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For the one walking in the Beyond, 
Unforgettable,  
A true Irish Queen
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At the time of King Arthur and Queen Guenevere, there  was a king called Meliodas, lord of the country of Lyonesse. He  wedded the sister of King Mark of Cornwall, and 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. 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 Meliodas out of his prison, and the   King 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 a boon.
“You shall have it,” said the King.
“Give me the life of my stepmother,” said Tristan.
“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 the young Tristan went into France and became 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 ...
—Morte D’Arthur

CHAPTER 1
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The worst of the winter storms lashed the Western Isle. Raging seas  beat on the ancient citadel of Dubh Lein and the night-riding demons  howled through the sky overhead. But in the Queen’s Chamber the air  was hushed and still.
One tall candle lit the figure on the bed. Her white silk shift gleamed  in the torchlight shining from the walls, and on her hand she wore the  ancient ring of Queens. Beneath the billowing blood-red canopy, the  long elegant body and strong face were as beautiful as ever they had been  in her life. But the skin had the pallor of oncoming death, and the long  henna-colored hair streamed out on the pillows as if the sleeper had  already been laid to rest in the quiet earth.
A low fire burned sadly on the hearth, and standing braziers warmed  the far corners of the room. Moving to and fro on silent feet, the Queen’s  women fed the glowing coals with sweet herbs, rosemary, thyme, and  rue. They took care not to disturb the tall, hawk-faced old man watching  by the bed. Imposing as he was, after so many long hours and days he  was part of the sickroom now.
Hovering by the door, the youngest of the maids wept and wrung her  hands. “She should be in the infirmary. That’s the place to die.”
“Hush, child.”
The chief attendant placed a comforting finger on the girl’s trembling  lips. “All the Queens of Ireland die in this bed. Her mother and her  mother’s mother went from here to the Otherworld. As Queen Isolde  will, when her time comes.”
Isolde...
A sudden gust of wind stirred the shadows in the room. Clustered  around the walls, countless swan lamps flickered and danced, each tiny  flame sheltered by upreared wings. The warm light played over the crimson hangings of the bed, the low gnarled ceiling, and the cream-washed  walls, and lingered lovingly on the still watcher keeping his solitary vigil  in the shining gloom.
“Young Queen Isolde?” The little maid’s tearstained face lit with the  memory of a merry laugh and a cloud of glowing hair. “She’ll be coming  back now, won’t she? She’ll be our next Queen?” Her eyes moved uncertainly to the still figure in the bed. “If . . . ?”
“When the Queen dies, yes,” said the older woman with soft certainty. “Ireland has always obeyed the Mother-right. The throne has  passed from mother to daughter since time was born. Isolde will be  Queen.”
Fools! How could they be so sure?
The hooded figure standing beside the bed wrinkled his lips in a savage snarl. Didn’t they hear the booted feet below, the clink of spurs, the  rattling of swords? Didn’t they know that the wolves were already gathering, drawn by the scent of blood? He looked down. Why, even the  unconscious woman lying here knew that her knights and lords had  come to carve up her kingdom before she had breathed her last.
And before her rightful heir could return to claim her throne. The old  man gave another silent snarl. How many ages had the throne of the  Western Isle passed down from mother to daughter in the line of  Queens? Yet every rising generation was at the mercy of rapacious men.  He raised his eyes to the ceiling in a furious prayer. Hurry, Isolde, hurry,  or you will come too late!
IN THE CHAMBER BELOW, the young knight leaned back and looked  around with a challenging stare.
“She’s our next Queen, you say. Tell us then, Gilhan, why isn’t she  here?”
The knight at the head of the table smiled thinly and eyed the speaker  as coldly as he dared. So Breccan was already questioning Isolde’s right  to the throne? This was going to be worse than he thought.
“Rest assured, Sir Breccan,” he said with elaborate courtesy, “Queen  Isolde will be with us soon.”
“She’s still in Camelot with the High King and Queen?”
Gilhan nodded. “Visiting on behalf of her husband, King Mark.”
“But has she been sent for?” Breccan’s hard gaze fastened on Gilhan.  “Does she know that the old Queen’s dying—that you’re ready to make  her our Queen?”
Gilhan felt a strong tremor of unease.
“Not yet,” he replied calmly, schooling himself to ignore Breccan’s  predatory air and the equally hard-faced men seated on either side.  Breccan’s knights were already feared throughout Dubh Lein. No one  would be surprised if their master seized the chance to advance himself  and them.
“I’ll send to her now.” Breccan nodded to the tallest of his knights.  “You’ll go, Ravigel.” He turned back to Gilhan. “He’s the best man I’ve got.”
“Not so, Sir Breccan,” said Gilhan silkily. “I am Lord of the Council. I  shall send word.” Swiftly he reviewed the assembled company with  growing doubt. Who could he count on? Who would support him here?
He did not need to look at the dark, brooding figure on his left, staring at Breccan as if he were a scorpion, to know that this man at least  was loyal to the rule of Queens. Ireland had been the Sacred Island of the  Druids as far back as any man could count. As Chief of the Druids in the  Western Isle, Cormac would defend the Mother-right to the death.
But the Queen had rarely summoned Cormac to court. When she  sought his mystical wisdom, she traveled to the Druids’ secret grove, a  world away. Gilhan suppressed a sigh. Cormac’s life in the green heart of  the forest, a living world of sweetness, faith, and trust, was a poor preparation for the false smiles and hidden knives at court.
Who else was there? Gilhan glanced around the long table with a  sinking heart. The dying Queen had been a creature of fierce and fleeting passions, governed by her body’s every whim. Too many of these men  had been her lover, some for one night alone, and all of them discarded  sooner or later for another man. Hardly the way, Gilhan reflected grimly,  to secure their loyalty now.
And others, however faithful in the past, would run with the pack to  greet the rising sun. Take Vaindor, thought Gilhan with dry disdain,   watching an imposing older knight smiling with approval on Breccan  and his band. It was a long time since Vaindor, one of the Queen’s former champions, had played any significant role at the court of Dubh  Lein. Breccan had only to flatter Vaindor’s arrogance and the knight  would be his for life. Others too could be easily influenced. Take old  Doneal there, restlessly drumming his battle-scarred fingers on the table:  if Breccan offered him the smell of blood and the excitement of a raid,  he’d leap at the chance to swing a sword again.
