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PROLOGUE
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The room was dark and filled with the sour iron stink of old blood and unwashed men.


He pushed himself up slowly, each hitching movement bringing a new version of pain that lit him up inside. It felt like old pain he’d lived with for years, as if it had set up home in his body. It was the deep ache of bruise and cut and scrape, not the grinding agony of a broken bone or the cold penetrating sharpness of a stab or puncture.


He’d survived worse. Of course, he’d been younger then.


Some meager light filtered into the cell allowing him to see that other men—men who’d traveled with him, been with him at war in God’s Name—were now imprisoned with him. He would ask the count once his head stopped throbbing.


Damn barbarians with their damned war hammers.


He would also ask how long he’d been unconscious.


Long enough for the battle to be lost by them, to be brought wherever here was, and then locked up. From the steadiness of the ground he knew they were on land, and not sea. The living shadows that had seemed to overtake them with the ambush did not seem present, though. Only normal shadows existed in this dark and dank place.


Once his back was against the damp stone wall a voice came from nearby.




“Finally back among the living.”


He blinked. Even if he hadn’t recognized his friend’s voice, there was no mistaking his noble features, even in the deplorable conditions they found themselves in.


“I am, Milord.”


“Use my name,” his friend chided.


He grunted, half from the pain, half from annoyance at the persistence.


“Richard the Lionheart,” he responded, “you will always be my lord and liege above all else.”


“So, I should refer to you as ‘Lord Longstride,’ despite the circumstances we find ourselves in?”


“Don’t be ridiculous.”


“Don’t be ridiculous… what?”


“Don’t be ridiculous… Richard.”


The king’s teeth gleamed in the low light. “I would never, my friend Philemon, I am the soul of propriety.”


“You are very cheery for a sovereign imprisoned by a madman.”


“I wouldn’t consider myself a madman.” The voice broke in from outside the bars of the cell. Instantly the men around them who were able rose to their feet, many of them cursing under their breath. Philemon Longstride was right there with them.


King Richard remained sitting on the ground.


The man on the other side of the bars stood in hobnailed boots of the Roman fashion, all leather straps and buckles to the knee. A heavy horsehide cape with a wide collar made of wolf fur hung over a simple square tunic of wool, held there by a thick gold chain clasp. He stood solid and built low to the ground, but with the wild ranginess of the wolf whose fur he wore. The tunic was belted with a wide strip of stiffened leather, and even in his own keep he wore an arms-length, wide-bladed sword and a short hawkbilled axe, ready at hand.


He stroked his plaited beard, fingers laden with heavy rings worn between swollen knuckles.




“You do not stand in the presence of your better?” He spoke to Richard.


“You’re nobody’s better, you vicious little cur.” Philemon lunged, reaching through the bars.


The man ducked back, twisting away so that Philemon’s fingers merely scraped along his tunic. His heavy knuckled hand clamped on Philemon’s wrist and he pulled, slamming Philemon’s face against the bar, teeth chiming against iron. With his other hand he pulled out the hawkbilled axe, and he drove the heavy ash handle against Philemon’s arm, sending him to his knees inside the cell.


“I am a cur and a mongrel, and yet you are the beasts in my pen.” He shoved Philemon back, letting him stumble between men stunned by the ferocity of the maneuver. “Stick it out again and I will cut it off.”


“Leave him be.” King Richard spoke up.


“You do not command here. You are my prisoner, Lionheart.”


“And I can tell that brings you much joy, Wulfhere.”


“King Wulfhere.”


“You are no king,” Philemon spat. “A mere robber baron, and a pagan to boot!”


“You say pagan as if it is a bad thing, Christ-worshiper.”


“Barbarian.”


“I have carved out my holding here, and I am lord and liege in the name of my gods.”


Philemon pushed up from the ground, holding his arm. “Here in the wilds where you were driven by a proper Christian king.”


Wulfhere snarled, baring square teeth. “Yes, I still remember your attacks on me and mine simply because we would not bow knee to your Christ.”


“I never cared whether you worshiped the One True Lord,” King Richard said. “I only sought to stop your continued assaults against my people.”


“You attacked me.” Wulfhere lifted his chin, causing the beads in the plaits of his beard to click and clack. “That is all I care about. I shall be revenged, Lionheart.”


“Then let us duel.” King Richard pushed off the wall, rising to his feet. “You and I with whatever weapons you choose.”


“You would face me by the river at dawn, swords in hand?”


“Gladly.”


“That would answer my personal affront, if I were to leave you bleeding in the mud, but what of the blood debt you owe for my men and my property?”


“You filthy—” Philemon growled


King Richard put his hand out, stopping Longstride’s rant before it started. He sighed, then spoke.


“Very well, take me out to the field, cut open my belly, and leave me for the ravens and the wolves to chew on. Whatever makes you satisfied, just let my men go free.”


The men around him gasped, several crying out in protest at the suggestion their king had made. Philemon grabbed King Richard’s arm. He shrugged it off, still watching their captor.


“Ah, they do not like such talk.” The pagan king grinned.


“I am their king,” Richard replied. “They will obey regardless of their feelings, because they are men of honor.”


“And I am not?”


“You were captured many times by me—did I ever place you in a cell like this?”


“No, you put me in a room with a feather bed and a servant to bring me meals from your cook,” Wulfhere spat. “Rubbing my nose in how much you have, how much you prevented me from having simply because my blood was not good enough.”


“Blood does not matter unless you shed it.”


