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To my husband, Scott, who will always be my hero.


–DV


To the Missus who is always on target.


–JRT




THE SCENT OF SMOKE AND DUST




PROLOGUE


Screams. The howls of dogs lusting after blood and the shouts of men wanting the same. Her own ragged breathing. All these sounds drowned out the whispers of the forest as Finna ran as fast as she could.


“Don’t let her make it into the forest,” the master of hounds shouted. “The witch knows it well!”


Aye, she knew it well. There were creatures in Sherwood that would help her, shield her. The old magic wasn’t gone from the world, just retreated and hidden from all except those who could wield it.


She was only a stone’s throw from Sherwood’s borders. A few long strides to freedom. She should have been able to hear the spirits calling to her, but there was too much noise. The baying of the hounds, the tattoo of booted feet, the huff of men’s breath, the rushing-rapid shoosh of her own blood racing through her veins. Fear pounded through her, and she wondered if the fey had abandoned her to this fate.


It couldn’t end this way.


Her work wasn’t finished.


The children were special. She had been sent to train and educate them, prepare them for their destiny. The fate of all rested upon it, and she’d had so little time with them.


One of the dogs, faster than the rest, snapped at her ankles. She should have poisoned the monster when she had the chance. Pain seared from her heel to the top of her spine as the creature bit down on her leg, sending her crashing to the ground. Rocks and twigs scratched her face. Dirt filled her eyes and mouth and she couldn’t scream as it choked her.


She kicked and clawed, trying to get away, but the beast had her in its grip, tearing at her limb, ripping into it. Her chin bounced off the ground, teeth cracking together as it shook her back and forth in its massive jaws. A gobbet of her own meat tore free in a gush of hot pain and the beast backed off a step. She could hear it choking down her flesh as though she were some animal it had brought to ground.


The monster was going to eat her alive.


Her hands closed around a dead branch and she lashed out, swinging it backward at the animal. It caught the stick in its jaws and jerked it from her grip, tearing her palms. She pushed up off the ground with bloody hands, then twisted her head, blinking rapidly to clear her eyes of the dirt and tears. She saw the monster clearly, jaws stained red, some of her skin stuck between two of its fangs, and eyes that glowed with an unholy light.


“Demon!” she spat.


Its mouth opened wider, jaws cracking apart, as though it were laughing at her.


Her mind raced. She knew no spell that would cast it hence. That it walked the earth at all was a sign.


The time of the prophecy had come.


She had failed to ready the child.


The master of hounds arrived, holding the rest of the brutes jerking and heaving at the end of a fistful of chains, a long bullwhip trailing from his other hand. Men followed him, and they circled around her. They were no better than the dumb animals that snapped at one another. They looked down at her, mouths open to reveal jagged teeth, eyes heavy-lidded in their sockets. The master handed off the pack to one of his followers and jerked his head. It took both the man’s hands to control the pack. They flailed at the end of their leashes as he dragged them away.


The master of hounds stepped toward her.


“Get her up.”


They pulled her to her feet and her stomach tried to crawl up her throat. Her left leg hung, swaying beneath her on stretched tethers of gristle, bitten almost completely off. Screams of anguish ripped out of her, something she could no more stop than the beating of her heart.


“She cannot walk,” one of the men grunted.


“Then let the witch fly,” the master sneered. “Fly, witch! Or do you need a little motivation?”


He flicked the whip against her back. It cut through her thin dress, and parted flesh from bone just as easily. She screamed again as she fell. Desperately she pulled at her center, trying to stave off the panic that threatened to obliterate her sanity, trying to find the magic inside her through the throbbing pain and the howling fear. The earth was beneath her hands, but she couldn’t feel it—not its energy, not the life it gave. All she could feel was death closing its dark hand around her while the men laughed and the air stank of her own spilled blood.


“Enough!”


It was a new voice, one laced with authority, and with something else.


“The lord wants her alive.”


She looked up and saw an older man, a soldier by his dress. The others parted before him, out of fear more than respect. She struggled to a sitting position as he approached.


“The witch cannot walk,” the master of the dogs said.


“Then you shall carry her,” the newcomer replied, “and next time you’ll know better than to let your filthy beasts feed on human flesh.” With that, the soldier turned to go.


The master of hounds stared at his broad back. The murder-eyed creature that had taken her down stood with its chest out, a rumble grinding from inside it. Its master looked down, then back at the soldier. His hand twitched, fingers twisting into a sign. The beast lowered itself, coiling to strike.


“Watch out!” she cried.


The monster leaped, and the soldier turned in mid-stride, hand pulling a sword from its scabbard. With one quick motion he plunged his blade into the beast’s chest. It fell with an inhuman scream. Black blood poured from its wound and began to smoke and sizzle along the length of steel.


“What in the name of God?” The soldier turned, eyes gone dark with anger.


“This witch has summoned forth all manner of evil,” the master cried.


“The beast was his!” she protested. The master backhanded her across the face. Four of her teeth tumbled out of her mouth as she rocked back. They rolled across the dirt like wet dice in a game of chance.


“Shut up, lying filth!”


The master grabbed her hair and raised his hand to strike her again.


“Stop,” the soldier commanded, but the master struck her in the temple with a thick calloused hand. White sparks flew across the back of her eyelids. She braced for another blow, praying to Hecate that it would send her on into darkness, away from the pain.


The blow never came.


A gurgling noise and a jerk of the hand that held her made her crack a swelling eyelid. The master of hounds still held her, but his face was splayed open in shock as he looked down nearly a foot of steel that had burst through his chest.


The steel slid backwards, rolling blood down the man’s leather jerkin. The body dropped to its knees, slumped forward, and fell next to her. Blood from the gushing chest wound sprayed across her.


The soldier bent down until he looked her in the face. He had a scar over his left eye that was familiar to her. She had seen it once in a vision.


“I will take you back to my lord, but I will not raise a hand to protect you against him.”


She spit blood on the ground.


“Blessed are you, man of the sword, for it will be your honor and duty to protect he who will one day protect all. The darkness is coming. You have seen it with your own eyes, and you cannot deny that proof.”


“I have seen enough darkness to last a hundred lifetimes,” he told her grimly.


She wanted to tell him that what he had seen was nothing, in comparison, to what was coming. Yet the pain proved too much for her, and she collapsed in his arms.


