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To Ann Liotta, my oldest friend, I would battle demons with you any day.
–DV


Always to the Missus.
–JRT




PROLOGUE


The world had gone white.


Everything lay under a rime of hard frost, sheeted over with ice, slick and deadly, waiting to take down man and beast alike.


Even the heart of vast Sherwood lay locked in the grip of winter, only the mighty oaks stood unbent beneath a frozen burden. Limbs were bare against the dull sky, bushes and undergrowth pressed down by the weight of snow. The deer had stopped moving, stopped digging for food long gone. They retreated to hidden hollow and sad shelter, hunger-staved sides and jutting ribs shaking as they huddled together for what meager warmth they could make.


He stalked carefully, moving with barely a ripple through the low groaning of the trees. Stopping on a ridge he stood, looking down over a deep hollow in the earth. Even in the numb of the cold he could feel the life that shivered around him. His spirit felt larger than his body, as attuned to the mighty forest as the sun is attuned to the sky. He had come to hunt, to take a life to sustain others. His goal for the day was to see red spilled on white, to breathe the steam as his prey cooled. He had prepared to offer the life to God, a sacrifice of necessity.


But something was different.


He was transfixed, his body thrumming inside to the vibrations of the earth beneath the ancient wood.


Movement caught his eye, pulling him from the white.


A badger, skin loose from winter’s privation, shuffled up the hill toward him, low to the ground on stubby, curved legs.


Another movement broke the white. A covey of three foxes trotted from the other side of the valley, angling toward him, their lush fur brushing small icicles off shrubs with a soft tinkling sound. Foxes were hunters like him—they could move silently, creeping like shadows without a sign that they passed by, but these bounded like domesticated puppies.


A flurry of snow fell beside him. He looked to the source and found the limbs of the oak and ash above him crowded with small creatures. There were squirrels, rabbits, and dozens of birds from small sparrows to raptors the size of his chest. Over the ridge trundled a bear, shaggy and stumble-footed from hibernation cut short, but massive and mighty with claws the length of his palm.


His hand flew to the quiver on his back, fingers closing on the shaft of an arrow.


The black arrow.


His skin tingled and grew tight. Small muscles along his body began to twitch, and his mouth tasted like the morning smelled after a hard rain.


* * *


Once, when he was younger, first running through Sherwood, he’d been too inexperienced to read the signs of an oncoming storm through the canopy of the forest giants. Unaware until the forest turned black and water began to shower him, he was caught in a thunderstorm. At first he stayed in the wood, enjoying the warm summer rain that fell in runs and splashes through the branches and leaves of the trees, the power of the storm muted far above. Then he continued on to the edge of a field, one of the interior pockets of open sky and low grass.


From under the canopy of a massive oak he looked out at a sky as gray and solid as the blacksmith’s anvil. The expanse split with blasts of lightning so fierce they tore the clouds apart with white light. The rain in the opening pummeled the grass, flattening it and covering it with inches of water that fell too fast to be absorbed by the thirsty earth. Hail pounded down into the miniature lake, sent water flying back up, and he was reminded of the story of God’s almighty wrath against the Egyptians.


He didn’t know who the Egyptians were, but watching the storm, he could understand the concept of God’s wrath, terrible and beautiful at the same time.


The thunder that followed each lightning strike rolled against the full front of his body and he felt it in the marrow of his bones. Suddenly his teeth hurt in the back of his mouth and every hair on his pre-teen body stood on end. He began to move backwards, back into the forest, feeling as if the eye of the wrathful God had turned upon him.


Lightning struck the oak beside which he’d been standing.


The blast of it knocked him flat, his eyes scrubbed of the ability to see, and his ears closed with the concussion of the strike. He didn’t remember losing consciousness, but in what felt like an instant he opened his eyes. His muscles wouldn’t stop twitching under his skin, and the back of his mouth had that peculiar taste in it.


It felt like lightning had struck him.


* * *


It felt the same way now.


But different.


Similar.


Familiar.


He could sense the animals around him, one and all—not just see, but sense with all of his body. Each heart, from the ones the size of acorns to the mighty boulder of blood-pumping muscle inside the bear. Every one of them beat in time with his.


One by one, the creatures stopped in a ring on the hill below him, all of them looking up at him. Predator stood beside prey, the white steam of their breaths collecting and combining to make a ring of fog.


His hand fell away from the arrow, not pulling it from the quiver, but the connection remained.


He turned to his left and found the King of the Forest there.


The stag towered over him, looking into the distance, crown of antler threatening to tangle in the branches. The mantle of fur over the stag’s back glistened with hoarfrost, glittering in even the low winter sun, as if he were not just the King of Sherwood but also the Lord of Winter itself. As if he were an elemental, a primordial guardian of the wood.


He was close enough to lay his hand on its flank.


The animal turned its head, staring at him with an implacable eye the color of midnight. He fell into that eye, his spirit—the one that had felt so large just moments ago—tumbling like a child taking its first steps. He was overwhelmed. His nostrils filled with the musk of the forest, the pungency of life that made his head swim. The stag’s heartbeat thundered through him, bouncing the bottoms of his boots on the hard snow beneath them.


Then the thunder calmed and settled, less the roar of the waterfall and more the rush of the river. Beyond the circle of lives below him on the hill, he could feel all the life in Sherwood. It pressed his skin, insistent as it penetrated him with the unknowable mystery of Creation itself.


