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Praise for Anna Elliott’s
TWILIGHT OF AVALON trilogy


“Fans of the TV series Camelot and of epic historical fiction will relish Anna Elliott’s gritty, passionate evocation of Arthurian Britain. Magic, adventure, romance, and betrayal entwine in this sweeping account of the famous star-crossed lovers. Haunting and unforgettable, Sunrise of Avalon held me spellbound!”


—C. W. Gortner, author of The Confessions of Catherine de Medici


“Enthralling! A deftly plotted, fast-paced tale of love and war, with well-drawn characters, sharp suspense, and an original portrait of Trystan and Isolde you’ll never forget—I loved it!”


—Nancy McKenzie, author of Queen of Camelot


“Set in a dark, richly detailed Tolkienesque world, the poignant love story of Trystan and Isolde is given shining new life in this magical retelling by Anna Elliott. Sunrise of Avalon kept me spellbound until the last page.”


—Sandra Worth, author of Pale Rose of England


“Passion, conflict, danger, and magic combine for an irresistible love story which will keep you turning the pages!”


—Michelle Moran, author of Madame Tussaud and Nefertiti


“Elliot brings the Arthurian world to rich life, creating a Britain both familiar and distinctly alien to fans of medieval romances.”


—Publishers Weekly on Dark Moon of Avalon


“Elliott’s reworking of a timeworn medieval tale reinvigorates the celebrated romance between Trystan and Isolde. . . . She paints a mystical, full-bodied portrait. . . . Fans of the many Arthurian cycles will relish this appropriately fantastical offshoot of the Arthurian legend.”


—Booklist on Twilight of Avalon


“Unique and delightful . . . a most promising first novel filled with passion, courage, and timeless magic.”


—Library Journal on Twilight of Avalon


“A dark vision, inspired by Geoffrey of Monmouth’s account of disunity and treachery among the British leaders . . . it maintains powerful tension throughout as it exposes the suffering of those affected by their cruelty and shortsightedness. Strongly recommended.”


—Historical Novels Review on Twilight of Avalon


“Anna Elliott takes the aerie-fairy out of the fabled Arthurian tale of Trystan and Isolde, gives us a very plausible version. Our heroine has the spunk of a woman of our era, and this Isolde is one we can all admire and aspire to.”


—Anne Easter Smith, author of A Rose for the
Crown and Daughter of York


“From out of the swirling mists of legend and history of sixth-century Dark Age Britain, in Twilight of Avalon Anna Elliott has fashioned a worthy addition to the Arthurian and Trystan and Isolde cycles, weaving their stories together with Isolde’s personal one. This Isolde steps out from myth to become a living, breathing woman and one whose journey is heroic.”


—Margaret George, author of Helen of Troy
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To my mom


You may have tangible wealth untold.
Caskets of jewels and coffers of gold.
Richer than I you can never be—
I had a mother who read to me.


—Strickland Gillilan
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Dead Before the Story Begins


Arthur, High King of Britain, father of Modred, brother of Morgan; killed in the battle of Camlann


Constantine, Arthur’s heir as Britain’s High King, first husband to Isolde


Gwynefar, Arthur’s wife; betrayed Arthur to become Modred’s Queen; mother to Isolde


Modred, Arthur’s traitor son and Isolde’s father; killed in fighting Arthur at Camlann


Morgan, mother to Modred, believed by many to be a sorceress


Myrddin, Arthur’s chief druid and bard


Rulers of Britain


Cynlas, King of Rhos


Dywel, King of Logres


Isolde, daughter of Modred and Gwynefar, Constantine’s High Queen, Lady of Camelerd


Madoc, King of Gwynned and Britain’s High King


Marche, King of Cornwall, now a traitor allied with the Saxon King Octa of Kent


Saxon Rulers


Cerdic, King of Wessex


Octa, King of Kent


Others


Fidach, leader of an outlaw band of mercenaries


Eurig, Piye, and Daka, three of Fidach’s men, friends to Trystan


Goram, an Irish king


Hereric, a Saxon and friend to Trystan


Kian, a former outlaw and friend to Trystan, now one of King Madoc’s war band


Nest, cousin and former chatelaine to King Marche


Marcia, Nest’s serving maid


Mother Berthildis, abbess of the Abbey of Saint Joseph


Taliesin, brother to King Dywel of Logres, a bard


Trystan, a Saxon mercenary and outlaw, son of King Marche




Isolde’s Britain
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Prologue
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A ship sails on gentle seas
At its prow a maiden stands,
Forever young, forever fair,
Her raven locks caught on the wind.
She calls the magic from her heart
It runs through her fingers,
Like sand, like time.
The sea whitens; the moon fetches light.
All is peace at last
The King’s wounds are healed.
Arthur sleeps
In Ynys Afallach, the realm of Avalon.


STRANGE HOW NOW, AT THIS twilight end of my days, the harpers’ songs sung of me run again and again through my mind. An endlessly repeating curve. Like time. Like serpents of eternity, eternally swallowing their tails.


I was once that maiden of the raven hair. Morgan, half sister to Arthur the king. Morgan the enchantress, whose magic arts trapped the High King like a golden web. Morgan the sorceress, whose spite for her brother-king poisoned the land and broke Britain’s hope of ever driving back the Saxon hordes.


Never do the tales mention King Marche of Cornwall, who betrayed his lord, Modred, my son. Marche, whose treason cost my son the victory at Camlann. Cost him his life.


And now Marche, ever ready to trim his sails to the way the winds of power blow, has taken my life, as well as my son’s. Has walled me up in a plague-ridden garrison that I may die with all the others whose faces blacken and run with sores.


But the bards never speak of Marche. That Britain’s fall was brought on by a woman’s magic, a woman’s spite, makes for a far better tale to sing.


Always when I hear the tales, I feel as though I have stepped into a lake, crystal clear and still. As though, with the water lapping around my waist, I draw nearer and nearer to the wavering reflection that looks back at me with my own eyes. Always and even now.


Who knows how such tales are born? To find their beginning is like unwinding the weft in a weaving on the loom. But once begun, they spread like the ripples on a pond, like dry leaves scattering before the blast of the storm.


And now new tales will be spun and told. Camlann has been fought. Arthur is dead and gone, slain by Modred, his traitor son. Our son. Arthur’s and mine.


And the bards will turn all into a song of a king who was and shall be. Who sleeps in the mists of the sacred isle, and will come again in the hour of Britain’s greatest need. Though whether the tales will be an eternal candle flame in the dark, or only lies to comfort children, I cannot say.


The Sight has shown me much, in my time. May be and has been and is and shall be. But now I see only dark. Perhaps the Goddess has turned her back and forgotten me. Or perhaps, with Arthur gone, there is nothing left inside me that can See.


So I lie in bed, burning with the fever of the plague that has struck the land. A punishment for my sins, I might think, did it not make me sound like some grim, black-robed and shaven follower of the Christ.


A girl sits beside me, bathes my face and brushes my hair and tries to coax me to swallow simples and drafts of herbs. I taught her the healer’s craft, and she has learned it well.


She, too, might be the raven-haired maiden of the tales. Forever young, forever fair. Face a smooth, lovely oval. Skin lily pale and pure. Wide, thickly lashed gray eyes.


Isolde, daughter born to Arthur’s wife, Gwynefar, by Modred, my son.


I have feared for her in the past; I fear for her still. For I have Seen love for her. Love amidst the rising dark that sweeps the land.


Perhaps one day the harpers will sing songs and tell tales of her. Isolde the fair. Isolde of the healing hands.


But how the tales will end—whether with happiness or with tears—that, too, I cannot say.


Cannot See.








BOOK I








Chapter 1
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ISOLDE STARED INTO HER OWN pale face: wide across the brow, small chin, thickly lashed gray eyes. Raven-dark hair. The face was hers. Unquestionably her own. Almost as though she looked in a mirror. Except that instead, she was standing apart from herself, seeing through another’s eyes.


She felt . . . pity. Pity and dread, both. She was sorry for the young woman before her. Sorry that her world was about to end.


The pity curled and soured in the pit of her stomach as she opened her mouth and spoke in a voice that was at once alien and her own. “I’m sorry, Lady Isolde. He was wounded. Fatally so. He didn’t—”


AND THEN THE VISION BROKE, SHATTERED, leaving her standing by an open window in the infirmary of the abbey of Saint Eucherius, her skin clammy, her breath coming quick and unsteady, the echo of the words beating in time to the drum of her own pulse. I’m sorry, Lady Isolde. He was wounded. Fatally so.


No name had been spoken in that brief flash of vision. But the hammering beat of her heart supplied one now. Trystan. Whoever it was whose eyes she’d briefly seen through had been bringing her word of Trystan. She knew it with a certaintly that sank to her bones like the bite of a winter wind.


Isolde made herself draw first one breath, then another, telling herself fiercely that the Sight didn’t always show true. That sometimes these flashes of the future she caught were only may be, and not will be. That the vision needn’t mean that sooner or later, some man as yet unknown—the man whose pity and dread she’d just felt—was going to come and tell her that Trystan was dead.


