

[image: Cover image for The Valcourt Heiress]




“[This book] has almost everything
a historical romance fan could want.”*

When Garron of Kersey returns home from the king’s service to claim his title as Earl of Wareham, he’s shocked to find Wareham Castle very nearly destroyed by a man called the Black Demon.

According to the last starving servants inside the castle walls, the Black Demon was looking for silver belonging to Garron’s brother Arthur. Among his remaining servants is the enigmatic Merry, the bastard child of the castle’s priest. Garron quickly suspects that she is much more than a servant. She reads and writes and makes lists, just as he does. They work together to bring Wareham back to its former splendor.

But this is only the beginning. Did Arthur have a cache of silver? Who is the Black Demon? And the biggest question of all: Who is Merry?



PRAISE FOR

The Valcourt Heiress

“A compelling hero and heroine, historical descriptions that make you feel like you traveled back in time…nasty bad guys who get thwarted in the end, evil that gets defeated by good, and a romance…An intriguing story that will quickly captivate a reader’s interest and keep it until the final page…There are surprises, emotional moments, and triumphs.”

—*New York Journal of Books

“With an unpredictable plot and characters readers will root for, Coulter delivers a tale of magic, mayhem, and true love.”

—BookPage

“With a talent for saucy humor and a tumultuous thirteenth-century backdrop, the author ably turns such formulaic material into [a] winsome account…Fans of lighter historical romances and readers intrigued by an era when honor, power, land, and notions of duty were bound by the mandates of royalty will relish this tale.”

—Publishers Weekly

“An engaging medieval romantic suspense starring two fascinating lead characters and an evil abbess who steals the show with her machinations…Fans will enjoy Catherine Coulter’s exciting thirteenth-century thriller.”

—Midwest Book Review

“Coulter returns to her historical roots with a fast-paced tale of medieval intrigue and high-stakes danger.”

—Booklist

“A sprightly tale that showcases [Coulter’s] hallmark sense of humor, her skill for crafting a clever mystery, and her ability to create ‘witchy’ characters who draw on the atmosphere of the era. Readers will be enthralled through the surprising, smart climax of this enchanting romance.”

—RT Book Reviews
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VALCOURT CASTLE
MAY 1278

She knew she had to do something. If she did nothing, her mother would force her to wed Jason of Brennan.

Her mother, Abbess Helen of Meizerling Abbey, had swooped in before nightfall, surrounded by her own contingent of soldiers, imperious and arrogant, recent widow of the Earl of Valcourt, and taken charge. Men stared at her beautiful face, at her white skin and golden hair untouched by gray, heard her velvety voice carry to every corner in the great hall, and quickly obeyed every command that flowed from her lovely mouth. As for her grief-stricken daughter, Helen informed her that she would wed in two days.

She’d stared at the woman who was her mother, a woman she didn’t know, but knew what she was—a witch with unimagined powers, people said. They spoke of her behind their hands, their voices low, their fear pulsing in the air.

She’d never seen her mother do anything magick the three times she’d been in her presence. Ah, but the stories—the neighbor’s wife choking to death because Lady Helen had wanted to buy her mare and had been refused; the plague striking down a village where Lady Helen had been insulted by the local monk; and now her own father, lying dead, no reason for it that their healer could see, hale and hearty but two days before. Now he lay stretched out on his bed, his hands folded over his chest, dressed in his finest tunic and hose, his beautiful sword strapped to his waist, his men below in the great hall drinking themselves insensible. What would happen now? There was no heir, only a daughter who had no power, and her newly arrived mother, a witch who could smite them all with but a wave of her hand, and the soldiers who surrounded her.

She had to do something or she would be sold to Jason of Brennan, a man she’d seen only once, just an hour before, well-made and young, but something deep inside her had recoiled when he’d turned his dark eyes on her. There were black secrets in those eyes of his. Her mother’s eyes were the light gray of storm clouds, and she feared her more than the Devil.

She slipped out of Valcourt’s great hall, pulling her cloak about her, for rain-bloated clouds hung low in the sky, obscuring the few stars, and the chill night wind howled. It occurred to her only after she’d crept across the inner bailey to the stables that she had no idea where she’d go. It didn’t matter, she would think of something. She usually did. When she heard a man’s voice, she nearly screamed. It was coming closer. What to do?
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EAST ANGLIA, ENGLAND
MAY 1278

They rode single file on the narrow rutted path through the Clandor Forest, a place of ancient magick, it was said, and wicked magick. Thick pines, oaks, and maples crowded in on them, canopying overhead. The leaves would tangle together in another month. Warm afternoon sunlight speared through the rustling leaves.

Garron lifted his face to the sunlight, felt the soft breeze against his skin. It was a day a man was pleased to be alive, a day that gave optimism to the days to come. And God had also wrought a miracle—no rain for three straight days. Aye, a holy miracle, Aleric said to all the men, and told them how his grandsire had once bragged about a two-day trek with no rain. But three days without the heavens pouring buckets of rain down your neck? It was unheard of. They were blessed, surely it was a good omen. Everyone was quiet, thinking his own thoughts. Garron thought of his brother Arthur, and wondered how he’d died; he’d been a young man, only thirty years of age. The king hadn’t known. As for his men, Garron imagined most were probably wondering what their lives would become now that he was Lord Garron, Earl of Wareham, a nobleman with land and a castle, and income from farms, two small towns, and two keeps. And mayhap they were thinking of their visit to Lord Severin and Lady Hastings, wondering if Wareham would be as impressive as Oxborough.

