well informed as possible where Cerdic was concerned. Luckily, Cerdic's Saxon allies had been decimated in the Battle of Caer Baddon, and Saxon memories were long. The Saxons appeared content to remain in Ceint. But Arthur — and Gawain too — was convinced Cerdic would march against the rest of Britain again as soon as he saw the opportunity.


  "But Arthur refuses to speak with Cerdic," Natanleod pointed out.


  "There you have the right of it." Frustrated, Gawain held out his hand, and Natanleod rose and took it. He should probably try harder to convince the king of the Atrebates to send troops to Caer Leon, but he knew it would be a waste of time. "We will be on our way again in the morning and will not bother you further. We were not aware that the Atrebates no longer regarded themselves as part of Britain."


  Natanleod shook his hand, shrugging. "There is no longer any such thing as Britain, Gawain, not really. We all have to look out for ourselves now."


  Yes, just as Cerdic is doing. He would bet his best horse that Cerdic had set his sights on Nataleod's kingdom. He wondered if the girl Nerienda was an innocent pawn in Cerdic's grasp for power or if she was in on whatever plans her father was hatching. At supper, she had seemed sincere enough in her attachment to her husband, but she might also be good at dissembling.


  "So you say," Gawain said, impatient to leave. "But Arthur's philosophy has always been that the kings of Britain are stronger together than apart."


  "For a campaign affecting more than one province, I would tend to agree with you. But look at it from my point of view, Gawain. I have a long border with the Saxon kingdom of Ceint. If it became known that I had depleted my armies for a war in the west, it would not take long for the Saxon leaders to forget the uneasy peace we have struck and take advantage of the situation."


  "Yes, I see," Gawain said, no longer protesting. Arthur had not asked Natanleod to deplete his armies, only contribute whatever he could to the defense of Britain.


  Which he had refused.


  Gawain hoped this wasn't a sign of how the rest of his trip would go.


  * * * *


  Gentle rain was falling as Cador rode into the yard after inspecting the troops. It was not a good day for traveling, but this time of year it made no sense to wait for the weather to turn. Besides, the sooner they threw the enemy out the better. It had been almost a week since Gawain brought the news of attacks along the Dumnonian coast; preparations had been made and it was time to join Arthur.


  At least it wasn't a downpour. They would be on paved Roman roads most of the way. There was no danger of swamps masquerading as pathways slowing them down, even if the rain did get worse.


  He glimpsed Yseult in the yard on the back of a white mare and rode over to her. "Good morning, Yseult."


  "It could be better."


  "True enough." Somehow, she did not seem as affected by the rain as he was; it was almost as if the damp gave her skin a moon-like glow. Cador suppressed a sigh. Yes, there was no avoiding it — he was still in love with her, after all these years. He barely remembered when the feelings had begun, but it had been even before the battle of Caer Baddon, that much he knew; a combination of his burgeoning adolescent desires and the knowledge that she was not happy in her marriage with his foster father Marcus. Of course it hadn't hurt that she was the most dramatically beautiful woman he had ever seen, with her white-blond tresses, ice-blue eyes, and tall, proud figure.


  "Have you reconsidered my offer?" he asked.


  "There's no need."


  Cador wiped the damp from his brow, shook some of the moisture out of his hair, and tried to rein in his impatient mount to face her. "Please, take the additional troops. There are over two centuries camped outside Lindinis. We can easily spare fifty men."


  He saw Yseult gazing at his prancing stallion from the back of her perfectly behaved white mare, a small smile playing around her lips. Perhaps he should have chosen the gelding. But no — his warhorse Wyllt was what he needed, and he would just have to deal with the consequences, even if it included looking silly in front of the woman he'd only recently realized he still loved.


  "I thank you for your offer," Yseult said. "But my answer is still 'no.' Arthur needs every man to retake the Mount of Frogs. I will be in no danger." She glanced down to his stallion's hooves and then back up to his face, raising her eyebrows. "Perhaps you should invest in a more obedient mount, such as a docile gelding?"