Unable to withstand even another minute he turned and walked back down the ridge, the feeling fading with each step, yet etched in his memory.




WITCHSTONES AND CHILDREN’S TEARS
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CHAPTER ONE


“I hate this cursed place.”


Will turned in his saddle to face the speaker. Doing so meant he had to adjust the rapier strapped to his hip, tugging the hilt back to clear the sheathed blade from the quilted cloak he had wrapped around him, but he hated talking to someone without looking at them.


Even if he despised that someone.


“Do you hate it because you think it cursed,” Will asked, “or do you think it cursed because of your hatred for it?”


The merchant on his own horse didn’t look over. Between scarf and cap, his eyes zigged and zagged in their sockets, trying to take in every limb on every tree that arched overhead. He was a soft man, not fat, but cushioned by a life of comfort and ease without work. The type of man who eagerly exercised someone else’s power. Always an underling, an overseer, a lapdog but not a lackey.


He snarled, and it made the soft flesh of his face jiggle.


“You watch that sharp tongue of yours, Will Scarlet, else it gets cut out of your head. You know as well as I do that Sherwood is haunted.” He closed one eye and spat on the ground, an old ward against evil, then crossed himself. “And worse,” he added.


Will looked at the canopy above them. Interwoven branches of oak, hawthorn, and ash screened against the weak winter sunlight, diffusing it into a verdant haze that darkened the closer to the ground it fell. Off the road the forest became near night, twilighting away to pockets of pure dark.


At night, he wouldn’t be able to see his hand in front of his face.


“I’m riding with you to protect Locksley’s goods and keep you safe from ghosts, goblins, and fey.” Will’s hand was still on the hilt of his rapier. He flicked open his cloak as his voice dropped, low and dangerous. “But it won’t be my tongue you find sharp, if you threaten me again.”


The soft man jerked around in his saddle, so violently it made the horse under him stumble a step or two sideways. His moon eyes were full.


“I… I… I meant no disrespect!” A pudgy arm in a thick wool sleeve wiped across his mouth. “It’s the forest. It makes me nervous, and I speak without thinking.”


Will Scarlet’s voice took on a cruel tone. “Frightened by children’s ghost stories and old wives’ tales of will o’ the wisps? I’m surprised Locksley trusts you to deliver his goods for him.”


The merchant’s voice dropped to a harsh whisper. “It’s not the ghosts that get to me. It’s the Hood.”


Will sighed, breath pluming into the air. “Oh yes, the Hood—the scourge of Sherwood, swooping through the trees and robbing any merchant who dares take the only road to market.” He made a show of yawning. “I’m sure you’ll find him just as real as the will o’ the wisps.”


“He is real,” the man insisted. “He stole my brother’s merchandise just a month ago. Robbed him, stripped him naked, and sent him back tied across his horse with an arrow in his arse.”


“Well, the good Lord Locksley has also paid me to keep arrows out of your arse. That is, unless you like that sort of thing.”


The merchant looked sharply at the man who rode beside him. Slim and small, Will Scarlet was like a snake in fine clothing. His movements either nonexistent or too quick for the eye to follow. He rode on a silver-trimmed saddle of imported leather. A red velvet jerkin, with family crest embroidered on the breast, fit tight to a slender chest. Linen ruffles spilled from the throat and cuffs of his shirt and the wide brim of a felt hat was pulled low over a boyish face with dark eyes and a sly grin. Many ladies of the court had succumbed to that smile.


Rumor was a few men had, also.


In particular John, the acting king.


Will didn’t say anything for a long moment, dark eyes cold as black ice. Then he chuckled—a soft rasp, a scuff on leather.


The merchant tittered, a hateful, nervous giggle brought on by the unsure feeling that he had just avoided some terrible consequence he couldn’t even imagine. His eyes jumped away, returning to the forest canopy above.


“Locksley neglected to tell me what we’re transporting on this fine winter’s day.” Will looked at the large wagon trundling along behind them. A sturdy carriage the size of most huts from the village, it rolled on wide axles and stout wheels built to carry heavy loads. They squeaked through ice-crusted puddles left in the muddy earth by an earlier storm, a mix of wet sleet and fat droplets of rain.


The sides were thick wood planks banded and roofed with iron, the only windows thin slits cut high near the roof. The iron door on the side was fastened with a lock the size of his head. The behemoth was pulled by a pair of steady, dull horses guided by the sallow-faced boy who was the merchant’s apprentice.


“It must be worth a great deal,” he added, “to warrant a rolling fortress such as that one.”


“I only know that we are to deliver goods, wagon, and all to the Kraeger Estate on the other side of Sherwood.”


“We’re not going to market?”


“No. Whatever is in that wagon gets delivered directly to Lord Kraeger.”


Will’s eyes narrowed. “Curious.” Pulling back on the reins of his horse, he brought it to a stop. To his left, in the shadows of the forest, flared a small light.


Suddenly a flaming arrow streaked the air by his face, stinging him along his cheek, then thudded to a stop, quivering in the wood of the wagon inches from the head of the merchant’s assistant. The boy sat for a long second, mouth hung low in shock, before tumbling sideways and falling in the mud. Scrambling to his feet he ran, a flurry of elbows and heels that disappeared down the road back to town.