Indeed, after the long, dull years of the Queen’s decline, most of them  would rally behind a leader who offered them war, when all the country  wanted was peace. Gods above, Gilhan lamented inwardly, where are the  men of strength and honor we used to have? Where are the older  knights whom the Queen in her excesses drove away? Even one of them  now would be worth his weight in gold—old Fideal, say, or any of her  former champions, who in her younger days had loved her more than the  world. But Fideal was one of many who had gone away from court, determined to seek a simpler way of life. Who was left? Gilhan forced himself  to stifle his concern. Cormac the Druid might prove to be the only ally  he had.
He turned on Breccan. “Why the unseemly haste?” he said sternly.  “The Queen’s soul is passing into the Beyond. We are here to honor the  Mother-right and prepare for Isolde’s return.”
Breccan smiled at him, a white show of handsome teeth. “Are we so?”
Gilhan made his voice soft and dangerous. “Do you question that?”
“Never!” Breccan widened his eyes in an innocent stare. “But some  think the Mother-right is a thing of the past. They say the Romans  brought in the rightful rule of men when they tossed their troublesome  women off the nearest rock.”
Sir Doneal’s old eyes lit with reminiscent fire. “Still, our warrior  queens showed the Romans a thing or two. Great battles, eh?” He chuckled. “And thousands of dead Romans piled in heaps for the crows!”
“Old days, old ways,” said Gilhan forcefully. “The Romans are long  gone.”
Breccan hid a teasing grin. Oh, how he loved tormenting these old  fools! “But the Christians are here. And where Christians rule, the days  of the Queens are done.”
Gilhan’s face darkened. “Is this the fate you foresee for our Queens?”  He paused, weighing his words. “Where’s your loyalty, sir?”
“What?” Breccan’s hand flew to his sword. “You dare to question my  loyalty, Gilhan? When my kin have been champions of the Throne since  time began?” He gestured to the knight seated on his left. “When my  own brother was the Queen’s last chosen one?”
“Sir Tolen, yes.”
Gilhan treated the slumped figure beside Breccan to a pitiless stare.  Yes, Breccan came from the island’s leading clan, a long line of men chosen to be royal champions and companions of the couch, all loyal, brave,  and born with a flashing charm. As the last of many men favored by Ireland’s Queens, Tolen had been an inevitable choice ten years ago, almost  too handsome to be borne, gifted with raw sensuality and feral grace.
But the horizontal hours and self-indulgent years had taken their toll.  How had this bloated, red-faced ruin of a man ever graced the Queen’s  bed? And how must Breccan resent his older brother’s favored place with  the Queen, when he, younger, fitter, faster, bolder, and hungrier, was  forced to prowl the wilderness beyond the gates, barred from the  enchanted place of love and power?
Tolen felt their gaze and stirred. “What?”
“It’s nothing, Tolen. Nothing to do with you,” snapped Breccan. “Now  Gilhan, about the Queen . . .”
Gilhan sat very still. A fearful vision of the future unfolded before his  eyes. He saw a world without the rule of Queens, where chosen ones like  Tolen could be treated with contempt. Where Breccan and his kind  showed that might was right, and lesser creatures struggled to survive.  But what would he do with Isolde? Could Breccan be thinking of making himself the new Queen’s champion and chosen one, her companion  of bed and sword? By force if need be, if Isolde would not consent? And  if she disdained his advances, could her days be numbered too?
Gilhan watched Breccan’s brutal features rearrange themselves in a  wide, honest smile.
“Come now, let’s pull together,” said Breccan easily. “No more hard  words. You know you can trust me, Gilhan.”
Gilhan nodded and returned the smile. On the contrary, sir, you’ve  just told me why I can’t.   
THE WIND SWEPT around the castle and knocked on its windows and  walls. On the shore below, the ebbing sea sang with a soft, withdrawing  roar. Waiting in the shadow of the great bed, one of the Queen’s women  began a low lament.
At the still center of the chamber the long white figure on the bed  stirred and opened her eyes. “Merlin?”
“Yes?”
“You hear the wind and the sea?”
Merlin leaned forward. “What else?”
“The Lady has sent her messengers to take me home. I shall leave on  this tide.”
The old enchanter felt his flesh stirring as it always did to the sound  of her rich, husky voice.
“All life returns to the sea, where it began,” he said somberly. “Your  chosen one, Sir Tolen, is keeping a vigil below. He prays to see you once  to kiss your hand.”
She gave a soft laugh like an otter’s bark. “My chosen one now is the  Dark Lord, Penn Annwyn.”
“You will not admit Sir Tolen?”
“Tell him I blessed him with my dying breath.” The lovely head on the  pillow moved to and fro. “Is Isolde here?”
“Not yet.”
She shifted fretfully. “She cannot come in time.”
“In time for what?”
A low, throaty chuckle came from the bed. “Don’t play with me, old  fox. You yourself could not get here from Cornwall before I go to join the  Old Ones on their shining thrones.”
Only the highest place for her in the world beyond the worlds, Merlin noted: always a queen. He suppressed a smile. “What is your word for  Isolde when she comes?”
Darkness clouded her face. “Did I wrong her, Merlin? Should I have  given up the throne and made her Queen?”
The old enchanter considered. “No,” he said softly at last. “She never  wanted to be Queen before you died.”
The Queen’s long white fingers fretted at the cover of the bed. “But I   told her I would hand over the kingdom, years ago—give over the rule  to her and withdraw—”
Merlin shook his head. “You are the Sovereignty, the spirit of the land.  She knew it was not in your power to divorce yourself from that.”
“My power, yesss—”
He felt the force of the Queen’s burning stare.
“—which Isolde must have after me,” she hissed, her eyes never leaving his face. “Swear to me, Merlin, you will—” She broke off and gasped  for breath.
“I know what you would say,” he said gently. “And I swear.”
The Queen’s fingers wandered over the coverlet to the ring on her  left hand and drew it off.
“For Isolde,” she commanded with a joyful smile. “And only for her.”
Merlin took the great circle of emeralds and turned it in the light.  Watching him, she saw its green flames dancing in his golden eyes, and  seized his wrist.
“Swear you’ll give it to her!” she rasped.
He threw her off. “I have sworn.”
She gave a disbelieving laugh. “I know you, Merlin. Your only concern  is to keep Pendragon safe. As long as your boy Arthur is High King, you’d  be willing to keep Isolde out of her rightful place.”
“I would indeed, when the stakes are as high as that,” he agreed, glimmering. “Just as you would, my dear, if you were playing the same game.”
“Ah, Merlin . . .”
She would try to win him over, he knew, and her powers of seduction  were beyond compare. Already he felt his pulse quicken under her dark,  lustrous stare.
“You were the best of my lovers,” she said huskily. “But you know  that.”