  Cador grinned and patted the gray roan's arched neck. "Not necessary. Wyllt's temperament will serve me well in battle. And do not try to change the subject."


  Yseult raised her chin in that stubborn way she had. "I do not need your men. I'm planning on taking the southern route to Dyn Tagell, despite the weather."


  At least that. The roads were better on the northern route — but they passed closer to the coast. Nonetheless, she needed more protection than her honor guard. "Come, Yseult, we would all be happier to know you safe."


  "I agree." They both turned at the sound of Kustennin's voice. Yseult's son drew up next to them, tall in the saddle of his black gelding. "Please, Mother, take some of the men Cador offers. You would want me to do the same."


  Even without the powers of the Old Race, Cador saw the exact moment Yseult changed her mind.


  "Good, I will take a dozen more," she said, glancing from Cador to Kustennin and back. "But first you must promise me you will each fight with the strength of ten men to make up their loss."


  Kustennin laughed out loud, in that high, free way he had that was so reminiscent of Drystan. "I promise, Mother."


  Cador did his best to bow in the saddle from the back of the dancing stallion. "Of course, Lady Yseult."


  She threw back her damp, moonlight-colored braid, which through some native magic did not seem to grow darker in the rain like the hair of normal mortals. "Stay safe, both of you. For the sake of a mother and an old friend — not to mention for the sake of Britain."


  "I will do my best," Kustennin said.


  "As will I," Cador added. "I want to return to my farm." He was rewarded with a melancholy smile.


  And then they were riding out of the gate, banners waving, motioning their men forward.


  At the crossroads, Yseult drew up alongside Cador and Kustennin. "I wish you a pleasant trip to Caer Leon. Look out for each other."


  Kustennin smiled. "We will. I hope your journey to Dyn Tagell is uneventful."


  "Thank you."


  Cador held out his hand, and when she placed her own in his, he lifted it to his lips. "Farewell, Yseult. I will do my best."


  "I know you will, Cador. You always do."


  With that, she whirled around on her mare and rode south, followed by her honor guard and the extra riders. Cador allowed himself a moment to watch her party, glad their numbers were now tripled. With a small army at her back, she was much less likely to run into trouble on the road.


  "Thank you," Kustennin said.


  "Thank you," Cador replied. "She wouldn't have taken the extra troops if you hadn't asked her to."


  "You see? It isn't always an advantage to have a mother who's a lioness."


  Cador smiled, wiping the rain out of his eyes with his forearm. "But most of the time."


  Kustennin let loose that laugh again, and together they cantered north, to Arthur and war.


  * * * *


  In the early evening, Cador called a halt so there would still be enough daylight to set up the tents. Making camp for two hundred cavalry was no small chore. To their relief, the rain let up during the course of the day and the sun came out. In Cador's experience, there were few things more miserable than sleeping on wet ground.


  Kustennin set to work alongside the seasoned warriors, eager to prove he was one of them. Cador wandered between his men as they prepared camp, inspecting their work. He asked Sinnoch about the health of his pregnant wife and stopped next to the fire where Brys was making stew. Cador accepted a bowl from the cook, tasted, approved, and moved on, dinner in hand. He hoped it all looked natural enough, hoped that no one could see the subterfuge behind his actions; that he was looking for Gildas, the boy Arthur meant to sacrifice.


  He finally found Gildas on the outskirts of all the bustle, seated on a flat rock, eating his dinner alone. Without asking or waiting for an invitation, he sat down next to the boy. Gildas tended to be a loner — which was fortunate, given what Cador intended.


  "You found a good spot," he said.


  Gildas nodded.


  "I hope the journey has not been too tiring for you?"


  The boy drank down the rest of the broth and put his bowl aside. "No. Should it be?"


  "I'm simply asking. The weather could have been better, and we've been riding hard."


  Gildas lifted his chin. "I can keep up."


  "I'm sure you can." Cador finished his own stew and laid the bowl on the ground between his booted feet. "You do know why we're riding for Caer Leon, don't you?"


  "The Dux Bellorum has called his companions together."


  "And why?"


