


[image: image]




 
[image: image]


 Contents


Title Page


Dedication


The Family Trees of Cornwall, Lyonesse, and Pendragon


Map


Introduction




Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


Chapter 40


Chapter 41


Chapter 42


Chapter 43


Chapter 44


Chapter 45


Chapter 46


Chapter 47


Chapter 48


Chapter 49


Chapter 50


Chapter 51


Chapter 52


Chapter 53


Chapter 54


Chapter 55


Epilogue




The Characters


List of Places


The Celtic Wheel of the Year


The Christian Wheel of the Year


The Lady of The Sea Reader’s Guide


Also by Rosalind Miles 


Now available in paperback, . . .


Copyright Page
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At the time of King Arthur and Queen Guenevere, the King of Lyonesse wedded the sister of King Mark of Cornwall. Thereafter he was unjustly cast into prison when his wife was great with child. Then the young Queen ran mad with grief into the wood and fell into her travail betimes. There she bore a son after many grimly throes, and she called the boy’s name Tristan, for her sorrows, and so she died.

Then Merlin brought the King out of his prison, and he married another queen, who ordained to poison Tristan so that her children should enjoy the land. But it happened that the Queen’s own son drank the poison and fell down dead. Then the King drew his sword and said, “Tell me what drink this is, or I shall slay thee.” And she fell to her knees, and told him she would have slain Tristan.

So she was damned by the assent of the barons to be burned. And as she was brought to the fire, young Tristan knelt to his father and begged the life of his stepmother as a boon.

“Take her, then,” said the King, “and may God forgive her, if you can.”

So Tristan went to the fire and saved her from her death, and thereafter he was known as a knight great in all chivalry for his bigness and grace.

Then the Queen of Ireland made war on King Mark of Cornwall, and Sir Tristan rode to his uncle the King and took the battle on. And the Queen of Ireland had a daughter who was known for her beauty through all the world as La Belle Isolde. She was the most noted healer of all the isles, and despite the enmity between Ireland and Cornwall, she saved Sir Tristan when he suffered a deadly hurt.

So King Mark devised to wed a maiden of such praise and swore his nephew Sir Tristan to win Isolde for him. And the Queen of Ireland ordained a drink of such virtue that the day La Belle Isolde should wed, she should drink it with King Mark and either should love the other all the days of their life. But on the sea voyage to Cornwall it chanced that Isolde drank from the flasket with Tristan, and thus happed the love which never departed them, neither for weal nor for woe.

After this the Queen of Ireland died, and La Belle Isolde was Ireland’s Queen, but for a knight of Ireland who would be King. So went Isolde into Ireland to claim her own and fell into the hands of this knight, for that Tristan was away with his uncle Mark, whose great jealousy gave him no respite.

And the King of France had a daughter known as Blanche Mains for her white hands, which Princess cast great love upon Sir Tristan and would wed no man else. And by cunning she devised to marry him, at the grief whereof Tristan ran mad and Isolde knew not where he was. Much pains ensued until that evil was undone. Yet either still loved the other through many darkly sorrows until the truth was seen.

Then Isolde sighed and said, “Well is it true, that there be in this land but four lovers, Queen Guenevere and Sir Lancelot du Lake, and Sir Tristan de Lyonesse and Queen Isolde, and so I shall send to the Queen.”

Then King Mark’s jealousy could not longer be contained, and word was brought to his overlord Queen Igraine that great misery was boding for Isolde in the land. . . .

—Morte D’Arthur
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Forked lightning split the blackness of the sky. Swollen clouds raced screaming through the air and peal after peal of thunder came rolling in from the edge of doom. Far below, the little ship fought doggedly through the boiling sea. Soaked to the skin in spray, the figure in the prow raised a bony fist and shook it in the tortured face of the sky.

“Grief upon me!” he cried, “grief on all of us. And a curse upon you, Lady, for raising this storm!”

His words were lost amid the raging winds. All around lay nothing but a black expanse of roaring waves. Mountains of water were torn up from their depths, filling the air with the primeval smell of the seabed, where shipwrecks sleep and long-ago dead things rot.

“Aft, aft!” came a cry from one of the crew.

“See to the mizzen!” the captain shouted back.

“Spare your efforts, fools, and say your prayers!” cackled the old man in the prow. “Nothing can save us now.”

The busy crew took no heed of the tall, lean figure in the prow, his crabbed hands gripping the rails, his bare head and hawk-like face defying the full fury of the storm. But crouched at the foot of the mast, the cabin boy watched the wind whip the curses from the old man’s lips and shook with fear from head to foot. He saw his mother’s face as she kissed him good-bye and made his own farewell to her in his heart.

Hastening past, the bosun checked his pace. “Never fear, lad,” he called out more stoutly than he felt, “you’ll come to no harm. The Lady of the Sea takes care of little ’uns like you.”

The boy grabbed at his arm and pointed to the old man in the prow. “What’s he doing, swearing and cursing like that?” he wailed. “Won’t he offend the Lady and drown us all?”

Another burst of lightning shattered the sky. In the sickly light, the bosun had the color of a corpse. Shuddering, the child saw himself and all the crew drifting through the depths with glassy eyes and floating hair. He tasted the salt of his tears and the salt of the spray and felt himself dissolving into the sea, the primal ocean where all things are one. Over the side of the ship he saw great green-black masses of writhing water come to drag him down, and whimpered with dread.

“What, him?” The bosun hooked a thumb over his shoulder toward the watcher in the prow and grinned through the driving spray. “There’s many would say that no ship’ll ever sink as long as that crooked old carcass is aboard.”

The boy’s eyes widened, and he forgot his tears. “Who is he, then?”

The bosun cheerfully touched the side of his nose, and turned away. “Don’t ask, lad. Don’t ask.”

Heartened, the boy watched the bosun race off down the deck. In front of them two mighty waves met head-on, and a towering spout of water lit the darkness of the sky. A fountain of white foam shot up into the air, and in its midst the boy saw a cascade of gold coins as bright as stars and a shining pearl the size of a seagull’s egg.

The boy was ravished. It was a sign of hope.

Greatly daring, he raised his eyes and looked about. A rugged, fearful coastline lay ahead, leaping into view every time the lightning flashed. Through a break in the rocks he could see a little bay and a mighty rock within it, with a castle on the top. Cut off from the land, protected by the sea growling around its base, the great fortress stood dark and glowering, brooding over the roiling waters all about. Nothing but a narrow bridge of stone connected it to the headland opposite. It was the best defended place on earth.

Who lives there? the boy wondered. One of the Great Ones for sure.

“Into the wind!” came a distant command. “Keep her straight and true.”

The little ship drove onward to the shore. Waving his arms, the old man in the prow renewed his curses, hurling defiance at the castle ahead. Assailed from right and left by the surging waves, the boat bucked and reared like a living thing, resisting the sailors’ efforts to bring her to land. Undeterred, the helmsman held his course. Riding the last great wave, the little boat shot the gap between the rocks with a leap like a salmon in spring, and broke through into the safety of the bay.

