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I was seventeen when I first became entangled in this Robin Hood world of my own creation. Seventeen when I dove into the realm of self-publishing with no idea what I was doing.

To those of you who might have read the original series, THANK YOU. I am forever astounded anyone takes interest in the stories I have to tell and immensely grateful for all of you. To those of you who have no idea what I’m talking about, let me explain ...

When I started self-publishing I did so under the name Amanda Grace. The series I lovingly refer to as the OG Robin Hood series, five books in total, were all under that name. Always in Shadow was the second book that I ever published, when I was twenty-years-young.

Eventually I switched to writing under Mandi Grace, but left my old books behind me for several years. And then one day I decided to move all of my books under one name—and while doing so, revisit and rewrite the old ones to give them a more polished story and brand new covers. This is what you hold in your hand today.

Rewriting Always in Shadow and turning it into The Journey of the Peacekeeper was illuminating and rewarding in so many ways. The story I tell in this book is the one that I always meant to tell in the original version of this book—but it fell flat in Always in Shadow. Why, you might ask? Because the main character, Much, is very like myself. He’s an enneagram 9, a peacekeeper and gentle soul. He doesn’t always speak his mind (because why would anyone listen, his opinions hold no value), and that was also true of myself in many ways. I wanted to tell a story of transformation for Much in the book once known as Always in Shadow, but for anyone who read that version I’m sure you can see...he doesn’t transform. He’s still meek and afraid by the end of the book.

What I found in rewriting this book was that I myself have changed so much since I wrote the original. I have gone on my own transformation. I’ve grown confident in my convictions and I can speak my mind when I need to. I’m still a fairly quiet, gentle soul, but I don’t have to be.

Finding out that I could give Much the story that he truly deserves simply because I have now lived the journey I wanted him to go on was beautiful for me. Rewriting Much’s book was rediscovering myself as a young person and slowly guiding little me and little Much toward the confidence I knew we could both find (because I have). I feel so much more deeply connected to Much and his story now, and he holds my heart in a way he never did when I wrote Always in Shadow.

This new Journey of the Peacekeeper is twice as big, and given all that Much and I have gone through since its conception and now to its rebirth, I hope twice as good.
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Prologue
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MARI-LU SKIPPED DOWN the dirt path, relishing the shades of orange and gold to her left beyond the rooftops of Wetherby as the sun set on this most glorious of birthdays. She had a bouquet of flowers in one hand, swinging wildly with every skip forward toward her house, and a wreath of more blossoms braided into her dark hair. Her blue eyes were dancing as she neared her home after spending time in the infamous meadow where the great Robin Hood and his band of outlaws had once lived.

Aunt Lucy was coming today.

Mari-Lu could hardly contain her excitement as her feet briskly danced down the old street. Wetherby was a simple village outside of the city of Nottingham—originally comprised of a few small houses of tenants of a manor nearby (as the villagers had been vassals to the lord who lived there) it had slowly grown into an independent village. With every year the village grew in size as more people built homes and added streets to their little corner of the world. Mari-Lu’s father sometimes commented that Nottingham itself was going to envelop them at some point, bringing their little village into the city proper, but it hadn’t happened yet. The city of Nottingham was expanding not only through the natural trade and growth of the world but also because of its connection to the legend of Robin Hood, as tourists from both within and far beyond England came to live near where Robin Hood had once walked.

As Mari-Lu turned the last corner toward her home—a house that had been in the family for at least four generations and built onto more times than even she knew—she caught sight of the reason for her eager anticipation.

Aunt Lucy was just at the door, talking with Mari-Lu’s mother, so she quickened her steps—forgoing skipping in favor of an all-out run. Aunt Lucy had been away visiting Scotland for some weeks and had only just returned, and on this perfect day of all days, too!

Today was, after all, Mari-Lu’s eighth birthday and she was feeling quite grown-up.

Aunt Lucy was undoubtedly the young girl’s favorite relative. She was not, in fact, her aunt but rather her great-grandmother but Aunt Lucy had been called such by all the children around Nottingham—whether related to her or not—for nearly sixty years and Mari-Lu had adopted the name along with everyone else.

