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  Prologue

  On the Road to Jerusalem

  June 1192


  The assassin made his way through the British army camp as if he belonged there. The once-pristine white cloth of his Crusaders surcoat was a dirty greyish brown, courtesy of the desert. The red cross emblazoned on the chest identified him as one of them—a Christian doing God’s sacred work in ridding the Holy Land of the infidel. It was all so easy. They were complacent, these English.


  He had over fifty successful kills to his credit. He relished the hunt, the closing in on his unsuspecting prey. The harder the challenge, the more he liked it. Man or woman, young or old, Christian or Saracen, it made no difference to him.


  His employer had promised him a considerable sum for the despatching of his enemy, a nobleman by the name of Robin of Locksley. With such a fee, he might be able to retire. He had begun wondering if it was time to settle down. Of course, the thrill of the chase would call to him again. However, he could be more selective about the commissions he undertook.


  Though night had fallen, the camp was still bustling. A few sentries challenged him, but he produced his token: a piece of parchment bearing the royal seal. He was a humble messenger on an errand. They were fools. It wouldn’t occur to them that he could be other than what he seemed.


  At length, he came to a large tent, the flaps of which had been pulled back in an effort to let in the sultry night air, revealing several soldiers engaged in an energetic game of dice. The assassin paused in the tent entrance, his head bent, the picture of a humble servant; it took several minutes before anyone noticed him.


  “Who are you after?” a bearded soldier demanded during a brief lull in the game.


  The assassin bowed. “I have an urgent message for Robin of Locksley. I was told to deliver it into his own hands.” Reaching inside his tunic, he withdrew several rolls of parchment. Sorting through them, he produced one bearing the Locksley seal and held it up for examination, but the soldier barely glanced at it. Few in King Richard’s army could read, and this soldier’s mind was more on the game than the conversation.


  “His tent’s over that way.” The soldier gestured. “Wolf’s head insignia. Can’t miss it.”


  The assassin nodded his thanks and hurried away in the direction the soldier had indicated.


  In the distance, a jackal cried, the melancholy sound a testimony to the sorrow that had seeped into the ravaged land. This region was torn apart by war. There had been tremendous losses on both sides. At least Locksley’s death would be merciful; the assassin did not believe in prolonging the suffering of his victims. Why give them time to get off a cry and perhaps summon help? He struck as swift and silent as a snake. Often his victims never even knew what happened.


  The assassin spotted the tent he was looking for. It was set apart from the others, with no elaborate decoration, no guards seated outside. He’d been told Robin of Locksley was a nobleman. If so, he either wished to hide the fact or he had fallen on hard times. The assassin found himself wondering again why he had been sent to kill him. He pushed the thought away. It was not his concern. Another few hours, and he would be on a ship, bound for France, and away from this scorpion-infested land. The first thing he would do on his arrival would be to take a bath and wash every ounce of sand from his body. It got into his clothes and hair and coated his skin so that it itched constantly. If there was one thing the assassin hated, it was not being clean.


  Drawing a dagger from his belt, he slit the tent flap. Once the opening was wide enough, he slipped inside.


  ***


  Will Scathelock wandered back from the latrines towards the gaming tent. Tonight had been lucrative. He’d already won a considerable amount, and he intended to win a bit more before calling it a night. As he ducked inside the tent, one of the soldiers peered up at him, his eyes bleary from the amount of wine he had drunk.


  “There was a messenger here earlier, asking for your master.”


  Will paused. “What would a messenger be wanting with Robin?”


  “Said it was urgent,” another soldier volunteered.


  Will’s confusion grew, tinged with a thrill of apprehension. There were two people he could think of who might try to contact Robin. One of them was his old tutor, Sir Richard of Lee, but Sir Richard had no idea where Robin was. The other was Lord Locksley, Robin’s father, but they had barely been on speaking terms when Robin left England. In fact, his father had disinherited him. Will turned to duck back outside.


  “Where are you going?” a soldier called. “Stay and play another game.”


  Will barely heard him.


  ***


  The assassin waited for his eyes to adjust to the gloom. The tent was small and cramped. A rough pallet took up nearly all the space, with one corner devoted to weapons and mail. Somewhat to his surprise, the assassin saw a longbow leaning against one side of the tent, a quiver of arrows beside it—the weapons of a common archer.


  The assassin’s interest increased. Archers were not of noble stock. What was a knight doing with a peasant’s weapon?


  Robin of Locksley was deeply asleep, his body motionless and relaxed, his breathing slow and even. He would never feel a thing.


  Raised voices reached the assassin’s ears. He tensed, but they faded quickly. Enough waiting around. He should do what he’d come for and get out. As he bent over his victim, Robin of Locksley spoke.


  “I wouldn’t if I were you.”


  The assassin was taken completely by surprise. He was given no time to think as Locksley attacked.


  ***


  He lay face down; a weight pinned him in position, and he no longer had the strength to fight it. Sand invaded his nose and mouth, making every breath an effort. He choked, struggled feebly, but still, the pressure bearing him to the ground would not let up. In his ear, a voice laughed.


  Robin erupted into wakefulness with a gasp. The dream fog lifted instantly. Two years of war had trained him to wake from the deepest sleep into immediate action. A sound reached his ears, a tearing noise, soft but distinct. Will had not raised the alarm, so evidently, he was off somewhere. Whoever his nocturnal visitor was, they were taking every precaution not to be heard. Only Robin’s ears, attuned for just such an attempt as this, picked up the gentle sound.


  He groped for the dagger he always slept with, but his searching fingers met nothing. He didn’t dare rummage more in case the sound alerted his visitor. They thought they had the element of surprise.


  The blood pounded through Robin’s veins. It was happening again. He longed to strike first, but he squashed the impulse and rolled onto his side, shutting his eyes. He forced his body to go slack, his breathing to calm, and waited. Someone entered the tent. Robin heard his rapid breathing, followed by some rustling and then silence. Robin kept still with an effort. He heard a breath close to his ear—no doubt this unknown attacker was checking to see that he slept.


  Memories seeped into his head, as foul as poison. Men sneaking into his tent at dead of night, being ripped from sleep and dragged outside. There was only one, Robin was fairly sure, and this time, he’d get more than he bargained for. More faint rustling sounds. Robin opened his eyes and spoke. He couldn’t make out the man’s face clearly, but he heard his startled hiss of breath and honed in on the sound.


  Robin reared up. His would-be attacker cried out, the noise cutting off as Robin’s hand clamped over his mouth. The man recovered at once and, with an agility Robin wasn’t prepared for, he twisted free. Before Robin could pin him, he was sent sprawling with a brutal punch to the stomach, which momentarily winded him, and a knee pressed into his chest.


  Fury lent him strength; he’d be damned if he’d let the horson have him. He bucked, managing to dislodge the knee crushing his lungs, and brought both his feet up in a scissoring motion, connecting hard with his attacker’s face. The man reeled back, letting out an oath in a foreign language. This wasn’t what Robin had been expecting. The unknown attacker took full advantage of his moment of distraction. He drew a knife and swiped at Robin, but Robin rolled aside, and the slash merely ripped his tunic, leaving the flesh beneath unharmed.


  Both men were panting, though neither spoke. Robin could make out little about his attacker other than the Crusaders’ cross on his surcoat. Whoever this was, the attack was personal, yet the man was not English.


  Robin thought fleetingly of his dagger, out of reach for the moment. He barely avoided a second slash and threw himself on his attacker’s knife hand. The blade fell loose, and Robin lunged for it, but the man was on top of him again, knocking him flat on his back with one arm across his throat, cutting off his air. Robin choked, seeing again the vision of his nightmare, lying pressed into sand, while voices of men he could no longer see mocked and taunted him. Robin got one hand free and clawed for the assassin’s fallen weapon, his fingers closing around the handle. As the assassin bore down on his throat, Robin thrust the knife with all his failing strength into the man’s side.


  The man gave a strangled cry and his grip loosened. Gasping, Robin rolled out from under the inert body and flipped the man over onto his back, looking down into eyes that were already beginning to film over.


  “Who are you?” Robin panted. His throat was raw as though he’d inhaled a bucket of sand.


  The assassin stared up at him, his face twisted with pain and hate. One hand was pressed to the wound in his side, attempting to hold in the blood.


  Robin’s voice was a fierce rasp. “You haven’t got long to live. You might as well tell me who you are and who sent you.”


  The assassin managed to form a sentence. “I’ll tell you nothing.”


  Then he shuddered once and was still.


  Will burst into the tent, his gaze darting from the assassin’s body to Robin’s face.


  “What the devil happened? One of the soldiers said a messenger had come asking to see you.”


  Will reached out as though to touch Robin’s neck. Robin could well imagine how it looked. He could still feel the imprint of the assassin’s fingers on his skin. He recoiled, shaking his head.