“It will not delay you overmuch, Garron,” King Edward had told him. Then those famous Plantagenet blue eyes had sparkled cajolery and a bit of humor to leaven the effect. “Before you travel to Wareham, you can deliver this request to Severin from his king.” He nodded toward his secretary and the Chancellor of England, Robert Burnell, who handed Garron a tightly rolled parchment tied with a thin black cord. Even at the most inconvenient of times, which this most assuredly was, a man never turned down his king’s request, and so the king’s parchment, carefully wrapped in oilskin, rested safe against Garron’s chest all the way from London to East Anglia, to Oxborough, the seat of the Earl of Oxborough, Lord Severin of Langthorne-Trent.

He didn’t have the slightest wish to read the king’s missive, and only sighed, thinking of the three days added to his journey to his new home. On the other hand, Garron hadn’t seen Severin since the king had sent him to Oxborough nearly a year and a half before, to become the dying Fawke of Trent’s heir and son-in-law. He’d become a husband and the Earl of Oxborough in a span of three hours. And now Severin had an infant son.

Garron smiled to himself as he remembered the look of utter contentment on his friend’s hard face when he’d held his babe, Fawke, named after the former earl, and remarked in the most foolish way that he was surely the handsomest babe in all Christendom. And Lady Hastings watched, smiling, sitting in her countess’s chair, humming as she sewed clothes for the future earl.

Near midnight, when all had retired, Garron and Severin sat alone in Oxborough’s great hall, in front of the massive fireplace, a chess board between them. Severin moved his king’s knight, sat back in his chair, laced his fingers over his hard belly, and sighed. “Do you know I find myself missing de Lucy, the madman who poisoned his own wife so he could have Hastings?” He studied Garron’s pawn move, quickly slid his queen’s bishop to a safe square, and again sat back in his chair. “There are no more unruly neighbors, no French mercenaries to harass my fishing boats, no smugglers of any account at all. Well, there are always malcontents, an occasional villain, but they are nothing, really.”

Garron laughed. “You have your heir, Severin, the handsomest babe in the world, so you yourself told me. You have a comely wife who sees well to your needs, Oxborough prospers. Be content.” Garron paused a moment, his fingers hovering over a pawn. “Did you read the king’s missive? Surely what he wants would relieve your boredom. Does he not want you to execute some daring commission for him?”

Severin moved his queen, and announced, “Checkmate, Garron.”

“Hmmm.” He studied the board, gave Severin a twisted smile, and gently laid his king on his side. “The game is yours. Come, tell me, what does the king wish of you?”

“He wishes to breed one of his favorite stallions, a gift from Philip of France, to Lady Hastings’s mare, Marella. He wishes me to send Marella to London when she is next in season.”

The king had sent him here for this?

“Ah, Trist, come and bid welcome to Lord Garron. You spent all your time watching over Fawke this evening, ignoring me, the one who has fed you and saved your furry head more times than you can count, and I know you can count, since I’ve seen you equally divide acorns among your own babes.”

The marten climbed up Severin’s arm, settled himself on his shoulder, bathed while he watched Garron.

“Hello, Trist. I am not a bad fellow. If I had a bit of pork, I would give it to you. I did not know you ate acorns.”

“He doesn’t. He is, I believe, teaching his own babes how to count, though they’re very nearly grown now and ready to leave us for the forest. Why would they count anything, I wonder?”

Garron laughed.

Trist appeared to consider the laughter and the acorns. After a moment, he extended a paw. Garron lightly ran his fingertips over the marten’s paw, then up his back.

“He spends most of his time guarding Fawke. I have told him it is not necessary, but he doesn’t heed me.”

Trist mewled and wrapped himself around Severin’s neck.

“Ah, Garron, the king made other requests. He does not write it in so many words, but he sent you here to ensure we will support each other against mutual enemies since Oxborough and Wareham are not too far distant from each other. ’Tis true that he encourages some strife between his barons and earls, not wanting to have too much complicity brew up between his vassals, but since we are both known by Lord Graelam de Moreton and approved by him, the king wants us strong, should he need us.”

“Need our soldiers at his back and our money in his coffers, you mean.”

Severin’s mouth twisted in a grin. “Aye, that’s it.” Trist mewled.

Garron raised his goblet, fashioned of a beautiful dark green glass from the Rhineland, and saluted Severin. “I am ready for your friendship and I willingly offer you my assistance should you ever need it.”

“I, too,” said Severin, and raised his own goblet.

The men drank. Garron said, “But you know, I am tired of fighting. I am also tired of men’s duplicity, something that abounds at court. I believe I should enjoy boredom, Severin, mayhap a good six months of it.”

The men drank more of Severin’s precious wine, and Garron lost another game of chess.

Garron was jerked back at the loud yell just ahead. He held up his hand to keep his four men in place. He patted his destrier’s neck, calming him, and Damocles immediately quieted. They heard another yell, men cursing, arguing, horses whinnying and thrashing about.

Garron said low to his man Aleric, “Stay. I will see what’s happening ahead.”

