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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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I have been a tear in the air,
I have been the dullest of stars.

I have been a course, I have been an eagle.
I have been a coracle in the seas.

LITTLE MORE THAN THE WORDS remain, now, of the wisdom of the Old Ones. A wisdom that once allowed men to read the future in the flight of birds or walk unharmed across a bed of burning coals. All that remains of Avalon, now no place in this world, but only a name in a harper’s tale. A faint, mist-shrouded echo of what once was Britain’s most sacred ground. Hidden like the Otherworld behind a veil of glass.

Once the gods of Britain ruled this land. Cernunnos, the horned god of the forests, father of all life. And his consort, the great mother goddess, known by many names: Arianhod, mistress of stars, mistress of the silver wheel. Donn, goddess of sea and air. Morrigan, mistress of night. Of battle, of prophesy, of magic and revenge.

Some say it is from her that I take my name. Morgan.

Men have given me many names besides, in my time. Sorceress …witch …whore.

And now I stand at a cliff’s edge, looking across the battle that will soon be fought to my own end.

Camlann, the battle will be called. The last bloody fight between Arthur, High King of Britain, and Modred, his traitor heir. Between Arthur, my brother, and Modred, my son as well as Arthur’s own. All because Modred seized the throne of Britain, and with it Arthur’s wife Gwynefar.

Or is it because I myself could not let go of a hurt years old? Though I kept my word to Arthur and never named him the father of my child. That was the price I paid to have Modred raised as Arthur’s heir: allowing Morgan, as much the daughter of Uther the Pendragon as Arthur is son, to be branded harlot, slut, devil’s mistress.

I never spoke aloud the ugly truth of how Arthur’s son was forced on me, in drunken violence after a battle fought and won.

Never spoke it aloud to any, at least, except my own son. If I had not—

Too late now for such questions. Too late to alter the course of any of our lives.

But it would be good, as I look down at the raven-dark head of my son’s only daughter, to believe that the power of Britain’s gods was not broken, when Roman sandals first trampled Britain’s soil. When the legions in their silver fish-scale armor defiled the druids’ sacred groves, fouled the sacred pools, and built their straight roads and marble temples like scars on the land.

It would be good, on this eve of battle, to believe that the voice of the goddess and her consort the horned one can still be heard, like the silent echo after thunder.

A gift of those same gods, I have always thought the Sight. The power to hear the voice of all living things. To catch glimpses of may be or will be in scrying waters like those before me now.

Again and again, those waters have shown me the battle to come on the fields of Camlann. And once I cared for nothing else. Nothing but the fight that would witness Arthur’s final downfall.

But now I see beyond the battle a shadow of blackness rising across Britain like the dark of the moon.

And my own end will not be slow to follow. I have seen the signs. A vision of a woman, death-pale and clad in white, who crouches at a fast-moving river and washes a bloodied gown I know is mine. A great black hound that stands by my bed at night and watches me with red and glowing eyes.

I do not fear my own death. Indeed, I would welcome it at times. But now, as I look from the scrying waters to the girl at my side, I am afraid. Coldly afraid. No use in denying it now.

My granddaughter. Daughter of Modred and Gwynefar. Isolde, her name is. Beautiful one in the old tongue. And she is beautiful. Frighteningly so, even at twelve. White skin with the luminous gleam of the moon. Delicate, finely shaped features. Softly curling black hair and widely spaced gray eyes. A shining girl, beautiful indeed.

Her face is grave, composed as she binds up a cut across the palm of her hand. A cut I made, payment in blood for the power to keep her safe in the midst of rising dark.

But at this moment I would give a hundred times that payment in my own blood to know that the charm of protection would do any good at all.

Isolde. She has been my light in the darkness these last twelve years. But what will be hers when I am gone?

My gaze turns to the scrying bowl, with its chased pattern of serpents. Dragons of eternity, forever swallowing their tails. And slowly, slowly, an image appears on the water’s surface. Wavering, swirling, shivering, then growing steadily clear. A boy’s face, though already it holds the promise of the man he will be in a short year or two’s time. A lean, handsome face, with a determined jaw and steady, intensely blue eyes set under slanted gold-brown brows. A good face. I see no cruelty in him. And that is far rarer than one might suppose.

I had not meant to let Isolde see the vision the scrying waters have granted me this time. But before the image has faded, she looks up from the bandage she has tied across her hand—a neat job, I have taught her well—and catches sight of the boy’s face. I can see her gaze take in the shadow at the back of his blue eyes, the grim-set line of his flexible mouth.

She doesn’t question why the boy’s face should appear, now, where shadows of Arthur and Modred and Gwynefar have gone before, but only nods. “That’s very like him. He almost never smiles.”

Neither might she, were her father Marche of Cornwall. Neither might I.

Marche of Cornwall, who will soon betray my son and lose for him the battle at Camlann. At least I need not bear the guilt of my son’s death and Britain’s downfall entirely alone.

I feel sympathy for few in this life, where so many bemoan sorrows wrought entirely by their own hands. But this boy, son of Marche, does stir me to compassion. Sadness, even. Though he would scarcely be glad to know it. He has pride, I think, as well as strength of character and reserve beyond his years.

But I have guessed at the bruises he has carried beneath his clothes—marks of his father’s fists—from the time he numbered less than half of his now fifteen summers. I know he tries to protect his mother from Marche’s anger, as much as he can. Though his mother is far too much of a broken, empty shell to notice much or to care.

Still, compassion or no, I answer in a voice entirely unlike my own. As though I were suddenly one of the foolish girls who come and beg love potions from me before lying with their young men in the woods at Beltane. Age must be making me soft, indeed.

“It’s because he has no one in his life to love him,” I hear myself tell the girl at my side.

“I do.” Her face is so serious, her gray eyes very grave, though she can scarcely be old enough to understand the meaning of what she says. Not even old enough for the words to make her afraid. “I will.”



Book I




Chapter One
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WHEN SHE’D LET HERSELF BE led to the great carved oaken bed, they left her, though she knew they would wait outside the door. Marche would have made sure of his witnesses.

She dug her nails hard into the palms of her hands. It’s only my body, she thought. I won’t let him touch the rest of me.

She slipped her hand under the mattress. The cloth-wrapped parcel was where she’d left it the night before, and she drew it out, untying the strings that held it closed then drawing out a woolen ball, smeared with the cedar and mandrake paste. If Marche discovered it, she would be dead, as surely as she lay here now. But if she conceived a child—Marche’s child—

She thought, suddenly, of Con. Of what Con would think if he knew she was about to give herself to another man. And not just any man. Marche. The traitor who had caused Con’s death.

She thought for a moment she was going to vomit, but she fought the sickness down, whispering the words through clenched teeth.

“You can face this. You have to.”

Her hands were unsteady, but she reached down and thrust the paste-smeared ball deep inside her. In the darkness beyond the bed, she heard a door open—
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ISOLDE CAME AWAKE WITH A JOLT and lay a moment, her heart pounding, her breath painful in a throat that felt swollen and dry. She pressed her hands to her temples, drawing a shuddering breath, and gradually the dream retreated, the frantic beating of her heart slowed. Though since it had not been a dream—or rather not only a dream—she had to close her eyes and count one hundred, shivering as the sweat dried on her skin, before she could force herself to move.

Five months. Five months nearly to the day, since she’d given Con’s murderer her marriage vow and escaped from him the next day. Three months since the king’s council had declared her marriage to Marche of Cornwall void, on the grounds of Marche’s treason. And by now, she could almost put it behind her and keep the yawning jaws of memory at bay. Until the dream came again, and she was flung back into that night, feeling its echo in her very bones. Feeling soiled, slimy all over, and as though she could scrub and scrub until her skin was bleeding raw and still never be clean again.

Isolde opened her eyes. It was nearly dawn; a faint, pearly light crept in through the room’s single narrow window, showing the clean rushes and herbs scattered on the floor, the heavy carved furniture and tapestried walls. She’d fallen asleep on the wooden settle beside the hearth; her limbs felt cramped, and the muscles of her back and neck were aching and stiff.

Isolde drew another steadying breath, then forced herself to rise, to go to the window, unfasten the shutter, and look out, breathing the damp, earth-scented spring air that came at her in a rush.

The great hill fortress at Dinas Emrys was an eerie place, always, surrounded beyond the outer wooden palisade by mists and silence and gnarled trees growing on rocky mountain ground. Now, though, with the gray dawn breaking over the eastern hills, and with a soft, penetrating spring rain breathing tattered gray patches of fog over the canopied trees, the mountain fort felt apart, outside the world beyond the hills. Outside even of time, a space somewhere between truth and tale.

