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Dedication

For all the women who deserve better.
And for all the men who are far too hard on themselves.




Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Long Ago

Much More Recently

1. The Silent Knight

2. The Lovers

3. The Fighters

4. The Castle of Maidens

5. The Princess in the Tower

6. The Swiss Hotel

7. The Maquisards

8. The Knights of the Round ­Table

9. The Errant Knight

10. The Drop

11. The Dig

12. The Rendezvous

13. The Return

14. The Idyll of Delight

15. The Wings of Ishtar

16. The Debriefing

17. The Hawk of May

18. Nocturne

19. The Trial of Virtue

20. The Inevitable Betrayal

21. The Dragon’s Lair

22. The Ascent

23. The Dark Forest

24. The Awakening

25. The Arming of the Knights

26. Liebestod

27. Götterdämmerung

28. Escape from Castle ­Drachenberg

29. We’ll Meet Again

Even More Recently

The Round Table

Acknowledgements

Historical Note

About the Author






Long Ago



[image: ]







[image: ]

It’s difficult to remember the sacred words while wrestling with a rooster who’s determined not to be sacrificed. Isolde tries her best, keeping the bird pinned against her robes by the crook of her left arm. Trying to chant in an even tone.

There’s no light in the wooden hall of Caer Lloyw apart from the pallid radiance of the fire, an eerie column of faerie-flame rising from a great bronze cauldron which is sunk into the floor in the centre of the room. The Nine Sisters kneel around the cauldron in black robes, swaying in unison, chanting in ancient tongues. Their acolytes stand behind them in white shifts, young women who have come here to escape hardship elsewhere, each of them holding roosters and ritual knives. The fire burns without fuel, sometimes flickering low beneath the cauldron’s edge, sometimes twisting upwards into a tall column, searching the air like a plant hungry for sunlight. If Isolde stares too long into the flame then she can see the shape of a creature dancing inside the fire, moving together with the Nine Sisters in their strange dance. They beckon it to them, drawing it through the veil of fire, out of the Otherworld and into the mortal realm.

Isolde feels – not for the first time – that perhaps she should have stayed in Ireland. But Ireland is her dead mother and her grieving father, Ireland is marrying her uncle Morholt and becoming Queen of Munster. Endless dreary feasts, locked up in Morholt’s drinking hall or carted around from one fortress to another like a prized piece of furniture. Going to bed with Morholt each night and producing his broad-shouldered heirs. So she came here to Caer Lloyw to learn from the Nine Sisters, to ­discover the secrets of the healing herbs. To cure the sick and bring comfort to the wounded and try to ease a little of the anguish in other people’s lives. She wanted to helm her own ship, follow her own star. The Nine Sisters promised that she would be safe here. But it didn’t take her long to realise that Caer Lloyw was not a place of sanctuary. She’s not here to learn healing spells, as far as the Nine Sisters are concerned. She’s just here to hold the rooster, clean the blood from the floor, lend her voice to the ancient rites. So she mumbles her way through the incantations. Trying to stop the fear from creeping into her voice.

The Nine Sisters raise their hands, slowly and in unison, turning their palms upwards towards the ceiling. The fire rises with them, lighting up the timber ceiling of the great hall. There are charms and spirit-wards hanging from the rafters, dead magpies and bundled leaves. Banners bearing black suns and ancient runes, strange symbols from distant lands. And standing tall above the rest is a huge statue of a woman flanked by owls and lions, winged and bare-breasted and holding a ring in each hand. The Mother Goddess to whom the Nine Sisters dedicate their lives, their worship, their magic rituals.

The chanting reaches a high-pitched frenzy. The air begins to stir. The charms rattle and the banners flutter in the wind. The creature in the fire begins to form arms and legs, vaguely mirroring the shape of the Mother Goddess, growing wings from its shoulders. Isolde sees the light of its eyes, feels the terrified excitement surging through the room.

‘Ereshkigal!’ shouts Mab, the First Sister. ‘Andraste! Brigantia! Mother of Many Names! Hear our cry! Come to the aid of your daughters! We await the age of the Matriarch, when the savage rule of Men is ended, and the wise rule of Woman can begin! Come to us now, in all of your power and glory!’

Isolde knows her cue. She shares a quick glance with Brangaine, her fellow acolyte, standing across the hall. Then she takes the ritual dagger and presses it to the neck of her rooster, who suddenly goes deathly still. Rolling his eyes to look at her.

‘Sorry, fella,’ she says. Then she draws the knife across his throat.

The other acolytes do the same. Eighteen roosters executed simultaneously. Blood sprays throughout the great hall, staining their white shifts. When the acolytes have finished their grim task they hold up the roosters by their legs, letting the blood run freely. There are channels in the floor, shallow grooves which run towards the centre of the room. Thin rivulets of blood begin to creep down the channels, past the Nine Sisters, over the brim of the cauldron. Into the fire.

The hall is suddenly filled by a blaze of emerald brilliance. Isolde has to look away, wincing against the blinding light, feeling the sudden blaze of heat against her face. Something is burned into her eyes, the faintest outline of a woman standing in the fire, wings spreading from her shoulders. But then the light is gone, the flames begin to die, the figure in the cauldron writhes in agony and collapses upon itself. The fire in the cauldron is snuffed out, and the great hall is cast into darkness.

A rooster stands in the cauldron, perplexed. Struggling with its limited comprehension of having been killed and then brought back to life. It clucks quietly and then begins to peck at the inside of the cauldron, making dull metallic thuds.

Isolde stands for a moment in the eerie gloom. She can hear the creak of the rafters, the whistle of the wind, the quiet whispers of the other acolytes. She begins to wonder if it might be safe to sneak away under the cover of darkness. But then she can see again. Two of the sisters have cast spheres of light into the air, balancing them above their outstretched hands, casting a soft glow throughout the room.

‘Failure!’ cries Modron, the Second Sister. She stands up, scowling at the acolytes, staring into each of their faces in turn. Some of the acolytes begin to cry out spontaneously, wailing and beating their chests and falling to their knees, some of them begging forgiveness before they’ve even been accused of anything. Isolde just lowers her dead rooster and stares down at the hard stone floor, trying not to let any of the sisters look into her eyes.

‘One of you has been unfaithful to the Mother Goddess!’ cries Modron, moving around the hall. ‘One of you has broken your vows and sullied this sacred ritual!’

Isolde feels her stomach curdle with guilt and apprehension. She tries not to think about the source of her guilt, just in case Modron and the other sisters can see inside her mind. She doesn’t know the limits of their magic. Her left hand forms a fist around a hard lump hidden in her sleeve, sewn into the fabric of her shift.

‘This is most disappointing,’ says Mazoe, the Third Sister. ‘The Mother Goddess requires your absolute commitment. You must devote yourself to her, and abstain from the pleasures of the flesh.’

‘You were warned!’ says Gliton, the Fourth Sister. ‘Seek companionship among your fellow acolytes, if you wish. But not among the menfolk of Caer Lloyw!’

‘A test of virtue is required,’ says Modron. ‘A demonstration of faith. In tomorrow’s ritual, we will not sacrifice mere animals. One of you will be blessed by the Mother Goddess. One of you will be chosen to offer up your soul, and usher in the age of the Matriarch!’

‘Praise be to the Mother Goddess,’ says Mab.

