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            CHAPTER I
      

         

         In the early hours of a beautiful day in the month of August, Robin Hood, with a light heart and a song on his lips, was strolling down a narrow glade in Sherwood Forest. Suddenly a strong voice, whose capricious tones evidenced a profound ignorance of the rules of music, took up the amorous ballad Robin Hood was singing.

         “By’r Lady!” muttered the young man, listening attentively to the stranger’s song, “what an extraordinary thing. Those words are mine own composition, dating from my childhood, and I have never taught them to a soul.”

         Reflecting thus, Robin glided behind the trunk of a tree, to wait until the traveller had passed. The latter soon appeared. As he came opposite the oak tree at the foot of which Robin was sitting, he stopped and gazed into the depths of the wood.

         “Ha! ha!” he said, perceiving through the thicket a magnificent herd of deer, “there are some old acquaintances; let us see whether mine eye is still true and my hand sure. By St. Paul! I shall give myself the pleasure of sending an arrow into yonder lusty fellow pacing along so stately.”

         Saying which, the stranger took an arrow from his quiver, and, adjusting it to his bow, aimed at the deer, wounding him mortally.

         “Well done!” cried a laughing voice; “that was a right clever shot.”

         The stranger, taken by surprise, turned abruptly.

         “Think you so, master?” said he, looking Robin up and down.

         “Yea, you are most dexterous.”

         “Indeed!” added the other in a scornful tone.

         “Never a doubt of it, and especially so for one little used to shoot at deer.”

         “How know you that I am not practised in this exercise?”

         “By your fashion of holding the bow. I would wager what you will, Sir Stranger, that you are better versed in overthrowing a man on the field of battle than in stretching out the deer in the green wood.”

         “Excellently answered,” laughed the stranger. “Is it permissible to ask the name of one whose eye is so penetrating as to judge by a single shot the difference betwixt the action of a soldier and that of a forester?”

         “My name boots little in the question before us, Sir Stranger, but I can tell you my qualifications. I am one of the chief keepers of this Forest, and I do not intend to allow my helpless deer to be exposed to the attacks of any who take it into their heads to kill them, merely to try their skill.”

         “I care not much for your intentions, fair keeper,” rejoined the stranger in a deliberate tone, “and I defy you to prevent me from shooting mine arrows as best me seemeth. I will kill the deer, I will kill the fawns, I will kill what I please.”

         “That will be easy, an if I do not oppose you, because you are a right good bowman,” Robin replied. “And now I will make you a proposition. Hear me! I am chief of a band of men, stout-hearted, clear-witted, and well skilled in all the exercises of their trade. You seem to me a good fellow: if your heart be honest, if you be of a calm and conciliatory spirit, I shall be happy to enroll you in my company. Once you are one of us, you may hunt the deer; but if you refuse to join our brotherhood, I must ask you to quit the Forest.”

         “Truly, master keeper, you speak in a mighty overbearing tone. Come now, hear me in your turn. If you do not speedily show me your heels, I will give you such counsel as with no grand phrases will teach you to weigh your words; which counsel, pretty bird, will be a volley of blows from a cudgel plied pretty briskly.”

         “You beat me!” cried Robin, scornfully.

         “Yea, I!”

         “My lad,” replied Robin, “I would fain not lose my temper, for thou wouldst, find it would go ill with thee then; but if thou dost not at once obey my order to quit the Forest, thou wilt be first vigorously chastised; thereafter we will e’en try the compass of thy neck and the strength of thy body on the highest branch of a tree in this Forest.”

         The stranger began to laugh.

         “Beat me and hang me,” said he, “that would be curious, if it were not impossible. Let us see, then. Get to work; I am waiting.”

         “I do not trouble myself to cudgel with mine own hands all the rogues I encounter, my friend,” returned Robin. “I have those who fill that useful office in my name. I will summon them, and thou canst explain thyself to them.”

         Robin raised a horn to his lips, and was about to sound a vigorous call, when the stranger, who had quickly fitted an arrow to his bow, shouted “Hold, or I kill you!”

         Robin dropped his horn, seized his bow, and leaping towards the stranger with incredible nimbleness, cried “Madman! Dost not see with what a power thou wouldst strive? Before thou couldst strike me, I should have already smitten thee, and the death thou wouldst aim at me would have recoiled upon thyself. Be reasonable; we are strangers to each other, and for no good cause we treat each other as enemies. The bow is a murderous weapon: replace the arrow in thy quiver, and, since thou wilt play with the quarter-staff, so be it. I accept thy challenge.”

         “The quarter-staff then!” repeated the stranger; “and let him who is able to knock the other on the head, be not only the victor, but also free to rule the fate of his adversary.”

         “So be it,” Robin returned. “Take heed of the consequences of the compact thou proposest; if I make thee cry for mercy, I shall have the right of enrolling thee in my band.”

         “Agreed!”

         “Very well; and may the best man win the day.”

         “Amen!” said the stranger.

         The trial of strength commenced. The blows, liberally administered on both sides, soon overwhelmed the stranger, who did not succeed in hitting Robin once. Indignant and breathless, the poor youth flung down his weapon.

         “Cease!” he cried. “I have had enough of this.”

         “You own yourself beaten?” asked Robin.

         “No; but I see you are much stronger than I am. You are accustomed to wield a cudgel, which gives you too great an advantage; the match should be as equal as possible. Can you use a sword?”

         “Yea,” replied Robin.

         “Will you continue the struggle with that weapon?”

         “Certainly.”

         They drew their swords. Each was an expert swordsman, and when they had fought for a quarter of an hour, neither had succeeded in wounding the other.

         “Stop!” cried Robin, suddenly.