Beneath this mountain and a man’s lifetime ago, so the bards’ songs and fire tales ran, Myrddin the Enchanter had unearthed a sacred pool and there been granted a vision of a pair of warring dragons, one white and one red. And on their final desperate battle, Myrddin had prophesied the triumph of the red dragon banner of Britain’s armies over the invading Saxon foe.

Though that, Isolde thought, was the kind of story folk clung to in times such as these—like the stories of Arthur, king who was and shall be. Who had not died at Camlann with all the rest of Britain’s hope, but instead slept amidst the chimes of silver apples on the Isle of Avalon and would come again in the hour of his country’s greatest need.

She had a sudden, piercingly sharp memory of Con, asking Myrddin once if the tale of the warring dragons were true. Con had been—what? Fourteen, she thought. Fourteen, and already Britain’s High King for two long years—just days before returned from facing his first battle with a deep sword cut in his side.

Isolde could see him, even now, as he’d lain in the king’s tapestried bed, restless, because he hated at all times to be still, his face tight with the pain he wouldn’t admit to, and his dark eyes still lost in the memory of all he’d seen and done. Isolde had stitched the wound and sat by him at night, waking him when he relived the blood and killing in nightmares and cried out in his sleep—as all men did after battle, for a time. She’d been fifteen herself then—nearly five years ago, now—and wedded to Con the two years since he’d been crowned.

Myrddin had stood at Con’s bedside in the bull’s-hide cloak of the druid born, a raven feather braided into his snow-white hair, and Isolde had seen in his eyes a reflection of the pain in Con’s. Though his voice, when he spoke to answer Con’s question, was dry.

“Dragons? Oh, to be sure. I keep a pair at home for use in the kitchens roasting haunches of game.”

And then, when Con moved impatiently and started to speak, Myrddin held up a hand, and said, his face suddenly grave, “You wish to hear what I know of dragons? Very well.” His voice held suddenly the lilt of a harper’s song—or of prophecy. A faint, musical echo that made his words seem to hang shimmering in the air a moment after he’d done. “Dragons doing battle I have never seen, either in vision or in life. But I did once, many years ago, see a pair of the creatures—a she-dragon and a male—engaged in their mating dance.” He shook his head, fingering the strand of serpent bones he wore at his belt. “You’ll have heard, I suppose, how it is dragons mate?”

Con was lying back on the pillow, eyes closed against a fresh spasm of pain and a sheen of sweat on his brow, and shook his head without much interest, his jaw clenched tight.

“Very carefully.” Myrddin’s lilting voice was still tranquil, his sea blue eyes grave. “All those spines and breaths of fire, you understand.”

Con had laughed so hard he’d torn out half his stitches, and Isolde had had to put them in again. And he’d slept without dreaming for the first time that night. Though always, after that, the sadness in Myrddin’s eyes when he looked at Con was never quite gone.

Now, seeing again Con’s laughing face—and Myrddin’s high-browed, ugly one, gentle with reflected pain—Isolde felt a hot press of tears in her eyes. Five months, too, that both of them had been gone. But then, she thought, that was the nature of grief. She’d learned that, these last seven years. One moment you thought the pain was finally—finally—beginning to wear smooth at the edges with the passage of time. And then the next you were crying like the loss was still only hours old.

At least, though, the months since Myrddin and Con had died at Marches’ hands made it easier to set grief aside in the face of what now had to be done. Isolde blinked the tears back, scanning the spread of hills beyond the palisade walls.

But there was nothing to be seen besides the sweep of trees and rocky hills and mist. No ominous column of greasy black smoke above the tree line. And no sign of alarm, either, in the fortress’s outer courtyard beneath Isolde’s window.

Though that, she thought, only meant that last night’s attack hadn’t occurred anywhere nearby.

Slowly, she turned to the washbasin and earthenware jug of water that stood by the hearth, where the heat of the fire would keep it from freezing in the nights that were still frostbitten and bitterly cold. Too great a risk, now, to keep Morgan’s scrying bowl, with its ancient chasings and serpents of eternity etched on the age-smoothed bronze sides.

Isolde shook her head. She’d long since ceased to question the ebb and flow of the Sight that ran in her veins—gift by blood from the time when the Old Ones had watered the trees with milk and wine and oil and cast silver into the rivers and streams. Or so Morgan had told her, years ago, now. But she did sometimes think that the Sight was, in fact, neither a blessing nor even a curse, but some huge joke on the part of whatever gods or air demons or powers of the Mother Earth governed such things.

She’d been called Witch Queen for all the seven years she’d been wedded to Con—had been tried on a charge of sorcery five months before. And in all that time, she’d had not a flicker of true Sight, what her grandmother had once called the space inside where one might hear the voice of all living things, echoing like the strings of an unseen harper’s lyre.

Only now, when she’d escaped so nearly being burned for a witch, when she walked a knife-edge line amidst the remains of the king’s council—on the one side the only one among them to expose Marche’s treason, on the other, still the daughter of Modred, King Arthur’s traitor son. Still the granddaughter of Morgan, enchantress, sorceress, and devil’s mistress—

Only now, she thought, when even a breath of ill rumor will bring a second charge of witchcraft—and a sentence of burning that I could not possibly hope to escape again—does the Sight return.

The strewn floor rushes rustled and sent up a breath of herb-scented air as Isolde knelt, lifted the pottery jug, and carefully poured water into the basin, filling it to the brim, so that the shimmering surface of the water swelled out just above the basin’s edge. She set the jug down, then fixed her gaze on the surface of water inside the bowl.

Until a few weeks ago, the water would have been frozen in the mornings, and she would have had to set the pitcher by the fire to melt enough of the ice—for bathing, not for this. Because if the wash water had been frozen, so were the mountain passes and the roads, and Marche and Octa’s armies had withdrawn into winter quarters. But now, with spring’s thaw, the snows had melted and the streams were running again, and the raids and fighting that had bloodied the autumn had begun again.

Looking down into the basin of water, Isolde saw at first only her own reflection, raven black hair plaited in a heavy braid down her back, with a few curling tendrils loose on her brow, gray eyes set wide in the smooth, pale oval of her face. Isolde kept still, clearing her mind, pushing all thoughts aside, consciously slowing her whole body—the beat of her heart, the pulse of her blood, the rise and fall of her own breath—forcing all to move in the same steady rhythm. In and out. Out and in. Reaching inside herself for the place where the quivering harp strings of Sight were tied, the space where she might hear the voice of whatever the water chose to say.

And, gradually, an image took shape on the water’s surface, as Myrddin’s dragons might have taken form in the pool of the bard’s tales. Wavering and indistinct, at first, overlaid still by her reflected face. Then the image cleared, and she saw the smoldering ruin of a hut, the thatch ramparts blackened and fallen in, the walls collapsing in on themselves, a sullen, dirty spire of smoke rising to hang in the air above.

Another shudder twisted through her, but she kept her eyes fixed on the wavering image, forced her breathing to remain deep and slow. She could see, now, small crumpled figures in the muddied earth before the hut, hear the distant frightened bleat of a goat. Smell—

She was standing in the rain, on the narrow goat track running through the village, the smell of smoke and charred flesh acrid in her throat. A man lay in the dirt to her right, his throat cut, blood pooled all about him, mixed with the wet, mucky earth. A raven had found him already. The bird was pecking at his eyes.

Two more lay nearby—a woman and child. A girl, maybe six summers. Maybe eight. Hard to say. The woman’s mouth was open. Face stupid and surprised. Skirts torn. Thighs of both the woman and girl were rusty with blood.

A moment’s regret. The girl was a pretty child. Should have had her before the rest of the men.

Isolde felt herself turn away, felt herself speak in a rough voice that was her own, and yet not her own. “Nothing more for us here. Come on. We can make Cadar Idris if we ride out—”

And then with an abruptness that was like a thunderclap, the vision was gone, and Isolde was once more kneeling beside the washbasin and looking at her own shivering reflection, her palms slick with sweat, nausea rolling through her in waves. She drew in a ragged breath and pressed her hands tight against her eyes, swallowing bile and wondering whether it would do any good to give up the Sight again, as she had seven years before. Or whether this slithering, clinging awareness would stay inevitably with her the rest of her days.