‘Praise be,’ the acolytes repeat. Some of them in tones of reverence and rapture. Others with reticence and hesitation. Isolde tries not to let the guilt creep into her voice.
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The acolytes stay behind and clean up the great hall, scrubbing the blood from the floor and burying the dead roosters. Then the Nine Sisters let them go back to their duties elsewhere in the city. Isolde has herbs to grind and poultices to prepare: she usually works in the House of Healing, dedicated to Airmed, the healing aspect of the Mother Goddess. Instead, she loiters in the courtyard outside the great hall, leaning against the empty ­stables, waiting for Brangaine to come and join her.

It doesn’t take long for her to appear. They stand in the darkness for a short while, shivering in their white shifts, pulling their cloaks tighter around themselves. Isolde wishes that they had something to hold, something to do with their hands. She would quite like to kiss Brangaine, to find comfort in the other girl’s body, to offer up her own, like they did a few weeks ago. She misses it, the warmth and the closeness.

‘This is definitely a cult, isn’t it?’ says Brangaine.

Isolde snorts at her. ‘Took you this long to figure that out?’

Brangaine looks back at the great hall, with fear in her eyes. ‘Do you think we should, maybe …’ she asks, uncertainly. ‘Do you think we should run away?’

‘We wouldn’t get far,’ says Isolde. ‘You’ve seen them. They could turn into wolves and track us through the woods.’

‘Christ preserve us,’ says Brangaine.

Isoldes takes Brangaine by the arm and pulls her behind the stables, looking left and right to make sure that they aren’t being watched. Even a raven perched on the wall could be one of the sisters spying on them.

‘It’s a bit late to become a Christian,’ she says. ‘Don’t let them hear you praying to the Christ King or it’ll be you they sacrifice, tomorrow.’

‘Oh, God,’ says Brangaine. ‘I only wanted to learn how to talk to animals. That’s all I wanted.’

‘I know,’ says Isolde.

‘I just wanted to find out what the birds and the squirrels were thinking about. I didn’t sign up for human sacrifice, or, or …’

‘Listen,’ says Isolde. She speaks as quietly as she can. ‘There’s a plan. If it works, then we might be able to—’

‘A plan?’ asks Brangaine, uncomprehending. ‘What kind of plan?’

‘I can’t tell you,’ says Isolde. ‘Not here.’

Brangaine squints at her. ‘Does this have anything to do with that man from Kernow who came through the healing temple, the other day?’

‘No,’ says Isolde, quickly. ‘Well, yes. But it’s not what you think.’

‘I knew it,’ says Brangaine. ‘You’re the one who broke your vows, aren’t you?’

‘No!’ says Isolde. ‘Lower your voice, they’ll hear you.’

‘I can’t believe you went to bed with him,’ says Brangaine. ‘Just because he’s got good hair and he plays the harp, that doesn’t mean—’

‘We didn’t go to bed,’ says Isolde. She can feel her cheeks ­flushing with embarrassment. ‘We were standing up. And we only kissed, and used our hands—’

‘That still counts!’ says Brangaine. ‘You’re the one who should get sacrificed!’

‘Don’t say that!’ says Isolde, covering her face with her hands.

Brangaine looks terrified. ‘If you don’t confess then they might pick somebody else. They might pick me, or Carmina, or … it doesn’t matter who. If they kill somebody else then it’ll be your fault, Isolde!’

‘I know,’ says Isolde. ‘That’s why I’m— just find somewhere safe and keep your head down. All right? Things might get a bit messy.’

‘Tell me what’s going to happen,’ says Brangaine.

‘I can’t,’ says Isolde, turning to leave.

‘Isolde!’ says Brangaine, hissing with urgency. She grabs Isolde by the wrist, to keep her from leaving. And Isolde finds herself lingering, cherishing the contact between their skin.

‘I’m sorry,’ says Isolde. ‘I have to go.’

Brangaine holds onto her wrist, and Isolde has to wrench her hand away. She walks away through the darkness, hiding beneath her cloak as best she can, and trying to ignore the fact that there are tears forming in her eyes.
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There’s a hole in the wall behind the stables. The walls of Caer Lloyw are crumbling into ruin, stones gradually stolen to mend the walls of nearby townhouses. There are sheep grazing at the feet of ancient gods, pigs rootling within the muddy bounds of the old temples. It’s not difficult to scramble over the rubble and sneak out of the old fort, into the wider city.

The streets are strange and eerie in the light of the full moon, but Isolde walks through their midst without much fear. The Nine Sisters are much more frightening than any Roman ghosts who might still be guarding the walls, lingering in the stonework.

Most of the big old towns like Caer Lloyw have been abandoned since the Romans left. Isolde didn’t used to understand why, until her father explained it to her. They cannot be defended, the walls are too large for their own good: too expensive to keep in good repair, too wide to be manned by anything less than a legion. Nowadays the minor chieftains and their paltry warbands prefer the safety of wooden hillforts, which can be easily held by fifty men. Caer Lloyw survived because it stands beside the river Sabrina, making money from the wool trade downriver to Dumnonia. The whole place was ruled by a Christian patriarch until the Nine Sisters arrived and turned him into a beaver.

Now the city is protected by powerful enchantments, cast by Modron and Mabel and the other sisters to fend off Irish raiders and Saxon warbands. If you try to scale the walls with arms and armour you’ll find a thick hedge of thorns growing around you, binding your shoulders and dragging you down into the earth. If you sail upriver in a dragon-boat with shields hanging over the side then rampant water-horses will rise up from the river and dash your boat to pieces. Isolde saw the Nine Sisters cast their spells, slaying a goat and throwing its entrails into the river to bind the magic. She knows the phrasing of the spell, and she has a good idea of how it works. It only applies to ships and boats, sailing on the surface of the river. It doesn’t apply to anything swimming beneath.

She heads down now, past the tanneries and the storehouses, feeling her nostrils flare from the smell of raw wool and sheep-shit. She walks to where the boats are moored, past the hoary ­eel-nets and the fish-drying racks, until she feels the mud of the foreshore beneath her feet. She can hear the steady flow of the river, the croaking of the frogs, the crickets chirping in the reeds. The boom of a bittern, somewhere nearby. She waits in perfect stillness for a few moments until she convinces herself that the bittern is just a bittern. It’s ridiculous, being constantly wary of the birds and beasts, in case they are the Nine Sisters in disguise. But then she might not have to worry about that, after tonight. Not if she goes through with this, and holds up her part of the plan.

Her left hand finds the wooden charm hidden in her sleeve. She digs it out now, turning the pocket inside out to push it free: a tiny salmon, roughly carved by a warrior’s knife. She holds it in her palm and stares down at it through the gloom, brushing the soft pad of her thumb against the hardness of its crude scales, risking splinters.

She hesitates. It’s not too late to abandon all of this and go back to the healing temple. She has been trusted with a vast and overwhelming responsibility, and she’s not sure what she did to deserve it. Neither is she sure of what would happen if she kept this salmon in her pocket until she was old and frail. Perhaps it would be buried with her, eventually. Perhaps the secret would go with her to the grave. Perhaps she would be cursed by the gods, punished for her cowardice, never allowed the quiet slumber of death.