In the shelter of the mighty rock, the wind dropped, and at last the old man’s cries could be heard. “Grief upon you, Lady, for raising this storm! Did you think you could keep Merlin away?”

There was a stirring from the dark rock ahead. Candlelight blossomed in the topmost tower and a sound like a sigh drifted down the wind. “Keep you away, Lord Merlin? Surely you know that I sent for you?”
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A PINK AND MAUVE DAWN warmed the morning sky. Muttering furiously, Merlin followed the young knight through the lofty halls and passageways of the castle on the rock. Gods above, he scolded, what a voyage that was! Never again would he come to Tintagel by sea. Last night’s adventure had almost been the end of him.

But not quite. A glow of satisfaction lit his golden eyes. He and the crew had been royally received, despite arriving at the castle like drowned rats. A good night’s sleep had followed in a fine feather bed, welcome even to a Great Druid like himself, a bard of the seventh seal and a lord of light. Stepping out now from a rich red-and-gold chamber hung with gorgeous tapestries, the old enchanter felt almost himself again.

But not quite, his inner voice whispered. Not quite. Oh, he looked fine enough, he knew, sleeking down his perfumed locks of hair. After last night’s escape from the terror of the sea, he had gowned himself all in green for the woodland, green for the safety of earth. His long coat with its high standing collar was as dark as a midnight yew, his sleeves as they kissed the floor were a beech bud’s piercing green, and the skirts of his robe sang like the wind on the mountains of home. A circle of moss agates held back his hair, and rings of jasper and beryl adorned his hands. Good enough, he decided, for any man.

But for any woman, and this one above all?

He clutched the gleaming wand he held in his hand and bared his teeth in a venomous grin. Not for her, Merlin. Not for old Queen Igraine.

Old Queen Igraine? He caught himself up. Young Igraine once, of course, and lovely enough in her youth to entrance any man. Had he forgotten that? No, he could not forget. Grief upon me, sang within his head. Grief upon all of us. Above all, on Igraine.

On . . . On . . .

Slowly they mounted to the topmost tower through wide, gracious corridors and many flights of stairs. And even here in the castle, the sea was with them still. Here in the silent corridors where no foot trod, salt-laden breezes brushed Merlin’s hair and tugged at his sleeve. And always, everywhere, came the rhythmic sound of the waves, the heartbeat of life itself from the time life began.

Upward, ye Gods, upward still?

“This way, sir,” called out the young knight.

On every level, the passageways narrowed down till they came to a low door in the rough stone wall. The young knight bowed to Merlin with a smile. “The Queen attends you, sir. I shall be here to escort you back when you return.”

Merlin’s wand was singing in his hand. Eyeing the polished shaft of golden yew, he shut his ears to its high, anxious whine, and ducked through the low opening with bated breath. The tang of the sea was even stronger now, but once inside, he might have been walking in the sky. He stood in a circular chamber at the top of the topmost tower overlooking the sea. Long windows reached from ceiling to floor all around, and the whole of the lofty chamber was flooded with light. A blazing dawn poured in from every side, and for a moment Merlin felt he could touch the rising sun as it burst from the bosom of the sea below.

In the center of the chamber stood an aged queen. Taller than most women, she had an air of remote and unquestioned majesty. Her cloak was silver, her veil the pale gold of the moon, and her robes shimmered green-gray and black like an angry sea. A deep crown of pearls encircled her head, and a gold wand of power quivered in her hand. She bowed to him in silence, and Merlin struggled in vain to read her timeless face.

A lofty forehead, skin as pale as spindrift on the foam, and a cloud of white hair like gossamer, fine and strong. Large, liquid eyes set in a steadfast gaze, with a look that had seen a thousand years come and go. A woman of luminous beauty, with the power of a warrior queen and an undaunted soul. Ye Gods! Cursing, Merlin clutched the remnants of his composure around him like a tattered cloak. He might have been in the presence of the Great One herself.

But the woman before him bore all the signs of one bound to her mortal frame by flesh and blood. Suffering had carved deep wrinkles on her face, and a lifetime of endurance had forged the set of her chin. At some point she had known what it was to lose the will to live, and traces of that overwhelming despair hung about her still. Yet now they were no more than the shining remains of unspeakable pain transcended at last by a higher will. Here was a spirit who had risen above the fray, soared with her sorrows, and used them as the wind beneath her wings.

Alas for Igraine . . .

Merlin drew a ragged breath. Well, may the Gods forgive.

She saw his discomfort and spoke. “So, Merlin?”

Not Lord Merlin, the old enchanter noted with a sulfurous spurt of anger, nor Merlin Emrys the Bard, Great Druid, Lord of Light, nor any of the titles that honored his work as poet and prophet, dream-weaver and teller of all tales throughout his many lives. But Igraine bowed to no man, least of all him.

He forced a yellow smile. “Madam?”

Slowly he assessed the statuesque figure and immemorial face. “Lovely as ever, I see,” he said with perfect truth.

In spite of himself, he felt his flesh quicken and stir as it always did in the presence of a woman like this. He spread his wrinkled hands invitingly. “Alas, madam, if only you and I . . .”

Igraine gave the ghost of a smile. “Sir, you have made many conquests in your time. I was never destined to be one of them.” Her face hardened. “On the contrary . . .”

Merlin hastened to forestall her attack. “You blame me still for taking Arthur away from you. But he was born to save the House of Pendragon, you know that. His destiny was written in the stars.”

“Oh, Merlin—” Words could not convey the depth of Igraine’s distress. “That was not destiny. That was your desire. You wanted Arthur, so you took my son.”

The tears of a long-bereft mother stood in her eyes. Merlin knew better than to defend himself.

“Yet think of him now,” he wheedled. “High King of the Britons, famed throughout the land. Lord of the Round Table, and leader of the finest fellowship of knights ever seen. A King whose glory reaches as far as Rome. A byword for honor and chivalry everywhere.” He held out his hands in appeal. “Did I do wrong?”

Igraine faced him with a stony disregard. “Your conscience must tell you that.”

“Indeed it will,” said Merlin hurriedly, “in the fullness of time. But today I am here on a voyage of goodwill.”

She stared him in the eye, anger crackling around her like a storm. “When did Merlin ever have goodwill for me?”

“For your kingdom, then. For the land of Cornwall at large.”

“Enough, old man,” she breathed. “Say what brings you here and be on your way.”

Old man, she said?

“What brings me here?” Merlin paused to conceal his rage. “Isolde!” he hissed on a slow, outgoing sigh.

Far below, the tide plucked at the shingle at the foot of the tower. Isolde, Isolde, sighed the restless sea.

At last Igraine stirred. “Queen Isolde? What of her?”

Merlin bared his yellow teeth. “Alas, she is in danger of her life. I fear if she stays in Cornwall, her days are done.”

Not a flicker of emotion showed on Igraine’s face. “And why is that?”

