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Robin of
Locksley is a rebel, more comfortable roaming Sherwood Forest with
his longbow and courting the village girls than learning how to run
a manor.



An innocent
flirtation with a peasant girl soon lands Robin in trouble, and
worse, he finds himself inexplicably attracted to Will Scathelock,
his best friend since childhood. Robin must decide whether to
follow the rules of society or his own conscience.

 


Meanwhile, his
neighbour, Guy of Gisborne, is anxious to get his hands on the
Locksley estate and he will do anything to make it happen—even
murder.
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Prologue

Summer 1170

 Rain pounded with unrelenting ferocity against the
windowpane. A violent clap of thunder jolted Martha awake. She sat
up, cursing herself for falling asleep, and cast an anxious glance
at the bed.

Lady Matilda
slept, her deathly pale face drawn with exhaustion, a stark
contrast to the raven hair spread across the pillows. Her labour
had lasted a day and a half, and Martha had been in constant
attendance.

Lady Matilda
had been confined to bed five days earlier with a fever, and that,
coupled with the child arriving too soon, had weakened her to the
point that her survival was doubtful.

Lord Locksley
was away from home, with no definite time fixed for his return.
Martha had ordered that a messenger be sent to him when his wife
first took ill, but she feared he would arrive too late.

A vivid flash
of lightning illuminated the ornately carved crib, followed by a
second clap of thunder, even louder than the first. The wind howled
like some demented creature, causing the shutters to rattle.

The baby woke
and began to cry. His shrill wails sounded lost in the vast
bedchamber.

Martha jumped
up and ran to him, scooping the boy up in her arms. “There, little
one,” she crooned, rocking him against her shoulder. “It’s just a
storm. You are safe.” Her soothing words made no difference.

From the
depths of the huge four-poster bed, a soft voice spoke. “Is
everything all right, Martha?”

“Aye,
Lady.”

Martha
approached the bed, forcing a smile onto her face. Lady Matilda
looked so delicate and tiny among all the embroidered pillows and
coverlets. Her body took up barely half the bed. It was a family
heirloom, Lady Matilda had once told her. Many generations of
Locksleys had been born and died in it.

Martha adopted
the soothing tone she always used when speaking to Lady Matilda, as
if she were calming a frightened child. “It was the storm. It
scared him.”

“He is
strong?” Lady Matilda murmured. She had asked this question three
times already.

“Very strong,
My Lady, as you can hear, the picture of health. He’ll make his
father proud.”

“You must care
for him, Martha, as if he were your own.”

Tears pricked
the corners of Martha’s eyes. She spoke briskly to cover them.
“We’ll have none of that talk, My Lady. It’s common to feel tired
after childbirth. You’ll be right as rain in a day or two.”

It was a kind
lie. Lady Matilda had never been strong. She and Lord Locksley had
longed for a son, and Lady Matilda had almost certainly given her
life bringing him into the world.

She gazed at
her son as though committing his face to memory. “I am dying,
Martha, I know it. Promise me you will look after him. I could go
to my God in peace if I knew you were there to watch over him.”

Martha
couldn’t stop the tears or the catch in her voice. “I promise, My
Lady. I will love him as if he were my own child.”

The bedchamber
door banged open, startling them both. Lord Locksley stood there,
his cloak dripping, his boots splattered with mud. He hurried to
his wife’s bedside. “How are you, Matilda?”

She beamed up
at him. “Never mind me, my love. Look at our son. Isn’t he
beautiful?”

Martha
wordlessly held out the child. He had stopped crying for the
moment.

Lord Locksley
took him in his arms. He held the baby as if afraid he might
attack.

“He looks like
you,” Lady Matilda said.

Lord Locksley
made a noncommittal noise.

Martha
couldn’t see the resemblance. The boy’s hair was black like his
father’s, but as his mother was also dark, that meant nothing. As
yet, he didn’t really look like anyone. Still, Lady Matilda
evidently saw something no one else did.

She tried to
sit up but fell back against her pillows.

“Lie still, my
dear.” Lord Locksley stretched out a hand, but his fingers stopped
short, as if he feared to touch her.

Martha could
see from his eyes that he knew his wife was dying.

“The child is
healthy?” he asked.

“Indeed.” Lady
Matilda’s smile was radiant. “I would like to call him Robin, if
that pleases you. It was my father’s name.”

“As you
wish.”

Martha winced
at the chilly indifference in Lord Locksley’s voice. She longed to
speak, to dissolve the tension, but she was a servant, invisible
until called for. She doubted if Lord Locksley even knew her
name.

Oblivious to
the atmosphere in the room, Lady Matilda closed her eyes with a
contented sigh.

“You should
rest,” Lord Locksley told her.

Lady Matilda
half opened one eye. “Are you happy, my love? Have I done
well?”

“Of course I
am happy. Get some sleep, my dear, do not exhaust yourself.”

Another clap
of thunder made Martha jump. The baby, henceforth to be known as
Robin, let out a fresh wail.

Lord Locksley
started as though he had been stung. He thrust Robin at Martha.
“Good lord, what is the matter with him?”

Martha hid her
rising anger with difficulty. “He is hungry, perhaps, My Lord.”

“Then feed
him, for God’s sake, before he wakes half the household.” Lord
Locksley hurried out, closing the door behind him.

Martha sat in
a chair by the fire and nursed little Robin. A pang pierced her
heart as she thought of her own stillborn baby boy. His father had
never even seen him, having died in a riding accident months
before. Still, God had smiled on her. He had sent a
replacement.

She looked at
Robin’s round face with its dimpled cheeks and button nose, and
love swelled in her heart. Love, and fear.

Why wasn’t
Lord Locksley pleased with his son? The son he had wanted so badly.
Robin was perfect in every way, yet Martha had had the distinct
impression that Lord Locksley could hardly bear to look at him. His
wife was dying, yet he didn’t seem to care. But maybe she was being
unfair. Men didn’t show their grief like women did. They bottled it
up inside, to be released only in private. Still, something wasn’t
right, and Martha’s heart beat faster with anxiety for the little
boy now asleep in her arms.

With the
approach of dawn, the storm at last blew itself out. Martha laid
Robin in his crib. Then, she checked on her mistress.

Lady Matilda’s
face was peaceful. Fearing what she would find, Martha took the
limp wrist in both hands, pressing her fingers to the pulse point
as her mother had shown her long ago. Lady Matilda’s skin was still
warm, but no life beat under Martha’s fingers.

She had
slipped away without a word or so much as a sigh, believing her son
was safe with a father who loved him.

Blinking back
tears, Martha arranged Lady Matilda’s hands across her breast and
settled the covers. Then she moved back to the crib. For a long
time, she stood gazing down at the sleeping Robin.