As Mari-Lu’s feet carried her swiftly down the last stretch of the street, Aunt Lucy turned with a wide smile and opened her arms. Mari-Lu crashed into her and felt her great-grandmother’s arms envelop her in a hug even as they both tilted precariously backwards for a moment before settling into a more stable sense of balance.

“Mari-Lu!” her mother scolded. “You could have knocked her over! You’re lucky I was near enough to grab her shoulders.”

“I’m alright.” Aunt Lucy laughed, pulling back from the embrace to smile at Mari-Lu’s mother, before turning to wink at Mari-Lu. “Happy birthday, young one.”

Aunt Lucy bent and kissed Mari-Lu’s cheek.

“Thank you! I’m eight today, you know.”

“Oh I know,” Aunt Lucy laughed.

Mari-Lu’s mother, Marian, ushered the two of them inside, and Mari-Lu laced her fingers through Aunt Lucy’s as they walked. The front room of their home was one of the original rooms of the house where the great Lady Marian—Mari-Lu’s mother’s grandmother by marriage—had grown up; within the small front room was a wooden table with chairs seated around it, a hearth to one side with more chairs pulled up to it, and several doors leading to other rooms, along with a staircase to the upper floors of the house.

“Did you bring me a gift?”

“Mari-Lu!” her mother scolded again, but Aunt Lucy only laughed.

Mari-Lu turned to Aunt Lucy with bright eyes. “Well?”

“I do have a gift for you.” Aunt Lucy moved to a chair by the hearth. There wasn’t a fire lit yet, as it was still early in the evening and the October days were still warm. “I am going to tell you another story, if you like.”

“Oh, please do!” Mari-Lu clapped her hands and moved to kneel on the floor in front of Aunt Lucy, resting her arms across Aunt Lucy’s knees, her chin sitting atop her hands. She loved a good story, and no one told a tale better than Aunt Lucy. It was why she was the keeper of the family histories, and why no one was trusted more with keeping the memories of Robin Hood and the rest of the gang of fearless rebels alive and well.

“Whose story do I get to hear now?”

“I want to tell you the story of one of the gentlest, kindest souls I have ever had the pleasure of knowing,” Aunt Lucy replied.

“Who was that?”

“The one most known by people nowadays only as the great Robin Hood’s faithful servant—but he was so much more than that! He was a hero, too, though he never knew it.”

Mari-Lu smiled. “You mean Much, right? Tell me about him.”

Aunt Lucy tucked a wisp of hair that had fallen from Mari-Lu’s braid behind her ear, getting a faraway look in her eyes as she thought back to the adventures in Sherwood and beyond.    

She had lived the adventures herself, and her memories still served her well, as she had never yet shied away from sharing her stories, recalling every detail much to Mari-Lu’s delight. Aunt Lucy kept the memories of the famous gang of outlaws alive within the family itself, around Nottinghamshire, and far beyond the reaches of England to anyone who was willing to listen to her.   

She had not only her memories and perspective on past events, but had been entrusted by the other members of the gang to carry on their stories, too. Mari-Lu hadn’t been born when the rest of the gang was around, but she’d heard her mother talk about how some of them had sat down with Aunt Lucy and specifically shared their side of the story—their emotions, their struggles—so that no part of the history would be lost.

Mari-Lu had heard snippets of all Aunt Lucy’s tales growing up, but it wasn’t until a year ago that Aunt Lucy had finally sat down and told her the story of Sherwood—of Lady Marian, Robin Hood, and Aunt Lucy herself—from beginning to end. Yet even on that day she had hinted that there were other stories to be told, and Mari-Lu had eagerly waited for them.

“This is the perfect birthday present,” Mari-Lu said softly, watching Aunt Lucy’s misty eyes.

“I haven’t even begun yet, child.”

“I already know it’s going to be wonderful.”

“I think it will be,” Aunt Lucy agreed. “But like many stories, it didn’t start out that way. It began with a small baby being born prematurely, his poor young mother dying to give him life.”

“Oh no,” Mari-Lu groaned.