*  *  *


Finna woke screaming. Her injured leg was on fire with pain. It convulsed, and a half-dozen rats that had been feeding on it scattered—but they did not go far.


She shivered as she reached down to touch her wound. The leg was swollen, feverish. Someone had wrapped it in a filthy rag that had bonded with her blood, crusting to the wound like a scab. A leather thong cut into her flesh below her knee, cutting off the flow of blood—it was probably the only reason she was even alive. Weak from blood loss, she could feel that a poison had already started to taint what life she had left. Even if the lord decided not to burn her as a witch, she was still as good as dead.


She cast around in the darkness of her cell, looking for anything she might use to defend herself, if only against the rodents whose eyes glistened at her in the darkness. She would rather die by her own hand than allow them to eat her alive. She found nothing save the moldy straw beneath her, and the damp stone beneath that.


Footsteps sounded in the gloom. A wizened man bearing keys arrived in the company of a large man whose head nearly scraped the low ceiling. The old one opened her cell. The large one stepped in and effortlessly picked her up, slinging her over his shoulder. He knocked her head against the ceiling in the process. She struggled to hold onto consciousness even as she was bounced around like a child’s doll. Hanging upside down, her head swam as she banged against his body with each step. She retched over and over, but her stomach was empty and nothing came out.


Outside the light blinded her. The giant put her down, her back to a blackened iron pole that had been driven into the ground and surrounded by piled, pitch-soaked wood.


They were going to burn her.


“No, please!” she choked out even as she was lashed to the pole.


“You are a witch, and you will burn for it,” the old man informed her in a calm voice, as though he were discussing nothing more than the weather.


Around them were gathered people from all stations in life, come to witness the execution. She glanced around frantically, looking for a friendly face, but found none.


“You know me!” she cried.


“We know you as a witch.”


It was no use.


Once she had been sentenced to burning, none would dare speak in her defense unless they desired to share the same fate. Lord Longstride was there, his face hard. Beside him stood his oldest son, Robert, all of four years of age and yet already a miniature copy of his father. On the lord’s other side stood his wife, the lady Glynna. Their infant son was not with them, though, and Finna looked frantically for the boy.


She finally spied the child in the arms of one of the servant boys, the one they called Little John—though at nine he was already almost the size of a man full grown. The baby’s mother had refused to touch the child since the hour of his birth. A darkness had seized her mind at that moment, and she had sworn that it was a fey changeling and not her own child.


On the night of his birth, she had taken a pillow and tried to smother the child. He had been saved by his father, who had entered just in time. Nothing he could say or do would convince his lady wife to suckle the child.


He had searched for a wet nurse, and Finna had seen her chance. Though childless, she had mixed a potion that allowed her to take the child to her own breast and give him sustenance. His father had placed the boy wholly in her care, and while their mother was not well, the older boy had been her responsibility, too.


These last four months she had done what she could to relate the knowledge of the old ways to both children, telling tales and stirring within them the inborn knowledge of the magic that once held the Isle of the Mighty safe and secure against the forces of darkness. She had tried to be careful, but she had not been careful enough.


Someone must have overheard.


Someone who hated her.


Finna’s eyes drifted back to the children’s mother, and a sickness grew deep inside. A fiendish light danced in the Lady Longstride’s eyes, as though she was beholding something for which she had fervently wished.


The old man who had spoken her fate struck flint to iron, throwing sparks onto the head of a fuel-soaked torch. The tiny fires caught in the fabric, jumping to flame almost immediately. The cruel man picked it up and moved toward her.


“Listen to me, my lord,” she called to the boys’ father. “There is a great evil coming to this land. Only a Longstride can defeat it. The signs are all coming true. It will happen in your lifetime—sooner than you think.”


“Is that true, Father?” the oldest boy asked.


Lord Longstride frowned as he put his hand on the boy’s head. “Don’t believe anything a witch tells you, Rob.”


“You must protect your sons,” she begged. “Teach them both the old ways, and the ways of Christ.”


Lady Glynna leaned into her husband, whispering.


Finna strained to hear. A small incantation in her mind sharpened her ears


“We should throw the changeling onto the fire with her,” the lady said, her face twisting viciously.


“No! Don’t listen to her!” Finna shouted.


“The creature sucked at the witch’s teat,” the lady continued. “Who knows what evil she has imparted to it?”


“Woman,” the lord hissed, “I will not hear another word from you against my son.” He spat on the ground. “Let’s be done with this filthy business.” He gave a short nod to the old man who tossed the torch onto the pitch-soaked wood.


Within moments the pyre was lit and flames were engulfing Finna’s feet. The baby started to scream and it cut through the pain already climbing up her, breaking her heart. Her skin began blistering, pain eating its way up her legs and leaving nothing below them. Oily smoke from her own blackening flesh made her eyes stream tears. It all began to swamp her mind, stealing her from herself, and she held onto one thing.


Regret.


Finna regretted so many things: not having children of her own, failing in her mission to prepare the Longstride children.


Most of all she regretted not taking that Longstride bitch with her to the grave.




CHAPTER ONE


The sun did not reach the ground. It tried, pounding away at the top of the green canopy, beating against interlocked boughs of ash, oak, and birch.


The majestic forest kings held the rays at bay, allowing only the softest, verdant light to spill into the heart of the lonely wood, turning it into a permanent emerald twilight. Here and there a giant had fallen, crashing through his brothers’ embrace and leaving a gap. These small pockets bloomed and blossomed, filling with flowers and grass not found beneath the trees.


Few ever saw the beauty. Sherwood was vast and it kept its secrets well. Travelers avoided traveling its length or breadth. Indeed, they tried to skirt the mighty forest altogether. If they could not avoid it they stuck to one of the known roads, many of which were roads in name only, and actually little more than deer paths that men and horses had sought to widen. The forest constantly sought to reclaim them.


Robin crouched in the underbrush at the edge of a hidden meadow. He waited, weight over the balls of his feet, rendered invisible by stillness so complete that he barely breathed, and by the hooded hunting jerkin he wore, its thin deerskin dyed a green to match his surroundings.


Eyes narrowed, he stared across the clearing where a sleek-sided doe grazed the low-growing sweetgrass, mouth moving rhythmically as she ate. Two spotted fawns frolicked around her, leaping and nudging each other in a game of keep away. They flashed around, white tails flicking, tiny hooves digging the soft earth. Their mother ignored them, head down, enjoying the clover in her mouth.


