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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. By fortune he wedded the sister of King Mark of Cornwall, a lady both good and fair. Then he was unjustly cast into prison when his wife was great with child, and her travail came on betimes. She was delivered of 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 hated the young Tristan with all her heart.
So she ordained to poison him, but it happened that the  Queen’s own son drank the poison, and fell down dead. Then the King took her by the hand, and 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 why she would have slain Tristan, so that her children should enjoy the land.
“Well then,” said the King, “you shall have the law.” And 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. Then the King sent the young Tristan into France to learn deeds of arms, and Tristan became a knight great in all chivalry for his bigness and grace.
Then the Queen of Ireland sent her champion to King  Mark of Cornwall to demand tribute, and King Mark could not withstand him, so the cry went out for a knight to do battle against him. Then some of his knights counselled King Mark to send to King Arthur for Sir Lancelot  of the Lake, that was at that time named the most marvellous knight of all the world. But others said, “Have ye forgot your sister that married King Meliodas of Lyonesse, that hath a son that is become a fair bold knight?”
So Sir Tristan rode to his uncle King Mark, and took  the battle on. And the Queen of Ireland who made that war had a daughter who was known for her beauty through all the world as La Belle Isolde. . . .
—Morte D’Arthur

chapter 1
Night fell across the forest, tree by tree. A rising moon shone through the tangled branches, and one by one the creatures of the day slipped to their silent beds. In the shadows, the mounted figure waited, brooding on what was to come. His cloudy robes and long gray hair blended with the night, and his hooded eyes never left the road ahead. Any rider coming from Ireland had to pass this way. And the messenger was coming, he knew it. There was nothing to do but wait.
Leaning forward, he stroked the neck of his patient mule, and a crooked smile played over his ancient face. All his life, Merlin mused, he had known how to wait. Through all his lives, as Druid, seer, and magic child, he had watched and endured as the world went by. He drew in the rich smell of the woodland, sensing the pulse of the living earth. Beneath the moldering leaves of winter, he could feel the approach of spring. This, too, he had long awaited, through a hard season racked with storms and snow. All winters in the end gave way to spring.
But now—
Merlin’s heart groaned in his breast. “Gods, give us peace!” he prayed. “Or if not peace, grant me a little time!”
Peaccce—tiiime—a mocking night wind whisked his words away. The old enchanter ground his yellow teeth. “I know, I know!” he moaned to the empty air. “You warned me, and I did not hear!”
For the signs had come, there was no doubt of that. Even in Camelot, joyfully ensconced with Arthur and Guenevere, he was always Merlin, and Merlin never slept. First of all, a month and more ago, wandering in the wilds, he had been enveloped by a soft wind from the west, full of sad murmurs and foreboding cries. Then a week or so afterward, alone in his chamber when all the court slept, he had heard the sound of women’s voices raised in grief, keening over a battleground as women did in the distant isles. With it came a seeing such as only a Druid can bear. The same trembling in the wind had brought him the sight of women washing their warriors’ bloodstained garments at a ford, and the stark glimpse of a green hillside darkened by gaping graves.
After that had come the saddest sign of all. On the first day of spring, all the court had turned out to greet the newborn sun, reveling in the pale beams warming the earth. Merlin had lagged behind as the short day ended and the crowd turned back to Camelot. On the outskirts of the forest, before the approach to the great palace with its white towers and golden roofs, he saw a windblown sea bird, miles from any shore. Bravely she battled over the darkling plain, and came to rest at last in his open arms.
She held a bright green trefoil in her beak. With infinite gentleness he took it from her and wrapped the small spent body in his cloak, cradling her in the bosom of his gown. She raised her long white neck and fixed him with an angry, tender eye. D’you hear, Merlin? she asked him without words.
“I hear,” he replied softly in the Old Tongue, and blessed her head. Then she tucked her head under her wing, and breathed her last.
He touched the shamrock then, and knowledge came. The word was coming from the Western Isle—the plant with three leaves had no other home. Ireland, the Island of the West—he closed his eyes and memories sharp as knives stabbed him to the quick. Suddenly he was a love-crazed youth again, studying on the Druids’ own sacred island, pursuing the Goddess in the place She called home, the land so beloved by the Old Ones that they had made it the sweetest spot on earth.
Gods above, how he had loved Her then! And any woman in Her shape or form. And in return, many women had loved him. At the height of his love for the Great One, he had found his power. Afterward he returned to Ireland whenever his spirit failed, and always found there the succor that he sought. Indeed, on one such visit, many lives later, the Queen of the Western Isle herself had come to him, and taken him for her own.
“The Queen,” he breathed in delight, “ah, yes, the Queen.” Gods, what a woman, born to have her way with any man! A warmth pulsed through him and he brought his crabbed hand to his lips in a phantom kiss. Fine days, they were, and even rarer nights. He would not forget.
But for days now he had felt the coming of another messenger. All day at court he had heard the Great Ones whispering in his ear, and at the end of the dinner hour, he had slipped away. His white mule had come at once to his call, and as soon as he was out of the palace, his spirit had soared. Whatever was coming, he would meet it here in the forest under the stars, and wherever it led him, he was ready for the task.
The mists of night were rising from the ground. All around him the creatures that loved darkness were venturing from their holes. A hunting vixen slipped past him through the grass, and soon he heard her victim’s dying cries. A life had ended, but her young would live: life and death were all one in the end. Whatever came, it was only a new beginning to that age-old dance, a dance he had been treading since time began.
The old man eased his skinny haunches in the saddle and waited on. At last the mule pricked up its ears and raised its heavy head.
The old man cackled. “You hear it too, my dear?”
Soon the earth throbbed with the distant drumming of a horse’s hooves. Merlin eased forward to greet the rider as he came.
And here he was, a cloaked figure flying furiously through the dark. Merlin broke his progress with a hail. “Ho there, traveler!”
“Lord Merlin?”
In the pale moonlight Merlin saw a youth, thin-faced and tense with purpose, his dark hair standing on end. He wore a rich woollen wrap of deep sea-green, fine breeches, and a pair of well-made boots. Gold jangled at his wrists and round his neck, and a band of gold held back his long black hair. He had the look of a young priest, a holy dreamer who had given his life to a Great One he worshipped and adored. Now he was fighting to hold down his panting horse as recognition spread across his face.
“Sir, it is you I seek!” he cried with relief. “I am sent to tell you that there will be war within the month!”
“I knew it!” Merlin gnashed his teeth. “Where, boy, where?”
“Cornwall will be attacked, the Druids say.”
“Cornwall?” Merlin gasped. “But the Queen of Cornwall has no enemies. She rules for King Arthur, and she will protect the kingdom with her life.”
“All the more reason for an enemy to strike at the King through her.”