“You claim that, surrounded by your nobles?” Wulfhere snarled. “You shunned me and then drove me out because I had no nobility.”


“Och, Wulfhere.” Richard shook his head sadly. “That was never the intent.”


“To hell with your intent. I only care about your actions.”


“You wished to be nobility, yet without effort. Your father was a scoundrel and did you no favors. It fell upon you to prove you could be trusted with decisions that affect people’s lives.”


“You never gave me the chance. You judged me on my blood.”


“It gave me pause,” Richard said, “but only because a son is often like his father. You had your chance to prove it not so.”


Wulfhere spat on the ground. “Petty offerings. You allow a noble’s son—no matter how thin-skinned or milk-fed—more power at the start than you would ever give the son of a thief.”


“And there is your problem, Wulfhere. You seek power over service. That’s not the way my court runs. No one stays who seeks power. Only those who seek to serve, even imperfectly, are given a place at the table.”


“Nonetheless, I carved my own from here. Now Odin has delivered you unto me, and I will have my full ransom for you.”


“Be reasonable, and John should pay it without fuss.”


Wulfhere’s smile pulled his face crooked. “Ah, much is different since you crossed the sea to kill pagans, Richard. You are in for a rude awakening.” He turned to leave.


“What news, you bastard?” Philemon demanded.


The pagan king ignored him and rounded the corner in a swirl of horsehide cloak and rough laughter. Longstride stood a moment more, staring, waiting, but the mongrel was gone.


“That went well, I think,” he said. Philemon flopped onto the ground and regretted it instantly as new pain shot up his spine.


“Well enough.” Richard shrugged. “But our fate may not depend upon the man who holds us captive.”


“What does that mean?”


“Lawrence is not among us.”


“Lawrence with the…”


“Yes, him.”


“Where did he go?”


Richard waved his hand to indicate a vague outside.


“That is slim hope,” Longstride said dubiously.


“Hope is still hope.” Richard leaned back and closed his eyes. “And that can change everything.”
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Hood was dead. Everyone knew it. His head had been placed on a pike for all to see. Though none dared lay flowers at the foot of it, the people all mourned Will Scarlett in their hearts. What fragile hope had remained in their bosoms was snatched away.


So was Prince John Lackland, brother to King Richard, and in the week since his death the man who had been his servant ruled in his stead. The Sheriff’s reign was far more cruel. His dog soldiers scoured the countryside for any with even the tiniest spark of fire left in them and snuffed it out. Those who could had fled to Sherwood Forest, where they huddled together, seeking out others like them, trying to forage and survive.


The newcomers were easy to spot. They were the ones who jumped at every sighing in the trees and stared fearfully all around them. It wasn’t the Sheriff and his demons that they feared here, but rather the legends of the ghosts that inhabited the forest.


Still, ghosts and legends seemed the lesser evil when compared to the darkness raging without. So, they watched the trees with fearful eyes and stayed because they had nowhere else to go.


* * *




Friar Tuck prayed, yet the words tasted like ashes in his mouth. Will and Cardinal Francis were both dead. Robin gone since the battle with the Sheriff and, for all they knew, dead, as well. His dear friend Alan-a-Dale, the last bard, had been muted, his tongue torn out of his mouth. Now Alan haunted the woods like a ghost. Only he and Marian were left of the original conspirators.


Little had been seen of Lady Marian since the slaughter. With nothing to do about Robin’s absence she had refused to mourn and focused on the fate of her maidservant, Chastity. There had been no word what had happened to the girl.


Friar Tuck assumed the worst.


It was easier that way.


Tuck had taken to doing the only thing he could, holding services—such as they were—for the dead. There were no bodies for them to bury, so it was a purely symbolic act, though he believed it was an important one. That morning alone he had performed a service for Little John, and another for Lenore.


So many gone…


He was too worn out for anymore tears. The ones he’d shed had long ago dried up. There had been too much death, too much loss. He ventured into the forest, not far enough to lose the camp but just far enough that he could feel that he was alone. Sitting on a dead log, staring at nothing, he wondered when God would avenge His fallen.


There was a light step, and he twisted around in alarm.


Marian stood there, wearing a plain brown cloak fashioned from a tattered monk’s habit to protect her from the chill in the air. She wore the slender torc around her throat, made of a bright gold and woven of dozens of thin strands that twisted around one another, mimicking the pattern of ancient knotwork, ending in the form of birds. Dark hair spilled from the cowl in a tangle that hung, unbrushed and possibly unwashed, across her chest. Marian was much changed these last few days. The winter’s privation of their camp had carved away any of her castle-living softness. She was slender and hard like bone, her skin taking on the milkiness of the snow, gleaming against the darker tone of her somber clothing, as though she glowed with a light inside.


Her eyes moved, her sight roving among the bare branches overhead, never setting in one place, not looking at him when she spoke.


“Fear not,” she told him, her voice soft. “Good shall prevail.”


Had grief driven her mad?


“You’re insane,” he said, the words rushing out of him, bitterness twisting them.


She cocked her head to the side, regarding him as though he were strange to her. In that moment she seemed… less than human, like she wasn’t of the world anymore. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end.


“You despair, you who should know better,” she reprimanded him.


Anger surged through him. He was a man of God. Who did she think she was to lecture him on faith and hope?


“And you should give a damn about those who’ve died!” he snapped. It was true. She hadn’t been at the funerals. She’d been here, in the forest, giving into her own madness.


“We will prevail,” she said, her voice hardening. “The losses are… unfortunate… but they were to be expected.”


