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Prologue

Nottingham, England. October 1194 AD



George ran. There was nothing else left to do.

He ran so fast, his breath lodged itself like a dagger in his chest. His lungs ached. His skull throbbed and pounded with tiredness and panic. It was a cold night in early October, but hot sweat ran down his face, neck and back.

He had not wanted to break curfew – the town law that forbid anyone from leaving their houses after nightfall – but his friend Harry had said that the sergeants did not patrol their street at night. Harry had said they could go exploring, looking for buried treasure – he was always yapping on about the old Saxons burying treasure when William the Conqueror took control of England, so the nasty Normans couldn’t get their hands on it.

Harry said it would be fun. He said there was nothing to worry about.

Harry was wrong.

And now he was dead.

When he couldn’t run any more, George slowed to a stop and looked around. He squinted, trying to see through the darkness, but it was impossible. The autumn sky had been thick with clouds during the day, and now the moon and stars hid behind them.

He knew he was on a residential street, but he had no idea which one – or what way he would have to run to get home.

‘Help!’ George called, his voice weak.

But no one came.

Everything was quiet, as it always was after curfew. In a city like Nottingham, the people lived only to work, and they worked hard. Ten, twelve hours a day. When they got home, they slept soundly. And even if his call woke someone up, George knew that they would be too frightened of being caught outside after dark to answer it.

‘Help…’ he gasped.

Someone answered. But it was not anyone George was hoping for.

He turned at the sound of ragged, rhythm-less footsteps. They were coming from behind him.

George knew it was not help coming his way, but death. Cruel, painful death – the same that had fallen on poor Harry. He could not see it – not all of it. Its body was hidden behind the curtain of darkness, but its eyes peered through. Mismatched eyes, one a dull grey, the other crying thin tears of blood. Their faint, hideous glow lit up the thing’s face, showing half-rotted skin peeling away in flaps, showing bits of the skull beneath.

It looked like someone who had died of a plague. Someone who had died without their body realising it.

‘Please, leave me alone. I’m just a boy!’

George ran. There was nothing else left to do.

He ran, knowing he could not run much longer.

The thing ran after him.

It was getting closer.



Part One



Chapter One

Robin Hood moved through Sherwood Forest as silently as a spirit. His bow was slung over one broad shoulder, and his legs carried him forward in great strides. He swept his long brown hair out of his eyes, as he tracked a trundling steel-wheeled cart loaded with a dozen canvas sacks. At the head of the cart sat a squat, chinless man with sandy hair and a pot belly that bulged through his tunic. He was guiding a chestnut horse along the Nottingham Road as it curved away to the West.

Robin joined his friend, Little John, who was crouched behind a birch tree with his double-headed axe held in his meaty fist.

‘What do you think?’ Robin whispered.

‘Looks like grain,’ said Little John, who was not ‘little’ at all, but the tallest man Robin had ever met. He was huge – his arms were long enough to wrap around a tree trunk, and strong enough that he could probably uproot it and toss it twenty yards.

Little John squinted as he looked at the cart rumbling past. ‘I’ve never seen this man before.’

Robin clapped his friend on the back. ‘Then let’s ask him some questions.’

They set off at a run, picking up the pace and trusting that the clattering cartwheels would mask the sound of their approach.

Robin, the faster of the two, slipped behind the cart as its wheels sprayed up clumps of earth and shards of broken wood. With the horse at a walk, he had no trouble catching up, and jumped gracefully into the cart.

The chinless man felt the cart lurch. In the time it took him to cast a fearful look over his shoulder, Robin had already slipped his bow into his hands and strung an arrow.

‘Stop the cart,’ said Robin, ‘or you’ll get the King Harold treatment.’

The man did not need telling twice. He yanked hard on the reins, bringing his horse to a stop.

As Little John caught up with them, Robin hopped off the cart, keeping his arrow unerringly trained on the chinless man’s eye.

‘What’s your name?’ Robin asked him.