“Her husband, King Mark, is losing his grip on the land. His barons despise him and want him to name his heir. He cannot hold Cornwall much longer, and when he falls, Isolde will fall with him. His nephew Sir Andred is poised to take the throne. And not a soul alive wants Andred as Cornwall’s king.”

Igraine fixed Merlin with her glimmering gaze. “Just as well then that Mark has another nephew, Sir Tristan, respected by all in Cornwall, high and low. He’s been Isolde’s knight for many years, and he’d guard her to the death. Why should he not succeed without harm?”

Merlin shook his head. “Blood will be shed, I know it. If you love Isolde, bid her to leave Cornwall at once. She will only be safe if she goes back to her own isle.”

“So Isolde must flee to Ireland and take refuge in Dubh Lein? Indeed it is her fortress, her castle, her ancestral home. But what makes you think she will find safety there?”

Merlin started. “Why not?”

“Ah, Merlin—” The Queen glimmered at him. “I thought a Druid’s ears could catch the song of a babe in its mother’s womb and the turn of the tide of every faraway sea. Did you not hear of this, Lord Emrys the Bard?”

Was she playing with him? Merlin hid his rage behind an iron grin. “Hear of what, I beg you?”

“There is trouble in Cornwall, you say. But the wolves are gathering around Dubh Lein, too. Ireland’s green hills and valleys are in danger now.”

“From what?” Merlin cried, ready to tear his hair. “From whom?”

Igraine gave him her thousand-year-old stare. “From a race of invaders who were old when these islands were young. From the men of an ancient tribe who fell back to the northernmost mountains when the Romans came, but lived to drink from the skulls of the stragglers when the legions withdrew.”

Merlin’s eyes were alight with a yellow fire. “The Picts? The tribe the Romans called the Painted Ones for their hideous tattoos?”

“Yes, indeed.”

“But what have they to do with Isolde?”

“They are the ancient enemies of her race. Her mother fought many hard battles to turn them from Ireland’s shores.”

“And they are stirring again?” Merlin let out his breath in a satisfied sigh. “All the more reason, then, for Isolde to go back to Ireland to repel their attack.” He smiled broadly. “So Isolde will be fully occupied in Ireland, that’s plain. And when Mark’s reign ends in Cornwall, you and I are agreed that Tristan will rule?”

“Why not Isolde?”

“Isolde?” Merlin tensed. “But Mark has two heirs already, his blood kin. Against them, Isolde has no claim.”

“None at all?” The Queen smiled her ancient, secret smile.

“She’s Mark’s wife, yes, of twenty years,” Merlin snapped. “But marriage to the King is no claim to the throne.”

“Nor is being nephew to the King, if the King’s claim is not secure.”

“What?” Merlin felt the ground slipping from beneath his feet.

“King Mark is my vassal. He only holds the throne through my goodwill. As his overlord, I can appoint another in his place.”

Darkness and damnation, that it would come to this . . .

Merlin struggled to hide his dismay. “You would make Isolde the Queen of Cornwall in her husband’s place?”

“Why not?” Igraine laughed, a mellow, warming sound. “She would do better than Mark. And the people would be happy if I did.”

Merlin’s eyes bulged. “Mark would never accept it.”

“He has no power to refuse.” She leveled her eyes on his. “But what do you care about Mark? Or about Isolde herself?”

Merlin puffed up his green velvet chest. “Madam, I assure you—”

“Oh, Merlin—”

Igraine broke away and strode around the room, her silks hissing like the ebbing sea. “The spirit that made you take Arthur away from me is with you still. You claimed Tristan, too, when he was a boy, and you’ve watched over him ever since. These are the only sons that you’ll ever have, and you’re determined they’ll never suffer as you did, outcast and alone.”

Alas the Gods . . .

Grief upon grief rose before Merlin’s eyes. He saw himself again as a fatherless boy when his mother, a princess of the Pendragons, was cast out for bearing a bastard son. His own newborn son came back into his mind, in the arms of his dear young wife, who had followed her child to the grave. Once again he felt himself hunted through the forest as he was after Uther Pendragon died, and his tears for his great kinsman flowed anew. “Madam, I beg you—”

But the bell-like voice chimed on. “You care nothing for Isolde. You only want Tristan to succeed, like all your lost boys. You turned Arthur toward the Christians and promoted their faith because they invest power in men. Now you want to get rid of Isolde, because the sons of Merlin must reign alone. I see it all.” She pressed her long fingers to her temples as the visions came thick and fast. “You mean to use all your ancient Welsh dragon-power to destroy the Mother-right.”

“No, no,” Merlin screeched. “I protest—”

Igraine held up her hand. “Fight for your fatherless men all you like, I shall defend Isolde and the Mother to the end.”

“Hear me! On your own head be it—”

“Oh, sir—” Igraine turned on him, swelling like a stormy sea. “Go back to the Welshlands and your crystal cave. Learn there if you can the simple secret of life. All men are lost without a woman to love. Woman is the circle that contains all life itself, all that is human in its journey from birth to death.”

“Madam, I swear—”

Words, threats, and curses were pouring from Merlin’s lips. The old Queen stood for a moment surveying the tortured features and livid, twitching lips. Then she raised her hand and the young knight appeared at the door.

The old Queen bowed. “Safe journey, Merlin,” she said sternly, “and be warned. Leave Isolde alone. She must find her own way through the dangers ahead. She will triumph or fail, there is no middle way, and not even the Mother can turn back the wheel.”


 
chapter 2
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Hear us, King Mark!”

The man at the head of the table made a final appeal. “The Gods know I’ve been loyal to your house.” He gestured to the worn faces round the board. “We’ve all grown old serving you and your father, in war and peace. But we’re all agreed that you must take action now.”

Must, must . . . ?

The slack figure on the throne listened with dull rage. What, a sovereign in his own stronghold to be attacked like this? A King of Cornwall to be harassed by those whose duty it was to bow and obey? He could smell them all circling now, like beasts of prey. How dare Sir Nabon and his lords tell him what to do? He had called this Council. Let them obey him—now!

His fist crashed to the table. “I am King here! And you, my lords, will hear me!”

Balefully, he stared down the length of the green baize. Who would challenge him? Not the white-bearded Sir Wisbeck, already a hoary ancient when Mark was a boy and now sailing serenely toward his eternal night. Nor the fat and pompous Sir Quirian, busily avoiding the King’s eye. Mark laughed sardonically. Quirian might be playing manfully with the hilt of his sword, but if swords were drawn, the stout knight would not be seen.

Fools! Didn’t they see that he was offering them fame beyond compare? Men would talk of the Quest for the Holy Grail for a thousand years. This nonsense about the succession must not throw him off. He hunched his shoulders and leaned forward, glowering.

“Arthur and his knights are all going on the Quest,” he pronounced. “Cornwall should be there, too.”

Sir Nabon watched every eye round the table turn toward the King, and stifled a sigh. Where was Isolde? No one else could deal with Mark at times like this.

Isolde . . .