The tight knot inside her remained, though, and the image of this vision was blotted out in her mind’s eye by the memory of another, glimpsed in the scrying waters nearly three months before. Two men, locked in fierce, deadly combat, blades ringing as they slashed and struck at one another with their swords. One older, with long black hair and a coarse, heavily handsome face. The other younger, with strikingly blue eyes set under slanted brown brows. Both their faces grim and set, chests heaving, their strikes brutal as they moved in a circling dance that would plainly end only in the death of one.


Two men. Trystan and Marche of Cornwall. Marche and Trystan. Father and son.


The recollection of that vision, together with the flash that had just come, made the room seem to tilt all around her—made the queasy sickness that always assailed her at this hour of the day seem to rise up in a churning wave.


Isolde made herself turn away from the window, back to the room behind her. Daylight was breaking, making dust motes spark and dance in the air above the rush-covered floor, casting a pale, rose yellow light across the rows of wounded men who lay here in her care. She shut her eyes for just a moment, calling up a memory from two months before.


She’d been changing the bandages on a sword cut in Trystan’s side. Before he’d left the abbey to get Fidach free.


Before she’d let him go.


The wound had been healing well—and she’d tended far worse hurts than Trystan’s—but still she couldn’t stop the sudden rush of tears to her eyes. She’d kept her face averted, not meaning for him to see, but he’d tilted her chin up.


“Isa? You’re crying. What’s wrong?”


Isolde shook her head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. It’s just . . .” She drew an unsteady breath. “I was just thinking that this wound could have killed you. It nearly did. And I—”


Trystan lifted her, bent to rest his forehead against hers. “I’m not going to die on you.”


“You can’t promise that. No one can.” She gave him a small, crooked smile. “Especially you. Not that I’d want you to change. Even if you are too brave and reckless by half—too determined always to protect others at risk to yourself. I love you too much as you—”


She stopped as he pulled her to him, kissed the corners of her mouth, her jaw, her throat.


A long while later, he whispered against her hair, “I swear I’d come back even from the dead for you.”


I’D COME BACK EVEN FROM THE dead. Now, in the dawn-lit infirmary, Isolde tried to fix that memory in place of the earlier vision in her mind.


Trystan had gone to break Fidach, friend and brother in arms, free from the prisons of Octa of Kent. Octa of the Bloody Knife, who laughed while he killed. Trystan might be in danger. But that was like saying the men who lay on straw pallets all around her in the Abbey of Saint Eucherius’s infirmary might be in pain.


And those in pain needed her now.


Isolde started to move among the rows of soldiers, unwrapping the bandages of one to check for any sign of a poisoned wound, stooping and laying a hand on another’s brow, murmuring a few words that stopped his restless turning and muttering in a dream. There were the greater hurts—the broken limbs, the sword cuts and arrow wounds—but also smaller ones, as well, to be seen to. At this season any warrior who’d been living in an army encampment was covered with the red and itching bites of insects that had to be salved with elderflower water and ivy juice if the men were to get any rest at all. Or they came to her with faces reddened, the skin hot and tight with too much time in the open sun, and needed the salve of white daisy and plantain.


This morning the sunrise was as yet only a faint thread of rose gold along the horizon, but still it was a relief to see the darkness of another night fading with the coming dawn. Death seemed, somehow, to steal into the infirmary most often in the darkest watches of the night. And as Isolde moved quietly among the men in her care, it was easier to ignore the fear that throbbed inside her like an open wound. The men in her care had lived—all of them—through one night more.


They were the High King’s own men, most of them, sworn to Madoc of Gwynedd—though some wore the badges of Cynlas of Rhos and Huel of Rhegged, as well. The petty kings and lords who made up the High King’s council might quarrel and jockey for power among themselves. But with a chance of halting the Saxon invasions once and for all, they were fighting united, at least for now.


As Isolde stood, looking over the rows of wounded men, she could hear two or three of the soldiers nearest her speaking in low-voiced murmurs. Their features were shadowed, little more than pale smudges in the early half-light, but the words were clear.


“Give me another day or two and then I’m up and away from here. Wounded or no, I’m not aiming to miss the fun when we drive Marche and his goat-rutting traitor army back into the sea—and their filthy Saxon allies, as well.”


Isolde felt her muscles tighten, but only, or almost only, because of the recollection of her vision of Marche and Trystan. Marche had seized the High King’s throne, had forced her into marriage nearly a year before—a marriage designed to stop Isolde from exposing his treason and to gain him control of her own lands.


But she’d escaped. And she’d made Marche’s treason known. And now she’d stopped flinching or shrinking from the mention of King Marche of Cornwall’s name. That freedom steadied her now, if only a bit.


Only a fool wouldn’t have feared Marche still, if not for himself, for the ferocity with which his army fought and tore into the British forces like wolves. Half the men in her care here now had likely had Marche of Cornwall’s warriors to thank for their wounds.


The nearby talk was still going on. “Not sure I’m easy about fighting alongside Cerdic’s men, though.” That was one of King Huel’s infantrymen, a tall, thin man with a drooping mustache and a broken arm. “They’re Saxons themselves, when all’s said and done. What’s to say they don’t turn coat and stab us just when we think they’re guarding our backs?”


“Cerdic make peace with Octa of Kent? Not bloody likely.” The speaker, one of the men from Gwynedd, let out a derisive puff of air. “Not when Cerdic’s just finished kicking Octa in the balls from here to the borders of Kent. And just lost a son and a prime fortress to Octa, to boot. Besides, I’d make alliance with the dark god himself if he offered a chance at beating Octa and Marche.”


Cerdic of Wessex had dealt King Octa of Kent a smashing blow. Only to have Octa’s armies rally and snatch a vital shore fortress from Cynric, King Cerdic’s son and heir. Now the armies of Britain had marched south into Wessex to join with Cerdic’s forces in facing Octa and Marche for what might be one final time. The war’s outcome for both sides stood balanced on a knifepoint—even as the sky outside now balanced on the turning point between sunrise and dark night. But for the first time since Arthur and her father had fallen at Camlann, Isolde heard wary hope in the voices of the men around her.


Almost as though he’d heard the thought, the warrior from Gwynedd said, lowering his voice, “They say even he’s been seen. Riding with his companions on the night before a battle.”


He was Arthur, of course. The greatest king Britain had seen or would see, or so ran the harpers’ tales.


Isolde wondered at times like these about the man himself—not the hero of the bards’ songs, but the flesh-and-blood man who had fought a nine year’s savage war with his own son, Isolde’s father. And as for Morgan, her grandmother . . .


Isolde had never heard her mention her half brother’s name, never heard her speak of the way Modred, her son and Arthur’s, had been made.


Few were left alive, now, who’d known Arthur well; so many had died with him at Camlann. And she supposed those who had lived through Camlann might be pardoned for remembering only the Arthur of the harpers’ tales. In times such as these, men needed heroes to believe in.


She moved down the line of wounded men, continuing the morning’s rounds. The latest clash of fighting had sent so many wounded carried away from the fields of battle to the abbey, here, that there was scarcely room to walk between the rough pallets on which they lay. Isolde had worked over them almost without stop for the last two days, drawing arrow points from arms and shoulders, setting broken bones, salving and stitching sword wounds.


Her eyes now stung with fatigue, and the muscles of her neck and shoulders ached. But if the work couldn’t keep her from thoughts of Trystan, she had forgotten to be sick quite so often as before. She was almost successfully pushing aside the knowledge, too, that Madoc of Gwynedd, Britain’s High King, was expected here at the abbey tomorrow or at the latest the following day.


And that she would soon have to answer the proposal of marriage he’d made her nearly three months before.


The men were heartbreakingly grateful for whatever help she could give, for even the smallest touch of her hand. They stopped her as she moved on her rounds, begging her to touch a bandaged leg or arm for luck, rubbing their fingers against the hem of her gown as a guard against nightmares and poisoned wounds. Their unmixed adoration felt strange, still, after years of caring for injured soldiers and knowing them half grateful, half hating her as the daughter of Modred, Arthur’s traitor son, who was, in a way, the cause of the wounds they bore. And more than half fearful of what powers the granddaughter of the enchantress Morgan might hold, for Morgan, it was whispered, had been able to melt a man off the earth like snow off the ditch with nothing but a look.


All that was changed by the battle of two months before. By Isolde’s being at least partly to thank for the recent defeat of Octa, for the alliance with Cerdic of Wessex that had given all Britain’s forces fresh hope.


Now, standing near the center of the long, timbered room, Isolde could hear soft rustlings as the wounded soldiers turned restlessly on their beds of straw, and from here and there among them came faint, raspy coughs or sometimes a low groan or sigh or a muttered prayer. She had been in too many rooms like this one to let herself hope that she could save them all. She would spoon-feed them water and broth as long as they could swallow, and wipe their faces with cool water for as long as they breathed.


But this was summer, and the fevers that always stalked infirmary halls had struck; even in the pale gray dawn light she could see the hectic flush on the cheekbones of at least half a dozen men. One of the healthier ones, a young foot soldier with a broken collarbone, was starting to moan louder than the rest, his eyes screwed tight closed. Isolde started towards him, wishing for the countless time that she had access to her own workroom, her own medicines and stores of herbs. All that, though, was still at Dinas Emrys, in the hills of Gwynedd, a weeks-long journey across war-torn lands.