They didn’t know he was there. If they had, they would have fled, abandoning the sweet food for safety in the wood.


His hand tightened on the bow, fingers whispering softly against the leather-wrapped yew. He could almost hear the wood whispering to him, reassuring him that its aim would be true.


He could make the shot. He could take one of them. Rise, draw, pull, and release in one smooth, fluid movement. He could pin an arrow through the doe’s chest, stopping her heart in an instant. She would drop to her knees and then slowly fall to her side, dead before she even felt the pain. Yet leaving the fawns to die without their mother’s protection and guidance would make the meat, however needed it might be, taste of guilt and shame.


No. The family for whom he hunted was not that hungry.


Not yet.


He stayed there in the itchy undergrowth, thighs burning from crouching, and he waited.


The mother led her fawns into the meadow. There was no hesitation in her step, no pause to even look for danger. She ate in total security, oblivious to the world around her and her children.


So she wasn’t alone.


His eyes scanned the forest behind the doe, trying to pierce the gloom just beyond the tree line. There, deep in a pocket of near dark, he saw a flicker—the tiniest movement of something.


He focused, teeth gritting, pouring his will into the dark.


Come out. Show yourself.


The doe raised her head.


The fawns continued to play.


I know you’re there.


The doe stepped back to the edge of the clearing.


Something massive moved in the dark.


The fawns stopped, dead still.


The largest stag he’d ever seen stepped into sight. It towered over the doe, a massive rack of antlers spreading from its skull in a crown of bone, a fortress of spikes and tines. Thick fur lay in a mantle across shoulders and a back wide enough to carry the entire world. Its bones were carved timber. It was majestic, magnificent, and primordial, the avatar of every stag that ever existed.


The Lord of the Forest.


Awe fell on Robin, like thunder across the sea.


He couldn’t take a creature such as this.


The mean spot of his humanity rose up, filling his chest with the very desire his awe denied, and splitting him like lightning. The urge to destroy such beauty, to conquer such strength, raged through him and he wrestled, wrestled hard within himself to contain it.


His fingers touched the notch of an arrow in his quiver.


The stag stepped forward, lowered its mighty head, and began to eat, trusting the doe, its mate, to watch for danger.


This was the moment.


His fingers closed on the notch and stayed, gripping tight, as he fought inside himself. His father’s voice sounded in his mind.


Kill for food, never for the pleasure of the kill itself. That is a road that leads to Hell.


He pushed away not the message, but the messenger.


Centering himself with the thought of the families who could eat through a winter with this one act, he laid the arrow across the bow.


Rise.


Breathe in.


Hold.


Draw.


And…


“Robin!”


A voice split the silence, an axe through a piece of dry firewood. The stag jolted at the sound. Almost too fast for his eye to follow, the mighty beast swept its antlers around, driving the fawns and their mother into the trees. With a snort of contempt, the Lord of the Forest disappeared like quicksilver.


Robin released the tension on the bow, and exhaled.


Another day, fine fellow.


Quivering the arrow, he turned and began making his way through the trees to find the person who had spoiled his shot.


*  *  *


I can’t see anything in this blasted place. Will Scarlet sat straighter on his horse, stretching to peer further into the gloom that bordered Merchant’s Road. The horse ignored his movements, standing between shallow ruts of dirt packed hard by countless rolling wheels, and cropping a mouthful of grass.


Will shifted his gaze from side to side, picking out shapes in the darkness. Dappled light fell around him, following the curving line of road where the tree canopy had been thinned.


“Damnation, Robin, you know you’re supposed to be back by now.” His voice was low as he grumbled. The horse’s ears twitched, but it didn’t look up from its mouthful.


Will brought his hands back to his mouth, drawing in air to bellow once again.


“I think we’ve had about enough of that.”


Will jerked in his saddle, slender hand snatching at the handle of his rapier. Seeing who had spoken, he relaxed his grip.


Robin stood at the edge of the road, bow in hand.


“Where did you come from?”


A smile pulled Robin’s face. He slung the bow across his back.


“Perhaps I’ve been here all along.”


“Sneaky bastard.” Will shifted in his saddle. “One day you’ll show me how you move so quietly.”


Robin pointed at Will’s embroidered boots made of suede calfskin, dyed a rich vermillion to match his surname.


“You can’t be stealthy in boots as loud as those.”


“So it’s a choice? Either style or stealth?”


“Not in your case.”


Will sniffed. “I’d choose style over stealth every day.”


“Perhaps one day you’ll choose substance over style.”


Will rolled his eyes. “I am a paragon of substance.”


“Perhaps,” Robin replied, sounding doubtful. “Your style is substantial, though, I’ll grant you that.”


“I’ve seen you dressed well,” Will replied. “Even then, you’re so quiet it’s spooky.”


“Ah, cousin, maybe I’m half-ghost.” Robin’s smile grew wider. “Don’t you think Sherwood is haunted?”


“Haunted by you? Almost certainly.”


“Not by me.” Robin waved his hands. “But the spirits of the wood are benign.” A serious note crept into his voice. “Mostly.”


“Tell that to Cousin Requard,” Will snorted. “He claims to have been held captive by them one night, and hasn’t been the same since.”


“Ha! Requard was held captive by too much mead from the monastery, and a briar patch he fell into while trying to catch a glimpse of the Latimer twins at their nightly bath in the river. He wasn’t even in Sherwood proper.” Robin moved closer until he stood next to the horse. “Now, why have you come out here calling my name as if it’s your own?”


“I was sent to fetch you—by Uncle Philemon.”


“Fetch me?” Robin’s face darkened. “Fetch you,” he spat, and he turned to leave, lifting the hood over his head.


“But the feast is tonight,” Will protested. “We have to attend. By order of the king.”


“Fetch him, too,” Robin said, but his voice softened slightly. “I have no use for feasts when there are families who starve.”


Will sighed. “What starving families? The Lionheart is a good king. Everyone eats.”


“Some eat better than others.”


Will shrugged. “Such is life.”


“Fetch that,” Robin said firmly. “I’ll make a difference.”


“You do make a difference. We all know you hunt for the poor. It’s why you’re allowed to hunt in Sherwood at all. Well, that and your father’s fervent support of King Richard.”


“Fetch my father most of all.” Robin’s mouth twisted into a scowl.