He dismounted and drew his sword as he walked quietly through the thick trees and the tangled undergrowth toward the men’s voices, louder now, curses filling the air. Through the branches of an ancient oak tree, he stared into a small clearing. A huge man, surely the size of a sixteen-hand stallion, his face covered with a filthy black beard, was trying to hold a struggling boy who was slamming his fist into the man’s face, his neck, his chest, whatever part he could reach. The man tried to avoid the blows, not retaliating. So, he didn’t want to break the boy’s neck. He tried to grab his hands, but the boy lurched back and slammed him in the belly. Garron was impressed. The boy wasn’t about to go down without a fight. The boy yelled, his voice shrill with fear, “Let me go, or I will kill the lot of you! You fools, this man, your leader, he lies to you! I will bring you no gold, I will bring you nothing but misfortune. Let me go!”

The boy had bravado, Garron would give him that. As for this villainous lot setting the boy free, that didn’t seem likely. There were two other men, both hard looking as the man mountain, ready to jump into the fray, their clenched fists holding thick-bladed knives.

“Don’t kill him! No, the rest of you stay back.”

This was from their leader, who looked like a king surrounded by beggars. He was richly dressed in a red wool tunic, a fine sword strapped at his lean waist, his armor well made. One of the men stepped toward the struggling boy, and their leader raised a gauntleted hand and called for him to stop.

Garron watched the boy suddenly free himself, rear up, and clout the big man in his nose. He heard the bone crack from where he was standing. Blood gushed everywhere. The man bellowed, jerked the boy up by his collar, and flung him three feet away from him, against a pile of rocks. “Ye little cockshead! Damn ye to hell and back for busting me nose, you puling little sprat!” He charged the boy, flinging out ribbons of blood in all directions.
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Their leader yelled, “Stop, Berm! You idiot, I told you not to harm the boy! Look what you’ve done. My lord will kill all of us if his head’s broken open. You’ll be without your liver before the night falls if you’ve killed him.”

Berm swiped his hand over his nose, and looked with loathing at the boy, now lying unconscious on his back. “He bain’t be dead, the little bastid.” But his fists smoothed out as he bent down to pull him upright. Fast as a snake, the boy struck up with his legs into Berm’s groin and sent him pedaling backward, yelling as he grabbed himself. “My manhood is dead! The little spittlecock kilt it!”

Good blow, Garron thought, and now was the time to intervene before the others fell on him like a pack of wolves. He shouted, “Aleric, á moi.” He leapt out from the trees into a small clearing, his sword held high.

He yelled, “That will be quite enough, lads!”

Garron felt their surprise, their terrifying joy when they saw him, prey more meaty than this scrawny boy.

Their leader shouted at Garron, “This is none of your affair, sirrah! Get you gone now and we will not kill you!”

Garron glanced at the three villains, then over at the boy, who was scooting away from them as fast as he could move. He came up and pressed against a tree, drew his knees to his chest. Garron saw the wild hope in his eyes. Garron smiled at him.

Berm was bent over, still holding himself and moaning while blood gushed from his nose. Garron couldn’t make out his features what with the filthy woolen cap pulled over his forehead and the huge tangled black beard that covered his face and neck. He looked back at the man in the rich red tunic, and said easily, “I’ve a fancy to save the boy. Would you like to tell me what you’re doing with him?”

Red Tunic said, “He is my nephew, a spoiled and heedless boy, and disobedient. I was merely taking him back to his father.”

The boy yelled, “You’re a mangy liar! I never saw you before in my life until you and these nasty louts kidnapped me!”

Red Tunic took two steps toward the boy. Garron stopped him with a raised hand. He said, his voice cold as the winter solstice, “I suggest you and your men leave at once. If you do not, then Saint Peter may find himself judging you this day. Given what you’ve done, I doubt you would like the outcome.”

One of the men growled as he slashed out with his knife, “’Tis nay likely, ye cockhead. I can send ye to hell meself. Saint Peter will never have a whiff of ye.”

“Look behind you,” Garron said, as he leapt backward.

Aleric called out, “Aye, fill your eyes, you fool! We are here, my lord.”

Garron said easily as he slashed his sword before him, “Either you leave now or you will die. It is your choice.”

Red Tunic shouted as he pulled his sword from its scabbard, “Kill them!” He ran straight at Garron. Garron saw furious concentration and intelligence in the man’s dark eyes, unlike his men, who were all violence and no brains. This man was a formidable opponent, single-minded in purpose, and filled with pride. Was there desperation as well? No, he didn’t think so. He was a good fighter and he knew it. Garron saw one of the men run toward the boy. He jumped back from Red Tunic’s sword, pulled his own knife from his belt, and released it all in one smooth motion, so fast it was a blur. The man grabbed at the knife that stuck out the back of his neck. He whirled around, stared at Garron, and crumbled to the ground. There was an instant of frozen silence, then Red Tunic yelled, fury lacing his voice, “Bastard! I’m going to kill you now!”

You’re still not afraid of me. Garron smiled, then yelled like a berserker as he ran toward Red Tunic, his sword directly in front of him like a lance. He heard the horses scatter into the forest.

“Aleric, dispatch the others,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Protect the boy!” He saw the man wasn’t so cocky now. He paused, stroking his chin a moment, goading his opponent. “If you weren’t so meager, I would take your rich red tunic after I slit your throat. Mayhap I’ll spare you if you offer it to me on your knees. I’ll give it to the boy.”

“I am not meager, you whoreson!”

“If you are not meager, then just who and what are you?”