         “You are tired?” asked the stranger, with a smile of triumph.

         “Yea,” Robin replied frankly; “since to me the sword is not a pleasant weapon. The quarter-staff is the thing; its blows are less dangerous and offer some sport; the sword hath something savage and cruel about it. My fatigue, though real,” Robin went on, scrutinising the face of the stranger, whose head was covered by a cap which partly concealed his forehead, “is not my sole reason for seeking a truce. Since I have stood facing thee, memories of my childhood have surged up within me; the look of thy large blue eyes is not unfamiliar to me. Thy voice recalls that of a friend, my heart is irresistibly attracted towards thee. Tell me thy name; if thou art he whom I love and long for with all the yearning of a tender friendship, thou art welcome a thousand times. I will love thee for thyself and for the dear memories thou dost recall.”

         “You speak with a good nature which attracts me, Sir Forester,” replied the stranger, “but, to my great sorrow, I cannot grant your reasonable request. I am not at liberty to do so; my name is a secret which prudence counsels me to guard with care.”

         “You have nothing to fear from me,” replied Robin; “I am one of those whom men call outlaws. Moreover, I am incapable of betraying the confidence of one who trusts me, and I despise the baseness of him who would reveal even a secret involuntarily surprised. Tell me your name?”

         The stranger still hesitated.

         “I will be your friend,” added Robin, with an air of frankness.

         “Agreed,” replied the stranger. “I am called William Gamwell.”

         Robin uttered a cry.

         “Will, Will merry Will Scarlett?”

         “Yea.”

         “And I am Robin Hood!”

         “Robin!” cried the young man, as he fell into the arms of his friend; “what joy!”

         The two young men embraced each other heartily; then, with looks of unspeakable delight, they gazed at each other with an affecting wonder.

         “And I threatened thee!” said Will.

         “And I did not recognise thee!” added Robin.

         “I wished to kill thee!” cried Will.

         “And I cudgelled thee!” continued Robin, breaking into a laugh.

         “Bah I think no more of that. Give me news quick of… Maude.”

         “Maude is well, very well.”

         “Is she…?”

         “Always a charming girl, who loves thee, Will, and only thee in all the world. She hath kept her heart for thee; she will give thee her hand. She hath mourned thy absence, the dear creature; thou hast suffered much, my poor Will, but thou wilt be happy, if thou dost still love the good and beautiful Maude.”

         “I love her! How can you question it, Robin? Ah! yes, I love her, and God bless her for not having forgotten me! I have never ceased thinking of her for a single moment; her dear image was ever in my heart, and gave it strength. It was the courage of the soldier on the field of battle, and the consolation of the prisoner in the dark dungeon of the State prison. Maude, dear Robin, hath been my thought, my dream, my hope, my future. Through her I have been able to bear the most cruel privations, the most grievous hardships. God implanted in my heart an unshakeable confidence in the future. I felt sure of seeing Maude again, of becoming her husband, and of spending the last years of my life with her.”

         “That patient hope is on the point of being fulfilled, dear Will,” said Robin.

         “Yea, I trust so, or rather, I am certain of it. To prove to thee, friend Robin, how much I thought of the dear child, I will tell thee a dream I had in Normandy, a dream which lingers still in my thoughts, though it dates back nearly a month. I was in the depths of a prison, my arms bound, my body loaded with chains, and I saw Maude a few paces from me, pale as death and covered with blood. The poor girl held out supplicating hands toward me, and her mouth, with its blood-stained lips, murmured plaintive words, the sense of which I could not comprehend, but I saw that she suffered cruelly and was calling me to her aid. As I have just said, I was bound with chains. I rolled upon the ground, and in my helplessness I bit the iron bands which gripped my arms; in a word, I made superhuman efforts to drag myself to Maude. Suddenly the chains which entwined me slackened gently, then fell off. I leapt to my feet and ran to Maude. I took the poor bleeding girl to my heart; I covered with burning kisses her wan, white cheeks, and little by little the blood, arrested in its course, began to circulate, slowly at first, then regularly and naturally. Maude’s lips gained colour, she opened her great black eyes, and cast upon my face a look, at once so grateful and so tender that I was touched to the quick; my heart leapt within me, and a deep groan escaped my burning bosom. I suffered, but at the same time I was very happy. Awakening soon followed this deep emotion, and I leapt from my bed with the firm resolution of returning to England. I longed to see Maude again. Maude who must be unhappy. Maude who must be in need of me. I went at once to my Captain; he had been my father’s steward, and I thought I had some interest with him. To him I disclosed, not the reason of my desire to return to England, for he would have laughed at my fears, but the desire alone. He refused harshly to give me leave. This first rebuff did not deter me. I was like a man possessed, mad to see Maude once more. I besought this man to whom I had once given orders; I entreated him to grant my wish. You will pity me, Robin,” added Will, blushing; “no matter, I will tell you all. I threw myself on my knees before him; my weakness made him smile, and, with a brutal kick, he threw me on my back. Then, Robin, I rose. I was wearing my sword; I drew it from its scabbard, and, without hesitation or reflection, I slew the wretch. Ever since I have been pursued, but I hope my trail is lost. That is why, dear Robin, taking you for a stranger, I would not give you my name; but thank Heaven for leading me to you! Now tell me about Maude; does she still live at Gamwell Hall?”

         “At Gamwell Hall, my dear Will?” repeated Robin. “Then thou dost not know what hath happened?”

         “I know nothing. But what hath happened? Thou dost frighten me!”

         “Nay! never be uneasy; the trouble which befell thy family hath been partly repaired. Time and resignation have effaced all traces of a painful deed; Gamwell village and Hall have both been destroyed.”