“Arthur installed King Mark there as her vassal,” the old man cried, “to keep the old Queen safe.”
The boy shook his head. “The danger now is more than King Mark can withstand.”
Merlin gripped the reins in a trembling hand. “Danger—from where?”
“From the Island of the West.”
“Ireland!” Merlin struck his head. “As the seabird warned me!”
Black thoughts rained down like thunderbolts on his head. A long-suffering land, ruled by an unruly queen. A people who relished warfare as much as they cherished love and laughter and the joy the Goddess gives. And Cornwall, a fine prize for any invader—a rich and fertile land, as green as Ireland and as beautiful, a mere step across the water for the skillful sailors of the Western Isle.
So—Ireland striking at Cornwall.
There was no time to lose. He turned to the messenger. “You have done good service, boy. What is your name?”
The young man’s head went up with unconscious pride. “My name is nothing. I serve the Lady, and the Great One who made us all.”
“But yourself—?” Merlin probed.
A rare smile made the boy’s face beautiful. “Set me down as one who loves Ireland and her Queen.”
Merlin frowned, his thoughts darkened by memories of a face ravaged by the misery of beauty, a body racked by passions beyond her control. “The Queen of the Western Isle?”
“Herself.” The boy let out an ecstatic breath. “And her daughter, the Queen who is to be.”
“Isolde, yes,” Merlin agreed fervently. “Well, boy, to Cornwall it is!” He raised a hand in farewell. “First I must speak to the King. After that I shall follow you down the Great West Way.”
He stood and watched the messenger gallop off. Then a gentle laugh behind him warmed his soul.
“No need to tell Arthur, Merlin, he is here.” There was another chuckle. “But you knew that.” Merlin turned. The cloaked figure in the shadows made a courteous bow, steadying his horse in firm but quiet hands. “I did not mean to intrude on your meeting here. But Guenevere saw you leave the hall and urged me after you.”
“You are welcome, Arthur.” Merlin’s gaze roved over the newcomer’s lofty frame and strong-featured face, clear gaze, and thick fair hair, and he sighed with delight. Not even his old lord and master, Uther Pendragon, had gripped his heart like this. Hastily he recollected himself and arranged his features into a forbidding scowl. “You have not come too soon.”
Arthur’s gray eyes were troubled. “War in Cornwall, then? When we still face the invaders on the Saxon shore?”
“And trouble within Ireland, too,” Merlin said grimly. “But not as we think.”
Arthur stared. “How so?”
Merlin closed his eyes and allowed his thoughts to gather around his head like moths. “Ireland is at peace. Her people have no reason to seek war. But if her Queen is nursing some dream—some desire—”
As she always did, he added to himself. Half woman, half goddess, the Queen’s dreams were her desires. Especially when she was under the sway of a man. And when was she ever without one man in the shadow of another, treading hungrily on his rival’s heels?
“She must want to extend her kingdom,” he mused on. “And she has many good knights who adore her, men who would fulfill her every desire—” He broke off, his eyes opaque.
“But why attack Cornwall? What does the Irish Queen want?” Arthur wondered, his eyes never leaving the hawk-like face.
Merlin gave a sharp bark of laughter. “If only she knew! She is a creature of the lightest whim. Her passions rule her life.”
“Then they must rule her country, too, since the Western Isle still keeps the Mother-right.”
Merlin grinned savagely. “With a vengeance, boy! Queens have ruled there from the time before time. In her own eyes, the present Queen is as good as the Goddess Herself. She takes the best of her knights as her lovers, not caring that they get younger every year, and changes her consort whenever she likes.”
“But she has a daughter, the maid they call La Belle Isolde?” Arthur demanded.
“True.” Merlin paused. “And there’s hope in that. Isolde will never support her mother’s scheme. Young as she is, she has the best interests of her country at heart.”
“But can she convince her mother not to make war?”
Merlin looked past Arthur with an impenetrable stare. “We shall see. I must ride to King Mark in Cornwall, and bid him prepare.”
Arthur leaned forward urgently. “Tell him to make all speed to Tintagel to defend my mother. Guenevere and I will follow you with a force of men.”
Merlin cackled to himself. “Oh, sir,” he said softly, “think how often the Queen your mother has defended herself.”
A hunter’s moon broke through the watery cloud. The woodland track lay before him, as bright as day. Merlin lifted his eyes, and reached for the mule’s silken reins. He felt the open road calling him like a lover, and itched to be gone. The Queen of the Western Isle, eh? he pondered with an inward smile. Out of the darkness of time, a vivid figure came striding toward him across the astral plane, her flame-colored silks hissing around her heels. Then the bright vision faded and he saw a broken bird beating her wings in pain, turning on the male beside her with the fury of the damned.
“Merlin?”
Arthur’s voice came to him through a mist. “What ails you, sir?” the young King asked in concern.
Merlin’s sight cleared and he straightened up. “Nothing,” he said brusquely. “A secret lost in a dark forest, long ago.” The gaze he turned on Arthur was full of pain. “Let me go now. And may the Gods grant that I get there in time!”

chapter 2
Storm clouds raced over the island like maddened sheep. The sea beat on the shore and the old stronghold of Dubh Lein bowed its head to the wind and rain as it had done for a thousand years. High above the bay, its lofty towers and battlements sheltered a sturdy keep, eternally defending the approach to the Western Isle. Now the last of the winter sleet lashed the sea-washed stones, and a troubled twilight hovered, ready to fall.
In the center of the fortress, the Queen’s House rose from the living rock, a curious, ancient dwelling of shining white quartz. Many secrets lay hidden within its glittering walls, and a spring of sweet water fed a deep pool below. The Dark Pool, as the people called it, was no more than a wise thought by the ancients, to build their citadel where fresh water would not fail. Why then did they all fear it and take it as one of the Queen’s enchantments, her secret way down to the world below?
The soberly dressed woman moving through the Queen’s private apartments allowed herself to smile. Perhaps because they feared the Queen herself?
Not without reason. The lean figure shivered and drew a breath. In all the years she had waited on the Queen, no one could ever say what her mistress would do. And Queen or no, she had grown to her middle years without ever losing the urgent desires of a child. When would she learn to use her power for the good of all?
“Brangwain?”
“Here, madam!”
Startled, the woman turned toward the door as a shapely figure in fluttering silks burst into the room. She was brightly clad in shades of gold and red, but her strong, lovely face was dark with distress. Great clusters of black jet swung from her neck and ears and clattered round her waist as she moved.
“Dismiss the maids!” she gasped. “And send for Sir Marhaus!”
“Your Majesty—”
Brangwain hastened forward and drew her mistress through the ornate double doors, shooing away the maids following on her heels. “Later, my dears,” she said softly, watching their young faces droop at being shut out. “Never fear, the Queen will send for you.” She closed the door.