For weeks now, she had been making do with what supplies could be culled from the abbey infirmary’s stores, and what roots and herbs could be dug from the surrounding woods and hills, dried, and prepared as quickly as possible for use. And at present she had far more men wounded and in pain than remained of the precious stores of poppy and the like that she had brought from Dinas Emrys nearly four months ago.


Still, she could offer the young soldier a cup of cool water, at least, and maybe an infusion of willow bark for the pain; could make sure his name was not yet to be added to those who burned with fever and so, like the war, like this new day, lay on a sword’s-edge balance, this one between death and life.


Isolde threaded her way towards him between the other pallets, then checked as the door to the infirmary opened and one of the abbey sisters entered the room. Sister Olwen was perhaps forty or forty-five, and had served as infirmarer to the abbey of Saint Eucherius for some twenty years. She was a big, square-built woman, nearly as tall as a man, and her face was likewise heavy-boned and square, with piercingly clear blue eyes, a hooked nose, and an unexpectedly wide, generous mouth.


Her mouth, now, though, was set in a thin, hard line, and she pointedly refused even to glance at Isolde as she came into the room. Sister Olwen might have small experience with battle wounds, or indeed with any ailments but upset stomachs and failing eyes and the winter coughs and chilblains her fellow sisters suffered each year. But she still bitterly resented Isolde’s invasion of her small domain, as hard as Isolde had tried to soften all possible offenses to her authority.


Sister Olwen, black nun’s robes sweeping out behind her like raven wings, was making for one of the men who’d managed sometime during the night to fall into a deep, exhausted sleep. She carried a bowl of thin barley gruel in one arm, and as Isolde watched she bent, about to take the sleeping soldier by the shoulder and shake him awake.


Swiftly, Isolde turned aside from the groaning man and crossed to Sister Olwen, stopping her with a touch on the arm.


“That’s not a good idea just now.” Several of the men had turned to look as she passed, and now watched her and Sister Olwen with fever-bright eyes, but Isolde kept her voice low, mindful of any others who might be managing to catch an hour or two’s rest. “He—”


Sister Olwen, though, interrupted before Isolde could finish, yanking her arm free of Isolde’s touch. “He’s taken no food since yesterday, he needs to eat. And I think you can trust me to feed a wounded man some gruel.” She sniffed, her mouth thinning. “One hardly requires a superior healer’s skill to do that much.”


Isolde shook her head. “No, you don’t understand. I only meant that—”


Before Isolde could move to check her again, though, Sister Olwen had bent, and seized the shoulder of the sleeping man in her firm, blunt-fingered grasp.


The soldier was barely three days out of combat, and of a certainty he’d had years of a warrior’s training on other fields of battle, besides. He was a compact, barrel-chested man with a black mustache and a swordsman’s powerfully muscled shoulders. He’d lost one arm to a Saxon axe blow, but he had another still whole and sound. At Sister Olwen’s abrupt touch his eyes flew open and he lashed out, catching the nun a blow in the stomach that made her sit down abruptly beside him on the rush-strewn ground, the bowl of gruel upended and dripping on her lap.


For a moment, the infirmary was absolutely still. Then a man—or boy, really, for he couldn’t be more than sixteen or seventeen years of age—on one of the neighboring pallets started to laugh. And as though the sound had broken a spell of silence binding the room, several more of the surrounding men started to chuckle and gasp with laughter, as well.


Isolde reached out, meaning to help Sister Olwen to her feet, but before she could so much as touch the older woman’s arm, Sister Olwen had raised herself. She swayed a bit on her feet and her face looked slightly white, but she held herself rigidly erect, even with one hand pressed tight against her middle.


“Are you—” Isolde began.


“I am perfectly well. Thank you.” Sister Olwen’s voice was slightly breathless, but she spoke with a determined, almost regal dignity. And before Isolde could say anything more she had turned and swept, damp black robes and all, out of the room.


Isolde saw the door shut behind her with a dull thud, then turned back to where the man Sister Olwen had woken was still half sitting up, blinking dazedly and looking in confusion from Isolde to the laughing men on the pallets all around.


“Good to know we’ve someone to protect us if we’re ever attacked by a band of angry nuns,” one of them gasped, still wheezing with mirth.


And swift as an indrawn breath, Isolde had one of those moments when she could almost see the shade of her grandmother Morgan at her side. It usually was in the infirmary that Morgan seemed to appear. She would glide silently up and down the rows of wounded men, dark eyes thoughtful as she considered each case, the hard, delicate lines of her aging but still-lovely face grave. Sometimes she would offer advice, as she might have years ago, when Isolde was a child and still learning the healing arts from her grandmother’s daily instruction.


Now Morgan’s head was tipped back as she laughed along with the other wounded men, dark eyes narrowed to amused slits.


Isolde silently shook her head at her grandmother’s laughing image. Unkind.


The shadow Morgan gave another chuckle. The holy sister wasn’t harmed. Look me in the eye and say it wasn’t funny seeing her sitting there dripping porridge and looking like she’d just seen a flock of pigs flying through the air.


The man Sister Olwen had woken was still looking dazed, and Isolde knelt, helping him to lie back again on his pallet, touching him gently so as not to jar the bandaged stump of his left arm.


“What just—” He swallowed, moistened his lips, and then began again. “What happened?”


Isolde bit her lip, then gave up the struggle not to smile. The likeness of her grandmother nodded. No, I didn’t think you could.


“I think,” Isolde said, drawing the woolen blanket back up over the black-haired soldier’s chest, “that it’s a good thing you’re going to live, my friend. I’m not sure you’d want to take your chances on where you’d end up in the afterlife just now.”


He was a young man of about Isolde’s own age, twenty, or a year or two more, with a head of thickly curling black hair and dark eyes set deep under strongly marked black brows. His face was tinged with the pallor of illness, his mouth tight with pain, and he had an angry bruise across one cheekbone, but he was a handsome man, even so.


He’d been carried into the infirmary mercifully unconscious, with his left arm already gone. Isolde had cauterized, salved, and bandaged the wound, and dosed him with a measure of her remaining syrup of poppies to spare him waking to the pain as long as she could.


That had been three days ago, and she’d spoken the truth when she’d told him his life was secure. Or at least it would be, if he consented to take food and drink. But from the moment he’d woken to look blearily about him and then, in a seeming rush of remembrance, jerked upright to stare down at the bandaged stump of his arm, Isolde hadn’t heard him utter a word. Not even a groan.


His fellows had told her his name was Cadell, but though Isolde had spoken to him several times, telling him where he was, what he might expect of an injury like his, he’d lain without looking at her, never once acknowledging her either by word or look. He neither looked nor spoke to any of his companions, either, simply lay day in and out, staring at the vaulted ceiling above with dull, angry eyes.


Now Cadell looked at her blankly a moment, his dark eyes still slightly dazed. But then, slowly, his mouth turned up at the edges and he started to laugh, his whole body shaking. Then abruptly, as though the laughter had cracked open a wall between him and all he was trying not to let himself feel, he stopped laughing and looked up at Isolde, eyes bleak and suddenly desperate in a rigid face.


“I’ve a wife waiting for me back home.” His voice was barely a whisper, and Isolde saw the muscles in his throat bob up and down. He blinked angrily against the haze of moisture she could see had risen to his eyes, then jerked his head towards the missing left arm while the fingers of his good hand clutched and pulled at the loose straw on which he lay. “What’s she going to say when she sees me come back to her like this?”


Isolde had guessed already that he had a wife or sweetheart waiting for him by the finely embroidered knot work woven into the hem and collar of his cloak. She saw them so often: all the charms and talismans of protection that women in every corner of the land sewed and wove into the cloaks and tunics and boots their men wore off to war. A twig of a rowan tree, tied with red ribbon. A bundle of herbs sewn into the top of a boot. An embroidered knot worked on a sword belt, the twists and turns meant to confound evil and keep the bearer from harm.


Pleas, all of them, that the man who wore it would pass through battle safely—all that the women left waiting at home could do in the way of protection.


And Isolde had been asked that same question by more men than she could even begin to count over the course of the last eight years. What would the wife or sweetheart left behind say when the man she’d sent off to war came back less than whole, after all?


Isolde gave him the same answer she always gave, the same answer her grandmother had always given. Morgan, for all her fierceness and temper, had had a streak of unexpected compassion about her that ran through her character like a wellspring of water rippling through granite.


She brushed the hair lightly back from the man Cadell’s brow and, as always, concentrated every thought on the hope that her words would be true. “She’s going to say that she’s so happy to have you home again.”


DAWN WAS BREAKING. TRYSTAN KICKED DIRT over the charred remains of last night’s campfire, built in a shallow hole that when filled in would leave no trace of their presence here. Though that was essentially a waste of time. He might as well have built a bonfire, climbed one of the surrounding trees, and shouted for Octa’s guard to come and pick him up. The end result was likely to be the same.


The rest of the men were grouped in a half circle around the now invisible fire pit, tearing into slabs of coarse bread and dried meat. The bedrolls were heaped in a pile to one side. Not that any of them had slept.


Eurig was the first to break the silence. His round, jowly face and bald head gleamed palely in the gray morning light, and he wiped his mouth before speaking.