“I am—it is none of your affair. There is no reason for you to interfere. You have killed one of my men. You will pay for that.” He slashed his sword in front of him. “You’ll not have my tunic, damn you.”

“I’m thinking if the boy doesn’t want it, I will use it to wipe down my horse after I have sent my sword through your belly. Why are you afraid to tell me who you are? Who is your master? If I don’t kill you, mayhap he’ll relieve you of your tunic when you return to him empty-handed. You are so scrawny, mayhap he’ll use your tunic to rub down his horse.”

The man squared his shoulders and cursed, loud and fluent.

Garron said over him, “Four men with a struggling boy. You stole him, didn’t you?” His smile was ferocious. “What are you, a pederast? Or is your master a pederast?”

Red Tunic growled deep in his throat and lunged. He was well trained and agile, Garron thought dispassionately as he sidestepped, watching how the man moved, watching for a weakness. Then he saw it. The man was furious, not thinking hard and cold, as a warrior should. Garron knew the man didn’t have his strength, but he didn’t want to kill him yet. He wanted to know who he was first, and who the boy was, and so he contented himself with hacking a wide circle in front of him, keeping him back, wearing him down. He knew the moment the man realized he wouldn’t survive this fight. He chose to run, shouting over his shoulder as he jumped a tree root, “You’ll die for this!”

Garron was after him in an instant, but Red Tunic had a stout warhorse nearby, and Damocles was back in the forest, tethered with his men’s horses. He was mounted and away before Garron could catch up to him. He stood there panting, watching the bright red disappear into the thick of the trees. He wondered again who the man was as he slid his sword back into its scabbard. He knew if he chanced upon the man again, he would certainly recognize his thin face, his dark, hot eyes beneath heavy black brows. He’d also recognize his warhorse, a bay with four white fetlocks, a horse he would take after he’d dispatched the man to hell.

Garron flexed his hand as he walked back to the clearing only to see Pali, his eyes red and watery, stick his sword in a man’s chest, then kick him onto his back.

It was dead silent now in the clearing.

Garron said, “Where is the boy?”

Aleric looked around. “He was—well, the ungrateful little bittle’s gone. He must have been frightened and run to hide in the forest.”

“No wonder,” Garron said. “What were they going to do with him? Ransom, I suppose, and that would mean he’s of some importance to someone.”

Aleric asked, “Shall I send Pali to search for the boy? With those long legs of his, he can cover more ground than the four of us put together. Or Hobbs, he can see better than an eagle.”

Gilpin, Garron’s squire of nearly two years, laughed. “Aye, Hobbs can see a worm hiding under a leaf.”

Garron looked at the dying afternoon sun overhead through the thick trees. It was growing late. Still, he couldn’t simply leave the boy alone. He and his men searched, kept assuring him they wouldn’t hurt him, that they would protect him.

They didn’t find the boy, even though Garron called again and again to him.

Finally, Garron said, “We have only another hour or two of daylight. I wish to be at Wareham before night falls. I wish to sleep in my own bed this night.” How odd that sounded—his own bed, the lord’s bed, not the small narrow cot he’d shared with his younger brother, Kalen, years before, a younger brother long dead.

He kicked the boot of one of the dead men as he said, “We have no tools to dig graves, so we will leave them.” He looked again at the sun, wondering if he should search more for the boy. How far from home was he? And that damned man in his red tunic who’d kidnapped him, who was he? Garron shouted yet again, “Boy! We mean you no harm. We have killed your captors. I promise you safety. Come out now!”

After a few minutes of silence, Garron realized there was no hope for it. “We’ve done our best—either he’ll survive or he won’t. Let’s go home.”

As they walked back to their horses, Garron asked, “Did any of you recognize their leader, the man in the red tunic? He would not tell me his name or that of his master.”

“Nay, but he’s an old hound,” Gilpin said, and spat on the ground.

“You are but fifteen years old,” Garron said, and buffeted his squire’s shoulder, nearly sending him to the ground to land on his own spit. “I am an old hound to you, and Aleric yon is a veritable graybeard.”

“No graybeard there,” said Gilpin, his voice cocky, his hands on his narrow hips, “since Aleric is bald as a river rock and his chin as smooth as a pebble.”

Aleric waved a fist at the boy. “Well, puppy? Think you I’m an old hound? With my bald river rock head?”

Gilpin gave Aleric a singularly sweet smile. “Oh, nay. My lord is nearly my own age and you, Aleric, you are a wise and generous protector, of no particular age at all. Your head is a beacon to all those who seek justice and hope.”

Aleric shouted with laughter.

Garron shook his head at the two of them. “I shall surely puke.”

Gilpin said, “Nay, my lord, do not since I should have to clean your boots. Methinks the boy is afraid to come out because he saw Pali’s red leaky eyes and believed him the Devil.”

Pali, those long legs of his making him even taller than Garron, gave Gilpin a terrifying smile. “If the boy saw me, Little Nothing, he’d fall on his knees before me.”

“What?” Gilpin said. “You are God, not the Devil?”

Garron said, “Were I you, Gilpin, I’d shut my mouth. It might save you a hiding.”

“Or Pali would wrap one leg around me and squeeze the life right out of my heart.”

“Half a leg,” said Pali, and scrubbed his fists over his eyes. “I can do nothing about my eyes, they turn red with the coming of spring.”