  Gildas looked away, his expression mulish. "The 'sons of Caw,' as everyone keeps saying, have taken Caer Custoeint and the Mount of Frogs. My half-brothers."


  Cador leaned back on his hands, his posture deliberately relaxed. "That they are. Since you too are a son of Caw, Arthur will be very glad to see you, I suspect. Perhaps if we take you along on the campaign, you will have an opportunity to persuade your brothers to see reason and return north to Ystrad Clud."


  The boy stared at him. "I hardly know my brothers. They did not often come to Bro Leon, and I have never been to Ystrad Clud."


  "That's too bad," Cador said, shaking his head in an imitation of regret. "The Dux Bellorum will be disappointed."


  Gildas shot him a sharp glance. "What are you saying?"


  "I'm not sure what Arthur will do if you can't make your brothers see reason," he said softly. He hoped Gildas would understand now — he did not want to be any more specific. It was a game he was playing with himself, he knew, just as he knew that in warning Gildas even this much he was betraying Arthur's trust.


  Cador wondered if he had lost the ability to hold on to his principles. First the sinful moment of passion shared with Gildas's sister, the attempt to give comfort that had turned into adultery — and now this. But what was he supposed to do? He couldn't have the life of an innocent boy on his conscience, especially not a boy who had been living with him for most of the last four years. Cwylli's little brother.


  Was that the true reason he was betraying Arthur, because of the guilt he felt regarding Cwylli? He didn't think so, but he doubted he would ever know for sure.


  "How should I make my brothers see reason?" Gildas ground out.


  "Perhaps you can get a personal message to them?" Cador pressed. "They are your blood relations, after all. And you are in Arthur's power."


  As he watched Gildas's expression, the boy's eyes narrowed and the bitter line of his lips went thinner. It appeared he finally grasped what Cador was trying to tell him. He might be barely thirteen, but he was no fool; he lived in the world and knew its ways. As his effective taunting of Kustennin showed all too well.


  Cador remained silent for a moment, giving Gildas a bit more time to consider the consequences of being in Arthur's power. Then he pushed himself up from the rock and stood, wiping dirt and moss off his breeches. "You know," he said, his voice quiet in the growing shadows of dusk. "There's a Christian monastery less than a day's walk from here to the east. It's too bad we don't have the time to make a slight detour. It never hurts to have the blessing of holy men for one's undertakings."


  Gildas nodded slowly, but he was no longer looking at Cador; he was staring at the ground, his thoughts far away. He dropped his forehead into his hands. "I was looking forward to seeing my sister."


  The boy understood! "I'm sure you'll see her soon enough."


  Cador picked up the empty bowls and returned to the fires of the camp without looking back. The darkness was now almost complete. He gave the bowls to Brys, complimenting him on the stew again, and waved away calls from his men to sit down and share a wineskin or some ale. Instead, he found a stump just far enough away from the fires between the tents that no one noted him and sat down, his hands clenched between his knees.


  Was he now a traitor? Arthur had never allowed the council to name him high king after the disappearance of Ambrosius Aurelianus in Gaul, preferring instead his military title of Dux Bellorum, duke of battles. Even without the title, however, to all intents and purposes Arthur was the high king, the most powerful leader in Britain, the man who flew the Pendragon banner. Cador had never sworn an oath to serve him, being himself a king crowned, as opposed to his bastard cousin. Cador had inherited his lands in eastern Dumnonia from his father Geraint, while Arthur had inherited nothing from Uthyr. But Arthur was a legend, as much an idea as a person — the general who had dealt the Saxons the crushing defeat at the battle of Caer Baddon that had sent them slinking back to Ceint and the Isle of Vectis.


  Arthur might not be king, but Arthur was Britain. And Cador had just done his best to subvert a direct order.


  Why? Gildas was underhanded and unpleasant, with a deep-seated need to cut others down in order to feel a sense of his own worth. But he still was only thirteen years old. He didn't deserve to die simply because he had the wrong relatives.


  And the Arthur Cador had once known would have felt the same way.


   


  Chapter 4


   


  He charged before three hundred of the finest,


  He cut down both center and wing,


  He excelled in the forefront of the noblest host,


  He gave gifts of horses from the herd in winter.