Merlin laughed. “I know no such thing, only that you must have told  all of them the same tale. Have no fear for Isolde, I shall not bar her way.  My only desire is to keep these islands safe.”
The Queen split the chamber with a raucous laugh. “You’re lying  already, old man.” She chuckled, fighting for breath. “Well, what else did  I expect?”
Merlin’s eyes flared. “Lying?”
“You love Arthur, not some dream of peace. And Tristan, too, whether   you admit it or not. All the world knows you see yourself in them. You’ve  never forgotten what it was to be like them, fatherless and disowned. So  you cherish them both, and watch over them to save them from suffering as you did. Lost boys, wounded men, all of you, all fatherless and disowned, all born to fight and struggle for your own.”
She lay back exhausted. Merlin’s smile emitted a sulfurous fire. “What  of it?”
“Isolde was the greatest blessing of my clouded life. To me, she’s been  the living light in an unsteady world and the beautiful daughter I never  dared dream I would have. But she’s nothing to you. You’d sacrifice her  in a second to save Arthur or Tristan.”
Merlin watched the light fading in her eyes. “Then you must trust to  the Great Ones that her fate lies with one of theirs.”
Far off, the slow sad music of humanity began a dying fall. Merlin  closed the heavy eyelids with a practiced hand. “And you will have to  trust me, too, my dear.”

CHAPTER 2
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The Queen of Ireland’s dying?”
“Maybe gone already, sir. She was sinking as I sailed, beyond recall.”
“And no one there saw you come or go?”
There was a quiet laugh. “You know me, sir. You pay me to see and  not be seen. Even the King doesn’t know my face.”
The knight tensed. “My uncle sees more than you think.”
“Then Cornwall is blessed in you both, Sir Andred.” The gray figure  made an obsequious bow. “King Mark to hold a watch over state affairs,  and yourself to be His Majesty’s eyes and ears.”
Had he offended the young knight? The speaker gave an inward  shrug. All the world knew that the King lived to hunt, and left everything else in his clever nephew’s hands. But no one would argue with  that black-eyed stare.
Andred turned away. “You have done well. And you will be well paid.  Stay near at hand, I shall need you again.”
With a flick of his head, he dismissed the shadowy messenger, his  mind aflame. The old Queen dying? Then Isolde would be Queen. That  meant ruler of the Western Isle in her own right, as well as Queen of  Cornwall as wife of King Mark. Queen twice over, then? He gave an  angry laugh. That was too much. What would she do now?
He moved into the window and gazed out over the castle walls.  Autumn was dying and winter was hard on its heels. The last yellow  leaves haunted the woodland like ghosts, and the dark months ahead  were massing on the horizon like storm clouds at sea. From its hilltop by  the shore, Castle Dore commanded scenes of melancholy beauty all  around. But Andred never let such thoughts cloud his mind. Let Druids  and dream-weavers worship this rocky land with its wild coasts, deep   forests, and sunlit meadows carpeted with flowers. Any fool knew that  land was only power, if a man held it right.
But first he had to call the land his own. Mine. When will it be mine?  Andred clenched his fists. Would he ever forgive the Gods for making  him the King’s nephew, not his son? And the son of a son too, so that  Tristan as the son of a daughter stood before him in the Mother-right?  Well, the Old Ones liked to joke. But the true man of destiny made sure  that the laughter stuck in their throats.
As I shall, never fear.
With Elva.
With her love.
He scanned the sky for a sight of the watery sun. Noon: soon she  would be here, and the chamber would be filled with courtiers gathering  to welcome the King back from the hunt. Andred glanced around, intent  as always on his uncle’s good cheer. At either end of the long, low, whitewashed hall, great fires leaped up the chimneys, scenting the air with  apple, holly, and oak. The floors were bright with beeswax, and the blue  and white banners of Cornwall hung from the walls. A flicker of comfort  warmed Andred’s cold heart. One day all this would be his.
And hers.
He turned his eyes to the door. She was coming, he could feel it, she  was here. Attuned as they were to each other after so many years, he was  not surprised to see the heavy black oak swing back as a woman surged  into the room like a forest fire. Clad from head to foot in hissing silks,  she burned with a hot, green flame, and his soul leaped to greet her  across the echoing void: Elva, Elva, here I am, come to me . . .
Yet he could not look at her without pain. He knew she was his, this  tall, glorious, mad-eyed woman, all sinew, skin, and bone. Forget her fool  of a husband, as they had for years. From her lofty headdress with its billowing veils to her long white feet, she had thrown in her lot with his  and given him her life and soul to command. He laughed inwardly. Let  all the jealous ladies of the court condemn her for her never-varying  green gowns. He loved to see her dressed in this scaly viridian, her long,  lean body shimmering like a snake.
And with all this in his grasp, he had thrown it away? He bit back a  furious groan. Whatever had possessed him, a few years back, to persuade Elva to make love to the King? He had seen himself leading her as   she led the King by the nose, and the pair of them ruling Cornwall  through Mark. It had never occurred to him that his uncle might turn to  Elva and return her show of affection with all the ferocity of a stunted  heart. Still less had he dreamed that she might love Mark, too.
And Mark above all men—that idle, selfish apology for a king . . .
Gods above, what a fool I was—what a fool . . .
He felt her long white arms winding around his neck, and turned to  her blindly, hungry for her touch. They came together without words, as  they always did, and he slaked his thirst on her mulberry mouth.
She pushed him away and tried to read his face. “What is it?”
He gripped her wrist. “Where’s the King?”
“Back from the hunt. I heard the horns, and saw them all ride in.” She  stared at him. “What’s happened?”
“Isolde is to be Queen of the Western Isle.”
She caught her breath. “The old Queen’s gone?”
“Dying, or dead. Isolde will succeed. Then she’ll have all the power  she wants.”
He could see Elva’s mind casting to and fro. “And the freedom to  travel as she pleases—to stay in Ireland and forget Cornwall and  Mark—”
“With her knight, of course,” he said venomously. “Sir Tristan must go  with her wherever she goes.”
“Darkness and devils!” she swore. “We’ll never catch them now.”
“Never is too long a word to say.”
Elva gave a bark of impatience. “We’ve been after them for years,” she  said furiously. “And all this time, they’ve been too much for us.”
He shook his head. “Sooner or later they must betray themselves.  With every day that passes, their luck runs out.”
She looked at him askance. “Some would say the same of us.”
He took her in his arms and stroked her cheek. “You are not the  unfaithful wife of a king. And you’ve never been expected to provide an  heir.”