If she does nothing, one of the acolytes will die. It could be Brangaine. She’s not sure she can stand by and watch as the ritual knife is plunged into Brangaine’s heart. She’s not sure she could live with herself, knowing that she had a chance to do something, but that her courage failed her at the last moment.

The clouds part for a moment and the full moon shines down upon the river, reflected at its brightest and fullest against the snaking current. Isolde feels her worries replaced by cold certainty, as if the goddess Arianrhod of the Moon has poured a draught of courage into her heart. She clutches the wooden salmon for a moment longer, then casts it into the river. It lands almost silently and sends the moon’s reflection rippling through the water.

Nothing happens, for the longest of moments. The frogs and the crickets continue their midnight chorus. Isolde begins to worry that she must have done something wrong. But then she sees something, a huge shape moving in the water, not a boat or vessel floating downstream but a vast creature wending through the gloom of its own will. It has the definite quality of being large and alive and motile, striking an ancestral fear deep into her marrow. She curls her toes inside her damp shoes, fighting the urge to hide among the reeds. She has nothing to fear. She knew that this would happen. Now she must live with what happens next.

The Great Salmon of Lyn Llyw hoves out of the river and slumps heavily against the shore, half-beaching itself. Scales shimmering through silvery shades of red and green, pink and blue. It is a fearsome creature, much larger and more massive than she expected it to be: ten times the size of any ordinary salmon, sporting enormous tusks and long whiskers on either side of its mouth. This is the king of salmon, ancient and sagacious, who ate the hazelnuts from the Well of Wisdom during the creation of the world. It turns its head very slightly towards Caer Lloyw and regards Isolde with a single eye, stern and imposing, speaking wordlessly of the great wisdom contained within its soul. Isolde finds herself kneeling in the mud, moved to awe and reverence. She has never seen a creature more noble, more deserving of worship, more obviously possessing the grace and beauty of the gods. She feels the need to apologise for beholding it with her undeserving eyes.

The salmon vomits onto the riverbank with sombre brevity. Isolde scuttles backwards onto her hands and backside to avoid getting the noxious deluge on her clothes: a tide of fishbones, mayflies, frogspawn, ocean kelp, undigested grasshoppers, barrel hoops, twisted lengths of fishing net, old Roman coins, and a single rusty legionary helmet. A crab scuttles away into the reeds, thankful to be alive. But the salmon has not quite emptied its stomach, so it rallies itself and tries again.

Washed up on the second tide of bile are fourteen warriors, rheumed with salmon chunder, cloaks rank with foul-smelling stomach juices. Isolde crawls back further to make room for them. They wear shirts of chainmail or overlapping scales of lacquered leather, punched and laced together. They have bronze greaves buckled to their shins, broad roundshields strapped to their arms, spears in their hands, short-bladed ring-swords hanging from their belts. Bright helms fastened to their heads with boar crests, cheekguards, horsehair plumes. They must have been giving the salmon indigestion.

The warriors cough and cringe and groan, swearing in the darkness. One of them rises quickly and draws a sword from his scabbard: the blade sings, glowing in the moonlight, and Isolde nearly yelps with terror. That is Caliburn, the sword of destiny. This is Arthur Pendragon, War Chief of the Britons. Eyes full of malice, beard full of bile, dressed in a glittering coat of golden scales, with a winged helm set atop his copper-coloured hair. He peels a piece of pondweed from his armour, casting it down in disgust. Then he notices her in the mud and scowls down at her with much the same expression. He must think that she’s kneeling here in deference to him, as the great war-duke of the Britons.

‘M-my lord Pendragon?’ she asks.

‘Isolde, is it?’ says Arthur, voice full of gravel and disdain.

‘Yes, my lord,’ she says.

Arthur grunts. ‘She’s too pretty for you by half, Tristan.’

‘Yes, my lord,’ says a voice from the darkness, broken and plaintive. Isolde knows that voice, she heard it whisper against her cheek a couple of days ago. Tristan promised that this would happen, and now the promise has come true. Arthur is here with his warband to sack the city and destroy the Nine Sisters, killing anyone who stands in his way.

‘Lord Pendragon,’ she says, voice wavering. ‘I beseech you to take great care in your slaying of the Nine Sisters, and show mercy to the people of this city—’

‘Thanks, blondie,’ says Arthur. ‘Appreciate your help with the salmon business. But we’ll take it from here. Come on, lads.’

Arthur trudges up the riverbank, dragging his sodden cloak through the mud behind him. Isolde doesn’t allow herself to breathe until he is gone past her, forging his path to the walls of Caer Lloyw with his sword in hand and violent intentions in his heart.

The glow of Caliburn fades with him. The rest of Arthur’s band begin to pick themselves up, brushing gunk and fibre from their war gear. Isolde can barely see them in the moonlight: she has seen their faces once or twice before, at secret meetings in hidden groves, conspiring the downfall of the Nine Sisters. But she knew their names long before she met them in person. She heard their stories sung by the bards around her father’s hearth, when she was ten or twelve years old. In the stories they always spoke and acted with noble purpose, following the code of honour laid down by their king. In truth they are often rough and coarse, lazy and foul-tempered. There doesn’t seem to be a code of honour at Caer Moelydd except the code of increasing Arthur’s glory and laying tribute at his feet. They are a weird band, touched by the Otherworld, often speaking words and making jokes that she doesn’t fully understand.

‘Fucking Christ,’ says Agravain, pale and weasel-faced and generally disagreeable. ‘Was that really the best way to get here?’

‘Yes,’ says Kay the Cupbearer, the steward of Caer Moelydd, with his dark skin and his broad shoulders: Arthur’s brother, though not by birth.

‘Urgh,’ says Agravain. ‘I mean, why’s it always magic salmon and talking ravens? Why couldn’t we have come in a boat like normal people?’

Bedwyr appears from the gloom, strapping his shield to the handless stub of his left arm. He is scraggly and sinewy and ruggedly handsome, reminding Isolde of an otter or badger, possessing a kind of benevolent forest wisdom. ‘This place is ruled by the Nine Sisters,’ he says. ‘They have cast their wards and protections over the river and the land surrounding. If we came by ordinary means they would have conjured many evils against us.’

‘This way we have the element of surprise,’ says Kay.

‘I’d sooner have the element of not having fish puke in my fucking ear,’ says Agravain. ‘Gonna stink of fish for weeks, now …’

‘Stop whining,’ says Kay. ‘On your feet, come on.’

Isolde hesitates to speak or draw attention to herself, fearful of these gruff warriors. She wants to tell them to be careful, to direct their swords against the Nine Sisters and to leave the rest of the city untouched. But why would they listen to her, when their chief has already silenced her and ignored what she has to say?

‘Isolde!’ says a familiar voice. ‘Where are you, dearheart?’

‘Um,’ says Isolde. ‘Over here …’

Another figure looms closer, through the gloom. It must be Tristan, kneeling in front of her taking her shoulders in his grasp. He tries to hold her close to him and kiss her, despite the fact that he’s covered in salmon vomit. It makes her toes curl, cringing from her fingers to the roots of her hair. She turns her head away from him as his face comes near, wrinkling her nose as he plants a kiss upon her cheek.

‘Steady on, Tristan,’ says Agravain. ‘Least give her a warm meal first.’

‘Where the fuck is everyone?’ asks Gareth, one of Arthur’s nephews. ‘I’m in the river over here. Can’t see a bloody thing.’