         “Destroyed!” cried Will. “Holy Virgin! And my mother, Robin; my father and my poor sisters?”

         “Are all safe and sound; do not be alarmed! Thy family are now living at Barnsdale. Later on I will tell thee the fatal story in detail; for the present let it suffice that this cruel destruction, which was the work of the Normans, hath cost them dear. We killed two-thirds of the troops sent by King Henry.”

         “By King Henry!” exclaimed William. Then he added hesitatingly, “Thou art, thou sayest, Robin, chief keeper of the Forest, and naturally in the service of the King.”

         “Not quite, fair cousin,” returned the young man, with a smile. “It is the Normans who pay me for my supervision at least, those who are rich, for I take naught from the poor. I am indeed keeper of the Forest, but on my own account and that of my jolly companions. In a word, William, I am lord of Sherwood Forest, and I will maintain my rights and privileges against all pretenders.”

         “I do not understand thee, Robin,” said Will, in utter amazement.

         “I will explain myself more clearly.” Saying which, Robin lifted his horn to his lips and blew three piercing blasts.

         Scarce had the depths of the wood been stirred by the strident notes, ere William saw issue from brake and glade, to right and left, a hundred men all clad alike in a neat garb, whose green colour well became their martial forms.

         These men, armed with bows and arrows, shields and short swords, ranged themselves silently around their leader. William stared in amaze, and looked at Robin with an air of stupefaction. The young man amused himself for a moment in watching the astonishment and surprise his cousin displayed at the respectful attitude of the men summoned by the blast of his horn, then, laying a muscular hand on Will’s shoulder, he said laughingly

         “My lads, here is a man who made me cry mercy in an encounter with swords.”

         “He!” cried the men, examining Will with marked curiosity.

         “Yea, he beat me; and I am proud of his victory, for he hath a sure hand and a brave heart.”

         Little John, who seemed less delighted by William’s prowess than Robin had been, advanced to the middle of the circle, and said to the young man

         “Stranger, if thou hast made the valiant Robin Hood ask for quarter, thou must be of superlative strength; natheless, it shall not be said that thou hast had the glory of beating the chief of the merry foresters without having been thrashed by his lieutenant. I am a good hand with the quarter-staff wilt play me? If thou canst make me cry, ‘Hold, enough!’ I will proclaim thee the best blade in all the country side.”

         “My good Little John,” said Robin, “I wager a quiver of arrows against a bow of yew that this brave lad will be victor once again.”

         “I take the double stake, master,” replied John, “and if the stranger bears off the prize, he shall be known not only as the best blade, but as the most skilful cudgel-player in all merry England beside.”

         On hearing Robin Hood address the tall swarthy young man before him as “Little John,” Will felt his heart beat quickly, though he showed no emotion. He composed his face, pulled down the cap which covered his head on to his brows, and, answering with a smile the signals Robin was making him, he saluted his adversary gravely, and, armed with his quarter-staff, awaited the first onslaught.

         “What! Little John,” cried Will, as the young man was about to begin the contest, “wouldst fight with Will Scarlett with ‘merry William,’ as thou wast wont to call him?”

         “Good Lord!” exclaimed Little John, as he let fall his quarter-staff. “That voice! That look!”

         He took a few steps forward, and, staggering, leant on Robin’s shoulder for support.

         “Well! that voice is mine, Cousin John,” cried Will, throwing his cap on the grass; “look at me!”

         The long red locks of the young man clustered in silky curls around his cheeks, and Little John, after gazing in silent joy at the laughing face of his cousin, threw himself upon him, clipping him fairly in his arms, as he said, with an expression of unutterable tenderness “Welcome to merry England, Will, dear Will; welcome to the land of thy fathers, thou who, by thy return, bringest it happiness and content. To-morrow the inhabitants of Barnsdale will make merry; to-morrow their arms will be around him they believed lost for ever. The hour which brings thee back to us is an hour blessed of Heaven, beloved Will; and I am glad to… to… see thee again. Thou must not think that because thou seest tears on my face, that I am chicken-hearted, Will. No, no; I am not weeping. I am happy, very happy.”

         Poor John could say no more; he clasped Will convulsively in his arms and continued to weep silently.

         William shared in the affecting delight of his cousin, and Robin Hood left them for a moment in each other’s arms.

         Their first emotion calmed, Little John gave Will, as briefly as possible, the details of the frightful catastrophe which had driven his family from Gamwell Hall. The tale finished, Robin and John conducted Will to the different hiding-places which the band had made for themselves in the Forest, and, at the young man’s request, he was enrolled in the troop with the title of lieutenant, which placed him in the same rank as Little John.

         Next morning, Will expressed a wish to go to Barnsdale. Robin perfectly understood this very natural desire, and he at once prepared to accompany the young man, as did Little John also. For two days previously Will’s brothers had been at Barnsdale, preparing a feast to celebrate Sir Guy’s birthday, and by William’s return this would be made a scene of great rejoicings.

         After giving some orders to his men, Robin Hood and his two friends took the road to Mansfield, where they would find horses. They started blithely on their way, Robin singing pretty ballads in his true and tuneful voice, while Will, intoxicated with joy, danced along beside him, taking up at random the refrain of his songs. Little John even ventured on a wrong note sometimes, whereat Will shouted with laughter, and Robin joined in his mirth. If a stranger had seen our friends, he would certainly have taken them for the guests of a too-generous host, so true is it that intoxication of the heart can resemble closely the intoxication of wine.

         At a short distance from Mansfield their high spirits received a sudden check. Three men in the garb of foresters emerged from behind a group of trees and placed themselves across the road, as if determined to bar their way.