“Whoever thinks Isolde will do that?” She laughed sarcastically. “All  the world knows it’s a marriage only in name. No one believes that Mark  will bed her now.”
“No,” Andred said slowly, his dark eyes aglow. “But Mark might be  made to believe it—and if he did . . .”
She gave him the cunning look he could not resist. “You mean . . . ?”
“Work on Mark,” he said softly, “feed his vanity. Wake up his jealousy  of Isolde, now that she’s Queen in her own right and not merely as she  was before.” He gave a cruel laugh. “Remind him how he hates being a  vassal king through marriage to him holding Cornwall under Queen  Igraine. How he loathes being male in a world where women are born  to rule.”
She caught his mood. “Unsettle him? Tell him it’s time the marriage  vows were fulfilled? Make him feel that Isolde is insulting him?”
“Whatever she does.” He laughed. “And however hard she tries.”
“Tristan, too.” Elva’s eyes were bright with invention. “Isolde will  surely take him with her to Ireland to establish her rule. It shouldn’t be  hard to make Mark suspicious of that.”
Andred paused. Yes, the merest suggestion of Tristan as Isolde’s King  in Ireland would awaken Mark’s fears. But how would this bring about  the rule of the kingdom he craved? They both knew how far he was from  this lifelong goal.
No matter. Anything that discredited Isolde or Tristan would take  him a step or two further along the road. If they could widen the breach  between Mark and Isolde, that could lead to all sorts of interesting  things. Better still, if they could drive a wedge between Tristan and Mark,  then Tristan would no longer be the favored heir. And there was the  added pleasure of paying Tristan back, because Mark made no secret of  his preference for Tristan, as his sister’s son. How much of all this was  pure malice and the instinct to torment? Andred grinned to himself. He  didn’t know. Enough to say that it gave him the purest delight.
He gave a decisive nod. “We make Mark think that the two of them  are against him, whether or not we can prove it.”
She showed her sharp white teeth. “And then strike?”
Oh, how he loved her when she followed his very thought. “Now is  the hour.”
There was a noise in the corridor. Instinct born of long experience  drove them apart.
“It’s the King!” Andred muttered.
The door opened and an ungainly figure strode in, slapping his riding whip against his boot. The smell of horses and dogs came in with  him, the foam of his stallion’s sweat staining his thighs and a pack of   wolfhounds slavering round his heels. His well-cut leather riding habit  and fine breeches covered a long, badly made body, and his undersized  head poked with an awkwardness that his feathered cap did nothing to  conceal. Beneath it his thin, straggling locks of sandy hair were streaked  with gray, and his small, stone-colored eyes looked irritably about.
“Andred!” he cried.
“At your service, sire!”
Andred hastened forward with a fulsome bow. Behind Mark, he noted  with contempt, swirled the familiar crowd of toadies and parasites, all  hoping for the King’s favor and largesse. In the midst of the colorful  throng was the squat black shape of the King’s Father confessor, the  priest Dominian. Andred knew that the holy father would never see  himself as one of Mark’s hangers-on, but he shadowed the King just as  devoutly in the name of his God.
So be it: Andred paused. He did not disdain the fervent little priest,  and a wise man made an ally where he could. But no, he must never allow  himself to think that he and Dominian were playing the same game.
Andred bowed again. “News from Ireland, sire. The old Queen is  passing into the Beyond.”
“What?” Mark’s mouth fell open in alarm. “But she’s only—” About  my age was written on his face.
Andred bit back a cruel grin. Locked in his stunted boyhood, Mark  would never come to terms with middle age. “So our Lady Isolde will be  Ireland’s new Queen,” he said in solemn tones.
“Of course!” New vistas were dawning in Mark’s fragile brain. When  Isolde was Queen of Ireland, he would be King. Cornwall’s power would  extend over all the Western Isle. He rubbed his hands excitedly. “Well,  she must go there at once.”
Andred looked doubtful. “But surely she’ll have to come back to Cornwall first?”
“Will she?” The words fell out of Mark’s mouth before he was aware  of it. Gods above, he’d only just gotten rid of her! Did she have to come  back? With Isolde away, he could hunt every day and, when darkness  drove him indoors, eat and drink his fill. With his Queen at his side, all  such joys were curtailed. But that was not the worst he had to fear. There  were too many other sour reminders when Isolde was there.
Women, his shrunken soul bleated, what were they for? Isolde now,   why had he married her? Dimly he knew that others, men and women  too, felt the sense of a rare, flower-like creature at the sound of her name.  They saw a beguiling wisp of a woman in springtime green and gold,  mantled in a cloud of shining hair. He watched her smallest smile gladden their hearts, and had no idea why. He only knew that everything she  did belittled him. And because she did not know she was doing it, that  made it worse.
“—if Queen Isolde doesn’t come straight back here, some will say that  she stayed away too long from Castle Dore.”
Not too long for me, Mark wanted to say. Gods above, was Andred  still droning on? “Why should they say that?”
“The people miss her, sire, and her healing skills. When she’s away,  they complain that old men die and women miscarry for the lack of the  touch of her hand.”
“Old men die anyway, and babes are cast!” Mark burst out. “It’s lies,  all lies. There’s nothing magic in Isolde’s hands. She knows a few herbs,  that’s all.”
Elva swung around to support him, her long train swishing behind  her like a tail. “Hovel-dwellers such as those the Queen cherishes will  always complain. A king should take no heed of wretches like them.”
“And you can tell her all this, my lord, when she returns.” Andred  paused for emphasis. “If she sees fit to come back . . .”
Mark glared at him, baffled. “You just said she must!”
“She must indeed, sire, if she wishes to pay you due respect. But if she  decides that she needs not . . .” Andred arranged his features in a troubled stare.
Elva hastened to second him. “And perhaps her knight will insist that  they make straight for the Western Isle—”
“Tristan?” Mark glanced wildly around. “Why would he do that? He  should respect me too, shouldn’t he?”
“You are his lord, his king, his kin,” Dominian chimed in. “He owes  you everything. Of course he must.”
“Oh, Sir Tristan does respect you, sire, I’m sure,” Andred insisted. “But  you know how much his advice weighs with the Queen.”
Mark’s pebble eyes hardened. “More than mine?”
“I would hate to believe so, my lord.”
“Well, now we’ll find out, eh?” snarled Mark. “Isn’t that what you  mean?”
“Sire, you may easily set your soul at rest,” said Andred earnestly.  “Why not send them a summons that they must return?”