Suddenly there is light, casting them all in a friendly silver glow. The salmon is shining multifariously through all of the colours of the rainbow, reflecting the moonlight with twice or thrice its usual intensity. Isolde can see Tristan much more clearly, with his curly black hair and his stupid innocent puppy-dog eyes. He always looks incredibly concerned about her wellbeing, as if she could die of the vapours or break like an egg at any given moment. It might be a little charming if it wasn’t so completely aggravating.

She can see the other warriors more clearly as well. Bors with his round stomach and his walrus moustache, plump and cheerfully bombastic. Safir and Palamedes, sister and brother, travellers from a faraway land, with their dark skin and their beautiful mirror-­plated armour. A creature called Percival, dressed in the gossamer silvermail of the faerie realm, who seems more like a beast of the forest than an ordinary mortal warrior. Gawain, the Hawk of May, who seemed happier in the darkness: he is tall and quiet and uncomfortable in his skin, as if his powerful body was an ill-­fitting shirt of mail. And then – climbing out of the reeds together – there are Lancelot and Galehaut, the two most famous warriors in Arthur’s band: the golden-haired lion of Brynaich and the copper-bearded Pict from the distant isles of Caledonia. Tristan has told her all about them, speaking rapturously about their bond of friendship for one another. They are utterly inseparable, sleeping under the same furs at night, like Achilles and Patroclus from the old Greek stories. Lancelot carries himself with the air of a languid prince, forced out of bed against his will for some grand ceremony. He seems somewhat less covered in bile than everyone else, as if he was blessed by the god of good hair and given a magic cloak by the goddess of garments.

‘Can you ask him to stop doing that?’ asks Lancelot, turning to Percival. ‘We won’t have the element of surprise for very long if the Nine Sisters see a giant glowing salmon right outside the walls.’

Percival smiles, shaking their head. ‘Salmon friend is bright of hue. Lights the way for Arthur’s crew. Nothing more that I can do.’

‘Very helpful,’ says Lancelot.

‘We could just cut him open,’ says Gareth, the king’s nephew. ‘Lot of meat on a fish that size. Would last us a couple of winters, salted properly.’

The salmon makes a deep sonorous grumbling sound. Percival’s smile disappears. ‘Inside the salmon’s flesh is curled the total wisdom of the world. Feast upon his meat and rind to desiccate your tiny mind.’

Gareth looks unsettled. It takes him a moment to think of a rejoinder. ‘Well, I might have a tiny mind, but at least I’ve got a massive …’

Safir draws her sickle-sword, holding the blade low towards Gareth’s crotch. ‘One more word and you won’t have anything left to brag about.’

‘All right,’ says Kay. ‘Enough bickering. Blue cloaks stay here and wait for the signal. Green cloaks with me. Can’t let Arthur have all the fun.’

‘Fun,’ says Agravain. ‘Yeah, that’s what I’d call this. Loads of fun.’

‘Courage, Agravain!’ says Bors, grinning through his moustache. ‘These foul witches cannot hope to stand against our brotherhood. Our hour of glory is at hand!’

Half of the warriors go trudging after Arthur. Kay and Bedwyr, Bors and Agravain, Gareth and Caradoc. Isolde tries to get up and follow them, partly just to make sure that they can find their way to the keep without getting lost. But Tristan binds her in another embrace, rooting her to the spot, planting kisses in her hair.

‘Gentle Isolde,’ says Tristan. ‘I can’t tell you how overjoyed I am, to see you safe from harm. To think of you languishing here alone without protection …’

‘Mmm,’ says Isolde. ‘Tristan. I don’t—’

‘Every hour apart from you has been the most tender agony!’ cries Tristan, beating his breast. ‘But now we need never be apart again.’

Isolde plants her hand against his chest, pushing him away with gentle firmness. ‘Look, I had a good time the other night, but I think you might have read more into it than …’

‘Hush now, dearheart,’ says Tristan, pressing his finger against her lips. ‘We must attend to the matter at hand. The downfall of these wicked enchantresses. Later there will be time for sweet reunions.’

Isolde is very tempted to bite his finger, just to see him bleed. But he pulls away from her, charging after Arthur and drawing his sword to prove his courage. Leaving her in the mud on the riverfront. She picks herself up and begins to wipe away the salmon-bile that Tristan has deposited in her hair, on her clothes, upon her lips.

Half of Arthur’s warriors are lingering behind: Lancelot and Galehaut, Percival and Gawain, Safir and Palamedes. The salmon is still half-beached upon the shore, still glowing through all the different colours in the world, and some that Isolde has never seen before. Percival has moved closer to it, pressing their hand against the salmon’s rainbow scales.

‘Great Salmon of Lyn Llyw,’ says Percival. ‘We have befouled your stomach with our presence. Please forgive Gareth Goodhand, who does not mind his manners nor his tongue. You are wise and ancient, and it is beneath your dignity to carry warriors intent on violent deeds. We thank you for debasing yourself, merely to ease our passage and hide us from our enemies. In return, we shall keep our bargain. No salmon shall be eaten at the Round Table, while Arthur reigns.’

The salmon blinks, gills flaring, shifting in the mud. Satisfied with the terms of the arrangement. It rolls and jostles against the riverbank, turning awkwardly, wiggling its massive bulk through the mud and the reeds. Then it launches itself and slips away into deeper water. Soon only its fin and tail are visible, but the rest of its body is still glowing, casting strange patterns of light through the water until the whole river is suffused with spectacular patterns of red and green and orange.

Isolde finds herself moving to the water’s edge for a better view: the warriors follow her example, standing in silence and marvelling at the lights. Gawain wades out into the river, willing to get his greaves rusty if it means he can watch the salmon for a moment longer.

‘Pity, really,’ says Lancelot. ‘I rather enjoy salmon.’

‘You would say that,’ says Galehaut, in his friendly Caledonian burr.

They are holding hands beneath the cover of their cloaks, enjoying the lights together. Isolde finds that she trusts them more than Arthur and the rest of his warriors. They have given her no basis for that trust, but she feels a kinship with them because she has guessed at their secret. She has a pretty good idea of what’s really going on between them, even if Tristan is completely oblivious to it. They are two men who lie together in the same way that she has lain with Brangaine and with other women. That gives them some kind of illicit fellowship, as far as she’s concerned.

‘I …’ says Isolde. ‘How can something so beautiful exist in such a dreadful world?’

‘Oh, they go hand-in-hand,’ says Galehaut. ‘Take the two of us. He’s beauty, and I’m dread. And we get on well enough.’

‘Other way around, I should have thought,’ says Lancelot.

They make an unspoken agreement to stand in the reeds together until the rainbow salmon has disappeared downriver. Then Gawain wades back ashore, trying to wipe a tear from his eye without anyone noticing. The spell is broken, and they have to prepare for the task ahead of them. Safir and Palamedes are preparing themselves for battle, checking their armour and strapping their shields to their arms. Only Safir’s eyes are visible, beneath the rim of her silver helmet, above the hem of her veil. The rest of her face is concealed in shadow. Her brother Palamedes stands beside her in his coat of mirror-plate, festooned from his throat to his knees with burnished scales of shimmering metal, the likes of which Isolde has never seen before.