         Robin Hood and his companions stopped for an instant. Then the young man scrutinised the strangers, and asked imperiously “Who are ye, and what do ye here?”

         “I was just about to put the same questions,” replied one of the three men, a sturdy, square-shouldered fellow, who, armed with quarter-staff and dagger, seemed quite prepared to stand any attack.

         “Verily?” replied Robin. “Ah, well! I am very glad to have spared you the trouble; for had you permitted yourself to ask me anything so impertinent, it is probable that I might have responded in such fashion as to make you regret your audacity for ever and a day.”

         “Thou speakest proudly, my lad,” replied the Forester, in a mocking tone.

         “Less proudly than I should have acted, had you been so impertinent as to question me; I do not reply, I question. Therefore I ask, for the last time, who are ye, and what are ye doing here? One would think, by your haughty mien, that Sherwood Forest belonged to you.”

         “God be praised, my lad, but thou hast a good tongue. Ah! thou dost me the favour of promising me a thrashing, if I question thee in turn? ’Tis bravely boasted! Now, jovial stranger, I am about to give thee a lesson in courtesy and to reply to thy request. That done, I will make known to thee how I chastise fools and impudent rascals.”

         “Done!” returned Robin, gaily. “Tell me thy name and title; then beat me, an thou canst; I should like it.”

         “I am the keeper of this part of the Forest; my rights of supervision extend from Mansfield as far as a wide crossroad about seven miles from hence. These two men are my assistants. I hold my commission from King Henry, and by his orders I protect the deer against ruffians like you. Dost take me, sirrah?”

         “Perfectly; but if you are keeper of the Forest, what am I and my companions? Up to this present I was thought to be the only man possessing the rights of that title. True it is, I do not hold them by the kindness of King Henry, but entirely of my own will, which is all-powerful here, because it is called the right of the strongest.”

         “Thou the chief keeper of Sherwood Forest!” replied the Forester, scornfully. “Thou art joking; art a common rogue and vagabond no less.”

         “My good friend,” Robin returned quickly, “you seek to overawe me with your own importance; but you are not the keeper whose name you are attempting to assume. I know the man it belongeth to of rights.”

         “Ho! ho!” laughed the keeper; “canst tell me his name?”

         “Certainly. He is called John Cockle, the fat miller of Mansfield.”

         “I am his son, and bear the name of Much.”

         “You are Much? I do not believe it.”

         “He speaks truly,” put in Little John. “I know him by sight. He hath been pointed out to me as one well skilled in handling a cudgel.”

         “Thou hast not been misinformed, forester, and, if thou knowest me, I can say the same of thee. Hast a face and figure ’tis impossible to forget.”

         “You know my name?” queried the young man.

         “Yea, master John.”

         “As for me, I am Robin Hood, Keeper Much.”

         “I suspected as much, my good fellow, and I am delighted to meet thee. A handsome reward is offered to him who can lay hands on thy person. I am naturally ambitious, and the reward, which is for a large amount, would be quite to my taste. To-day I have the opportunity of catching thee, and I do not mean to let it escape me.”

         “You are quite right, gallows purveyor,” replied Robin, in a tone of contempt. “Come, off with your jacket, draw your sword. I am your man.”

         “Stop!” cried Little John. “Much is more expert in handling a cudgel than in drawing a sword; let us fight all against all. I will take Much; Robin and you, William, take the others, and ’twill be an equal match.”

         “Done,” replied the keeper, “for it shall never be said that Much, the miller of Mansfield’s son, ran away from Robin Hood and his merry men.”

         “Well answered,” cried Robin. “Come, Little John, take Much, as you wish to have him for your foe; and I will take this lusty rascal. Art willing to fight me?” Robin asked the man whom chance had given him as opponent.

         “Right willing, brave outlaw.”

         “To work, then, and may the Holy Mother of God give the victory to them that deserve her aid.”

         “Amen,” said Little John. “The Holy Virgin doth never desert the helpless in the hour of need.”

         “She doth forsake no one,” said Much.

         “No one,” said Robin, making the sign of the cross.

         Preparations for the contest being cheerfully completed, Little John cried aloud:

         “Begin!”

         “Begin!” repeated Will and Robin.

         An old ballad, which has preserved the memory of this combat, describes it thus:

         
            
               
                  “Robin and Will and Little John
      

                  Had fought from eight till noon,
      

                  All on a lovely summer day
      

                  In the leafy month of June,
      

                  And never gave the foemen chance
      

                  To injure them with sword or lance.”
      

               

            

         

         “Little John,” panted Much, after asking for quarter, “I had long heard tell of thy skill and gallantry, and I desired to match myself against thee. I have had my wish; thou hast beaten me, and thy victory will teach me a salutary lesson in modesty. I considered myself a worthy adversary, and thou hast e’en taught me I am but a blundering fool.”

         “Thou art an excellent jouster, friend Much,” replied Little John, shaking the hand held out to him by the keeper, “and well deservest thy reputation for valour.”

         “I thank thee for thy compliment, forester,” returned Much, “but I consider it more polite than sincere. Thou supposest, perhaps, that my vanity would suffer under an unexpected defeat, but thou mayest undeceive thyself; I am not mortified at having been beaten by a man of thy worth.”

         “Bravely spoken, valiant miller’s son!” cried Robin, cheerily. “Thou givest proof that thou dost possess the most enviable of all riches a good heart and a Saxon soul. Only an honest man would accept cheerfully and without the least bitterness a wound to his self-esteem. Give me thy hand, Much, and forgive the name that I called thee when thou madest me the confidant of thy covetous ambition. I did not recognise thee, and my slight was directed not at thy person but at thy words. Wilt take a glass of Rhine wine? We will drink to our lucky meeting and future friendship.”