“I’ll do it!” Mark cried. “Then if she comes here first, she’ll prove she  cares for me. And if she doesn’t—” He paused and gnawed his underlip.  “—then I’ll know what to think.”
If she does, if she doesn’t, she will pay for it, Andred’s heart sang. We  have sown the seed of doubt and distrust, and it must grow. He did not  need to look at Elva as she took the King’s arm and led him away, murmuring into his ear. She knew what had to be done, and she’d do it too.
Dark waves of triumph surged up in his soul. I shall have you, Isolde,  and Tristan too. You are mine. And not all the devils in hell can save you  in the end.

CHAPTER 3
[image: image]
All day long the sun hung low in the sky, covering the forest roof  with golden fire. The holm oaks lifted their mossy heads to its glow, and  the pink-and-cream honeysuckle reveled in its warmth, along with the  ivy mantling every branch with a glossy sheen. Overhead, the last of the  summer doves called through the trees, unmindful of the winter storms  to come.
On the far horizon two riders appeared, racing out of the eye of the  setting sun. Side by side they galloped across the plain toward the wood.  As they gained the shelter of the trees, the first boldly overtook her companion and hurtled headlong down the leafy path. Breathlessly, she  pulled up her horse in a clearing and came to a laughing halt.
“Tristan?” she called.
“Lady, here.”
He was at her side, reining back his horse, and his beauty stabbed at  her heart. That wondrous face with its shadowed gaze, the deep slate-blue eyes. Almost ten years, she marveled, of knowing and loving this man,  and still the lift of his head, the thrust of his jaw, makes me catch my breath.
She did not know that he was looking at her with the same wondering love: Isolde my lady, Isolde my Queen.
Briskly, he vaulted from the saddle, making the sudden activity a  cover for feelings that lay beyond words. How had he, a landless, wandering young knight, ever won this glorious woman as his love? Tall as  he was, her long, slender body was a perfect companion to his. Her skin  had the petal softness of wild rose, and a world of delight shone in her  smiling eyes. She bloomed today like a flower in green and gold, with  thick ropes of amber around her neck and waist, echoing the red-gold of  her tumbling hair.
My lady—oh, my love . . .
He could still remember when he first saw her face, and could not  remember how he had lived before. Alone, his only solace was to ride the  roads at night, hearing the stars as they danced and called out to him,  watching the twinkling, glimmering points of light. As the darkness  deepened then paled toward the dawn, he would join his voice to the  star-sounds overhead. Sometimes he sang his fears, sometimes his hopes,  but over and over he sang his inner dream—Isolde my lady, Isolde my  only love.
“Tristan? Where are you?” she called again with her teasing laugh.
“Here, madam, here.” Securing his horse, he swung her down from  the saddle, circling her waist with his powerful hands.
Tristan—
Her pulse quickened at the hard bite of his grip: Goddess, Mother, how  I love this man. As her feet sank into the soft, loamy earth, she reached up  and took him in her arms. He smelled of the woodland, strong and rich  and clean, and the musky scent of his manhood teased her every sense.  These days, she could trace the outline of his mouth in her sleep. But  nothing would ever take away the glory of his kiss.
They stood together in the sun-dappled shade, sheltering for a while  in their secret world. Far away they heard the faint echo of horses and  hounds like a fairy hunt, dogs baying, horns calling thin and wild, and  voices crying through the woodland deeps of long ago.
Tristan cradled her in his arms and looked up. “Is the whole court  hunting with Arthur today?”
“It sounds like that. Everyone but us.” She turned her head and a  shadow crossed her face.
“Lady—” He knew at once what was troubling her. “No one will  notice that we’ve turned aside. Everyone straggles as the hunt spreads  out, and no one cares when the others get back.”
“I know. And I wanted to be with you so much.” She smiled into his  eyes. “We haven’t been alone since we arrived.”
Tristan shook his head. “Queen Guenevere has been enjoying your  company.”
“And yet I’ve been so sad these last few days.” She gave an uncertain  laugh. “I don’t know why. There’s something coming. Something in the  stars. . . .” She fixed him with her large-eyed, luminous stare.
Tristan knew her too well to brush her fears aside. “Then let us make  the most of our time while we’re here.”
“Away from Mark, you mean?”
Her voice was unnaturally sharp. Tristan caught his breath and drew  her to his chest. “Lady, I—”
She pushed him off and paced wildly away. “Gods above, Tristan, why  did I marry him?”
He looked away. “Because I betrayed you. Because I was a fool.”
She turned on him. “I wouldn’t let your worst enemy say that!”
“When he sent me to woo you, I should not have gone.”
“I could have refused him.” Her lips tightened. “I was angry with you,  and I threw my life away.”
“Lady, lady—” He gathered her into his arms. “You married for your  country. You wanted to keep Ireland safe.”
She wrapped her arms around his waist and clung fiercely to the great  body sheltering hers. “I feared Cornwall would make war on the Western  Isle.” She gave a twisted smile. “Well, I was wrong about that too.”
The unspoken thought came between them like a curse.
Because the King is a coward. And even worse, a fool.
“Lady, lady,” he sighed, “how were you to know that Mark wouldn’t  go to war? Even a coward can turn vicious if provoked.”
She nodded. “And he still could.” She gave a bitter laugh. “So I tied  myself to him for life, as a woman and a queen.”
He paused. “Yet the Great Ones have smiled on us too.”
“Yes.”
Isolde fell silent. They both knew how different it might have been.  If Mark had insisted on his marriage rights, when his barons were clamoring for  an heir—if he had not been happy to leave her alone and spend his time with his  mistress, his horse, and his hounds—if he had been jealous of Tristan . . .
Tristan sighed. “The Gods weave both joy and sorrow into human  lives. We have been blessed with a love beyond earthly dreams.”
She gave a watery smile. “You’re right.” She leaned back into the safety  of his arms. As she did, a cloud veiled the face of the sun and a shadow fell  across the woodland like a great hand. She turned in fear. “What’s that?”
Tristan stiffened. Born in a hollow tree, he was a creature of the  woodland, and had ears like a faun. He cast about, scenting the air like a  bloodhound, then pointed ahead. “Over there.”
Hurriedly, he assisted her to mount, and together they rode forward  through the trees. The light was fading and a sweet mist was rising from  the earth, fragrant with leaf-mold and golden days on the wane. Tristan  pressed forward unerringly, a hunter on the scent.
“There, madam.”
Standing on the edge of the forest was a still, strange figure clad in  lichen-green.
Tristan spurred toward him without fear. “Sir, what’s your purpose?  Do you seek the Queen?”