A tall, lithe shape drifted across his mind, and he saw again the Queen’s cloud, womanly red-gold hair, thoughtful eyes, and quicksilver smile. Sourly, he eyed the King’s soft leather tunic and breeches of fine wool, the gold chain adorning his less than manly chest, and the undeserved torque of knighthood around his neck. Isolde had more royalty in her little finger than this man in all his ungainly body, no matter how richly he dressed.

Mark felt Nabon’s honest scrutiny and thrust out his chin. “How long is it now since Arthur sent word of the Quest? He’ll be leading his knights out on the road, and I should be, too.”

“Oh, sire—”

Sir Nabon’s voice was bleak with despair. “Your own kingdom craves your attention, not the Quest. In the north, the Picts threaten to overflow the Roman wall, and the savage Norsemen batter the eastern shore.”

Old Sir Wisbeck frowned. “Hear him, sire. A ruler must do what lies nearest to hand.”

Must, must . . .

There they were again.

Mark shifted on his throne, angrily crossing and uncrossing his long legs. “But the east coast is guarded by Arthur and Guenevere, and the Painted Ones will never come this far south. If they attack, they’ll make for Ireland, for sure. And God be praised, that’s in Isolde’s hands. That’s why she’s gone to Camelot on our behalf.” He straightened his narrow shoulders importantly. “Now, about the Quest—”

Nabon felt increasingly near despair. “But, sire, remember the dangers that lie nearer home.”

“We need to get our young knights out guarding the roads,” Sir Wisbeck agreed gravely. “Not lounging around here at the court, refusing to go to the tiltyard and drinking every night in the Knights’ Hall.”

“Drinking every night?” Mark’s little eyes narrowed. He kneaded his belly fondly, and gave a belch. “What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing, sire,” replied Nabon loyally. “But the kingdom must come first. There’s no profit for Cornwall in joining the Quest for the Grail.”

There was a heavy pause. Then Sir Wisbeck’s frail, elderly voice dropped in once more. “And the Grail itself, sire, these objects the Christians seek—”

Mark turned on Sir Wisbeck. “The cup and plate from Our Lord’s Last Supper, yes,” he glowered, “and the sword and spear of His passion. What of them?”

Wisbeck’s milky eyes looked deep into the past. “Many of us knew these objects by another name, long before the Christians set foot in this land. To us, they’re the Hallows of the Goddess, sacred to Her for a thousand years.” He held up four fingers and carefully ticked them off. “Her loving cup of forgiveness, with which She reconciles us all. Her great dish of plenty, to feed all who come. Her sword of power, and Her spear of defense.”

Farther down the table, another head nodded fervently. Sir Thalassan had sailed far and wide in his youth, and the faraway gaze of the seafarer was with him still. He stared at Mark unsmiling, as powerful memories played behind his eyes.

“At sea, we had another prayer, too,” he said slowly. “For us, the wide ocean was the holy grail, the mighty vessel in which the Mother holds the waters of life. And her platter of plenty is the never-failing earth.”

“Yes, well,” Mark huffed. “That was before the light of Christ was revealed. Father Dominian says that God has now given His true wisdom to the world, and all this Goddess-worship is a thing of the past.”

A new spark of awareness burned in Nabon’s eye. “And the Mother-right?” he said levelly.

Mark waved a lordly hand. “That, too, must pass.”

There was a thunderous silence. Only Sir Wisbeck dared put the thought they all shared into words.

“Then what of Queen Isolde, your consort and wife? Are you saying her rule in Ireland will be no more? And what of our own sovereign lady here in Cornwall, your overlord Queen Igraine? For a thousand years, both our countries have obeyed the rule of Queens.”

Nabon leaned forward urgently. “It may be true, sire,” he forced out, “that the rule of women is over and done. But whatever happens, you must name your heir. As long as you remain childless, the succession lies between your nephews Andred and Tristan.”

The succession, the succession . . .

God Almighty, there they were again!

Mark flung himself out of his chair and strode about the chamber, his long limbs jerking with rage. “You’re a pack of chattering jackdaws, all of you. I’m sick of hearing you repeat the same nonsense day after day. Hear me, Nabon—”

But Sir Nabon was not to be silenced now. “By your leave, sire,” he said trenchantly. “Sir Tristan is the choice of every man here.”

Mark turned on him. “And Sir Andred?”

 . . . is powerful, ruthless, and determined to succeed, ran through Nabon’s mind.

“None of us will serve or follow him,” he rapped out.

So! Mark gasped. They don’t trust Andred. Why? What do they know about him that I don’t?

Sir Quirian took a breath. “We choose Sir Tristan, sire,” he said doggedly, “for his courage and courtesy that touches every soul. You saw him defeat the King of the Blacklands at the last tournament and then hand him the prize. It was to honor a close-fought battle, Sir Tristan said. But all the world knew it was pure chivalry.”

Tristan, always Tristan . . .

Smoldering, Mark heard the cheers of a thousand tournaments ringing down the years. He looked at the stout knight with rising hate. All his life, it seemed, Tristan had been putting him to shame. Didn’t Quirian know that every triumph of Tristan’s festered in Mark’s own heart? And Tristan himself surely knew that his prowess had always made Mark look poor and mean. And now every man round the table was pressing Tristan’s case.

A new resolution burst in Mark’s weak brain. Never would he name Tristan as his heir. Help me, God, he moaned inwardly. Lend me Your strength against Tristan, Andred, and all these meddling lords!

And Isolde.

A fresh wave of fury rose to scald his soul. Above all Isolde, with her cool, questioning stare, her fiery spirit that was always so cold to him, despite the promise of her flaming hair and her shapely body so queenly and aloof . . .

Inspiration seized him.

“God may yet bless our marriage and give the Queen a child,” he cried. “How can I name Tristan or Andred as my heir, when they could be displaced by a son of my own loins?”

“Your son?”

Nabon stared at Mark, caught between rage and despair. He ground his teeth. And how will this miracle child come about, he snarled inwardly, when all the world knows that the Queen never comes to your bed? When for years this marriage has been a hollow sham, and you have felt free to disport yourself elsewhere? Is this an answer to our just demands? Oh, our poor country, without a leader or an heir.

He wanted to take Mark by the throat and shake him as a dog shakes a rat. Then a deep unease crept over him like a mist off the marsh. What if Mark were not lying? What would become of Isolde if Mark suddenly demanded his marriage rights? As he could, oh yes, he could. Would he take her by force? Yes, even that. Driven by greed or vanity, Mark could do anything.

Alas, poor Isolde . . .

Revulsion gripped Nabon’s stomach. Surreptitiously, he wiped a bead of sweat from his upper lip and read the same concern in his colleagues’ eyes.

“Just wait till my beloved wife returns,” caroled Mark. “Then we shall see.”

Around the table, the seated men tried not to meet each other’s troubled gaze.

Alas, alas, Isolde . . .

Isolde, Isolde, mourned the restless sea.

Goddess, Mother, help her. Help us all.