         “Here is my hand, Robin Hood; I offer it with all my heart. I have often heard thy praises sung; I know that thou art a noble outlaw, and that thou dost extend a generous protection to the poor. Thou art even the friend of those that should hate thee worst, thine enemies the Normans. They speak of thee with esteem, and I have never heard any one seriously blame thine actions. Thou hast been stripped of thy possessions; thou hast been banished; honest men should hold thee dear, because misfortune hath been a guest in thy home.”

         “I thank thee for those words, friend Much; I will not forget them, and I hope that thou wilt give me the pleasure of thy company as far as Mansfield.”

         “I am with thee, Robin,” replied Much.

         “And I too,” said the man who had fought with Robin.

         “I say the same,” added Will’s adversary.

         Arm in arm they took their way together toward the town, laughing and conversing as they went.

         “My dear Much,” asked Robin, as they entered Mansfield, “are thy friends discreet?”

         “Why do you ask?”

         “Because their silence is necessary for my security. As thou mayst well believe, I am here disguised; and if my presence at a Mansfield inn were to be made known by an indiscreet word, the dwelling of mine host would promptly be surrounded by soldiers, and I should be obliged to fight or fly, neither of which would suit me to-day. I am expected in Yorkshire, and I want not to delay my departure.”

         “I can answer for the discretion of my comrades. As to mine own, how canst doubt it? but I think, good Robin, thou dost exaggerate the danger; the curiosity of the citizens of Mansfield is the only thing to fear. They will dog thy steps, so anxious are they to see with their own eyes the celebrated Robin Hood, the hero of all the ballads the maidens sing.”

         “The poor outlaw, you mean to say, Master Much,” replied the young man, bitterly. “Fear not to call me so; the shame of that name falls not on me, but rather on the head of him who pronounced a sentence as cruel as it was unjust.”

         “Very good, my friend; but whatever the name added to thine own, they love and respect it.”

         Robin wrung the honest fellow’s hand.

         Without attracting any attention, they reached an inn a little way out of the town, and installed themselves at a table, which the host quickly covered with half a dozen long-necked bottles full of that good Rhine wine which loosens the tongue and opens the heart.

         The bottles succeeded each other rapidly, and the conversation became so unreserved and confidential that Much experienced a wish to prolong it indefinitely. Consequently he proposed to join Robin Hood’s band; and his companions, enchanted by the delightful descriptions of a life of freedom under the great trees of Sherwood Forest, followed the example of their leader, and engaged themselves with heart and lip to follow Robin Hood. He accepted the flattering offer made to him, and Much, who wished to start at once, asked his new chief for permission to bid his family good-bye. Little John was to await his return, conduct the three men to the hiding-place in the Forest, instal them there, and once more take the road to Barnsdale, where he would find William and Robin. These several arrangements concluded, the conversation took another turn.

         Some minutes before the hour of their departure from the inn, two men entered the room in which they sat. The first of the men glanced rapidly at Robin Hood, looked at little John, then fixed his attention on Will Scarlett. This attention was so intense and so tenacious that the young man noticed it himself, and he was about to question the new-comer, when the latter, perceiving that he had roused a feeling of uneasiness in the young man’s mind, turned away his eyes, swallowed a glass of wine at a gulp, and left the room with his companion.

         Entirely absorbed in the delight caused by the hope of seeing Maude before nightfall, Will neglected to inform his companions of what had occurred, and mounted horse and rode away with Robin Hood without giving it another thought. As they went on their way, the two friends concocted a plan for Will’s entry into the castle.

         Robin wished to appear there alone, and prepare the family for Will’s return; but the impatient youth would not allow this.

         “My dear Robin,” said he, “do not leave me alone; my emotion is such that it would be impossible for me to remain silent and tranquil a few steps from my father’s house. I am so much altered, and my face bears such visible traces of a hard life, that it is not to be feared my mother will recognise me at a first glance. Present me as a stranger, as a friend of Will’s; I shall thus have the happiness of seeing my dear parents the sooner, and of making myself known when they have been prepared for my arrival.”

         Robin acceded to Will’s wishes, and the two young men presented themselves at Barnsdale Castle together.

         The whole family was assembled in the hall. Robin was received with open arms, and the Knight extended to the stranger as he took him to be a cordial and affectionate hospitality.

         Winifred and Barbara seated themselves near Robin, and overwhelmed him with questions, for he was usually an echo of the news of the outer world to the young girls.

         The absence of Maude and Marian put Robin at his ease, and after answering his cousins’ questions, he rose and said, turning to Sir Guy

         “Uncle, I have good news for you, news which will make you very happy.”

         “Your visit alone is a great joy to my old heart, Robin Hood,” replied the old man.

         “Robin Hood is a messenger from heaven,” cried pretty Barbara, shaking her clustering blonde tresses coquettishly.

         “At my next visit, fair Barbara,” Robin returned gaily, “I will be a messenger of love, for I will e’en bring you a husband.”

         “And I will welcome him right gladly, Robin,” replied the girl, laughing merrily.

         “You will do well, cousin, for he will be worthy of your kindest welcome. I will not draw his portrait, but will content myself with saying that, so soon as ever your pretty eyes light upon him, you will say to Winifred, ’There, sister, there is the right man for Barbara Gamwell.’”

         “Are you quite sure of that, Robin?”

         “Perfectly sure, little witch.”

         “Well, to decide that, we must know all about the matter, Robin. Though you might not think it, I am very particular, and the young man will have to be very nice to please me.”

         “What do you mean by ’very nice’?”

         “Like you, cousin.”

         “Little flatterer!”

         “I say what I think, and I cannot help it, if you call it flattery. And I do not only require my husband to be as handsome as you are, but he must have your good heart too and kindly ways.”