‘G-G-Godfrey, sir,’ said the man, looking from Robin to Little John. He gasped at the sight of the seven-foot Outlaw, who looked like a mountain with a beard.

Robin nodded at Little John, who lowered his axe down to waist height.

‘And what brings you along this road?’ Robin asked.

‘I’m bound for Nottingham,’ said Godfrey. ‘Going to sell my grain – see?’ He turned and pointed at the sacks.

Robin and Little John looked them over. ‘Twelve sacks,’ Robin commented. ‘You’ve room for lots more.’

Godfrey nodded. ‘Yes. I did have more, but I’ve already sold much of it in Lincoln.’

‘Oh, aye?’ said Little John. ‘So Nottingham gets the stale stuff, does it?’

‘No!’ Godfrey squeaked, shaking his head so violently he almost fell off his cart. ‘You misunderstand—’

‘He’s just joking with you, Godfrey,’ said Robin, reaching into the cart and patting the nearest sack. Godfrey gripped the reins of his carthorse so tight that Robin thought he’d soon draw blood from his palms.

‘You wouldn’t rob me, would you?’ Godfrey asked.

‘That depends,’ said Robin, stepping back from the cart.

‘On what?’ said Godfrey.

‘What happens when my friend rips one of these sacks open.’

Little John swung his axe at the nearest sack, splitting the canvas and sending grain spilling out onto the cart.

Grain – and silver coins.

‘Well, well!’ said Little John. ‘This is unlike any grain I’ve ever seen before. Must be fancy French stuff, eh?’

Robin looked at Godfrey and saw his eyes darting in each direction. ‘I… I…’ he stammered. ‘I search for the one they call Robin Hood. I bring him a great gift.’

‘Well, you’ve found him,’ said Robin.

Godfrey tried to jump off the cart, but his foot tangled itself up in the reins and he was flipped in midair. He hit the ground hard. Robin thought he heard a rib crack. But that did not stop Godfrey, who struggled up to his knees. ‘Good Robin of Sherwood,’ he said, ‘I bring you the gift of money that I stole from a tax collector along this very road. Almost a thousand silver coins to swell your noble Outlaws’ treasury.’

Robin and Little John shared a glance over the man’s head. With just their eyes, they asked each other: does this man look capable of robbing a tax collector by himself?

Robin slung his bow back over his shoulder and looked down at Godfrey. ‘An impressive feat,’ he said. ‘You should be proud of your courage.’

‘I follow your example, good Robin,’ said Godfrey. ‘You are an inspiration.’

Robin cast another glance at Little John, seeing the big man share his smirk. ‘Oh, yes, I know,’ he said. ‘An inspiration. That’s me, alright.’ He extended his hand. ‘On your feet, brother Godfrey.’

Godfrey raised his head, gratitude and relief swelling his face so fervently he almost seemed to grow a chin. He clasped the proffered hand firmly. ‘Thank you, Robin!’

As he helped the man to his feet, Robin curled his hand over Godfrey’s forearm with snake-like speed. He stabbed his fingers into his sleeve, finding what he was looking for – parchment, tied around Godfrey’s wrist with twine. Robin had it free in an instant. He stepped away from Godfrey. Little John crept up behind Godfrey and lowered his axe shaft over his head, holding him tight by the chest.

‘Robin, sir!’ cried Godfrey. ‘Don’t misunderstand—’

‘Oh, there’s little chance of that,’ said Robin, as he unfolded the parchment, revealing a list of names. English names. Most had been crossed out; the ones that had not were marked with tiny crosses.

Robin had encountered many tax collectors, and he knew what their lists looked like. The crosses indicated the people who could not pay – the people who would soon be arrested and thrown into the Sheriff of Nottingham’s dungeon. If not worse.

‘Oh, yes, I understand perfectly,’ said Robin. ‘A clever ruse, Godfrey. You think fast on your feet – but I think faster. You were taking this money to the Sheriff of Nottingham.’ He held the parchment up. ‘You are the tax collector.’