Will held his tongue. His Uncle Philemon was a hard man—he had to be when responsible for so many, and he tasked his sons accordingly, yoking them with the expectation that they would become copies of him. With Robert, the oldest, it had been no difficulty—the boy took after him in so many ways. With Robin, however, it was different, their relationship full of enmity. Will had been party to many of their fights, and saw that his uncle knew no other way.


He and his youngest son were much alike.


Time for a new tactic, he decided.


“Don’t eat the king’s food then,” he said. “Hell, steal your portion and give it to your poor families, but before you refuse to attend, bear in mind that she will be there.”


Robin fell silent.


“She’ll be wearing a fine dress,” Will taunted, “and she’ll be available to dance. If you aren’t there, then who knows with whom she might partner. Maybe I’ll ask her to spin around with me—” He shrugged. “—If Locksley doesn’t get there first.”


A low, animal sound came from beneath Robin’s hood. Will looked closely. Robin’s face had flushed red, jaw bulging as his teeth clamped together. He looked like a madman.


The horse balked, loosed a shrill whinny, and amble-stepped away. Will put a hand up, pulling the reins with the other. His voice dropped, switching to a melodious, soothing tone he used for dealing with injured animals.


“Ease yourself, cousin,” he said. “I jest too much. You know she has no interest in him.”


Locksley’s great-great-grandfather and Robin’s had been brothers—twins, actually. Their father had wanted to leave them each with an inheritance. In return for his service to the crown, the elder Locksley had been allowed to split his land in two, giving the first portion to his elder son and the second to the younger, along with the new title of Lord of Longstride.


While the arrangement had suited the brothers, their descendants on both sides had chafed at the division. To this day Locksley longed to have the land reunited, under his control. The same was true of Longstride. The hatred and rivalry between the two families only increased with each generation.


On more than one occasion Locksley had suggested that Sherwood should be put to the torch, its majesty and mystery destroyed for the sake of more land to be plowed, more land to be coveted. Robin took this particularly to heart.


He stared now, eyes narrow and black in their sockets. Will watched his cousin warily, feeling an itch to grab for the handle of his sword. It dug into the back of his neck, worming its way toward his spine. Teeth clenched, he ignored it. To listen would end badly.


Then something appeared in Robin’s eyes, flickering behind tightly-slitted lids. His head dropped. He drew a deep breath and held it as a tremor rolled through his wiry frame, chasing along the lean muscles of his arms and shoulders. It passed, shivering out of his fingertips. He released the breath and looked up.


His eyes were clear, face nearly back to its normal dark coloring.


“It’s true,” he said. “You do jest too much, cousin.”


Will’s body unclenched in a rush that made his head spin for a moment. He smiled and cocked an eyebrow.


“One day it’ll be the death of me,” he admitted.


“Probably,” Robin agreed. “But not today.”


“Good.” Will leaned forward, separating them from that conversation. “Now about this feast—your father was insistent, and I promised I’d bring you.”


“Well, if it means preserving the good word of Will Scarlet, then I guess I must.” Robin reached his hand up. Will grasped it, pulling to help his cousin swing up behind him.


Instead Robin leaned back, yanking the slim man from the saddle. As Will tumbled to the road, Robin smacked his hand flat on the horse’s rump. It reared and jolted forward, racing away and disappearing around a bend of the road.


Will leapt to his feet, frantically beating dirt from his linen trousers and suede boots as he listened to the diminishing sound of the beast’s hooves.


“What the hell did you do that for?” he demanded.


Robin chuckled. “If I must go, then I will walk, and get there in my own good time. Since you came to fetch me, you can keep me company.”


“But these boots aren’t made for hiking,” Will protested. “They come from the Iberians!”


Robin slung his arm over Will’s shoulders. “The Iberians make fine boots, cousin. I think you shall survive. A little fresh air and exercise won’t hurt you.” With that, he began walking.


Will scowled as he followed.


“If my boots are ruined, I will hurt you.”


Robin’s laugh echoed through the forest.




CHAPTER TWO


Much, the miller’s son, shifted the pole across his shoulders, easing the sore crease of flesh forming under its weight. The basket on each end swung with the motion, roughly scraping along the outsides of his legs. He had calluses the size of his palm on each calf—rough patches of skin with no hair.


One foot in front of the other.


Step by step he walked the Merchant’s Road, carrying loads of fruit for the family larder, a fair trade for two sacks of ground wheat. The fruit was lighter than the wheat, but still heavy enough to turn each step into hard work. Work he was used to, but work still.


His mind conjured thoughts of what his mother would make from what he carried home. Damson jelly, perhaps a quince pie. She would definitely make blackcurrant jam, since his father liked that. His eyes slid over to the basket on his left, looking at the mound of dark berries.


Hopefully his father would distill some sweet currant brandy.


That would be heavenly.


*  *  *


There was a short, stout door of thick wooden planks that stood in the back of the mill. Never had Much been allowed inside his father’s den. The old man—far too old to have a son as young as Much—would often go inside and shut the door tight. What lay beyond was for his father and his father only.


He’d asked his mum about it.


“Men need a place to go and be themselves, to shed the skin that being social makes them wear,” she replied. “You’ll see. One day you’ll have your own place.”


Even at that wee age, he’d already understood.


Then last season, when his father had taken him aside, and led him to the door, Much’s stomach felt trembly-tingly, like it did when he had to climb to the top of the mill wheel and unclog the waterspout. The pipe that fed river water to the top of the mill started in a wide scoop that narrowed quickly, forcing the water to rush, squeezing it faster and faster until it had the force to drive the wheel forward. That turned the mighty gears which spun the grinding wheel, the gigantic round stone from a quarry in the north.


Sometimes the scoop would catch something coming down the river and suck it in, blocking the flow of water. Much would have to climb then, pulling himself up hand over hand by the spokes until he reached the top. He’d cling there while he wrestled out whatever debris clogged the pipe. Pull too fast and the river would jet out of the pipe, driving into him like a hammer on a nail. If he slipped, if his balance wavered for even a second, then the mill would toss him to his doom far below.


It made him feel as if he’d been slit across the belly and a hand inserted that juggled his innards, clumsy and without care.


Standing in the cool air at the front of the door gave him the same feeling.


His father grunted. “You’re tall enough to have to stoop, so you’re tall enough to enter.” With a calloused hand, he pushed the door open, ducked, and then squeezed his large frame inside, shoulders scraping either side of the door as he hunched over and passed through.