The wagon shuddered to a halt, though the cart horses were unaffected by the commotion.


The merchant cursed, twisting in his saddle and sawing the reins. His horse lurched and stomped with a sharp whinny that shushed as soon as it hit the trees. Jowls shaking, he whipped his head around, looking for the source of the arrow. Will instead pointed down the path in front of them.


A man in a hood stood in the center of the road, an arrow notched in a stout longbow and pulled tight against his cheek.


“The Hood!” The merchant’s voice hissed between his teeth. “I told you he was real.”


“Yes, you did,” Will growled. “Color me surprised.”


A voice, gruff and deep, rolled down the road toward them.


“Dismount with your hands away from any weapons.”


The merchant leaned in. “What should we do?” he whispered loudly.


Will rolled his eyes. “I suppose we should dismount and keep our hands away from our weapons.” He swung his leg over his horse’s back, dropping gracefully to the ground. He scowled at the squish of mud under his boot heel.


I shouldn’t have worn the calfskin.


The merchant’s descent from his horse was far less graceful. At least the man managed not to fall on his face, though. By the time Will looked again the Hood was only a few feet away. The bow was still pulled back, the wicked iron point of the arrow aimed at the merchant. Razor-sharp edges gleamed in the low light, the fangs of a snake poised to strike. At such a short distance not even bone would stop it, if the man in the hood let it loose. Will put his hands in the air.


The merchant stood, dumbfounded. Will whistled, low and quick. The merchant looked over, mouth hanging open. Will moved his hands and jutted his chin. The merchant raised his arms, dark moon stains showing in his armpits even through the thick winter tunic.


A cowl of leather hung low over their attacker’s face, obscuring it in shadow. All that could be seen was a ruthless glint deep where an eye would be.


“Open the wagon.”


“I… I c-ca-can’t.” The merchant’s bottom lip slapped against his chin in a quiver.


“Then you are of no use to me…” The Hood stepped closer, voice grinding from under the cowl. “…and I’ll kill you where you stand.”


The merchant’s mouth jabbered, no sound coming out. Will saw the Hood’s fingertips slip slightly on the bowstring, preparing to let loose the shaft.


“He has a key to the wagon,” he said quickly. “On a chain around his neck.”


The merchant’s eyes cut over at him. “Why would you tell him?”


“Don’t be a fool, man. Locksley isn’t paying you enough to lose your life.”


The Hood lowered the bow. He kept his fingers on the notch of the arrow, but let the pressure off.


“Listen to your foppish friend here,” he said. “He’s trying to save your life.”


Inside Will’s head he snarled.


Foppish?


The Hood’s foot lashed out, kicking the merchant in the belly, leaving a big smear of mud and pushing him back in a stumble toward the wagon. The man staggered and turned, pulling a key on a chain from under his tunic, all the while gasping to get his breath back. Jerking his head, the Hood indicated that Will should follow.


He did so, still burning over the insult.


Pudgy hands lifted the heavy lock. The key click-tapped around the keyhole, dancing in a shaky hand. Finally slipping it in, the merchant turned the key and pulled the lock. The ring of it opened, the weight of the lock itself causing the whole thing to swing and slip and fall to the mud below.


“Open it, fool, and let me see what I’ve won from that black-hearted bastard Locksley today.”


The merchant grabbed the handle. Wrenching the door wide, he screamed, “You win your death, outlaw!”


Out of the darkness of the wagon rushed soldiers, armed to the teeth and with murder flashing in their eyes.


The first soldier out was a giant, arms bulging under a mail shirt, quilted tabard emblazoned with the Locksley coat of arms. Behind him came three of his sword brothers, all wearing the same royal-blue tunic sewn with the same rampant lion.


The sword in the giant’s skull-crusher hand was long steel with a vicious point left from the days when savages from the North came to rape, pillage, and plunder. It was thick and heavy and made for killing. He swung it with a roar that would have made the blade’s original barbarian owner proud, the cold, cruel blade aimed to cleave the Hood in two before he could raise his bow.


Quicker than a blink the Hood drew and shot, his wicked arrow thunking deep into the dirt of the road, sinking halfway up the arm-length shaft.


Right through the foot of the soldier.


The giant’s roar broke, becoming a scream of pain. Pinned to the earth by the arrow, he faltered. His body twisted, drawing up in agony.


The Hood swung the longbow, stout yew cracking across the giant’s temple, driving him to the ground with a splash of mud. The arrow shaft broke and pulled free in a boot-darkening spurt of blood.


The other three soldiers stopped, watching their sword brother fall right in front of them. They looked at him as he lay sprawled at their feet, then up at the man in the Hood who stood almost casually in front of them.


Will lowered his hands, watching.


“Surrender.” The Hood’s voice came from under his cowl.


One by one, their eyes narrowed as anger sparked between them. Will could almost see the thoughts forming in their skulls as hands tightened on weapons.


Who does he think he is?


There are still three of us and one of him.


He shook his head.


Fools.


A soldier, young but already battle-scarred with a livid line that ran from his brow, around his eye, and across his cheek, pointed at the man in the hood. He stepped over his fallen companion.


“Who do you think you are?” he demanded. “There are three of us and—” A fist crashed hard and savage across the soldier’s jaw.