Garron said, “Stop rubbing them, Pali, it just makes it worse. Pour water on your eyes. Now, enough. Let’s leave this place.” His voice deepened. “Let’s go home.”

Gilpin looked around, and said, “I hope the boy will be all right. He had guts. Did you see him kick that hulking brute and bloody his nose?” And he threw back his head and shouted, “Boy! Come here, we’ll take care of you! I’m a boy too, like you, come out.”

A horse whinnied, making Garron smile. “Hobbs, get the villains’ horses. We’ve just increased our stables.” Horses loved Hobbs; he had only to speak in his low musical voice and they came trotting eagerly to him, legs high, heads tossing. In minutes, three horses were blowing into Hobbs’s big hands.

An hour later, Garron pulled Damocles to a halt. He raised his hand to stop his men behind him and looked toward his home. Wareham Castle, just shy of two hundred years of age, sat like a great fist of gray granite in front of them, a massive sentinel atop the end of a desolate promontory that stuck out into the North Sea. From the sea, Wareham was impregnable; black basalt rocks surrounded the promontory, spearing up twenty feet into the air, and the tide would do the rest, ripping boats apart.

Garron felt an odd surge of satisfaction as he looked at the stark fortress that now belonged to him. It would be his line to call Wareham home, not his brother’s. This was the first time he’d been back in eight long, gritty years.

It was a beautiful spring evening, not yet dark, an early, nearly full moon beginning to climb into the sky beyond the castle walls. Stars would stud the sky tonight, another hour, no more. An evening breeze was warm and soft against his flesh. It was completely unlike that night eight years before when a storm from the sea had raged hard, hurling heavy rain, frigid winds, and a thick curtain of cold fog on anyone unlucky enough to be outside. He’d been sixteen the night he and his best friend, Bari, the armorer’s son, had ridden into the storm, not waiting for morning, only two days after they’d buried Garron’s father, his brother’s words sounding stark in his ears, “There is nothing for you here, Garron. You are strong and you have a brain. ’Tis time you made your own way.” He’d never forget the moment he’d turned in his saddle for a final look at Wareham. The black clouds had suddenly parted, the swirling fog had lifted, and he’d seen the castle outlined by a hit of lightning, stark against the black sky, an eternal beacon, and he’d wondered bleakly if he’d ever see his home again in his life.

Well, he was here now, but Bari wasn’t with him, hadn’t been since he’d choked to death, coughing up wads of blood so many years before. Wareham Castle and all its surrounding towns and farms were his, his legacy, his future, his responsibility.
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Ihave surely vomited up my guts on the ground.” Merry moaned the words into the soft, soundless air, so weak and shaky she didn’t yet try to move. At least the fighting was over, her captors dead, except for their leader, Sir Halric, Jason of Brennan’s man. She lay not twenty feet away from her saviors, tucked beneath leaves in the hollow opening of an oak tree, listening to them talk, praying they wouldn’t come after her. In truth, she might have answered when their leader had called out to her, but she was vomiting from the clout on the head that huge man with his smelly beard had dealt her. It hadn’t killed her, praise St. Cuthbert’s padded belly.

She managed to crawl away from her own sickness to lie on the floor of the forest, breathing lightly, waiting for her innards to settle and her head to stop pounding. She remembered their laughter. Surely they couldn’t be bad if they laughed so much. But how could she know? To jump from a boiling pot into the flames, it would be just her luck. And so she’d kept her mouth shut, too afraid to do anything.

The large man dressed all in black—he was a young man, strong and hard, and he had saved her. She’d watched his knife plunge through the man’s neck, and she wished in that moment she’d had the knife and done the throwing. She didn’t know if she’d be as accurate as he’d been, but she’d have liked to give it a try. Aye, he’d been very sure of himself, and he’d not doubted his own skill. She liked the looks of him but she knew all too well he could be as rotten as Sir Halric. With men, she’d learned in her young life, one simply couldn’t be sure. As for women, she shuddered, her mother’s beautiful witch face, surely too young, clear in her mind.

It was a pity Sir Halric had escaped, but she’d learned too that evil usually managed to slither safely away, never to die, always to return and wreak havoc.

Such rotten luck. She’d crept out of the great hall, stolen a stable lad’s clothes, pausing beside an outbuilding when she’d heard the soft breathing so close by.

And then the shock of pain in her head and she’d heard nothing else. She’d awoken soon thereafter to find herself a prisoner, thrown over the legs of a huge, smelly lout whose hand lay on the small of her back, holding her steady.

When he’d seen she was awake, Sir Halric called a halt. He told her who he was and said he was going to give her a rare surprise, and then he laughed. “A different destination for you, lass, and a surprise for all. What luck, and all because of me and my quick brain.”

“Your quick brain had nothing to do with aught,” she’d whispered, and thought he’d clout her, but he didn’t. Surely he was going to give her over to Jason of Brennan. What did he mean about a different destination? With her spate of bad luck, whatever his plan for her, she knew it wouldn’t be good.

Life was not fair.

But now everything had changed.

Three men were dead, but Sir Halric had escaped, curse the fates. What would he do? He was running for his life away from the young warrior, this Garron, she’d heard his men call him, so Sir Halric probably believed she was with him, believed she was now safe. He’d lost, he’d lost. She fancied she would turn those lines into a fine song.