  “I’m all right.” Just saying those three words hurt.


  “Who was he? Why the hell did he want to kill you?”


  With the blade he still held, Robin slashed open the front of the assassin’s tunic. Something caught his eye—something that gleamed up at him. Reaching down, Robin withdrew a ring on a fine chain. He raised it to his eyes. What he saw chilled the blood in his veins. The ring was a simple band of gold, plain but for a device cut into the metal. It was the head of a falcon. He held it up so Will could see it.


  Will swore. “That’s the Gisborne emblem. But how did he know you were here? He’s supposed to be in exile.”


  It was true that Guy of Gisborne, Robin’s most bitter enemy, had fled into exile a few years ago when Robin had foiled his attempt—along with several others—to topple King Henry from his throne and set Prince John in his place. Guy had lost everything—his title, his lands, and his liberty. He’d been forced to flee for his life. If he was able to pay a killer to seek Robin out, that suggested he had resources.


  Will thrust a water skin into Robin’s hands. The liquid was warm, but welcome in his damaged throat. The fiery pain eased a little.


  Will nudged the assassin’s body with the toe of his boot. “What do we do with this?”


  “I must see the king. He needs to know someone managed to infiltrate the camp.”


  Will groaned. “I know that look. You’re going after Gisborne, aren’t you?”


  “You don’t seriously expect me to sit and wait for him to try again.”


  “You don’t know that he’s even in England,” Will pointed out. “He could be anywhere. Didn’t his family flee to France after your father and Lady Gisborne were caught together? He could just as easily be there. We can’t go gallivanting all over the world looking for him.”


  “I have to start somewhere. I’ve been thinking about returning home in any case. I’ve had enough of war.”


  Robin rummaged again inside the assassin’s clothing, pulling out several blood-stained rolls of parchment. One of them bore the Locksley coat of arms.


  He tore it open, but it was just a blank piece of parchment. He opened the others with the same result.


  “I don’t know if you should go to the king,” Will said. “You’re not exactly his favourite person at the moment.”


  Robin laughed, even though it hurt. There was no humour in it. “I imagine he’ll be glad to be rid of me.”


  “Will you go back to Locksley?” The name hung between them, laden with memories.


  Four years had not been enough to banish Robin’s childhood village from his mind, and the ever-present guilt. He had hoped never to see it again, but fate, it seemed, had other ideas.


  “It’s as good a place to start as any.”


  Will rested a hand on Robin’s shoulder, a wordless gesture of support. Of course Will would go with him. Once that would have been a comfort. Once, their friendship had been true and uncomplicated, but so much had changed. Robin was no longer the boy who had fled first Locksley and then England to escape his demons. And despite all his running, they’d caught up with him anyway.


  Robin shrugged Will off, ignoring the way his face tightened. “I’ll see you later.”


  ***


  Two hours after his initial request, Robin was shown into the king’s tent. Richard was enjoying a cup of wine. Though thin from lack of food, he was still as vital as on the day Robin had first met him four years earlier.


  A golden-haired minstrel was quietly plucking at his lute as Robin entered. At a nod from Richard, he bowed and withdrew. Robin knew the man by reputation: he was said to be Richard’s lover.


  There was no smile on Richard’s face as he greeted Robin. “Well, Locksley, I understand someone broke into your tent and tried to kill you in your sleep.”


  The king spoke in Norman French, the language of the aristocracy since the days of William the Conqueror.


  Robin bowed and answered in the same tongue. “Yes, Sire. The assassin is dead. I believe he was sent personally to kill me.”


  “Where is your proof? The man could have been anyone. Some knight you managed to get on the wrong side of. Why bring this to my attention?”


  Robin kept his temper with difficulty. Things had been strained between him and Richard for some time. Robin knew he was fortunate to be alive after he had openly defied Richard. He had spoken out against the king’s desire to kill nearly three thousand Saracen prisoners after the fall of Acre. His public disobedience should have resulted in a death sentence, but for reasons best known to himself, the king had decided on a public flogging instead. It had been brutal. The wounds had become infected, leading to a fever Robin was lucky to have recovered from. Without Will’s care, things would have ended differently.


  “The man entered the camp disguised as a messenger. He carried several rolls of parchment, though all were blank. One bore my insignia as a token to offer if he were challenged. It was carefully planned.”


  “I see. I shall have the sentries questioned. We will get to the bottom of this.”


  Robin felt an inward twinge of sympathy for whichever unfortunate man paid the price for the assassin’s infiltration.


  “There is more, Sire. I believe the man was sent by Guy of Gisborne.”


  Richard raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think so?”


  “I found this ring on his body.” Robin held it up for inspection.


  Richard gave it a cursory glance. “And this concerns me how?”


  “If Gisborne is able to hire an assassin, it suggests he has powerful backing. He was in exile with not a penny nor land to his name. I think it likely that your brother may once more be up to no good and has rallied some of his old supporters who survived the rebellion.”


  Robin saw that, at last, he had the king’s full attention.


  Richard poured himself a fresh cup of wine. “I wouldn’t put it past my little brother to have grown restless in my absence. I will be returning to England soon enough, I suspect. We are almost within sight of Jerusalem. A few weeks’ delay to your journey will make little difference.”


  Robin bit back the response that sprang to his tongue. The king was watching him closely.


  “You have something to say, Locksley?”


  “No, Sire. I am yours to command.”


  Richard’s eyes took on a steely glint. “Humility does not suit you. I know what you would say. Jerusalem is close, but the army’s heart has gone out of the Crusade. You think I don’t know what my so-called allies whisper behind my back? Morale is low.”


  The king lapsed into a brooding silence. Robin waited him out. He was on shaky ground and he knew it. Better to keep quiet than say the wrong thing and risk sparking off Richard’s legendary temper.


  “Very well, Locksley. You have proved yourself loyal in the past despite your recent transgressions. You have my leave to return home. If rebellion is fermenting again, let my chancellor know it.”


  Robin bowed. “As you wish, Sire.”


  Part 1

  Nottingham England

  December 1192


  Chapter 1


  “Stop, thief!”


  The shout rang out across the square, causing many people to exchange nervous glances with their neighbours. It was market day in Nottingham, and even the bitter chill of winter wasn’t enough to keep the people indoors. The harvest had been poor, and many were desperately trying to sell anything that would fetch a price and put food in their bellies.


  Men at arms were everywhere, a threatening presence among the citizens, every soldier alert for any wrongdoing. The Sheriff of Nottingham came down hard on anyone for even the most minor infraction of the law. No one wished to fall foul of his men.


  “Stop that man!” the voice rang out again.


  More shouts followed, mixed in with curses. Customers ceased haranguing stallholders over the prices of meat, fish and bread, turning to watch the drama.


  The man came into sight, sliding eel-like between the stalls, his rather pointed face contorted with fear. One hand was clamped over a bulge beneath his threadbare tunic, protecting whatever he had stolen. As the order rang out again to ‘stop that man’, some people stretched out a half-hearted hand, but no one was much inclined to help the soldiers. There was hardly anybody present who had not suffered at their hands in one way or another. Some even slapped the thief on the back and whispered words of encouragement as he darted past.


  John Little, who had been sauntering towards Nottingham Square in search of a tavern and a mug of ale, was alerted by the commotion. He paused, frowning, recognising the shouts all too well. Some hapless soul had managed to raise the ire of the sheriff’s soldiers. John heaved a sigh. He knew by rights he should join the search for the fugitive, even though he wasn’t on duty today.


  The thought of what the sheriff would do to the wretch was enough to make John hesitate. If it was a thief, it would mean the loss of a hand—unless he was a repeat offender, in which case he would be for the gallows. This new sheriff was overly fond of hanging people, and the gallows in Nottingham were well used. Sometimes the sheriff even displayed heads on pikes over the castle gates as a warning to others of what they might expect if they displeased him.


  It had been a black day when the man took office. John knew him of old. He was hand in glove with the traitor Prince John, who was taking full advantage of his brother’s absence to spread fear throughout the counties where he held dominion.


  Not for the first time, John wondered why he had stayed on as a member of the castle garrison. He hated the sheriff and hated the suffering inflicted on the people of Nottingham. He burned to do something about it, but he was one man. He pushed through the crowd, his height allowing him to see over the heads of many townsfolk.


  “What’s the ruckus?” he demanded of the nearest stallholder.


  “It’s Wat the Tinker. He was caught cutting the purse of the sheriff’s steward.”


  John swore colourfully under his breath. He knew Wat well. They had been friends for years. The man was a notorious cutpurse, who never knew when to leave well enough alone. Every time the sheriff tightened security and had proclamations announced by the town crier’s detailing what people could expect if they broke the law, Wat saw it as a challenge. He was cocky to the point of stupidity, and his luck had run out.