Much followed.


The cubby was small. Simple. Built in the style of a monk’s cell, it contained a high window covered in thin oilskin that turned the late-day sun into a warm, sallow glow. There were two chairs—one a worn wooden frame covered with a deer hide older than Much himself, its hair polished away by use save for a handsbreath that fringed it. The other was newer, the wood freshly chopped into shape and the deer hide still furred and stiff. They stood on each side of a small clay firepot which offered more than enough heat for the small space.


A ledge circled the room, its narrow space crowded with objects. There were stones polished by the river, a small bird skull, boxes and bins of various sizes, and a series of wooden carvings—people so intricately cut free from the wood that Much could read their expressions.


His father lifted a small box from the ledge. It was made from a dark wood Much had never seen before, such a rich brown that it looked almost black. It wasn’t until his father passed it through the light that Much saw the carvings that wrapped the sides. Some serpentine creature with scales smaller than a river trout wove in and out of itself. It reminded Much of the ancient knotwork on the door of the monastery, carved by the Celts from long ago. His father grasped a second box. This one was larger, but plain and made of dried maple, just like the boxes his mother used to store things in the larder. His father sat in the old chair, putting the plain box between his feet. His ample body completely covered the hide’s bare skin.


He pointed at the other chair and nodded.


Much sat. The chair creaked, green wood rubbing where it had been lashed together. He didn’t squirm, even though he was uncomfortable, the chair under him as stiff as he felt. The sensation of being atop the wheel ran through him again, like he was on the verge of something new.


Reaching inside his tunic, Much’s father drew out a small bronze container with holes in its lid. Lifting the lid he revealed a coal from the hearth fire, still glowing dully orange. Balancing the box on his knee, he reached into a pocket in the deer hide and produced a long wooden pipe. He opened the intricate box and a dark aroma of spice and something heady filled the small space. Without speaking he pulled out a pinch of tobacco, dark and shredded, then used both hands to pack the bowl of the pipe, tamping down and adding more until he was satisfied.


Much just watched.


Lifting the small bronze box his father tipped it forward, catching the coal between lip and lid before it could spill out onto his lap. He blew on it and the coal burned bright, heating to a near yellow before cooling back into sunset orange. Touching it to the tobacco he had so carefully arranged, he brought the pipe stem to his mouth, inhaled three sharp times, and blew smoke on a long exhale. Satisfied, he flipped the coal box up and shut it with a snap.


He smoked for a long moment, eyes half-lidded as he stared at Much.


“You’re a good son.”


His voice was a shock. Much didn’t know what to say.


So he said nothing.


His father leaned forward and opened the plain box. Inside sat a corked jug. A long dead spider had built a web from the box’s corners to the neck of the jug, its work covered in a fur of dust. The jug had been there for a good while.


Pulling it out, his father wiped the spider web away. He shook the jug, causing a liquid to slosh, before pulling the cork and lifting it to his nose. Much could smell it from where he sat—a sweet smell so pungent that it cut over the tobacco. The two things combined, mingling and complementing each other until his head swam just a bit. His father lifted the jug to his lips, took a long pull, and swallowed.


Then he held the jug out to Much.


The question of what it was, what elixir he was being given, sat heavy on his tongue. But he didn’t ask—he just took the gift he was given.


It was heavier than it looked, made from a thick pottery like chipped stone. The smell was stronger up close, clawing into his breath and threatening to take it. His father looked at him, but didn’t say anything.


Much lifted the jug and took a long drink.


The liquid burned sweetly across his entire mouth and made all the air in his lungs go shimmery. He coughed, barking into his sleeve. The room turned wavy and indistinct as his eyes teared up.


Still his father said nothing, letting him work through it.


Much breathed deep, clearing his throat.


“First one takes you by surprise,” his father said finally. “Try another, but sip it.”


Much tentatively brought the bottle back to his lips. The burn had passed and his mouth still tasted sweet and felt strange. He took a smaller drink this time, prepared for the same burn, only to find his tongue numb. This time he tasted the currant, fermented into a pungent sweetness.


It was delicious.


He raised the bottle a third time.


His father chuckled, a sound foreign to Much’s ears, and reached out before he could drink.


“We still have work to do, son.”


Dutifully, Much handed it over.


His father took a long drink, swallowed, and sighed as he corked it. He held up the jug and gave Much the same look he had when he told him to be careful around the big grinding stone.


“Only when I give it to you,” he said.


Much nodded, his head full of the camaraderie of father and son, and his mouth filled with the hot-sweet taste of currant brandy.


*  *  *


Much smiled at the memory and kept walking, peering at the ground.


One foot in front of the other.


“What do we have here?”


The deep voice jerked him out of his thoughts. His head shot up.


Three men-at-arms were blocking the road. They were large, all cut from the same block of wood. Matching mail shirts, dull and storm-cloud gray in the shaded light of the road, contrasted sharply with sapphire blue tabards that showed double rampant lions embroidered in white thread.


The crest of Locksley.


Two of the men leaned on wicked halberds, long oak shafts propped against their shoulders to support their bulk. The third guard, with a thumb-sized birthmark over his left eye that stained the skin a darker red as if he’d been burnt, carried his weapon menacingly in two hands as he stepped forward.


Much stopped walking. He didn’t like the gleam along the sharpened edge of the spear’s blade, or the matching gleam in the man’s beady, dark eyes. His whole body tensed as the armed man stopped in front of him.


“What are you doing, boy?”


“Returning home.”


“Where is that?”


“The mill on Trent.”


Please just let me pass.


The marked guard’s face split wide. “You’re the miller’s son!” The gleam in the man’s eyes grew sharper as he leaned in. “The dullard.”


Much looked down again, and his ears began to burn. He knew they were blazing red. People had many words for him.


Dullard.


Simpleton.


Idiot.


Midge.


They would say these things, even in his presence. He never responded, never spoke back, which only added to the reputation. Being quiet planted the idea, staying quiet allowed it to bloom and take root.


The armed man stuck the end of his halberd into the dirt at his feet.


“You must be slow-witted to travel Locksley’s road without paying the toll.”


Much kept his head down. “This is the king’s road,” he said. “Open for all.”


“Thieves and bandits hide in these woods. Locksley provides us to the people for protection. Thus it is Locksley’s road, and a toll is levied.”