“Brangwain, where are you?”
The voice from inside the chamber was raw and harsh. The Queen threw herself down on a couch, tore off her headdress, and cast it to the floor. “Where is he, Brangwain?” she demanded wildly, shaking out her hair.
The rich henna-colored mop tumbled down to the flagstones, staining the gleaming surface with the color of blood. Racking sobs shook the long body with the passion of a child.
Brangwain was caught between pity and despair. “Sir Marhaus is here,” she said steadily, “waiting for you.”
The Queen leapt to her feet and paced frenziedly to and fro. “He must not go to Cornwall!”
“To Cornwall, madam?” Brangwain paused, all her senses suddenly alert. The lilt of the Welshlands she had carried from her birth grew stronger. “Why should he go there?”
The lithe figure turned on her, wild-eyed. “No reason!—it’s nothing—where is he?”
“In your private quarters, madam.”
Feverishly the Queen crossed the chamber, throwing open the doors to the room within. Outside the window the storm had reached its peak, and streams of rain pelted the greenish glass. As her eyes searched the shadows, she caught the strong, compact form standing in the far casement, outlined by the misty light. She knew every inch of the well-knit, battle-hardened body and had wept and marveled over its every scar. Though he was ten years or more her junior, he had lived and fought hard all his life, and every one of his wounds had been taken for her. Goddess, Mother, how she loved him! If she lost him now—
She shuddered with yearning and dread. Her fingers ached to touch the brown skin beneath his red leather tunic, his linen shirt, the great gold pendant on his breast set with her emblem, a pair of fighting swans. His strong musky scent rose to meet her, and she could bear it no longer.
“Marhaus!” she cried, and hurled herself into his arms.
“Lady, hush.”
The knight stepped forward and gathered her to his chest. With a practiced hand, he stroked her neck and throat, supporting her with a sinewy brown arm.
“What is this, madam?” he asked lazily, his mind already turning toward the great bed with its billowing hangings, anchored like a ship at the far end of the room. He loved her in her passions, when she came to him quivering with rage or grief, and she loved him for releasing her from the storms and impulses she could not control. Afterward she would lie quietly in his arms, sated and appeased, remembering nothing but the bliss they shared.
So she would be now, he decided, feeling her trembling from head to foot. “Come, lady,” he said roughly. “Let’s to bed.”
She stiffened against him.
“No!” she said shrilly, her black eyes alight with flames of fear. “I have seen it, Marhaus! You must not go!”
“Not go to Cornwall?”
He froze like a wolf in the forest, ready to leap. “My ship stands in the harbor,” he said menacingly. “My knights and men have boarded, and you shame me now by saying I must not go?”
“You must not go to Cornwall,” she babbled, already afraid of his anger, but more afraid of silencing her fears. “I know you said that the whole country would drop into your hand—”
“And so it will.” His calm was more dangerous than any threat. “Think, madam—there’s none to defend it but an ancient queen in Tintagel, and a coward king who knows not how to fight. You agreed I could challenge him for the throne. One little joust, and I win this land for you!” His voice hardened. “Do not deny me now!”
“I must!” she cried. “Queen Igraine had Cornwall from her mother in a line stretching back to the Mother Herself. It is against the will of the Great One, to make war against those who rightly rule.”
Marhaus flushed. “This is your daughter talking, this is Isolde! Now you see the folly of sending her to Avalon to learn their weak, womanish faith of love, not war!” He stared at the Queen. “Your lovely daughter, La Belle Isolde,” he added hurtfully, sounding each word like a slap in the face. “The beauty of the Western Isle.”
Her hands flew to her face, to the tiny lines and creases her mirror knew so well. “Don’t torture me!” She clutched at her head, crying out with pain. “Isolde’s young, that’s all. Any girl of twenty is still beautiful. The people only call her that because she heals their sicknesses and cares for them.”
“She’s a dreamer.” Marhaus paused to weigh his words. “And a fool.”
She flew at him, ready to scratch out his eyes. “She is my daughter! Show her some respect.”
He caught her wrists in a savage grip. “Madam, respect yourself! Who is Queen here, Isolde or you?”
Her face suffused with blood. “I am! And I say you will not make this war!”
“Give me a reason!”
“We need no more kingdoms. Ireland is enough.”
He looked at her with contempt. “Only yesterday you were hungry for Cornwall’s safe harbors and green fields. Tell me the truth.”
“If you challenge Mark, I fear for your life!”
“My life?” His disbelieving laughter filled the room. “The King of Cornwall could not kill a headless snake!”
“He might not be your opponent.” She clutched at him. “One of his knights might take up the challenge and fight you in his stead.”
He threw her off in disgust. “King Mark has no knights worth fearing! What decent man would serve a wretch like him? I know them all, and I can beat them all.” He showed his white teeth in a savage grin as he thought of a secret he would never tell.
“You cannot go!” She was trembling so violently now that she could hardly stand. “I had a seeing—just now, as the storm came on. . . .”
He was suddenly still. He knew her Otherworldly skills too well to ignore this. “A seeing? What?”
She closed her eyes, crooning in misery. “I saw a battlefield through a mist of blood—two knights fighting to the death—and one man down, facedown in the mud—”
“One man down?” He let out a cry of triumph. “Why, then, you saw my enemy, not me. No man in Cornwall could have me down!”
Her eyes dilated and he read the question in their midnight depths. Could this be true? Dear Gods, could it be?
“Enough of this,” he said forcefully, taking her in his arms. “Send me to Cornwall, and I swear I’ll lay the kingdom beneath your feet. I’ll make King Mark your vassal, not Igraine’s, and if he refuses, I’ll send you his head in a box. Believe me, lady, the silly toad will scramble to kiss your hand!”
“Marhaus, no,” she moaned.
He seized her face in one cruel hand. “Then you choose to keep me here as your lapdog? You allow all men to say, ‘There goes the Queen’s bed-slave’?”
“No!” She struggled to be free. “You are my champion and my chosen one. Is it not enough that I took you to my bed? All the world knows you are the companion of the throne.”
“But not King.” Swiftly he tightened his grip.
She gasped with pain. “Oh, I know you, Marhaus! Your heart believes that you should be King!”
“Only if you are my Queen. And only if you give me leave to carry your name and glory through all the world.” His fingers found the silken hollow of her throat and moved down to brush her breast. “I shall blazon your beauty in countries yet unknown, and force their occupants to eat my sword.” He buried his hand in her hair and drew her head back for a lingering kiss. She quickened like lightning at his touch, and his flesh stirred.
“Come, lady,” he said thickly, turning toward the bed. The storm had passed and great shafts of evening light were bathing the crimson hangings in pools of gold. She would stretch out in the sun as sensual as a cat, he knew, awaiting her pleasure and taking it fully too.