She came up on her hands and knees, her head down, breathing slowly, waiting for her belly to settle. She slowly raised her head, waited for the dizziness to pass, and looked around. She could ignore the headache pounding over her left ear. It would be dark soon. She wasn’t more than ten miles from Valcourt—not that it mattered, because that was the last place she could go.

Valcourt was no longer her home, not since her mother had come back, not since she’d brought Jason of Brennan. She wondered what the king would do now that there was no male heir, that there would be no male heir after what had happened. He’d find her a husband, that’s what he’d do, mayhap a man as rotten as Jason of Brennan.

Once the king’s man arrived at Valcourt, what would her mother say about her daughter’s disappearance? She’d lie, of course.

Merry felt tears burn her eyes and blinked them away. After all, she was not at this moment being forced to wed Jason of Brennan. She was alive and free, all but one of her captors dead. Surely that bespoke a benign God. Surely that meant her luck had changed.

Now all she had to do was survive. And she would. She wasn’t a helpless girl, she was a boy. What’s more, she could read and write and make lists, and she would survive.

Her father was dead. She felt again how his hand, squeezing hers so tightly, had suddenly become limp. She’d known the exact moment he’d died. She swallowed tears. She would grieve later.

She’d never forget the young warrior’s name—Garron—he’d saved her life. All right, he’d saved a boy’s life, but he need never know the difference. She’d heard of Wareham Castle, who hadn’t? It wasn’t as large as Valcourt, but still, it was of great strategic importance, she’d heard her father say once. Why not go there? She could hide herself easily within those massive walls, mayhap she could assist the steward. Maybe she could become the steward. She dragged herself to her feet, gritted her teeth against the pain in her head, and trotted after the five men.
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WAREHAM CASTLE
ON THE NORTH SEA

Garron couldn’t believe the pleasure it gave him to ride across the drawbridge, horses’ hooves loud on the wood and iron. He looked up at the four large square corner towers, the high stone walls. Wareham Castle, now his.

But wait, where was everyone? Why were there no soldiers lining the ramparts calling down at him? And why was the drawbridge down? With night coming quickly, that wasn’t wise. He threw back his head and yelled, “I am Lord Garron, Earl of Wareham! Raise the portcullis!”

There was only silence.

Aleric yelled, “Raise the portcullis! Your master is here!”

Still silence.

He felt sudden fear, cold and heavy. Something was wrong, very wrong. Then he heard a shaky old voice call out, “Are you really the new Earl of Wareham? Are you really young Garron?”

“Aye, I am Garron of Kersey. Who are you?”

“I am Tupper, my lord.”

By all the saints’ hoary elbows, old Tupper, Wareham’s porter since long before Garron was born, he was still alive? “Have men winch up the portcullis, Tupper.”

“There’s no one save me here, my lord, but I can do it!” Garron heard the sudden grit in that old voice.

Hobbs said, “Is that old varmint as ancient as he sounds, Garron?”

“Older.” Tupper had been stooped with years and worry and very few teeth in his mouth when Garron had seen him last eight years before.

No one was by the portcullis, save Tupper? But that made no sense. What was going on here? His fear grew. He and his men watched, amazed, as the old iron portcullis slowly rose, the sound of the chain loud in the still air. Somehow, Tupper had found the strength to turn that huge winch. Tupper managed to winch the portcullis high enough for Gilpin to crawl under. After a moment, the portcullis winched up smoothly, the huge chain flying upward. When Garron rode into the outer bailey, he saw Tupper, scrawny as a dead chicken, staring hard at him. Then he shouted, a lovely full-bodied yell that reached the North Sea. “Young Lord Garron! Aye, ’tis you, my boy, ye’re home at last! Oh aye, ’tis a wonder! Bless all the saints’ burned bones!”

“Aye, ’tis I, Tupper.” As he spoke, Garron was searching the outer bailey for danger, but he saw only what should be there—the barren strip of land twenty feet wide with rusted sharp spikes stuck up three feet into the air, ready to shred an enemy if he managed to get over the outer castle walls. If the enemy managed to get across those twenty feet, he was faced with another high stone wall and another iron portcullis.

Tupper cupped his mouth and yelled at the top of his aged lungs, “Eller, winch up the portcullis! ’Tis Lord Garron home again! Aye, I know it’s him! We’re saved!”

Saved? It was nearly full dark now, dark clouds thick overhead, hiding the stars. Garron saw nothing but shadows. His fear fair to choked him now.

Damocles felt his tension, snorted and reared. Garron leaned forward to pat his neck. “We’re home, lad. Go easy, we’ll find out what’s happened quickly now.” They waited for Eller, the armorer, Garron remembered, to winch up the smaller portcullis, then rode single file into the vast inner bailey, ringed with soldiers barracks set into the walls, an apple and pear orchard fenced in to the side, a large space for the kitchen garden, pens and byres for the animals, stables for the horses, all dominated by the huge stone keep that rose forty feet into the evening air. His keep.

But there were no people in the inner bailey, an area that should be mad with activity any time of day. There were no lights pouring from the keep, no voices, no screaming children, no flocks of chickens squawking and flying about, no dogs barking their heads off, no cattle lowing in their sheds, no pigs rutting and snorting about in their byre.

He didn’t see a single soldier. He didn’t see any sign of life at all.

Garron dismounted slowly, handing Damocles’ reins to Gilpin. There wasn’t a single lit rush torch anywhere he could see, only dark shadows, grim and thick. It was utterly quiet, as if everyone within this vast keep was dead, and he and his men and Tupper and Eller were the only ones alive, and their hours were numbered. He heard Gilpin draw in his breath, knew his men were becoming more alarmed.