  Still swearing, John began elbowing his way through the tightly packed crowd. His intimidating bulk, coupled with the double-bladed axe thrust through his belt soon cleared him a path. He spotted Wat darting down a nearby alley.


  “Oy, you, John Little.”


  John turned his head towards the speaker, fixing him with an icy glare that had sent many men scurrying for cover. “Did you want something?”


  “Get after that thief.”


  “I’m not on duty.”


  “Do it! Or do you want to explain to the sheriff that you were the one who let the man get away?”


  John didn’t argue any further. He had always intended to follow Wat, but antagonising his fellow soldiers was one of the few joys he had left in life.


  The alley dead-ended in a brick wall that was the back of a tavern. Behind him, John could hear someone shouting orders to have the alley surrounded, cutting off Wat’s retreat.


  John found Wat pressed against the wall, his head turning this way and that as he searched for an escape.


  John loomed over him, clamping a heavy hand on his shoulder.


  “What in Christ’s name did you think you were doing?”


  Wat, who had given a start at the sight of him, relaxed. “Did you have to scare a fellow like that?”


  “The men at arms will do worse if they catch you. Cutting the purse of the bloody sheriff’s steward? Are you mad?”


  “He was boasting in the tavern about how no thief would dare steal from him because he had the sheriff’s ear. I couldn’t resist.”


  “You’re a damn fool.” John nodded at the wall. “Up and over. Hurry.” He gave Wat a boost, then followed.


  Together, the two men dropped down into an overgrown yard that wreaked from the privy.


  “In there,” John snapped.


  Wat balked. “It stinks.”


  “Which is exactly why it’s the last place anyone would look for you. Get your arse in there! I’ll come for you when it’s safe.”


  Grumbling, Wat did as he was told, and John latched the door. He then entered the tavern via the back door, where he found three soldiers threatening the landlord.


  “I told you, I don’t know nothing about no thief,” the man was protesting.


  “Be sure, landlord, or it’ll be the worse for you.”


  “I tell you, he ain’t here.”


  John’s deep voice cut through the babble. “He’s telling the truth. I’ve searched every corner of this hovel and the outbuildings. He’s long gone.” His glare warned the landlord not to contradict him. Fortunately, the man was quick on the uptake, and nodded vehemently.


  “Tell the men guarding the alley to move on. The wily bastard has given us the slip somehow.”


  The soldiers departed, grumbling. Within minutes, the street was clear. John waited a few minutes more to be on the safe side, enjoying a mug of the landlord’s best ale as he watched for any sign of their return.


  When he was certain the coast was clear, he released Wat from his stinking prison.


  “You took your bloody time.”


  “This way,” John muttered. He led the way down several alleys and side streets until the shouts of the soldiers had fallen far behind.


  When at last he and Wat came to a panting standstill, the thief gazed up at his tall benefactor. “What now?”


  “You’ll have to hide out somewhere until dark. Then I’ll smuggle you out of Nottingham. You can’t stay here.”


  “I have nowhere else to go.”


  John racked his brains. He could hardly stay in Nottingham after this. He’d helped a known fugitive escape justice. “We’ll make for my home village, Hathersage. It’s been left to its own devices since the lord died. As long as the taxes arrive on time, the sheriff leaves them be. You’ll be safe enough there till I can think up something better.”


  ***


  Robin drew his horse to a halt atop the small rise. From there, he had an uninterrupted view of Locksley village. Will reined in beside him, and together, they sat in silence, gazing down on their old home.


  They had fled Locksley four years ago. Or, to be more accurate, Robin had fled; Will had chosen to accompany him. At the time, Robin had vowed never to set eyes on the village again. There were memories waiting for him here; memories he could never forget.


  From his vantage point, he could make out Locksley Manor. He had grown up there with his father, his mother having died when he was born, but his true parents had been his nurse, Martha, and his tutor, Sir Richard of Lee. His father had disinherited him when he was eighteen. Robin had embarked on an affair with a peasant girl, with disastrous consequences.


  But that was only half the problem. Though he’d cared deeply for Lucy, there had also been his growing feelings for Will. They’d caught Robin himself by surprise, leaving him confused and guilty. When Lucy had found herself with child, Robin had sworn to stand by her and been cast out as a result. If his father had only known the truth—that it was the stable boy Robin secretly lusted after—he’d probably have killed Robin rather than risk bringing shame to the Locksley name.


  Looking back, Robin wished he’d listened to his father. If he had abandoned Lucy and stayed in Locksley Manor, she might still be alive.


  “We should head for the Blue Boar,” Will said. “See how the land lies.”


  Will Scathelock: Robin’s undoing, at least, that was how it felt at times. Having Will with him was both blessing and curse.


  Robin forced himself to match Will’s casual tone. “You just want to sample the landlord’s ale.”


  Will grinned. “Aye, I’ve missed it. It was one of the things that kept me going in the Holy Land. The thought of returning to England and the Blue Boar’s ale was something worth fighting for.”


  Robin grinned in spite of himself. He pointed in the direction of the tavern. “Off you go, then.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  Robin looked over to where he knew Locksley church stood. He couldn’t quite make it out from where they were. “I want to visit her grave.” There was no need to elaborate.


  “You shouldn’t go off alone.”


  “Why, for God’s sake? This isn’t the Holy Land.”


  “Guy may well have figured out that his assassin failed. He could have someone looking out for you.”


  Robin pulled his jerkin more closely around him, wishing for a cloak. “A good fight would warm me up nicely.” When Will continued to look doubtful, Robin snapped, “I don’t need a bodyguard.”


  The instant the words were out of his mouth, he regretted them. Without Will, he would have been dead many times over.


  Will shrugged. “Suit yourself, then.” He dug his heels into his horse’s flanks.


  Robin watched him canter down the slope towards the village, keeping his eyes on Will’s back until he was lost from view. Then he lowered his head with a sigh.


  He felt the familiar ache under his breastbone that he always got when Will rode away from him. He had to remind himself that he no longer needed to fear for Will’s life. They were not at war anymore. They were home in England. Still, everything about Will had grown so familiar over these past years—every look, every gesture—it sometimes felt as though he were seeing a mirror image of himself.


  A voice floated through his mind, sibilant and menacing. Tell your male whore it’ll be his turn next.


  Robin’s hands clenched on the reins so hard, they shook. Picking up on his mood, his horse sidled and snorted. Robin reined him in automatically, his thoughts far away.


  Robin had been surprised when he’d discovered Will’s true inclinations, then wondered how he could have failed to notice. In the army, a more relaxed view was taken to men lying with each other, but elsewhere, they were reviled and shunned. Robin had held out, desire battling with the Church’s teachings that had been drilled into him since childhood. And then finally given in. He’d walked in the garden, tasted the forbidden fruit, and the serpent had risen up with a vengeance.


  No more! Robin crushed the images that rose in his mind, forced them down behind walls and doors and locked them into place. He clicked his tongue to his horse and proceeded at a slow walk down into the village. He was back in England. He had his whole life ahead of him. It was time to stop dwelling on the past and look to the future. A new start.


  Though it was still afternoon, the sun was already on its way down. The winter air held a sharp chill that nipped at exposed flesh. Robin pulled his hood up, both to shield his face from the cold and from anyone who might see him.


  He passed Locksley mill and resisted the temptation to stop. He wondered how Harry, the miller, and his wife Meg were. They were Lucy’s parents. It was because of Robin that they had lost their daughter. Their son, Much, was crippled. His leg had been crushed by a falling tree when he was twelve years old. Robin had rescued him, and in gratitude, Harry and Meg had allowed him to live with them when Lord Locksley disinherited him.


  Katrina, sister to Guy of Gisborne, wanted Robin, and had killed Lucy in a mad fit of jealousy. Robin had tracked her down, meaning to take her life as payment. He’d had her at his sword’s point, and he’d let her go. He had wondered many times since if he’d done the right thing.


  So many regrets. Twenty-two years old, and he had already made a complete mess of his life.


  He was grateful not to run into anyone as he rode into the tiny graveyard behind Locksley church. It was deserted. Frost coated the trees and graves in a white shroud. Robin dismounted and tethered his horse, rubbing his numb hands together in an effort to warm them. He wandered among the graves, searching for one in particular. There was nothing to set it apart from any of the others, but he thought he remembered roughly where it was. He halted and looked down.


  The ground was frozen hard, the grave bare and stark. Robin thought of the girl resting beneath the soil. Her memory was still raw and painful after all this time. She had been a trusting soul, reaching out to a girl in friendship, only to have that girl literally take everything from her.


  “I’m sorry,” Robin whispered, his voice no louder than the gentle rustling of leaves. “I killed you. I may not have done the deed, but you are dead because of me.”