He stroked her face, then opened the front of her gown, taking her heavy, full breasts in both his hands. “First let me love you as a queen deserves. Then afterward—” He paused. “I shall sail for Cornwall and bring a new world under your command!”

chapter 3
Here, Princess—up here!” Moving with care across the rain-washed roof, the old courtier leaned over the battlements and waved down to the courtyard below. Among the busy throng going to and fro, there was no mistaking the slim figure darting across the cobbles who responded at once with a merry wave.
“Mind your footing,” he called, “after all this rain.”
The tiny form acknowledged his concern and hastened on. Watching the young woman skim past the keep and dart into the tower, the old man saw again the child she used to be, a young sprite as playful as a fountain, with a laugh of endless joy. Goddess, Mother, he prayed, praise and thanks for this girl! If there is any hope for Ireland, it lies with her.
And there she was, surging through the turret door onto the battlements, her face glowing, her smiling eyes alight. Up here she looked small no longer but lissom and well-formed, her body as slim and supple as a reed, her whole being reaching out for what was to come. Her tumbling hair shone like the sunset against her woollen wrap, and the gleam of her skin was the glow of the white trefoil. She wore a cloak of green and a gown of gold and within it she bloomed like the first flower of spring.
Gods above!
The old man shook his head, with a rueful smile. She always had the power to stop his heart. Would he ever harden himself against that trusting tilt of the head, that ardent air?
“Princess Isolde!” he cried with a flourishing bow.
“Good day to you, Sir Gilhan,” she replied with a merry laugh, turning her face up to the watery sun. “And a grand day it is now the rain has stopped.”
Sir Gilhan smiled. “Lady, I’m at your command. What can I do for you?”
The bright face became serious. “Sir, I need your help. You’re the leader of my mother’s council and before that you were her champion for many years. May the Mother grant me such knights when my time comes! But I have no one to advise me now.” She shivered. “And if anything happened, I’m so ignorant!”
“Not quite, Princess,” he said gently. “You learned a great deal on Avalon when your mother sent you to study with the Lady of the Lake. The Lady found you could already read the writing in the wind, and see the Great One’s purpose in the stars.”
Isolde’s fair skin colored like a rose. “I was not the only one. Guenevere was there too. She was more gifted, she has the Sight.”
Sir Gilhan studied her. Did the dear girl not know she had her mother’s Otherworldly air? That she had the same spirit of enchantment and a brightness like the sea?
“Queen Guenevere is older than you are,” he said. “You may well have the Sight, too, when your time comes. And don’t forget the healing gift you have. Women in childbirth, sick babies, and knights half dead from the joust, you help them all.” He chuckled. “I tell you, Princess, there’s many a lord of the Queen’s council who would gladly suffer some ailment for the pleasure of your cure.”
Goddess, Mother, the loyalty of these men!
Isolde felt a sudden spring of love, and blessed him in her heart. “But until the Old Ones gift me with the Sight,” she said impishly, “and the Little People whisper in my ear—will you tell me what I need to know?”
He could not hold back a laugh. “Gladly!”
“Then teach me, sir, what we have to fear. I’ve watched Guenevere and Arthur struggling to bring peace and justice to their land, and I want to do the same. We’ve had peace in Ireland all my life, but we must have enemies. Where are they now?”
“Beaten back to their own lands, lady.” Sir Gilhan felt a grim satisfaction warm his bones. “We fought many hard battles when your mother was young, and she fought hardest of all, leading us to victory time and time again. And Cullain, your father . . .” He pointed to the thick band of gold glinting on the middle finger of her right hand. It was all she had left of the man who had given her life, he knew. “Gods above, what a man! He was her first champion and chosen one, and he swore she’d never regret making him her choice. He fought beside her in every battle but the last when she sent him on alone, and together they were unbeatable. Once, when the Picts invaded, we drove them back to sea before they could leave their ships!” He chuckled. “Wait till you see them! They’re battle mad, and a hideous sight with their wild tattoos. But your mother, the Queen, why, she . . .”
Isolde listened entranced, seeing again her mother as she first remembered her. She’d seemed like a spirit from the Otherworld then, the tall, powerful figure at the helm of her battle chariot, racing round the training field in merciless mock-combat with her knights, her handsome face flaming, her silver sword flashing around her head. Isolde remembered her childhood delight and felt again the chill of betrayal as it slowly gave way to the endless sense of regret.
She heaved an involuntary sigh. Why, Mother, did you never play war games with me, never train me for battle, never let me join in your councils debating peace or war? Was it the urge to protect her, as the Queen said, that had made her mother always hold her back? Or was it an aging woman’s jealous fear of being supplanted by someone younger, by a girl already loved by the people and called La Belle Isolde?
She dared not let her thoughts go that way.
“—keep the peace here, as long as we command the head of the bay.”
Sir Gilhan was ending his tale. From the battlements they could see Dubh Lein’s wide harbor and its strong defenses commanding the sea routes to the Western Isle. The castle itself was protected by deep ditches and stout walls, with towers and lookouts at each corner, and room for an army of men.
Isolde nodded, satisfied. “If our enemies come again, then Dubh Lein is well defended from the sea.”
Sir Gilhan waved a hand toward the rear, where a massive gatehouse glowered out at the world beyond. “An attack by land would find us equally well prepared.”
Isolde paused. “But out in the country, where the people dwell in crannogs . . . ?”
Sir Gilhan nodded. “It’s true, the lake villagers have no defense.”
“And all over the island there are places where an enemy could land?”
“There are indeed.”
She turned to face him. “Who would invade us?”
Her question drew a wry smile from Sir Gilhan. “The same as always—our age-old enemies, the Picts.” His smile faded. “Their lands are barren, ours are plenteous, and our nearness has often tempted them in the past. Their King is old, and the fire has left his sword, but his young son’s already a fierce fighter, and they say he’ll make his mark.”
“But not in Ireland,” said Isolde crisply, “if we watch them as we should.”
The courtier gave her an approving grin. “Oh, we do, lady, we do. But there is more than one kind of enemy.”
Isolde felt again the shadow of her concern. “Say on.”
“Sometimes,” the old knight said carefully, watching her face, “those who love a country can betray it for another, greater love.”
She stared at him. “What could be greater than loving our country? The land is our Mother, it’s the Great One herself—it gives us birth, and at death it calls us home.”
Sir Gilhan looked away. His gaze was as gray and somber as the sea. “Sometimes a lesser passion may seem greater to one in love.”
She knew he meant her mother. “What are you saying?” she cried, flushing with shame.
She felt him watching her again as he chose his words. “A knight may not speak against his lady, nor a lord against his queen.”