“Look. I’m not for one moment suggesting we shouldn’t go in after Fidach, because we all know we’re going to. Live or die, I’d not leave a rabid dog in Octa of Kent’s hands, much less a man who’d kept my back in battle. But what I am saying, or asking, at least, is whether we shouldn’t just dig our own graves right here for Octa to throw us in before we even start on this plan.”


A war band’s confidence is the mirror of its leader’s. Trystan remembered hearing a long dead commander utter that tidy little saying at some time or other. A long dead commander. Right.


They were headed to Caer Peris, Octa of Kent’s newly conquered stronghold on the Saxon shore, to break out of the fortress there a man who was undoubtedly one of the Saxon king’s most valued prisoners.


Octa of Kent was called Octa of the Bloody Knife for a reason, and it wasn’t because of his skill at hunting rabbits. Still, Trystan resisted the urge to rub the dull throb between his eyes and instead turned to Eurig, baring his teeth in an approximation of a smile. “Not complaining, are you? Just because the holiday you’ve had the last three days is about to come to an end?”


In point of fact, they had all spent the last three days slogging through swamps and marshland, breathing the stench of mud and rotting leaves and waiting until nightfall to burn the day’s accumulated collection of leeches off themselves.


Eurig laughed, and Trystan went on, speaking soberly, now. “I’m not saying it’s going to be easy. But I’ll take the most dangerous part. The rest of you just do as we agreed: take out the guards, get Fidach, and then clear the hell off.”


“Oh, good.” From his place nearest the fire pit, Cath shifted and addressed the surrounding trees, one hand scratching at his chin. In the thickening shadows, he looked like something between a bear and a man, broad-shouldered and heavy of build, with a head of shaggy black hair and a beard that spread over his chest. “Always know I’ve volunteered myself into a pig-swiving disaster when you’re the one volunteering for the dangerous part.”


Trystan rubbed the back of his neck, then cocked an eyebrow in the big man’s direction. “You volunteering to take my place, funny man?”


Cath grinned, teeth a flash of white in his grime-smeared face. After nearly two months living rough, they were all covered in enough dirt to grow a garden. “No, no.” Cath held up his hands. “I’m kicking myself in the arse enough already for once saying to call on me if there was ever anything I could do for you. Wasn’t counting on your taking it quite so literal, like, you understand.”


Before Trystan could answer, a sudden flurry in the underbrush made him start upright, his knife in his hand long before his mind registered bird. Just another bloody bird. He slid the blade back into its scabbard, his heartbeats slowing back towards normal. At least everyone else’s nerves were as edgy as his own. Eurig was on his feet, and Piye and Daka had practically levitated in place.


Eurig swore under his breath. “Aye, about that”—he turned to Trystan—“your taking the part of the job with the greatest danger, I mean.” He paused again, seeming to search for words, and then said, “Not sure that’s right. I mean, it’s one thing for me to risk my neck. Got neither kith nor kin to mourn me if the luck turns sour on me and I lose the game. But you have . . . I mean, I thought . . .”


Eurig had to be the only outlaw mercenary in six kingdoms who could actually blush. Even in the dawn light, even with the solid layer of grime on Eurig’s skin, Trystan could see the color creeping up his neck.


Trystan closed his eyes and allowed himself the fervent wish that some merciful god would cleave Eurig’s tongue to the roof of his mouth before he could finish. Except that Daka—it would be Daka—broke in. If Eurig and Cath were difficult to distinguish in the shadows, Daka and Piye were nearly invisible with their braided black hair and coal-black skin. “He mean you could be finding more pleasant ways to spend the nights than be sleeping alone in the mud.”


Trystan opened his eyes. Perfect. He’d actually managed—what—a whole hour, now, without thinking more than a dozen times of Isolde. And now Eurig and Daka brought her up for the first time since they’d left the abbey.


A distracted soldier is a dead soldier. That was another of those tidy little sayings he’d heard somewhere or other. Memories he’d been trying to block thudded home with an actual physical jolt, and he couldn’t stop the picture from appearing before him. Isolde, her wide gray eyes on a level with his as she knelt beside his bed saying, Marry me.


Everything—God, the only thing—he’d ever wanted in his life suddenly there before him for the taking. And just for a moment he’d believed, or at least pretended to believe, that he might even be able to keep it. Believed that the past could stay in the past, locked away.


He’d opened his idiot mouth and said, I would love that.


And the truly stupid thing was that if he had the same chance, the same choice to make right here and now, he knew he’d not be able to stop himself from saying the exact same thing again.


He didn’t know what his expression looked like, but Daka shifted uneasily and said, “I be meaning no disrespect to your lady, you understand.”


Trystan let out his breath. “Notice that I haven’t ripped you into small bleeding fragments and scattered them under one of those pine trees over there.” He went on before Daka could speak again, shifting his gaze to include the other three. “And as far as my taking the greatest risk goes, I’m the only one of us that can speak to Octa and his guards in their own tongue. Any of you walk into his garrison and flowers will be growing on your grave before Octa so much as spits on the earth heaped on your bones.”


Cath scratched his beard again, his broad face sober now, all trace of laughter left behind. “You’re sure you can get inside?”


Trystan finished filling in the fire pit, kicked some leaves over the scar of freshly turned earth, and then reached for his sword belt, lying ready to hand beside the place where he’d spent the night. “Octa has an outer ring of his men posted all around the garrison walls. We know that—we’ve just spent the last three weeks watching them, finding out where they patrol and who they are and when the guard changes. And the outer walls, the old Roman-built stone ones, were damaged in the siege. They’ve not enough men to guard all the weak points. And we know that the guards posted there are sloppy, besides. They assume no one could get through the outer ring of men. So they let their attention slip. Daka and Piye distract the outer circle of guards, and you, Eurig, and I will be able to slip inside.”


Cath nodded slowly. “True enough—or could be, at least. But—”


Trystan cut him off, though, before he could finish, buckling on his sword belt and turning to Eurig, Daka, and Piye. “You’re ready?”


Eurig and the other two jerked their heads in agreement. “Ready.”


Trystan turned, scanning the surrounding trees, but all was still, the branches wreathed in chill ribbons of morning fog. He nodded. “Then let’s be gone.”


MORGAN WAS STILL BESIDE HER AS Isolde made her way down the rows of men. So long as you’re here, I don’t suppose you’d like to tell me when this war will end?


The image of Morgan smiled at that. Out of temper today?


Isolde had given up trying to decide whether these visions were real or only her own imagining. Either way, it was a strange comfort to be able to see her grandmother, not sick and suffering as she’d died, but regal and fierce and with the same eldritch beauty with which she’d lived. Frightened, at least. The men may speak of Arthur—


But the mention of Arthur was a mistake. Swift as a sword stroke, Morgan vanished. Just as in life a door had always slammed closed behind her eyes at the mention of Arthur’s name.


Isolde looked down. She was standing beside another of the wounded soldiers, a man with some Pritani blood, to judge by his shock of fiery red hair. He was one of the oldest men to be brought into the infirmary, forty or forty-five, Isolde thought. His skin was fair, but weathered, with a light dusting of freckles, and he had a square-jawed, pugnacious face with heavy brows and a nose that had once been broken and inexpertly set.


He had, too, a broken leg that had not yet been set at all, since he’d shouted or growled at her wordlessly every time she’d so much as come near.


“You can open your eyes,” Isolde told him now. “I know you’re not actually asleep.”


He lay rigid a moment longer, then his lids flickered open and he glared at her balefully from under brows as red as his hair. “Thought maybe you’d take a hint and leave me be.”


Isolde made no reply, and he glowered at her again. “You see this?” He gestured to his face. “Got my nose broken and I set it myself. Didn’t need an interfering female poking and prodding me then.”


Isolde didn’t bother to say that if she’d been the one to set the broken nose the year before, it would be straight now, and not crooked with a swelling lump at the bridge. She’d also seen more wounded men than she could count who used anger and snarling words to clamp down fear they were trying desperately to hide.


She closed her eyes, reaching towards the wounded man in her mind, casting out tiny threads of awareness that slid lightly along the muscles and sinews of his body and felt for pain. She was briefly thankful that she could now better control her sense of the wounds and injuries she saw than she’d been able to do a few months before. Busy or no, if she’d been constantly conscious of all the aches and suffering and dragging hurts in this room, she’d have been sick ten times over this morning alone.


The broken leg was agonizingly painful. And beneath the pain, she could feel a surging mass of blood-soaked memories in the man’s mind. Of mud and battle and watching his closest companions cut down while he lay helpless, unable to rise to their aid.


She said, “All right. You win. Healers are useless. I’ll just give up wasting my time here, shall I, and go embroider in colored wools all day?”


She could see the red-haired man fighting to keep his expression fierce, but all the same an unwilling smile twitched the corners of his tightly set mouth. He wore on his muddied tunic the badge of King Cynlas of Rhos, a bear stitched on a scarlet background. Isolde had seen many of Cynlas’s men in the infirmary these last weeks, since Cynlas had responded to Madoc’s call to arms.


Now Isolde gathered the skirts of her gown aside and knelt beside the red-haired man, so that her eyes were on a level with his. “Is there a name I can call you by?” she asked him.


The soldier looked away, turning his head to stare resolutely at the opposite wall, but after a long moment he grunted, his voice grudging, “It’s Cadfan.”