‘How are we getting home?’ asks Safir.

‘Perhaps we could summon him again,’ says Palamedes. ‘I wonder if he would take us all the way back to Babylon, across the sea.’

‘Then we would have to stay in his belly for weeks or months,’ says Safir. ‘You can go home like that if you want, brother. I would prefer to ride.’

‘Fine,’ says Palamedes. ‘You get saddle-sores, and fight bandits, and drink foul ale in taverns along the road. I will play my harp and take my ease in the belly of a fish.’

‘I’m not sure we can summon him on a whim,’ says Lancelot. ‘Can we, Percy?’

There’s a low growl from the darkness. When Isolde looks around she finds that Percival has vanished, and that a huge brown bear is standing beside her on the riverbank. She leaps back away from the great beast, shocked into silence, and looks around for Percival in the darkness: but they are nowhere to be seen. Only the bear, standing in Percival’s footprints. It looks up at her with an unreadable expression and then turns around, lumbering towards the walls of Caer Lloyw. None of the warriors seem particularly alarmed: they do not draw their swords, or make any effort to hinder its progress.

‘Don’t mind Percy,’ says Lancelot. ‘They can be a bit unpredictable, sometimes.’

Isolde struggles to form words, not knowing how she can possibly order her thoughts and put them into speech. Before she can speak, she hears the dirge of a war-horn being blown, forbidding and inauspicious, from somewhere inside the city.

‘That’s our cue,’ says Lancelot, drawing his sword.

‘You mustn’t …’ she says. ‘There are many good people in this city, besides the witches. You must try to leave them unharmed.’

‘Oh, don’t worry,’ says Lancelot. ‘Discretion is our watchword.’
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Within hours, half the city is burning. The great storehouse of wool and pottery by the riverfront has gone up in flames, which Isolde doesn’t understand: surely Arthur could have sold the wool downriver to Dumnonia and made a handsome profit? But Arthur and his men seem more concerned with petty thievery. Gareth started breaking into people’s homes as soon as he was inside the walls. Agravain ran through the marketplace chuckling to himself and filling a sack with plunder. Kay and the others focused primarily on the grim business of premeditated slaughter, stalking through the pre-dawn twilight and killing the city garrison before they had time to mount a proper defence. The guards and watchmen of Caer Lloyw were ill-equipped, poorly trained, complacent: confident in the knowledge that no army could approach the city without being stopped by the Nine Sisters and their magic. Arthur cleaved a path of slaughter through their ranks until his hair and face and armour were splattered with gore, like some ancient god of carnage and destruction. The great brown bear fought at his side, beating down spearmen with its terrible paws.

Now the streets are littered with corpses, and the surviving townsfolk are cowering in their homes. Arthur’s trail of death and destruction has come to a reluctant pause outside the inner keep, because the gate stands in his way, barring him from the great hall and the Nine Sisters until he can find a way to bring it down. The brown bear is sitting in a shady corner and devouring the contents of a plundered honey jar with every sign of enjoyment.

Isolde is trying to heal a wound in Tristan’s hand, a minor scrape inflicted by a spearman who scored a lucky hit. Tristan is slumped against an empty fountain with one hand across his brow, taking great pity upon himself, as if the wound was a mortal blow. It should be an easy wound to clean and dress, but she can’t seem to stop her hands from shaking. She feels sick with guilt, shocked into helpfulness, because she can’t hurt anybody else while she’s doing healing work. She knew many of the city guards by name. She treated their injuries in the House of Healing, helped their wives to soothe their monthly troubles, brought some of their children into the world. And she betrayed them, leading these invaders inside the walls. How many deaths has she brought about, to save her own life? To save the lives of Brangaine and the other acolytes? One acolyte is not worth fifty spearmen, she knows that for a fact. They were brave men, surprised, caught off their guard. They had plans for the future, secret hopes and dreams that they never shared with anybody. Now most of them are dead. She can’t help feeling that they died by her hands, even if it was Arthur who spilt their blood.

She almost wants Arthur and his men to fail, in spite of everything. Right now they’re struggling to break down the gate, and she doesn’t feel the urgent need to tell them about the secret entrance behind the stables, which might help them to get inside the keep. Bors and Gawain are using a bench as a battering ram, but there’s magic at work: as soon as they charge against the gate they are flung backwards and land in a heap on the floor, repelled with twice the force that they put into their attempt. The gate remains undamaged, silently mocking their efforts.

‘Must be some kind of enchantment,’ says Kay.

‘You don’t say,’ says Arthur, stalking up and down like a tiger.

‘Should have brought Merlin,’ says Kay.

‘We don’t need him,’ says Arthur. ‘Festering old shit-rag.’

The rest of Arthur’s warriors are bragging about their loot. Lancelot and Galehaut are perched on the rim of the fountain next to Tristan, drinking from a skin of wine that they must have looted from the cellar of a merchant’s house. Agravain is sorting through a private hoard of knives and belt-buckles, plates and iron, tools and trinkets. Gareth is trying on the shoes and helmets of dead spearmen. Caradoc has rounded up all of the livestock that he could find, cows and sheep and goats and pigs, which he’s trying and failing to herd together with a switch of hazelwood.

‘It’s a bit early to be rounding up sheep, isn’t it?’ asks Safir. ‘Before we’ve even breached the inner stronghold.’

‘Oh,’ says Agravain, grinning. ‘It’s never too early for Caradoc. He loves anything on four legs. Isn’t that right, Doc?’

Caradoc scowls at him. ‘They’ll fetch a good price in the market at Caer Legion, or somewhere. Or I can fatten them up and keep them for winter.’

‘Keep them for winter, eh?’ says Gareth, chuckling to himself. ‘When you’re cold and lonely and you want a nice warm sheep to snuggle up with?’

‘Baaa-aaaahhh,’ says Agravain.

‘Look, that only happened once!’ says Caradoc. ‘And I was under an enchantment.’

‘Sure you were,’ says Agravain. ‘That’s what they all say.’

‘That’s not—’ says Caradoc, voice pitching high.

‘Look, Doc,’ says Gareth. ‘Don’t let us stop you. If you want to go and have your way with a sheep while we’re taking care of these witches then you go right ahead.’

‘Exactly,’ says Agravain. ‘We wouldn’t judge. Would we, chief?’

Arthur chuckles darkly. It seems to calm him down for the moment, watching his warriors tease each other. Isolde gets the sense that Agravain’s job in the warband is to keep Arthur in a good mood, with his cruel jokes and his crude jests.

Gareth looks over at Tristan. ‘What about you, new boy? You on the lookout for anything? New sword? New horse? Or are you just gonna take this one home with you, to keep your bed warm?’

Isolde feels her blood turn to ice. Her stomach clenches, threatening to void its contents all over Tristan’s shoes.

‘I’ll trade you for her,’ says Agravain. ‘Got some good spoons here.’

‘She’s worth more than a few spoons, you ignoble fiend!’ says Bors. ‘How could you be so ill-mannered and uncouth?’

Isolde feels the urge to run, to flee, to throw herself upon the mercy of the Nine Sisters and beg their forgiveness. While she was one of their acolytes, she was protected from all of this, from being traded around like a sack of flour or a chest of coins. Now she has given up that protection, given herself over to the violent whims of men.