  He fed black ravens on the rampart of a fortress


  Though he was no Arthur.


   


  Aneirin, "Y Gododdin"


   


   


  When Gildas was found to have gone missing the next morning, Cador dispatched half a dozen men to track him, while the rest of them continued on their journey to Caer Leon. They could not allow a missing boy to slow their progress north.


  No one suspected. Cador's plan was working perfectly except for one thing: Kustennin could not be persuaded that it wasn't his fault Gildas had disappeared. Cador winced at the youth's self-recriminations — if only he had kept an eye on the younger boy, had accompanied him when he went off by himself, had been responsible rather than relieved to be rid of Gildas for a bit! With renewed guilt, Cador assured Yseult's son that they were doing everything they could to find his cousin; all they could do now was pray.


  And lies begat more lies.


  To Cador's relief, once they were within sight of Caer Leon, Kustennin forgot about being guilty, inspecting his surroundings with growing excitement. Cador gazed at the vibrant city spilling out past the walls of the former Roman garrison, wishing he too could forget his own feelings of guilt so quickly; there were more waiting for him within those wall, he knew.


  "It looks as if it's market day," Cador observed. Colorful stands could be distinguished among the crowds. He raised a hand, and the two hundred cavalry halted. "I will go into Caer Leon to find out what arrangements have been made for us," he called out. "It makes no sense for us all to fight our way through those people at once."


  "I will accompany you," Kustennin said in a tone of command.


  Cador repressed a smile at his foster son's new kingly ways and nodded.


  Kustennin appropriated Cador's standard from the young soldier who carried it and together they rode across the bridge over the River Usk. As soon as they reached the road to the eastern gate of the garrison, however, crowds choked their path.


  "Let's ride around," Cador suggested. "Perhaps there will be someone at the training grounds to the southwest."


  They turned their mounts to the south, skirting the booths and stalls set up against the city walls. As they came around the corner of the garrison, they found one of Arthur's soldiers riding to meet them.


  "You are Cador?" the young man called out.


  "Yes, and this is Kustennin."


  "I am Peredur. Arthur has been expecting you."


  Together they rode between the garrison and what was left of the Roman amphitheater, coming out on a large field that served as Arthur's main practice grounds in Caer Leon. Even above the cries of the market vendors, they heard the men training before they saw them: the whack of wooden weapons against each other, the grunts of hundreds of soldiers, the snorts and hoofbeats from hundreds of horses. The field was full of warriors, mounted and on foot, fighting one-on-one and in groups in mock skirmishes, a sea of men even more impressive than the crowds clogging the aisles of the market.


  A dark-haired soldier stood on the sidelines, arms crossed in front of his tunic, watching the practice. As Peredur led them over, Cador recognized Arthur's nephew Medraut.


  Cwylli's husband.


  Why did Medraut have to be the first person Cador must face in Caer Leon? Perhaps it was a good thing — maintaining his facade with Medraut would prepare him for the half-truths to come when he saw Arthur.


  Arthur's nephew looked up as they drew abreast. "Cador, greetings. We have been expecting you," he said, echoing Peredur's words.


  "I will go in search of Arthur," Peredur said, wheeling his mount around.


  "May I join you?" Kustennin asked — no longer commanding, Cador noted.


  Peredur nodded, and the two of them rode into the melee, Cador's banner of blue and gold waving above them.


  Cador would have preferred to follow, but instead he dismounted and took Wyllt's reins in one gloved fist. "No arms practice for you today?"


  Given the way Medraut's brows drew together and his mouth tightened, it had been the wrong thing to say.


  "No, there is no place for me in the upcoming campaign, and thus no need for me to train in the units that are to ride — my uncle's orders."


  "You are not to ride with us?" Cador asked.


  Medraut shook his head. "I am to be part of the unit left here for the defense of Caer Leon."


  Cador shrugged. "Arthur needs people he can trust in Caer Leon too."