         “You approve of me, then, Barbara?”

         “Certainly; you suit me exactly.”

         “I am both pained and pleased to have such luck, cousin mine; but, alas! if you are nourishing the secret hope of winning me, allow me to lament your folly. I am already pledged, Barbara pledged to two people.”

         “I know those two people, Robin.”

         “Really, cousin?”

         “Yea, an if I liked to name them.”

         “Ah! I beseech you not to betray my secret, Mistress Barbara.”

         “Never fear, I will spare your blushes. But to return to me, dear Robin; I consent, if you will graciously grant me this favour, to be the third of your lady-loves, or even the fourth, for I presume that there are at least three other damosels awaiting the felicity of bearing your illustrious name.”

         “You little scoffer,” said the young man, laughing, “you do not deserve the affection I feel for you. Nevertheless, I will keep my promise, and within a few days I will bring you a charming young man.”

         “If your friend be not young, lively, and handsome, I will have never a word to say to him, Robin; remember that.”

         “He is all that you could wish for.”

         “Very well; now let us hear the news that you were on the point of telling my father, ere you bethought you to offer me a husband.”

         “Mistress Barbara, I was about to tell my uncle, my aunt, and you too, dear Winifred, that I had news of some one very dear to your hearts.”

         “Of my brother Will?” said Barbara.

         “Yea, cousin.”

         “Ah, what joy! Well?”

         “Well, that young man who is looking at you so shyly, delighted as he is to be in the presence of so charming a girl, saw William only a few days agone.”

         “Is my boy well?” asked Sir Guy, in trembling tones.

         “Is he happy?” questioned Lady Gamwell, clasping her hands.

         “Where is he?” added Winifred.

         “Why does he stay away from us?” said Barbara, fixing her eyes, which were full of tears, upon the face of Robin’s companion.

         Poor William was unable to speak a word for the lump in his throat and the beating of his heart. A minute’s silence followed these searching questions. Barbara continued to gaze pensively at the young man, then suddenly she uttered a cry, threw herself upon the stranger, putting her arms around him, as she sobbed out

         “It is Will, it is Will! I know him! Dear Will, how glad I am to see you!”

         And dropping her head upon her brother’s shoulder, she began to weep convulsively.

         Lady Gamwell, her sons, and Winifred and Barbara, pressed round the young man, while Sir Guy, though he tried to appear calm, sank into an armchair and wept like a child.

         Will’s young brothers seemed intoxicated with joy. After giving vent to a terrific hurrah! they picked William up in their strong arms and hugged him until he was nearly stifled.

         Robin took advantage of the general attention being taken off himself to leave the room, and went to look for Maude. Mistress Lindsay was in very delicate health, requiring the greatest care, so that it might have been dangerous to announce William’s return too suddenly to her.

         As he crossed the apartment adjoining Maude’s, Robin met Marian.

         “What is a-foot in the Castle, Robin dear?” asked the girl, when her lover’s tender greeting was over. “Just now I heard what methought were shouts of joy.”

         “And so they were, dear Marian, to celebrate the return of one ardently longed for.”

         “Whose return?” asked the girl, tremulously “not my brother’s?”

         “Alas! no, dear Marian,” returned Robin, taking the girl’s hand; “as yet God hath not sent Allan back to us; but Will you remember Will Scarlett, merry William?”

         “Of course I do, and I am right glad to hear that he is back again safe and sound. Where is he?”

         “With his mother; when I left the hall his brothers were fighting to embrace him. I am looking for Maude.”

         “She is in her room. Shall I tell her to come down?”

         “No, I must go to her, for the poor child must be prepared for William’s visit. My mission is not easy to fulfil,” Robin went on with a laugh, “for the labyrinths of Sherwood Forest are much better known to me than the mysterious recesses of a woman’s heart.”

         “Why so modest, Master Robin?” replied Marian, gaily. “You know better than any one how to set about fathoming a woman’s heart.”

         “Really, Marian, I do believe that my cousins, you and Maude, are all in league to try and make me vain; you vie with one another in showering compliments upon me.”

         “There is no doubt about it, Master Robin,” said Marian, shaking her finger at the young man. “You lay yourself out to make Winifred and Barbara fond of you. What? you are trying to break your little cousins’ hearts? Very well, then, I am delighted to hear it, and I will in my turn try the effect of my eyes on handsome Will Scarlett.”

         “I give my consent, dear Marian, but I warn you that you will have a dangerous rival. Maude is devotedly loved, she will defend her own honour; and poor Will will blush sorely when he finds himself betwixt two such charming women.”

         “If William cannot blush better than you do, Robin, I need not be afraid of causing him that embarrassing emotion.”

         “Hah! hah!” laughed Robin, “you mean, Mistress Marian, that I know not how to blush?”

         “Nay! I mean that you have forgotten how, which is quite a different matter. Once upon a time, I remember, a brilliant scarlet tinted your cheeks.”

         “When did that memorable event take place?”

         “The day when first we met in Sherwood Forest.”

         “May I tell you why I blushed, Marian?”

         “I am afraid to say yea, Robin, for I see a twinkle in your eye and the outline of a wicked smile on your lips.”

         “You dread my reply, but at the same time you await it impatiently, Marian.”

         “Not at all.”

         “That’s a pity, for I thought I should please you by divulging the secret of my first and last blush.”

         “You always please me when you talk about yourself, Robin,” said Marian, with a smile.

         “That day when I had the happiness of taking you to my father’s house, I had the greatest desire to behold your face, which was hidden within the folds of a great hood, leaving visible only the limpid brightness of your eyes. Walking shyly beside you, I said to myself, ’If yonder wench’s face be as sweet as her eyes, I will e’en be her lover.’”