  Unable to live with his guilt, Robin had fled from Locksley to Winchester, where he had worked for a short time in the service of King Henry. When the king died, Robin had followed his son Richard to the Holy Land. He had been knighted shortly before King Henry’s death, and Will had gone with him as his squire. What would have happened, Robin wondered, if Lucy had lived? They would have married and raised their child. Robin would have worked in the mill alongside Harry—a simple, honest life. But would you have been happy? a voice whispered in his head. Robin didn’t have an answer.


  A loud crunch of leaves behind him had Robin whipping around. He drew his sword in the same movement, eyes scanning the gloom for danger.


  “You can put away that sword.”


  The speaker was a priest, Robin saw. He was not especially tall, but what he lacked in height, he more than made up for in girth. His robe was stretched tight over his belly, secured by a belt around his waist. The hair surrounding his bald tonsure was liberally streaked with grey, and his face was deeply lined. His eyes were fixed full upon Robin. He did not seem alarmed by the sword held a few inches from his chest.


  “I mean you no harm, my son. It is a troubled soul indeed who would draw steel in a sacred place such as this.”


  Robin sheathed his sword. “Who are you?”


  “I might ask you the same question. I have not seen you around here before.”


  “I asked you first, Priest.”


  The man’s mouth quirked in a smile. “I am Father Tuck.”


  “Where is Father Adam?” Robin demanded.


  “He was taken ill with a fever a year ago. Sadly, he did not survive. I have been here ever since.” Father Tuck regarded Robin with no little interest. “If you knew Father Adam, you must have lived in Locksley at one time. Judging from that sword you carry, I would say you were a knight, perhaps recently returned from the Crusades?”


  He waited for confirmation, but Robin gave him none.


  Undaunted, Father Tuck went on. “I am sorry to have disturbed you in your grief, but you looked as though you might be in need of guidance.”


  Robin let out a harsh bark of laughter. “You expect to grant me absolution?”


  “God forgives all sins.” Father Tuck’s voice was gentle. “Why not confess yours? It may ease your mind.”


  Robin’s eyes strayed to Lucy’s grave. He also thought of the many Saracens he had killed in the service of an egomaniacal king. He had quickly grown disillusioned with Richard and his Crusade to reclaim Jerusalem for the Christian world, but by then, it was kill or be killed.


  “Maybe I’m beyond redemption.”


  “No one is beyond God’s forgiveness; not if they are truly repentant.”


  Another voice spoke over the priest’s, this one far colder than the graveyard where Robin stood.


  I warned you this would happen, but you would not listen. You are a miserable sinner and God has turned his back on you in disgust. You must pray nightly to him to change his mind and cleanse your tainted soul.


  Robin shuddered.


  “You are cold.” Father Tuck looked concerned.


  With difficulty, Robin reminded himself that this was not the man he hated, the man he’d fled to in grief and shame, the man who’d destroyed his faith in the Church.


  “I’m fine,” he forced himself to say.


  Father Tuck indicated Lucy’s grave. “You knew the poor person who lies buried there?”


  Robin was taken aback by the abrupt change of subject. He’d never met a priest who was so inquisitive, and it irritated him. “Haven’t you anything better to do, Father? There must be souls in the village more worthy than mine for you to tend to.”


  “You think your soul is worthless? That is not so, my son.”


  Robin had had enough. He turned to go back to his horse.


  “Wait! Will you at least tell me your name, Sir Knight?”


  “I was Robin of Locksley.”


  Father Tuck did not miss the past tense. “And now?”


  “Robin Hood.” He said the name automatically. It was what the people of Locksley had always called him. It felt more comfortable than his given name.


  Father Tuck regarded him quizzically. Robin marched back towards his horse. He had made it into the saddle when Father Tuck accosted him once more.


  “Are you on your way to Locksley Manor?”


  “What if I am?”


  “Then I’m afraid I have some sad news for you. If you have been away from these parts, you will likely not have heard.”


  Robin was on the alert at once. “Heard what?”


  “Lord Locksley is dead. Guy of Gisborne owns the manor.”


  Robin could not have been more astounded if Father Tuck had hit him over the head. He gaped at the priest, trying to take in what he had said. Dead? My father is dead? It was unbelievable. Lord Locksley had always been so healthy and robust. How could he be dead? Then the rest of Father Tuck’s sentence penetrated his shocked mind.


  “You say Guy of Gisborne owns the manor?”


  “Indeed, though he spends little time there. His steward, Edgar, manages the place.”


  Edgar? Robin’s hand clenched on his sword hilt. Edgar had been his father’s steward. He had wasted no time in going over to the enemy, but then, Edgar had always been drawn to those with power.


  “Where is Gisborne when he’s not at Locksley?”


  “Why, at Nottingham Castle. He is the sheriff.”


  Shock followed on the heels of shock. Robin stared at Father Tuck, wondering if he had heard correctly. “The sheriff?” he blurted out. “You must be mistaken. This is a joke.”


  “Not at all. Prince John himself appointed him.”


  “By what right did he do that? The last time I checked, Richard was king.”


  Father Tuck heaved a sad sigh. “Richard has been absent from England for many years. John struts around, playing at being king, and Richard’s advisors do nothing to rein him in. They are too preoccupied with running the country and ensuring Richard gets the money he needs for his Crusade. John has his own court, and his own chancellor. Richard bestowed on him six counties, among them Nottinghamshire. John administrates the shire as he sees fit. No one dares gainsay him.”


  “I see,” Robin said between gritted teeth. Things were beginning to make sense. If Guy of Gisborne was Sheriff of Nottingham, that explained how he had been able to hire an assassin and send him after Robin. Of course, he would have no guarantee the assassin would succeed. All he could do was send him to where King Richard was rumoured to be and hope for the best. It seemed that, with Richard gone, John was up to his old tricks. Things were far worse than Robin could ever have imagined. With Guy in a position of power, it would make it a lot harder for Robin to get to him. Better to find Will and sort through the new information.


  Robin set heels to his horse’s flanks.


  ***


  People poked their heads around their cottage doors as John and Wat came clattering into the village. It was five years since John had been back to Hathersage. His old friends and neighbours clustered around him, calling greetings and demanding news. His reception could not have been more different than when he was last here. Then, a cloud of suspicion had hung over him, and women made sure their children avoided him. John didn’t know what had changed, and he didn’t care.


  He scanned the growing crowd for a sight of Jaspar, the village headman. He spotted him near the front with a flame-haired young woman beside him. John made for him, Wat dogging his every step, waving at several wide-eyed children, who were staring at him curiously.


  “It’s good to see you, John.” Jaspar clasped his hands warmly. “Are you tired of Nottingham?”


  “I reckon Nottingham is tired of me. God’s eyes, Jaspar, it’s good to see you.”


  John’s gaze strayed from his old friend to the young woman at his side. “How are you, Daphne?”


  The headman’s daughter ignored the question. Her hard gaze travelled over Wat, taking in his disreputable appearance. Wat flashed her a flirtatious grin, which revealed all the gaps in his teeth and made John wish momentarily that he had left him to the mercy of the sheriff’s soldiers.


  “Who is this?” Daphne demanded.


  “Wat the tinker. He needs a place to shelter for a day or so.”


  “Shelter from what?” Jaspar asked sharply.


  “I was caught cutting the purse of the sheriff’s steward,” Wat announced. “John came to my rescue.”


  If looks could kill, John thought, then the glare Daphne levelled at him would have dropped him where he stood.


  “You brought a fugitive from the law to our village? Have you any idea what the sheriff’s men will do to us if he is caught here? We will be accused of harbouring a traitor.”


  Jaspar laid a quieting hand on his daughter’s shoulder, but his expression was grim. “I apologise for my daughter’s outspokenness, John, but what she says is true. We cannot harbour a fugitive.”


  “It won’t be for long. I’ll smuggle him away somewhere as soon as I can. The sheriff will have no reason to look for him here.” To Wat, he said, “Mind you do nothing to bring attention to yourself. If you endanger these people, I’ll kill you myself, friend or not.”


  The grin slipped from Wat’s face. He and John had been friends for a long time, but John could tell Wat knew he was serious.


  The gathering of villagers broke up. John was about to head for the tavern and a welcome mug of ale when Daphne pulled him to one side.


  She was a tiny woman, the top of her head barely reaching John’s collarbone. Her hair hung down her back in fiery ringlets. Her face was pale and doll-like but for the flash in her dark eyes. Gazing down at her, John’s stomach tightened with the familiar rush of longing.


  “I’ve missed you,” he told her. The words felt awkward in his mouth. What he really wanted to do was take her in his arms and kiss her until they were both breathless, but Daphne’s entire body still radiated hostility.