Nabon buried his head in his hands and began to pray.


 
chapter 3
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A pearly twilight was falling on the wood. The long green shadows deepened under the trees, and the brief April sunset faded into night. One by one, all the busy creatures of the day slipped to their holes. With a thousand small murmurs and soft rustlings, the forest slowly settled itself for sleep.

The long line of knights and horses wound through the dusk. At the head of the troop, the tallest knight reined in his stallion and threw a gauntleted fist in the air. The last silver light lingered over his long, well-formed limbs, steadfast bearing, strong features, and thoughtful gray eyes.

“Halt there, every man!” he cried, “while I speak to the Queen.”

Turning, he cantered back down the leafy track. In the center of the convoy were two female figures, the taller mounted on a delicate white mare, her companion at her side in the sober garb of a maid. With a sigh of content, he drew the pine-laden air deep into his lungs.

Isolde . . .

As always, the sight of her brought back the same raw catch in the depths of his heart. His horse’s hooves drummed on the forest floor, and the swift rhythm ran singing through his veins: Isolde my lady, Isolde my only love.

Ah, Tristan . . .

Her heart in her eyes, Isolde watched him approach. The tall body she had loved for so long still sat lightly in the saddle, even after a grueling day’s ride. His smile lit up the gloaming, and his hands around her waist as he swung her down from her horse made her feel alive.

He made a formal bow, “What’s your wish, madam?” he asked. “Shall we press on to Castle Dore, or make camp here for the night?”

“What’s my wish?”

Undecided, Isolde looked around the forest glade. Beside her, Tristan stood waiting for her to speak, and his familiar musky scent called to her irresistibly through the twilight air. She wanted to hold this moment forever, sheltering in the warmth of his great body, suspended with him in eternal time and space. Tomorrow they would be back at Castle Dore, face-to-face with King Mark and all their inescapable cares.

Back at Castle Dore?

The shadow of the future darkened around her as she stood. Then, dropping through the gentle evening mist, came a sound as soft as a sigh: Isolde, no.

No?

She waited, pregnant with danger, as the word came again.

No longer.

Never more.

Even after all these years, she knew her mother’s voice.

You are a Queen, Isolde, and one of long line. Your foremothers were warriors and battle ravens, the sovereignty and spirit of the land. See how they saved our people time after time, and even beat the Romans back to Rome!

Suddenly she was a child again, watching her mother’s powerful figure flashing to and fro in a flurry of hissing red silks and clattering jet.

But Mawther—

Isolde felt raw grief stinging her throat. How long was it since her mother had died?

Hear me, little one. You are Queen now. What did I always teach you? No tears, no fears.

What are you saying, Mawther?

Queen as you are, you have the power of every woman, too. No woman should wait on a man to determine her fate. Your life lies before you, your future is in your hands. You must live out your destiny, and you alone must decide.

Must I? Must I?

Yes. You must choose.

Isolde felt herself trembling from head to foot. So it had come at last, the moment she had been avoiding for all these years. The moment when her mother, her conscience, or the Great One, call it what you will, had laid bare the painful twisting and turning of her tortured life. Married to one man but in love with another from the start. Publicly a loyal consort, but in private a faithless wife.

She could still hear the faint echo quivering through the air.

No longer, Isolde.

Choose.

You must choose.

Ahead of them lay a parting of the ways, one road running south to Castle Dore, the other leading to Tintagel on the opposite coast. Isolde’s senses swam. Goddess, Great One, help me! What should I do?

“Lady?” The concerned voice of Tristan reached her through the mist.

She came to herself with a shudder, and opened her eyes. “Pray you, set up my pavilion,” she said clearly. “We camp here tonight.”
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OH, THE RAPTURE OF THE TIME they had spent at Camelot, away from King Mark’s court! Yet now it was over, how short it had been. Brooding, Isolde watched her knights taking care of the horses and setting up the tents. When she had set out on the embassy to Arthur and Guenevere, the time with Tristan had stretched ahead like a dream. Now in the dark forest so near to Castle Dore, grim thoughts and fears lurked like outlaws behind every bush.

In the distance, Tristan passed among the troops. Isolde sighed. How long had she loved this man? And in all those years they had never been able to live openly together, sharing their thoughts and dreams as others did. Sadness descended on her like the evening dew. Was she doomed to live a life of stolen bliss, trapped like a fly in amber at Mark’s court?

Choose.

You must choose.

“My lady?” The familiar voice of her maid sounded in her ear. “They’re ready for you now.”

“Thank you, Brangwain.”

Turning, Isolde met the bright blackbird eyes of the woman who had come from the Welshlands to nurse her as a child and had never left her side. Those who knew Brangwain called her “Merlin’s kin,” and the lean, unyielding figure in her plain, dark dress clearly had something fierce and Otherworldly in her air. But now her olive-skinned face wore a broad smile as she nodded up the track. “See, lady?”

Isolde’s heart lifted. “I see.”

Tristan was coming toward her with that well-loved smile and reaching for her hand to lead her through the trees. Her royal pavilion stood in a clearing bathed in the last of the day’s golden light, its entrance swagged back in welcome, its interior warm with bright rugs and burning braziers. One young knight was strewing the hot coals with herbs, and the sweet tang of rosemary and thyme scented the air. Another set out a tray of mead and honeycakes, while Brangwain disappeared into the inner chamber to prepare the bed. Tristan thanked the knights and dismissed them with a smile, then turned to face her, his eyes bright with joy.

Isolde could not meet his loving gaze.

Goddess, Mother, show me what to do.

She took off her headdress and shook out her thick mane of hair. Without the tall casque and all-enveloping veil, she looked suddenly smaller, vulnerable, and young. A familiar pang of love pierced Tristan’s heart. No one would believe that this girlish creature with her tender air was a queen and warrior who had seen almost forty summers on the earth.

Tristan watched her in wonder. Oh, how he loved her, how he loved her hair! Its red-gold depths were lit with glints like fire, and her vital spirit lived in its spring and bounce. He longed to seize it by the handful and pull her into his arms. But time enough for that.

“We did well in Camelot,” she said, struggling to raise her spirits with a light tone. “It’s important to grasp what Arthur and Guenevere face.”

“It’s a twofold challenge,” Tristan agreed somberly. “The Quest will be scattering their knights far and wide just as spring brings the Norsemen raiding the eastern shore.”

“And none of the knights wants to stay behind in defense. Sir Gawain and Sir Galahad could hardly wait to take to the road. But if they all go out, who will take care of the land?”

Tristan nodded. “The Grail is a wonderful prize for the knight who succeeds. But the danger of invasion is always there.”

Isolde’s mood deepened. “For Ireland too. You remember the dispatches that came in last night? The Picts are going to trouble us again, it seems.”

“The Painted Ones?” Tristan drew in a breath of alarm. “Alas, they’ve always been a savage race, born to fight.”

A race of savages . . .

Fearful images of wild and daubed barbarians rose before Isolde’s eyes. “The word has reached Dubh Lein that their king is dying, and their young prince Darath is waiting to show his strength.”

“And Ireland must tempt them. It’s so close to their land.”