The stranger turned toward them as Isolde drew up. A lean, boyish  figure, he had the eyes of one who slept too little and saw too much.  With a brief bow to Tristan, he fell to one knee and offered Isolde a ring.  “Your Majesty.”
Emeralds and gold, winking in the sun—the ancient ring of Queens.  The scent of bergamot came drifting down the wind, her mother’s musky  fragrance from the east. Now she knew the sadness that had been haunting her for days. “My mother . . . ?”
“Alas, lady . . .”
Tristan read her face. “Speak, man!” he cried.
The messenger bowed his head. “The Old Ones have called the Queen  to the Otherworld. She was not sick, and she suffered no pain. But her  fiery spirit wore out her mortal shell and she slipped the coils of earth  for the Beyond.”
Isolde nodded, white to the lips. Her mother had lived and loved,  laughed and wept at twice the pace of a normal soul. She reveled longer,  drank deeper, and suffered more than any mortal frame could hope to  withstand. She had never been destined for the drowsy peace of the fire-side, the soft sinking into widow’s cap and shawl. Small wonder that the  Dark Lord had called her to his side.
Isolde raised her head. “How did she die?”
He gave a sorrowful smile. “Blessing your name. And she did not die  alone. My master traveled with her to the edge of the void.”
“Your master?” She looked at him through a mist of tears. Golden  eyes, woodland ways, green gown—Merlin, of course. “Thank you, sir.”  Covering her eyes, she turned away.
Tristan frowned. “Madam, there must be more.”
The strange youth nodded. “My master bids you return without delay.”
Isolde tensed. “Why?”
“The hungry sea, he says, howls ’round your isle. There are land rats  and water rats, gnawing night and day. Moths lay their eggs in the fabric of what is rightly yours. Hungry mouths, hungry seas, hungry men.”
Isolde stared at him, distracted. “Hungry men?”
Tristan nodded bleakly. “And one above all?”
“Yes, sir.” The messenger held his gaze. “One indeed.”
“Thank you.” Tristan dismissed the young man with a bow. Together  they watched him fade into the dusk.
Oh Mother, Mother . . . Isolde fought back her tears. “What does he  mean?”
Tristan’s eyes followed the green-clad messenger, then he turned back  to her. “Remember, lady, at Pentecost last year, when your mother the  Queen was making much of her knight?”
“Sir Tolen, you mean? When she pledged him her undying love before  all the court, and told him he would be the last of her chosen ones?”
“That very night. And remember his brother Breccan?”
“How angry he was? Yes, of course. But he was only a boy.”
Tristan smiled sourly. “Boys in Ireland soon become men. Then later  he challenged Tolen—”
Her mind raced away. “You mean he’s jealous of his brother? He  thought he should be the next chosen one?”
“Beyond that,” he said somberly. “With your mother gone and yourself out of the country, as you are . . .” He paused for emphasis. “Breccan  may decide that Ireland has no need of queens.”
“What are you saying?”
He raised his head, looking out on the falling night. “Breccan would  not be the first to dream of making himself King.” He raised his head,  looking out on the falling night. “We must get to Ireland as fast as we  can. If we make for the Severn Water, we’ll find a ship there.”
“But I have to go back to Cornwall to tell Mark.”
“Don’t you think he knows?” He gave an angry laugh. “Andred’s men  are everywhere.”
Isolde shook her head. “I have to show him courtesy.”
“Lady, send a messenger. We have a hundred trusty gallopers.”
“He is still my husband,” she said stubbornly.
“Yes indeed.” Tristan nodded bleakly. If only you did not lay between   them like a sword. He made a formal bow. “Go via Cornwall then, lady,  if you choose. But you heard Merlin’s warning. If you value your throne,  you will not linger here.”
She reached out and pressed his hand. Sadly, they rode together out  of the wood. The last rays of the sun lay across the plain, lighting the way  back to Camelot. Ahead of them the great castle glimmered in its green  hollow, the mists of evening wreathing its white battlements and the  bright banners flying from its gilded towers.
Afterward they knew they had had the last golden day of the season,  a living reminder of how the Summer Country got its name. Even late in  the year like this when the rest of the world shivered and grew cold, long  hours of sunlight still blessed this enchanted land. Of all the kingdoms in  the islands, summers were longest there. For the two of them, it was the  summer of their love. But even then, they knew that winter must come.

CHAPTER 4
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Night falling on a day of cruel cold, sleet in the air, and a wild wind  on the mountains to blow them all away—Gods above, winter had  roared in with a vengeance before a man could beware. And what mad-heads would hunt in this weather, when the whole of the island was  wracked by these terrible storms?
Fearfully, the old woodman raised his eyes from his bundles of sticks  and watched the cloaked riders streaming across the horizon, dark figures outlined against the setting sun. The black horsemen and hounds  were hunting human prey, not boar or deer, he was sure. Well, the world  was a sadder place since the old Queen died.
And no sign of Princess Isolde to take her place. The old man sucked  on his teeth and chewed over the troubling thought. Well, Princess no  longer—she’d been Queen Isolde ever since she wed the Cornish King,  and now she was Queen of the island in her own right. Still, she’d been  Princess long enough to wind herself around all their hearts.
Mistily, he recalled a lithe, laughing child as playful as a wave of the  sea. He saw her again riding the surge like a mermaid, the only daughter of a doting mother, born in delight to rule the land with love. But  now even the far-flung crannogs were murmuring that it would not be  so—that the great lords meant to dispossess her and take her throne.
Yet could the Old Ones stand back and let that be? And the Great  One Herself must resist it, She’d strike them down in the end. The old  man shuddered. But evil men always followed their own will, and only a  fool ever stood in their way. The wise man kept his head down, and made  for home.
Home, yes, while these wild ones were about. Ye Gods, his aching  back! Straightening up, he whistled for his dog, and turned his back on  his bundles for the day. Time enough to gather sticks tomorrow, when  the black riders were no more. Whoever they were hunting, it need not  be him. Muffling his head in his wrap, with his dog slinking low at his  heels, he melted into the woodland and was gone.
THE BAND OF RIDERS thundered along the ridge. On the side of the track  the hillside fell away sharply to a mist-shrouded valley below. Ahead of  them a dense stand of pines crowned the mountaintop, sheltering a natural fortress among the crags.
At the head of the pack one rider let out a shout and dragged his  horse to a halt.
“What’s the matter, Tolen?” cried Breccan, reining in behind.
“What are we doing here?” Tolen panted, pulling off his cap and  knocking off the sleet. The raw tang of the frozen forest caught at his  throat. “We’ve lost the light, we’ve seen no sight of game, and this wind’ll  skin us alive if we go on.”