“Unfortunate?” he shouted at her. It was so much more than that. It was terrible, overwhelming, unthinkable. Something dark moved inside of him.


All of this was so hard.


So much to take in, to carry, to hold. A shudder passed through him and suddenly she reached out, and before he could shy away from her touch, she put her hand on his head. Warmth seemed to pass into him and he had the unnerving sensation that she was ministering to him, reaching down and touching his soul and trying to bring healing and restoration. It was disorienting.


“God has blessed you, my lady,” he said, the words wrung from him. He felt ashamed of his own weakness. He closed his eyes and heaved a ragged sigh as he realized that there were tears yet to come.


“We are not alone. You will see,” she said softly. “This war belongs to all men. They will rise and fight when they are called upon.”


“There is no war,” he said bitterly. “Only ashes and death and refugees.”


“We fought together.”


“We tried,” he said. “We failed.”


“The time was not at hand.”


Mystified, he opened his eyes and looked up at her. When first he saw her he thought the glow might have been a trick of his eyes. He realized now that it was real, and more intense than it had seemed. He had to squint as he looked at her.


“Has God made you one of His own angels?” he asked, marveling.


“No,” she answered, “but He has shown me our victory. I stand confident in it.” She smiled faintly at him, then fell silent, and he was content to just sit, letting her words sink in. He had felt so alone since his brothers had been burned, and Cardinal Francis killed. Inside he had been broken, and yet now…


He was not alone.


Tuck thought of Much and Old Soldier and several of the others. They might not be brothers of the cloth, but they were brothers in arms, in spirit, and he would not trade them for anything. That realization drove him to his feet.


They needed him even more than he needed them. He started toward the camp, then turned back.


“My lady,” he said, “if there is anything you can do for Alan, anything to bring him back to us…” He started to choke up. The bard was… special to him, one of his oldest and dearest friends. Though he lived, it felt as if Tuck had lost him, too.


“I will tend to him,” Marian said, inclining her head.


“Thank you,” he whispered before turning and scurrying back to the clearing.




* * *


Marian turned away after Friar Tuck had left. Her heart ached for him, but he was strong. He would carry on. Moments of doubt, those were what plagued him, and they were easily enough countered. There were others who were not so easily ministered to.


Something had broken in Alan-a-Dale, far beyond his physical injuries, and she wasn’t sure that she or any power on earth could fix it. There was more to it than the loss of his tongue, terrible as that had been. Something had broken in his spirit.


He might have to be put aside.


She moved through the forest and after a moment Champion came to walk beside her, the fox’s paws making not a sound as they trod on the dead leaves underfoot. In the past weeks he had become so much more than just a pet. He was her friend, her constant companion—and, when need be, her guardian.


Marian’s breath was visible in the morning’s cold. She stretched out her hands and let her fingertips brush against trees as they passed them. Each one was alive, though struggling. Each had its own pain, its own battle. She could feel it, read their stories in the rough bark that caressed her skin. Sherwood Forest had claimed her as one of its own, and she didn’t quite understand what that meant.


The fey could not hide from her anymore, nor did many of them even try. The druid blood in her veins called out to those of like kind. It was through that shared connection that she could find Alan-a-Dale, a bard of the old ways, whenever she chose now. As it was he was less than a mile from the camp, sitting with his back to a tree, his fingers strumming his harp so softly that she saw him before she could hear the music he was making. Music? The sound he tortured out of his instrument had no melody. It was a jangle and a crash of notes torn from strings, the ancient wood almost screaming through them. It was discordant and it actually hurt when it hit her ears. The notes reached deep inside of her and pulled forth an anger she had buried as deep as she could.


He glanced up as she stopped in front of him. It was as though the young man with the rakish charm had aged a decade. His face was lined with care, his brow furrowed.


“You’ve lost your tongue, not your ears,” she chided. “Surely that sound hurts you as it does me.”


He shrugged and strummed his fingers against the strings again. She crouched down and grabbed his hand, stilling it against the ancient wood, then shook her head sharply. He sighed and gave her a short nod, agreeing to cease. She released him and stood back. Champion circled her twice then went to sit next to the bard, to stare intently into the man’s face.


“Even the fox knows there is more wrong than should be,” she said.


With a roll of his eyes Alan reached into a pouch and pulled forth some parchment and a small piece of charcoal. She waited. Some ideas were too complex for him to try and express with gestures.


He handed her the parchment, the words were ghost lines, white on cream.


I failed.


“You did.” She gave it back to him. “We all did. We are still alive, though. Uncle Richard once told me that the mark of a great man is that when he is in the right, he keeps trying no matter how many times he fails.”


Alan scribbled on the parchment and then handed it back.


So many died.


She nodded. “And more could have died. More did die from the pox, and if we do nothing but sit here communing with the trees and feeling sorry for ourselves, then everyone will die.”


She handed back the parchment. A minute later Alan returned it.


Robin. Without him all is lost.


She looked at Alan, weighing what to tell him in that moment.




Could this broken thing seated before her be trusted? If she guessed wrong, what would be the consequence? Before she could decide, however, she heard the sudden flutter of wings and looked up just as a bird descended onto her shoulder. It chirped at Marian and for a fleeting moment she could see what it saw, feel what it felt.


She turned back to Alan.


“Get up. We must go. A stranger has entered the forest.”