“It’s you
against the world,” she said softly. “You’ll have a tough road to
follow, growing up without your mother, but you’ll never be alone,
I promise, not as long as I live.” Bending, she kissed his silky
cheek and then hurried to give Lord Locksley the news that his wife
was dead.
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 Chapter 1

The arrow flew
straight and true, striking the straw dummy’s chest dead
centre.

Robin let out
a whoop of triumph. “Ha! That’s three times in a row.” He performed
a little celebratory jig, fist punching the air, and grinned at the
boy who stood awaiting his turn. “Beat that if you can, Guy.”

“Robin,” his
tutor admonished. “It is not gentlemanly to gloat.”

“I wasn’t
gloating. I was stating a fact.” Robin thought he saw his tutor’s
lips twitch for an instant before his face assumed its usual stern
expression.

“Nevertheless,
you could be a little more supportive of your friend.”

Robin clapped
Guy on the back. “Go on, your turn.”

Guy shrugged
off Robin’s touch and picked up his bow. He approached the dummy,
looking less than enthusiastic. Robin noticed his hands were
shaking as he fitted an arrow to his bow string.

“Take deep
breaths,” Robin coached. “And remember to hold the arrow level with
your—”

“I know,” Guy
snapped.

Robin opened
his mouth but his tutor laid a hand on his shoulder.

“Enough.”

His quiet
voice silenced Robin more effectively than a shout would have done.
Robin had a lot of respect for his tutor. Sir Richard of Lee was an
old comrade of his father. The two knights had fought together
alongside King Henry when his son, Young Henry, had tried to seize
the throne. It had been Lord Locksley’s idea for Sir Richard to
tutor both boys, and for the past three years, Sir Richard had
trained them in all manner of fighting and weaponry.

While Robin
enjoyed all his lessons, it was archery he loved the most. Though
the longbow was not a weapon traditionally used by a nobleman, Sir
Richard had thought Robin and Guy should learn. His own grandfather
had been a Welsh archer. Sir Richard had made Robin’s bow himself,
and it was his most treasured possession.

Once, when Sir
Richard hadn’t known he was listening, Robin had heard him tell his
father that he was one of the best young archers Richard had
seen.

“He will go
far,” Sir Richard had said. “I cannot teach him fast enough. The
boy soaks up my lessons like a cloth does water.”

“It is a pity
he cannot apply such devotion to his other studies,” had been Lord
Locksley’s only comment.

Lord Locksley
had always been a remote presence in Robin’s life—someone to be
wary of, even feared. Robin had no memory of his mother, but that
place was more than filled by his nurse, Martha. He loved her
better than anyone in the world.

If Robin
considered any time not spent training as time wasted, he knew Guy
didn’t feel the same. Guy dreaded their lessons. He had no natural
aptitude for either the sword or the bow. Robin tried to be
sympathetic, but he couldn’t help thinking that after three years,
Guy should have improved at least a little. It wasn’t any fun
sparring against him. There was no challenge.

The two boys
had been friends for as long as Robin could remember. The Gisbornes
occupied the neighbouring estate. Sir Benedict Gisborne and Robin’s
father were old friends.

Guy’s first
arrow went wide, burying itself in the trunk of a nearby tree.
Robin held his tongue as Guy threw down his bow in frustration.

“Concentrate,
Guy,” Sir Richard said. “Become one with the bow. Loosing at the
wrong time can mean the difference between victory and defeat.”

Guy scowled,
but picked up his bow again.

Robin studied
his friend as he stood there, face twisted in a grimace of
concentration.

The two boys
were complete opposites to look at. Where Robin was slim and
compact, Guy was broad and stocky with arms and legs that seemed
too big for his body. He was often prone to clumsiness, which meant
Robin won the vast majority of their practice sword bouts. His
blonde hair lay sleek and straight against his head as if it had
been pressed flat, whereas Robin’s tousled black locks were a
source of perpetual irritation to his father.

At last, Guy
fired. This shot was better. It landed just outside the circle that
was the dummy’s heart.

“Good!” Sir
Richard said. “Try again.”

Guy let fly
his third arrow. This time, his aim was true.

Robin grinned.
“He’s dead. See? That wasn’t so hard.”

“Speak for
yourself,” Guy muttered.

“No, really,
it’s easy.” To demonstrate, Robin fitted a fresh arrow to his own
bow and fired. It split Guy’s arrow in two, and stuck, quivering,
in the dummy’s chest.

Guy heaved a
sigh. “Easy for you, maybe.”

“All right,
how about some sword practice instead?” Robin didn’t wait for Guy
to agree, but ran off in the direction of the house.

***

Alone with his
tutor, Guy shuffled his feet and stared at the ground. Robin, he
knew, would have had some cheeky quip to fill the uncomfortable
silence. Robin was never short of something to say. Guy, on the
other hand, was ready to sink through the ground with
embarrassment.

He kept
looking at Robin’s arrow, standing upright and proud while his own
lay splintered and discarded, worthless. He had frozen. It always
happened like this, whether he was practising archery or at dinner
in his father’s hall. His mind would shut down, and his chest
tighten with panic.

He was heir to
the Gisborne estate. One day, it would be his to manage, but how
could he be respected as a knight and a gentlemen when he couldn’t
do anything right?

Robin didn’t
care what anyone thought. He breezed through life. He was confident
in any situation. It wasn’t fair.

Guy knew it
was wrong to feel jealous of his friend, but there were times when
he felt Robin was making fun of him. Even his own parents were full
of praise for Robin and often compared them. Did they ever wish
they had Robin for a son?

Guy’s sister,
Katrina, had declared herself in love with Robin and sworn she
would marry no other. She was a year younger than Guy but had twice
his confidence.

A gentle hand
on his shoulder jerked Guy out of his gloomy thoughts. Sir Richard
was smiling down at him.

“You shouldn’t
take it so hard. Not all of us can be good at everything straight
away.”

“Robin is.”
The words were out before Guy could stop them.

Sir Richard
chuckled. “Believe me, he isn’t. He is confident, which makes you
think he knows what he’s doing. You have strengths, too.”

Guy wondered
what those strengths were.

“I know one
thing,” Sir Richard went on. “However cocky he is, Robin has a good
heart. He would never intentionally upset you. He doesn’t think
before he speaks sometimes.”

Guy smiled in
spite of himself. It was rare to hear grown-ups describe Robin in
anything other than glowing terms.

The sound of
running footsteps announced Robin’s return. Feeling more cheerful,
Guy caught the practice sword Robin threw to him. The swords were
made of wood, but they could certainly do some damage to your
opponent if you knew what you were doing.