  “It’s been years, John. In all that time, you’ve never made any effort to see me.”


  “You know why I left.”


  “Aye, I do. If not for my help, you’d have swung from the gallows. And this is how you repay me, by bringing a criminal to this village and endangering all of us.”


  John shuffled his big feet. It was odd how such a tiny woman could reduce him to a stammering boy with a few well-chosen words. “I’d never let anything happen to you.”


  “Why did you help him?”


  “He’s a friend.”


  “He’ll likely be made outlaw for this if he isn’t caught and hanged, and you will share his fate. You should have left him to the sheriff.”


  “You don’t mean that.”


  For the first time, the furious mask slipped. Her lips quivered. “No, but if you get killed because of him…”


  John reached for her, pleased when she settled against him. Her body felt familiar in his arms, and so delicate. He was afraid if he gripped her too tightly, he would break her.


  “I’m glad you’re home,” she whispered. “I waited for you, John, and I won’t lose you to the sheriff’s soldiers.”


  He bent to kiss her, wondering how he could ever have believed this woman was fragile.


  Chapter 2


  As Robin opened the door of the Blue Boar tavern, he was greeted by a welcoming gust of warm air, the strong smell of wood smoke, and silence. Robin had been able to hear the noise and music clear across the street. Now, as he stepped inside, bringing a freezing draught with him, every eye swivelled in his direction, and in each was the same expression—a mixture of anxiety and defiance.


  Under other circumstances, Robin would have found this reception amusing. He had, after all, been a regular at the Blue Boar in his teens. But he knew what they saw. A hooded stranger, a knight—to judge by the sword at his hip—but with a longbow and quiver across his back. His eyes roved over the gathering. He recognised many of them, including Alan, an old friend of his, who was standing with a pitcher of ale in his hands, apparently in the act of pouring a mug for someone. Robin wondered where the landlord was.


  It was Will who broke the tension. “You daft clots. Don’t you know who this is?”


  There was some murmuring, and then Alan set down his pitcher and hurried forward.


  “Robin? Will said you were back, but…” He broke off.


  Robin put back his hood and managed a tired smile. “It’s good to see you, Alan.”


  Alan startled him by flinging his arms around Robin in a tight embrace. The tavern erupted with noise. Men leapt from their seats, greeting Robin as if he were the prodigal son from the Bible returned home to his family. He was engulfed in a sea of bodies. Hands slapped his back. Delighted voices cried welcome. Robin felt himself relaxing for the first time since his arrival in England.


  A young man made his way forward. He had a pronounced limp, and Robin’s heart twisted as he recognised Much, though he bore little resemblance to the boy Robin had last seen on the day he left Locksley.


  “Sorry about just now. We’re used to armed men bursting in here, and it never bodes well. We’ve missed you, Robin.”


  Much also embraced him, a smile lighting up his face. He was thin—too thin. He looked careworn.


  A young woman with a kind, pretty face made her way through the crowd. With another thrill of recognition, Robin smiled at Jane. She was the daughter of the Blue Boar’s landlord, and Robin had entertained vaguely lustful thoughts for her at one time. She stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek, before going to stand beside Alan, slipping her hand into his.


  Robin raised an eyebrow. “You two are married?”


  Alan nodded. “Since Michaelmas.”


  Will grinned at Alan. “All the good-looking men were taken, then?”


  Alan swung a mock punch at Will’s head. “You’re jealous, Scathelock.”


  “Where is your father?” Robin asked Jane.


  “He hasn’t been well. Alan helps run the tavern, which leaves me free to care for him.”


  “I always took you for the wandering type,” Robin said to Alan. They had been friends since they were boys, and Alan had harboured a secret passion to be a minstrel.


  “I travelled the country for a while, but let’s just say I had someone worth coming home to.”


  He and Jane exchanged a glowing look, and Robin struggled with a sudden, unaccountable sense of envy. They were so happy together, and he would never know that again. While he was pleased to see all his old friends, he hadn’t come here merely to drink and gossip. He needed information about his father and Guy.


  As if he sensed Robin’s impatience, Will broke up the reunion. “How about a mug of your best ale, Alan? We’ve a lot to talk about.” He gave Robin an uneasy look, and Robin guessed that Will must also have heard about Lord Locksley’s death.


  They were joined at their table by Much, George the carpenter, and Matthew, the village blacksmith and Will’s master for a brief time.


  Alan bustled over with a fresh pitcher of ale and filled everyone’s mugs. He had changed. Gone was the dreamy-eyed boy who would sit and play his lute for hours on end, oblivious to the world around him. Alan’s eyes had a hard look, as though he had seen many things he would rather forget. Robin recognised that look all too well. While he and Will had been fighting abroad, the villagers of Locksley had been engaged in their own war, the simple battle for survival under a tyrant who cared nothing for them. If Guy had been in the tavern just then, he would have killed him right there in front of everyone for taking the sunshine out of Alan’s life and putting the worry into Much’s eyes.


  Alan squeezed in beside Will on the bench, and Jane, after seeing to a customer, came to perch on his lap.


  “We thought both of you were dead,” Alan said. “Gave me the shock of my life when Will came waltzing in here like some ghost from the past.”


  Will assumed a hurt expression. “Anyone would think you hadn’t missed me, Alan.”


  Robin took a gulp of ale; it was every bit as good as he remembered. “What about my father? Your priest said he was dead.”


  The men around the table exchanged solemn looks.


  “Aye, that was a bad business, right enough,” George said. “He wasn’t popular, begging your pardon, Robin, but he didn’t deserve what happened to him.”


  “He was a saint compared to Guy of Gisborne,” Mathew growled.


  “What happened?”


  “None of us knows for sure,” Alan said. “I was still working in the manor at the time. I’d come into the hall for my breakfast when I heard Martha screaming.”


  Martha! Worry pinched at Robin’s chest. “Is she all right?”


  “She’s with us at the mill,” Much said. “After Lord Locksley died, well, it broke something in her. She’s not been well this past month or two. Guy of Gisborne installed his own servants when he took over the manor, all except Edgar. He threw Martha out. We took her in as she had nowhere to go. I’m afraid she’s not long for this world.”


  “My Lara has been helping to nurse her,” George said.


  Robin hadn’t believed it possible he could hate Guy any more. The thought of Martha, his nurse and the only mother he had ever known, thrown out into the street to survive as best she could was more than he could bear. He half rose from his bench, meaning to rush to the mill and see her for himself, but Will’s hand on his arm stopped him.


  “Later,” he murmured.


  Robin nodded. He turned back to the others, all of whom were watching him anxiously. “So it was Martha who found my father?”


  “Aye, lying dead in his bed, he was.” Alan shuddered. “Blankets soaked in blood and his throat slit. It’s a sight I’ll carry with me to my dying day.”


  “How do you know it was Gisborne?” Will asked.


  “We don’t for sure, but he came swanning into the manor barely a couple of hours later. He said he’d heard of Lord Locksley’s death, and that meant the manor was without an heir. He said that, as sheriff, he would take temporary charge of it until such time as a suitable custodian could be chosen.”


  “That’s rubbish if ever I heard it,” Will burst out.


  “Let me guess,” Robin said between gritted teeth. “No suitable lord was given the manor.”


  “All we were told was that by order of Prince John, Locksley was once more part of the Gisborne estate. With you gone and Lord Locksley dead, the estate reverted back to its previous owners. We assumed Gisborne knew something we didn’t about you.”


  “That’s why he sent a man to kill me,” Robin murmured, mostly to himself. “He wanted the job finished.”


  “He sent someone to kill you?” Much gazed at Robin in horror.


  “Don’t worry, Much.” Will slapped Robin on the back. “Our Robin’s hale and hearty, as you can see. It was the assassin who got the worst of the deal. We found a ring bearing the Gisborne device on his body.”


  “When did Gisborne become sheriff?” Robin asked.


  “Not long before Lord Locksley was killed,” Matthew said. “He’s been ruling the shire for about six months.”


  “Where is my father’s body?”


  “Gisborne ordered him placed in a pauper’s grave.” Much didn’t meet Robin’s eyes. “He said the Locksleys had possessed the manor unlawfully and therefore did not deserve a nobleman’s burial.”


  Robin slammed his fist down on the table, causing everyone to jump and the cups to rattle. Several men looked their way and then just as quickly turned back to their own conversations.


  “Is he at Locksley Manor?”


  “Aye, but you don’t want to go there, Robin.” There was real alarm in Alan’s voice. “This isn’t like when you were lads. Guy of Gisborne has power. He rules with a rod of iron. He taxes the people of the shire to death. Any who can’t pay are turned out of their homes or forced to watch as their houses are burned and their livestock slaughtered or stolen. More often than not, the men are imprisoned while their womenfolk and children are left to starve. The gallows in Nottingham are never empty. Anyone caught thieving loses both their hands, while any poachers are blinded, and those are some of the more lenient punishments. His captain, Hugo Beaumont, is just as bad. He’s married to Gisborne’s sister, and he’s utterly loyal to the family.”