The man dropped to the ground, a puppet on cut strings.


So predictable.


Before the other two could move the Hood spun, driving his boot deep in the stomach of the man on the right. The soldier bent sharply in half as he lost his breakfast on the road. The bow whipped down, clubbing him across the back of his skull. He dropped to his knees, slowly falling to his side.


The man in the hood flipped the bow in his hand as he turned. The last soldier was just raising his sword when the bow fell, hooking over his head. The Hood leaned back, jerking the bowstring tight across the soldier’s throat and yanking him off his feet. Planting a foot across the soldier’s shoulders, the attacker pulled up, bow bending sharply in his hands.


Will began counting in his head.


He didn’t get past twenty before the soldier stopped struggling, and was out cold.


The man in the hood held the bow tight for another three-count before releasing the pressure. He unhooked the string from under the soldier’s head. Straightening slowly, he kept his head down in his hood, shoulders rising and falling as he breathed deeply.


He’s tired.


Will pulled his rapier from the scabbard without a sound.


Behind the man in the hood the merchant snuck, jagged knife in hand. Piggy eyes glittered in their flesh pockets, jowls split wide with dark, murderous lust. The knife swung back, ready to strike, to bury itself hilt-deep in the kidney of his target.


The butt of Will’s sword bashed across the back of the merchant’s head, splitting the skin wide below the edge of his cap.


The soft man dropped like a felled ox, mud splashing as he struck the road face first.


The Hood whirled, hand drawing an arrow from the quiver across his back. Then he stopped, staring at Will and the deadly point of the rapier, hovering between them.


The silence of the forest closed around them, circling them in an eerie, unnatural hush.


“You’re welcome,” Will said as he sheathed his rapier with a quick movement, and then shrugged his cloak back around him.


The man in the hood relaxed, letting go the arrow and slouching back.


“I was wondering if you were going to help, or just watch me do all the work.” He reached up. Calloused fingertips flipped the leather cowl back, revealing a face nearly as dark as Will’s. The features were harsher, cut from heavier, swarthier stock than his own, but the similarity was there.


“Oh, please, the day Robin Longstride can’t handle four Locksley thugs by himself is the day you should come out of these woods and take up cross-stitch with the nuns at the convent.” He shook out the ruffles at his cuffs, letting them fall down to cover his hands. His fingers were nearly frozen. “Besides, I would be of no help seeing that I am… what was the word? Oh, yes, ‘foppish’.”


Robin smiled, a small pulling at the cheeks, unrecognizable if Will hadn’t known what it was.


“Did that hurt your feelings?” the bowman asked. “Do you stand there offended, in your mighty fine hat and your fancy padded cloak?”


“I can’t help being handsomer than you, outlaw.” Will sniffed. “And it is a very fine, very warm hat.”


“I find myself very jealous of it.”


Will waved away the statement with the flutter of a ruffled cuff.


“Don’t be. It would look all wrong on you. Your ears stick out too far. Best continue with the hooded reaver look you’re perfecting.”


Robin knelt next to the giant soldier, who still lay unconscious. His hand closed on the handle of the Viking sword, retrieving it from the mud. Wiping it clean on the end of the giant’s tunic he hefted it, looking down the blade. Hammered into the steel, along the blood-groove, were letters cut from darker iron.


Will leaned in. “What does it read?”


“Ulfberht.”


“Who is Ulfberht?”


“No one knows.” Robin twirled the sword, swinging it easily through the air. “Whoever Ulfberht was, however, he made the finest swords ever seen. They are rare and near unbreakable. This blade alone is worth a hundred English swords.” His voice dropped as he lifted the blade again, eyes glittering as they ran along the sword’s clean lines and razor-sharp edges. “It’s amazing that a raw, pagan barbarian could create something so wonderful.”


“I know it’s lonely here in Sherwood, but do I need to leave you and that sword alone for a turn?”


“Very funny.” Robin thrust the blade out toward Will. “Take it and sell it. It will feed many families.”


“I think you should keep it.”


Robin’s eyes darkened. “Take it. You know I want nothing from Locksley—not for myself.”


“Keep it.” Will picked up the other three swords and slid them under a lashing strap on his saddle. “Locksley has just proven that he’s willing to trap and kill you. The other merchants will soon follow his lead.” He threw his hand up to stop a protest. “If there had been even one more soldier, you would have been in real trouble, Robin. Don’t be reckless. You need a sword, and it might as well be the best one.”


Robin pinned him with a glare.


He stared back, knowing he couldn’t blink or he would lose the argument. Then the outlaw’s brow furrowed, settling in for the contest.


Will’s right eye began clawing under its lid, scrabbling in its socket, wanting desperately to twitch, to blink, to wink. It felt wet, the strain of not blinking, of not looking away, wringing tears from it. He was about to break when Robin let out a sigh, and looked down at the sword in his hand.


“You’re right, my friend. I’ll keep it.”


Will smiled at his victory. Such things didn’t happen often, so he savored them when they did.


Robin slipped the sword into his belt and clapped Will on the shoulder.


“That cart is too big for only four soldiers,” he said, turning to look. “Let’s see what else Locksley has provided for the poor.”


Together they walked to the open door. Will stood back, letting Robin go first. He was startled when his friend jumped back with a sharp, harsh curse.