Once, an
over-enthusiastic swing from Guy had got under Robin’s guard and
smacked him in the mouth, chipping one of his front teeth. The chip
was visible every time he smiled. Guy knew he should have been
sorry, but he’d secretly been glad. He had scored a hit. Robin, for
his part, had taken the injury cheerfully, vowing revenge. Guy’s
ribs had been black and blue that evening.

They each
assumed the correct battle stance, swords held ready. Robin struck
first. Guy managed to parry the blow. He made a return strike,
which Robin easily blocked. He skipped back from Guy’s next thrust;
the field rang with the clash of wood on wood.

Robin’s
reflexes were fast. Guy felt awkward and clumsy by comparison. But
he was bigger and heavier, if he could just use that to his
advantage. He bore down on Robin, putting all his strength behind
his strikes, trying to intimidate him. Sweat poured down his
forehead, while Robin wasn’t even out of breath. There was a
stinging pain across Guy’s ribs.

“First blood
to me,” Robin cried.

“Do not
flourish your sword so much, Guy,” Sir Richard advised. “It allows
your opponent time to get in under your guard.”

The fight went
on. Guy was determined to get in a hit, but Robin seemed to
anticipate every one of his attacks, and his sword was always there
to block. Robin got in another hit, just above Guy’s elbow. Guy let
out an involuntary yelp and immediately cursed himself. He couldn’t
show weakness.

Robin was
grinning fiercely, enjoying the mock battle, his chipped tooth
winking in the morning sun.

“Ready to
yield?” he asked.

It was that
grin that pushed Guy over the edge. Forgetting all the rules of
swordsmanship, he tackled Robin, using his extra weight to bear him
to the ground.

“Guy!” Sir
Richard shouted, but Guy barely heard him. He had Robin in a
headlock and both were panting for breath.

“You broke the
rules,” Robin remarked.

“So?”

Something
jabbed Guy in the chest, just below his collarbone. He looked down.
Robin’s sword rested there, his hand perfectly steady. Guy cursed
silently. How had Robin managed to keep hold of his sword? Guy had
been sure he’d dropped it in the fall.

Sir Richard
loomed over them both. He looked angry, which was rare, but then
Guy had broken one of the most important rules of sword fighting.
Knights practised honour and chivalry at all times, even to their
enemies.

“I have never
seen such an exhibition,” Sir Richard stormed. “You should be
ashamed of yourselves. Rolling in the grass like peasants.”

Guy looked
down, but Robin held Sir Richard’s gaze.

“Guy started
it. I was defending myself.”

“Enough. This
ends your lesson for today. Get on home, the pair of you.”

As they walked
back in the direction of Locksley Manor, Guy rubbed at the grass
stains down the front of his tunic. He would be in trouble when his
mother saw them.

“Serves you
right,” Robin said without sympathy, examining a graze on his
wrist. “You won’t get away with that trick again.”

Guy bristled.
“I could knock you down any time I wanted.”

“You’ll have
to catch me first.” Robin was off, sprinting like a deer.

Guy gave chase
at once, but he was already tired after the sword fight and quickly
fell behind. Robin’s mocking laughter spurred him to put on an
extra burst of speed, and the two of them hurtled around the side
of the house.

Guy skidded to
a sudden halt. There, standing a few feet away, was his father, Sir
Benedict of Gisborne. Guy’s sister Katrina was also with him. Sir
Benedict was talking to Lord Locksley, and neither of them had
noticed the two boys pounding over the grass towards them.

Katrina stared
wide-eyed at the approaching Robin, while Guy tried to call out a
warning, but in his breathless condition, all he could manage was a
strangled croak.

Robin crashed
straight into Sir Benedict. He stumbled, and would have ploughed
face first into the grass if Lord Locksley hadn’t seized his
shoulder and steadied him.

Robin hit the
ground with a bump, and an oof! of surprise.

Guy, his face
scarlet, hurried up to them.

Robin had
already bounced back to his feet. “I am so sorry, Sir Benedict. I
didn’t see you.”

Sir Benedict
had succeeded in regaining his balance. He was several years older
than Lord Locksley and his health hadn’t been strong of late.

“Are you all
right, Father?” Guy asked anxiously.

Sir Benedict
looked shaken, but managed a smile. “I’m quite all right, son.”

Lord Locksley
aimed a blow at the back of Robin’s head, which he dodged. “What
did you think you were doing? Running about like some ruffian.”

“I didn’t see
you,” Robin repeated, stepping back out of reach.

Lord Locksley
looked furious, but before he could say anything else, Sir Benedict
spoke up.

“Now, now,
Geoffrey. Boys will be boys, you know. There’s no harm done.” He
smiled at Robin. “I accept your apology, but next time, try to look
where you are going or you will cause someone a serious
injury.”

For the first
time since Guy had known him, Robin looked genuinely contrite.
“Yes, Sir Benedict. I’m glad you are not hurt.”

Sir Benedict
took his leave of Lord Locksley and, with Guy’s help, mounted his
horse.

Guy saw
Katrina give Robin a dazzling smile as he lifted her up behind
their father. He mounted his own horse, which had been tethered
nearby.

As they left,
Robin grimaced over his shoulder at him. Guy knew Robin was in for
one of his father’s lectures, maybe even a whipping. For once, Guy
didn’t envy him.

***

Robin stood
his ground. He was in trouble, and he knew it. Part of him wished
he could have beat a hasty retreat like Guy.

“Come with
me,” Lord Locksley ordered. He didn’t wait for Robin to say
anything but turned on his heel and headed indoors, leaving Robin
no choice but to follow.

Locksley Manor
had once been a castle. It had been scaled down over the years
after a fire wiped out a good portion of the building. In its place
stood a handsome stone manor house. The front door opened directly
onto the hall, which boasted a central fire pit. As there was no
chimney, the smoke found its way out through the eaves. There was
no glass in any of the windows, but heavy wooden shutters kept out
some of the draughts.

A staircase
gave access to the solar and sleeping chambers above while a side
door led to a yard where the stables, kitchen and various store
sheds were situated. These also doubled as sleeping quarters for
the servants, or else they bedded down in the hall itself.

The great hall
was Robin’s least favourite place. It was where his father often
entertained his lordly friends, while Robin was forced to sit
there, dying of boredom.

Gisborne Manor
was built on a similar, if smaller scale, and was far more homely
in Robin’s opinion. The two estates had once been one until Sir
Edmund Locksley, a landless Norman knight, was granted a portion of
the Gisborne land after its Saxon earl fell out of favour with King
Stephen during the civil war. Robin wished he were at Gisborne
Manor now, or anywhere but here.

The great hall
was alive with activity. There was to be a dinner that night, and
servants were busy stacking logs in the hearth and laying fresh
floor rushes. Still others set the long trestle tables with the
finest silver Locksley Manor had to offer.