Though at that, this vision was no worse than the last, when she’d seen Marche’s newfound ally Octa, Saxon king of Kent, riding down an old woman who fled from her burning home. She’d seen him clearly: a big man with graying blond hair and a braided beard, who’d laughed as he ran the woman through with his sword.

And this vision was far, far better than when she’d slipped inside Marche’s thoughts to feel him dreaming of his father Merchion, dead now these thirty years. In the dream, she’d felt Marche aching from his father’s blows, biting his lips until the blood came in an effort not to cry. Hoping that one of these days his father would love him if he could only be strong enough. Isolde had seen Marche of Cornwall wake crying wet, gulping sobs like a small child before at last that vision had broken.

Now Isolde drew a steadying breath and tried to push all memory of that aside. The stars will still shine tomorrow, whatever—

And then she stopped herself. Not Trystan’s words. If he wasn’t dead like Myrddin and Con, he was gone, all the same. Another to be put away. However much it hurt, still, every day.

A groan from the bed behind Isolde made her start upright, realizing that it was this same sound that must have broken the vision a moment before. She pushed the basin aside and quickly turned.

The girl who lay beneath the fur-lined blankets was Isolde’s own age, twenty, or maybe a year or two less or more. Her face, even in health, would have been too thin and sharp featured for beauty, the dark eyes sly and set close together, the skin pasty and scarred with the marks of childhood pox. Now, though, the flesh was almost yellow, drawn tightly over the bones of cheek and jaw, and her eyes were both sunken and hectically bright.

And beneath the fugue of high fever, a reek like putrid flesh hung about the bed—the stench of the discharge from where Marcia had scraped an unborn child out of her body with a dirty knife, leaving her womb a mass of scars turned to poison that spread, in spite of all Isolde tried.

Now, seeing Isolde, she licked dry lips and made a feeble motion towards the wine jar on a table nearby.

Isolde crossed, poured wine into a cup, then helped the girl to drink, supporting Marcia’s head and shoulders and guiding the cup to her mouth. When she’d taken several swallows, Marcia pushed the cup away, then shifted restlessly, her lips tightening as the movement jarred her lacerated womb.

“Why are you kind to me? You ought to hate me after what I did. I tried to have you burned for witchcraft. Tried to make you believe this child was King Constantine’s.”

Isolde set the cup down on the bedside table, wiping a drop of wine from the rim. “So you did.”

“Well, then?”

Isolde was silent, for a moment recalling the witchcraft trial so vividly that she could almost smell the smoke from the great central hearth of the council hall. Feel herself, standing before the king’s council, her whole body bruised and aching fiercely with the marks of Marche’s fists. And Marche’s voice, condemning her to be tied to a stake in the ground and burned alive.

Then she looked down at the other girl’s fever-flushed face and nervous, restless hands, picking fretfully the edge of the linen sheet. The memory of the smoke and the bruises and the councilmen’s watching eyes faded, and she shook her head.

“I don’t hate you.”

She’d hardly, Isolde thought, have needed the Sight to sense the pain that gnawed at Marcia night and day. But as it was, every time she stood by Marcia’s bed she could feel the raw core of anger and grief and loneliness Marcia guarded jealously and with all her strength, like a child clutching a favorite toy—or as the dragons said to sleep beneath the surrounding mountains hoarded their gold.

Isolde had never liked Marcia—and still, if she were honest, couldn’t like her now, though she had lain for nearly three weeks in Isolde’s care. But she could be achingly sorry for the other girl, who lay here slowly bleeding out the pitiful fragments of the life she carried—and held clenched inside her such a raw, desperate, ravenous need for love that she ended by pushing all hope of it away with fits of temper and sharp, sly looks, and a venomous tongue.

“I’m a healer, and you’re suffering. And if I can help you, I will.”

Even that, though, made Marcia’s brows draw together, and she shot Isolde another sidelong look, voice petulant and sharp with dislike.

“So I’m a duty to you, then? A pity case?”

Isolde said nothing, only smoothed the down-filled pillows so that Marcia might lie back once more. As her hand came away, though, her fingers touched something beneath the lowermost pillow, something sharp enough to prick her skin.

“No!” Marcia tried to twist, grabbing at Isolde’s hand. But then as Isolde drew the object out, she stopped and sat staring, her pockmarked face set and her dark eyes both defiant and somehow frightened as well.

“Well? I suppose you know what it is?”

Isolde looked down at what she held. “So I do.”

What lay in her hand was a crudely made doll, little more than a bundle of rags with a face painted in a rusty brown Isolde knew must be dried blood. The body of the doll was pierced through with several bone needles and skewered through the neck by a pair of great bronze-headed pins.

“It’s a curse doll.” Isolde fingered a ragged scrap of cloth wound about the doll’s body. “Made for me?”

Marcia sank back against the pillows, eyeing Isolde with a look that was half frightened, half angry.

“Is that all you can say?”

Isolde had a sudden memory of what her grandmother had once said to her across the beside of an old huntsman—a crabbed, elderly man with a badly broken arm who cursed and threw his own slop jar at them every time either Morgan or Isolde came near. You’d need the patience of a saint to nurse the sick without losing your temper. And the horned one help us, child, we’re neither of us likely to be named holy by the Christ or his God.

Isolde looked from the blood-painted little figure to Marcia’s sullen face and angry eyes. “What should I say? ‘Marcia, have you been trying to ensure I die a death of searing agony? And do be honest, please?’”

Marcia said nothing, only set her mouth in a thin, hard line. Isolde knew, though, that she was both afraid and in pain. She let out her breath and said, more gently, “It’s all right. Just because I’m caring for you doesn’t mean you have to be grateful—or even like me. Go ahead and hate me if you want. I don’t mind.”

There was a silence, and then Marcia asked, in a slightly altered voice, “Are you going to stop taking care of me?”

Isolde heard again the mingled defiance and fear in Marcia’s tone. “Of course not,” she said. “As long as you need me, I’ll be here.” She rose and poured out a measure of poppy-laced cordial into the wine cup. “Drink this,” she said. “It will help with the pain.”

Marcia swallowed the dose and was silent, looking down at her hands, picking again at the edge of the sheet. Then abruptly her fingers clenched. She looked up at Isolde and burst out, “I had no choice, you know. It wasn’t my fault. They made me testify against you. Marche and Lady Nest.” Her face twisted, eyes fever-bright and wide, her voice rising, “I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t. I—”

An edge of hysteria had crept into her tone, and Isolde put a hand on the girl’s shoulder, easing her back onto the pillows again. “Hush, it’s all right. Don’t think on it anymore. You do what you must, and live with it after. So do we all.”

Marcia’s eyes were starting to grow heavy with the poppy syrup, but she said, her voice once more sullen, “What would you know?”

The memory of the dream crawled over Isolde’s skin once again, and she realized that she was unconsciously rubbing the place on her wrist where purple bruises had showed five months before. Deliberately, she forced her clenched hands to relax, took up a damp cloth, and began to wipe Marcia’s face. Her forehead, the flushed, pockmarked cheeks, the thin, sallow neck.

“At least as much as you do.”

When she’d finished bathing Marcia’s face, she set down the rag and picked up the ill-wish doll again. Drawing out the pins, she crossed the room and laid the now limp figure on the logs of the hearth fire. From behind her, Marcia said, her voice sounding feeble and resentful both, “I paid good coin for that.”

Isolde stopped herself before she could say, Then it will make expensive smoke. That was the worst, she thought, about losing your temper with someone gravely ill—that you were sorry for it almost at once. She kept silent, and after a moment Marcia asked, “You’re not afraid of it?”

Isolde watched as the doll took flame, shriveled, and burned. “I think if my safety depends on pins stuck in a nasty little bundle of rags, it’s more or less a lost cause in any case.”

“Then why are you burning it?” A hard, malicious edge crept into Marcia’s tone. “Are you afraid someone will see it and blame you for it?”

“They probably would, at that,” Isolde said. The Witch Queen, she thought, returning to her old ways. She turned back to the bed. “But, no, I wasn’t thinking of anyone’s thinking it’s mine. If Garwen sees this, she’ll be frightened—and grieved. And whatever you think of me,” Isolde said evenly, her eyes on Marcia’s thin face, “Garwen deserves better of you than—”

She broke off as the door behind her opened, and the woman she’d been speaking of came into the room. No one, Isolde thought, as Garwen entered, would believe she’d been mistress to Arthur himself in her youth—and a great beauty, so the stories ran.