“Patience, brother,” Breccan called, glancing around at his knights as  they drew up. At his side rode Ravigel and young Tiercel, Ravigel’s kinsman, with twenty or so young knights behind. Breccan’s followers  increased every day, Tolen noted uneasily, as more and more of the  Queen’s men turned to him. Well, they had no one else to command  their allegiance and take up the service of their swords. Where was  Isolde? When would she be here?
Breccan calmed his snorting horse and nodded ahead. “That’s Odent’s  castle up there, beyond the pines. I thought we’d call on him.”
“Odent?”
Dimly, Tolen pieced together a memory of a squat, pugnacious man, a  former champion of the Queen and briefly among those who had shared  her couch. But as the Queen’s passion for younger knights increased and  her interest in ruling grew less, Odent had given up in disgust and gone  to live on his estate. Tolen squinted at Breccan. “He left court long ago.  Why d’you want to see him now?”
“Look around you, brother.” Breccan gestured to the wide sweep of   the mountains and the valleys beyond. “From this crow’s nest, he controls all the land around. I want to know who he will support.”
“Support?” Tolen kneaded his temples to try to clear his head. Darkness and devils, why did he drink so much?
“What does it matter to you? That’s for Queen Isolde to find out  when she comes.”
Breccan pursed his lips. “She won’t be here for a while.”
Tolen stared at him. “Why not?”
“She probably doesn’t know the Queen is dead.”
“But Gilhan was sending word—”
Breccan looked out thoughtfully into the dusk. “Well, you know he  sent one of the young squires of his household, because he didn’t trust  any of us. With so many outlaws and ruffians on the roads, a messenger  like that could easily come to harm.”
Ravigel coughed, his pale eyes like stone. “Perhaps he already has.”
Breccan looked at Ravigel and grinned, then turned back to Tolen  again with a knowing wink. “Gilhan should have sent Ravigel. But he  would insist on sending his own man.”
Tiercel’s answering smile gleamed white in the dusk. “A good galloper, but no fighter, so I hear. I doubt he’d get as far as the coast alive,  let alone all the way to Camelot.”
Tolen’s bewildered gaze roved over the three knights. His brain felt  like wool. “You’ve killed Gilhan’s messenger? Why?”
Breccan looked at his brother with open contempt. “Don’t concern  yourself.”
What were they doing? Stumblingly, Tolen pieced it together in his  mind. So Breccan wanted to keep Isolde out of Ireland now that she was  Queen? He’d only do that if he wanted to get the throne, in order to  make himself King. And that meant he’d have to face up to any opposition and get as many of the Queen’s knights as possible on his side.
Men like Odent.
Tolen nodded to himself. So that’s why we are here.
But sooner or later Isolde must return.
“What about Isolde?” he said harshly. “You want to outwit her—  usurp her—what?”
“I told you, Tolen.” Breccan’s eyes grew hard. “Leave all this to me.”
“Sir!” There was a cry from one of the knights. “Riders ahead.”
Coming down through the dripping pines was a strongly built older  knight on a great bay horse, with three or four knights in attendance riding behind. He was heavily muffled against the biting cold in a hooded  cloak and thick woollen leggings such as woodmen wore. A broad leather  belt held his wraps in place, but he wore no dagger and no sword swung  by his side.
“It’s Odent!” said Breccan. “And he’s unarmed.” His eyes gleamed.
The older knight drew near and reined in his horse. “Breccan! And  Tolen, too. What brings you here?”
Breccan produced one of his best smiles. “Oh, the hunt, the hunt, and  we’ve strayed out of our way. So we thought we’d pay you our compliments as we passed.”
“Very gracious.” Odent peered at them from a pair of small, suspicious  eyes.
“And how is your dear wife?”
“Dead, thank the Gods,” said Odent with relish. “Carried off by an  apoplexy not long ago. And not dear to me for many a long year, the old  shrew.”
“Your fair daughter, then?” Breccan persisted, with clear memories of  a short, blinking girl as ugly as her father, but his only heir.
Odent snorted with cold mirth. “Fair enough to attract many like you.  But she’ll be mistress of her own inheritance, that’s the way I’ve brought  her up. She’ll never have to put her life in the hands of a man. But why  all this talk? What’s the news with you?”
“You’ve heard the Queen is dead?”
Odent rolled his eyes. “Every crannog and hamlet has heard that by  now. You’ll be telling me next that you’ve come to commiserate with me  on her loss.”
“The Queen?”
Breccan shook his handsome head. He should have known better  than to try to win Odent with words. Time to show his hand. “You hated  the Queen. She kicked you out of her bed.”
Odent’s small eyes festered. “What’s that to you?”
Breccan smiled expansively. “A new life, my friend. A new world, new  hopes, new ways. You’ve heard what the Christians say. A world without  women at the helm. No more rule of Queens.”
“Never.” Odent shook his head. “I lost my faith in this one, but that   doesn’t mean we should get rid of them all. I’ve been watching Isolde for  years. When she takes the throne, she’ll do very well.”
“But the rule of men—”
“Never, I said!” For a moment the old authority flared in Odent’s eyes.  “Women are bad enough, but men are worse.” He cocked a sardonic eye.  “As you well know.”
Breccan breathed heavily. “Think of this, then. On all sides now they  clamor for the rule of men. The Christians—”
“The Christians?” Odent spat. “Would you honor that ignorant rabble above your own kind? Blood and bones, man, you’re one of the  Queen’s sworn knights! And I’m not the only one who will stand in your  way. Remember Fideal of the Glen? He’ll fight to the death to protect the  Mother-right.”
“Fideal?” Breccan sneered. “You think I fear him?”
“Better men than you feared him in his day.” Odent’s face set. “Say  what you like, he’ll oppose you, and so will I.”
Breccan conjured up a pleasant smile and reached out a hand in  farewell. “So you won’t give me your support? Well, let us part as  friends.”
Odent shrugged. “As you wish.”
He leaned forward to clasp Breccan’s gauntleted fist, his mind already  turning to a cup of mulled wine back at the castle and a hot roast to  come. He did not see the blade concealed in Breccan’s left hand as the  young knight made to clap him on the back, and he hardly felt the thin  steel enter his neck. But his last word was drowned in a torrent of bright  blood. “Fare—”
“And farewell to you.”
With deep satisfaction Breccan watched the older knight’s pupils  contract to pinpoints of light, then he let go his hold on Odent as the  light went out. With a last whisper of departing breath, Odent’s heavy  body slid from the saddle to the ground.