At the sight
of their lord and master, all the servants stopped what they were
doing and either bowed or curtsied.

“Leave, all of
you,” Lord Locksley ordered.

The hall was
cleared in record time. Some of the servants sent Robin looks of
sympathy. He squashed an impulse to ask them to stay. They couldn’t
help in any case, and none would dare disobey their lord.

Within
moments, the hall was empty but for Robin and Lord Locksley. Robin
braced himself. He had a good idea what was coming and he wasn’t
looking forward to it.

Lord Locksley
surveyed him as though searching for something. Robin held his gaze
for as long as he could, but finally looked away.

“It was an
accident,” he mumbled.

Lord Locksley
spoke as if he hadn’t heard him. “You are to be lord of this estate
one day, Robin, and yet you refuse to take your responsibilities
seriously.”

“I do,
Father,” Robin protested.

“Do not
interrupt me. You shirk your lessons with the priest. You spend
your time playing the fool, and you are far too free with the
servants. I have had cause to speak to you many times on this
subject, and yet, you continue to defy me. Since words cannot get
through to you, we will see what other methods can achieve.”

Lord Locksley
strode over to the hearth and took down a strap, which hung on a
nail in a secluded recess there.

“Lean over
that table.”

Robin obeyed.
He bent until his stomach and head rested on the end of one of the
dining tables.

The first blow
fell without warning. Robin sucked in a breath through his teeth
but managed not to cry out. He had endured punishments like this
before. He bit his lip hard until he tasted blood but no further
sound escaped him. A dozen times, the strap rose and fell, each
blow echoing around the silent hall.

When at last
it was over, Robin straightened slowly. He met his father’s gaze,
dry-eyed. He saw a flash of irritation.

“You can go,”
Lord Locksley said. “I expect you to be on your best behaviour this
evening.”

“Yes, Father.”
As Robin made his escape, he couldn’t help thinking that if his
father expected him to sit through many tedious hours of dinner
conversation, he maybe shouldn’t have hit him quite so hard.

Robin wasn’t
one to dwell on his misdemeanours. Now the ordeal with his father
was over, he went to the kitchen in search of comfort.

Peggy, the
manor cook, was halfway inside the large oven, lifting out the
day’s bread. Only her ample rump could be seen. Robin took
advantage of her distraction and the general before-dinner mayhem
to steal a piece of cooling gingerbread from the rack.

Alan a Dale,
the kitchen boy, saw him and winked. “Smells good, doesn’t it?” He
eyed the gingerbread in Robin’s hand wistfully. “Reckon if I tried
stealing any, I’d be spotted fast as anything.”

Robin held out
the gingerbread.

Alan’s eyes
widened. “I couldn’t, Master Robin.”

“Quick, before
anyone sees.”

Alan’s grubby
hand shot out and seized the offering. He took a tiny nibble before
shoving the rest inside his tunic.

“No one makes
gingerbread like Peggy. Thank you, Master Robin.”

Robin grinned.
“Save it for later when there’s no one about.”

“Oh, don’t
worry, I will. I’d get a beating from the bottler if they caught me
with it. I’ve already had one this week.”

Robin wasn’t
surprised. Alan’s father, Ned, was the best musician in the
village, and it seemed his son was set to follow in his footsteps.
But Ned and Alan were serfs and had nothing to call their own. Even
Ned’s lute was a gift handed down through his family.

Alan’s
great-grandmother, it was said, had been a free woman but had
married a serf, making her descendants serfs also. The lute had
been hers. It was old and battered, but Alan played it at every
opportunity and was forever getting into trouble for not keeping
his mind on his chores.

Robin swiped a
second piece of gingerbread for himself.

“Master
Robin!”

Hand halfway
to his mouth, Robin looked up guiltily at Peggy. She had turned in
time to see this latest theft and stood, floury hands on hips.

“You’ll spoil
your dinner, Master Robin.”

“It’s just one
piece, Peggy.” Robin gave her his best smile.

Her fierce
expression softened a little. “Well, don’t you come crying to me
when you’ve the belly gripes later. Now be off with you. You’re
getting under my feet.”

As Robin made
his way upstairs, he reflected on his father’s words.

You make too
free with the servants.

It was true
that Robin was on friendly terms with many of the manor servants,
with the possible exception of Edgar, his father’s steward. He
found them much better company than the wealthy knights and lords
his father associated with. They were enough to make anyone pass
out from boredom. Even at the age of twelve, Robin was well versed
in social etiquette. He could smile and engage in small talk as
well as any adult, but he didn’t care about any of it. He often
felt like the mummers who performed masked plays at festivals. It
seemed he was always acting a part. His father barely noticed him
except to criticise, and his upbringing had been largely left up to
servants.

Robin’s feet
had carried him up to his room without him having to think about
it. Outside the door, he paused. A tapestry made by his mother hung
on the wall. It featured a woodland scene in which various forest
animals and fairy folk cavorted, watched by a small boy and girl
peeking out from behind a tree. Robin had always loved it, but his
father thought it was too sentimental, which was why it had been
banished upstairs.

The bedroom
door opened, and Martha stuck her head out. “What are you doing
standing about? Come in here and change. I’ve laid your clothes out
ready.”

Robin followed
her into the room and perched on the edge of the bed. He hoped
Martha wouldn’t notice his wince as he sat down, but her gaze
zeroed in on him at once.

“Not again.
What did you do this time?”

“I crashed
into Sir Benedict and nearly knocked him flying.”

Martha clicked
her tongue.

“It was Guy’s
fault,” Robin defended himself. “He was chasing me. Father was
really cross.”

“I’m not
surprised. Playing such games at your age. You’re getting too old
for that sort of thing.”

Robin didn’t
bother arguing. He had other things on his mind. “Why does my
father dislike me so much?”

Martha dropped
the shoes she was holding. “What on Earth makes you say that?”

“Is it because
of my mother? She died giving birth to me, so Father must blame me
for her death. Did he love her very much?”

Martha
regarded him for a long moment. She had turned pale, Robin noticed.
He half regretted saying anything. The questions had chased
themselves around his head for so long, but he’d never had the
courage to speak them aloud until now.

Martha
recovered her composure. She sat beside Robin on the bed and put an
arm around his shoulders. If anyone else had tried it, Robin would
have shrugged them off, but Martha was different.

“Firstly, you
are not to blame for your mother’s death.” Her voice was firm, yet
gentle at the same time. “It is true she died bringing you into the
world. She and your father wanted a son very much, but your mother
was never strong. Lots of women have a hard time bearing children,
and sometimes, the mother or the child don’t survive. It is no
one’s fault. It is the will of God.”