She was a small woman, no taller than Isolde herself, with a plump, pillowy body, and a red-cheeked, rounded face that might have been pretty once but now looked crumpled, like a withered apple—though she couldn’t be more than forty or forty-five. She had a weak, indeterminate chin and large, misty blue eyes, and she wore a gown of rich purple shot with threads of gold that made her look older still.

Her fingers shone with gold rings, and her sparse gray hair was caught back with a pair of jewel-studded pins. A number of gold and silver chains hung about her neck, one with a heavy cross of the Christ worked in silver and set with chips of some luminous green stone. All likely crafted from the melted-down battle trophies taken off dead Saxon warlords.

But Garwen wore the finery almost carelessly, without a trace of vanity, and if her face was soft and slightly foolish, it was also sweet and very kind. She ought, Isolde thought, watching her, to have a husband and sons to care for her and a bevy of grandchildren clustered about her knees. And instead she had only a life as a ward of the crown at Dinas Emrys, a lifetime of accumulated finery about her neck and wrists, and the hollow memory of her only son—Arthur’s son—Amhar. Amhar had joined his half brother Modred in civil war against their father—and had died by his father’s own hand.

Isolde could summon up an image, now, of Amhar’s face—though it still felt strange to be able to do it. Strange to have memories again where once had been only empty blackness in her mind. Amhar had been a handsome, black-haired boy, seven or eight years older than she herself. She could see him now, kneeling before her father, touching his lips to the blade of a sword, drinking the cup of ale that would make him oath-sworn as Modred’s man. She’d been maybe seven at the time and had thought Amhar looked like the hero of a harper’s song.

Isolde had never heard Garwen speak of the past, of Arthur, or of her dead son. But she had felt no bitterness from the older woman, either—though as Modred’s daughter, Garwen surely had cause to hate her if anyone did. And Garwen’s lot, Isolde supposed, might have been far worse. Had she been mistress to anyone but Arthur, she’d almost certainly have been reduced to following the army as a common whore after the great king’s death.

Now, as Garwen entered, Marcia looked up, a brief flare of something like hope lighting her fever-bright eyes. Then, seeing Garwen, she sank back against the pillows, turning her face towards the wall.

Isolde, watching a bleak, despairing look fall over the girl’s face, felt a flash of anger. She could guess whom Marcia had hoped to see.

Marcia was serving woman to Lady Nest, who had been lover to Marche before he’d abandoned her to turn traitor and swear allegiance to Saxon allies. Nest was a prisoner at Dinas Emrys—a prisoner in name, though she had the freedom of the fortress, like Garwen and Isolde. But Lady Nest kept entirely to her own rooms and had never once set foot in Marcia’s sickroom—nor even, so far as Isolde knew, sent word to ask after her maid.

Garwen, too, must have seen Marcia’s look, for she watched the fevered girl a moment, her soft pink mouth tightening almost imperceptibly before she turned to Isolde.

“The king is here, Lady Isolde.” She had a prattling, slightly honking voice and a breathless way of speaking as though the words tumbled out too quickly for her to keep up. “He rode in with the men of his honor guard. Before dawn, it was.”

Isolde straightened in surprise. “Madoc has come here? Why?”

Garwen shook her head. “That I don’t know. But he sends word to ask an audience with you. He waits in your workroom.”

“My workroom?” Isolde had started to tuck the blankets round Marcia once more, but at that she looked up quickly. “Is he injured, then?”

Garwen shook her head again. “Not he—one of his men, so I heard tell. I don’t know either which man it is or how grave are his hurts. Only that Madoc asks you to come so soon as you may.”

“Of course.” Isolde started to turn, but Garwen caught hold of her hand. Her fingers were plump, dry, and cool against Isolde’s, but her grip was surprisingly strong.

“Wait. I’ve something for you.” Garwen drew out a small parcel tied up in a knot of cloth from an inner fold of her gown and pressed it into Isolde’s hand. “It’s a guard against devils, you see?”

Unwrapped, the parcel contained a poorly made iron ring, set with a chip of white bone or stone and incised all around with Latin words.

“That’s a sheep’s bone,” Garwen said, pointing to the chip of white. “And the devils enter in—drawn by the scent of death, so the man that sold it to me said. Then the cold iron and the holy words trap them inside.”

Isolde turned the ring so that she could read the crudely carved Latin words. May the fire of God consume the evil one, she thought it read, though several of the words were misspelled and almost illegible.

In the months she’d been at Dinas Emrys in Garwen’s company, Isolde had accepted gifts of pearl-white stones, sprigs of motherwort and cowslip, and water blessed by wandering saints. Garwen was an easy mark, always, for any traveling seller of charms or spells who might pass Dinas Emrys’s gates. That was probably where she’d gotten the cheaply made iron ring. And this was why Isolde had burned the blood-smeared curse doll before Garwen could see.

Isolde had also let Garwen hang a hare’s foot from Marcia’s bed and lay a dried toad under the mattress, because, as Garwen had said in a low, half-embarrassed voice, it wouldn’t hurt and it might do good. Isolde had seen far too many warriors die in protracted agony—however many charms they carried or whatever words they scratched on their swords—to believe it herself. But she never argued.

Garwen, for all her breathless prattle and plump, slightly foolish face, had about her a sense of a locked door. A core of pain somewhere deep inside that no one was allowed to see. And besides, Garwen had good reason to be afraid. So did anyone at Dinas Emrys—anyone in Britain, for that matter. Maybe not of devils, exactly, Isolde thought. Though in many ways the term was close enough.

“You will keep it close by, won’t you?” Garwen asked.

Isolde slipped the ring onto the fourth finger of her right hand and felt a small bur in the poorly hammered iron scrape her skin. “Of course I will,” she said. “Thank you.”
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ISOLDE SENSED THE PAIN FIRST OF all. A jolt of fire that shot through her every nerve and made her stomach lurch and her vision blur momentarily. Five months, and still the violence of the awareness caught her off guard, like stepping from a prison cell into a dazzling noonday sun.

She drew in her breath, though, locking the sensation away in a place where it could be borne, and stepped through into her workroom.

The room she used to prepare simples and dry herbs was on the ground floor of the fortress, with a single narrow window that faced out on the walled kitchen garden. The early morning sun slanting in showed a cool, square-built room with a flagged stone floor, a raftered ceiling hung with bunches of drying herbs, and a heavy wooden table, the surface scarred and worn smooth and dark with age.

Now a man stood, one hand resting on the window ledge as he looked outside to where the pale, tender green shoots of carrots and beans and peas were just beginning to poke through the soil. His body was outlined against the light, but even with his face in shadow Isolde recognized the broad, heavily muscled build of Madoc, ruler of Gwynedd and now also Britain’s High King. He wore riding gear, still, tall leather boots that reached past the knee and a fur-lined cloak, fastened at the shoulder with a heavy bronze brooch.

A great brown-and-white war hound lay at Madoc’s feet, head resting on its outstretched paws, and at Isolde’s step in the doorway the big dog sprang up and bounded to greet her, tail furiously beating the air. Isolde put out her hand, and the dog snuffled her palm.

“Good dog, Cabal. Good fellow. Lie down, now.”

Garwen had been right, she thought. It was not from Madoc that the fiery jolt of pain had come; he was unhurt, as far as Isolde could tell. Though no one, Isolde thought, who had known Madoc a year ago would recognize him now. The burns that had covered his face five months ago were healed to thick, ropy scars, twisting his skin and pulling his features slightly askew. He had let his beard grow, so that the worst of the damage to his neck and chin was covered, but even still his face looked fearsome, like Marcia’s blood-painted doll. Or like an idol of the Old Ones roughly modeled in clay.

She had never, though, seen Madoc himself betray the smallest awareness of the scars, either by look or by word. He was still no more than thirty, and a man of action, his nature shaped by years of war, quick to anger and slow to forgive. Not one to pay the face he showed the world much mind, save that it betray nothing of fear in the face of a battle to be fought and won.

Now, though, the grim line of his mouth relaxed, if only slightly, as he watched Cabal settle himself in response to Isolde’s command.

“That dog obeys you a deal faster yet than he does me.”

Isolde watched Cabal lie down once more at Madoc’s feet, body curved in a neat bow, and shook her head. “He knows I miss having him with me, that’s all.”

She thought of the weeks after Con’s death when Cabal, Con’s war dog, had refused to leave her side, lying in one corner of her rooms with a look of almost human grief in his liquid dark eyes. Now Cabal was Madoc’s. And she wouldn’t, she thought, have wished for the big dog any other place. He was a war hound, trained for hunting and battle. Though she did miss him, more than she would have believed.