         “What, Robin, at sixteen you dreamt of making a woman love you?”

         “I did i’faith; and just as I was contemplating devoting my whole life to you, your adorable face, shaking off the sombre veil which had hidden it from mine eyes, appeared in all its radiant splendour. So ardently did I gaze upon you that your cheeks became suffused with blushes. Something within me cried, ‘This maid shall be thy wife.’ The blood which had rushed to my heart mounted to my face, and I felt that I must love you. There, dear Marian, that is the story of my first and last blush. Since that day,” Robin went on after a moment of affecting silence, “this hope, heaven-born promise of a happy future, hath been the consolation and support of mine existence, I hope and I believe.”

         Sounds of merriment from the Great Hall below reached the room above, where hand-in-hand the two young people continued to exchange tender whispered confidences.

         “Quick, dear Robin,” said Marian, pressing her lovely forehead to the young man’s lips, “go to Maude; I must go to welcome Will, and tell him that you are with his betrothed.”

         Robin soon reached Maude’s room, and found the girl within.

         “I felt almost sure I heard the shouts of joy which announced your arrival, dear Robin,” she said, as she offered him a seat. “Excuse me for not having come down to the withdrawing room, but I feel ill at ease and almost an intruder amongst the general rejoicings.”

         “How is that, Maude?”

         “Because I am the only one for whom you never have any good news.”

         “Your turn will come, dear Maude.”

         “I have lost courage, Robin, and I am filled with a feeling of deadly sadness. I like you with all my heart, I am very glad to see you, and yet I give you no proof of my affection, nor do I convey to you how agreeable your presence is; sometimes, dear Robin, I even try to avoid you.”

         “To avoid me?” cried the young man, in a tone of surprise.

         “Yea, Robin, for when I hear you giving Sir Guy news of his sons, or giving a message from Little John to Winifred, or one from her brothers to Barbara, I say to myself, ’I am always forgotten; I am the only one to whom Robin never brings anything.’”

         “Never anything, Maude?”

         “Oh, I am not speaking of the charming presents which you bring, and a very large proportion of which you always give to your sister Maude, thinking thus to compensate her for the lack of news. Your kind heart wishes to console me, dear Robin, but alas! I cannot be comforted.”

         “You are a naughty little girl,” said Robin, in a bantering tone. “What, do you complain that you never receive from any one tokens of friendship or remembrance? Ungrateful girl, do I not bring you news from Nottingham at each of my visits? Who was it, who, at the risk of losing his head, paid frequent visits to your brother Hal? Who, at the still greater risk of losing his heart, exposed himself bravely to the murderous fire of two beautiful eyes? In order to please you, Maude, I brave the danger of a tete-a-tete with the lovely Grace, I submit to the charms of her gracious smile, I suffer the touch of her pretty hand, I even kiss her beautiful brow; and for whom, I ask you, do I thus endanger my peace of mind? For you, Maude, and for you alone.”

         Maude began to laugh.

         “I must indeed be of an ungrateful nature,” said she, “for the pleasure I feel in hearing you speak of Halbert and his wife doth not satisfy the desire of my heart.”

         “Very well, then, Madam, I will not tell you that I saw Hal last week, that he charged me to kiss you on both cheeks; nor will I tell you that Grace loves you with all her heart, and that her little daughter Maude an angel of goodness wishes her pretty godmother a very good day.”

         “Thank you a thousand times, dear Robin, for your charming manner of telling me nothing. I am quite content to remain thus in ignorance of what is happening at Nottingham; but, by the way, have you told Marian of the attention you paid to Halbert’s charming wife?”

         “What a spiteful question, Maude! Well, to give you a proof my conscience hath naught to reproach itself withal, I will tell you that I have confided to Marian but a small part of my appreciation of the charms of the beautiful Grace. However, as I have a great admiration for her eyes, I was very careful not to be too expansive upon the subject.”

         “What! you deceived Marian? It would serve you right were I to go at once and reveal to her the full extent of your wickedness.”

         “We will go together presently, and I will offer you my arm; but before we go to Marian, I wish to talk to you.”

         “What have you to tell me, Robin?”

         “Something very nice, and which, I am sure, will give you great pleasure.”

         “Then you have news of… of…” And the young girl looked at Robin with questioning eyes and an expression of mingled doubt, hope, and joy, while the blood rushed into her face.

         “Of whom, Maude?”

         “Ah! you are teasing me,” said the poor girl, sadly.

         “No, dear little friend, I really have something very good to tell you.”

         “Tell me quick, then.”

         “What do you think of a husband?” asked Robin.

         “A husband? What a strange question!”

         “Not at all, if that husband were…”

         “Will! Will! You have heard news of Will! For mercy’s sake, Robin, never play with my heart; it beats with such violence as to pain me. I am listening. Speak, Robin; is dear William sound and well?”

         “Without a doubt, since he wishes to call you his dear little wife at the earliest possible moment.”

         “You have seen him? Where is he? When will he be here?”

         “I have seen him; he will soon come.”

         “Holy Mother of God, I thank thee!” cried Maude, clasping her hands and raising her tearful eyes to heaven. “How glad I shall be to see him!” added the girl. “But…” continued Maude, as her eyes turned irresistibly towards the door, on the threshold of which stood a young man, “it is he! it is he!”

         Maude, with a cry of intense delight, threw herself into William’s arms and swooned away.

         “Poor dear girl!” murmured the young man, in a trembling voice, “the emotion hath been too much for her, too sudden; she hath fainted. Robin, hold her up a little; I am weak as a child, I can hardly stand.”