Robin wondered
why God would want a woman or child to die, but something else
Martha had said stuck in his mind.

“Father wanted
a son?”

“He did
indeed, so you can get the silly notion that he doesn’t like you
out of your head. Your father loves you, even if you do try his
patience sometimes. Perhaps you could try behaving a bit better in
future?”

She didn’t
sound too confident, and Robin smiled.

“Hurry and
dress or you will be late for dinner. Shall I send one of the
manservants to you?”

“No, I can
manage.”

Martha gave
his shoulders a last squeeze and left. But as Robin struggled into
his stiff, uncomfortable new tunic, he felt far from reassured. His
father may have wanted a son, but the one he had was a
disappointment to him, and Robin couldn’t help wondering, if his
mother had lived, would he have been a disappointment to her as
well?

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter 2

Lord Locksley
was fond of entertaining. His lavish feasts were famous among the
neighbouring gentry. Hardly a week passed when Robin wasn’t
expected to attend one of these banquets. Martha always made sure
he was dressed in his best clothes, his hair was combed into some
semblance of order and he would be placed at the top table with his
father. Robin never understood why he was required to make an
appearance at all, since his father’s friends mostly ignored
him.

The Gisbornes,
as their closest neighbours, were nearly always there, though of
late, Sir Benedict had not accompanied his family.

Robin knew he
had been taking less of an active role in the running of his estate
this past year or two. As Guy was not of age, the estate was
managed by the steward and Lady Amelia, who was several years
younger than her husband.

Guy often
talked about when he would take over the estate. Sometimes, Robin
thought Guy was just waiting for Sir Benedict to die.

If Guy was
anxious to assume his position as Lord of Gisborne Manor, Robin
hoped his own father would live for a good long time to come. He
often wished he wasn’t an only child, or better yet, a younger son.
Younger sons didn’t have the same pressures on them. They could
make their own way in the world. They didn’t have to look across
the table at their father every meal and feel like they were
failing him.

Robin could
hear the guests long before he saw them. He wondered if he could
return to his room and plead a stomach upset, but regretfully, he
dismissed the idea. He’d tried that once too often, and his father
wouldn’t fall for it, particularly after the earlier incident with
Sir Benedict. With any luck, there would be some entertainment
after dinner. Maybe then he could make his escape, when everyone
would be too drunk to notice.

Guy’s sister
Katrina pounced on him the moment he entered the great hall. A fire
crackled in the hearth, and this, combined with the number of
guests, made the room uncomfortably warm.

Katrina was
dressed in a gown of blue silk. A jewelled net secured her golden
hair. With her blue eyes and porcelain skin, she was the image of
Lady Gisborne.

Robin sighed.
Katrina had taken to following him around a lot recently. He liked
her well enough, but her attention was something he didn’t quite
know how to deal with.

“Robin, I was
worried about you. Lord Locksley was so angry. Was he very hard on
you? It was an accident. Father knows it. He doesn’t blame you in
the slightest.”

Robin
shrugged. He wasn’t going to admit to Katrina that his backside
felt as though a red hot branding iron had been pressed to his
skin.

“Is Sir
Benedict all right?”

“Oh, yes,
perfectly, although he was unable to come tonight. He sends his
apologies. Mother and Guy are here. Mother was all for staying
home, but I insisted we come. It has been an age since I saw you,
and Lord Locksley, of course,” she added as an afterthought.

It had, in
fact, only been that morning, but Robin didn’t feel like arguing
the point. He searched for a change of subject, while looking
around all the time for Guy in the hope of rescue.

Katrina was
still beaming at him. She moved a step closer, fluttering her long
eyelashes.

“Do you like
my new dress? Mother says it’s the latest fashion. She thought it
would bring out the colour of my eyes.”

“Erm…” Robin
was saved having to answer by Guy, who appeared at his shoulder. He
had never been so glad to see anyone in his life.

“They’re about
to serve dinner,” Guy said.

Robin let out
a sigh of relief. “Good. I’m starving.”

The three
children took their places across from Lord Locksley.

“Did you get a
whipping?” Guy whispered.

Robin nodded.
He wished the wooden bench wasn’t quite so hard.

Lady Gisborne
sat at Lord Locksley’s right, and some lord or other whose name
Robin couldn’t remember was on his left.

Lady Gisborne
was a tall, stately woman, beautiful in a proud sort of way. She
had always been kind to Robin, but he didn’t think he had ever seen
her smile, unlike Sir Benedict. Robin was sorry he wasn’t here. He
was the only one of his father’s friends who ever bothered to give
Robin the time of day.

He bowed to
the lord on his father’s left and remembered his name. Sir Oliver
d’Ambray, Lord of Mansfield. He had a son Robin’s age, but there
was no sign of him anywhere in the hall.

Sir Oliver
swept his gaze over Robin the way a knight might inspect a horse he
was hoping to buy. Robin bristled. He wouldn’t have been surprised
if the man had asked to see his teeth.

“My goodness,
Geoffrey, he really is the spitting image of you. There’s no
doubting he’s your son, eh?”

“Indeed,” Lord
Locksley said. “There is little of his mother in him.”

“Just as
well.” Sir Oliver accepted a goblet of wine from a passing servant
and drained half the contents in a single gulp. “A good enough
woman, your lady, but a more delicate little thing I never set eyes
on. It wouldn’t do for a boy to take after her.”

Robin clenched
his fists under the table. Who did this man think he was to insult
his mother like that? Perhaps he could spill Sir Oliver’s wine over
him and make it look like an accident.

“It’s true,”
Lady Gisborne joined in. “There is nothing of Matilda in him, God
rest her soul, except perhaps the eyes. Matilda had the most
beautiful green eyes. They were her best feature.”

This was too
much for Robin. “My father doesn’t think I’m like him. He tells me
so all the time.”

Lord Locksley
shot him a warning look, and Katrina giggled. Luckily, Sir Oliver
did not appear to be listening.

“There’s
nothing so vexing to a father as a son who is a disappointment to
him.”

Robin was
itching to ask about fathers who were a disappointment to their
sons. He opened his mouth but Guy nudged him hard in the ribs.

“Do you want
another whipping?” he hissed.

Sir Oliver was
still in full flow, though his thoughts appeared to have moved on.
“I had one of my villeins get behind with his rent last month.
Tried to feed me some sob story about his child getting the spotted
fever and him spending money on herbs.

“‘That’s
nothing to do with me,’ I said. ‘You live on this land, you work
for it.’ I had my steward kick him out last week and good riddance,
lazy vagabond.”

“Surely it
works both ways,” Robin said. “You need them as much as they need
you. If you throw him out, who will work for you?”

Robin’s father
shot him a quelling look. “Do not speak about things you don’t
understand.”