Madoc had straightened from his brief bow of greeting, and now said, with the bluntness that always marked his speech, “Then you’ll be glad to know that he’s come to no harm in what fighting we’ve had. But I am sorry to tell you, Lady Isolde, that we can still bring you now no word of Camelerd.”

Isolde was aware of sickening disappointment, as well as spreading cold fear—though she had not really expected Madoc would succeed in learning how Camelerd, her own country, fared in the war that raged back and forth beyond Dinas Emrys’s mountain fastness and high stone walls.

Camelerd was hers, her own domain by right of her birth, however little her place as Con’s High Queen had allowed her to attend herself to its rule. And now she could see nothing of the kingdom; Marche himself was not there. She remembered, though, with a feeling like ice-cold needles pricking every part of her skin, the vision she had seen earlier in the basin in her own room. Burned-out huts kicked savagely apart …mother and child lying dead in their own blood. If Marche was not in Camelerd, there were still his Saxon allies. And Camelerd was too rich a country to expect or even hope that those allies would not attack, spreading ruin of the same kind to every corner of the land.

Madoc’s face, though, looked gray with exhaustion beneath the angry scars—and Isolde was still conscious as well of a dull, relentless pain that radiated like the heat of a fire in the corner of the room to her right.

She nodded and said only, “I thank you, my lord Madoc, for the efforts you have made.”

Madoc made a brief, impatient movement, dismissing the thanks, but his reply, if he made any, was lost to Isolde. Her body tight with a kind of dread premonition, she had turned to where a second man sat slumped on the room’s corner bench, his features still more shadowed than Madoc’s in the dim light. Even so, though, Isolde knew him, too, at once.

Kian.

He wore the green badge and leather armor of Madoc’s honor guard, his whole bearing as accustomed to the soldier’s gear as if he’d never lived as an outlaw, never hunted and fought for Trystan’s band of masterless men. But then, Isolde thought, Kian had been a soldier more than half his life, in the years before Camlann.

He would be nearing fifty, now, a barrel-chested man with a grim, remorseless face under a shock of grizzled hair. His face now was a mass of purpling bruises, his mouth swollen and torn, a cut over one brow trailing a line of dried blood. He held himself as though his ribs ached. And he had, too, Isolde saw, a patch over one eye, held fast by a leather thong.

It was from there—from beneath that leather eye patch—that Isolde could sense the worst of the pain, and a sharp twist of guilt went through her. If not for her, Kian would never have left Trystan, never have sworn his oath to Madoc—never be sitting slumped in her workroom now, one eye lost. For the eye was gone. Even without looking, she was sure of that.

Kian’s whole body, though, seemed clenched, and he watched her from the shadows with a set, rigid look she’d seen countless times before in the soldiers who came into her care. Men badly wounded—often with arms or hands or lower limbs gone—who dreaded the debility being noticed for the first time. And more than that, dreaded all signs of pity or sympathy as they would salt rubbed into an open wound.

And so Isolde turned, reaching for her scrip of ointments and salves, before saying, mildly, “Goddess mother. I hope the other man looks worse, at least?”

Kian grunted, his brows climbing into his thatch of grizzled hair. “Don’t give me much credit, do you? Think there was only one?”

Isolde smiled, if only briefly. Beneath the bruises, Kian’s face was that of an old man, gray and at the last extremity of exhaustion. She could feel how tightly stretched he was, how hard he worked to maintain control and keep from shattering apart. Still, if he could joke, that was at least a hopeful sign.

She studied him, wondering whether she ought to look for the full extent of his injuries now. She glanced at Madoc, though, and decided to wait. Kian was a soldier, and Madoc his lord. And by this time she’d treated enough men like Kian to know he’d hate like bitter poison to have his wounds examined under Madoc’s eyes.

Instead, she broke the seal on a jar of ale and handed it to Kian. “Here. Drink this. It’s about the best I can offer for the pain.”

Kian took a long pull at the jar, then sat back, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, considering her with the one visible eye. “Well, now. Can’t say I was keen on being doctored, but maybe it’s none so bad after all.”

Isolde saw him grimace, though, as he set the jar beside him on the bench.

Even without looking, she could feel the marks of a heavy boot over his ribs—where he’d been kicked viciously as he lay curled on the ground. But Isolde stopped herself before she could say anything more. Kian wouldn’t want the seething anger she felt for whoever had done this to him any more than he would have wanted the burden of sympathy.

She opened a stoppered vial of goldenseal infusion and, taking up a clean linen rag, started to sponge the dirt and dried blood away from the multitude of cuts and abrasions on Kian’s hands and forearms. That much, she judged, he wouldn’t mind before his king.

Then she glanced up at Madoc, still standing by the window.

“What happened?”

“Ambush.” Madoc unclasped his hands from behind his back and rubbed one along the length of his jaw. “Well carried out, really.” His mouth tightened. “Hit our supply wagons, in the rear of our train. Dirty whoreson—” He checked himself. “Dogs knew we’d have to turn the spearmen and cavalry around and fight, with food rations running as short as they are.”

Isolde took a pot of comfrey salve from the uppermost shelf. She had a rule for herself: she never let herself hesitate to mention Marche, never allowed her voice to waver in speaking his name. And so now, smoothing the ointment over Kian’s scraped knuckles, she asked, “Marche’s men?”

Madoc’s head moved in brief confirmation. “They were. Effectively, at any rate. Some wore Marche’s colors, I know. Some Saxons. Some with Owain of Powys’s badge on their shields. We fought them off—just. But they outnumbered us. Took two of our supply wagons as easily as catching pox from a village whore.” A faint tinge of color crept into Madoc’s face, and he added, “Your pardon, Lady Isolde.”

“Granted.”

Madoc gave another short nod of acknowledgment, and then his face tightened. “Took a dozen captives, as well as the wagons. Kian”—Madoc jerked his head in Kian’s direction—“was one.”

That explains, then, Isolde thought, the ridged marks where tight rope bonds have worn the skin raw about Kian’s wrists. She glanced up at Kian’s battered face. “But you escaped?”

Kian’s look was impassive beneath the bruises, the line of his mouth grim. He jerked one shoulder. “Was that or have my guts turned to fodder for the ravens.”

“And the others?”

Kian hunched his shoulders but said briefly, “Oh, aye. Got them free, as well.”

But none of those others, Isolde thought, can have been as badly hurt as Kian, otherwise they would be here as well. She knew she couldn’t ask, though, why Kian had been the only man to come to serious harm—any more than she could have spoken of the bruises on his ribs.

She’d seen men broken by torture or battle—many of them. Enough to know that Kian was not one of those. But she was aware of the fiery ache of his muscles, the throb from the empty socket of his eye. And she could feel, still, how thin and brittle was the veneer of calm he held over those jagged memory shards.

And Kian was hardly one of those who found talking a relief for memories or fear. Isolde knew him well enough to be sure of that. If Kian chooses to tell me, she thought, I’ll know. But to ask would only make him relive the beating he’d taken to no good cause.

Madoc was speaking again, half turned away to stare out across the quiet walled garden once again. A kitchen boy in rough undyed tunic and woolen hose had come to kneel in one of the furrowed beds, pulling weeds from among the rows of plants with quick, efficient jerks.

“We gained one scrap of information, though.”

His face, too, was impassive and grim beneath the weariness, but the set of his shoulders and back and the tightness of his mouth spoke of the tautly controlled fury the capture of his men had raised.

“We learned that Marche has offered a bounty in gold for information on the whereabouts of his son.”

Isolde had been spreading ointment over Kian’s wrists, so that the words caught her unprepared. Though, she thought, she supposed she ought to have expected something of the kind. She knew—if anyone did—the man Marche was.

Still, her hands jerked involuntarily, so that she almost lost her grip on the pot of salve. But Madoc was still turned away, and Kian was slumped back against the wall, the visible eye drooping closed; they neither of them saw. Isolde waited a moment, then said, “His son?”

She’d kept her voice level, but still something made Madoc glance round at her. “You’d have known him, wouldn’t you? Marche was oath sworn to your father—that is, before he turned his coat at Camlann.”

Isolde nodded slowly, turning back to begin winding a strip of clean linen about the scored rope marks on Kian’s arms, reminding herself of her own rule. “Marche has been good, always, at tacking his allegiance to whichever side the winds of victory are blowing from. And yes, I did know his son. Years ago, when we were both children, though.” She paused, tied the bandage off in a knot, then asked, “Do you know why Marche should be seeking him now?”