He is treating me like a child. Anger flooded her, and she looked him in the eye. “He may when a greater evil threatens us all,” she said levelly. “Sir Gilhan, if you honor me, speak out.”
He bowed his head. “My fear is for the Queen. You know your mother has the spirit of incantation, and her passions are her gods.”
She braced herself. “Go on.”
“There are rumors that she means to advance Sir Marhaus—”
“Sir Marhaus?”—Goddess, Mother, I knew it!— “How?”
“He has been boasting that he will conquer new lands for the Queen—that she has given him her blessing to carry war over the sea.”
“You mean invade another country? Where?”
Sir Gilhan shrugged. “Who knows? But any attack will invite attack in return. We destroy our own peace when we go to war.”
And all for nothing.
For my mother’s love, and Sir Marhaus’s pride.
Suddenly she felt a thousand years old, no longer the girl who had stepped out so blithely onto the battlements before. She turned back to Sir Gilhan. “Well, sir, you have not trusted me in vain. I shall speak to the Queen and learn the truth from her.”
He nodded toward the door. “We may know it sooner than we think.”
Isolde turned. The dark shape of a woman appeared at the top of the steps. The neatly clad figure had a thoughtful, dignified air, and her calm movements showed an assurance far above her rank. Her face had lost the bloom of youth, but her dark-toned skin, bright eyes, and black hair coiled up in glossy braids still caught the eye.
“It’s Brangwain!” cried Isolde, mystified.
Sir Gilhan craned his head. “The lady from the Welshlands who waits upon the Queen?”
“Yes, and my nurse, too, when I was younger—though she was only a girl herself when she came to us.”
Brangwain approached with a curtsey. “Madam, a word?”
Isolde spread her hands. “Always, Brangwain.” She gestured to the knight. “You may trust Sir Gilhan. He knows my mind.”
Brangwain frowned. “Lady, forgive me if I speak out of turn. But the Queen said something strange about Sir Marhaus that I thought you ought to know—”
“Sir Marhaus?”
Isolde felt Sir Gilhan’s troubled gaze. “Speak, Brangwain,” she said steadily. “Tell us what you heard.”

chapter 4
Panting, the white mule climbed to the top of the cliff. Merlin slid down from the saddle and stared out at the setting sun. Below him the sea prowled around the rocky shore, and a flock of seagulls squabbled overhead. The old man threw wide his arms and eased his aching back. Cornwall at last! Ye Gods, it was good to be here.
From the headland he could see the length of Cornwall and the country beyond, as far as the glittering point where the land disappeared into the sea. A grimace of satisfaction crossed Merlin’s face. At least he did not have to fear for Lyonesse. Unlike the wretched Mark of Cornwall, the King of Lyonesse was both loyal and brave.
Lyonesse, land of silver sun and golden rain, land of dreams—
The scent of rosemary came drifting down the wind. Merlin closed his eyes. How long ago was it that he had hurried down there to free the young King out of prison at the prayers of his frantic Queen?
Long, long ago.
“But not fast enough, old fool!” he chided himself, feeling again the young Queen’s despair and death. Not fast enough to save her, nor the child of sorrow she had called Tristan. Sadness enwrapped him like the rising mist. Such a fragile thing she had been, the little Queen, bird-boned, white-skinned, yet as dark-haired as one of the Old Ones, with the air of a frightened fawn. Even without the great child in her belly, a baby far too big for a wraith like her, her delicate frame would not have been long for this world. But to die in such sorrow, and leave such sorrow behind—
“Grief upon me!” Merlin mourned. “Grief upon all of us!”
Ahead of him the clifftop stretched away, a patchwork of tumbling thrift, blushing pinks, and daisies silver-white in the fading light. Around them, clusters of yellow cowslips nodded down the slope, and great drifts of moonflowers flirted round Merlin’s feet.
Far out at sea, a lone ship was sailing down the pathway of the sun. Merlin’s sight faded, and he saw the harbor of the Western Isle, with the evening tide tugging at its shores. He watched with bated breath as a champion knight and his entourage boarded a handsome bark, its pennants, spars, and masts bathed in the last rays of the sun. The boat sailed into the sunset till every rope in its rigging was alight with golden fire. But as the boat neared the dying ball of flame, the white sails darkened to pink and turned to red and the ship was drowned in blood.
“Gods and Great Ones!” Merlin cried, fighting to be free. Shuddering, he came to himself again, drained and spent. Only wisps of memory lingered in his mind. But he knew that he had seen a ship of death. Arthur was due to follow him to Cornwall soon. Could it be Arthur’s death that he foresaw?
Or worse . . .
Merlin screamed and tore his hair. Twice already he had failed the house of Lyonesse, when the King lay in prison and when the Queen died in the dark forest in terror and alone. Yet her child had lived. Could the boy born of sorrow be in danger now?
“On, on!” he shouted to the mule, trembling in his frantic efforts to mount. “Onward to Castle Dore!”
He caught at the pommel and heaved himself into the saddle as the well-trained beast moved off. “Gods, speed my path,” he cried to the empty air. “Let me not come too late!”
BUT IT WAS another day before he made Castle Dore, and later still before he could see King Mark. His Majesty was closeted with his advisers, Merlin was told, and all the attendants knew better than to disturb the King.
The sun was high in the sky when the call came. While he waited, Merlin patrolled every inch of Castle Dore, and was forced to concede that Mark had done well. The new palace he had built on the foundations of his forefathers’ ancient fort was bright with fresh limewash and gleaming stone. Below the castle, a snug town with fair houses and clean streets clung to the skirts of the castle and served its needs. From its hilltop site, Castle Dore commanded the land all around, and its wide halls and chambers were fit for a king.
Even this King. Merlin groaned aloud. Mark’s father had been one of the best, no man more serviceable in peace or war. All his life the old King had tried to make his unpromising son first into a man, then into a king like him.
But both roles had been too hard for Mark to play. His father’s rough training had left the son all too short of manhood, a feeble fighter and a blustering knight. Nor had his father’s kingliness descended on Mark when Merlin last passed this way.
The piping voice of a page broke into his thoughts. “Lord Merlin? King Mark will see you now.”
“Thank you.”
Merlin followed the boy with a sulfurous glare. The Gods only knew what it was for a High Druid and a Lord of Light to be kept waiting to see a vassal king like this!
But at least he knew what was expected of an audience with a king. His long velvet robe of woodland green was heavy with fur and its long, full sleeves whispered to the ground as he walked. His fingers groaned with rings like serpents’ eyes, and the same topaz and amber stared out from the chains round his neck. A deep band of gold encircled his long curled locks, and a wand of golden yew gleamed in his hand.