* * *


As much as Alan didn’t want to move, even he knew better than to defy Marian when she looked and sounded like that. His mind may have been a fog of pain and sorrow over his state and the way of the world he now occupied, but he still had the habits of a bard to observe. He’d watched her of late.


Disregarding her tone and words could wind him up with her hauling him to his feet.


Or drawing a blade and putting it to his throat.


He scrambled to his feet and followed her and the fox back toward the camp. As they walked he reached out to the forest, trying to feel what fresh threat might be awaiting them.


The forest wasn’t speaking to him, though. Neither were the fey that had once whispered in his ear while he slept. He had failed the forest, his calling, everything. And everyone.


There was a reason bards didn’t get involved, a reason they put down no roots nor took families. They had to be free to wander the land, speaking truth as they saw it. That was the responsibility handed down through the centuries from the first bard to Alan—and now he was going to be the last.


Francis had been right about Marian. She moved as though she was one with the forest in every way, and instinctively his focus fell upon her. Before he realized what was happening the harp was back in his hands and he was strumming a melody. It was as though the notes themselves were forming words that he could hear, as if the music alone was telling her story without need of his voice. It was pure, reacting on him on a deep level, stirring his emotions, pulling forth and demanding of him more than any song ever had.


He felt himself giving his life force to the song, to give it breath, weight, a life of its own. The agony of the creation was exquisite, and he was nearly overcome by the time they arrived at the edge of the clearing. He heard voices, some muted and fearful, others loud and angry. Marian stood for a moment, foot raised before stepping forth out of the woods. He understood and froze with her.


At last she stepped forward, and he let his breath out.


The Queen of Sherwood meets her subjects.


All of them, including Alan himself, were beneath her. It wasn’t an accident of birth but a truer form of nobility that sprang from the soul. For just a moment he felt a flare of hope deep inside.


Perhaps we don’t need Robin.


He followed her into the clearing, and his fingers found the strings of his harp and played music that would let everyone know that she had arrived, that she would save them, that all would be well.


Because maybe it would be—and even if it wasn’t, even if the Sheriff of Nottingham and all his dog soldiers rounded them up tomorrow and put them to the blade, they still needed to die believing.


He ended with a flourish.


Logs had been set up in the center of the clearing, around a cook fire, and several people clustered around the flames to ward off the chill. There were perhaps seventy people there, and as she stepped into sight they fell silent, leaving whatever they were doing to crowd around. He saw despair and sorrow in their eyes. Yet there was something else, too—a determination flickered across their features as they stared at Marian.


They need her just now, he mused. Someone they will live for. Someone they will die for. He could help with that. Music carried emotion by itself. It didn’t require his voice. As he played, Friar Tuck pushed his way forward.


“What’s wrong?” he asked, voice tense.


“There’s a stranger in the forest,” Marian said.


A refugee in a ratty cloak toward the back of the crowd turned, moving away, Alan noticed. Moving toward the trees. Alan took a half-step to follow when Marian spoke to the crowd again, even though it felt as if she addressed him.


“Be at peace,” she said. “All is well. Stay by my side.”


He froze, unsure… and he did not like the feeling. The others murmured and glanced uneasily at one another. A few reached for weapons.


“I do not think he means us harm,” she continued. “Much will escort him here so that we might see this stranger for ourselves.”


Friar Tuck jerked slightly. Alan, too, was uneasy at the thought of bringing a stranger to the encampment. Marian laid a hand on the holy man’s arm.


“We all were strangers here, not so very long ago.”


Tuck nodded, but a frown remained on his face.


“Alright, you heard milady,” Old Soldier snapped, and he pointed. “Guards, to your positions.” Though he was not a particularly large man, his bearing demanded obedience. Just like that everyone scattered, moving to take cover or take watch or just take up a weapon. Some hid, while others simply found a place to wait. Alan looked again for the tattered refugee, but he had gone.


Most likely hiding.


Friar Tuck moved in closer as the rest left, and there was relief in his old friend’s eyes. Alan gave him a small smile and nodded. Marian was right. There wasn’t time to indulge their own sorrows. They needed to work together, if any of them expected to see another sunrise.


“How long until they’re here?” Tuck asked.


“Not long,” Marian said. “Half an hour. Less.”


Abruptly there was a moaning in the trees, and Alan felt a ripple run up his spine. Marian cocked her head as though she was listening. Seemingly satisfied, she nodded her head. There was excitement building in her eyes.


She thinks help is coming, he realized.


He just hoped she was right.


Marian moved to one of the logs and sat down. Instead of facing the center, though, she faced outward, toward the path by which Much would enter. After a moment’s hesitation Alan went to sit beside her.


He strummed quietly, meaning not to disturb but rather to help her soothe and organize her thoughts. He watched as Friar Tuck moved around the camp, checking on everyone, taking his role as spiritual father very seriously, as he should. Alan couldn’t imagine how much his friend must be missing Francis, who had been a spiritual father to everyone.


Muted conversations sprang up here and there, but then several minutes passed and everyone grew still. It was as if a collective breath was being held.


At last there was rustling in the brush. He let his hand fall idle, waiting to see what song he might be called upon to play next. There was some movement, and then Much stepped into the clearing. The lad seemed to have grown since Alan last saw him. He seemed bigger, taller. He no longer had the air of an overgrown child to him but that of a man. What had happened had changed them all, but Much now walked with a confidence few men could ever summon. Alan smiled. The miller’s son was all grown up and no one would ever look down on him again.


Another figure appeared a few steps behind Much, and all eyes fixed on him. The man was tall, thin, and wore a black cloak wrapped tightly around himself with the hood up as though to obscure his face.