‘I …’ says Tristan, casting his eyes down towards the ground. He seems embarrassed. ‘I made a promise to my father, before I left Din Tagell. Whatever treasure I find, I must give him the best part of it.’

‘A noble promise,’ says Palamedes.

‘Fucking stupid promise, if you ask me,’ says Gareth. ‘Ought to keep it all for yourself. You’re the one fighting for it.’

‘It was his price,’ says Tristan, defensively. ‘For letting me join Arthur’s band.’

‘Makes sense, I suppose,’ says Agravain. ‘Why else should he let you run off and fight for Arthur? Least this way he’ll make some money out of it.’

‘Why do you want to fight for Arthur?’ asks Isolde, surprising herself. The question came out of her mouth unbidden. But she can’t imagine why anyone would want to follow the orders of a man like Arthur, with all of his callous brutishness.

The warriors fall silent for a moment. They exchange glances with each other.

‘Because he is the greatest and noblest prince in all the isles of Britannia!’ says Tristan, speaking louder than he was a moment ago.

‘Not just Britannia!’ says Agravain, almost shouting. ‘Go anywhere the Romans went, you won’t find anyone braver than our Addy! He’s hard-as-nails!’

‘That’s right,’ says Gareth. ‘Ought to be king of all the Britons!’

Arthur looks unimpressed. ‘Stop sucking my cock and get over here to ram these gates open, you useless fuckwits.’

‘Righto, chief,’ says Agravain, dropping his plunder. He hurries over towards the gates, with Gareth close behind him.

Isolde takes longer than necessary, washing and dressing Tristan’s wound. It seems like the best way of protecting herself, among all of this violence. Reminding Arthur and his men that her usefulness has not quite come to its end. But eventually she finds that the work is done, the wound is dressed, she can’t plausibly stretch out her deception any longer. She binds the linen and then rests her hands on her thighs.

‘There,’ she says, uncertainly. ‘All done.’

‘Thank you, dear one,’ says Tristan. ‘I feared I would perish from my wounds. But with your gentle ministrations you have saved me from certain death.’

‘Um,’ says Isolde. ‘It was fairly superficial, really.’

‘No, no,’ says Tristan. ‘You do yourself a disservice, fair Isolde. You are a great healer, truly blessed by Airmed and the gods of medicine.’

Isolde sighs. She wonders what on earth possessed her to kiss this idiot in the first place. He’s a handsome idiot, with a kind heart, but that doesn’t quite make up for having the general disposition of a wet sponge. It’s only now that she realises how young he is, in mind and soul if not in body. Nothing more than a misled child, really. Trying to impress his father. Trying to prove his strength and courage to the world.

‘Why do you follow Arthur?’ she asks, more quietly. ‘Really.’

Tristan looks surprised. ‘He … He’s a great warrior. A great chief among men.’

‘He’s a great pain in the neck,’ says Lancelot quietly. He takes a swig of wine, then offers the skin to Galehaut, who frowns and shakes his head.

‘A great tyrant,’ says Galehaut. ‘A great bully.’

Tristan takes a moment to recover from his astonishment. ‘How can you speak ill of him, when he lets you sleep in his hall, and eat from his table?’

‘Very easily,’ says Lancelot. ‘But only when he’s out of earshot.’

Isolde laughs, clearing her throat to try and hide her amusement. Lancelot looks down at her with a grin and a conspiratorial wink.

It’s at this moment that a shadow passes over them. Caradoc’s cows stop lowing and his sheep stop bleating. The wind shifts to the east, and the air seems colder than it was a minute ago. Isolde feels the chill of apprehension bleeding through her bones.

‘They’re coming,’ she says, quietly.

‘What?’ asks Lancelot.

But it’s too late. Smoke begins to broil around the upper gallery of the great hall, twisting into the form of the Nine Sisters. They stand on the balcony above the walls with war-paint on their faces, charms hanging from their hair. Arthur and his warriors draw their swords, taking up defensive postures. But the Nine Sisters are not looking at Arthur. They are looking at Isolde, who feels a greater terror in her heart than she has ever felt before.

‘Traitor,’ says Modron. Her voice carries like thunder, seeming to come from the stones of Caer Lloyw, from the distant mountains, from the river outside the walls.

‘You have conspired against us, Isolde,’ says Mab. Her words ring like hammer blows inside Isolde’s mind, like iron spikes driven through her skull. ‘You have broken your vows and brought these warriors inside our sanctuary.’

‘That’s right!’ says Arthur, trying to draw attention to himself. His voice seems feeble in comparison. ‘We’re here, inside your sanctuary. And we’re going to burn it to the ground!’

‘It’s not a sanctuary!’ says Isolde, shouting back at Mab. ‘Not for me and Brangaine and all the other acolytes. You pretend that you’re keeping us safe, but you’re the ones that we need to be kept safe from! You don’t mind killing us, just to suit your own ends, and make yourselves more powerful!’

‘Enough,’ says Mab. ‘You have betrayed the Mother Goddess, and you must be punished for your treachery. We will kill you, and the warriors of Caer Moelydd.’

Arthur scoffs. ‘I’d like to see you try, you pack of crones.’

Mab finally turns her gaze to Arthur. ‘You have erred in coming here, Pendragon.’

‘No,’ says Arthur. ‘You’ve erred in practising your foul magic! You’ve erred in studying sorcery, bewitching the men of this city to do your will, and planning foul designs upon the realm! You’ve erred in forcing me to come here and do slaughter!’

‘I’ve erred enough,’ says Agravain, quietly stifling a yawn.

‘We have forced you to do nothing, butcher,’ says Gliton. Isolde sees an image of flowers wilting and turning black, inside her mind. ‘Why are you here? Except to sate your greed and swell your coffers. We have done nothing to incur your wrath.’

‘You know exactly why I’m here,’ says Arthur, shouting into the wind. ‘You’re jealous of my power. You’ve placed a curse upon me, and I would see it lifted!’

The witches look confused. ‘Our power is far greater than yours,’ says Mab. Her voice conjures visions of stars falling from the sky, cities crumbling into the ocean, distant mountains erupting with fire. ‘What curse do you speak of? We have made no designs against you.’

Arthur scowls like a child whose toys have been taken away from him. ‘You have taken the strength from my flesh!’ he shouts. ‘You have shrivelled my manhood! To stop me from lying with my lady Gwenhwyfar! To stop me from producing sons!’

For a few moments there is no sound whatsoever, apart from the howling wind above their heads. Even Arthur’s warriors seem embarrassed on his behalf. One of Caradoc’s donkeys begins to bray in the awkward silence. Then the Nine Sisters break into peals of laughter. Some of them bend double, leaning against the balcony to support themselves. Modron leaps into the air and flies in a circle around the keep, cackling and shrieking with delight. Arthur stands beneath them, his lip curling with disdain, his fist clenched around the hilt of Caliburn. His warriors glance back and forth between each other, dreading to find out what he might do next. All except for Lancelot, who is hiding his laughter behind his hand.

‘We have placed no such curse upon you, Pendragon,’ says Mab. ‘If you cannot lie with the lady Gwenhwyfar then your own weakness is to blame.’

‘It’s a common affliction,’ says Gliton, grinning with malice. ‘Nothing to be embarrassed about. It often helps to eat the testicles of a goat.’