  Arthur's nephew let out a sound halfway between a laugh and a snort of disgust. "Always think the best of everyone, do you not?" Cador was too surprised to feel offended by the obvious mockery in Medraut's words; besides, he had given up the right to be offended by anything Medraut said or did.


  When Cador didn't respond, Medraut continued. "Arthur is not leaving me behind in Caer Leon because he trusts me, he is leaving me behind because I did not marry wisely."


  "You cannot say that, Medraut. Cwylli is a good woman and loves you."


  "She does, does she? Unfortunately, she comes with in-laws who are now besieging Abona and mean to carve a piece out of Dumnonia for their own personal kingdom."


  "But Arthur must know you have nothing to do with that."


  "Must he? Surely you have heard the rumor that the Mount of Frogs could not have been taken without the help of a traitor. Who better for the role than the brother-in-law of the northern pirates?"


  "That's absurd. You do not even know the swamps around the Mount. I do not know them, and I have lived in these parts all my life. If there is a traitor, he's from the area. You spent most of your life across the sea in Armorica until you joined Arthur."


  Medraut stared out across the melee. "But I could always have an accomplice."


  "Anyone can have an accomplice." On some level, Cador could understand Arthur wanting to use Gildas to try to force his half-brothers' hand, but to suspect Medraut? Cwylli barely knew the northern pirates now trying to conquer the fertile region along the Sabrina Estuary, even though they were officially her half-brothers. She had grown up in the mild climate of Armorica, not the wild north.


  They watched in silence for a moment as swords and shields clashed. Metal glinted across the sea of men; many soldiers were practicing with real swords rather than wooden.


  "Perhaps Arthur will change his mind," Cador said. "Cwylli is almost a stranger to her half-brothers, after all."


  Medraut shrugged — a shrug that radiated resentment. "Arthur isn't interested in giving her a chance to prove herself."


  Cador hoped that wasn't true; Cwylli had enough to worry about. He squinted into the late afternoon sun, shading his eyes with one hand. As he watched, the mock fighting died down and several figures detached themselves from the masses. The small party rode around the edge of the practice field in their direction.


  "Arthur, well met!" Cador called out when the others were close enough. "I have brought you a few men for the defense of Dumnonia."


  Arthur drew up beside him, followed by Bedwyr and Cai, his most intimate companions and, some said, his shadows. "Well met indeed, cousin! Your 'few men' are very welcome in Caer Leon."


  "Thank you."


  Arthur and the others dismounted. As Arthur pulled off his Roman-style helmet and shook out his graying hair, Cador was struck by how much he had aged since the last time they had seen each other. Nearly twenty years separated them, but nonetheless it was a surprise to see the deep grooves time had left in his forehead and around his eyes.


  Cador nodded to Arthur's companions. "It is good to see you again, Bedwyr, Cai. It's been a long time."


  Bedwyr ran a hand through his hair, his lips twitching up in a typical, one-sided smile. "Yes, it must have been at the last marriage we were all required to attend."


  Silence descended as it dawned on the rest of them that it had actually been the funeral for Cador's wife Terrwyn. Before that, it had been the funeral of Cai's wife — Cador's sister. They had obviously reached the age where they met more often at funerals than weddings.


  Bedwyr sighed. "Forgive me, Cador. I wasn't thinking."


  Cador held up his hand. "No need to apologize. I may have brought reinforcements, but I also have bad news. Gildas disappeared on our journey from Lindinis."


  Medraut suddenly abandoned his world-weary stance. "Disappeared? Why did you not tell me before? I must inform Cwylli."


  "You're right, I should have. I'm sorry."


  Medraut ignored the apology. Striding away from them, he mounted his horse and galloped in the direction of the western gate.


  Cador explained to the rest what had supposedly happened.


  "Why did you not have a watch on the boy?" Arthur asked, his expression betraying little of what he was thinking. But his posture, feet set wide, arms crossed in front of his chest, told Cador that the Dux Bellorum was not happy.


  Cador shrugged. "I did not think it expedient to treat Gildas as a prisoner."