There was the creak of bows, and Alan knew that half a dozen arrows were already trained on their visitor, just waiting for him to make a false move. Death would come swift and sure. Just so long as it didn’t come prematurely. The bard’s fingers hovered over the strings, waiting, daring not break the tension with even a single note, lest it cause deadly repercussions.


Much strode up to Marian and then knelt.


“Milady.”


“Rise, Much,” she said, her voice strong and clear. “Who have you brought to us?”


“One who has traveled far, milady, and endured much,” the stranger said.


“Show yourself that we may be the judge of that,” Marian said, lifting her chin slightly. She looked and sounded every inch the queen. The stranger bowed.


“As you wish, milady,” he said. He pulled free his cloak and dropped it on the ground to reveal a red cross emblazoned on a dirty and torn tunic. He was a knight, one who had gone with Richard to fight in the Holy Land.


Marian rose abruptly. “What news can you tell me of King Richard? Has he received word of what is happening here? Is he returning to help?”


The knight looked at her and then dropped his eyes. “He has received no word, milady, and he cannot help. Indeed, I am here seeking aid in his name.”


Marian glanced swiftly at Friar Tuck then turned back to the knight. “What aid does my uncle require?”


“As much as you can give. He’s been captured by a pagan king who is in league with his brother, Prince John.”











CHAPTER TWO
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Marian struggled to keep her face from showing dismay. These people needed her to be strong, yet she stared at the man in front of her. He was painfully gaunt, cheeks hollowed out and lips blue from the cold. She felt as if she should recognize him, know his name, but she also had a feeling he was much changed from when she last would have seen him.


“Tell me everything,” she said.


The gaunt knight rubbed his face, his hand coming away oily. He opened his mouth and shut it again.


“Are you ill?” Friar Tuck asked.


The knight waved the question off with a weak gesture, his face turned to the ground. He swayed once then dropped to his knees, folding in on himself and slumping to the ground. Much moved to grab him by the shoulders and only caught his tunic, which tore slightly.


“He is unconscious,” the miller’s son said.


Marian flicked her eyes to Much. “Please see that he is well taken care of. Fetch me the moment he awakens.” Much dipped his head and took hold of the knight’s arm, lifting him up into his arms as if the grown man were a child. The knight didn’t move as the younger man carried him away. Watching the man’s face as they went, she remembered him.




He was a king’s man.


He’s broken, Marian realized, but I need answers from him. Yet, he had made it this far. There was hope for him. And perhaps for Richard.


She rose and signaled Friar Tuck and Alan-a-Dale to walk with her. They kept two paces behind as she entered the forest. Once there she felt she could breathe easier, think more clearly. The fear eased its hold on her mind, though not entirely. She did not go far, just enough distance to gain them privacy. At last she stopped and turned.


The friar was sweating. “Milady, I am so sorry,” he said.


“This is an unexpected blow,” she admitted, “but we cannot give in to fear.” I cannot give in to fear, she told herself. “We must determine what we’re going to do about it.”


“Do?” Friar Tuck’s forehead wrinkled up. “What could we possibly do about it?”


“If this knight’s tale rings true, we will send men to rescue Richard,” she said.


Tuck’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. He leaned his considerable girth back against a tree and stared at her as if she was an insane child.


“Marian, what few men we could spare, they’d never pass through England alive. And even if by the grace of God they managed to escape the Sheriff’s clutches, they would face the same dangers Richard faced—the same enemy who managed to imprison him. What hope could they have for surviving, much less freeing him? We don’t even know where he is held, much less if this is some ploy by the Sheriff to lure us from the safety of Sherwood ”


She flicked her eyes to Alan. He stood, face thoughtful. She raised an eyebrow, but he made no move to share his thoughts.


“You saw that knight,” she persisted. “It was Sir Lawrence—I remember now. You heard what he said. The man who has Richard is in league with John. This knight came to us without a letter—no demand for ransom. He escaped and made it back to England and then found us despite the Sheriff and his iron fist. If he can make it to us, then surely a small group can retrace his steps.”


“Every messenger you’ve sent has failed to return, milady,” Tuck protested. “We can now be certain that they were captured, perhaps killed.”


“Because they were messengers, not warriors,” she said firmly. “That is what we should have sent in the first place.”


“I mean no disrespect. I know he’s your uncle—”


“He’s more than just my uncle,” she said, cutting him off. “He’s England’s only hope for survival. He is the rightful king. With John dead, Henry is going to try and claim the throne. The Sheriff might even support him. Nottingham’s only claim to nobility is the bastard child he got out of Lady Longstride.”


Both men looked slightly taken aback, but she pushed on. “We can’t have a demon or his willing bedfellow on the throne of England. All this strife won’t be going unnoticed outside our borders, either. France has been waiting for an excuse like this, to seek to conquer us.”


“As much as I hate to say it, war with France right now might be a good thing.” Friar Tuck licked his lips. “Let them contend with the Sheriff while we regroup.”


“We don’t have the luxury of waiting. Remember what the Cardinal told us. If England falls, this evil will spread and overcome the world. No, this battle has to be fought here, and it has to be fought by us.”


Alan nodded fiercely.


“You agree with me?” she asked.


He nodded again.


She looked back at Friar Tuck and placed a hand on his arm. “If we can rescue Richard, we will have an army behind us.”


“If his army has not already been slaughtered.”