“Gods above, what—”
“My lord, my lord!”
Trembling with shock, Odent’s knights spurred forward, only to find  themselves surrounded by Breccan’s men. Ravigel rode up to take charge,  peering with interest at the lifeless hulk.
“Your lord is no more,” he called out. “My lord is your lord now. He   claims this fortress by the rules of war, and all those who will not serve  him must leave at once. Ride back to the castle and tell all your fellows  the same.”
In silence they watched Odent’s knights ride away.
“Breccan—” Tolen began hoarsely, his fingers unconsciously feeling  for his neck.
But Breccan’s attention was focused ahead. “Follow them, Ravigel.  Don’t let them raise the castle and bar the gates against us before we  get in.”
“Yes, my lord.” Ravigel was already moving away. “Then we ride after  Sir Fideal?”
Breccan tore his gaze away from the mountaintop. “Fideal?”
Ravigel nodded meaningfully. “If he’s going to oppose you, better take  care of him first.”
Breccan gave a scornful laugh. “What, kill that old fool?”
“Not so old, sir. And a doughty fighter in his day.”
“His day is done,” said Breccan dismissively. “He won’t trouble us.”
“It’s the work of a moment, my lord.” Ravigel tenderly fingered the  glistening edge of his blade. “Why not make sure?”
“Fideal is nothing.” Breccan waved a contemptuous hand. He  frowned. “Now the Christians, they’re a different thing. If they’re against  me, you can have free rein.”
“Gods above, Breccan, there are hundreds of them, maybe thousands  now!” Tolen recoiled, aghast. “You can’t kill every man who stands in  your way.”
Breccan stared into his brother’s face with the eyes of death. “There’ll  be no trouble if they do what I say. The only question is, who else wants  to die?”

CHAPTER 5
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Long hours in the saddle, driving forward into the night. A brief  stop while she rested, stretched out on Tristan’s shield, and he threw  himself down on the ground among the men. Then on, and on, till day  and night became one, and all she saw was the sorrowful face of the  moon. She was aching in every limb, trembling with fatigue.
Or with fear? Do you dread to see your husband again?
Enough!
Ruthlessly Isolde silenced the troublesome voice in her head. Right or  wrong, she had to go back to Castle Dore, and the going would always be  hard at this time of the year. They’d had the last warm days of the season in Camelot and were riding now into the driving cold. A wind as  sharp as elf-arrows sliced their flesh, and the first snows of winter were  gathering overhead in the ominous bellies of the fat purple clouds.
“Not far now, madam,” came a sharp Welsh voice at her side.
“Thank you, Brangwain.” She gave the maid a smile.  But still too far for  my peace of mind, came the next thought.  Far from joy or the hope of joy  whenever I see Mark.
Mark . . .
Unbidden, a vision rose before her of a tall, ungainly figure striding  in from the hunt, angry eyes peering suspiciously around, lank sandy  hair falling over a long, heavy face. She gripped her reins in a spasm of  self-disgust. Why did she marry this man? A king, yes, but born without  the natural dignity of the humblest serf. A knight, but with less notion  of chivalry than one of his own horses charging into the joust. A man  who had lived to middle years without shedding the foolish boyhood  habits learned long ago. A husband who had never shared her bed.
Enough, enough.
Nothing will change Mark now.
How different it had been ten years ago. Arriving at Castle Dore for  the first time, she had seen a great palace newly built on the foundations  of ancient kings, with a little town winding crinkle-crankle around its  walls, a snug harbor and a quay below, and all had welcomed her with  open arms. Even Mark himself, her bridegroom-to-be, had looked fine  enough that day in royal red.
But had any young bride ever made such a willful choice? Dug a grave  for her heart and leapt so blindly in? Isolde raised her face to the heavens, dry-eyed. Ten years ago she had wept all the tears she had to shed.
Too late now to lament the misunderstandings that had driven her  and Tristan apart, and encouraged her to tie herself to Mark. Too far  down the road to regret the rift with her mother that had made her want  to seek another country, another world, another life.
Mother . . .
Gone away now into the silent land.
Lost and gone.
There it was again, the pain that would be with her till she died. The  hot musky scent of the Queen’s Chamber flooded her memory as the  voice of her childhood echoed in her ears.
Why don’t you love me, Mawther?
I always love you, little one.
Why do you leave me, then, to be with those men?
There was never an answer, and never would be now. The Queen had  been in thrall to her own beauty all her life, and too many around her  had been moths to that fast-burning flame. Born to love and be loved, she  had lived for love alone and lost herself along the way. No wonder then  that she had lost her hold on the land and also her place in her only  daughter’s heart.
Lost . . .
Lost and gone . . .
Tears stung the back of her throat and filled her eyes. You are not lost  to me, Mother, she swore in her soul. The Otherworld is only a step away. At  the dawning of the day and at every moon’s midnight, I shall remember you.
A raw drizzle began, driving needles of cold rain into her skin.
“Lady?” came a concerned voice from behind. Riding at the head of  the troop bringing up the rear, Tristan had read her drooping spirits from   the set of her shoulders and the sad incline of her head. She turned and  put her heart into her eyes: all the better for your love.
“Journey’s end!” came the cry from the head of the troop. One by one  the weary horses plodded to the edge of the ridge, and Castle Dore lay  below them in the mist. Isolde shivered. Far from joy and hope of joy when  we enter there.
Tristan urged his horse alongside hers. “The lookouts at the castle  won’t have seen us yet,” he said quietly. “We could still make straight for  the port and bypass Castle Dore.”
She shook her head. They had had this discussion so many times. “No.  I must see Mark.”
“As you will, madam.” Bowing curtly, he spurred to the head of the  ride. “D’you hear me, Captain?” he shouted. “The Queen’s orders are  onward to Castle Dore!”
THOUGHTFULLY STROKING his mustache, Andred hurried into the King’s  Chamber with his mind on fire. Only Elva and those with Druid sight  knew that he had been elf-shotten in the womb, and the thick growth  concealed a harelip, but Andred felt the silvery scar at times like this.
“The Queen here?” he greeted King Mark with well-feigned surprise.  But he had known the very moment Isolde and Tristan crested the  mountain ridge and started down to Castle Dore. Whatever happened,  he was not going to be taken by surprise.
The Mother-right! he yelped in his hungry heart. Why did women  rule, when men should have control? Why was Mark no more than a  vassal of the old Queen Igraine, and not a man of power in his own  right? When these Queens like Igraine and Isolde traced their rights  from the Great Mother, then
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