‘Norman scum!’ barked Little John, moving the axe shaft up to Godfrey’s throat.

‘No!’ Godfrey gasped, as Little John lifted him right off his feet.

‘Save your breath!’ said John. ‘You’ll need it to tell the Sheriff a more believable lie than the one you just told us.’

‘Oh, he won’t need to lie, John,’ said Robin, stepping up to the cart. ‘I’m sure our fine Sheriff will have no trouble believing that this is the work of the Sherwood Outlaws.’

‘Aye, right enough, Robin,’ said John, putting more pressure on Godfrey’s throat. The tax collector was starting to turn purple.

‘Let him go, John,’ said Robin, reaching into the cart and dragging towards him two of the canvas bags. He removed two drawstrings, seeing more grain and silver coins spill out on to the wood with a clatter that echoed in the forest. As Little John held Godfrey in place, Robin knelt to tie one of the strings tightly around the tax collector’s ankles. Then he tied the man’s hands behind his back.

Little John released Godfrey with a shove. The bulbous Norman was helpless to stop himself falling flat on his face with a dull thud. He wriggled and writhed as he tried to right himself. Robin and Little John laughed so much they had to lean against the cart.

‘Is that a Norman style of walking, Robin?’ said Little John, with a wicked grin. ‘It must take them ages to get anywhere!’

Robin took two handfuls of Godfrey’s tunic and sat him upright. ‘Now, then,’ he said. ‘I’m going to set you on your feet, so you can hop all the way to the Sheriff’s castle. But before I do, I want to make sure you know exactly why we have done this to you.’

Godfrey’s face had completely lost all pretence of pleading, his expression replaced with indignant hatred. ‘Because you’re a Saxon turd,’ he snarled. ‘King of the peasants.’

Robin tutted. He had heard a lot worse. ‘Please don’t take my actions personally,’ he said. ‘I’m sure that, when you’re not out taking Englishmen’s hard-earned money, you’re a decent man. But you work for the Sheriff and his puppet master, Prince John. That makes you my enemy. Tell the Sheriff that Robin Hood said if he so desperately wants a thousand silver coins, he should ask his rich Norman friends to spare him a few, rather than beat it out of the English poor.’

Robin helped Godfrey to his feet. The tax collector swayed for a moment, but Robin steadied him and turned him West, in the direction of the Sheriff’s castle.

‘On your way, Godfrey,’ said Robin, as he took a handful of the horse’s reins and began leading the cart in the other direction. ‘And be careful as you hop along the road. Next time you fall, there will be no friendly Saxons to help you up.’

Laughing heartily, Robin joined Little John, who was leading their new horse and cart into the depths of the forest. His big friend clapped him on the back, sending Robin stumbling forward a few steps.

‘A thousand coins, eh?’ said Little John. ‘We could retire on that.’

‘But we won’t,’ said Robin. ‘The money will go back to the people the Sheriff has taken it from. Won’t it?’

Little John sighed as he kept walking. ‘Aye… I suppose.’


Chapter Two

‘A thousand coins!’

The Sheriff of Nottingham paced the Great Hall of his castle, his boots trampling the straw covering the stone slabs, sending up puffs of dust and dirt.

Godfrey the tax collector was kneeling in front of him with his head bowed.

The Sheriff knew his gaze was hard for most men to hold. He had been blessed with coal-black eyes that contrasted sharply with his pale, almost cherub-like Norman features. ‘Satan’s eyes set deep into an Angel’s face.’ That was how he was most often described by the people of Nottingham. Behind his back, of course.

‘Look at me!’ snarled the Sheriff.

Godfrey finally found the Sheriff’s gaze. He even managed to hold it for a few seconds – the Sheriff was almost impressed.