She felt Kian’s muscles twitch in her grasp, and he started to speak, but then seemed to check himself. After a moment, Madoc said, “That’s why the information is of some value. Rumor is that Octa of Kent is seeking alliance with Cerdic of Wessex. Already he’s allied himself with Octa of Kent. Which would give their united forces effective control of the whole goddamn eastern Saxon shore.”

Madoc’s fist struck once against the stones of the window ledge, and Cabal, still lying at his feet, stiffened, ears lifting at the angry tone. Madoc, though, drew in his breath and went on, more calmly, “Already Marche and Octa have an alliance between them. And Marche and Cerdic were once allies as well—under your father. Marche betrayed that alliance at Camlann. Something Cerdic would be slow to forgive, if he’s considering a joint alliance between himself, Octa, and Marche. But on the other hand, Marche was once wedded to Cerdic’s daughter. His son would also be Cerdic’s grandson. So Marche offering gold to any bringing him word of his son—” Madoc raised a hand and let it fall. “It’s enough to make me think the rumors of Octa seeking Cerdic’s friendship are true. That Marche is working at finding anything—or in this case, anyone—who might tip the scales of Cerdic’s goodwill in his favor.”

Isolde was silent, staring at the wall opposite. It was strange, too, to now be able to remember Cerdic’s daughter. Marche’s wife. To look back across the years to see Aefre, daughter of Cerdic, as Isolde remembered her. Fair-haired and pale, with a slow, sweet voice—cringing reflexively when anyone spoke to her and carrying herself as though her ribs ached.

Isolde could remember, too, earning herself a lashing for slapping a noblewoman’s face when she’d been mocking Aefre’s painfully stammering speech. And Morgan, her grandmother, putting witch hazel on the lash marks on her hands and telling her to save her temper for those who stood a chance of joining in a fight—because Aefre had none.

Though even Morgan had salved Aefre’s bruises with tight-set lips and very gentle hands. And given Aefre a daily posset to take that made sure she never conceived another child.

Another ripple of memory swept through Isolde of her own dizzying relief when her monthly bleeding had come on, five months before. Despite her rule, her lips felt stiff, and it was hard to make herself speak the words. She shook her head, though, drew a slow, steadying breath, and said, “Yes, of course. I do remember. And the marriage was part of Marche’s oath to my father. A way of cementing their allegiance with Cerdic in the war with Arthur and those who remained loyal to him.”

Madoc snorted. “Marriage or no, Cerdic would have kissed the a—” He stopped. “Hand of the devil himself if he’d offered to make war on Arthur on Cerdic’s behalf. Cerdic had his army crushed by Arthur’s forces at Badon Hill. He’d neither forgive nor forget the defeat. But Octa of Kent must be hoping he’ll forgive Marche the betrayal at Camlann. Or at least overlook it enough to unite with him against us.”

Isolde had a sudden flash of the image of Octa of Kent laughing as he spurred his horse onwards towards the fleeing old woman. Running her through with his sword. And overlaid with the image was memory of Marche’s face as he’d spoken of his Saxon ally five months before. His eyes those of a man trapped and at bay, as though he’d set events in motion that now spiraled beyond his control. Octa of Kent would make a bad enemy. And should he decide that alliance with Marche was worth less than alliance with Cerdic of Wessex, Marche had good reason to be afraid.

Isolde blinked away the image of Marche’s face, slammed the door on whatever feelings the thought had aroused. Bad enough that he walked into her dreams without his haunting her waking hours as well.

She turned back to Kian, starting to wind a bandage about his other wrist. Marche’s son by Cerdic’s daughter could, she knew, pose the greatest threat to an alliance with Cerdic. He would likely know exactly how his mother Aefre had died in the days just before Camlann, when Marche planned to turn to Arthur’s side. And a marriage tie to a Saxon king might have damaged fatally his chance of acceptance by Arthur and his men.

Which is almost certainly, she thought, why Marche is seeking word of his son now. That and because Marche would spill his last drop of blood—spend his last ring of gold—to hunt down and punish anyone who had beaten him in a fight.

Isolde could feel Madoc’s eyes on her, and he asked, after a moment, “You don’t know yourself where Marche’s son might be?”

Isolde knotted the bandage before asking, without looking up, “Why?”

“Might make a hostage—a bargaining point for dealings with Marche. God knows, we’ve need of any advantage just now.”

“I see.” Isolde was silent a moment, then at last rose from her place beside Kian and set the jar of salve back on its shelf. “But I can’t help you. I don’t know where Marche’s son might be now. He could be anywhere.” She paused, her eyes still on the ordered row of bottles and jars. “He could even be dead.”

There was a brief moment of stillness in the room, and then Isolde turned back to Madoc. “Is that why you came? To ask me about Marche’s son?”

Madoc’s eyes were dark, deep-set, and very intent in his scarred face, but he shook his head. “Only part.” He was silent a moment, brows drawn in thought, then said, “Two more parties will be riding in over the course of the next day or two. I expect Cynlas of Rhos and Dywel of Logres to arrive with their war bands.”

Isolde had begun to shred dried comfrey leaves for a poultice to work on Kian’s bruised torso and ribs, but at that she looked up, surprised. She had met Cynlas, ruler of the northern kingdom of Rhos, a handful of times. A giant of a man, forty or forty-five, with a brutal, blunt-featured face and flaming red hair.

“Cynlas of Rhos? Isn’t he—”

“My oath-sworn enemy?” Madoc finished, mouth tightening briefly beneath the black beard. “He is.” He gave a short, harsh laugh. “Isn’t that what’s always doomed Britain from the time the Romans broke the power of the tribes? That we’d always rather tear at each other’s flanks instead of uniting to face a common foe?”

Isolde saw a muscle jump in Madoc’s jaw, but then he gave another short laugh.

“And what is it they say? Keep your enemies closer than your friends if you want to live?” He was silent once more, his gaze momentarily abstracted, as though his thoughts again followed some inward path of their own, then shook his head.

“We’ve need of fresh allies. All the more since Owain of Powys joined his armies to Marche and Octa’s united force.” He turned from the window to look back at Isolde. “You’ll remember what happened. Owain had betrayed us once—allied himself to Marche and repented of it, so he claimed. I’d small choice but to take him at his word. Powys can raise an army two hundred strong—and we’d need of every man, every spear, with Marche and Octa breathing down our spines.”

Madoc paused, his scarred face hardening, eyes turning dark as he went on, striking one closed fist against his open palm. “And you know what happened. Three months ago, Owain sent one of his bloody limp-wristed messengers to me and named the price, in gold, of his continued allegiance—without it, he’d take his two hundred spears and join Octa and Marche. And I sent a message back that he could take his spearmen to Marche and onward to hell before I’d pay him a single copper. And that I’d tear out the liver of any messenger he sent me after this one.”

Cabal whined and started to rise, but Madoc quieted him with a hand on the big dog’s head. Isolde could almost feel the anger radiating off him in waves, though in the end he only drew breath, raised a hand, and let it fall. “I believed—I still believe that an allegiance that can be bought isn’t worth having at any price. And yet—” He broke off, mouth twisting, and gave another of those short, unpleasant laughs. “And yet what am I proposing but to try buying the friendship of a man I trust even less than Owain?”

Isolde started to speak, but Madoc held up a hand again. “I’ll explain. But let me set out what I intend in order. We’ve not much time—and there is a favor I would ask of you, Lady Isolde.”

Isolde felt her muscles tense themselves, but she turned to set a copper pan of water over the coals of the brazier. “Go on.”

“The king’s council has been split, these last months. There are those—Cynlas and Dywel among them—who say we should never have retreated from Cornwall. That we should have rebuilt the old fortifications, dug in, and prepared for Octa and Marche’s siege.”

Kian had been sitting in silence, head tipped back against the wall, arms folded across his chest, and his single eye shut, but at that he snorted. “Rebuilt the forts in Cornwall? Why? So that we could be living warm and snug when Marche’s forces slaughtered us all? We might as well dig our own graves, lie down, and shovel the dirt back over our heads.”

For a moment Madoc stood with his arms braced against the stone window frame, and Isolde, watching, saw the muscles of his back and shoulders bunch and tighten beneath the fabric of his tunic. Madoc had accepted the High Kingship only because his leadership was the council’s best hope in the face of Marche’s betrayal and coming attack—accepted, Isolde knew, even though he himself had neither sought nor wanted the High King’s crown.