  Will’s normally cheerful face was grim. “It sounds like he’s gone power mad.”


  Alan shrugged. “Who’s to stop him? He was appointed by Prince John.”


  “I’d have thought Longchamp would have something to say about that,” Will remarked.


  Robin shook his head. “Longchamp might be chancellor, but John has a chancellor of his own, and advisors who are more than happy to tell him what he wants to hear.”


  Alan nodded. “He and Gisborne claim the money they take from us in taxes is being sent abroad to help King Richard, but we know it isn’t true. Longchamp is also demanding taxes to fund Richard’s Crusade. There’s not much to choose between the two.”


  “Who manages Gisborne Manor while he’s playing lord and master here?” Will asked.


  “His old steward died. Gisborne installed a bailiff there while Edgar lords it over us.” There was loathing in Much’s voice. It was echoed in the faces of the other men at the table.


  “Aye, Edgar is in Gisborne’s pocket all right,” Matthew said. “Does his bidding as eager as a dog with its master. He delights in carrying tales about any villagers whether they’re true or not. Gisborne comes down on us hard, sometimes even without any evidence. Edgar’s word is enough. He collects the taxes and terrorises our womenfolk and children.”


  Robin remembered Edgar well. He had been a bully, but also a coward. The moment anyone stood up to him, he had run with his tail between his legs, but with a powerful sheriff behind him, Robin didn’t doubt Edgar was exercising his newfound authority safe in the knowledge that none of the villagers could retaliate.


  “What will you do, Robin?” Much asked. “After all, you’re alive, and you are the rightful heir of Locksley.”


  “You forget, my father disinherited me before I left for the Crusade. Besides, I doubt right has much to do with this. I am no friend of Prince John, so he is unlikely to take my part against Gisborne.”


  He saw disappointment in every face. They had believed that with his return, Gisborne would be forced to leave the manor.


  A weight seemed to settle on Robin’s shoulders. His villagers were desperate; that was plain to see in their ragged clothes and thin, anxious faces. Every one of them had been subjected to harsh taxes and brutal treatment. There was no one to protect them—no one except him. He and Gisborne would have to have a little chat, preferably at sword-point.


  The tavern door opened, bringing with it another icy blast, and Edgar.


  For the second time that evening, silence fell.


  “There’s the filthy turncoat,” Will murmured, his hand going to the dagger at his belt.


  Robin shot him a warning look.


  Edgar was better dressed than he had ever seen him, and with a paunch that spoke of rich living. His well-fed corpulence could not have made more of a contrast to the men around him.


  “What’s the matter with you all?” he snapped. And then his eyes fell on Robin. The colour drained from Edgar’s florid face, and he clutched at the nearest table for support. “You!”


  “You sound disappointed.” Robin had risen to his feet. He was a head taller than the steward, and he used it to full advantage. “Such things I’ve been hearing, Edgar. It seems you’ve gone up in the world.”


  Edgar composed himself with an obvious effort. His face resumed a good approximation of the disdain Robin remembered so well. “When your father died, Guy of Gisborne was granted the Locksley land. You were disinherited, after all.”


  “When my father died?” Robin’s voice was menacingly soft. “Don’t you mean when he was murdered by your new master? Did he bribe you to look the other way?”


  Will placed a hand on Robin’s shoulder, tightening his grip as Robin made to shrug him off. “Not here. Or do you want to bring trouble down on Alan’s head?”


  That calmed Robin. If Edgar was murdered on these premises, Alan would lose his livelihood, or worse. Robin caught a glimpse of Jane’s frightened face among all the men.


  As steward to the sheriff, Edgar had the full might of Prince John behind him. Any harm to Guy or his servants would have far-reaching consequences for more than just Robin.


  Alan broke the tension. “How about a drink, Edgar, seeing as you’re here?”


  “I think not.” Still eyeing Robin as if he were a mad dog that might bite at any moment, Edgar pulled his cloak closer about him and turned for the door. “I will inform the sheriff of your return, Locksley. He will be…interested.” He laid a heavy emphasis on the word and headed for the door. Slowly, a low babble of talk broke out again.


  “That’s torn it,” Much breathed. “He’ll tell Gisborne and bring men to take you in.”


  “Robin hasn’t broken the law,” Alan objected. “He has every right to be here.”


  “Gisborne won’t see it that way,” Will said. “Robin’s not his favourite person.” He turned to Robin. “We should go.”


  “I must see Martha first.”


  “I’ll take you,” Much said.


  ***


  Guy of Gisborne, High Sheriff of Nottingham, settled before his hearth and allowed his eyes to wander around the hall.


  He had visited Locksley Manor so often during his early childhood years, it had been almost a second home to him. He’d attended more feasts in this hall than he could count; always, they had been occasions of discomfort and embarrassment for him. But those days were long gone. When he looked back, Guy could no longer identify the man he was now with the awkward child he had been.


  Tonight, the hall was deserted. Guy was looking forward to an hour or two in front of the fire before retiring. He would have to ride back to Nottingham Castle first thing in the morning. There was plenty of paperwork awaiting his attention, as well as several criminals in need of hanging.


  As he lifted a pewter cup of wine to his lips, the ring on his finger caught the firelight. His thoughts turned to the assassin he had sent to the Holy Land. He had given the man a ring just like this one on the eve of his departure. It was a token to be sent back as proof of the assassin’s success. The man had come with a sinister reputation—it was Prince John who had recommended him when Guy first took over management of the Locksley estate. The prince had almost as much reason as Guy to hate Robin of Locksley, as it had been he who had helped foil his rebellion four years earlier.


  Guy would have expected to have heard from the assassin by now. The man had been gone for months, although, Guy supposed, it would take a long time for the assassin first to reach his destination, then to pick up the king’s trail. He would have to find Robin among an army of thousands—no easy task. Still, the suspense was getting to Guy. Robin was the final link to the past he longed so desperately to forget. Sever that link, and he could put it behind him once and for all.


  The door to the hall burst open. A freezing gust of wind preceded the breathless figure of Edgar. Snow flecked his hair and dripped from the edges of his cloak. He looked agitated.


  “What is it, Edgar?” Guy asked languidly, not bothering to rise from his chair.


  “He’s back!”


  “Who is back?”


  “Robin of Locksley.”


  A chill far greater than that in the hall descended over Guy. The cup in his hand shook and he set it on the table. He had no wish for Edgar to see his weakness. Covering his shock as best he could, he snapped, “Nonsense! Locksley is in the Holy Land as well you know.”


  “He’s back, My Lord. I’ve seen him with my own eyes. He is in the Blue Boar tavern even as we speak.”


  Guy thought rapidly. Locksley was alive and back in England? Then the assassin had failed. Did Locksley know yet that his father was dead? If he had discovered the ring on the assassin, he would know who was after him and be keen for vengeance. Guy knew from experience that Locksley was a formidable opponent.


  “I’ll take him before he can do any damage, although if he has any sense, he would have left the tavern already.”


  The outer door opened a second time, admitting a man dressed for riding. He, too, was flecked with snow, though he looked angry rather than agitated.


  Guy recognised his steward from Nottingham Castle. He had no great liking for the man. He had been foisted on Guy by Prince John—another of the prince’s favourites. The man was capable, but lacked imagination.


  Seeing the peaceful evening he’d been imagining evaporate before his eyes, Guy turned to him with some resentment. “What is it, Joel?”


  “I was robbed, My Lord, in broad daylight, right there in Nottingham Square.”


  “And you are telling me this because?”


  “The thief ran. Your men attempted to chase him, but he was helped to escape by one of your soldiers.”


  Guy was mildly interested. “Who?”


  “John Little, My Lord.”


  “How can you be sure he helped the thief to escape?”


  “The thief ran into an alley. Your men surrounded all entrances. They sent Little in after him, but he got away. Little claimed he’d searched the tavern, but he couldn’t have. There wasn’t time. Now he’s disappeared, too.”


  “I know of this John Little,” Edgar put in. “He was involved in some scandal a few years ago. He hails from the village of Hathersage.”


  “Then he may well have returned there.”


  The name John Little rang a bell with Guy. Hadn’t there been a soldier of that name with the Nottingham garrison? And hadn’t he helped Locksley to put down Prince John’s rebellion? Two ghosts from the past appearing in one day—a coincidence? Guy did not like coincidences.


  “If I could have some extra men, My Lord,” Joel began, but Guy cut him off.