Villeins, as
Robin well knew, worked their lord’s land. In return for a monthly
rent, they were allowed a portion of land to live on and work, but
in addition to money, they must also pay their rent in edible goods
such as honey and grain. Some villeins came with the land itself
and could not leave until their debt had been worked off or their
lord freed them.

Robin ground
his teeth. He hated it when his father treated him like a child,
especially in company.

“You can’t be
too soft on them,” Sir Oliver advised. “Peasants are like dogs.
Treat them tough, and they’ll respect you. Go soft, and they start
taking advantage. They become lazy. Respect, that’s the key.”

“Fear, more
like,” Robin muttered to Guy.

Guy, however,
wasn’t listening. The servants were bringing in the first course.
One approached bearing a platter of chicken, and Guy leaned forward
in anticipation.

Robin wasn’t
sure how it happened, but the next thing everyone knew, the platter
went flying. Diners leapt up in alarm. There were cries of dismay
and horror from the women as they tried to dab spilled sauce off
their gowns.

“Guy, really,”
his mother scolded. “Can’t you be more careful?”

As Robin
watched poor Guy, who was scarlet to the roots of his hair,
stammering out his apologies, he couldn’t help smirking. Sir Oliver
had upset his wine in the confusion and his face was dripping, as
was his expensive tunic.

If only his
peasants could see him now. He didn’t look very threatening at
the moment.

After a
hurried clean-up by the servants, dinner resumed. Robin was soon
bored. Nothing any of his neighbours had to say was even remotely
interesting. Once or twice he tried—not very hard—to stifle a yawn.
Each time this happened, Lord Locksley sent him a dagger-like glare
across the table. Robin suspected he would be in for a lecture on
bad table manners tomorrow, but he didn’t care. He was tired, and
the meal felt as if it had been dragging on for years rather than
hours.

Robin was
wondering if he could accidentally cause Guy to knock something
else over and escape in the confusion, when a snatch of
conversation from a nearby table caught his attention and he half
twisted on his bench to listen.

“Gilbert
White-hand? He killed four of the sheriff’s men.”

“Four? Surely
you exaggerate.”

“It is the
truth.”

“But why did
he kill them?”

“Who knows?
The sheriff has set a price on his head. But they won’t find
him—not if he doesn’t want to be found. Rumour has it he’s gone to
ground in Sherwood, and there aren’t many soldiers who’d dare look
for him in there.”

At this,
several men nodded their heads in agreement. One man even crossed
himself.

Robin turned
right around on his bench so he was facing them, with his back to
his own eating companions—something else he would be reprimanded
for, but his curiosity was aroused. “Why would men be afraid to
hunt for Gilbert White-hand in Sherwood?”

The men
exchanged looks. Robin recognised one of them. He was Sir Giles
Runeville, Lord of Barnsdale.

“Don’t you
know the stories about Sherwood Forest, lad?” Sir Giles asked.

Robin shook
his head. He knew Sherwood was an ancient forest. Its borders
brushed those of Locksley village, but Robin had scarcely
penetrated the outskirts in his wanderings. It was famous for its
wild deer, which the king had claimed as his royal property and
forbidden anyone to hunt unless by royal permission.

“There’s tales
of that forest would give a young whippersnapper like you
nightmares,” one lord said.

“What? Should
I be afraid of a few deer?” Robin didn’t try to hide his derision.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that Guy and Katrina were also
listening.

“There’s more
than deer in that forest,” the same lord said. “Dangers an untried
boy couldn’t hope to counter.”

“You don’t
seem clear about specifics, My Lord.”

“You are an
insolent puppy,” the man retorted, while some of his friend’s hid
smiles.

“Robin is a
skilled archer,” Katrina volunteered. “I am sure he could fight any
outlaw.”

Now the whole
table was smiling. “Well, little lady, he’d have to be good to
defeat Gilbert White-hand,” one man said, chuckling. “He’s the best
archer in England, or so the stories say. I’d wager he would have
an arrow through your young archer’s throat before he could draw
his bow. I’d find yourself another champion if I were you.
Foolhardy boys don’t live long in this world.”

Katrina
blushed and turned away.

Robin was
furious. As far as he was concerned, the man had issued a
challenge, and Robin had never been able to resist a challenge. He
made up his mind there and then what he was going to do.

***

“You want to
do what?” Guy squeaked.

“Keep your
voice down.” Robin looked around nervously. The entertainment was
in full swing. A jester had just made a bunch of flowers appear
from nowhere behind Lady Gisborne’s ear to enthusiastic
applause.

Nobody was
paying them any attention, but Robin wasn’t taking any chances. He
beckoned Guy to lean in closer. Katrina did so as well.

“I’m going
into Sherwood Forest to find the outlaw those men were speaking
of.”

“Are you mad?”
Guy struggled to keep his voice low. “I’ve heard my father talk
about Gilbert White-hand. He is not a man to be trifled with.”

“He has never
yet been caught,” Katrina added. “Father says none of those who
went looking for him ever returned.”

Robin was
undaunted. “That doesn’t mean I won’t. Think about it. A whole load
of soldiers blundering through the forest armed to the teeth are
bound to make a lot of noise. You’d hear them coming from a mile
off. Plus, this Gilbert White-hand probably knows the forest inside
out.”

“You don’t,”
Guy reminded him. “We were warned never to go near Sherwood.”

“All the more
reason to go, I’d say.”

“This is
because of what that lord said about Gilbert White-hand being good
with a bow. You can’t stand the idea that someone’s better than
you.”

“We don’t know
he’s better than me.”

“So you’re
going to risk our necks to find out?”

“I’m not
risking anyone’s neck except my own. No one said you had to
come.”

Guy stared at
Robin, aghast. Robin looked back calmly. He wasn’t trying to sound
brave. The thought of Sherwood at night was mysterious, but it
didn’t scare him. He’d been longing for a chance to test his skill
as an archer for months, but Sir Richard wouldn’t hear of it.
‘Patience,’ he always said. ‘There will be plenty of time for that
when you’re older. Get as good as you can be first.’

But Sir
Richard didn’t know about the secret hours of practice Robin had
put in. He was ready, he knew it. It was time to test himself, to
find out what he was made of. This Gilbert White-hand sounded as if
he would be a worthy opponent. As to risk, Robin reasoned, no
outlaw would risk killing him, the Heir of Locksley, and bring the
wrath of his father down on their heads. Still, he wouldn’t make
Guy go with him.

“You don’t
have to come.”

Guy twisted
the edge of the tablecloth between his fingers. Robin could see the
struggle going on in his mind as his fear warred with his sense of
loyalty. He patted Guy’s arm. “I’ll tell you all about it when I
get back.”