There were no thieves or bandits in Sherwood—everyone knew it to be true. Ghosts and ghouls and spooks, but no thieves, not for many, many years. Not since the old stories of the Hood, but Much didn’t say this. His mind desperately reached about, looking for something, anything, that would extract him from the situation.


“I have no coin.”


Locksley’s man laughed, head back, teeth out to the open air.


“I can see that!” His fingers plucked at Much’s tunic, sewn by his mum from sackcloth. It was durable and, at a mill, plentiful. With the butt of his weapon the guard bumped the basket on Much’s left side. “But you do have a bundle of sweets.”


The other two guards moved toward them, standing to either side of him and closing Much in a circle of menace. Anger sparked. He didn’t want to give up any of the fruit. He’d already made plans for it.


And yet…


“How much will the toll be?” he asked.


“Let’s see.” The guard shoved his hand into the basket, pawing at the fruit and nearly knocking the pole from Much’s shoulders. He looked at the guard to his left, the one with a patchy beard being used to cover jowls and a double chin. “You like damsons, dontcha Bartleby?”


Bartleby grunted. “They’s me favorites.”


“And Quentin—” he looked at the guard on Much’s left, the one with a drunkard’s swollen nose “—just has to like quince.”


Quentin smiled. “I like it just fine.”


The guard straightened, pulling a handful of small dark berries from the basket. Leaning back, he dropped them into his mouth. It was a sloppy move and most of them spilled off his chin and down his chest to lie in the dirt of the road.


“And me, I love a ripe currant!” He laughed, and the sound of it pounded nails into Much’s head. “Leave the entire thing and we’ll let you pass.”


Much stood straighter, the heavy baskets driving the stout pole deep into the muscles of his shoulders.


Three men.


Three armed men.


A basket of fruit.


Slowly Much lowered the baskets to the ground, turning his shoulders to unhook the pole from the rope slings. The guards moved in.


The bushels of wheat his father and mother had ground to flour and carefully bagged.


The miles between the mill and the Donal farm.


The taste of blackcurrant brandy.


Much swung the pole with all his strength before he realized what was happening. It clanged across the top of the birthmarked guard’s helmet, bouncing off the curved steel. The impact vibrated the pole, jarring Much all the way to his teeth.


The guard didn’t fall down.


As one, the three men turned toward him.


The guard’s face was purple behind a deep scowl, birthmark glaring out over his eye like a hot coal. Lifting his halberd in a smooth motion he struck Much in the side of the head with the flat of the wide blade.


Much’s head spiked with pain, and black washed across his vision as if someone had thrown ink into his eyes. The metal blade drove him to the ground, hard steel as unforgiving as a hammer to a nail. He lay there, unable to hear, unable to see, held in place by the weighty throb of his rattled brain inside his skull. He blinked and blinked, trying to clear his vision. Slowly the black faded to red, and the world began to come back.


The three guards loomed over him.


The marked guard had pulled off his helmet, sweat-damp hair in a mess. He had one hand pressed against his ear, and his face was still purple.


“Why did you go and do that, you imbecile?”


Much dug his hands in the dirt and pushed, trying to scramble away.


“Pin him down!”


Both of the other guards stepped forward, driving down the butts of their halberds. Bartleby of the patchy beard punched him in the shoulder. The big guard leaned into it, pressing the circle of hardwood into Much’s joint, making pain blossom from his elbow, across his chest, and up into his neck. Quentin’s halberd end drove into Much’s thigh, twisting the muscle before slipping off and pinning his trousers to the ground.


He lay there, unable to move or crawl away.


The marked guard stepped over him.


“You shouldn’t have done that, boy,” he said. “Now you really have to pay the price.” He raised the halberd shaft over his head, then drove it down with all his strength.


The butt of the weapon smashed into Much’s stomach in an explosion of pain. The air was yanked viciously from his lungs, making them feel as if they’d been turned inside out and pulled from his throat. He folded into himself, muscles jerking him into a knot around his injured midriff, pulling him free from the shafts that pinned him. All he could do was suck air, trying to force oxygen back into his lungs through a throat that had closed like a fist.


From the corner of a watery eye he saw the marked guard raise his halberd again.


Much closed his eyes, and waited.




CHAPTER THREE


“Come, sit child, here beside me.”


Lenore put her sling and stone in the pocket of her tunic and moved to her father’s side. He was leaning back against the side of their house, legs stretched out. She hopped up and scooted back on the worn log that acted as a bench. Her father smelled of sweat and dirt, the product of work on Longstride land. He bit into an apple, taking a big chunk between his teeth before handing it to her. She took a bite herself, much smaller than his. Her mouth puckered at the sourness.


“I have a bit of time before going back to work. Would you like a story?”


She sat up straighter. “Yes, Da.” She took another bite. “Please, one of the Hood.”


“How about the time the Hood saved the monastery from a band of sea wolves?”


Her eyes widened. “He left the forest?”


Her father chuckled. “Yes. He did it, but rarely.”


Her brow furrowed in thought. “He saved the monastery? This was recent?”


“No, child, this was long, long ago. The monastery was little more than a burned-out hill fort that some industrious monks were living in. This is when the light of Christ was new here. A time when the Northmen would raid the shores in their dragon-headed ships and come a-viking ashore, killing everyone they met and taking anything of value.” He shook his head. “Are you going to take all my time with questions, or would you like to hear the story?”


Her face grew solemn. “One more question, Da.”


“Come out with it.”


“Does he use magic to win this time?”


“No, dear, he uses strength, and cunning.”


Her face fell.


Her father winked. “And maybe just a little magic.”


*  *  *


A tiny glimmer of candlelight spilling through a cracked shutter was the only thing that marked the small chapel from the deep gloom of the woods around it. It crouched in the green shroud of Sherwood as if playing a hiding game. Midday, and yet this deep in Sherwood it was near dark, everything shadowed by the boughs of the trees above.


It lent the very air a sense of otherworldliness, as if the forest had always existed and always would, locked outside of time itself. The footpath to the small circular building had become overgrown to the point that any visitor had to pay close attention to his step, or be tripped by root or bramble.


The low light gleamed off the lithe man’s clothing, picking out the brighter threads of his tunic, trousers, and cloak. In the forest he felt connected to the world of the ancient Celt, the epitome of every bard that ever strode beneath the boughs of holy trees and crossed the mythical ground. Here it was still Avalon, still the Isle of the Mighty, a giant sacred grove that once housed the druids and the bards of old.