  “Not tonight. I have more important things to worry about than your lost purse. Tomorrow morning, you may take some men to Hathersage and bring back the thief and this ex-soldier. For now, leave us.”


  Guy could see Joel longing to protest. It must have been humiliating for the man to have his purse snatched and then for the thief to escape practically under his nose. But Guy did not have time to pander to the man’s wounded pride. He had an old enemy to apprehend. Fortunately, Joel was wise enough to keep his mouth shut. The mood Guy was in, he would have had him hanged on the spot, prince’s favourite or no.


  ***


  Guy had not visited the Blue Boar in some years. He knew Edgar suspected it to be a hotbed of treason, but he had never been able to dig up any proof. Personally, Guy thought a tavern full of disgruntled peasants was unlikely to prove a threat, but with Locksley in charge, it would be a different matter.


  The talk died instantly as Guy stepped into the squalid den. All heads turned to him as he scanned the assembled customers, but saw no sign of Locksley.


  “Where is the landlord?”


  A young man stepped forward. He seemed vaguely familiar to Guy. Had he worked at Locksley Manor at one time? A woman, probably his wife, came to stand alongside him.


  “How can I help you, Sheriff?” the man asked in a neutral tone.


  “Your name?”


  “Alan a Dale, My Lord.”


  “Where is Locksley?”


  The man looked puzzled. “My Lord?”


  “I know he has been here; do not trouble to deny it. My steward saw him. Where is he?”


  “You’re right, My Lord, he has been here, but he left a few minutes ago. I have no idea where he went.”


  “Liar!” shouted Edgar. Turning to Guy, he said, “This man was once the stable boy at Locksley Manor. He is one of Locksley’s friends.”


  “So I am,” Alan said. “It was a sad day for all of us when Robin left. We all thought he was dead.”


  “And you expect me to believe that he would not tell an old friend where he would be staying?” Guy did not bother to keep the sarcasm out of his voice.


  “You have broken the law,” Edgar chipped in. “You were caught red-handed associating with a known criminal.”


  Alan raised an eyebrow. “A criminal? I had no idea, My Lord Sheriff. What is his crime?”


  Guy glared at his steward. Technically, of course, Locksley had committed no crime. It was hardly a hanging offence to return to the village of his birth. Guy seized on the only excuse he had. “Locksley was disinherited by his father. He is no longer heir to the Locksley estate. He is nothing, a peasant like you. I demand to know where he is. If you don’t tell me, perhaps your pretty wife there will be more forthcoming.”


  “I tell you, My Lord, I don’t know where he is. He was in the tavern when Edgar came in. He knew Edgar would run straight for you. You know Robin, My Lord. Do you think he would tell me where he was going, knowing that you would likely return and question me?”


  There was sense in that. Locksley would not have wanted to endanger his peasant friends. Guy considered having the man’s wife arrested. The threat of torture for his wife would loosen the man’s tongue, but if it transpired that he really did not know whence Locksley had fled, then Guy would have wasted valuable time. The longer they dallied, the more chance Locksley would have to make a clean getaway. Best to search the village. He could not have gone far.


  “Very well. I will take your word this once, but be warned. If I hear so much as a rumour that Robin of Locksley has been here again, it will be the worse for you.” Guy gestured to a disgruntled Edgar, and they swept out of the tavern.


  ***


  “What should we do?” Jane whispered. She was shaking.


  Alan put a comforting arm around her. “Robin is at the mill. Much took him to see Martha. Gisborne will probably search the village for him.”


  “But the mill will be one of the first places he’ll look. Edgar will remember, even if Gisborne doesn’t, that it was the miller’s family who sheltered Robin when he was disinherited. Can we get a warning to him?”


  “I don’t see how. If Gisborne catches me anywhere near there, it will be all up for Robin.”


  “What will he do to him?” Tears glimmered in Jane’s eyes.


  Alan gave her a comforting squeeze, though dread gripped his own heart. “Gisborne can’t afford to let Robin live. If Robin were to get word to the king or perhaps to Longchamp that Gisborne had seized his land unlawfully, it could go very badly for our dear sheriff.”


  “We have to get word to him somehow,” Jane insisted.


  “I’ll go,” George said. “My girl Lara is up at the mill helping to nurse the old woman. What could be more natural than a father dropping by to see his neighbours and escort his daughter home? No one will think it suspicious.”


  Alan seized on this. “Go now! And pray God you aren’t too late.”


  ***


  A young girl opened the door to them. Her smile of greeting faded from her face as she took in Robin and Will. She looked pale and tired.


  “Who are these men, Much? What do they want?”


  Robin noticed the way her voice trembled. Much spoke before he could.


  “Lara, you remember Robin and Will.”


  Robin saw the dawning recognition in her eyes at his name. He, too, was surprised. He remembered Lara as a shy child, but here was a lovely woman.


  She curtseyed and inclined her head to Will. “It’s good to see you, Master Robin.”


  Robin had no time for pleasantries. “How is she?”


  “Not good, I’m afraid. You’d best come with me.”


  Much’s mother, Meg, was stirring a pot of water boiling on the hearth, from which rose the aromatic scent of herbs. She gave a cry of delight when she saw Robin and flung herself at him, laughing and crying as she hugged him.


  “You’re home. Thank God! They said you were dead.”


  Robin kissed her cheek. “I’m very much alive as you can see.” He gestured to the pot. “What’s that?”


  “A sleeping draught. Much must have told you about Martha. She gets little rest these days. This is the only thing that helps. It won’t be ready for a bit yet. Go on up to her. She’ll want to see you.”


  Martha lay on a pallet in the mill loft. As Robin’s eyes fell on her, his chest tightened with grief and shock. She was painfully thin. Her form was almost buried by the blankets cocooning her. Only her white face showed, surrounded by a loosened mass of grey hair. Her eyes were sunk deep into hollow sockets, and her breathing was shallow and laboured. Robin knelt by her side and took one frail, claw-like hand in his, wrapping his fingers gently around it.


  “Martha, it’s me, Robin. I’ve come home.” His voice broke on the last word. Guilt pierced him. If he’d never gone in the first place, none of this would have happened.


  Martha’s eyelids fluttered. Her gaze wandered for a few seconds before focusing on Robin’s face. Her lips parted in a smile. “Robin? Is it really you?”


  “Yes. I’m here.”


  Her fingers tightened on his, but there was little strength in them.


  “Can I get you anything?”


  “Thirsty,” she croaked.


  He released her hand long enough to fill a wooden cup with water from a jug which sat on the floor nearby. Lifting Martha’s head, he brought the cup to her lips.


  He winced with every painful swallow she took, cradling her head against his shoulder as she had done so often for him as a child. When the cup was empty, he eased her back down and took her hand once more.


  “Robin, my beautiful boy. I knew you would come back. I dreamed about it. Why did you take so long?”


  “I’m sorry!” The words were wrung from Robin’s heart. He wasn’t just apologising for Martha’s condition, but for everything. For leaving her, for leaving all of them.


  “Are you well?” she whispered.


  “I’m well,” Robin lied. “And I won’t leave you again, I promise.”


  “I’ll be gone soon enough.”


  Robin’s hand spasmed in hers. He blinked hard and kept his voice steady with an effort. “You’re not dying, Martha. You’ll be better soon.”


  “No.” Her tone held a shadow of its old brusqueness. “I’m not long for this life, Robin. I am ready to go. I’ll see my husband again and my little son.”


  Robin started. Martha had had a son? She’d never told him that.


  “I wanted…wanted to see you one last time. To tell you…that…I love you.”


  “Don’t talk. You’ll tire yourself out.”


  “You should go,” she gasped. Her words hit him like a physical blow. He knew he had no right to feel hurt after leaving her to Guy’s mercy.


  “Gisborne.” She was becoming more agitated.


  Robin laid his free hand across her forehead. Her skin was clammy to the touch. “Shh. You’ll exhaust yourself. Rest now.”


  “Promise me!” She was insistent, fear lending her strength. “Promise me you will go away again and never come back. If he finds you, he’ll kill you.”


  Robin’s throat closed. He couldn’t make such a promise because he knew he would break it. But then, what harm in lying, if it brought her comfort?


  “I’ll keep safe,” he said.


  The words calmed her. She smiled and her eyes drifted shut.


  “Where is Will? Is he well?”


  “He’s fine. He is waiting below to see you.”


  “He always was a good boy, and he loves you so.”


  Another blow, this one making Robin suck in his breath. “I’ll call him for you,” he managed. He released her and stumbled back down the ladder.


  Will took one look at his face and hurried forward. “Is she…?”


  “She wants to see you.”


  Will brushed his arm briefly as he passed and climbed the ladder. Unwilling to be away from Martha, Robin started to follow, but a pounding on the mill door brought him up short.