‘Perhaps you should drink less before climbing into bed!’ says Thiton, recovering from a bout of hysterics and then falling into another.

‘You harridans!’ says Arthur, roaring with anger. ‘I’ll slaughter every fucking one of you, and then the curse will end!’

‘You will slaughter nobody, Pendragon,’ says Modron, landing on the balcony once again. ‘Your sword Caliburn is as feeble as your manhood. It will not strike true against us.’

‘Maybe you haven’t heard of my band!’ says Arthur. ‘Maybe you haven’t heard of what they can do. These are the Warriors of the Round Table! This is my brother, Kay. He’s fucking unkillable, unless God himself chooses to strike him down. He’s fucking unrelenting. He killed the Cath Palug on the Isle of Mona. Ever heard of the Cath Palug? Big fucking lion that could turn into a fish?’

‘Addy …’ says Kay, trying to calm him down.

Arthur keeps talking. ‘And this is Bedwyr, who killed a hundred Dogheads in Din Eidyn, in the distant north. He slew them with only one hand, and he’ll do the same to you!’

‘Enough of this!’ says Mab. ‘Your stories end here, Pendragon. We will kill the traitor Isolde, and then we will destroy you and your men.’

‘No!’ says Tristan, rising to his feet. ‘You will not harm her, unless you strike us all down first!’

‘So be it,’ says Mab.

Tristan barely has time to realise the error of his words. The witches raise their hands in unison, sleeves draping, fingers outstretched. Speaking together in an ancient tongue that Isolde doesn’t recognise. Their eyes begin to glow with eerie light, the same pallid radiance that Isolde saw rising from the fire last night. And the same light appears in Tristan’s eyes, clouding his vision and his judgement. He stares at Isolde with wild despair, brandishing his sword towards her.

‘You fiends!’ he shouts, up at the Nine Sisters. ‘What have you done with fair Isolde? You must change her back, at once!’

Isolde looks down at herself, fearful of what she might see. But she looks the same – when she turns her hands over and pats down her dress, she doesn’t find anything abnormal. No hooves, no warts, no extra breasts. Nothing to write home about.

‘Tristan,’ she says. ‘I’m fine.’

But Tristan’s attention has been drawn elsewhere. All of Arthur’s warriors have been afflicted by the same enchantment. They look around at one another with horror and bewilderment.

‘Oh, Jesus!’ shouts Agravain, looking at Arthur. ‘No, no, no …’

‘Back, foul demon!’ says Bors, brandishing his sword towards Agravain. ‘What have you done with my brave companions, you fiendish hags?’

‘Safir!’ says Palamedes, pointing his sword at Kay. ‘Get back! Save yourself!’

‘Gally?’ asks Lancelot, with a note of desperation in his voice. ‘Gally!’

‘Lance?’ asks Galehaut. ‘Lance, darling, where are you?’

‘All right,’ says Kay, raising his shield. ‘Demons, is it? Come on then!’

Arthur looks around at his warriors with a snarl of grim acceptance on his face. Then he brings Caliburn down in a mighty blow and cuts Gareth’s head clean from its shoulders.

Isolde scrambles backwards, away from Tristan and Arthur and the others. Gareth’s body drops to the ground, dark crimson lifeblood spilling from the ragged trunk of his neck. His head rolls towards her, almost onto her feet. She yelps involuntarily, flattening herself against the walls of the keep. She cannot see the Nine Sisters from this position. All she can see is Arthur’s warband earnestly trying to kill each other: Kay and Arthur are duelling with brutal ferocity, Caliburn cleaving straight through the rim of Kay’s roundshield. Agravain flees, screaming, running away from the keep and back towards the wider city. Bors throws himself bodily at Bedwyr, tackling him to the ground, before Bedwyr rolls over and starts punching Bors with the rim of his shield. Lancelot and Galehaut are sparring with desperate fear written on their faces, Lancelot relying on his speed and agility to avoid mighty blows from Galehaut’s sword.

Isolde makes herself as small as possible against the wall, hoping that Arthur and his men don’t mistake her for a demon as well. Tristan is busy trying to kill Caradoc, he seems to have forgotten all about her. But there is more strangeness on top of everything else. The brown bear in the corner drops his honey jar, leaping up and changing into something else. Losing his fur, paws stretching back into wings, snout becoming a long heron’s beak. Now it takes flight and circles the keep, trying to gain some height. One of the Nine Sisters dives from the walls of the keep and turns into a hawk: swooping towards the heron with talons bared. There is a smack of impact. They fight in the air, scrabbling, shrieking, tearing out each other’s feathers. Falling together against a rooftop and knocking the tiles loose.

Isolde watches the birds, not knowing what to do. Until somebody places their hand on her shoulder.

‘I’m not a demon,’ says Isolde. ‘Please, just—’

‘It’s all right,’ says Safir, with her sickle-sword drawn. Her eyes are a lovely shade of hazel, between the rim of her helmet and the top of her veil.

‘The Nine Sisters—’ says Isolde, not sure what else to say.

‘I know,’ says Safir. ‘Come, we must get you to safety.’

The towering figure of Gawain looms close to them with his sword drawn, and Isolde fears for a moment that he will strike Safir from behind. But he is looking back in fear at Arthur and the others, keeping his sword trained in their direction: when he turns his head to glance at Safir, his eyes are free from the pallid glow. They are piercing blue, strangely wounded, wide with anxiety.

‘What’s happening?’ he asks.

‘An illusion,’ says Safir. ‘The witches are putting false images into their minds.’

‘Why doesn’t it work on us?’ asks Isolde.

‘Perhaps it only works on men,’ says Safir.

‘But then …’ says Gawain. He falls silent, blushing crimson with embarrassment. Turning to face Arthur and the others so that they can’t see the expression on his face.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ says Isolde. ‘We have to do something.’

‘What do you suggest?’ asks Safir, glancing up at the walls.

‘There’s another way inside the keep,’ says Isolde. ‘We can get behind them.’

‘How?’ asks Safir.

‘The stables,’ says Isolde. ‘I’ll show you.’

And so she does, leading them away from the brawl. They hug the walls of the keep as closely as possible to avoid being spotted from above, but the Nine Sisters have ways of seeing beyond the evidence of their eyes. They’ve almost reached the tower in the southwest corner of the keep when one of the sisters dives towards them as a cloud of black smoke, taking the form of a ferocious panther as soon as she hits the ground. Gawain takes a defensive stance, raising his shield against the beast.

‘Go!’ he says. ‘I’ll hold them off.’

Isolde and Safir take his advice, skirting around the tower. Isolde is vaguely conscious of the sound of steel clashing on steel somewhere behind her, and the feeling of soft earth and straw and animal dung beneath her shoes. She runs until she reaches the crumbled stretch of wall behind the stables, where the rubble is low and easy to scramble over.

‘All right,’ says Safir. ‘I’ll try to distract them. You’ll have to get behind them and try to break the spell.’

‘Me?’ asks Isolde, incredulous.

‘Take this,’ says Safir. Handing her a ceramic jar that’s roughly the size and shape of a turnip. It has a narrow neck, closed by a complicated stopper: a wax seal, a twist of fabric, a short length of rope soaked in something sticky.

‘But I don’t—’ says Isolde.