It made him tingle down to his bones.


His hand moved to his shoulder, to the ancient yew harp that rode there, strapped securely in place. The instrument faced out in its harness, laying in the curve of his chest and arm, ready always to play, able to be protected by him while also letting the harp absorb the world around him, adding to her magic. Slender fingers brushed the strings, calloused tips raising humming notes from the gold, the silver, and the brass. It wasn’t a song, just a snatch of sound, a tiny run of notes that spilled out of the instrument that he’d been handed down. The sound danced in the space around him.


The harp itself hailed back to the time of the druid, long before Christ came to England. A bard of his line had carved it from a yew tree born in this very forest. Now it was his to carry, his to use in the tradition of all who came before.


Storyteller.


Minstrel.


History keeper.


Lawgiver.


Myth spinner.


Bard.


There were other storytellers who roamed the land, but none of them had his connection to the ancients, none of them could wield the magic of song as he could. It weighed heavily on him sometimes that, unless he sired children or took an apprentice, when he was gone it would all be lost.


His mind began weaving a song as he walked closer to the chapel. As he stepped on the tiny flatstone threshold, the door opened. The man who stood there was short, thick, and covered in the brown wool of a monk’s robe—he looked like a tree shorn of limb and left to only trunk.


A smile cracked the monk’s round face. “My dear friend,” he said, motioning the bard inside.


Stepping through the door frame, Alan-a-Dale turned to see the monk lean outside and look left, then right before coming back in, shutting the plank door, and throwing a thick iron bolt to lock them in. He turned and opened his arms.


“It’s so very good to see you,” he said as Alan grasped his forearms in a brotherly greeting. “I trust you did not encounter any of the fey folk on your way here?”


Alan wasn’t certain if the monk was in earnest or jesting. Sherwood Forest was rumored to be home to fey: goblins, ghosts, and other such creatures in which some believed strongly, while others scoffed.


Well, scoffed at the fey at any rate.


He had yet to meet a person who didn’t think the forest was haunted, even if they didn’t believe in faeries.


“None chose to make themselves known to me on this day,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “I should have been glad of the company, though. It was a long walk to find you.”


The monk returned the grip and pulled, drawing the bard into an embrace of friendship too long apart, clapping him soundly on the shoulders to make sure he was hale and hearty. Alan returned the gesture in like fashion, finding the friar as solid as ever and even more stout than the last time they had met.


“I would not have asked if it were not necessary, my friend,” Friar Tuck said, releasing his hold and moving apart. “Of that you can be sure.”


“Is there a need to be so secretive?”


“There is a need to be cautious.”


Alan raised his eyebrows. “Trouble at the monastery?”


The priest waved his hands. “No, brother, nothing of the sort.”


“Is it the new bishop?” Alan pressed. “Has he done something?”


Friar Tuck moved over to one of the rough plank pews that lined the small chapel, motioning for Alan to join him. As they both sat, the priest removed a wineskin from a sack on the bench and passed it over. Alan took a long pull, thirsty from his hike through Sherwood. Inside the skin was a rich mead that coated his tongue with the taste of honey and clover.


Then Tuck began pulling other things from the sack. A loaf of hard, brown bread, a waxy chunk of cheese, and small cooked sausages pinched together in a chain of short links. Alan’s mouth began to water as he realized how hungry he had become. A knife appeared in the priest’s hands and he began talking as he prepared the food.


“It’s not that Bishop Montoya has proven himself untrustworthy,” he said. “It’s that he is too new to know.”


“You monks and your secrets,” Alan replied. “You are like ravens, gathering around a corpse and driving off the magpies. You’re all blackbirds, but not all equals.” He took some bread, sausage, and cheese from the priest, pressing them together in slender fingers.


“That’s a colorful way of putting it,” Friar Tuck smirked. “Yet I would expect no less from a bard.”


“You know I speak the truth.”


“You tell stories.”


“As do you, my friend,” Alan countered. “Does that make them any less the truth?”


Friar Tuck nodded his assent. “The fact stands that bishops come and go, but we monks remain. If things need be guarded, then they need be kept secret.”


Alan took a mouthful of food. The bread was a day old and the cheese sharp as a knife, but the sausage was freshly made. The spices of it struck tiny fires of flavor across his mouth. He smiled. His long-time friend knew his palate, after many long meals shared in close companionship. He chased the fire away with another drink from the wineskin and tilted his head toward the door of the chapel.


“I’ve never seen a prayer house with a bolt on the door.”


“Again, some things require the utmost secrecy.”


The bard leaned in. “This thing I carry—is it that important?”


“If it is real, then yes, it is.” The priest’s eyes glittered in the candlelight.


Alan nodded and took the last bite of his food. Wiping his hands he reached to the small pouch on the back of his belt, hidden under his cloak. With one hand he deftly untied the knot that kept it closed, then fished out an object wrapped in waxed leather. He drew it out and handed it over.


“Take it then,” he said, “and I hope it is all you want it to be.” Friar Tuck accepted the package, staring at the twine-wrapped leather. After a long moment, he tucked it inside the sleeve of his robe, making it disappear. When he looked up again, there was concern in his expression.


“Did you have any trouble along the way?” he asked. “Were there any inquiries as to what you carried?”


“No, your brother monks in Glendalough apparently kept the secret of it, as well.” With that, Tuck relaxed a bit.


“Thank you once again, Alan.”


The bard leaned back, stretching his long body into a line of sinewy muscle.


“It was quite the favor, traveling to the Emerald Isle and back to here. I am a bard, not a hewer of wood nor a fetcher of water.”


The monk chuckled. “Only you could have made the trip without suspicion.”


“A king’s messenger could have done it.”


“True enough,” Tuck said. “But I didn’t have one of those lying around.”


“Well, someone did,” Alan said. “I met one in a tiny village inn, eight nights ago.”


Tuck sat up straight. “A messenger from King Richard?”


Alan nodded. “He didn’t identify himself as such, but I saw the king’s seal on a parchment he kept tucked in his tunic.”


“Did you get him to reveal his business?”


“No, he wasn’t enough of a drunkard for that. Very wary, he was.”


Friar Tuck considered this silently for a long moment. Finally, he waved it away.


“I’ll speak with Cardinal Francis about it after the feast,” he said. “He sends his gratitude for your effort on the part of the church.”