‘You let Robin Hood humiliate me, you chinless cretin,’ the Sheriff said. ‘Now, my name will be a joke throughout Nottingham – and probably beyond!’ His swinging foot caught the underside of Godfrey’s jaw, lifting him off the ground. Godfrey crashed through a trestle table; the sound of his teeth raining on the wood debris was loud in the empty Great Hall.

The Great Hall used to be the heart of the Sheriff’s castle, bustling with servants, knights and sergeants – but not any more. Now, the Sheriff needed the Great Hall to be a place of secrecy. No one was allowed in without his permission.

‘Oh, do go easy on him.’

The Sheriff froze, eyes still on the now toothless tax collector, but barely seeing him. He planted his hand cautiously on the hilt of his sword as he turned in the direction of the shrill voice.

Mother Maudlin, the Witch of Paplewick, stood on the Great Hall’s high table, though the Sheriff had not heard her enter. Her black robe was so long it hung over the edge of the table; her hair flowed down to her waist, and was so blonde it was almost white. She looked no older than twenty, but the Sheriff had heard whispers that she was at least four times that age.

Everything about her face was unnatural, like a mask of a woman sculpted by someone with an unsteady hand. Her porcelain-pale skin was wrapped as tight as a drum around sharp cheekbones and a jaw that was almost perfectly triangular, her chin as pointed as the tip of a spear. Her sky-blue eyes were like none the Sheriff had ever seen before, and they blazed in the gloom of the Great Hall at dusk. In the centre of her forehead was carved a five-pointed star. The pus that leaked from it caught the torchlight.

‘I’ve told you before,’ said the Sheriff, ‘stop sneaking up on me like that.’

‘And I’ve told you before,’ said the Witch, ‘you no longer have the authority to execute useful men.’

‘Useful men?’ the Sheriff sneered. ‘He’s a failure. A disgrace.’

Mother Maudlin moved in half the time it took the Sheriff to blink. One moment she was on the table, the next she was standing in front of him, with a wry smile twisting her lips. The Sheriff recoiled at the stench of the pus draining from the pentagram scar.

‘Don’t you remember your promise to Prince John?’ she asked, her voice dragged down to a raspy whisper. A teasing, taunting glint filled her unnatural eyes. ‘You guaranteed a thousand able-bodied men for his army. A thousand souls.’

‘Of course I remember,’ snapped the Sheriff. ‘But I don’t think he’ll miss one imbecilic tax collector.’

‘That is not for you to decide,’ said Mother Maudlin, shaking her head.

‘I must be allowed to keep order in Nottingham,’ the Sheriff insisted. ‘I still give the orders here.’

‘For now,’ said the Witch. ‘But Prince John’s plan is bigger than Nottingham, my good Sheriff. He plays for the future of England – which means that it is for the Prince to decide who joins his…army.’

At this, Godfrey struggled forward and threw himself down in front of Mother Maudlin. ‘My lady, I will gladly serve the Prince.’

Maudlin stole a glance at the Sheriff, her eyes alight with cruel humour. ‘You know what to do,’ she said.

The Sheriff grabbed the protesting Godfrey by his neck and dragged him down torch-lit corridors into the castle dungeon.

‘My lord Sheriff,’ Godfrey whimpered as he bumped down the spiral staircase. ‘Please! Have mercy! I volunteer to serve the Prince!’

The staircase led to a wide, cavernous chamber beneath the castle. In the centre of the floor yawned a hole fifteen foot deep, covered with an iron grill. This was the Sheriff’s specially constructed dungeon – he enjoyed the sound of his prisoners begging for mercy. Their echoing calls of distress helped him sleep.

‘You will serve the Prince, Godfrey,’ said Mother Maudlin, who had appeared in the dungeon ahead of them, even though the Sheriff had left her behind in the Great Hall not two minutes ago. ‘You will serve him very well.’

The Sheriff grappled with the tax collector as he fought to free himself. ‘Please!’ he wailed, as the Sheriff bundled him towards the far left cell. ‘Have mercy!’

‘Shut up!’ snarled the Sheriff, turning the portly man round as he drew his sword. He slammed the hilt into the tax collector’s temple and let him fall to the floor, unconscious.