“What is it?”


Robin didn’t answer, continuing to curse Locksley’s name, his parents, and his ancestors.


Will stepped up and looked inside.


Eight men, bound, gagged, and blindfolded turned their faces toward him from inside the wagon.


“Locksley, you son of a bitch,” he said.


* * *


The huge stone was warm under Glynna Longstride’s palms, the surface smoothly rippled as she caressed it. Her fingers sought out the marks carved into it, slipping along edges worn soft by untold years of weather.


Rain and wind, snow and ice, heat and dust had beaten this stone for a thousand lifetimes, yet it stood resolute, defiant of all the efforts of the elements to wear it to nothing. It loomed above her head, leaning slightly to the east, pointed accusingly at the sun.


She moved closer, pressing her cheek to the surface. Her stomach brushed against it, and some energy passed through her, rambling and knocking low down to tickle the nether of her womanhood before spiraling up her spine to the base of her skull. She shivered as if touched by a familiar lover, one who knew her body as a musician knew his instrument.


Witchstone.


“Peel yourself away from there.”


The voice pushed through her pleasure, separating her from it. She turned, lifting her face but keeping her stomach and hands firmly on the stone. The field around her lay white. Striding across the stark plain came a man cut from the night. His armor stood out sharply. Each plate, every link of mail, even the long-bristled fur of the collar was a light-drinking darkness, a black as pure and uncut as expensive ink.


The only color showing on him was a gleaming sigil upon his chest, a symbol cut in lines and swirls of heart’s-blood red. She did not know what the symbol stood for, but when she touched it her fingers burned for hours.


His pale skin and white hair became lost in the haze of light reflected off the snow, and as he drew closer it appeared as if he were only a pair of wide ebon eyes and a sinister mouth of ruddy lips floating above a cruel carapace.


He dragged something with him as he walked, so that his footprints were wiped clean in a swath of smeared snow. He stopped a few feet from her.


The smile twitched her mouth.


“You didn’t bring the little prince?”


The man snorted. “It’s cold.”


“I noticed.”


“However, I brought you a present.”


He turned, dragging his burden around from behind him.


It was a man.


A monk.


Bound hand and foot, he had a knotted piece of rope cinched around his head for a gag.


The man was young, not much older than Robin.


Her heart twisted at the thought of him, and she felt it in her face. She stepped away from the witchstone, toward the captive. The moment she broke contact the winter cold howled against her exposed skin, drawing it taut across her face and hands. She pulled her cloak tighter around her.


The monk looked up at her, eyes wide. They were set a bit deep in his skull but pretty, curving down at their corners. They were the eyes of a poet, a man who could talk a summer girl out of her dress, though only if he had been born first. Second sons went to the monastery, became monks. Only God wanted the castoffs, taking them in from the poor, putting them to purpose. Denying them even the chance to talk to girls, much less talk them into bed.


She squatted, holding her stomach as she did. Immediately the pressure on her lower back eased. She wouldn’t be able to stay down very long, but it would feel good while she did.


She touched the monk’s face. It was cold, feeling like wax except where his short stubble scratched her palm. Spittle had frozen in the corners of his mouth, cracking on the surface of lips gone dark blue.


“He’s adorable.”


“He’s not that kind of present.”


“No?” She pouted for the man in black’s benefit. “But I’m not hungry.”


“Not that kind either. He has information. I want it.”


She smiled and a light flickered deep in her eyes.


“Oh, good,” she said. “A plaything.”




CHAPTER TWO


A pale lace of frost covered the window glass, catching the buttery glow of the fire that crackled and popped in the hearth behind her. It was low, but still cast enough heat to penetrate the linen gown and the scant garments underneath.


Marian’s back was dry and warm as a loaf of fresh-baked bread, but the front of her was so cold it felt damp, clammy. The two sensations kept her concentration sharp and she embraced them, considering first one and then the other in turn.


Anything to keep her mind occupied.


Over the edge of the frost crystals she could see the top of mighty Sherwood. The barren trees alternately held patches of snow in nets of woven branches, or gaped open, letting it fall to be swallowed in the depths. The wood looked like a vast checkered blanket laid across the western part of the kingdom.


It was so bitter cold out there in the wilderness.


She turned from the window with a jolt and a flap of cloth. The warmth of the room brushed across her face, feeling hotter than it was because of the cold on her skin. She crossed the room in three swift strides, reaching her bed. Stepping high, she went over the bed instead of around it and dropped on the other side, falling into a hard wooden chair.


Leaning forward she pushed the mattress away from her, sliding its soft mass across the slats until a space opened as wide across as her forearm. A sheet of leather had been tacked to the slats, allowed to droop between them to form long pockets in the apron.


Between each slat lay a weapon.


A sword taken from a locker at the stables. She didn’t know who its owner had been. There was no mark on the plain wood grip or the simple leather scabbard, but the blade itself had been well cared for, honed to razor sharpness by hours of passing a whetstone over the edge.


Next to it lay the Duke of Raleigh’s family saber. The handle gleamed with inlaid pearl and gemstones held by gold and silver wire. The scabbard matched, a line of rubies tracing out the sigil of Raleigh’s family. This sword had become hers when her friend and servant Chastity liberated it from the Duke’s drunk and sleeping form at the bottom of a stairwell, after one of King John’s debauches.