“Young Much was the son of a miller, but when his father had a terrible accident at the mill when the boy was only three years old, little Much was set adrift. He passed from relative to relative in his village—they all had their own mouths to feed and little money to spare on another child. Eventually, in desperate need of coin, they sold Much to an Earl from a distant city—Sir Edward, the Earl of Locksley...”
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MUCH FELT ANOTHER trickle of sweat slide down his brow as the heat from the sun bore down on him. The sharp thwick of a bow sounded and Much watched as Robin fired another arrow towards the target. They were in the grassy pasture between the manor house and the stables at Locksley estate, where Robin had set up the target made of wood and straw to practice his archery. He was a decent shot—certainly better than Much would ever be. They’d both begun lessons in weaponry at a young age, and now at fifteen Robin was proficient.

Robin grunted as he pulled another arrow from his quiver, his blue eyes flashing with determination. “I still can’t quite get it.”

“You hit the target,” Much replied, hands on his hips as he watched Robin shoot again.

“I’d like to be able to hit the bull’s eye every time though!” Robin pushed his blond hair out of his eyes and glared at the target as he pulled his arrow back until his bowstring was taut.

“So ... that means we’re not going inside any time soon?” Much’s throat was dry, his tongue thick with thirst while his whole body felt oppressed by the heat of the sun. It was an unusually hot day.

“We’re not going in until I can get this right,” Robin replied, letting one arrow go and immediately grabbing another one.

Much wanted to sigh, but he did not. Though he and Robin were the same age, and in many ways Much felt they were brothers, he knew his place. It had, after all, been drilled into him his whole life.

Much remembered nothing of his life before living at the Locksley estate, growing up in the manor house alongside the Earl’s young son Robin. He had vague memories of his first years in the manor house, sleeping in the nursery with Robin, sharing a nursemaid with the young lord. He could remember feeling at home, and growing to love Robin as a brother.

The most vivid of his early memories came when Much was five years old. Sir Edward had come up into the nursery while the boys were playing with carved wooden blocks—Robin trying to make a tower to reach the ceiling while Much built around it, strengthening the foundation—as their nursemaid sat in the corner, sewing and humming softly to herself.

The humming stopped and the servant girl was on her feet as the Earl came into the room. Robin glanced toward his father and grinned. “Do you see my high tower?”

“I see it.” The Earl smiled at his son as he strode across the room and placed an affectionate hand on his son’s head. Then he turned his gaze on Much.

“As it is nearly the end of the day, young Much, I am going to send Sarah up to help you move your things.”

“Move my things?”

“Yes. You will be moving into the servant’s quarters now that you are older and no longer in need of the nursery. My son will also be moving to a larger room.”

“I like our room,” Robin said, reaching on his tiptoes to put another block on his stack.

“Be that as it may,” the Earl replied, “you will both be moving. Much, you will get a few weeks of lessons from Sarah and the other servants on what your duties will be moving forward.”

“My duties?”

“Yes, child. You will be looking after my son as his manservant when you are older, and you will need to know how. It may take a year or two for you to become competent in your duties, and that is expected. I have older servants who will assist in the meantime and instruct you on how you will proceed.”

“Will I still play with Robin?”

“Your task will not be ‘playing’ with Robin, but rather taking care of him. You are young now, but once you have learned you will be helping to ensure his clothes are clean and presentable before he wears them, make sure his horse is saddled when he needs it, make sure his food is always prepared on time—in short, anything that the young lord requires, his manservant will provide. Do you understand this?”

“So...we won’t be playing?”

“Not always, no. Your childhood will come to a close as you take on your chores, but this is what I bought you for. You can be my son’s companion and friend as far as you can, but you must never forget your place. He will inherit my estate—he will be the lord, the Earl of Locksley—and you are nothing more than his servant. Do not overstep.”

“I’m a servant? Like Sarah?”

“Yes, precisely like Sarah,” the Earl nodded. “You are not my son’s equal, and now that you are old enough to understand this it is time for you to take your place in the household as such.”

Much could hardly comprehend what any of the Earl’s speech truly meant, but while his confusion swirled the Earl left and soon Sarah—a cook at the manor and the woman in charge of the rest of the servants—came to help both Much and Robin move to their respective rooms.