She stared at him intently. “If they have, then we can alert Rome,” she conceded. “Tell them what has happened here.” At that a spark of hope flared in her friend’s eyes. She knew how alone he felt, cut off from the church.




“This is a war that is being fought on two fronts,” she continued, “and we need all our allies with us. If the Pope called, France would have no choice but to work with us, rather than war against us.”


Again Alan nodded. Friar Tuck looked as though he was about to give in when suddenly he stiffened, almost pushing off the tree. He blinked at her.


“You said ‘if we can rescue Richard,’” he said tersely. “You wouldn’t be thinking of going yourself, would you?”


She shook her head firmly. “As much as I wish to, my place is here. The people need me. I do have one or two in mind, though.”


Tuck glanced uneasily at Alan. “Surely not—”


She held up a hand. “Do not worry my friend, I need Alan by my side,” she said with a slight smile. “You, as well. No, what I will propose is an entirely… different course than our enemies might expect.” At that she frowned, and uncertainty flickered across her mind.


“I’m afraid you’re going to need more than just us.”


“Yes,” she said, unable to contain a wave of sorrow that rolled over her. “What I really need is something I no longer have.”


“What is that?”


“Someone on the inside, someone who could tell us what the Sheriff is planning right now.”


* * *


Glynna Longstride was nothing if not a doting mother. The Sheriff had to grant her that as he watched her nursing their child.


He was surprised she had survived giving birth to his spawn. As he watched her now, though, he realized he shouldn’t have been. She was strong, strong in a way that most humans could never dream. Ten minutes after the child had been born, she’d been up on her feet, placing it in his arms, murmuring how beautiful the creature was.


He doubted any other human would call it beautiful.


It looked human, but wrong, as if mixed right, but in the last moment someone took a finger and stirred, upsetting the formula. The eyes were too big, the inside corners nearly touching at a bladed nasal bridge. The cheekbones were too sharp, pulled up and back toward the ears that lay pinned against the skull.


Its mouth stayed slightly open, too-full lips unable to fully close over a triple row of teeth. Its skin was the pale of spoiled cream and shiny, as if made of wax. The hair on its head was black as coal and lay in wet swirls around its temples and crown, spilling down the back of a neck too short to look right.


In his eyes, it was the most wondrous creature he’d ever beheld, and he found himself desiring Glynna all the more for having given it to him. A baby had never been in the plan, but he realized now it should have been. There were so many more possibilities open to him now.


“What is it, my love?” she asked, looking up at him.


“Richard’s cousin Henry has amassed an army,” he said. “He’s readying to move against us, to try and take the throne.”


“Then we shall pluck out his eyes and feed them to our son,” she said fiercely.


“That is certainly a very entertaining possibility,” he acknowledged. “Let us entertain some others at the moment, though.”


“You want to make an alliance with him?” she asked. “What could he possibly have that we would ever need?”


“At the moment, if reports are true, a very large force of men.”


“You could sweep them away with a wave of your hand.”


“Yes, but I also could use them to sweep across Europe. None could hope to oppose me.”


“Even if Henry were interested in making a deal,” she said, “what if he turns out to be as short-sighted as John?”


“Then I will deal with him as I did with John.”


His pets slunk into the room, darker than the darkest shadows. They raced up his legs and wrapped themselves around his neck, black fur stroking his cheeks. They had been on the hunt and he could smell the human blood on their breath. They were very efficiently dispatching his enemies. At least, those outside the forest.


He sighed. He could send Henry’s army where he couldn’t send his own. Sherwood Forest needed to be emptied of those who would stand against him. His spellcasters were still working on breeching the forest’s defenses, yet he couldn’t wait for them to arrive at the solution. As much as it pained him, an alliance with Henry would be expedient.


For the moment at least.


* * *


Big things were happening. Much could tell.


The arrival of the knight had brought a great deal of excitement. Almost everyone at the camp had come up to ask him about the man and find out what Much knew, how he’d found him, and more. He guessed this is what it felt like to be important, a great man people looked up to for leadership.


While it made him proud, it also made him anxious.


Everyone kept asking him for his opinion. Was King Richard dead? What was Lady Marian going to do? Was there a way to leave England safely? He didn’t have any answers, and so he felt as if he was letting people down.


Lady Marian, Friar Tuck, and the bard went into the forest together and they had not yet returned. He wished they would. Everyone should be asking them questions, not him. Still, he knew better than to go and disturb them. They’d come back when they were ready.


“How are you holding up, lad?” Old Soldier moved over to him and clapped a hand on his shoulder.


“I’m alright,” he told the old man.


The truth was he was a bit in awe of Old Soldier. He’d seen the man in battle now, and it was impossible not to be. In the day-to-day, Old Soldier was always sure of himself and what he was doing. When fighting, he was a hundred times more so. It made Much wonder why the man had ever given up being a soldier. He could have gone off on the crusade with King Richard.




Maybe if he had the king wouldn’t have been captured.


Much looked around the clearing. A lot of the men who were there and alive owed that to Old Soldier’s actions in the last couple of weeks. When he thought about that he was glad that Old Soldier hadn’t gone with King Richard. It made him feel guilty, but he was glad nonetheless.


“How are you?” Much asked. Little John and Old Soldier had been like brothers. If Much missed the fallen giant, he could only imagine how Old Soldier was feeling.


“Been worse,” the older man grunted enigmatically.