“I didn’t mind so much,” Alan admitted. “The brothers in Ireland brew a nice dark beer, and they have some lovely manuscripts they allowed me to memorize.”


“If only they could cook worth a piss.”


Alan sniffed. “I had some delightful meals on my trip.”


It was true. Anywhere Alan stopped the families would gather, bringing the finest food and drink they had to offer in exchange for the news of the land, as well as the chance to hear him sing the ancient songs of heroes and gods—to awaken the ancient Celtic blood that flowed through their veins and remind them of the glory they once had, the magic that still resided deep in their bones and nestled in their hearts. Old men would smile, remembering the tales of glory, and children would sit at his feet, rapt with the visions his lyrics sparked in their young minds. Every stop became a feast, a holiday, a celebration of the fact that he had come to their village or town.


“Everyone brings their best for a bard.” Friar Tuck swept his hand toward the leftovers of the food he’d brought.


“Truly the best meals are flavored by the company in which they are shared.”


“And did you share some lovely company on your travels?” The friar avoided looking him in the eye, and his voice was quiet.


Alan waved it away. “You know as well as I do that the life of a bard is like the life of the monk, in that respect.”


“It doesn’t have to be, my friend. You’ve taken no oath.” Friar Tuck began gathering up the remains of their food.


“It is still the way of it… my friend,” Alan said softly.


“You will need to father a child one day, to carry on after you.”


“Times are different. It’s hard to find a woman of character willing to raise a child by herself, or nearly so for seven years, only to lose him to his training and wandering the earth with his father. Even then, the last two bards I knew of who managed to find such women could only father daughters.” Alan shook his head. “I’m not inclined.”


Silence filled the space between them as the moments spun themselves out. Finally Friar Tuck stood.


“There is a feast tonight,” he said, “called by the king himself.”


“So I have been told, and I am to sing. It was my given reason for traveling back so directly.” Alan rose. “Do we know the purpose of it?”


“I’ve asked the cardinal, but he’s keeping the knowledge to himself.”


“That must infuriate your Bishop Montoya.”


Friar Tuck chuckled. “To no end,” he agreed. “Secrets kept drive him mad.”


“Then you must have become his favorite, given how forthcoming you are with your clandestine meetings in the dark of Sherwood.”


“You know me.” Sarcasm dripped from the monk’s voice. “I am a people-pleaser and an arse-kisser by nature.”


Alan snorted. “Truly they are your most endearing traits, along with your famed temperance.”


Friar Tuck chuckled as he leaned over the candle. “You know me well, my friend.”


He blew out the flame, leaving them both in the dark.


*  *  *


The blow never came.


Instead a dull thunk and an animal howl split the air above him. Much looked up just in time for something to drip on his face in fat gobbets of wet.


His nose filled with the tang of iron.


The marked soldier spun away, screaming and batting at a feathered shaft that now pinned his hand to the wood of the halberd. Much reached up to his face, touching the moisture there. His fingers came away red.


The other two guards jerked around, Bartleby with his spear up and at the ready, Quentin nearly dropping his weapon as his fingers went lax like the jaw that hung down in shock.


Much looked where they did. Two figures moved down the road toward them, one a slender whip of a man, the other rangy and lean, built of sinew and bone, all shoulders and arm. Both men were darkly cast, but the taller one—the one in the green hunting hood—was the one that drew his eyes. He carried a stout bow with another wicked arrow already notched.


Recognition sparked in Much’s mind.


Robin Longstride and Will Scarlet.


He scrambled back as the marked guard’s halberd clattered to the road, the arrow shaft having snapped from the weight of it and pulled through his palm. The man dropped to his knees, moaning in pain and cradling his injured, bleeding hand.


“Move back!” the hooded archer barked, swinging the arrow point from one guard to the other.


Will Scarlet ambled onto the scene, hand casually draped on his rapier hilt. He waved languorously toward the three men-at-arms.


“I’d do what he says, fellows. He’s strung tighter than that bow he holds.”


Quentin immediately began moving, stumbling toward the side of the road, putting as much distance between himself and the other guards as he could. Much stood up and took a single step back. Before he could take another, Bartleby reached out, snagging his tunic with a meaty hand. The spear in his other hand swung down, the sharp edge hovering by Much’s face.


“Walk away, little Longstride,” he said, panic clear in his voice. “This be no concern of yours.”


Robin stepped forward, bow still drawn. His jaw bulged as he spoke through clenched teeth.


“Let. Him. Go.” It came out almost like a growl.


“He won’t tell you again,” Will Scarlet said. “I know him, and you’ve soured his mood.” He held up his hand, fingers loosely pointing at Bartleby. “No doubt you made your move with haste, but our good fellow Much here is a poor shield for someone of your… girth. The good Lord Longstride is a fairly decent shot.”


The spear in front of Much’s face wavered as the guard tried to figure out how to extricate himself from the situation. Taking the opportunity, Much grabbed the haft and shoved back with all of his considerable strength. Bartleby jerked, his halberd torn from his grip. Much spun, almost toppling over from the pulling weight of the wide-bladed spear, but he kept his feet and swung the blade up to point it back in Bartleby’s face.


Will Scarlet cocked an eyebrow and smirked under his thin mustache.


“And now you’ve been bested by the least of us.”


The guard raised his hands into the air.


Robin stepped forward to stand beside Much and released the tension on his string. With one deft move, he un-notched the arrow, dropped it back in the quiver, and slung the bow around his shoulders. His hand fell on Much’s shoulder.


“Are you unharmed?” He didn’t call him boy, or lad, or son. He spoke to Much as he would another man, simple and direct. Much nodded, throat too tight to speak.


“May I?” Robin reached toward the halberd.


Much gulped, then nodded and handed over the weapon.


Robin twirled the spear in his hands, fingers running along the hardwood haft to a wicked hook that curled up from a band of steel a hand span beneath the wide metal blade. Much watched him, mind working hard.


Why would there be a hook…? And then it dawned on him. The hook stopped the spear when it had been driven through the body of an enemy.


He fought to hide the shudder that swept through him.


Will stepped close to Robin, his brow furrowed. “What are you going to do with them now, Robin?”


Robin continued his examination of the weapon as Much glanced around. The marked guard knelt on the road, still cradling his hand. He’d wrapped it in the tabard he wore. The blood stained the blue to almost black, but glared out bright pink where it wicked into the white thread of the Locksley crest embroidered there.
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