The Sheriff looked into the dungeon. Mother Maudlin stood on the edge of the hole, gazing through the rusty bars. The Sheriff joined her, willing his eyes not to clamp shut at the sight of the thing inside the cell.

A man crouched in the corner on all fours, like a wild dog. He wore the chain-mail of a sergeant, and a cloak with the Sheriff’s colours – black and red – but it was covered in blood, mucus, bile and anything else a body expelled at the point of death. He turned his face up to the Sheriff. One of his eyes wept blood, while the other was just a dead, greyish orb. Fissures ripped through the skin of his face, his neck, his forearms, revealing rotting flesh and muscle, even slithers of bone. His hands were gnarled, claw-like, scratching at the earthen floor as he grunted and growled.

The Sheriff looked to the other side of the dungeon and saw a sight that made him retch. He didn’t know why he bothered to hold his breakfast down – it was not like he could make the stench any worse.

‘He mauled the boy,’ the Sheriff said, pointing at the servant he had thrown into the cell earlier that morning. The boy lay face down in a pool of his own blood, the flesh of his legs picked clean off the bones. ‘You said you had that thing under control,’ the Sheriff said, indicating the sergeant.

‘I do have it under control,’ replied the Witch.

‘Well, it doesn’t look like it,’ said the Sheriff.

Mother Maudlin fixed the Sheriff with a grin that made him step back. ‘Many things aren’t apparent to you, Sheriff. You’re just a tool, a weapon, in this great plan.’

‘If I had known from the start,’ said the Sheriff, still looking into the pit, ‘that the Prince was working with you, well…’

Mother Maudlin giggled. ‘Don’t deceive yourself. You would have still thrown yourself at the Prince’s feet and begged to be involved,’ she said. ‘And you know it – the power the Prince has promised you once he becomes King is just too irresistible to a greedy soul such as yours.’

The Sheriff did not argue. The Witch was right, and he hated her for it.

He pointed into the dungeon. ‘It does not change what has happened here,’ he said. ‘You promised your…creature…wouldn’t kill the boy.’

‘He didn’t.’

The Witch’s eyes rolled back inside her skull, revealing the whites, which glowed like the moon. She spread her arms, the palms of her hands turning up towards the ceiling, fingers curling into claws. Her sleeves rode up her arms, revealing a map of weeping sores that puckered and pulsed in her skin, leaking the same rancid pus that trickled from the pentagram in her forehead.

The stench awoke awful memories in the Sheriff’s mind – memories he had tried in vain to forget. He remembered the Witch pouring her pus into a goblet and forcing it down the sergeant’s throat; the sergeant who now lived like a wild animal in his dungeon.

The wet, hissing noise now emanating from the Witch’s mouth, he instinctively knew to be a call to the creature. Mother Maudlin slowly lowered her head.

When the Sheriff followed her gaze, however, he saw not the sergeant but the dead boy’s shoulders twitch and shudder, his head rising off the dirty floor, to reveal a face bearing the same affliction as the sergeant who had killed him – one dead grey eye, the other leaking blood; the boils; the pallid complexion. His clawed hands reached for the rough walls of the dungeon as he dragged his flayed body along the ground, pulling himself to his bony feet.

The boy had no flesh on his legs, his lower torso hanging over his hips like a torn curtain, and yet he stood up in defiance of the death that he should have suffered.

The Sheriff made to cross himself, and then thought better of it. God would not forgive him now. Not for this.

‘Another Undead to add to the ranks,’ said Mother Maudlin wistfully. ‘And I will control them. But they need to feed – to keep their strength up. Otherwise my poor babies will get all sluggish and listless.’

As the Sheriff swallowed down more bile, Mother Maudlin looked at him. ‘I sense hesitance,’ she said. ‘You are reconsidering.’

‘I’m trying to understand how this will work,’ the Sheriff said. ‘How can we infect the citizens of Nottingham efficiently? You say the bite of the Undead will give people your plague?’