Isolde laid both hands on her center. “Darath will invade, I feel it. They will need me in Ireland, I see that, too.”

Tristan knew her too well to doubt a word she said. “Then we must go to Ireland, lady,” he said cheerfully. “But you must not fear. The Picts are no more than pirates, by sea and land. They’ll be no match for your knights and men.”

He does not understand. Isolde shook her head and turned away.

Tristan moved forward and gently took her hand. “Lady, what is your trouble?”

I must choose.

She turned on him abruptly. “When we go to Ireland, we should not return.”

He started at the passion in her voice. “What, not come back to Cornwall? Why on earth . . . ?”

“Mark’s jealous of you. And that’s making me afraid.”

“Alas, lady,” he groaned. “If only we knew why.”

“Why? Oh, Tristan—”

She looked at him with eyes of aching love. Nearing forty, he still had the frank, open look of his boyhood, though the strong planes and angles of his face had deepened with experience and time. His fair hair sprang up from his broad forehead as thickly as it always had, and the blue of his eyes still made her catch her breath. Best of all, he never noticed how heads turned for him, male and female alike. He might have been born to put other men to shame.

And seen against Mark, who had height but not strength and royalty without a trace of dignity, who was cursed with a long, ill-made body with a muddy face and thin, graying, sandy hair—a knight who had no prowess with sword or spear and not a thought in his head of chivalry . . . 

Was it any wonder that Mark felt belittled when Tristan was near?

Mark.

My husband, Mark.

Isolde struggled to collect her wayward thoughts. Tristan, too, was floundering, she could see.

“We have always tried to respect and honor him,” he said in a low voice. “So why do we have to leave now? Is there anything new?”

“Yes, indeed.” She could not keep the bitterness from her voice. “The Christians are increasing their power every day. They have sworn to overthrow the Goddess, and Mark does not care. That priest of his, Dominian, feeds his vanity to gain control, and Mark builds them churches to buy absolution from his sins.”

Tristan shifted uneasily. “His sins—?”

“Gods above, Tristan, how long has he flaunted his mistress in my face? And what’s that snake-like Elva but a sin?” Suddenly she could bear it no more. “Look at him, Tristan. He’s a wretched apology for a man and for a king. He’s—”

“He’s my kinsman, lady,” Tristan broke in, his face alive with pain. “I beg you, remember that.”

What? Isolde stared at him. His look of reproach cut her to the quick. She opened her mouth for an angry retort, then the sound she had heard before came once again, falling through the air like the evening dew.

Never more.

It is time to choose.

She came toward Tristan and took his hand. “I must not go back to Mark or to Castle Dore,” she said intently, her voice very low. “I cannot sustain this marriage any longer.”

Tristan started in alarm. “What?”

Isolde held her breath. Suddenly the way ahead was clear. “I shall go back to Ireland. My country needs me. I should not be here.”

Tristan felt a hollow sickness invade his heart. “But Cornwall—”

“—must do without me,” she said implacably.

Never had he seen her look so cold. He struggled to understand. “But—”

“I married Mark to keep Ireland safe. The danger’s been over now for twenty years. There’s no reason for me to remain as Cornwall’s Queen.” She looked away. “Still less as Mark’s wife, when I’ve never gone to his bed.”

He flushed and looked away. “I know.”

She forced him to meet her eye. “Come with me to Ireland. We’ll forget Mark and Cornwall and join our lives together in my own land.”

He stared at her. “But lady, he’s my kinsman—my only kin. And I swore a lifelong allegiance to him.”

She held his gaze and willed him to be strong. “Set Mark aside, if you can. There’s something else that dearly concerns us both.”

He was quite lost; she could see it.

“What else?” he said in misery, running a hand distractedly through his hair.

Goddess, help me . . . She drew a long, slow breath. “If I’m ever to have a child, it must be soon.”

“Have a child?” he gasped. “But we’ve always kept our love concealed.”

“So I took the way of the Mother to close up my womb.” She nodded grimly. “But in my own kingdom, I can do as I like. And when I’m free to follow the Mother-right, that means I can change my consort and bear his child.” She paused and clenched her fists. “Your child, Tristan, if it’s not too late.”

“My child?” He could not take it in. But he could see the tempest raging in her soul. Queen or woman, what am I to be? Wife, lover, and mother, or never in this life?

“Come with me, sir,” she said suddenly.

He stood like a bear at the stake. “You know I have sworn fealty to the King,” he said hoarsely.

“I need you. He does not.”

She could see the sweat breaking out on his brow.

“But what of King Arthur—the Round Table—the Quest?”

Isolde’s eyes flared. “What of them?”

“I am one of that sworn fellowship,” he said tensely. “King Arthur may send for me to join the Quest. And I’m still Cornwall’s champion. King Mark may need me to defend the land.”

She stared at him, unmoving. “What about our child?”

Trembling, he caught her eye and looked away. A child? They’d never spoken of it. He had never thought of it before.

And now, go to Ireland and bring a child into the world? Reveal the secret of their love to all? He’d be forced to leave the King’s service in disgrace, betraying all he had known since his life of chivalry began. And what of this new life she talked about, the little soul who would call him father and command his heart’s blood for the rest of his days? Could he do it? Or was he bound to fail?

Fail the child, for sure.

Fail Isolde and fail Mark.

Fail, fail, fail . . .

Yearning in anguish, Isolde watched him pace to and fro, feeling the clash of loyalties in his soul. Choose! cried her silent heart. Choose me! But already she knew the choice that he had made.

“What will you do?” she said huskily.

“What should I do?” he cried from the depths of his pain. “I owe allegiance to Mark and King Arthur and the Round Table, too. But you are my lady and my undying love. Who should I follow now?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” she said hotly. “What should I do? As Mark’s wife, I should return to Castle Dore. But I choose love over duty. What will you do?”

He looked into the distance, but all he could see was the void within himself. “You are the Queen,” he said awkwardly. “The sovereignty and spirit of the land.”

“And you are the King of Lyonesse,” she said tremulously. “But in my arms, you are a man.”

What did she mean? Tristan struggled to read the mystery in her eyes.

She threw him a glance of despair. Hold me. Love me. Do not let me go.

He covered his face with his hand to hide his grief. “Lady, I beg you, forgive me if you can,” he said huskily. “But I cannot go back on the first vow I made. I swore myself to the King before we met and pledged undying fealty on my soul. I lose my honor if I break that oath, and without my honor, I’m nothing but a recreant knight. And I could not be your knight if I broke my faith. I could not offer you a life of shame.”

She was as pale as death. “So be it.”

Tristan straightened up. “To Ireland with you, lady,” he said bleakly, “while I return to Castle Dore to keep pledge with Mark.”

“Will you come to me afterward? When can I hope to see you again?”

“Somewhere it must be written. But the stars are dark. For myself, I cannot say.”

A cry of pain escaped her. “Must it be?”

“Gods above, lady,” he said, his voice breaking, “I’d give my life to change it if I could. But there is no other way.”