“Lead on, fool,” he growled at the page. “I am ready to meet your King.” And now here were a pair of imposing double doors, and behind the doors, what? Merlin stepped forward, stiffening his bony spine.
Ahead of him stretched a large audience chamber, its roof and walls bright with shields and banners from forgotten wars. The court was full, and the throng of courtiers met his appearance with buzzing whispers and a forest of curious eyes. The lofty windows made the most of the noonday sun, and a royal dais graced the end of the room. Fresh green rushes mingled with wild thyme and lavender on the floor, and an applewood fire roared on the wide hearth. Sweet savors all, Merlin noted as he strode down the room. Why then did the place stink of horses and dogs?
The dogs answered for themselves, a rough pack of hairy wolfhounds scratching and growling from their places round the throne. And horses, too, were clearly close friends of the figure seated on the dais, whose garments still bore the slubbered traces of his morning ride. Ye Gods! Merlin fought down a surge of anger and contempt. Mark’s four-footed attendants must be the only creatures in Cornwall who did not look down on their King.
For could that long, slack thing on the throne be a leader of men, a man of kingly height but without royal grace? True, the King’s scarlet tunic and dark breeches were woven of fine wool, and the ancient crown of his fathers encircled his head. The sword at his side and the crossed lances above the throne were likewise both good and rare, their gleaming gold and bronze shaped with Otherworldly skill. But the lank forelock of pale sandy hair, the short-sighted gaze, and the oddly forlorn air betrayed the lost boy inside the would-be king. Gods above, Merlin thought with disbelief, how old is he? Thirty-five, forty at least. His heart sank. Too old to grow up now.
“Lord Merlin, welcome, after all these years!”
The ungainly figure rose to its feet, beckoning Merlin to approach the throne. To Mark’s right stood a knight, to his left a short, misshapen older man in the garb of a monk. As Merlin drew near, the knight claimed his attention with a graceful bow. From his sleek black curls to the cut of his leather boots, the young man was formed to make women love him, while his strong fighting frame would endear him to men. But Merlin read the hidden pride in the poise of the handsome head and saw that it had only increased in the time he had been away. He saw something else, too, so slight it was visible only to a Druid’s eye. Handsome as he was, from the faint, unmistakable marking on his upper lip, Merlin knew the young man had been elf-shotten in the womb.
But any hint of the harelip vanished with the young knight’s flashing smile. “Lord Merlin, I am Sir Andred, at your service, as you may recall.”
Merlin glimmered at him. “Sir, who could forget the King’s nephew and chosen heir?”
The crowd round the dais was pressing forward to hear. Prominent in their midst were three or four watchful figures, the King’s barons, Merlin guessed, who had served Mark’s father and now tried with far less success to keep the son on course. In the front Merlin saw a well-dressed couple, the man elderly, plump, and complacent in rich velvets and furs, the woman dark and lean, with an angry, burning gaze. Her long face with its thin, sensual mouth was too strong to be beautiful, but her studied poise would draw any eyes her way. Her long white neck was offset by her livid green gown, and her glittering cloak coiled round her feet like a snake.
“And the Lady Elva,” cried Mark eagerly, beckoning the woman forward while her husband grinned in the rear.
“Lord Merlin.”
The woman dropped a curtsy, and Merlin glimmered again as he greeted her in return. All Cornwall had been amazed when the slow Mark had taken himself a mistress, and even more taken aback that Elva was the woman of choice. With eyes as hard and black as chips of jet, she flashed with Otherworldly fire, and the gossips joked that she had seduced the young Mark, not the other way round. The boy in him could not think what else to do, and the man in him could not make a better choice. But years later, here she was, still close to the throne, with her dull husband, who was too vain to wonder why King Mark showered him with gifts. Well, it was the way of the world. Merlin grinned to himself.
“Father Dominian is new to you, I think,” came Mark’s voice. “But we have many holy men in Cornwall now.” There was an undisguised self-satisfaction in his tone. “The father has been revealing God’s word to me.”
Merlin turned toward the monk at Mark’s left hand, standing with a young novice at his side. With growing revulsion he took in the harsh black woollen habit with its girdle of rope, the raw, sandaled feet, the savagely tonsured head. Merlin’s gaze flickered on over the pitiful body with its twisted spine, the priest’s hunched back emphasized by his monkish hood. Dominian’s skin was unnaturally dark, and he met Merlin’s eyes with a sloe-black stare. The old enchanter’s hand flew to his own careful locks, each curled and perfumed, and he shuddered inwardly. When the Gods had made a man so ugly by nature, why did he have to make himself look worse?
“Greetings, Brother Dominian,” he ventured haughtily.
The holy man stared, his glittering eyes intent. “Lord Merlin, you are a man of high concerns. What brings you here to us?”
“I was just about to ask him that myself!” cried Mark importantly. “What is it, Merlin? Speak.”
Merlin drew a breath. “We have had word that an attack threatens Cornwall from the Island of the West.”
Mark’s jaw dropped. “It can’t be true!”
Andred tensed. “Uncle, it can.” He nodded at Merlin, tight-lipped. “Tell us what you know.”
“I can tell you what I guess. The Queen of the Western Isle will not make open war. She will send her champion here to challenge you.”
“Sir Marhaus?” Mark gagged. “God in heaven, he’s the most ferocious fighter in the West!”
“And I have seen his ship,” Merlin pressed on. “He is already on the way. He will say Cornwall should be the vassal of Ireland, not of Queen Igraine. He will call you to single combat, and by the laws of chivalry you may not refuse.”
Mark gathered his scattered wits. “Queen Igraine!” he exclaimed. “We must march on Tintagel, to defend the Queen!”
Merlin frowned. “That is Arthur’s concern. He is hastening here now with Queen Guenevere and a force of men. But Igraine is not in danger!” He struck the floor with his wand. “No knight will challenge an aged queen, and besides, Igraine is well accustomed to defending herself. No, your enemy will come here to Castle Dore. He plans to kill you, and take your throne!”
Mark tried to speak but could not. With a glance at his uncle, Andred leaned forward to take charge. Merlin could hear the young knight’s mind darting like a fish. “Is there no way out?”
Dominian pursed his lips and filled the silence that ensued. “You may offer the invaders blood gelt for the life of the King. In the past, Cornwall has paid tribute to the Irish to keep them at bay.”
“Yes, yes!” cried Mark. “Tribute—we can pay it! Cornwall is fertile and our lands are rich—”
“Sire”—Andred shook his head impatiently—“they would be back for more with every spring tide. That would only enslave us for years to come.”
Mark’s voice rattled in his throat. “Then in God’s name, what can we do?”
Merlin waved a hand. “You may offer a proxy—a knight who will take on the battle in your stead.”
“My knights, yes!” cried Mark. “Andred, who is there?”