Suddenly he saw several shadows move in the darkness.

He called out, “I am Lord Garron. I am home now. I mean none of you any harm. Whoever is here, come out now. Tupper! Eller, come to me!”

Gilpin whispered, “There is no one, my lord. There’s naught but ghosts here.”

Aleric drew his sword, Hobbs and Pali drew theirs as well. They formed a circle, their backs to Garron. Garron heard Pali sniff, then whisper, “Something is very wrong, Garron. Did a plague strike? Why don’t your people come out?”

“For some reason, they’re afraid.” Garron shouted again, “Tupper! Eller! Come to me!”

The old man finally came out of the shadows, shuffling as fast as he could, panting, his back more bowed than when Garron had left so long ago, his clothes filthy and ragged, but he was smiling, showing two remaining teeth. Garron took the old man’s arms in his big hands and pulled him close. He looked down into that old, weathered face and saw tears in his eyes. He said, “It is good to see you, Tupper. I am very glad you are alive.”

“And I, ye, Lord Garron. Ah, bain’t life odd, my lord? Ye become stronger and larger and I shrink down into nearly nothing. It’s a fine man ye’ve become, strong and straight. Jes’ look, I don’t come to yer shoulder.”

So small he was, Garron thought, so very slight, a fist to his shoulder, and he’d be dead. Sometimes, Garron thought, life was more than one could bear. He said, “You’re not nothing, Tupper—you managed to winch up the portcullis, no mean feat. Thank you. Tell me what is wrong here. Where are all our people? All my brother’s soldiers, where are they?”

Tupper shook his head violently, the tufts of gray hair so dirty they didn’t move on his head. “Since it’s dark, my lord, ye can’t see it—’tis the Retribution, my lord,” he whispered, deadening fear in his voice. “The Retribution,” he repeated, softer still. “All is destroyed, naught but splinters and death. We buried so many—the little ones were the hardest—the stench of death still lingers if ye breathe deeply.”

Splinters? Death? Garron wanted to explode. By all St. Hermione’s teeth, what damned Retribution? What was Tupper talking about? He didn’t want to yell at the old man, and so he drew a deep breath and said, his voice low and calm, “Tell me. Tell me about this Retribution. Was it a plague?”

“Aye, it were a plague, but a human sort.” Before the old man could say more, a shadow detached itself from a doorway and straggled toward them. It was a woman, as old and bent as Tupper.

“My lord?” Her voice was thin and quavery. “My sweet little boy? Garron? Tupper, you’re standing with him, is it really our boy? Eller, I see you hanging back. Come here to me. Tupper, tell me, is it our boy?”

“Aye, Miggins, ’tis he and he’s proud and strong. Jest ye look at him, here to save us.”

And Garron remembered her, of course. How could she still be alive? “Is it really you, Miggins?”

“Aye, my boy.”

Eller, the armorer, so thin he could hide behind a sapling trunk, hovered over Miggins, his hand on her thin shoulder. He wasn’t all that old, but he looked beaten down, gaunt, his face leached of color, as if he knew life was over and he was simply waiting for death to haul him off.

Miggins pulled out a stub of a lit candle from behind her back and she held it high to shine it on his face as she walked slowly to him. He saw that her gown was filthy and torn. She shuffled along, indeed an old woman. So thin, her cheeks sunken in, like the two men’s. She stared up at him, studied his face.

“Aye, jest look at ye, yer so big now. Ye were gone so many years, and they weren’t all bad, those years, and they passed quickly, as years are wont to do as the years press down on ye. At least Tupper and Eller and I still cling to the earth rather than lie dead beneath it with all the others.” Then she smiled at him and gave him a curtsey.

“Why didn’t you come to me sooner?” Garron asked as he lifted her to her feet and embraced her.

The old woman said, “Ye might not have been my boy and ye’d have taken my candle and burned off my nose.”

“Your nose is safe, Miggins. I am here now. You and Eller and Tupper must tell me what has happened. Where are all the soldiers? Where are all my people?”

Miggins craned her neck back so she could look up at him again, holding her candle high. “Ye have yer sweet mother’s face, but not her eyes, no, ye have his eyes, but I see no madness there, thank Saint Rupert’s clean heart. Ah, now I can see him in you, that jaw, stubborn as a stoat’s, that jaw, and yer strong neck, but pray God what’s him is only on the outside—no rot in yer soul. Poor Lord Arthur, his insides were very like yer father. Ye aren’t like yer father or yer brother, are ye, Lord Garron?”

“No, I am not like them.” Garron rarely thought about his father anymore, a hard man who was wont to strike out with his fists when suddenly rages would come upon him. Garron remembered now that he’d once struck Miggins when he disliked a gown she’d sewn for Garron’s mother. His fist had jerked her off her feet and slammed her into a stone wall. It was one of the few times Garron could remember his mother crying.

But surely Arthur hadn’t been a bad man or a wastrel master, had he? But his rages, Garron thought, he’d forgotten about Arthur’s rages, unleashed when one didn’t expect them, then gone in a flash, but only after spilled blood, broken bones, and curses. Arthur was taller than Garron had been at sixteen, bigger, and hard with muscle, his voice loud enough to reach fishing boats at sea.