  Robin’s hand dropped to his sword. Meg made a frantic gesture towards the loft ladder.


  “You can hide up there.”


  Robin ignored her. The mood he was in, he’d happily kill Gisborne or anyone else who had come calling. Thrusting Meg behind him, he shot back the heavy bolt and flung the mill door open, sword raised.


  He was confronted, not by Gisborne or one of his men, but a boy who looked to be in his mid-teens. He was thin, and dressed in little better than rags. Quick as a flash, he whipped a knife from his belt. It was no match for the sword in Robin’s hand, but the boy squared up to him, clearly ready for a fight.


  “Who the hell are you?” he growled


  There was something familiar about the boy, but Robin couldn’t place it.


  Before he could say anything, Lara appeared, looking flustered. “Edward, this is Robin.”


  Edward! Lara’s brother. Memory returned. The last time Robin had seen Edward, he’d been a mischievous boy of ten. He lowered his sword as Edward put away his knife.


  “I didn’t recognise you, Master Robin.”


  Robin waved this off. “Do you want to tell us why you were pounding on this door fit to break it down?”


  “Gisborne’s here with Edgar and some of his men. They’re searching the village for someone. I suppose it’s you.”


  “Where is my husband?” Meg asked.


  “He’s safe. We bagged two rabbits in the forest. He’s hiding them.”


  Robin stood back to let Edward pass and bolted the door securely. “I should tell Will what is happening. I think Martha is in need of a priest.”


  “I’ll go,” Lara offered. “I can leave the back way. No one will see me.”


  Both Much and Edward opened their mouths to argue, but Lara didn’t wait to listen.


  Robin found Will standing over Martha, dagger in hand. She appeared to be sleeping.


  “What’s going on?”


  “Gisborne,” Robin said curtly.


  Below, Robin heard a murmur of voices and the soft opening and closing of a door.


  “I reckon that’s George,” Will said.


  Robin nodded. “Harry, too, I think.”


  Martha stirred and called his name. Robin knelt beside her and took her hand.


  “It’s all right, you’re safe.”


  “I heard voices.”


  “It’s nothing to worry about, I promise.”


  Martha began to cough, and Robin supported her as the terrible spasms racked her skeletal frame. Will looked on in silent sympathy.


  “You…should go,” she gasped. “He…mustn’t find you.”


  “I’m not going anywhere.” Robin laid her down again. The fit of coughing had exhausted her. She closed her eyes with a sigh. For a moment, Robin feared she was gone, but then her fingers tightened on his once more.


  Steps drew closer, climbing the loft ladder. Harry’s grizzled head appeared, grinning at them.


  “It’s good to see you both.”


  “I seem to be causing you trouble once again, Harry,” Robin began, but Harry shook his head.


  “We’ll send them packing soon enough. Lara’s just arrived with Father Tuck.” The rest of his words were drowned by a renewed hammering on the door. Harry’s head bobbed out of sight again.


  “We should kill the swine,” Will hissed.


  “Not while the women are here. When I meet Gisborne, I want it to be on my terms.”


  A voice floated up to them. Every one of Robin’s nerves tingled in recognition. His hand drifted to the hilt of his sword. He could make out Will across from him, poised to strike. Robin meant what he’d said about wanting to confront Gisborne in his own time, but if he got even the slightest hint that the people below were in trouble, he would act.


  “I am looking for Robin of Locksley,” the hated voice announced.


  “Robin of Locksley, My Lord?” Harry sounded genuinely bewildered. “He’s in the Holy Land.”


  “Silence, churl. I know full well Locksley has returned. He was seen by my steward not an hour since. I also know that after his father disinherited him, you were kind enough to give him shelter. It seems logical that he would come to you.”


  “There’s no one here but us, My Lord,” Harry said.


  “You’ll forgive me if I don’t take your word for that.”


  “If I might speak, Sheriff.”


  Robin recognised the gentle tones of Father Tuck.


  “These good people are indeed sheltering someone.”


  Robin drew in a startled breath. Was the priest about to betray them?


  “Who is it, Father?”


  “An old woman, My Lord. I believe she was once a retainer for the old Lord Locksley. She is close to death, and these good people have been caring for her. I have been coming to visit her these past few days, but I fear her time is near.”


  “An old woman?” The disbelief was evident in Gisborne’s voice.


  “Martha, My Lord,” Harry supplied helpfully.


  There was a silence. Robin knew the name would mean something to Gisborne. He had known Martha well as a child. Robin did not delude himself into thinking Gisborne would feel any guilt at the news of her imminent death, but when he spoke, his tone was altered.


  “You say she is dying?”


  “I’m afraid so,” Father Tuck said. “Her illness has been sudden, and I fear this building is not yet safe from contagion, despite my efforts to rid it of the evil vapours.”


  Beside him, Robin heard Will chuckle under his breath. He could not hold back a grin of his own. This priest, it seemed, had more humanity than the rest of his kind.


  “It would be inadvisable to search the building and expose yourself further, My Lord,” Father Tuck went on, “particularly for no reason.”


  “What you say could be true,” Gisborne conceded, “or this could simply be a ruse.”


  To Robin’s surprise, Much spoke up. “I heard Robin say he was planning to leave Locksley tonight. He’d hardly stay around and run the risk of putting his friends in danger.”


  “Where did he say he was going?”


  “Nottingham, My Lord.”


  There was a long pause.


  “Very well. This time, I shall take your word for it. But if I find out you have lied to me, it will go badly for all of you.”


  There was the sound of a door slamming. Robin felt himself relax and only realised then how tightly he had been gripping his sword. He made himself let go. Martha was gazing up at him, her eyes wide, fear etched on her wasted face.


  “You must go!”


  Before Robin could answer, there were steps yet again on the loft ladder and this time, Father Tuck’s tonsured head came into view.


  “It seems you are quite famous around here, Robin Hood.”


  “Thank you for getting rid of him,” Robin said.


  “You are welcome. How is the patient?”


  “Fading fast.”


  “I’ll wait downstairs,” Will murmured.


  Father Tuck came to kneel on Martha’s other side.


  “Robin?” she murmured.


  “I’m here. Father Tuck is here, too.”


  “Rest easy, my daughter,” Father Tuck said gently. He made the sign of the cross over Martha and began intoning the Latin words of the last rites. Martha sighed and closed her eyes. Before he had finished, she was gone.


  A ball of grief lodged itself in Robin’s throat, making speech impossible. Father Tuck patted his arm.


  “She is at peace.”


  Robin managed a jerky nod. He descended the ladder.


  “Is she…?” Much began.


  “Dead,” Robin finished. He stepped outside, letting the mill door slam behind him.


  Snow was falling. The flakes caressed his cheeks like chilled fingers. Hot tears spilled from his eyes, freezing when they met his skin.


  More powerful than his grief, was his rage. Once before he had vowed vengeance on the Gisborne family. They had escaped that time—they wouldn’t again.


  “Robin?”


  He’d known Will would find him. Four years ago, when he’d sat on the doorstep of this very building, racked with grief and guilt over Lucy’s death, Will had come to him. He’d held Robin as he sobbed, and sworn to stand by him in his vengeance.


  “What now?” Will asked, just as he had then.


  “We can do nothing tonight. Tomorrow, we shall pay Gisborne a visit.”


  Chapter 3


  Father Tuck was surprised, and not altogether pleased to find the sheriff waiting for him in the small church that was his domain. He was still weighed down with sadness at Martha’s passing, and he did not think he would soon forget the grief and pain in Robin of Locksley’s eyes. Now, there was an interesting young man, and one Father Tuck would very much like to know better.


  “This is an unexpected pleasure, My Lord Sheriff. What can I do for you?”


  “Is the old woman dead?”


  Father Tuck suppressed a wince at the callous remark. “She has passed on, yes. She will be sorely missed.”


  “The funeral will be tomorrow, I suppose?”


  “Yes, My Lord. I hope you will do us the honour of attending.”


  “Oh, I shall be there, Priest, never fear. I hope to meet an old friend of mine.”


  “My Lord?”


  “Robin of Locksley, or Robin Hood, as I believe he is known in these parts.”


  An alarm bell rang in the back of Father Tuck’s head. He strove to keep his voice neutral. “Did the miller’s son not say he was in Nottingham?”


  “You are naïve in the ways of the world, Father. Take it from one who knows. That story was false.”


  Father Tuck’s alarm increased. “If you believed it to be a lie, why did you not search the mill and arrest those inside?”


  Gisborne smiled, though his eyes remained cold and cruel as ever. “A needless bother, Father. Why scour the village when Locksley will come to me? If the old woman really is dead, Locksley will certainly attend the funeral. I happen to know she was dear to him, and I am certain he would wish to pay his last respects. Locksley will walk straight into my hands.”
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