And now, Isolde thought, he shoulders the burden not only of defending against Octa and Marche but also of uniting all the council’s warring factions. Keeping the quarrels and animosities among the rest of the country’s petty warlords and kings under control—and the rest of the councilmen’s ambitions as well. If Madoc held the High Kingship out of duty alone, there were many others who would seize it from him for their own gain. Small wonder if Madoc’s face showed gaunt and worried beneath the scars.

Now Madoc seemed to make a deliberate effort to relax his grip on the stones and turned to Kian with a short nod.

“As you say. We might as well dig up the stones here and expect to find Merlin’s dragons as think we could hold out against a prolonged siege—any more than we could face Marche and Octa’s forces in set battle and not simply water the earth with our blood. Their numbers are simply too great. And so instead—”

He paused, anger and frustration edging into his tone once again. “Instead, we have drawn off into the Welsh hills, where the terrain is too rough and food and supplies too scarce for Marche and Octa’s armies to remain banded together in united assault. We defend hill forts like this one. Meet their raiding parties from time to time. Pick off as many of their men with our archers as we may.”

He stopped and drove a fist once more into the palm of his open hand. “And wait and watch while they raid a settlement here—burn a farm there—like wolves taking down the weak and young from a herd of deer.”

A vision of the burned settlement she had seen in the water basin seemed to gather and press against Isolde’s eyes once again. The water she’d set over the brazier was boiling, though, and she poured it over the bowl of shredded comfrey leaves, watching the fragrant steam rise and trying to block the echo of Marche’s thoughts from replaying again and again in her mind. Do what you must, she’d told Marcia. And live with it after. Except that she sometimes felt as though that one night had marked her, like one of the swirling blue-colored tattoos the Old Ones had pricked with needles into their skin. A poisoned tattoo that was slowly eating its way through to her bones. And I’m lucky, she thought, I could have been born into Aefre’s life and been fifteen years wedded to Marche instead of just the one night.

Madoc was speaking again, his hands clasped behind him, feet spread slightly apart, and his voice quieter now. “Which brings me to the reason I’ve come—and the favor I would ask of you, Lady Isolde. What do you know of King Goram of Ireland?”

Isolde set the empty water pan down and looked up, startled. Whatever she’d expected, it was not this.

“King Goram?” she repeated.

“He was at one time—”

“Another ally of my father’s in his war with Arthur,” Isolde said. “Yes, I know. My father had three allies. Cerdic of Wessex, as you said before. Goram of Ireland. And Marche. Marche was wedded to Cerdic’s daughter. And Goram was wedded to a daughter of Marche. Carys, her name was. A bastard daughter—he had no children by Aefre but his son. But it made for a blood tie, all the same.”

Isolde looked up at Madoc. “I never knew her. Marche had sent her to a convent to be raised by the holy women. And I was only seven or eight when she was sent to Ireland to marry King Goram. But I do remember after Camlann—after Marche had betrayed my father and his other allies. Goram joined Arthur and so survived the battle on the winning side—”

Isolde stopped and was silent a moment, working to keep her voice steady and calm, telling herself angrily again that she didn’t flinch away from speaking Marche’s name. Or from recalling that time, now that her memory of it had returned. “The king’s council—or what remained of it, at least—made Marche guardian of my grandmother and myself. So that I was there when the messenger arrived from Goram. This would have been …I don’t know. A week? Maybe two weeks after the battle at Camlann. Goram’s messenger brought Marche a bag—a finely tooled leather saddle bag—with the compliments of his king.”

Isolde took up the bowl of comfrey leaves. “And when Marche and his men opened it, they found Carys’s head inside. Packed in salt, to preserve it on the road from Ireland. Though the flesh was starting to rot and come away from her skull all the same.”

Madoc was silent a moment, his scarred face expressionless, and then he said, “I see. I’d like to say that I don’t care a goat-rutting goddamn whether or not Goram—”

And then he stopped himself, with an apologetic look at Isolde. “Your pardon again, Lady Isolde.”

“Granted,” Isolde said again. Goat-rutting goddamn. She sometimes wondered whether men were taught to curse at the same time they learned to ride and hunt and fight with swords. Madoc would have passed the lessons easily, at any rate. He’d as coarse a mouth as any foot soldier or smith. And yet the mere fact that he’d checked himself from swearing in front of her spoke of just how much he’d changed since the council had chosen him High King.

But then, Madoc of Gwynedd was a man of contradictions in many ways. He heard mass sung every morning, even had a priest ride out with his army on campaign. And Isolde remembered Con telling her once of how Madoc had walked barefoot about a chapel seven times in the dead of winter as penance for taking the name of the Christ in vain.

Isolde glanced up at Madoc now before turning her attention back to the bowl in her hands. “You may as well speak freely, Lord Madoc. I’ve stitched and cauterized wounds for more men than I can count from the time I was thirteen. I can almost guarantee I’ll have heard at least the equal of any curses you can find.”

Madoc’s tight features relaxed, and he gave a short laugh—an easier one, this time. “All right, then,” he said. “I’d like to say I don’t give a rat’s piss whether Goram eats his own young or needs a map and both hands to find his own ass—so long as he’s willing to lend his spearmen to fight Octa and Marche. I’d like to say it—but I’d be lying if I did.”

Madoc stopped, raising one hand and then letting it fall. “And I’d be lying, as well, Lady Isolde, if I claimed I was happy about the favor I ask of you. All the same, though, I can’t see that we’ve any other choice. Marche and Octa between them have the power to crush Britain entirely. And King Goram has agreed to a meeting on Ynys Mon, in four days’ time, to listen to the offer we make as the price of his allegiance.”

“Ynys Mon?” Isolde repeated.

Madoc nodded. “A midway point between Gwynedd and Ireland. You’ve traveled there before?”

Isolde shook her head. “No, never.” She had a sudden, piercingly clear memory of her grandmother speaking of the place, though, when Isolde herself had been no more than eight—an image of Morgan twisting up her mouth and spitting before she told the story of Suetonius of Rome and Ynys Mon.

Ynys Mon, the Dark Isle, had been holy ground, once—the sacred isle of the druids—before the Roman legions had crushed the tribes of Britain under their sandaled feet, scarred the land with their knife-straight roads, cut down the trees, and plowed up the earth to build thick-walled temples of gleaming white stone. And Suetonius, desperate to break the druids’ power, had marched his forces to the holy isle, burned the sacred groves, defiled and violated the pools. And, so Morgan had said, with a brief, angry shimmer of tears in her age-dulled eyes, driven a knife blade between Britain and the gods for all time.

Now Madoc had gone on, a weary tinge of bitterness again creeping into his tone. “Goram won’t come cheap, of that much I’m sure. But what you tell me. …” He paused, then looked up at Isolde, his dark eyes hard and a little bleak in his disfigured face. “I might think I’d sooner make my bed in a pigsty and sleep on a bed of sh— filth than ally with Goram. But what you tell me means that he may hate Marche enough still that he’ll send his spearmen to our aid.”

“He may.”

Isolde was silent, a picture forming in her mind’s eye of the Irish king, as she remembered from the handful of times she’d seen him as a child. A bandy-legged, bull-chested man with gray eyes and black hair that hung loose to his shoulders, draped in a heavy bear-pelt cloak and wearing a golden torque as thick as her wrist around his heavily muscled neck. Certainly, Goram was a man slow to forgive an insult or wrong.

Madoc passed a hand through his cropped black hair. “And I’ve seen what’s left of the raided villages after Octa and his forces have done with them.”

Not only you, Isolde thought. She kept silent, though, and Madoc went on, his face darkening, “Some say he’s mad. I don’t know. But mad or sane, he’s one that fights for the sake of killing. Because he likes the blood and watching men die. I’ve seen bodies on a battlefield that he carved up with his sword just for pleasure. And there was one place—a settlement in the south—where he’d lost some of his men in the fight. And he rounded up every woman in the place—old and young, even the small girls. Had them buried alive in the grave he’d dug for his warriors—for their pleasure in the afterlife.”

“I know. Octa was an enemy of my father, as well—before Camlann. ‘Octa of the Bloody Knife,’ he was called by my father’s men. And with reason.” Isolde thought of Emyr—one of her father’s fighting men taken prisoner by Octa in battle. He’d lived—had escaped Octa’s camp and somehow made his way back to Modred’s hall. A miracle, really, because he’d been tortured until his wits were entirely gone. When Isolde had seen him, he’d been a weeping, cringing shadow of a man, gibbering in pain, soiling and wetting himself at any sudden movement or loud noise.