         Robin took Maude gently from William’s arms and carried her to a couch. As for poor William, with his head hidden in his hands, he wept bitterly. Maude soon came to herself, and her first thought was for Will, her first look for him. He knelt at her feet, and, putting his arms round her waist, murmured tenderly the name of his beloved

         “Maude! Maude!”

         “William! dear William!”

         “I want to speak to Marian,” said Robin, smiling. “Good-bye; I will leave you together. Do not quite forget others who love you.”

         Maude held out her hand to the young man, and William looked gratefully at him.

         “Here I am, back at last, dear Maude,” said Will. “Are you glad to see me?”

         “How can you ask, William? Oh yes, I am glad, and, more than that, I am happy, very happy.”

         “You don’t want me to go away again?”

         “Did I ever want you to?”

         “No; but it depends on you alone whether I stay here for good or only as a visitor.”

         “What do you mean?”

         “Do you remember the last conversation we had together?”

         “Yea, William dear.”

         “I left you with a heavy heart that day, dear Maude; I was in despair. Robin noticed my distress, and, urged by his inquiries, I told him everything. I thus learned the name of him you once loved…”

         “Do not let us speak of my girlish follies,” interrupted Maude, twining her arms round William’s neck; “the past belongs to God.”

         “Yea, dear Maude, to God alone, and the present to us, is it not so?”

         “Yea, to us and to God. Perhaps it might be as well for your peace of mind, dear William,” added the young girl, “to have a clear, frank, and decided idea of my relations with Robin Hood.”

         “I know as much as I desire to know, dear Maude; Robin told me all that had passed betwixt you.”

         A delicate pink flooded the girl’s face.

         “If your departure had been less hurried,” she replied, hiding her blushing face on the young man’s shoulder, “you would have learnt that, deeply touched by the patient tenderness of your love, I longed to return it. During your absence I got into the habit of regarding Robin as a brother, and to-day I ask myself, Will, if my heart ever beat for any one but you.”

         “Then it is quite true that you love me a little, Maude?” said William, clasping his hands, and with tears in his eyes.

         “A little! No; but very much.”

         “Oh, Maude, how happy you make me! You see, I was right to hope, to wait, to be patient, to say to myself, ’The day will come when I shall be loved.’ We are going to be married, are we not?”

         “Dear Will!”

         “Say yea, or say, rather, ‘I want to marry my good William.’”

         “‘I want to marry my good William,’” repeated the girl, obediently.

         “Give me your hand, dear Maude.”

         “Here it is.”

         William kissed the little hand of his betrothed passionately.

         “When shall our wedding be, Maude? he asked.

         “I do not know, my dear, some day.”

         “Of course, but it must be settled; suppose we say to-morrow?”

         “To-morrow, Will! You don’t mean it; ’tis impossible.”

         “Impossible! Why impossible?”

         “Because it is too unexpected, too soon.”

         “Happiness never comes too soon, dear Maude; and could we be married at this very moment, I should be the happiest of men. As we must wait until tomorrow, why, I resign myself to it. But it is settled, is it not, that to-morrow you will be my wife?”

         “To-morrow!” cried the girl.

         “Yea; and for two reasons, the first being that we shall keep my father’s seventy-sixth birthday, the second that my mother wishes to celebrate my return with great rejoicings. The merrymaking would be quite complete, if still further brightened by the accomplishment of our mutual desires.”

         “Your family, dear William, are not prepared to receive me as one of their number, and your father would perhaps say…”

         “My father,” interrupted Will “my father will say that you are an angel, that he loves you, and that you have long been his daughter. Ah, Maude! you do not know the good and kind old man, if you doubt his joy at the happiness of his son.”

         “You have such a gift of persuasion, my dear Will, that I agree with you entirely.”

         “Then you consent, Maude?”

         “I suppose I must, dear Will.”

         “You are not forced to do so, Madam.”

         “Really, William, you are very difficult to please; probably you would prefer to hear me reply, ‘I consent with all my heart.’”

         “To marry you to-morrow,” added Will.

         “‘To marry you to-morrow,’” repeated Maude, laughing.

         “Very well; I am content. Come, dear little woman, let us go and announce our approaching marriage to our friends.”

         William took Maude’s arm, drew it through his own, and, kissing the girl, he led her towards the Great Hall, where the whole family was still assembled.

         Lady Gamwell and her husband gave Maude their blessing, Winifred and Barbara greeted her by the sweet name of sister, and Will’s brothers embraced her enthusiastically.

         The preparations for the wedding now occupied the ladies, who, all animated by the same desire of ministering to the happiness of Will and to the beauty of Maude, set themselves at once to make a charming dress for the young girl.

         The morrow came slowly, as do all impatiently expected to-morrows. From early morning the courtyard of the Castle had been furnished with innumerable casks of ale, which, festooned with garlands of leaves, were to wait patiently until their presence was discovered. A splendid banquet was in preparation, armfuls of flowers strewed the halls, the musicians tuned their instruments, and the expected guests came thronging in.

         The hour fixed for the celebration of the wedding of Mistress Lindsay and William Gamwell was about to strike; Maude, dressed with exquisite taste, awaited William’s arrival in the Great Hall, but William did not come.

         Sir Guy sent a servant to look for his son.

         The servant looked all over the pleasaunce, searched the Castle, called the young man, and got no reply, save the echo of his own voice.

         Robin Hood and Sir Guy’s sons mounted their horses and searched the neighbourhood; they could find no trace of the bridegroom, nor hear any tidings of him.

         The guests divided into parties, and explored the country in other directions, but their search was equally futile.

         At midnight, the whole family gathered round Maude, who had been unconscious for the last hour.

         William had disappeared.
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