Isolde nodded. “All right, then, Cadfan. Do you see those men over there?” She gestured to the group nearest Cadell. Three of them, at least, were among those who balanced on a sword’s edge between life and death. But they were grinning, still, all the same.


Isolde turned back to the man Cadfan, and went on, keeping her voice low. “Sister Olwen—however unintentionally—has just made them all laugh one more time. But that’s about as much as she or I or anyone else can do for them right now beyond waiting to see whether they live or die.”


She touched Cadfan lightly on the shoulder, forcing him to turn and look at her. “So you are going to lie there quietly and let me set that broken leg of yours. Because unlike half of the other men in this infirmary, I can do something for you.”


For a long moment, Cadfan stared at her, pugnacious jaw hard, mouth compressed in a thin, angry line, and a scowl furrowing his brow. Isolde thought, though, that the underlying fear in his eyes was perhaps a tiny bit less sharp—and yet, oddly, a shade nearer the surface, a shade less fiercely hidden, as well.


And finally, he broke away from her gaze, turned his head away, and nodded. “Not as if I’m like to go anywhere else, is it?”


As much of an agreement as Isolde was likely to get. She let out her breath and began to rise, then started at sight of the woman who, without her apparently hearing, had come to stand beside her while she spoke to Cadfan.


Mother Berthildis of the Abbey of Saint Eucherius was an almost incredibly ugly old woman. She was smaller even than Isolde, her plump body slightly stooped, and her head thrusting forward from rounded shoulders. Her face was as lined as old parchment, set with very small, sharp black eyes, and slightly toadlike, truth be told.


But that had been Isolde’s first impression of her, nearly three months ago now, when she’d sat in the abbess’s private parlor with the purpose of winning Mother Berthildis’s permission to drug the guard of Cerdic of Wessex, the abbey’s visiting patron king. Isolde had long since begun to find a kind of strange beauty in the old woman’s lined and yellow face.


Now Isolde said, after answering Mother Berthildis’s greeting, “Is Sister Olwen . . . ?”


“She is quite well.” The abbess’s face remained grave, but Isolde saw the slight crinkling of humor at the corners of her small black eyes. “She may have learned a salutary lesson in humility. We can hope so.” The lines of humor deepened. “With all due humility ourselves, of course. And now,” she went on briskly, “I came to see whether I might be of any assistance to you.”


The abbess might be bent, old, and stoop-shouldered, her fingers gnarled and spotted with age, but Isolde had long since learned, too, that she had the strength of a woman half her years. She nodded. “Thank you. I would be glad of another pair of hands.”


Mother Berthildis’s small black eyes swept briskly over Cadfan, and she nodded. “Ah. A broken leg, I see. Very well. What can I do?”


Cadfan had turned away again, arms folded across his chest, his face—what Isolde could see of it—rigid as stone. She looked back at Mother Berthildis. “The break is two days old, at least. Do you see how the muscles have tightened? They’re—”


Cadfan’s head snapped round and he barked out, “I’ve got ears, haven’t I? And last I checked, they still worked. No need to talk about me as though I weren’t here.”


The break was in his lower leg, a straight fracture of the bone just below the knee. Simple enough to set, and Isolde was almost certain he’d not even be left with a limp once the break had healed.


But she knew, too, from speaking with the other men that Cadfan had walked on the broken leg for an entire day, carrying a more badly wounded comrade on his back, after their war band had been ambushed by a patrol of Octa’s men. So she said easily, ignoring his tone, “Of course. Do you see how the muscles of your leg have tightened, then?”


She gestured to the rigidly knotted muscles of his calf, visible beneath the ragged hem of the breeches she’d cut away when first he’d been carried in. Cadfan looked where she’d pointed, flinched, turned a shade paler, and then looked away. His teeth were clenched, but Isolde saw the glitter of sweat on his brow.


She touched his shoulder and said, more gently, “Your muscles are dragging the bones further out of alignment. So we’ll need to relax them before I can set the break.” She glanced up to include Mother Berthildis as she went on. “Usually I’d use poppy syrup, but it’s in short supply just now. I’d rather save it for after I set the bone to dull the pain enough that he”—she turned back to Cadfan—“so that you can rest. But I’ll let the choice be yours.”


Cadfan’s jaw remained tight, but his head jerked in a wordless nod, and he said, “Reckon I can stand the pain for now. You can keep your potions till later.”


She couldn’t help Trystan, couldn’t even know for certain what dangers he faced or whether he would return, regardless of how long she waited for him here. Neither could she defeat Octa’s or Marche’s armies and put a halt to this endless war. She could, though, set Cadfan’s leg. That had to be enough for today, for now.


Isolde nodded and then stood still, frowning at the broken leg a moment, visualizing what had to be done. Then she looked up, turning back to Mother Berthildis. “Can you have someone bring us a long wooden trough, maybe one of the ones from the stables? And enough hot water to fill it?”


OCTA OF THE BLOODY KNIFE, KING of Kent, was a big man, and powerfully built, despite his age. His matted hair and beard were streaked with silver, and his ice pale eyes were flat, almost dead-looking in a broad, battle-scarred face. And in the ordinary way, Trystan wouldn’t have trusted him not to spit in a cup of ale he offered to share. Much less bargained with him for the lives of men.


He supposed he should count it a victory that he’d talked his way in past Octa’s personal bodyguard, and that Octa himself hadn’t—yet—gone for the heavy gold-hilted knife that lay on the table between them.


They sat at the head of Octa’s great hall. The timbered walls were lined with painted shields and huge war axes and swords, and the air was thick with smoke from the central fire. The rest of Octa’s warriors were sprawled in the straw that littered the floor of the lower half of the room, most too far gone in drink to pay them any mind. Two of them were fighting, chests heaving as they kicked and punched and rolled on the floor. The two combatants were surrounded by a ring of onlookers, shouting out jeers and taunts and encouragement by turns.


In many ways, a typical king’s ale hall, nothing to distinguish it from a dozen others, save maybe for the richness of the gold rings on the warriors’ arms and hands, showing that they had sworn oaths to an especially powerful lord. The only incongruous note was an old woman who crouched on a pile of furs and tapestried pillows in the nearest corner of the room. She was swathed in shawls and a dark head cloth so that her ancient, hook-nosed face seemed to float in the shadows.


Trystan wouldn’t have marked Octa for a man to tolerate any woman’s presence in his hall, except maybe that of the slave girls who served him and his men. And this old woman was no slave. Even hunched in the shadowed corner as she was, Trystan could see the heavy gold necklaces hung about her stringy neck, the gleaming glass brooch pinned to her shawls. She had looked up only once, as Trystan first came in, and for a moment had fixed him with a penetrating stare that made him feel as though she knew exactly who he was and why he had come. But she had gone back to her work of spinning a pile of wool into thread, and since then hadn’t spared either him or Octa so much as a glance.


“So.” Octa had a harsh, rasping voice, and he spoke almost without inflection, continuing to stare at Trystan with those pale, flat eyes. “You come here in hopes that I will release a prisoner I hold. A mercenary and leader of an outlaw band known as Fidach.”


“No.” Octa’s brows shot up at Trystan’s response, but Trystan kept his face as impassive as Octa’s. He’d met with men of Octa’s kind before—enough to know that the Saxon king would scent any trace of hidden fear as surely as a wolf could sniff a bloodied sheep out of a herd. Emotion in battle meant defeat. So he made himself feel nothing. No apprehension. No fear.


No past or future, either. Only this ill-lit and smoky fire hall and the man who faced him across a scarred wood table.


Octa was scrutinizing him through narrowed eyes. “No?” he repeated.


“No,” Trystan agreed calmly. “Fidach is already gone.”


Octa was well schooled in hiding his reactions, but Trystan saw the faint tightening at the corners of his mouth, the brief flare of shock in the pale eyes. And because he had seen the marks on Fidach’s back and arms when he and Eurig had carried him out of Octa’s holding cell and past the lifeless bodies of the four guards, Trystan allowed himself a moment’s grim satisfaction.


In a way it was to Octa’s credit—or it would have been, if Trystan had been in a mood to credit him—that he didn’t argue, didn’t bluster or accuse Trystan of lying or deny his claim. A white dent of anger appeared on either side of his thin mouth, but he said, only, “Then why are you here?”


Trystan lifted one shoulder. “Call it good principles. I prefer paying for what I take to theft. And I’d also prefer not to have you send men out with orders to drag Fidach back.”


For a long moment, Octa stared at him. The force of his gaze was like being struck in the gut, but Trystan didn’t move. One of the two men fighting in the lower hall flipped his opponent onto the floor with a resounding thud and a cheer went up from the onlookers.


Then, abruptly, Octa threw back his head and laughed harshly. “You’re either very brave or very stupid, my friend. Exactly what price do you think you can offer me for your outlaw friend’s life?”


Trystan let the silence rest between them a beat, then said, “Intelligence.”


Octa’s heavy brows shot upwards, but Trystan went on before he could speak. “I’ve no doubt you’ve informants already in—what? Madoc of Gwynedd’s camp?”


Octa didn’t answer, but Trystan saw the small narrowing about the corners of the other man’s eyes and knew, with another quick flare of satisfaction, that he’d been right.