  Arthur gazed at him without speaking for a moment. Cador gazed back with what he hoped was the open expression he was famed for, trying to hide his guilt. His reputation for honesty might well stand him in good stead now, when he had chosen a course of dishonesty.


  Beyond where they stood, men continued their mock battle with swords wooden and metal, while grunts and snorts and the smell of sweat filled the air, but for Cador it was as if a cocoon of silence had descended around them, silence that would soon be broken by someone pointing a finger at him and crying out, "Liar!"


  Arthur nodded shortly. "You are right, of course. Given the circumstances, a guard would have attracted undue attention. Do you think his brothers could be responsible?"


  Cador shook his head. "I find that hard to believe. Our camp was always guarded, and we were far from the troops of the northern invaders."


  "Not that far," Arthur said.


  "So the boy is lost," Bedwyr threw in with a shrug and a sarcastic smile. "There is always his sister, right here in Caer Leon."


  "I hope you are joking, my friend," Arthur said. "I do not make war on women."


  "If they are pregnant," Cai said.


  Cador turned his attention to Cai, stunned. Cai had been with Arthur longer even than Bedwyr, and he didn't make jokes. Arthur's Master of Horse was not looking at the rest of them, gazing instead at the thick Roman walls of Caer Leon absently as if he didn't have a care in the world.


  "Definitely not if they are pregnant," Arthur said, trying to make the tone of his voice light, but it came out forced.


  Then the further meaning of their jibes struck him. "Cwylli is pregnant?"


  "Very much so," Bedwyr said with a laugh. "Where have you been?"


  "Tending to my fields — and the stables from which many here have the mounts they are riding today."


  The uncomfortable moment passed with laughter, but Cador was left with a burning question: who was the father of Cwylli's baby?


  * * * *


  At dinner in the principia that evening, Cador was relieved to find himself seated far from Cwylli and Medraut. He knew it was cowardly, but there was too much for him to deal with, too many changed dynamics among Arthur's men — and their women.


  And little of it escaped Kustennin's keen eye, or perhaps his power of knowing. His whispered comments and questions between bites of roasted wood pigeon and wild mushrooms were often more revealing than Cador's own observations.


  "Arthur does not show much interest in his young wife, does he? Hopefully she'll have no success finding comfort in Cai's arms."


  Cador watched Ginevra lean into the tall, hot-tempered widower, and he could only agree.


  "Poor Cwylli. It's not fair to her, the way Medraut stares at Nimue all the time. Maybe Cwylli should do something to make him jealous — although she would have to wait a few months."


  And Cador found himself hoping his foster son could not delve too deeply into Cwylli's mind.


  "But what can a woman as young and beautiful as Nimue see in an old man like Myrddin? Even if he is wiser than anyone in Britain?"


  At that whispered question, Nimue glanced down the table at them, caught Kustennin's eye, and winked.


  Caught, Kustennin had the good grace to blush. After that, his table conversation was more subdued and appropriate. Nimue's wink was more effective than all the fatherly advice Cador could muster.


  After the meal, Cador took his wine glass, gritted his teeth, shored up his courage, and went in search of Cwylli. But first he located one of the servants pouring wine and extended his glass for a refill. It wasn't the smartest thing to do with an aching head, but he didn't feel very smart right now.


  "Why so grim, Cador?" came a friendly female voice at his elbow.


  Cwylli. Cador turned, facing Medraut's pregnant wife. Not for the first time, it struck him how much she looked like his dead cousin Drystan, with her bright green eyes and the long bronze braid down her back. Drystan too had worn his hair in such a braid.


  "A bit of a headache, I fear," he said, wanting to ask her if the child was his, not wanting to know. "I can't tell you how sorry I am about the disappearance of your little brother."


  She looked down at the floor mosaic, a pattern of diamonds radiating out from her feet, and her tongue touched her lower lip nervously. "While I am worried and hope he is safe, I am glad Gildas is not here in Caer Leon." Her words were so quiet, Cador had to lean down to catch them.


  "You are very generous, Cwylli."


  She raised her gaze to his face and cocked her head to one side. "No, I don't think so," she said barely above a whisper. "I think it is you who are generous."