There was a deep pause as the same thought went through every mind: no knight of ours could go against Marhaus.
Dominian raised a hand. “But ours are not the only knights in the land. Sire, you hold Cornwall from King Arthur himself. Send to him for help.”
“Thank you, Father!” Mark straightened up in the grip of this happy thought. “Well, there’s Sir Gawain, Kay, and Bedivere—who shall it be?”
Andred turned on him, scarcely masking his irritation. “Uncle, with Sir Marhaus on the way, we have no time!”
Merlin turned on Andred with a killing smile. “Well then,” he said silkily, “it must be you.”
Andred’s eyes bulged. “I—”
“Never, Merlin!” cried Mark. “For God’s sake, man, Andred’s my nephew, my heir. Whoever has to die, it must not be him.”
Never fear, Merlin chuckled to himself, your loving nephew has no wish to die. He drew a breath. “Sire, you say blood is blood. Sir Andred is your nephew on your brother’s side. But had you not a sister who married the King of Lyonesse?”
Mark’s soft eyes filled with tears. “My poor Elizabeth, yes. But you know she lost her life in childbirth long ago.”
“Bringing forth a son?” prompted Merlin. “A son she called Tristan for the sorrow in which she died?”
Mark covered his eyes with his hand. “Gods above, Merlin, d’you think I could forget? But there was trouble at court and the boy went away. Tristan has been lost to me for years.”
Merlin preened himself. “Tristan lost?” he cooed, relishing every word. “Not to me.”
He was gratified to see Andred give a violent start. “Tristan lives?”
“And thrives,” Merlin added with delight, “as a great warrior, and a man of might. Young as he is, he’s famous for his skill.”
“Tristan lives?” echoed Mark, stupefied.
Merlin’s eyes glowed. “He handles a horse as if he were born in the saddle, and on foot he’s at one with the woodland, where he hunts at will. And though he’s as gentle as a child, he’s a big man, and bold enough in combat to match Marhaus.”
Mark leaned forward urgently. “Where is he, Merlin? Can you get him here?”
Merlin gave a lingering, yellow smile. “I can.”
Andred stepped forward, a look of noble regret on his face. “God knows I wanted to take on this battle myself. But I am ready to yield the combat to him.” With tears in his eyes, he knelt before Mark and reached for his uncle’s hand. “All that matters is the life of my kinsman and King.”
In tears himself, Mark leapt from the throne and crushed Andred to his chest.
“Why, there’s a lad!” he wept. Over Andred’s shoulder he threw Merlin a watery grin. “God has smiled on me, Merlin, no? With a nephew like this and young Tristan to come, Sir Marhaus will rue the day he ever came here.”
Marhaus would rue the day . . . ?
Merlin stood in silence, gazing down the corridor of time. So might we all.
Mark’s voice came caroling into his ear. “Get him here, Merlin, will you, no matter what?”

chapter 5
Ireland must not attack Cornwall.
Goddess, Mother, make me strong now—
Isolde took a last breath of the crisp spring air and stepped out of the courtyard into the Queen’s House. Ahead of her beckoned a bright space warmed by the evening sun, the oak floor gleaming with beeswax and a cheerful fruitwood fire burning on the hearth.
Brangwain came forward, shooing the maids away. “This way, my lady. I’ll tell the Queen you are here.”
Isolde nodded. “Thank you, Brangwain.”
She moved into the chamber, scarcely noticing the lofty ceiling with its massive beams, the warm loam-washed walls, and the clusters of little swan lamps, sheltering their flames between upreared wings. But as Brangwain put her finger to her lips, ushered her into the inner room, and closed the door, she saw that all the windows were covered with heavy drapes, and her heart plunged. She knew what it meant when the Queen shut out the sun.
Oh, Mother, Mother, why do you suffer so?
When was it she first knew that the warrior queen, racing joyfully in her chariot round the field, or pitting her horse against the fleetest of her knights, was only one of the many souls that lived in her mother’s fine frame? That the Queen’s spirit could change as swiftly as a bird in flight, leaving those around her trailing in her wake?
And the lovers—how often had Isolde seen her radiant with love, rejuvenated with desire, hanging on the neck of a new companion of the throne? Then there would be music and dancing, with the haunting pipes wailing of grief and joy and the candles burning down to their sockets as long as the wine went around. Isolde sighed. How she had wished for that love herself when her time came!
Yet always there was the loss and the terror of loss, when the chosen one failed. Sir Nevin had betrayed the Queen with one of her own maids, brutally philandering under her very nose; Sir Fortis had rashly challenged the best of Arthur’s knights and broken his neck in a joust, trailing the Queen’s bright favor in the dust; Sir Turath had married another and fled the land; Sir Eilan . . .
From childhood she had wept with her mother, shared her fears, and shrunk from her public shame. And always she had known that this way of living and loving was not for her. The Queen had been eager to welcome her to the ranks of womanhood, pressing her to take a lover as soon as she could, but always Isolde resisted, though she hardly knew why. Now she thought of the procession of men trailing through her mother’s bed chamber, and writhed with disgust. Not one of those knights had been worth the time of day.
And now Marhaus, Mother—
What has Marhaus done?
The room was as dark as a midnight cave. A lone torch sulked and sputtered against the wall. Slowly Isolde made out the tall figure facedown on the bed, abandoned to her grief. The Queen’s chamber robes were as dusky as the shadows all around, and her hair lay tumbled in a cloud of amber and plum.
Isolde moved forward to take her mother’s hand. Instantly she was a child again, betrayed by the familiar scent of bergamot, her mother’s musky fragrance from the East.
Mother, you love all these men, why don’t you love me?
I always love you, little one.
Why do you always leave me, then, to be with them?
There had been no answer then, and there would be none now. She forced herself to go on.
“Madam, come,” she said strongly. “You are the Queen, the lady of the land. We all depend on you.”
The Queen turned, anguished afresh to see her daughter’s clear blue-green gaze and skin like a wild rose.
“Isolde, you don’t know . . .” She fell back, clutching at her heart. “Goddess, Mother,” she cried, “I can’t bear this! Oh—oh, my love—”
Isolde took in the haggard, tearstained face and drew a breath.  This is the moment. Speak! “Madam, it’s said you will advance Sir Marhaus—send him to Cornwall—”
“Curses on Brangwain for betraying me!” the Queen cried, rearing up. “They warned me that all those from the Welshlands are Merlin’s kin. Take her, then, let her serve you, I want her no more!”
“I shall be glad to take Brangwain as my maid,” Isolde said firmly. “But Sir Marhaus—”
“What?”
“Why should he go to Cornwall? If you send him to make war, we offend the Old Ones, the Otherworldly keepers of the land.”