She stepped forward and lifted her hand to his cheek. “Love me one last time?”
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THE NEXT DAY AT DAWN they stood in the dark wood. Ahead of them lay the fork where the two roads diverged. The whole troop stood ready to depart, and there could be no last kiss or caress under the eyes of the men. But she could hear his thoughts.

Every evening of every day, I shall pray to you, Isolde my lady, Isolde my only love.

And every twilight when the love star glows, I shall light a candle to burn for you, sweetheart.

Wait for me till I come to you again.

Through the three worlds and beyond.

Fail not.

I shall not fail.

Nor I, till the seas kiss the sky.

Farewell.

They stood for a moment, lost in their private world till the soft jingle of a horse’s harness brought them to themselves again.

He fixed her with his level gray regard. “Farewell, my lady” came to her through the cold silver-gray of the dawn.

She could hardly speak for pain. “Fare you well.”

Blue, green, and purple played around his head as he stood like a shadow of himself against the fading dark. He had the look of a faun in a midnight forest, wild and strange. Another moment and he would be gone.

Oh, Tristan . . . Tristan . . . 

When shall I see you again?

Already she knew it was tempting the Old Ones to ask. But never did she dream what the answer would be.


 
chapter 4
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Isolde, Isolde . . . 

Had all the evil in the land sprung from this pagan whore? Or was his own sin to blame?

“Lord, Lord, let me see Thy face!”

Groaning, the priest Dominian covered his head with his cowl and drove his misshapen body into the wind. He knew the way through the wood so well that he hardly felt the tears blinding his eyes. Was it not enough that God had sent him into the world hunchbacked and lame, so malformed that his own mother had cast him away to die? Did the Almighty have to cast him out, too?

Yet this was the way it had been all winter long. All that time, God had hidden His face. Of course the Almighty rejected those full of rage, Dominian knew that. Yet what else can I be, Lord, when You work against me? he railed inwardly, stamping along with his novice, Simeon, behind. Tell me why You have spared Isolde all these years?

Frenziedly, he beat the dripping branches away from his face.

“Isolde the pagan,” he muttered, “Isolde the rampant whore, who calls herself Queen when Holy Scripture forbids women to rule. And above her is Mark’s overlord, old Queen Igraine. These women are the enemies of our work. They share the friendship of their thighs with any man of their choice. Why do they flourish, Lord? We shall never win control in a land where thigh-freedom rules. We must have subject females, mute and chaste. The rule of Our Father in these islands means rooting out the Mother-right.”

Dominian clutched his head. Surely God in His wisdom knew all this! Every time Isolde put to sea, He could have made the waves into her death waters, drowned the witch in a pool of her own tears. Once He had even held her life in His hand, when she had been accused of treachery and forced to undertake the ordeal by water to clear her name. He could so easily have done away with her then. Yet each time He had spared her to triumph over His own people. Why had God betrayed him to this dark night of the soul? Neither in church nor in his private prayers had Dominian seen God’s face as he used to do.

Usedtodo, usedtodo, mocked the wind in the trees. The forest path narrowed and the going was harder now. The new springtime growth of leaves on the trees impeded their way and every green shoot seemed to catch at their monkish gowns. Glaring about him, Dominian loathed all he saw. What fools people were to rejoice at the coming of spring! All it meant was melting snow and clinging mud, trees dripping down every man’s neck and the lowliest brambles tearing with renewed force—

Lord, Lord, why do you hide Your face?

Walking at his elbow, the novice Simeon stole a quick look at Dominian’s misery and averted his gaze. Surely his master knew the weather would be foul today? With the onset of the spring thaw, all the rest of the brethren had opted for indoor tasks, the pious in the chapel chanting Offices for the Dead and the practical scouring the dormitories for cockroaches and rats.

And with his poor hunched spine and twisted leg, Dominian might have been forgiven an effort like this. But sleet or sludge, they all knew that their leader would seek out Jerome. Even in the worst of the snow, when the drifts were over his head, Dominian had got through to his old master’s cell, week after week. Sometimes he asked the brawniest of the brothers to clear the way. More often than not he struggled through alone, working his malformed body through the snow, hands and arms held high above his head, his short, stubby thighs pumping forward zealously with every step.

For Jerome was his God on earth, his all-in-all. Some of the brothers had sneered at Dominian’s devotion and made it a subject for complaint. Others muttered about Dominian’s failure to defeat Isolde, and the spirit of disrespect had infected them all. Overhearing their whispers, Simeon had given one a bloody nose and broken another’s teeth, and had been thrashed himself for bringing violence into God’s house. But how else was he to defend his master against himself?

Not far now . . . 

Oblivious to his novice’s troubled thoughts, Dominian trudged on through the heart of the wood. Ahead now lay the ancient sacred well, its moldering roof covered in damp lichen and moss. Behind it loomed the low stone hermitage, likewise dank and dripping in the bone-crunching cold.

Dominian looked at Simeon. “Wait here,” he ordered.

It would do the boy good, he decided, to stand shivering in his thin habit, enduring the cold on his sandaled feet. That was nothing to his own ordeal, having to live every day without God’s love. Dominian felt the jagged tears starting again. Simeon’s trial would be over soon. His sufferings would last till the day he died.

My God, my God . . .

Jerome’s narrow cell was colder inside than out. A film of ice covered the earthen floor, and the old man’s drinking water was frozen in his cup. A trickle of melting snow dripped from the roof, and even the lowly bed was glistening with damp. Jerome sat cross-legged in the center of the floor, his white head nodding on its fragile neck, his frail body in its thick woolen habit no more than skin and bone. Dominian touched the cross above the threshold, stepped inside, and fell to his knees.

“Bless me, Father,” he groaned, “for I have sinned.”

“Sinned, my son?” Jerome swiveled his blind gaze toward the door. “How?”

“I dreamed of ousting the Great Goddess from these islands, just as God taught us in the Bible, in the holy Book of Kings. I wanted to be like King Asa when he threw down his mother’s idol in the groves of Hebron, where Queen Maacha worshipped the Great Whore of all Asia and danced before her shrine.”

“The Great Mother a whore?” the old man pondered. “Remember Our Lord had a mother whom He loved.”

Dominian recoiled. “But Mary was chaste!” he spat out. “Not like the loose-loined women of these islands, who claim the right to share their beds with any man.” He shuddered with disgust. “There was none of that for the Mother of God!”

“Son—”

But Dominian was not listening. “Was I too ambitious, Father? I only wanted to make Mark a Christian king.”

Jerome’s voice was as paper-thin as his frame. “Was that all?”

Dominian’s cry shattered the crystal silence of the cell. “Was I wrong, Father? I meant to make all these islands a place of God.”

“These islands alone?” An edge of interrogation had entered Jerome’s tone. “Or did your hopes lead you farther afield?”

Dominian did not hesitate. “I wanted to lead our mission all the way to Rome. The Holy Father rewards those who serve the Mother Church well.”

Rome . . .