He knew, too, how tightly stretched Octa’s resources were. Octa had months ago gained an ally in King Owain of Powys, and Owain had died. Of plague, the reports ran—which not even a newborn babe or a half-wit would have believed. Octa had installed Owain’s nephew, a child of six, as king of Powys. And collected the tribute and taxes of an overlord from the land.


But maintaining that control took men—warriors stationed in Powys whom Octa could ill spare just now.


Aloud, Trystan went on, “Madoc may be High King, but his councilmen fight among themselves like dogs over a haunch of deer. The other kings of Britain have their armies strung out all along the coast, poised to attack the string of forts your men hold. It would be to your advantage to know if one of those others planned to strike out and attack on his own.” Trystan paused. Octa hadn’t moved, but his flat blue gaze was fixed intently on Trystan’s face.


Trystan went on. “And then there’s Cerdic of Wessex. He’s allied himself with Britain—for the present. But I doubt he trusts them any more than he’d trust you. His forces control the Isle of Wight.” Trystan set the bronze cup of ale Octa had offered him on the table before him. “That’s just opposite this fortress here—the one you’ve taken from Cerdic’s son.” He reached across the table and moved Octa’s cup so that it stood opposite his own. Octa’s brows lifted again, but he didn’t respond, and after a moment Trystan went on. “Your forces on one side, lands Cerdic controls on the other, and only a narrow stretch of water in between that a ten-year-old child could cross in a leaky boat. You’d like to know, wouldn’t you, if Cerdic is moving troops onto the island in preparation for an attack to regain this stretch of land?”


Trystan stopped. He’d laid the mission out in his mind in a series of steps. And snaring Octa was the first.


Octa’s stiff features had relaxed into a look of wary speculation. He rubbed the scar that ran along his jawline, and asked, with a studied indifference that wore thin even before he’d finished speaking the words, “And you can bring me word of the plans of all these kings?”


And hooked. Trystan allowed himself a small, grim inward smile.


Those few short weeks with Isolde might have made his stomach knot with wishing he could change who he was—wishing for something he could no longer be if Arthur himself rose from the dead and touched him with his magic sword.


But if that path was forever closed off to him, he ought now at any rate to be a goddamned expert at dealing with scum like Octa of Kent.


Trystan met Octa’s gaze and held it. “I can.”


•   •   •


MOTHER BERTHILDIS, HER BLACK ROBES POOLING on the floor, held Cadfan’s torso, but Isolde hardly had need of her. Cadfan lay absolutely still as she began to draw the broken bones gently back into alignment. He groaned occasionally, but Isolde had enough practice in blocking out men’s groans while she worked that she could hold herself off from hearing Cadfan’s, now.


What was harder to ignore was the fear that clung sticky as cobwebs, the echo of that earlier vision that seemed to lurk like something waiting in the shadows, ready to pounce. The recollection was making the usual gray morning nausea worse, and making Isolde’s hands shake when they had to be absolutely steady.


She almost always told a story while she worked over the men in her care. She could remember her grandmother Morgan telling one of the old fire tales in a soft voice almost untouched by age as they worked together at stitching a wound or setting a broken bone. The rhythm and flow of the story was a help to both her and whichever man she cared for when they both needed something to think on besides the pain.


Usually for that reason she told one of the warrior’s hero tales, a story of King Bran or Beli Mawr. Those were always the most popular among the wounded soldiers. Although sometimes, if she wanted to give a man an excuse to cry, she would tell one of the love tales—the story of Aengus Og and the swan maiden, maybe—and then keep her gaze carefully turned away when he wiped away tears.


But this time, before reaching for the mallow-root-saturated bandages that would pad the splint, Isolde drew a slow breath.


There were stories, too, of druids who could send their own souls forth from their bodies, spirits soaring like birds, high above the earth to glimpse sights unseen by human vision. And—maybe—this morning, the Sight had let Isolde’s own consciousness flit, briefly, into another’s body, letting her look through the eyes of a man who would one day in the future—maybe—come to tell her that Trystan had been killed.


Now Isolde tried to reach out beyond the abbey walls, to send her own thoughts, her own awareness along a gossamer, whisper-thin thread, as she did when trying to seek out the source of a wounded man’s pain. Searching for—


She thought she felt something. The faintest tug, maybe, on the thread that seemed bound about her heart. A prickle, a flicker of light like the brush of wings against her mind. Trystan? She had no idea. She’d long since given up trying to question or even understand the laws that governed the Sight.


But she opened her eyes and began to speak, trying to imagine each word a link in a golden chain, a thread in a wide golden web. “In a time that once was, is now gone forever, and will be again soon, there lived a boy and a girl. Their fathers were warriors and brothers in arms, so that they knew each other almost from the time they could walk.”


Isolde finished wrapping the first layer of bandages about Cadfan’s leg, fastened the end in place with a bronze pin, and then reached for one of the wooden splints Mother Berthildis had brought before going on. “One day, when she was eight and the boy ten, he taught her how to track in the woods—took her out into the forest and showed her how to read the signs that meant a deer or a hare or a wild boar had passed by. The next day, he was busy training at sword play with the men. So the girl slipped off by herself into the forest. She honestly wasn’t trying to be disobedient or troublesome. She was just—well, eight.” Isolde finished binding the first splint in place and reached for the second. “She thought she would be back long before anyone even noticed she was gone.”


Isolde glanced up to find Mother Berthildis’s keen black eyes fixed on her, and smiled faintly. “She wasn’t, of course. She got herself completely and utterly lost and when night started to fall she still hadn’t found her way. So she sat down under a tree, shivering, because even though it was spring the nights were still cold. And she tried not to remember every story of evil spirits and night demons she’d ever heard—but of course she did.


“She was sitting there in the dark, huddled with her back against the tree trunk and more terrified than she’d ever been in her life when she looked up and saw—”


Isolde stopped, staring down unseeingly at the wooden splint in her hands. “She saw the boy standing there in front of her. She’d never in all her life been so glad to see him before. She hated to cry, and she didn’t want him to think she was a coward, so she managed not to. But when her teeth stopped chattering she told him, ‘I didn’t think you’d find me all the way out here.’”


Isolde broke off. She hated crying. She always had. But these days she seemed to dissolve into tears for any and every and no reason at all, and before going on she had to blink away the burning in her eyes. “The boy was usually very—” She stopped, searching for a word. “Serious. He rarely ever really smiled. But he did smile then, and he tugged one of her braids and rumpled her hair and said, ‘Then you’re an addle-brain, aren’t you?’”


She’d almost finished binding the splints in place. She tied the last knot in the wrappings as Cadfan snorted derisively through his nose. “That’s the end? I’ve heard you tell the other men one of the war tales of Macsen Wledig. And I get a story about a couple of snotty-nosed brats? What’s the point of that?”


At least she was no longer on the verge of tears. “Just to give you something else to complain of besides my treatment and your leg.”


Mother Berthildis had vanished at some point while Isolde was fastening the last of the bandages, but now she reappeared, bearing a bowl of thick porridge. Isolde suppressed a sigh. She’d likely been wrong in answering Cadfan that way; she could see him now, ready to open his mouth and refuse the food out of hand, just to spite her.


Before he could speak, she cut in, reaching for the bowl herself. “Thank you, Mother. I’m sure he doesn’t want it. And I’m ravenous,” she added, above the lurch of her stomach. Isolde thought there was a faint twitch of amusement about the abbess’s wide mouth, but she only inclined her head and then moved away to sketch light crosses in the air above the heads of some of the other men.


Isolde had managed to choke down several bites with the wooden spoon before Cadfan, fiery red brows drawn together, fairly yanked the bowl from her hands. “Give me that. There’s one of us here what can walk to the kitchens for food. And I’m fair certain it’s not me.” He took up the spoon himself and began to devour the porridge in a series of quick, angry gulps. “Like I’ve not faced down trouble enough.”


Isolde stood very still. Every wounded man who came into her care had his own story of the battle he’d just faced, lodged like a poison thorn in his side. Sometimes they told their stories readily, even eagerly, and the thorn was plucked out, the poison cleansed, even if the scar remained. And sometimes, like Cadfan, they held tight to their every word until the poisoned wound festered and turned bad.


Very, very slowly and carefully, Isolde sat down at Cadfan’s side and asked, “What do you mean?”


Cadfan spooned up a mouthful of porridge. Isolde thought he wasn’t going to answer after all. But then, finally, he lifted his head and met Isolde’s gaze, a sudden blaze of anger kindling in the blue eyes. “A man expects to risk his life in battle. Be no point to it, otherwise. Kill or be killed. Stand up and take your medicine if it’s your turn to die. But what he doesn’t expect”—a muscle jerked in the line of Cadfan’s jaw—“he doesn’t expect to have his life and those of his fellows thrown away like so much rubbish for the privy pit.”


Isolde thought there was a glimmer of moisture in his eyes, but he’d probably have run another entire day on the broken leg before he acknowledged the tears. Instead his voice got louder, as though anger was a cliff’s edge he clung to to keep from feeling pain. “I’m oath-sworn to my lord Cynlas.” He touched the badge on his tunic. “Have been these thirty years. Drank his ale, spilled my blood, and took the death oath to follow wherever he might lead. But when it comes to taking orders from a man who’s either a sniveling coward or a thundering fool, for all he may be High King—”


Isolde looked over quickly. “What did you say?”