Guy opened his
mouth, probably to agree, but Katrina spoke first.

“I’m coming
with you, Robin.”

“You are not,”
Robin and Guy said together. A couple of guests looked curiously
over at them.

Robin gave
them his best innocent-little-boy smile and then dropped his voice
to a fierce whisper. “It will be dangerous.”

“Why would it
be more dangerous for me than for you?” she shot back.

“Because I can
defend myself.”

Katrina
pouted.

Robin was
stuck. The last thing he needed was a girl to worry about. If
Katrina came, he would have to protect her, and if anything
happened to her, it would be on his head. He needed to convince her
to stay behind, but how to do so without hurting her feelings?

Guy, on the
other hand, had no such qualms. “Don’t be silly, Katrina.”

Katrina
stamped her foot. “Either I come, or I tell Mother right now what
you’re planning. I’d like to see you sneak out then.”

Robin scowled,
but he was secretly pleased. Guy would have to come now. He could
hardly refuse and be shown up as less brave than a girl. It would
be good knowing there would be someone to watch his back.

Guy was
staring at his sister in horror. “You wouldn’t dare.”

Katrina opened
her mouth, breath drawn in to shout.

“All right!”
Guy turned to Robin, defeated. “We’ll have to let her come.”

Robin held
back his grin. He was glad he didn’t have any siblings.

“We leave at
sunset tomorrow. You will both need to make up some excuse for
wanting to go to bed early. It’s best our parents think we’re
tucked up safe and sound. That way, they won’t come looking for
us.”

Guy and
Katrina both nodded.

Robin slid off
his bench.

“Where are you
going?” Katrina asked.

“To find
someone who can tell me more about the forest. It’s best to know
what we’ll be facing.”

Guy and
Katrina followed him. Nobody noticed them slip out of the hall.

***

They found
Martha sewing by the solar fire. She looked up, startled as they
all trooped in.

“And what can
I do for you three? I thought you’d be downstairs enjoying the
entertainment.”

Robin was
ready for that one. “Father dismissed me early. I think he is still
angry with me.” It wasn’t too far from the truth, either. His
father probably would have ordered him to bed early if he hadn’t
been waylaid by one guest after another.

“We decided to
keep Robin company,” Katrina said.

Martha’s smile
was knowing, and Robin felt his cheeks grow warm. Martha teased him
often about Katrina.

“That was kind
of you,” was all she said. “Sit down, the three of you, and I’ll
make us a warm drink.”

As they
settled on the floor by the fire with mugs of warmed beer in their
hands, Robin wondered how best to introduce the subject of Sherwood
Forest. He was certain Martha would know all the stories. Her
family, so she had once told him, had lived in Nottingham and the
surrounding villages time out of mind. But how to bring it up
without making her suspicious?

Katrina took
the matter out of his hands. As Martha settled herself once more in
her chair with the tunic she was mending, Katrina asked, “What do
you know about Sherwood Forest, Martha?”

“And why would
you want to know about that place?” Martha said, on the alert at
once.

Robin
intervened, inwardly cursing Katrina. Could she have been any
more obvious?

“Some of
Father’s guests were discussing it at dinner. Some illegal poaching
has been going on there.”

Martha nodded.
“Ah, well, the king may have declared hunting in Sherwood off
limits, but hungry peasants will still take the risk. It’ll mean
the loss of a hand if they’re caught, or a hanging if they are
repeat offenders.”

“I was under
the impression Sherwood Forest was a bad place,” Guy chimed in.
“Our mother said it wasn’t safe for anyone.”

“You’d be
surprised what hunger will lead you to do,” Martha said. “You three
are lucky. You don’t know what it is to starve and watch your
children grow ill through lack of food. Mind you, your mother is
right. Sherwood has long been considered a bad place. No locals
would venture there if they didn’t have to. There are some nasty
stories about that forest.”

Robin seized
his opening. “What kind of stories?”

“Well, now.”
Martha laid aside her mending and went to build up the fire. She
settled before her greedy audience.

“There’s not
just animals in Sherwood. Travellers have spoken of hearing
unearthly cries and laughter, but never seeing the source of the
noises.”

Guy swallowed
audibly while Katrina’s eyes grew huge. Robin waited for more.

“It’s said
after dark is when the forest truly comes awake. You take your life
in your hands journeying through the forest at night. Fey folk wait
to lure unwary travellers off the path. They mimic the voices of
their loved ones, and the poor unsuspecting traveller follows them
until they are hopelessly lost, and that’s if they are lucky. If
the fey are in a particularly mischievous mood, they might lead
their prey into a patch of thorns or a bog. There’s many who have
taken a shortcut through Sherwood, never to be seen again.”

“How would the
fey folk know what people’s loved ones sounded like?” Robin asked,
braking the spell Martha’s quiet voice had been weaving.

Martha gave
him one of her conspiratorial smiles. “You know what they say about
curiosity. Ask too many questions and you might not like the
answers.”

Robin grinned.
He was certain Martha was teasing them, but he was reluctant to let
the subject drop. “What else?”

“Isn’t that
bad enough? Let’s see. It’s said the spirits of all those lost
travellers drift around the forest at night. Because their bodies
were not buried on consecrated ground, their spirits cannot find
peace, so they wander around looking for new, living bodies to
possess.”

Guy let out a
squeak that he managed to turn into a cough. “Are there no people
living in the forest?” he asked, unable to keep the tremor out of
his voice.

Robin shot him
a warning look.

“Outlaws have
always sheltered in Sherwood. They are evil men who would tear out
your heart while you still lived and roast it over a slow
fire.”

“How
horrible!” Katrina cried, turning pale.

“Oh, don’t be
silly,” Robin said. “They’re only stories.”

“That they
are,” Martha said, “but there’s always a grain of truth to be found
in any story if you look hard enough.”

“We should
go,” Guy said, standing up. “Mother will be wondering where we are.
Come, Katrina.”

Robin followed
them back downstairs.

“Are you still
set on going?” Guy demanded as soon as they were out of
earshot.

“Of course.”
Robin grinned over at him. “You didn’t believe any of that, did
you? Martha was only trying to scare us.”

“Well, it
worked,” Guy muttered.

“You’re such a
coward, Guy,” Katrina cut in. “I’m not afraid. I’m still going with
Robin.”

Guy glared at
her. “I’m not a coward, and I never said I wasn’t coming.”

“Good,” Robin
said cheerfully. “Meet me here tomorrow night, as soon after sunset
as you can.”

 


 


* * * * *

 



Chapter
3

 Sneaking away was too easy. A part of Guy had hoped
a servant would spot them and alert his parents, but no such
luck.

He saddled his
favourite horse and rode away, Katrina perched behind him, all
without being discovered.