‘Yes,’ hissed Mother Maudlin.

‘But there’s a thousand people or more in Nottingham,’ said the Sheriff, unable to keep the condescension out of his own voice. ‘And these Saxon peasants will flee the city at the first sight of any plague. Your plan has many flaws, Mother.’

Mother Maudlin’s eyes never left the Sheriff’s. ‘That is not my problem. I don’t care how you do it, Sheriff,’ she said. ‘Just as long as it is done. One thousand souls.’ And before he could answer, she smiled even wider, her eyes unearthly lighting up the dungeon with a hideous glow. ‘And be swift about it! The Prince himself will be here in eight days.’

‘Prince John makes for Nottingham?’ the Sheriff blurted out, instantly cursing himself. He was acting like hired help, not an equal conspirator – which he was. Of course he was. After all, look at all the work he was doing.

‘Yes, he does,’ said Mother Maudlin with a casual flap of her hand. ‘So you had better make good on your promise within that time. Hadn’t you?’

The Sheriff could have happily thrown the Witch into the dungeon. The arrogance in her voice enraged him. His fingers twitched over his sword hilt.

But can I slay her with my sword? he asked himself. Could I kill her? She is getting too powerful for my liking.

He knew he would have to tread very carefully from now on.



Godfrey the tax collector did not feel himself being thrown into the dungeon with the Undead. Nor did he feel their clawed hands scratching at his face, or their hideous, blood-stained teeth sink into his neck and belly.

He did not feel them move away from him at Mother Maudlin’s command, and he did not feel the swift pox rampage through his veins like an invading army. The Plague was in his blood, driving him to the edge of life and dangling him over the abyss that was death.

But he was not dropped over the edge. He was left dangling.

The first thing he felt was the burning; a searing sensation in the bite marks on his neck and belly. The fire in Godfrey’s flesh radiated outwards from the wounds. He could feel his hot, sticky blood flowing from his body.

His knees and thighs protested with silent, interior screams of agony as he tried to push himself to his feet; the back of his head pounded incessantly, and his neck refused to move more than a few degrees in either direction.

Standing upright, Godfrey rubbed his face to clear away the streaming sweat and felt the boils on his forehead. He ran his fingertips over them, finding that they formed arches over his eyes before snaking down his cheeks, oozing pus that mixed with the sweat and ran off his chin.

He was still burning. All over. Inside and out. He panted like a dog as he tried to suck air into his lungs, his hands tearing his tunic. But it did no good. The fire inside would not be doused, and could not be snuffed out.

His legs couldn’t bear his weight for more than a few seconds. They collapsed like rotten wood and he hit the damp earth of the pit, simultaneously overcome with a delirious confusion and a petulant acceptance.

He was dying. He could feel it. It was an immense sensation, terrifying and all-consuming.

His heart beat rapidly, without rhythm. Boiling blood roared in his ears as his pulse pounded in his chest, his wrist, his neck, his head.

He sat bolt upright as fierce pain sliced through him, like a dozen daggers dug deep in his gut.

It was his organs. They were melting. Melting inside him. He pitched forward in his sitting position, suddenly aware of nothing but his chest, filling with a bubbling bile that moved and swished like rioting waves. He coughed and gagged, retched and hacked; his chest heaved once, twice. On the third, his useless, melted human organs ejected themselves in a stream of oozing black sludge that scalded his flesh on the inside. Up and up they came, streaked with lashings of blood and phlegm, the mess slowly rolling away, forming a viscous mound that frothed and plopped like boiling water in a pot.

The vomiting continued, endlessly, the final dregs of Godfrey’s internal human body weakly dribbling out of him. He spluttered and tried to get up again, finding himself powerless to do so. His flesh and bones were dead weight, and his muscles refused to work. He sank back down to the ground. He wanted to scream – in confusion, in terror and, most of all, in agony – but he was unable.
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