Much nodded. “Me, too,” he said, although truthfully he couldn’t remember ever being worse. There had been so much loss, so much tragedy. He still grieved the murder of his parents, the loss of his friends, and the death of his hero, Robin. It was a lot to take in. Too much. Maybe that was why he felt more than a little numb, and fuzzy headed, like he was sick somehow. He just kept going, though, trying to help as much as he could. He knew there were people hurting worse than him.


“Your father would be proud of the man you’ve become,” Old Soldier told him.


Much dropped his head. “Thank you,” he muttered. “I’m just doing what I can.”


“And that’s the mark of a man. You’ve done well, son.”


Much nodded, and the two of them stood there for a moment, neither moving, neither speaking, each somehow knowing they needed the other.


“There’s something else weighing on you,” Old Soldier observed after a minute.


Much frowned. “The trees at the edge of Sherwood. They’re dying.”


“This early winter is taking its toll on the forest same as everything else.”


Much shook his head. “It’s not like that. There’s something wrong with them. They look sick. Some of them have turned gray with black spots, and others look like they’re rotting.”




Old Soldier scowled. “It’s bad enough the Sheriff visits death and disease on the people, but to touch the forest…” He trailed off. Much understood. Sherwood was eternal, not like them. The fact that evil was harming it scared him. Much wondered how long it would be before evil reached all the way to their camp. He tried not to think those thoughts, but they would come unbidden, often at night. He wondered if Old Soldier had the same kind of bad dreams that he did.


Then there was movement just inside the tree line that caught their attention. Old Soldier’s hand went to his sword. When Marian, Friar Tuck, and Alan stepped into the clearing he let it drop.


“I think our lady has made up her mind,” Old Soldier muttered softly. “About something.”


Much nodded. He could feel it, too. She always glided across the ground with grace and authority. Now, though, there was something new. She moved faster and had a look of determination about her. Friar Tuck didn’t look happy, however, which made Much nervous.


Marian moved to sit on the felled log. She gathered herself before sitting down.


“She makes that log look a throne,” Much said, giving voice to how he felt.


“It is a throne. It’s her throne,” Old Soldier said. “Best not ever forget that. Now, look lively, she wants to see us.”


It was true. Friar Tuck signaled them to draw near, and they hastened to comply. As they did so, Much noticed a couple of others drawing close, including a tattered refugee, and the knight he had left in the care of the people who had taken to medic duties for the camp. The knight must have eaten, and he’d donned warmer clothes borrowed from someone. He was still gaunt and pale, but he was on his feet and no longer looked as though he had one foot in the grave.


The small group clustered together around Marian, looking to her for wisdom, her guidance. She took a moment and looked at each of them before she spoke.




“We find ourselves again in extraordinary circumstances,” she began. “We need the king’s men, and we need King Richard himself to help us in this fray. However, it seems they are more in need of our help than we are of theirs. Therefore, a small group of men will be sent to liberate the king and his soldiers, with the intention of bringing them home.”


“I will go back, milady,” the knight said, “and to show others the way. However, the distance is substantial. Several days’ journey at a hard pace on horseback, longer if we travel surreptitiously—and we will have to travel as such. The journey will be treacherous.”


“Sir Lawrence, I’d expect nothing less from you.” She smiled at him. “Your arrival here speaks of your honor and loyalty to the sovereignty of England. We thank you for your service. I will assign men of matching valor to accompany you.”


He nodded and took a slight step back, as though making room for others to step forward. As he did, Lady Marian turned and pinned Much with her gaze. He twitched and found himself stumbling forward as though she had compelled him to do so.


“Much, Old Soldier,” she said. “I’d like you both to accompany Sir Lawrence.”


“Me?” Much found himself asking her wonderingly. He had never dreamed to leave the area, let alone the country. The thought of traveling so far, and in service to Marian and the king, was at once exciting and overwhelming.


“Yes,” she replied. “You have the ability to see without being seen, and you are courageous and loyal. Old Soldier has tactical skill and can help plan the escape.”


“Thank you, milady,” Much said.


Old Soldier simply bowed.


Sir Lawrence spoke up. “You do not understand what we will face.”


“Then speak, man,” Old Soldier said.


Lawrence took a deep breath, facing Marian again. “They are held by Wulfhere.”




“Wulfhere Skullsplit?”


Lawrence nodded.


“The man is no real threat,” someone called from the crowd. “Richard put him down handily the last time he tried anything.”


“And yet King Richard and my fellow soldiers are all held within his keep, under lock and key if they haven’t been killed.” Lawrence spat over his shoulder. To Marian he said, “I tell you he is more powerful now. His men and he have fashioned themselves as Vikings of old, and they fight ferociously. They actually attacked us at sea. And… no, never mind.”


“What is it?” Marian asked.


“Milady, we should have been victorious over Wulfhere and his men, even with the ambush.” He shook his head. “It was as if they fought with more strength than men should have. And there was this darkness, it blinded us. So many were caught unaware, lost…”


Marian nodded.


Lawrence cleared his throat. “Three is hardly enough to counter an army.”


She turned to look at him. “But these two are each worth an army. I’m sure you’ve heard and seen a great deal since you returned.” Sir Lawrence nodded, but Marian continued as if he hadn’t. “The remaining nobles are dead, or in thrall to evil. We will find no help from them. The people have been starved, tortured, and driven from their homes. Very few have the strength to survive such a journey.


“I know the importance of this mission,” she said. “That is why I have given you two of my best fighters. What you will lack in numbers, you will make up for in the quality of your allies.”