Her grandmother had taken one look at him and then, without hesitation, given him a draft that ensured he went to sleep and never woke again.

Something of the memory must have showed on her face, because Madoc opened his mouth as though about to ask a question. Isolde shook her head, glancing over at Kian.

“No, don’t ask. It would tell you nothing but what you already know.”

Madoc watched her a moment, but then nodded and said, “At any rate, we are agreed that an alliance with even King Goram may be justified if it will prevent Marche and Octa from wholesale slaughter across the countryside. Cynlas of Rhos and Dywel of Logres have already pledged their attendance at Ynys Mon—that is why they ride in with their war bands today. So that we may make the journey to Ynys Mon as one party. And that, then, is the favor I would ask of you, Lady Isolde. That you accompany us to Ynys Mon—speak to King Goram on Britain’s behalf. He may be more inclined to listen to you, for the sake of the oath he swore as your father’s ally.”

Isolde nodded slowly. “I suppose he may,” she said. “Though he wouldn’t remember me. I don’t think I was more than seven or eight the last time I saw him.”

She paused and glanced at Kian, still slumped in the corner. His eyes were closed, but she knew he was not asleep. Only retreated to a space deep within himself where he could ride the pain she could still feel grinding at him like waves pounding the shore.

Her eyes moved briefly to the vial of poppy syrup she kept on an upper shelf. That would grant him sleep. But the poppy would also trap him in dreams from which he couldn’t awake—which would almost certainly be crueler, just now, than the pain.

She turned back to Madoc and said, “Tell me, though—the rest of the council has approved my attendance at the talks with King Goram?”

Madoc studied her with something like appraisal at the back of his eyes, then he gave a short nod. “Very well. Several of my councilmen spoke out against the idea of your attending. Cynlas of Rhos said a woman’s only use was to warm a man’s—” Madoc broke off once more, and Isolde saw a faint tide of color creep up his neck under the beard.

Madoc jerked his head. “But his opinion is irrelevant. I believe it worth the attempt for you to join the negotiations on Ynys Mon. And as your country’s High King, I ask that you attend.” His eyes, dark and deep-set in his ravaged face, met hers. “Ask, though.” He stressed the word. “Not order. Ynys Mon is but a half day’s ride from here. But any journey may be dangerous in times such as these.”

“I hadn’t been expecting a safe season, even in this place. And if you wish it, yes, I will come to Ynys Mon.”

Isolde paused. The comfrey leaves were softened, now, to a verdant green, and she took up a pouch of powdered slippery elm to tip into the bowl, as well. She could well imagine what Cynlas of Rhos’s words might have been—the ones even Madoc couldn’t bring himself to repeat. Or not within her hearing, at least.

She’d expected almost at every moment to have this conversation or one like it these last five months—ever since the council had ruled her marriage to Marche invalid. On the grounds of Marche’s treason, of course. Not because she’d been forced to the marriage against her will.

Isolde had taken up a pestle to mix the comfrey and slippery elm into a paste, and she had to force her hand to relax its grip on the stone handle.

This, though, was why she’d agreed to the council’s proposal that she be sent to this remote spot. The reason she’d come without argument to Dinas Emrys, despise herself for the cowardice of it though she had—and did still, come to that.

Now she gave the herbs in the bowl a few smooth, rocking strokes with the pestle before saying, “But there is more, isn’t there?”

Madoc hesitated, and Isolde saw doubt or suspicion flicker briefly across his scarred face, saw him draw back with a kind of instinctive aversion, like a horse scenting wolves. She said, with an effort to keep the impatience out of her tone, “I was Constantine’s queen for seven years, my lord Madoc. Since I was thirteen. I’d hardly need witchcraft to guess that there is more to my presence on Ynys Mon than simply a hope that he may be softened by the memory of his friendship with my father. Have you offered him a marriage tie to strengthen any proposed alliance? The lady of Camelerd in exchange for whatever spearmen he chooses to send?”

Madoc was silent a long moment before replying, his dark eyes intent on her face. At last he said, “You’re young, Lady Isolde, to look like that.”

“How do I look?”

“I’ve seen eyes like yours—looking back at me from an enemy’s face across the divide of a shield wall.”

Isolde turned her gaze away. “Perhaps. But I’m old enough, my lord Madoc, to have been married twice by the council’s will. Old enough, too, to choose my battles—and not to enter a fight unless I’ve at least a chance of winning.”

She glanced at Kian, still sitting with his eye closed, and for his sake—and because it wasn’t entirely fair to blame Madoc for the way of the world—made an effort to keep her voice low.

“I could cry,” she said, “or I could take this bowl of comfrey leaves and fling it as hard as I can against the wall. Or I could say that I would rather beg by the side of the road than wed Goram of Ireland or any other man. And still I would be left with the same choice. I can either marry the man the council chooses and keep a measure of control at least over Camelerd and how the lands in my trust are ruled. Or I can be locked behind the gates of a Christian house of holy women—as my mother was—and see Camelerd carved up, divided amongst you all. If anything of the land remains, after the burning and slaughter by Octa and Marche’s men.”

Madoc let out his breath, his shoulders sagging as though with sudden weariness. “I may wish that I could deny the truth of that—but I can’t. The proposal to offer Goram marriage to you and so the control of Camelerd has been made. And I do ask, Lady Isolde, that you consider what the gains won by such an alliance might be.”

Madoc stopped, his eyes, dark and intent, fixed on Isolde’s. “But I swore to the king’s council,” he said, “as I swear to you, now—that you are under my protection as High King. And that I will ask of you no marriage that is not of your own will.”

Before Isolde could answer, Madoc had turned to where Kian still sat unmoving, head tipped back against the wall. “His eye is gone,” Madoc said quietly. “But I know you will do for him otherwise all you can. I leave him in your care.”



Chapter Two


[image: image]

WITHOUT THE LEATHER PATCH, THE empty socket of Kian’s eye was bloody, red, and angry and inflamed. Isolde had treated injuries far worse these last seven years. She felt still, though, a hard lurch of mingled sickness and helpless anger at the sight—as she always did when confronted with a wound that no amount of skill at healing could ever make whole.

But Kian was sitting with his shoulders both hunched and rigid, his jaw set as though anticipating a blow. Madoc was gone, but even still she could feel him hating the necessity of having his weakness and injury laid bare. Though Cabal, remaining behind at Madoc’s command, had come to sit at Kian’s side, brindled head resting on the wounded man’s knee.

Isolde closed her eyes briefly, deliberately put all thoughts of the interview with Madoc—all thoughts of Marche—all thoughts of any world at all beyond her workroom’s four stone walls aside. She waited until she existed in a place with Kian alone, suspended in time. Then she opened her eyes. Isolde started to take the measure of his injuries, feeling as gently as she could for broken ribs, checking his hands and arms for other broken bones, and feeling with her mind as well the source of each individual hurt and pain.

That meant that she caught, too, from time to time, brief, broken flashes of memory, jagged as pottery shards in Kian’s mind. A man with a broken nose and a greasy, flea-ridden beard …a dull knife, heated in the fire …the reek of his own vomit as he lay on the ground and—

Isolde’s hands felt clammy before she was even halfway done, and she paused a moment, pushing a stray lock of hair out of her eyes with the back of her hand. Easier, she thought, in many ways, to tend the wounded when she’d been still without the Sight. But then, too, she was far more skilled a healer when she could sense every cracked bone, every cut, every part of bruised skin, and feel the pain of them almost as her own.

At last she sat back on her heels. Kian’s injuries were nasty—all the more so because they’d been inflicted with the calculated intent to cause pain. But none was likely to kill. If the mutilated eye stayed free of poison, and none of the other lesser wounds turned bad, he would live.

“Well?”

Kian had sat silent throughout her examination, his gaze fixed on his own muddied riding boots, one hand clenching and unclenching on Cabal’s thick leather collar. Now his voice was edged with something like anger—though Isolde knew it was more for himself and the men who had done this to him than for her.

“Nothing broken, that I can find,” she said. “Though you’ll likely feel for weeks as though you’ve had an entire herd of cattle trample across your back. You’ve maybe one hand’s breadth of skin on you that isn’t bruised purple and green or scraped raw.”
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