“See?” Katrina
said as they left the boundary of the Gisborne lands behind them.
“There’s nothing to worry about.”

“Be quiet,”
Guy muttered.

Katrina
sniffed.

Guy kept
looking over his shoulder every few seconds, while Katrina
continued to act as if they were merely out for a pleasant ride in
the country.

“You’re not
afraid, are you?”

“Of course
not,” Guy snapped. In fact, he was well past being afraid.
Terrified would be closer to the mark.

“Well, I’m
looking forward to our outing. It should be fun.”

The smugness
in her voice goaded him past endurance.

“Only a girl
would be that stupid. What do you understand about outlaws? You’re
just coming because you couldn’t stand being left behind. Never
mind that you’ll slow us down, and if outlaws do attack, we’ll have
to defend you.”

“I can defend
myself,” Katrina shot back. She whipped a dagger out of her belt.
Guy recognised it as their mother’s.

“Where did you
get that?”

Katrina
blushed. “Mother gave it to me.”

“Don’t lie.
You stole it. A fat lot of good it will do you, anyway, against
armed outlaws.”

“Arguing so
soon?” said a voice.

Guy jumped so
badly he made his horse sidle. He brought it under control with an
oath and dismounted, helping Katrina down. He tethered the horse to
a nearby tree and sent a frown in Robin’s direction.

“Did you have
to sneak up on us?”

Robin was
armed with his bow and a full quiver of arrows. He leant against a
tree, perfectly at ease.

“I’ve been
here for a while. If you hadn’t been so busy squabbling, you might
have spotted me. Shall we go, then?”

Guy hesitated.
This was his last chance to back out. All his life, he had been
warned against venturing into Sherwood. Every one of Martha’s
stories came seeping into his mind with crystal clarity.

“I’m ready,”
Katrina said with a venomous look at Guy. “Lead the way.”

Reluctantly,
Guy shouldered his bow. Robin gave it an approving nod.

At first, it
wasn’t too bad. Robin led with Katrina next and Guy at the rear. It
made sense to place Katrina in the middle, as she was the most
vulnerable of the group.

“You were able
to get away without any trouble?” Robin asked.

“Yes,” Katrina
said. “Mother went out tonight and Father took to his bed
early.”

“My father has
gone out, too. It’s lucky they didn’t think to bring us along.”

Guy said
nothing. He would far rather have gone with his mother, even if it
was just another dinner party where he would be likely to make a
fool of himself. How could Robin and Katrina be so relaxed? Had
they forgotten all Martha’s stories? Knowing Robin, he probably
didn’t believe in the spirits and whatever else that lurked in
Sherwood at night.

They had
reached the forest proper now. Thin shafts of moonlight filtered
through the dense canopy above them, but large parts of the forest
were shrouded in gloom. Trees loomed out at them—great, towering
oaks, ancient and magnificent. Guy doubted he could have wrapped
his arms around any of them.

How long had
they been growing here? Had they been saplings before the town of
Nottingham and its surrounding villages grew up? Nobody wishing to
journey to Nottingham could do so without passing through Sherwood.
What scenes had these giant trees witnessed? What secrets would
they share if they could speak?

Guy was not
usually a fanciful person, but something about Sherwood called to
his imagination, and not in a good way. It felt as though the trees
were closing in on them. The wind sighing through the leaves
sounded a lot like voices whispering. It was as if they were
saying, ‘Turn back. You are not welcome here.’

Despite the
numerous small noises—the crunch of their own footfalls and the
rustlings of night animals out on the hunt—nothing ever quite
pierced the silence. It felt menacing.

“Robin,” Guy
called in as loud a whisper as he dared. “Robin, perhaps we should
go back.” The trees swallowed his voice, deadening the sound.

Robin turned
to him. Guy was startled by the expression on his face. It was
shining with excitement.

“Isn’t this
amazing? You could travel for miles and never break cover. You
could live here for years and never learn its secrets. It’s like
another world.”

Guy had no
idea what to say. Clearly, something about Sherwood had fired
Robin’s imagination, too, though in a very different way.

Guy forced
himself to speak casually. “Still, we should go home. This forest
is vast. How do you expect to find your outlaw? You could search
for days, weeks even, and never see a soul.”

“Exactly. He
could be hiding anywhere, lurking behind any tree. Don’t you see
what an adventure this is?”

Guy didn’t,
and nor, from the look on her face, did Katrina. She had been
silent for some time. Though she was doing her best to hide it, Guy
could tell the atmosphere was getting to her as well. He also knew
she would die rather than admit it.

Nothing ever
seemed to frighten Robin, Guy thought with a trace of envy. Did he
care so little about his life? Or did he believe he was immortal
like the heroes in folktales?

As if reading
his mind, Robin said, “We can pretend we’re on a quest if it makes
you feel better.”

Katrina
brightened. “Like King Arthur and his knights. My nurse told me
about them. We can be searching for Excalibur.”

“King Arthur
didn’t have to search for Excalibur,” Guy felt compelled to point
out. “It was given to him.”

“All right,
the holy grail, then,” Robin suggested. “We should swear the oath
like Arthur’s knights did. Well, Katrina can’t.”

Katrina gave
Robin a hurt look. “Why not?”

Guy said, with
the tone of someone explaining the obvious, “You’re a girl. How
many of King Arthur’s knights were female?”

Katrina
pouted. “True, but I’m the only one with a sword.” She waved her
knife.

Robin took it
from her. “Perfect.” He nicked the base of his little finger. A
drop of blood welled. “I promise to protect my friends—”

“Comrades,”
Katrina interrupted. “Your fellow knights are comrades.”

“Oh, all
right.” Robin started over. “I promise to protect my fellow
comrades and defend them with my final breath.”

He held out
the knife to Guy. “Your turn.”

Guy took the
knife. “I don’t remember King Arthur’s knights exchanging blood
oaths, and I’m too old for childish games.”

“Oh, come on,
Guy, it’s just a little fun.”

Guy sighed and
pricked his finger. He spoke the words of the oath and then handed
the knife to Katrina. She cut her finger without hesitation and
said the words.

“Onward, brave
souls,” Robin said, and marched off.

As Guy walked,
he was aware of a subtle change. While he knew Robin had turned
this venture into a game to make him and Katrina feel better, and
the possibility of danger was all too real, the oath, silly as it
was, had given him a feeling of solidarity.

They walked on
for several minutes in silence. The trees were much closer together
now, their branches so dense that little light could be seen. In
places, the oaks appeared to have grown together, their limbs
entwined as though in an embrace. The forest was virtually
impassable in parts, forcing them to try to find an alternative
path.

Guy had no
idea at all where they were. He wondered, with an increasing sense
of panic, how they would ever find their way out again.
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