“Wrong, Isolde!” The Queen threw her long legs to the floor and paced away furiously into the gloom. “We offend them far more if we keep our men idle here at home.”
Isolde followed. “But why should we make new enemies, when we have old ones across the sea?”
“The wretched Picts?” The Queen gave a dismissive laugh. “Marhaus says their King is failing, and their Prince is a boy. We have nothing to fear from them.”
“Mother, even the Romans feared the Painted Ones!”
“Listen to the child!” The Queen turned on her with alarming suddenness, then her snapping black eyes softened and she brought a tender hand to Isolde’s cheek. “Little one,” she said intently, “you must leave this to me.” A pageant of emotions played over her long, mobile face. “One day you will be Queen here, the spirit of sovereignty and the mother of the land. Then you will know when to strike.” Her voice hardened as her mood swung again. “And then you’ll know that it’s better to instill fear in others than to suffer it ourselves!”
Oh, Mother, Mother—“You sent me to Avalon to learn the faith of love, not fear.”
The Queen wheeled around on her again. “Isolde, do you talk to me of love?” she cried furiously. “A miserable virgin—a girl who denies all the joy the Goddess gives?”
Isolde flushed with anger. “Mother, have a care—”
But the Queen raged on. “Gods above, every girl of your age on the island has seen her first Beltain by now! Every one has danced at the feast and lain down among the fires, watching and waiting for the stranger she can love.”
Isolde’s temper flared. “You call it love? Creeping to a bed on the bare hillside to lie with a man she has never seen before?” Her voice deepened. “You rule your body, Mother—I rule mine!”
The Queen’s eyes glowed with an unearthly fire. “But, Isolde, to wake in the bracken with the man of the dream—a man from another country, tall and unsmiling in the dark. Maybe not even a mortal, but one of the Fair Ones themselves, hungry for mortal love. At Beltain, the doors of the Otherworld stand open, and the Fair Ones long to enter the circle of the Goddess as we do. And we creatures of earth add our vigor to Her struggles, as the Mother strives with the sun to be born anew.”
Isolde stood transfixed. Suddenly she saw a mist rising, a ring around the moon, and a tall stranger shining in the night. Goddess, Mother, bring me to my love—
“And that’s not all!” The Queen’s voice came from very far away. “You refuse to take a lover here at court! How long has Sir Palomides courted you now? Any other girl would thrill to a Saracen knight, a king in his own land and a hero in ours. And still you rebuff him with your girlish ways and little frozen smiles.” She strode around the chamber in increasing agitation, plucking at her gown. “I know what I must do! I shall hold a tournament and the prize shall be your hand. All the knights of chivalry will compete, and the worthiest will be yours.”
“Madam, no!” Isolde cried. A strange sensation passed over her and she seemed to hear slow hoofbeats approaching down the avenue of time. Was that a mounted figure, the shape of a man? She brushed the sight away. “I will know my knight when he comes.”
“Your knight is here!” The Queen seized Isolde’s arm in a ferocious grip. “And you’ll forget all about Marhaus when you mate with Palomides! You need a lover, since you’re jealous of mine!”
Isolde met her mother’s wild black eyes and did not flinch. “Hear me, madam!” she said passionately. “I wish you joy of Sir Marhaus, as I wished all your companions before. I know you must maintain your vigor, when your vital life is the life of all the land. A queen changes her consort for the good of all.”
“So?” The Queen widened her eyes, then gave a tremulous smile. “Then you know more than I thought, Isolde.”
“Champions fall, men grow older, flesh decays,” Isolde pressed on furiously. “So we hold new championships, to let younger men triumph in their turn. As the Mother at Beltain renews herself with the young sun, the God Bel, so the Queen may restore herself at will.”
The Queen’s eyes were huge and luminous. “For the life of the people,” she murmured dreamily.
She had to break into the dream. “But, Mother—a queen does not choose for herself. It may be her duty to renew the marriage of the sovereignty with the land by taking a new consort every year—”
Her mother stiffened. “Yes?” she said dangerously.
“—but a queen is married to her country, not to one man.” She paused for emphasis. “She must choose for her country, not for the man she loves. If you send Sir Marhaus to Cornwall, that will not help us here in the Western Isle!”
“Isolde, enough!” the Queen raged. “Who is Queen here, madam, myself or you?”
Isolde shook her head. “We hold this island in a line of queens. Our foremothers had it from the Great One Herself. In Her name, we should not make this war.” She raised her voice. “Sir Marhaus must not go!”
“Too late!” A peal of mocking laughter echoed around the room. “Marhaus has gone! He sailed on the evening tide!”

chapter  6
The high road lay open and shining in the morning sun. Ahead was a granite coast of soaring cliffs and ragged inlets, and the moist air was sharp with the tang of the surge below. A young knight was dreaming his way down the hill, singing along with the sea. Sometimes he heard sweet tunes on a fairy wind and wove them into fleeting melodies. But more often he sang his own songs of delight, especially on golden days like this.
Other days the sounds in his head were harsher and the music still and sad. The knight frowned, and a flurry of bleak thoughts chased one another across his well-made face. The life he had been living was hard, seeking gain and glory at foreign tournaments, living in camps or on the road, eating and sleeping with the worst and the best. But from his birth he had stood too near the sorrow at the heart of things.
At the foot of the hill the road dipped, then rose again to another mighty crag. His horse, a powerful gray, twitched his ears and fell into the rhythm of the song. To the right of them now the cliff dropped away to a sheltered cove, where the waves sighed and sobbed on the rocky shore. The knight saw the salmon leaping and the plump gray seals basking in the sun and his spirits rose again. “Tirra-lirra,” he sang, “lirra-li.”
The noonday sun shone on his silver helmet and the gold torque of knighthood round his neck. Across his back he carried a silver bow, with a silver quiver of arrows ready to his hand. Next to it hung a shapely silver harp just large enough to sit to the curve of his body when he played. His battle sword swung from his saddlebag beside a gold and silver shield, and he wore a slender ring of emeralds on the little finger of his left hand. His thick cloak was woven of summer green and gold, and his tunic was the color of ivy in winter when its black berries bloom.
Near the shore the road divided into two, one track leading inland toward the great bluff ahead, the other winding along the cliff above the rocks. At the fork in the road he saw a poor aged man in a ragged tunic and a cloak of flea-bitten fur, leaning on a staff of knotted yew. His legs were clad in bindings of rough cloth, and a beggar’s bowl dangled from the cord around his waist. A tangle of wild gray hair spilled from his battered hood, and even in the spring sunlight, his withered arms were blue with cold.
The knight had traveled too far to take any stranger on trust, and his sword was never far from his right hand. But on closer acquaintance the old man seemed harmless enough.
“Greetings, old sir,” he called, drawing up his horse. “Would you care to ride? If so, mount
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