‘Greek fire,’ says Safir. ‘Made in Byzantium. Light it and throw it, and it should set the whole building on fire. But be very careful with it.’

‘I …’ says Isolde, not sure what to say. She wishes that Safir would come with her, or at least tell her how hot the fire will burn, how far away she needs to be when the jar is broken. But Safir has produced a shortbow from somewhere within her robes, and she is busy bending it to fix the string in place. She has a quiver of arrows at her side, each fletched with purple feathers. Isolde wonders if the feathers are dyed or whether they are purple on the bird.

‘You’ll be fine,’ says Safir. ‘I’ll draw their attention.’

Then Safir is gone: not merely crossing into the keep but scaling the walls themselves, scrambling up through the rubble with her bow slung over her back. Moving with uncanny speed and agility. She lingers for a moment to peer down at Isolde before vaulting over the battlements, vanishing over the top of the walls.

Then Isolde is alone. The way into the keep is right in front of her, with nobody guarding it. She stares at the jar of fire in her hand.

It’s too late now to hesitate and stray from her course. She laid out this path for herself, went to great efforts to set down each stone of it in the right place, conspiring with Tristan and his fellow warriors. She knew from the beginning where the path would lead. She knew that it would come to this, a violent struggle, the death of the Nine Sisters. She just assumed that the killing blow would come from Arthur’s sword. Not from her own hand.

She turns, looking back through the city. She can see the column of smoke rising from the storehouses near the river. Perhaps she could flee now, find a fisherman who might carry her downriver to Dumnonia, or all the way back to Ireland across the sea.

She swallows her fear. Then she begins to move, crossing the courtyard, placing one foot in front of the other. Part of her hopes that she’ll run into Brangaine or one of the other acolytes, who might be able to talk her out of what she’s about to do. But the courtyard is silent, apart from an errant goat. If they have any sense then Brangaine and the others will be hiding elsewhere in the city. There’s still a chance that they might survive all of this.

One foot in front of the other until she passes through the threshold of the great hall. She has never been alone in here before: she has only ever been here with the other acolytes, under the watchful gaze of the Nine Sisters. A few hours ago, she was scrubbing chicken-blood out of the old stones. Now the hall is eerily silent. The statue of the Mother Goddess is staring down at her impassively, neither heralding failure nor willing her to succeed. Isolde finds herself staring at the cauldron, cold and empty, devoid of fire. The dull lustre of the metal is strangely captivating. Not iron or steel but burnished bronze. There are carvings in the metal, stags and birds, strange dancing figures. Almost moving in the dim light. Almost speaking to her, telling an ancient story …

She hears a shout from somewhere outside the great hall: the sound of Arthur’s warriors crying out in pain or exertion. It’s enough to break through the cauldron’s enchantment. She has moved to the centre of the hall, so that her feet are almost touching the cauldron’s edge. She doesn’t remember walking closer. Now she steps back, unnerved and unsettled. What would have happened if she hadn’t been roused from her trance?

Arthur and his warriors are still fighting outside. She can hear the ring of steel against steel, sword against shield. The jar of fire is still in her hand. She has a job to do.

She takes a burning torch from one of the sconces on the wall, careful to hold it very far away from the jar of fire in her other hand. There’s a passageway on the other side of the hall, which the acolytes aren’t supposed to know about. Hidden behind a hanging tapestry is a staircase leading up to the sleeping quarters above the hall. When Caer Lloyw was ruled by a Christian patriarch, he would have slept upstairs with his household and his trusted warriors. For the past few years the Nine Sisters have used it as their private refuge, studying scrolls and practising sorcery without being bothered by acolytes and townsfolk with their mundane concerns. It leads out onto the balcony where the sisters are standing, working their magic, bewitching Arthur and his warriors.

The stairs creak slightly underfoot, and the torchlight flickers strangely against the walls. Isolde winces, creeping upwards, moving as quietly as she can, although the din of battle outside is louder than any sound that she could make. She has never climbed these stairs before. It was forbidden to go beyond the tapestry, to trespass in the inner sanctum of the Nine Sisters. With each step she gets a slightly better view of the space above, peeking above the lintel into the room. Mounted on the wall is the severed hand or claw of some monstrous creature, so large that she cannot picture the body from which it must have been severed. She can smell smoke, and other things. Herbs and flowers, wild grass, mushrooms. Forest smells. Scrolls sit piled together in their racks, gathered from across the world, made from parchment of many different colours. Hanging from the ceiling is an instrument of brass rings and spheres, which Isolde cannot fathom the purpose of. There are beds and furs, blankets and tapestries, candles fused to the top of animal skulls. And beyond all of that is the door through to the balcony, where the sisters stand.

Isolde freezes near the top of the stairs, trying to think like Kay or Bedwyr, or one of Arthur’s warriors. They would know what to do in a situation like this. Should she just hurl the jar of fire from here, from the top of the stairs? Should she tell the sisters to release Arthur and his men from their enchantment? She is still frozen in doubt when Mab turns away from the balcony, frowning, looking behind her. Not alerted by any of her ordinary senses but by some silent and invisible magic.

‘Isolde,’ says Mab, her mouth forming into the barest of smiles.

Mazoe and Thiton turn around, and Isolde feels herself become the object of their wrath. The blood drains to her feet. The rest of the sisters remain focused on their work outside, pitting Arthur’s warriors against each other. But two of the sisters are more than enough to kill a single acolyte. Isolde raises the jar of fire, holding it slightly closer to the burning torch in her other hand.

‘You must know what this is,’ says Isolde. ‘You must have read about it in your books and your scrolls somewhere. I don’t know what it will do to you, but I know this hall is made from timber. And I’m willing to bet that witches burn just as well as anyone else.’

Mazoe and Thiton stop their progress, looking back and forth between themselves.

‘Isolde,’ says Thiton, with false sweetness. She smiles, but there’s something close to fear written in her eyes. ‘There’s no need for us to be enemies.’

‘You said you were going to kill me,’ says Isolde. ‘You’re only listening to me now because I have this thing in my hand.’

Mazoe glances at the jar of fire, then back into Isolde’s eyes. Her tongue darts snake-like between her lips. ‘You can recant your treason,’ she says. ‘You can be forgiven for betraying us. We will welcome you back into the sisterhood, if only …’

‘So that you can kill me with your knives?’ asks Isolde. ‘So that you can use my blood for your rituals?’

Mab steps closer, joining the others. ‘Perhaps we could come to an arrangement,’ she says. ‘Your life would be protected. We would swear not to harm you.’

Isolde hesitates. The jar of fire is slightly larger than she would like it to be. Difficult to hold aloft in just one hand.

‘I—’ she says, uncertain. ‘And the others. The other acolytes. Would they be protected? Would you swear before the Mother Goddess, not to harm any of them?’

‘We can discuss the terms of the arrangement,’ says Mab. ‘There’s no hurry. Why don’t you put that thing down? You must be tired, and thirsty. You could rest a while. Drink some wine.’

Isolde finds herself nodding. She feels absurdly tired, all of a sudden. She just needs to sit down and rest for a moment. Get her thoughts together. Drink a cup of wine to slake her thirst. Perhaps she could just set down the jar of fire, for a little while. She can always pick it back up again. There’s a table just to her left, where she could—

An arrow whistles through the open doorway to the balcony and hits Mab in the shoulder. It’s
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