The ancestral blade had been near impossible to pull free from its sheath, gummed in by years of neglect and disuse. It had taken creative thinking and a thorough application of oils to break it free. She’d been afraid that when it finally gave way, that the blade would be worthless—a ceremonial plaything, a decoration and nothing more—but it was made of good Spanish steel, stout on the spine and sharp on the edge, a heavy weapon made for cleaving bone.


A half-dozen knives were scattered between the slats, as well, from a wide-bladed kitchen knife to a thin poniard with no edge but a wicked point for punching through armor, to a small chirurgeon’s blade not half as long as her littlest finger.


To one end lay a fire-hardened cudgel, the wood black and varnished to a dull sheen, the knot on the end of it bloody red like mahogany. A leather thong wrapped the handle and the knuckle was dimpled from the dozens of skulls to which it had been applied.


To the other end lay the war hammer.


King Richard’s war hammer.


Her fingers stroked the handle, sliding over the worn oak stave and the slick strap of steel nailed to halfway down its length, there to reinforce the mounting of the head. She touched it, rubbing her finger pad over the point of the deadly spike that jutted from the back, opposite the wide, flat face. Tiny grooves squiggled on the surface of the steel, like worms after the rain, cut there by the torn edges of all the armor plate it had punched through.


This hammer had been in Richard the Lionheart’s hand when he ended the war between Geoffrey the Dark and Sir Lidamont, over the hand of a woman from Iberia. Geoffrey the Dark still walked with a limp because of this hammer, and the woman from Iberia still rubbed ointment into the puncture in Sir Lidamont’s side.


She’d found it in a cache, hidden away in one of Richard’s secret gardens, and had taken it before it could be discovered by John or one of his men.


A knock came at the door.


It was a familiar one, but nevertheless she tugged the mattress back in place, standing and smoothing her dress as she did.


“Enter,” she called. A key clattered in the lock for a moment before the door swung inward, pushed by a short figure swathed in a dull-green wool cloak. Snow that clung to the shoulders hadn’t yet begun to melt. Turning and locking the door behind them, the figure pushed the cloak up and over. It came loose in a wad that was tossed aside, revealing a young woman in rough clothes too small for her generous curves. A mop of blonde curls waved in the air, crackling as she shook herself.


“Och, it’s cold out there, Princess!”


“I went last time.”


“I know.” Chastity rubbed her hands together, moving toward the fire.


Marian moved close. “Any word?”


“About what?”


Marian hesitated. “My uncle.”


“Not a peep. No news either way.”


“Damn.” Marian’s voice came out a growl.


Chastity laid a hand on her shoulder. “No news isn’t bad news.”


“Crusading armies send word back when they land. That’s what kings do.”


“Doesn’t mean he didn’t land.”


“Then what does it mean?” she snapped angrily.


Chastity stepped back and Marian felt the small distance like a dash of ice water.


A blossom of shame opened inside her. She sighed, clearing the tightness in her chest with the deep breath.


“I’m sorry.”


Chastity shrugged. “I know it’s tough for you, Princess. Even without John and the Sheriff and their mischief, I know it’s hard.”


Marian had no words. None. She turned away so that Chastity wouldn’t see the despair in her eyes. She missed her uncle more than she ever thought she could miss anyone, and in these moments—the quiet moments—her missing him turned from melancholy to anger and back again.


It was exhausting.


“Be strong and of good faith,” he had said. “I will return.”


The rightful king’s last words directly to her.


Uncle Richard, you had no idea what you were leaving me to face.


She knew deep in her gut that none of the messengers she’d sent had made it through. Yet there had to be a way to reach Richard.


If he’s even still alive.


The thought came unbidden to her, filling her with an instant sense of terror. She prayed every night for his safety, sometimes weeping into the wee hours of the morning with the fervency of her prayers.


He wasn’t the only one she prayed for. She also prayed for her cohorts, those who had donned the mantle of the Hood to try to spoil King John’s plans. Particularly for Robin. Then she prayed for the children of the nobles, the young ones who had been stolen to keep their parents in line. The children nobody could find.


“Still no word on where they might have taken the little ones?” Marian asked, knowing already what the answer would be. If Chastity had such news, it would have been the first thing from her lips.


“No,” the young woman admitted. “No one seems to have any idea. They can’t be in the castle, though. There’s not been food leaving the kitchens unaccounted for.”


Marian took a deep breath. “You don’t think he’s killed them, do you?”


She waited for an outburst from Chastity, a reassurance that even John wasn’t that stupid or heartless. It never came, and Marian turned to look at her friend.


Chastity had gone pale.


“I don’t know, milady.” The formality in her tone told Marian everything she needed to know.


“You think he has.”


“I pray he hasn’t.”


“As do I. Let us think, though. If he has kept them alive, and they are not here, where would they have been moved to?”


“Somewhere secure, where they couldn’t escape and no one could find them. There’d have to be soldiers with them, and at least a few servants to handle the cooking and the like.”


Marian nodded. “Have any servants gone missing since the children were taken?”


Chastity frowned. “I cannot say for certain. I know there are a few I haven’t seen in a while, but no one moves about the castle as freely these days, so that may mean nothing. I will find out, though.”


“It would be a start, at least. If we could find the children and rescue them, put them somewhere safe, then maybe we could convince the nobles to unite against John.”