Miggins whispered, “I prayed the good Lord would save us and He did, though He waited until there nearly wasn’t anything left to save.” She crossed herself and looked around at the heavy, silent darkness.

Tupper whispered, as if afraid someone would leap out and shove a knife in his throat, “There are a few others here, my lord. Most are gone or dead. Will everyone return? Mayhap now that ye are here they will. Those who still live, that is.”

Garron couldn’t take it in. He asked again, “This Retribution, Tupper, you said it was a plague of a human sort.”

“Worse than a sickness plague,” Miggins whispered, “much worse.”

He wanted to yell at them to spit it out, but held to his patience. They were old, they were starving, and why was that? “If it wasn’t a sickness plague, then tell me why everyone is dead or gone. Where are Wareham’s soldiers? What was this Retribution?”
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Tupper’s voice was so thin with fear it nearly disappeared in the chill night air. “What happened here, ye ask, my lord? I’ll tell ye and pray my liver doesn’t fall out of my belly for saying his cursed name. The Black Demon came, my lord, and he shouted to all of us that he would unleash the Retribution on Wareham if we didn’t turn over Lord Arthur to him. But how could we? Lord Arthur was already dead and buried, along with the prized sword he’d won off that Flemish knight. We shouted the truth down to him. But he didn’t believe us. Then he claimed he would spare us if we told him where yer brother’s silver coins were hidden, but none knew what he was talking about. None of us ever heard that Lord Arthur had a stash of silver coins. We told him Lord Arthur was dead, and he laughed, jest laughed and laughed. It fair to shriveled yer soul to hear that black laugh.”

Miggins whispered, “Mayhap the Black Demon believed Lord Arthur a coward, my lord, that he was hiding behind us. Can ye imagine such a thing? Lord Arthur would have fought until he was hacked to death, and his spirit would have continued to fight until he was naught but dirt and air.”

Aleric said, “But how did this Black Demon and his men get into Wareham? It’s a mighty fortress, not a puling little cottage.”

Tupper said, “We believe that foul-breathed steward Eisen was a traitor and let the Black Demon’s men in through the hidden postern gate that leads down to the beach. He let in a string of soldiers dressed just as ours are, and they lowered the drawbridge and raised the portcullis before any knew what they were about.”

Miggins said, her old voice breaking, “The Black Demon unleashed devastation and misery, and he gloried in it, I swear that to ye, jest as he swore it was his right, his pleasure, what was due him. When he destroyed everything, when he could find no one else to kill and torture, he fell into a rage and killed one of his own men who dared to question him. Then he and his men left. When the dawn comes, ye’ll see, my lord, ye’ll see the desolation that demon wrought.”

Tupper wove where he stood and Garron grabbed him and held him upright. “It’s all right, Tupper. Tell me the rest of it.”

“Yer brother’s few remaining soldiers melted away, for they had no master to direct them or to pay their wages, and why would they remain in a place of death?

“We pray that some escaped to the Forest of Glen. But we do not know, since no one could come back. Even if they could, why should they? There was naught left here, naught but the smell of rot and death.”

“Do you know who this Black Demon is?”

Both Miggins and Tupper shook their heads.

“Do you know, Eller?”

The man shook his head.

Miggins stepped away from Garron, took Eller’s thin arm, and squeezed. “Poor Eller, one of the Black Demon’s men cut out his tongue because he cursed him for killing his boy and thass why he can’t speak to ye.”

“Eller?”

The man nodded.

“Show me.”

Eller opened his mouth. What was left of his tongue was no longer raw, thank the good Lord, and it was healing. But now he was mute.

Garron lightly laid his hand on the old woman’s shoulder. “How many days after Arthur’s death did this happen? How long ago?”

Miggins scratched her scalp. “Four days after we buried him, the Black Demon came. Now there are naught but spirits here, and barely a score of us left, all of us starving.”

“I am sorry. I am sorry for all of this. But I will do the best I can to restore Wareham.”

Tupper nodded, squeezed Garron’s big hand.

Garron said, “It will be all right. Now, you said there are only a score of our people here besides you, Miggins, and Eller?”

Tupper nodded.

“You said no one could come back after the Black Demon left. Why is this? And why did no one go hunting in the Forest of Glen for food?”

“After the Black Demon left, those who were able went to hunt game, but the Demon’s men were lying in wait and killed them. We thought we could fish, but he’d left men on the beach as well, hiding in those fang-toothed rocks. A few have managed to sneak back in during the night, though I thought they are mad to do so since there is naught here but misery.”

Miggins said, “Three more men went out again three days later. The soldiers were hiding, jest waiting for us to come out. They killed our three men. No one else went outside the walls.”

Tupper said, “Turp, the blacksmith, was hiding in the Forest of Glen. He came back today jest when dusk was falling, said the soldiers were gone, and begged Tupper to lower the drawbridge and raise the portcullis and let him enter because he’d brought game, and he had, but only two small pheasants, barely more than a single bite for each of us. Have ye food? He and Eller were going to go back to the forest at first light to hunt. Everyone else is too weak.”

So that was why they were starving. Garron wondered how many had died, but he didn’t want to know at the moment. He heard his men whispering behind their hands. Since he was the only one who had lived at Wareham, only he knew that dozens upon dozens of people had once lived within the walls, that the inner bailey usually rang with noise and activity, shouts, curses, laughter
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