Madoc of Gwynedd had not sought the High Kingship; he’d been chosen by the king’s council when Marche had betrayed Britain and the throne the previous year. He was a young man, barely a year or two past thirty, with a face that still bore the scars from an old fight with Marche. And though he’d not sought to sit on the High King’s throne, he’d acquitted himself well. Few men could have held together the strained, uneasy web of alliance that united Britain’s nobles and petty kings. But Madoc of Gwynedd with his warrior’s blunt impatience, his warrior’s drive, had done it—had led Britain’s united armies in the most successful campaigns since Arthur had fallen at Camlann.


And he was loved by his men, not just obeyed. Isolde had seen it in the faces of the wounded in her care. Those oath-sworn to Madoc—and others, besides—would have without hesitation laid down their lives for their High King.


Surprise had made Isolde interrupt Cadfan before she could stop herself. But Cadfan didn’t even anger at the question. It was as though some internal dam had burst open, and he fairly spat the next words at her. “I said that High King or no, he’s either a coward or a fool. And I’ll say the same to his face, if he’s ever man enough to come in here and risk dirtying his fine robes.”


Cadfan paused, his eyes focusing on the opposite wall, his gaze turning inward and distant. “We spend nearly two weeks on the march to get down here and answer Madoc’s call. Well, that’s all right. We’re all of us used to a life on the road. And it seems like we’ve got a chance of winning this once and for all—kicking Octa and his filthy Saxon dogs and traitor allies all back into the sea where they belong. So we arrive. We make camp where Madoc’s got his own troops stationed. We know Octa’s put out his own call for reinforcements. He’s gone to ground in the fortress at Caer Peris that he won from Cerdic, and it’s well enough defended that it would take more men than we’ve got to dig him out. So we wait to see what kind of a battle plan Madoc’s come up with, because we’ve all heard he’s got a matchless head for battle.”


Cadfan broke off again to laugh shortly and harshly. “And would you like to hear the brilliant orders our High King gave us? He says to us, ‘Go out and find the enemy.’” Cadfan snorted. “That’s all. ‘Go out and find the enemy.’ Like we’re going to roam about the countryside beating the shrubbery and calling ‘Hallooo, Saxons, where are you?’”


Cadfan snorted again. “And then Madoc says, ‘When you find the enemy, send a scout to bring word and my men and I will come.’” Cadfan paused, eyes still smoldering as he stared back across the days. Then: “Well, I’ll make a long story a short one. We found the enemy, right enough. Aesc—one of Octa’s lords—and his war band. Sent a scout back to bring word to Madoc. And did he come?” Cadfan gave another harsh rasp of a laugh. “Suppose he must have remembered sudden-like that he’d something else to do that day.”


Cadfan stopped, and just for a moment Isolde saw the raw, aching grief in his eyes before he turned to her, jaw tight and his gaze furious once again. “It was a rutting slaughter. Fifty of us, and only a bare handful survived. And that only because my lord Cynlas called the order to retreat—which I’d never heard him do once, not in thirty years of fighting at his back.”


Isolde had known of the rumors, of course, the mutters and whisperings among the wounded men, but she’d not heard the full story this way. And she was remembering how four months before, Marcia, a serving maid dying under Isolde’s care, had warned her that as there had been treason on the king’s council in the past, there would soon be treason again.


She asked, after a moment, “Do you know for certain that the scout sent back to Madoc got through? That Madoc actually knew you were in need and yet refused to come to your aid?”


Cadfan seemed almost to have forgotten she was there. He looked up at her as though surprised, and then grudgingly said, “Not for certain I don’t. But—”


He stopped as a huge white- and brown-spotted hunting dog padded over and thrust a wet black nose interestedly in the direction of the porridge bowl.


Isolde caught hold of the big dog’s collar and pulled him back. “No, Cabal.” He whined and she scratched his ears and ruffled his fur. “You’re going to have to start rolling instead of walking if you keep eating this way, you know.”


Cabal might have been trained as a war hound, but he was proving invaluable in the sickroom, as well. From the first, he’d been a favorite among the wounded men, and even those far gone in fevers or pain would rouse to scratch his brindled coat or share with him their portions of gruel or cheese or bread.


Now Cadfan’s grimly set features relaxed for what had to be the first time since Isolde had seen him carried through the abbey gates. “Oh, let the dog have it. Not much left—and anyway it’s my breakfast. I say he can have it if he wants.”


Cadfan set the nearly empty bowl down on the ground, and Cabal whined ecstatically and started to lap up the oats and milk, pushing the bowl across the flagged stone floor with his nose.


“Fair enough,” Isolde said. In any case, well trained as Cabal was, she knew better than to try snatching food from a dog—any dog. Instead she reached into her scrip and drew out one of her last remaining vials of poppy. “Here, take this.” She poured a measure into the small horn spoon she carried for the purpose and handed it to Cadfan. “It should make you able to sleep.”


Perhaps telling his story had helped in some small measure, because Cadfan accepted the dose without protest, slipping the spoon into his mouth and then handing it empty back to Isolde. And his mouth twitched into another almost smile as Cabal returned with the gleamingly polished porridge bowl clamped between his jaws and presented it to Cadfan.


“Smart dog, this.”


Isolde smiled and put a hand on Cabal’s head. “Yes, he is.”


Cadfan took the bowl from Cabal and scratched the big dog under the chin. Then he looked up at Isolde. “Word is there’s to be a meeting of the king’s council in the next few days. And you’re to be there?” Isolde nodded, and he went on, his voice shaking with renewed intensity, his expression again turning fierce. “Well, you ask him. Ask our High King whether the scout we sent back got through. Ask him just what he’s playing at with his pussyfooting orders, because I’ll make a guess that he’d like to see this war actually won, same as the rest of us here.”


Isolde took the empty porridge bowl from Cadfan’s hands, briefly seeing Madoc of Gwynedd’s dark, bearded face, terribly scarred by fire eight months before. She could still hear his voice, as well, husky and hesitant and suddenly almost shy, as though it were as hard for him to speak the words as it would have been to step onto a field of battle without his sword. It would be good to have someone to come home to, after the battle was done. And I would be . . . very happy, Lady Isolde, if that could be you.


Isolde met Cadfan’s gaze steadily, though, and nodded again. “Yes,” she said. “If I get the chance, I will.”


Cadfan looked at her intently, eyes narrowed, as though trying to judge whether she’d meant what she said. Whatever he saw seemed to satisfy him, because he gave a short, jerky nod. Isolde could see his eyelids drooping, so she laid her hand lightly on top of his.


After all these long weeks of practice, she was better able to control her sense of the wounded men’s pain. And that meant that she could now send out the tiny threads of awareness again to slide through every part of Cadfan’s body and then rest there, simply and silently aware of the pain.


Poppy or no, the awareness of the broken leg was still bad enough to make Isolde’s own skin break out in a clammy sweat. She felt, too, the blade-sharp fragments of memory that scraped together in Cadfan’s mind beneath the surface of his sullen glare: the blood and furor of battle . . . hearing his brothers in arms scream and—


God, that was Teyrn, crawling through the mud with his torn guts hanging out of his body, crying like a babe. Can’t get to him . . . can’t get to any of them . . . leg’s not . . . bastards anyway . . . deserve to die . . . keep thinking that . . . keep pretending not to care about them getting hacked to bits while you’re left alive, because . . .


As always, Isolde was filled with the ash-bitter taste of failure and frustration, because she couldn’t take the pain away—she could only know it was there. And she never tried to speak to the men this way, because hearing her there, inside their own minds, would surely only frighten them more.


Cadfan, though, let out a long sigh and relaxed back onto the pallet. Oddly, it was always the same. Isolde remembered her grandmother saying that she told stories for the men in her care because the tales belonged to the Otherworld, where shades took on flesh and the past breathed and time was an endless curve.


While the story lasted, the wounded didn’t have to fight the pain, didn’t have to be heroic or brave. The story asked only that a sick or injured man listen, nothing more, in order to rest briefly in that Otherworld beyond the veil. Isolde sometimes thought that there must be something of the same healing in her simply listening to their stories, their pain—even if they never consciously knew she had heard.


Isolde sat with her hand on Cadfan’s, watching the rise and fall of his chest as his breathing deepened and slowed. And then abruptly, his head jerked up and he looked from the empty bowl Isolde held to Isolde herself. “You did that on purpose, didn’t you?” he demanded. “Said you wanted the food so that I’d take it instead?”


Isolde smiled despite herself, though the few spoonfuls she’d made herself swallow had combined with the stomach-twisting awareness of Cadfan’s memories and pain, and she couldn’t at that moment have spoken a word if she’d tried. So she just smiled again, rose, and—quickly—turned to go.


“YOU OFFER, THEN, INFORMATION ON THE movements and plans of the Briton forces in exchange for your friend’s life.” Octa was still regarding him through narrowed eyes. “Or rather, in exchange for my not seeking revenge for the loss of my property.”


Trystan said nothing, and after a moment, Octa smiled, baring a row of blackening teeth. “Very well, my friend. It’s a bargain.” And then his smile vanished and he said, abruptly, “What do you know of the Lady Isolde of Camelerd?”