  Cador blinked. She must suspect what he had done — but how?


  Before he could reply, Medraut joined them, laying his arm casually around his wife's shoulders. She looked up at him with a heart-wrenching smile, full of love and pain.


  "I should perhaps be glad that Arthur has seen fit to leave me behind on this campaign," Medraut said, hugging Cwylli to his side. "At least then I will be here when my wife gives birth."


  At Medraut's words, Cwylli's expression cleared — apparently despite everything that had befallen between them, she wanted more than anything to think well of her husband.


  Cador attempted a smile. "That must be a great comfort to you, Cwylli."


  "Oh, it is."


  Over her head, Cador saw how Medraut's gaze sought out Nimue in the crowd.


  * * * *


  The cold morning air burned Cador's cheeks; spring was being its usual, inconstant self, disappearing just as it had come, and frost dusted the morning grass again. With a handful of Arthur's companions, Cador inspected the army assembled on the practice field of Caer Leon and tried to stay warm. At least the horses standing close together provided some extra warmth. Wyllt tossed his head, sensing his rider's nervousness.


  The sea of men over a thousand strong, half on foot, half mounted, wore a rainbow of colors representing at least a dozen kings in southern Britain. But not all. Peace had reigned too long; many did not take the threat of enemies again on their shores seriously. When Gawain had returned to report that Natanleod was no longer willing to stand with the rest of the kings of Britain, Arthur had nodded shortly and turned away, but it was obvious to all of them that he was deeply disappointed. Since he had first started fighting for his uncle Ambrosius Aurelianus over thirty years ago, Arthur had dedicated his life to the idea of Britain — an idea that no longer meant anything to regional kings like Natanleod.


  Arthur touched Kustennin's elbow and pointed in the direction of the river, where about a hundred horsemen wearing blue and silver were gathered. "Have you seen them train, Kustennin?"


  Kustennin squinted in the direction Arthur indicated, against the rising sun. "Are those the troops sent by Cadell?"


  Arthur nodded.


  "Yes, I saw them," Kustennin said.


  "What do you think?" the Dux Bellorum asked.


  "Either Cadell has not sent his best men, or he has neglected their training," Kustennin said. "In the skirmish yesterday, they were the first to be unseated."


  "I noted that too," Arthur said. "You followed the action well."


  Cador smiled to himself. One of Arthur's great talents lay in judging the fighting capabilities of his men better than any war leader Cador had ever known. He himself had not noticed the weakness of Cadell's troops in the previous day's skirmish. A number of kings wore colors in shades of blue and white or silver, which all looked very much the same on the battlefield, in the confusion of hundreds of warriors. Obviously Kustennin had a better eye for troop movements. But then, Kustennin had never taken to agriculture, had never picked up the knack for choosing the best fields for planting barley, or knowing whether to sow it after turnips or beans. There was little glory in barley and beans, but Cador hoped there would soon be a place in this world for a farmer king again.


  "What is that?" Kustennin said, pointing in the direction of the bridge.


  Cador squinted and craned his neck, but he spied nothing on the bridge or the Roman road beyond.


  "What, lad? I see nothing," Bedwyr said, echoing Cador's thoughts.


  "A lone rider, nearly hanging off his horse."


  Cai shook his head. "You must have the eyes of an eagle, boy."


  "Or of youth," Gawain added.


  "But I do not see him either," Arthur's young son Loholt piped up.


  "He is riding hard despite his injuries," Kustennin said, his voice worried. "He must have important news."


  Arthur's gaze was riveted on the shadows of hill and valley. "I spot him now. Gawain, go meet the rider, and take Gaheris with you. The messenger may need help."


  Cador was still straining to see what Kustennin had. Had Arthur merely claimed to catch sight of the messenger to cover for Kustennin? A man with Myrddin as advisor knew to trust in knowledge not available to those with normal perception.


  He glanced at Kustennin. The youth was staring past the River Usk, every sense trained on the messenger he perceived there.