Dominian’s sight dimmed. The Eternal City on her Eternal Hill, the rock of Saint Peter, the foundation of God’s church. Already he could feel the hot sun on his back, see the thousands of holy men gowned in black, white, brown, and red, keeping the flame of faith triumphantly alight among the city’s merchants and tradesmen, mountebanks, thieves, and whores.

Yet he, who had dreamed of kneeling before the Pope, must now languish forever in the deserts of disgrace. And he would pay for his failure at the Last Judgment, too. There were some sins that God could not forgive.

He howled like a dog. “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?”

“Take comfort, my son. Rome is not all the world.” Jerome held up his hand. “Our Father alone sees what we do. And you are a faithful servant, He knows that.”

The old man’s fingers were as fine as twigs, his flesh translucent in the wintry light. Dominian felt a sudden lurch of fear. How many more winters could Jerome survive? And what would become of him when Jerome had gone?

From the time Jerome had found him, left to die in the wood, the old man had been the only father he had ever known. Cast out by his mother, a Goddess-worshipper, both for being a hunchback and for being a boy, he had had Jerome’s love and guidance all his life. And if Jerome left him . . . Dominian wanted to weep, to scream, to tear his flesh. Suddenly he understood how the great saints could scourge themselves hour after hour till they passed out from loss of blood. Anything was better than the pain of losing God, and Jerome was all he knew of God on earth.

“Oh, my son . . .” The old man felt his despair and tried again. “Remember, Dominian, we must keep the faith.”

The faith—

Dominian thought of the ardent, intimate love Jerome shared with God. He had often overheard the old man chattering away as if to a lover, and he had no doubt that God was answering him. He searched his master’s face, racked with the excruciating envy he always felt for children who enjoyed such love from their mothers in his wretched youth. Bitterness overwhelmed him. “Compared with you, Father, I have no faith!”

The old man leaned forward. “Do not deny your God.”

“But He denies me.”

“Never!” Jerome declared. “God loves us all, as I have loved you. And that love will never leave you. Even in death, I shall walk by your side.”

“But God knows I have failed!”

“With Queen Isolde, perhaps. But you have not lost King Mark. He will never return to the Mother-faith as long as he is Queen Igraine’s vassal and resents her power.”

Dominian pondered. That at least was true. He felt his spirits stir.

“Take heart, son,” Jerome said feelingly. “God sees your suffering and has given us the words of prayer for times like these. Come, sing with me.” He struck off in a high, gnat-like tone. “De profundis, Domine—”

Dominian felt the tears rising again, but this time with a sweet healing flow. Stumbling, he began his part of the psalm. “Out of the depths, O Lord, have I called upon Thee: Lord, Lord, I beseech you, hear my voice—”

The old man reached out and felt for Dominian’s hand. “Remember when you were a child and I told you of the Father who loved little ones like you?”

His heart bursting, Dominian clung to Jerome. “You said that our Lord had marked me out as one of God’s chosen,” he said hoarsely, “destined for a special place in Heaven.”

“All true.” Jerome nodded. “And truer than ever now. Hear me, Dominian.” The reedy voice rose to a sonorous chant. “God is love. He loves you, as I love you, world without end.”

Dominian’s head was boiling. “Father—”

Jerome stared at him with his milky, blue-white eyes. “Remember, Dominian, you were not named in vain. Dominion will be yours. God will give you mastery. You and others like you will root out the Great Mother in these islands and destroy all her works. In years to come, no one will know her name.”

“But how can this be?” wept Dominian. “King Mark was mine when I won him to the Christian faith. I was his confessor, his guide, his all-in-all. Yet for twenty years I have been working in vain while the pagan Isolde holds sway as Cornwall’s queen.”

There was a pensive pause. Then the gentle papery voice rustled again. “The King is still married. Could there yet be a child born to him?”

A child?

Born to Mark and the Queen?

Dominian burst out into a savage laugh. “Never!” he said scornfully. “I bore down on him for years to do his duty and the work of God. But the whore closed her thighs to him on their wedding day. For almost twenty years now she has shunned his bed.”

“But could you not bring him to renew his vows?”

“I have tried.”

“Then try again, my son. A child is all we seek.”

A child of Mark and Isolde?

Dominian closed his eyes as the force of the idea took root. A child, yes! For years he had been too weak with Mark, infected by the King’s own weakness and lack of faith. But this could be the new opening he sought. And if it was God’s will, both King and Queen must submit.

Yes, yes . . .

Dominian’s heart swelled. Step-by-step he traced his way through the task ahead. First he would have to bring Mark to the sticking point, either to master his wife or to cast her aside. And then, alas, Isolde would have to learn that sex and childbirth tamed any woman, even her. What was marriage ordained for, after all, but as an instrument of God to keep women in their place?

And once Isolde was broken, the Mother-right would soon be gone . . .

A pageant of glory passed before Dominian’s eyes. He saw sturdy churches rising in every town and mighty cathedrals proclaiming the faith of Rome. Crosses would crown every building in the land and mark the humblest grave. Christianity would be taught in every school and enforced on every child. Women would be stripped of thigh-freedom, and men would be given God’s power and the use of the whip. Avalon would be no more, and neither man nor woman would know the Great Goddess or even remember her name.

Now God be praised! Dominian sighed with delight as fierce visions of conquest and power inflamed his mind. Then we shall once again be pleasing to Rome. The Holy Father himself will call me to his side. Our faith will take over the world when the these pagans are gone. I see it all, once Cornwall is in my grasp. And Cornwall will be mine when Isolde is no more.

“Magnus Dominus, great and mighty is Our God—”

Jerome launched again on his thin, high cricket’s chant, his ancient countenance transfigured with bliss. Dominian gazed at him with adoration, feeling a new sense of purpose flooding his veins. He clutched the old man’s hand, weeping with joy, murmuring the prayer of thanksgiving Jerome had taught him long ago. All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.

And this he knew to be true.

For Dominian had once again seen the face of God.


 
chapter 5

[image: image]

So the King’s loyal barons had asked Mark to name his heir? And they’d made their choice, Tristan was their man?

Trembling, Sir Andred hurried through the court. They had turned against him, then, and rejected him as the next in line? Well, they would pay the price. Of course, when he had them writhing at the end of his sword, they’d all protest that they only wanted the best for the country, the people, what you will. But he’d hang the whole pack of them when he was king.

All except Nabon. Andred paused to relish the prospect. That old fox he’d take care of himself. How would it be? Would he slowly slit Nabon’s windpipe or sink a sword and twist it in his guts? As long as he could enjoy the terror in the old man’s bursting eyes and catch the last rattle of breath in his dying throat, he did not care. Then he’d hang Nabon’s head on the highest battlement, as a warning to others that he would not be defied.

Yes, he would have his revenge. But it would not wipe out this insult to his pride. That ever the barons would choose Tristan over him . . . A murderous rage swept through Andred’s soul. He bunched his fists. What in the world should he do?

He dragged an angry breath into his lungs, oblivious to the gentle, rain-laden spring air. Darkness and devils, if
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