Much felt himself swell with pride. The knight glowered, however, and Much had the urge to punch him for disrespecting her. Before he could, however, the refugee in the tattered clothes stepped forward, pushing through the crowd to stand next to Lawrence. Marian looked at him and he nodded. She turned back to Lawrence.




“I have one more I can send with you,” she said. “He is much needed here, but if he chooses to go and rescue the king, then I must respect his wishes.”


Sir Lawrence stared incredulously. “This beggar? You can’t be serious?”


“I’d have a care, Sir Lawrence, if I were you. Looks can be deceiving, particularly in these troubled times.” She glanced at the man in the tattered cloak and hood. “Isn’t that right?”


“It is, my lady,” the man said, straightening and shrugging off the ragged cloak like a shed skin.


Much gasped with shock and delight.


Robin Longstride had returned.











CHAPTER THREE


[image: image]


There were gasps from all around, and Robin’s name being repeated over and over. It had been Marian’s idea, to let people think he was dead while he healed. Some had painted him as a hero, even a savior. It did not sit well with him and so he had been convinced to shuffle around when in camp, to hide his face and simply be left alone. He was still injured, but he couldn’t afford to hide and lick his wounds any longer.


He hated the thought of leaving her, but knew that she was right—freeing King Richard and bringing him home was essential, if they were to prevail. If he could bring some of the king’s soldiers with them, all the better.


“Robin of Longstride?” Lawrence asked.


“Yes.” There was so much more he wanted to say. He wanted to ask about his father, but there would be time for that later. Instead, Robin looked the knight over. “We should leave as soon as we can. As soon as you are able, Sir Lawrence,” he said. “Will you be prepared to do so in the morning, after you’ve had a chance to rest?”


The truth was the man probably needed a fortnight before he would be ready, but time was a luxury they couldn’t afford. As it was, waiting even that long was dangerous. Lawrence nodded gamely, and at Marian’s direction he was led off to one of the makeshift shelters.




That loosed the dam, and everyone swarmed around Robin— some crying, others laughing, all wanting to touch him and see for themselves that he was real and alive. He smiled and tried his best to bear up. These were his people, and they needed the reassurance. He glanced at Marian, who smiled wistfully at him. She knew he wasn’t fully healed, but she also knew that without him the mission to save Richard would fail.


He turned back as Much gave him an unexpected hug, his thick arms gripping like a vice. Robin winced but didn’t say anything. The lad had lost so much.


* * *


After a time things quieted down, and the day turned to dusk. Marian wasn’t sure where Robin had got to, but she suspected he had slipped off into the woods. She didn’t blame him. He had an impossible task ahead of him, and he needed to be able to ready himself for it. She’d already instructed Friar Tuck to help Old Soldier pack whatever he thought they would need for the journey.


Marian sat on the log close to the fire trying to gather her thoughts. She looked up as she heard a soft rustling sound. Jansa, the cook from the castle, stood there looking anxious. Marian smiled at the woman, hoping to ease whatever anxiety she was feeling.


“Jansa, come, sit here next to me,” she said, patting the log next to her. Jansa hesitated a moment and then sat down on the barren ground in front of her. Marian wanted to urge the woman up onto the log, but decided it might cause her unneeded anxiety.


A moment of sorrow washed over her. Richard had warned her of the need to keep distance from those who saw him as their leader, lest his authority be undermined. She’d never truly understood before now, and she suddenly realized how desperately lonely her uncle must have been—must always be.


With Chastity there hadn’t been any such barriers, because they had been friends since childhood. She held back tears as she thought about her friend and sent a brief prayer heavenward. She shook herself slightly and turned her gaze down to meet Jansa’s.


“How are you faring?” she asked. “And how is your daughter, Esther?”


“Well, milady, better than we could have asked for,” Jansa said. She wrinkled her nose suddenly. “Although we’d be a mite better if that oaf, Thomas, wasn’t cooking. He always burns the meat and has no knowledge of how to make a proper stew. It’s not fit for man nor beast to eat.”


Marian stared at her in surprise. They were all living in the middle of the forest, in the worst conditions most of them could have imagined, and yet Jansa was concerned about the quality of the food. Then she smiled as she realized she shouldn’t be so surprised. Jansa was a cook, and a very good one, raised in the castle by her grandmother who had been a cook before her. Here in the middle of the forest, she was probably at her wits’ end. Perhaps feeling more than a little lost and useless.


“You know, I would take it as a great personal favor if you wouldn’t mind assuming the cooking duties,” Marian said. “Of course, this is all very primitive here, and I wouldn’t want to impose.”


“I would be honored, milady.” Jansa beamed from ear to ear.


“Excellent. Then it is decided. I will find other work for Thomas.”


“Don’t get me wrong, milady, he’s a decent man. He’s just a horrible cook. I offered to help, but he so wants to be useful.”


“Now that you mention it, I had noticed,” Marian admitted, and it was true. But she hadn’t had the luxury of caring about something so trivial. However, improved food would likely help the morale of them all. “Can you remind me which one is Thomas?” she asked, slightly embarrassed.


“The short, fair-headed man with the large hands,” Jansa said. “He’s a woodworker.”


“Is he?” Marian said. “Well, then, I can definitely find other, better uses of his time.”


“I’d appreciate it, milady. Like I said, he so wants to be useful.”


“And he shall be.” Marian barely managed to suppress a smile. It was what they all sought these days. “After all, we have plenty of wood around us to work, and the whole camp will be grateful to have you as cook. Is there anything I can have one of the men fetch you, that would be helpful?”
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