  Gawain and Gaheris crossed the old Roman bridge and rode hard south, while the morning sun rose above the hills. Finally Cador spied the rider too, coming out of a valley to the east. It was next to impossible that Kustennin had seen him — the figure had still been hidden in the hills when the boy first noticed his approach.


  As they all watched, Gawain and Gaheris came up to the messenger, propping him in his saddle.


  Cador narrowed his eyes: if he wasn't mistaken, the man was wearing the same colors as Kustennin, white and green. Yseult's colors.


  Riding on either side of the messenger, Gawain and Gaheris returned to the watching group. As they drew near, Cador recognized him; one of Yseult's honor guard. His torn tunic was emblazoned with her device, a white flame on a background of green; not surprisingly, she no longer used the great hound of her deceased husband, Marcus Cunomorus.


  Kustennin spurred his mare forward. "Dyfyr! Is there news of my mother?"


  The injured man nodded, slipping from his horse with the help of Gawain, who had dismounted beside him. Dyfyr's legs buckled beneath him. Cador saw now that the man's left side was caked with blood; it was a wonder he had still been able to hold onto his reins.


  Kustennin dismounted and knelt in the dirt next to his mother's man-at-arms.


  "Dyn Tagell," Dyfyr got out just above a whisper. "Under siege."


   


  Chapter 5


   


  In baptizing the boy and after the washing of regeneration the infant was named Illtud .... After instruction and after the knowledge taught was known to him, he laid aside the study of literature, applying himself to military training, not forgetting, however, through any negligence, anything which he had learnt.


   


  From "The Life of St. Illtud"


   


   


  Riding at a steady pace on the Roman road, Yseult and her troops arrived in Isca late on the same day they left Lindinis. She had long ago given up the villa outside of town that Marcus had so loved; there were too many unpleasant memories associated with it. Now when she was in the old Roman capital she stayed in a large townhouse within the city walls.


  The next morning, the soldiers Cador had sent along for her protection rode north again, and Yseult set off to the west with thirty more of her own men. On this part of their journey, there were no paved roads; progress the rest of the way to Dyn Tagell would be slower.


  They spent the night in Uxelis. Yseult found herself eager to see Dyn Tagell again: the wild, rocky coast, the waves breaking on the cliffs, the wind that whipped the promontory. She loved the nearness of the ocean, loved the smell of the sea and the mists that came and went.


  They came upon the first refugees less than half the way to Dyn Tagell.


  "Ah, Lady, praise the gods that you are here!" The old woman released her donkey's reins, dropping to her knees despite Yseult's protests. Four dirty children stood behind her, watching solemnly. "A siege, Lady Yseult! They have surrounded the Rock and taken the harbor. The invaders quarter their men in the town on the mainland."


  The news took Yseult by surprise. Attacking Dyn Tagell was either extremely daring or extremely stupid. The promontory jutted out into the sea and was connected to the mainland by a narrow land bridge. The cliffs on all sides were high and dropped almost straight into the ocean, the only access from the sea a single steep path carved into the rock from the harbor.


  The mainland village was another matter entirely. Normally the villagers would have found shelter on the Rock; the attack must have come without warning.


  "And what of the church and the priest Illtud?" Yseult asked.


  "The pirates claim to be Christian; they have left the holy site alone." The old woman spat and muttered a curse under her breath. "They say they will not harm the common people, only those who fight. But trusting pirates is a risky business, which is why I flee with my grandchildren."


  Yseult heaved a sigh of relief. If Illtud was still in the church outside the village, they had an ally. She and Illtud had always gotten along, despite their religious differences.


  She dismounted, motioning her man-at-arms Ricca to do the same. "Good woman, if you will give me your cape and your donkey, and can find a similar garment in your saddlebags for my man, we will give you these mounts for the ride to Uxelis. One of my soldiers will ride with you and take a child up as well." She dug around in the purse she wore at her waist and extracted two gold coins. "This should be enough to buy a new donkey there."


  The woman prostrated herself in front Yseult, mumbling incoherent words of praise and thanks.


  "You are welcome, matron," Yseult said, reaching down her hand and taking the grandmother's elbow. It was imperative that they keep moving — all of them.
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