Trystan had stood with an enemy’s sword at his throat and managed a convincing display of calm disinterest. A good thing, too, or Octa’s words would have made him jump out of his skin. As it was, he didn’t move, didn’t blink, didn’t startle, didn’t goddamn breathe.


“Why do you ask?”


Octa picked up the jeweled knife from the table between them and turned it this way and that, caressing the edge of the blade with his thumb. “Two months ago, as I was on the verge of negotiations for peace with Cerdic of Wessex, a woman entered my camp. She claimed to be Cerdic’s whore, cast off when she was far gone with child. In revenge, she had come to me, offering me the chance of defeating Cerdic and his armies once and for all.”


Trystan ignored the chill that crawled unpleasantly across his neck. He had a fairly good idea where this was heading. Expect the worst, and you’ll not be surprised when it jumps out and stabs you in the gut. But all the same, it would be a mistake to betray by word or glance that he’d heard this story already, and from Isolde herself. She actually had gone to Octa, deceived him into attacking Cerdic, and so dealt Octa and his army a near crippling blow.


But then she’d always been that way, ever since he could remember. He could see her at eight, already terrifyingly brave, unbelievably tough and strong.


Octa had stopped speaking, and Trystan dragged his attention back to the present. He met Octa’s gaze, and saw something move behind the dead, flat eyes—something like the insane fury Trystan had seen in a wild boar or a dog gone mad. With a sudden, savage burst of movement, Octa lifted the knife and then drove it down hard into the table where it stood upright, hilt quivering, blade buried deep in the wood. “She lied. She was no more Cerdic’s doxie than I am. And”—his jaw hardened as he went on, his voice harsh—“so too was the information she offered a lie. From start to finish, a lie.”


Right. Plans were wonderful things, until you put them into practice.


Octa had stopped again. The wild animal look quivered briefly in his gaze and then was gone, leaving his expression flat and ice hard as his tone. “A third of my best fighting men were slaughtered in Cerdic’s ambush. Men for whose lives I took payment from Cerdic when I won this fortress from his crawling coward of a son. But I have yet to take my payment from the woman whose lying tongue cost me a defeat in battle two months ago. I have learned, though, from an informant among Cerdic’s men, the woman’s name. Lady Isolde, daughter of the the former King Modred. Lady of Camelerd.” He lingered over the final words, a small, cold smile curling the edges of his mouth.


Steady. Breathe in, breathe out. Don’t think about how good it would feel to snatch up the knife on the table and erase the smile from Octa’s face. Allowing yourself either anger or fear in battle got you killed.


It wasn’t as though he didn’t know what he’d turn into if he gave in to the simmering potential for violence that lurked under the edges of his control.


Trystan kept his voice expressionless, kept his face as devoid of emotion as Octa’s, and said, “Why tell me this?”


Octa’s smile broadened. “Because my informant also tells me that she was seen among Cerdic’s warriors. In company with a man. A man of your description. A former companion, so the story went, of the man Fidach, who you tell me is no longer a guest of my hall.”


Trystan shifted position slightly, stretching his legs out and leaning back in his chair. “And you offer me—what? A second hostage to ensure I keep my part of the bargain and bring you what you want?”


Octa moved his massive shoulders in a shrug. “You could put it that way.” His eyes were like cold metal balls hanging suspended in his heavy boned face. “Bring me the intelligence we agreed on, and I may consider it adequate payment for sparing the little slut’s life. Try to play me false . . .” He smiled again. “And I find her and teach her what playing whore to a king really means before I cut her throat.”


Trystan sat absolutely still, pushing a spasm of fury far, far back, locking it away in that same internal holding area where he’d already been keeping all thoughts of Isolde herself.


It had better be one hell of a big space.


He made himself shift even more fully into the mind of combat, narrowed his focus to only here and now. He’d been wrong about the mission’s first priority being to snare Octa. Keeping Isolde safe was—had always been—the first.


He made his voice level and very quiet as he leaned forward, bringing his face closer to Octa’s. “Then let me tell you something. I’ve said I can get into and out of any garrison or war camp I choose to get the intelligence I’ve promised. If you harm the Lady Isolde—if you touch so much as a hair on her head—I swear on all the nine caverns of hell that I will prove that claim by coming into your private quarters one night, while you sleep. Maybe while you’re encamped in this fortress. Maybe in your royal hall in Kent. Maybe I’ll wait until you’re sleeping in a war tent, out on campaign. But sooner or later, you’ll wake up one night and I’ll be there, standing by your bed.” He allowed a small, grim smile to stretch his mouth. “There are a lot of unpleasant ways to die, King Octa of Kent. And God knows I’ve killed better men than you.”


Octa opened his mouth, but Trystan went on, talking over him. “You may say I’d never escape after. Maybe I could kill you, but I’d never get out past your guard.” He lowered his voice to an edgy near-whisper and smiled again, keeping his face expressionless, his eyes fixed on Octa’s face. “But you see, I wouldn’t care. Kill Lady Isolde, and I have no reason to care a single damn one way or the other whether I live or die. I could end your life and die a happy man.”


Octa started to speak again, but Trystan cut him off. “I know what you’re thinking. You’re asking yourself why you don’t simply order your guards to kill me now. And so you could. But if I don’t walk out of here alive, the men who came here with me will go straight to King Cerdic’s encampment and offer him all we’ve learned of your defenses over the last month. We got inside to take Fidach from your prison cells. I’m sure we could give Cerdic enough guidance that he could make it in. This was once his fortress, after all.”


Octa’s face had blanched with anger, and his nostrils flared as he spoke through clenched teeth. “You lie.”


Trystan raised one eyebrow. “Do I?”


Octa’s gaze narrowed. “I could hunt them down. Fidach and these men of yours.”


Trystan shrugged again. “You could try. But this isn’t your country. And it is theirs. And it would take more men than you can spare just now to hunt them if they’re choosing not to be found.”


This made his own survival even less a part of the bargain he was currently forging with both Octa and fate. But then, he hadn’t much to offer Isolde in any case save his life.


Trystan let the silence rest between them a beat, and then he sat back, folding his arms as he leaned against the hard wooden chair. “But all this is unnecessary. We’ve come to an agreement. All you have to do is keep your hands off Fidach and Lady Isolde. And I give you what you need to win this war.”





Chapter 2


[image: image]


HERE. RINSE YOUR MOUTH OUT with this.”


Isolde opened her eyes to find Mother Berthildis standing over her. She’d barely made it out of the infirmary and into the abbey’s kitchen garden in time, and now she was sitting on the ground with her back against one of the plum trees and clammy sweat drying on her skin. The branches overhead were covered in snowy white blossoms, with a few petals drifting down onto the earth below at every faint stirring of breeze.


Isolde took the cup the abbess offered and found it filled with an herbal infusion, something with mint. Isolde took a swallow, rinsed the noxiously sour taste from her mouth, then let out her breath.


“Thank you,” she said.


Mother Berthildis waved the thanks away and stood eyeing Isolde, small black eyes shrewd in her lined old face. Isolde braced herself for questions, but the abbess said, unexpectedly, “I’ve just come from the stables. Your Saxon companion has settled in well—and proved himself of great help, I may add. I’ve never seen the place in such good order.”


Isolde nodded cautiously. “Yes. I’m so glad. I was afraid Hereric might not find an occupation he could still fill.”


Hereric, Trystan’s longtime comrade in arms, had lost an arm to a bad break turned poisonous four months before. He was Saxon by birth, and likely had been a slave at one time, but Isolde knew no more of his story than that. Strong and utterly goodhearted and kind, Hereric was yet in many ways as simple as a child. And mute, as well. He spoke in a complex system of gestures and finger signs that Isolde was slowly learning to read—but never of his past or of where he’d come from.


Hereric had been still recovering from the loss of his arm when Trystan had departed the abbey, and so had been left behind. But every time Isolde had gone to see him in the abbey stables where he’d himself chosen to work, she’d found him busy and content, nearly as well able to perform his duties with one arm as two. And seemingly able to communicate with the horses in his care in a language entirely independent of words or even sounds.


“He likes working with the horses, and he’s very good with them,” Isolde said. An herb-scented breeze stirred her hair. At this height of summer the thyme and rosemary were growing thickly, and the lavender was blooming, as well, the feathery purple flower stalks ready to be cut and dried. Isolde had a sudden memory of her grandmother telling her once that walking amidst a lavender bed at night, breathing in the scent, would open one’s sight to visions of those who walked in the Otherworld.


She took another sip of the draft Mother Berthildis had brought, and risked swallowing it this time.


Mother Berthildis watched her and then said, “The sickness will get better. Probably somewhere around the time the child begins to show.”


Of course. It was too much to hope that the abbess would have missed this. Isolde had yet to discover anything that happened under the abbey roof of which Mother Berthildis was unaware. She closed her eyes again and said, “I know. I remember.”


“Ah.” There was neither surprise nor condemnation in Mother Berthildis’s tone. “You’ve borne a child before, then.”


The sickness had abated enough that Isolde risked another sip of the infusion of herbs. “Yes. Once before. I was wedded before, as you know. To Constantine, the late High King. We had a child, a daughter.” She looked up with a small, brief smile. “I was sick all through the whole nine months with her. Apparently she never heard the rule about an unborn babe not making its mother ill after the first three turnings of the moon.”
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