“It’s a lovely plan, Princess. It might even work if…”


She trailed off and Marian nodded.


“Yes, if…”


If the children are still alive.


She folded her arms across herself, seeking to keep out the cold that had nothing to do with the weather raging outside. She thought of those little ones, hungry, frightened, possibly even freezing to death somewhere if they were still wearing only the clothes they had on when they were seized. Even if John hadn’t killed them, it was possible the pox had, or that this cursed winter would soon enough.


* * *


Snow melted under the three-dozen men who knelt in the courtyard of the monastery. They curled into themselves, arms pulled close to their bodies, legs folded tightly under them. Numb fingers moved stiffly, painfully over worn knots in prayer ropes. The cold numbed their legs, their hands, their faces, and the slickly razored patch of scalp in the center of their tonsures.


The cardinal stood in front of them, watching the wisps of their breath as they prayed. The cold wiped away the distraction of the world, giving an overwhelming physical discomfort that corralled the mind into a place where prayer could be truly transcendental. God could be found there, in the icy wind and the bitter temperature. The cold could also kill a man, without him realizing it.


He watched their breath—especially Brother Kincannon, the thinnest of the monks there. As his body grew colder inside his breath would show less and less. If it disappeared, then the man might not live through the night.


Kincannon’s breath was a near transparent curl, like that of wood shaved from a joist or joint by a carpenter.


Moving his eyes along the rows of brown-robed monks, the cardinal counted one more time and, satisfied with his tally, he clapped his hands together, breaking the hum of murmured prayers with a sharp crack.


His palms tingled painfully afterward.


One by one the monks all looked up, some jumping as if they’d been struck, others moving slowly, as if rousing from a deep sleep.


“Rise and return inside,” he said briskly. “Food has been laid out, and warm mead to revive your insides. You have dined with Christ Almighty, now sup with each other in good fellowship, cleansed and braced by this exercise.”


They rose, the younger and sturdier helping their elders, as was the way of the order. In small groups they filed past him, some rushing forward into the halls of the monastery. One monk in particular waited toward the end of the line. He seemed not to feel the cold as sharply, given the breadth of his middle and his stoutness of limb.


The cardinal tilted his chin up, indicating to the fat friar that he should wait. As the door shut behind the last of the line, the monk spoke.


“Yes?”


The cardinal smiled, even though the cold air made his teeth hurt.


“Surely the mighty Tuck isn’t cold.”


Friar Tuck sniffed. “Not at all, but you said there was warm mead.”


“There will be enough” the cardinal reassured him. “I won’t make you tarry long.”


“Is there trouble? Something from the castle?”


The cardinal shook his head. “Nothing from there… but we are missing a brother.”


Friar Tuck nodded. “Stephen. He’s been gone since mid-morn.”


“Which one is Stephen?”


Chubby fingers waved in front of Tuck’s face. “The one with the eyes.”


“Ahhhh… where is he?”


“Not in the cold praying. Maybe he is inside, with the mead.”


The cardinal said nothing.


Friar Tuck touched his arm. “Is there a reason for worry, Francis?”


The cardinal shook his head. “No, not yet. Check his cell and the infirmary. He may be sick from this weather.”


“He’s good stock, but it’s possible.”


“I pray he is,” the cardinal said, then he paused. “I have a bad feeling. A sense of dread in my stomach.”


“Something you ate?” Tuck offered.


“I’ve been fasting for God’s wisdom for the last three days.”


A frown twisted the friar’s face. “I hate fasting.”


“I’m surprised you remember what it’s like.”


Tuck grimaced. “Maybe the boy left because of your sharp wit.”


* * *


Stephen rolled his large green eyes from side to side as he knelt, trying to watch the man in the pitch-black armor and still look at the woman in front of him. Behind her loomed the witchstone. The ancient marker was haunted, cursed even. If his hands and legs hadn’t been tied tight, he would have scrambled to his feet and run away.


The man was still at his back, just on the edge of his vision if he wrenched his neck all the way around, but the pain that shot up into his temple from the strain made him impossible to see clearly. Instead he was simply a sinister black streak—a shadow, a haint that hovered just past where he could see.


Something warm and moist touched his face.


His head jerked, causing the woman’s fingertips to skim along his cheek and across his mouth. He recoiled as far as his bonds would let him, sucking sharply inward at the pool of spittle that sloshed out around the knotted rope between his teeth. The edge of her nail just nicked the juncture of his lips, right above the hemp, stretched taut and so very thin that the skin split in a sharp burning pain—so much more than it should have. It made his left eye twitch and stutter.


The taste of raw iron bloomed across his tongue. The woman kneeling before him looked over his head.


“Let’s take that silly rope out of his mouth.”


A blow to the back of his head drove it forward, his chin crashing into his own breastbone, his teeth grinding down on the knot. They were going to break, crack, and splinter into shards that would be driven deep into his gums, leaving them bloody ruins. His would be the mouth of a gargoyle.


Something hard dug under the rope where it went around his skull, tearing hair out as it pushed and shoved. The gag was yanked deeper into his mouth, his lip tearing further at the cut and his jaw cracking as the joint of it slipped in its mooring, not quite dislocating but pulling apart, straining the tendons in a punch of hot pain that rolled from his chin to his temple and back again.


Tears streamed down his face and he couldn’t see anything, his eyes shut so tightly they pulsed red behind their lids with each hammering heartbeat.


He felt his mind begin to drift in the fog of intense, unrelenting pain. Another jerk, and the pressure disappeared.


The ends of the rope fell around his face. They were smooth, cut by something sharp. The woman reached up and tugged gently, pulling the rope from his mouth. The relief that washed over him made his head spin.


She lifted his chin with a soft finger. “Better?”


He moved his jaw, trying to get it to slip back, to feel right. It was better. The blinding pain faded to a persistent, throbbing ache.


He nodded as he swallowed bloody spit.


“Good.” A scrap of cloth embroidered with a star pattern covered her hand. She moved it to the corner of his mouth, dabbing at it. “There, there, you should be right as rain by morning.”


He stared at her, watching as she pulled away the cloth. She studied it for a moment, as if considering the wide splotch of his blood that stained it. Carefully, she tucked the stained cloth into the bodice of her gown. The sight of her fingers slipping under the hem and between pale mounds of her breasts moved him, and he hardened under his robes.


The pain in his mouth slipped his mind.


“What’s your name?”


He swallowed. Her face looked so kind, so full of concern.


“It’s Stephen, Lady Longstride.”


Her eyebrow arched up. “You know me?”


He nodded. “My family helps with your orchard harvest every autumn. I have seen you every year of my life… until the last one.”


Her shoulders moved back, lifting her chest. “You looked at me every year? Watching me as I toured the groves while you worked?”


He turned his face away, cheeks burning as he flushed.


“I did. It’s why I was sent to service.”


Sharp fingernails scratched the front of his robe, tracing down his stomach and swirling around the hardness in his lap. “So you are new to the church?”


He nodded.


Glynna Longstride looked over his head at the man who still stood behind him.


“He’s a baby monk. He will know nothing.”


“The long night is coming. We will not get another chance and I won’t risk it.” The voice growled behind him. “He knows something. It may be piss in a bucket, but it can be a start.”


Glynna sighed and adjusted herself, one hand on her thigh, one on the swollen stomach that stretched from her otherwise lithe frame. Settled, her eyes focused on him again.


“Our dear Sheriff of Nottingham believes you own knowledge we need,” she said to the monk. “Is that true?”


He scooted forward. The movement pulled on his bound hands, making the pain in them flare, and then ease as he shifted.


“I know nothing, milady, nothing at all. I barely know my way from one end of the monastery to the other.”


“Ask him about the Relic Grimoire,” the Sheriff prodded.


Glynna snarled. With seeming effort she pushed it aside and smiled.


“We are looking for a book, Stephen,” she said. “A specific book.”


“We have books.”


“This would be a book someone is trying to keep out of sight. We think it has been hidden in the monastery—so think, has anyone acted differently?”


“No ma’am, not since Bishop Montoya…”


The growl from behind cut him short. “Forget that idiot.”


Glynna Longstride snapped her fingers.


“You’re a bright young man,” she said to Stephen. Her hands slid over her stomach to her breasts. She cupped them, lifting them slightly. The collar of her blouse pulled lower, and even more of her cleavage rose to his sight. “You pay attention to things around you.”


He licked his lips, and tasted blood.


“Tell me who at the monastery shares in the conspiracy?”


“I swear on my own life,” he pleaded, “I know nothing.”


“Nothing?”


“No, ma’am.”


A sly smile pulled her mouth sideways and her eyes went dark and hooded. “Good.” Reaching into her blouse, she pulled out the handkerchief and shook it out. The blood had spread, turning almost the entire cloth a dull brownish red. It was far more blood than had been dabbed away from his mouth. Lady Longstride lifted the cloth to her face slowly.


Every inch it rose, dread stacked in his stomach like stones growing in size, until he couldn’t breathe, feeling as if the stack had invaded his throat from inside him.


The bloody cloth hovered, only a breath away from her mouth. Her tongue, bright pink and longer than it should have been, lashed out, brushing against the cloth, lapping at the blood.


Lapping at his blood.


Lady Longstride swallowed, her throat working as if she’d taken a long draught of liquid—more than a mouthful, far more than a lick. She looked at him with intensity and her lips parted, her voice coming in a husky whisper. “Bind to me, lash to me, cleave to me. Mine to take. Mine to own. Mine to possess.” Shoving a wad of the bloody cloth into her mouth she began to suckle it, drawing against it with a heave of chest and a fluttering of eyes.


Obscene sounds came from her—vulgar noise as she shifted and suckled harder. Stephen’s bowels went to water with terror. She heaved and sighed around the mouthful of cloth with muffled squeals and moans, and he could feel it hot and moist against his face, the tiny droplets of her breath freezing on his cheek.


She lurched at him, flinging herself forward, her thick blonde hair whipped across his face and she lay against him for a long moment, breathing hard.


He could smell her. She was sour, acrid, like a poison.


“Are you quite done?” The Sheriff spoke from above them.


Slowly, Lady Longstride pushed back, kneeling in the snow. She shook her hair back and looked up. Stephen couldn’t take his eyes off her. A tiny corner of the cloth stuck out from lips that looked swollen, engorged. She reached up and pulled it, the soaking cloth slipping from tightly pressed lips.
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