“But why do we have to be apart?” Much asked as Sarah tucked his few small sets of clothes into a bag.

“Because you were never truly together,” Sarah said, giving his head a gentle pat. “He’s a young lord, and you are his servant. It’ll be alright, Much. You’ll still see him every day; you’ll get to play with him, grow up with him. You’ll just have a few chores, too.”

Much still didn’t truly understand what the Earl or Sarah meant by saying he and Robin were not the same, but it didn’t take long before he could comprehend and feel the difference.

Now, all these years later, Much knew that regardless of how uncomfortable he was in the heat of the day, until Robin said they could return to the manor he had to hold his tongue and simply stay at his master’s side.

Robin nearly dropped the next arrow he grabbed and he cursed quietly, setting it down long enough to wipe his fingers, slick with sweat, across his trousers.

I think that’s enough for one day.

Much didn’t speak his thoughts. It wasn’t his place to advise Robin, merely to look after him. If Robin stayed out long enough to be in danger of passing out from the heat and exertion then Much would intervene, but he’d already spoken up once about going inside so until he thought Robin might faint, Much was going to hold his tongue.

Robin shot two more arrows, grunting at both and looking entirely unsatisfied. Much bit his tongue, keeping a smooth and complacent look on his face throughout the ordeal. When Robin wanted his opinion, he would ask.

At any rate, the longer they spent at the archery range the less time they’d be in Wetherby. Not that Much disliked visiting the village of Wetherby and their friends there, but watching Robin attempt to flirt with Sir Godfrey’s daughter Marian was not the most enjoyable way to spend an afternoon. How it compared to archery in sweltering heat, Much wasn’t sure yet. At the end of the day he’d evaluate the good and bad of both and form his opinion—one he wasn’t likely to share with anyone.

“It’s too hot out here for all this,” a cheery voice called. Much turned around to see Sarah moving toward them with two pewter cups in one hand and a pitcher in the other. Much moved forward to help her.

“I brought water,” Sarah said as Much took the cups and held them up for Sarah to pour the water into. “Fresh from the spring, no less. I had Isaac run and fetch it for you both.”

Much carried the cups to Robin, who gratefully set aside his bow and took one, guzzling the liquid. Sarah poured him more while Much finally put the refreshing liquid to his lips, closing his eyes as he savored the cool, clean water.

“You are a mess,” Sarah chided, setting the pitcher at her feet and whipping a handkerchief out of her pocket, proceeding to wipe Robin’s brow with it.

Robin grinned. “I’m trying to beat that target.”

Sarah gave him a motherly frown and then turned to Much, gently wiping his face, too. “You should come to the kitchen, Much dear. Robin doesn’t need you as he’s quite capable of shooting those arrows without an audience.”

Robin shrugged. “It won’t be cooler in the kitchen where you’re likely in the midst of preparing dinner ... but you can go wherever you like, Much.”

“See?” Sarah smiled at Much.

Much couldn’t stop the delight from filling him at the thought of an afternoon with Sarah in the kitchens. It was a far better prospect than archery or Robin’s flirting with Lady Marian.

Robin grabbed another arrow and shrugged again. “I’ll be here a while.”

“Are you certain you won’t need anything?” Much asked, wanting to go with Sarah immediately but knowing his own desires and wants did not come before Robin’s.

Robin lowered his bow, smiling at Much in a rather affectionate way that Much found condescending. “Always by my side, huh? Would you follow me even unto death?”

Much knew Robin was teasing, so he gave a mock bow. “Even unto death, my lord. I will do whatever you require.”

Robin threw back his head and laughed. “Ah, Much, I would never ask such a thing of you. Go on, Sarah can probably put you to good use in the kitchen. And she’s right, I don’t need an audience.”

“Don’t stay out yourself for too long,” Sarah said, grabbing Robin’s shoulders and turning him toward her so she could study him. “I don’t want you getting ill from the heat and exertion.”

“I’m fine, Sarah.” Robin bent and kissed her cheek. “Promise.”

Sarah poured him another cup of water, watched as he drank it, and then seemed satisfied that he would be alright. Much walked with her back to the manor, though they left the water with Robin in case he desired more.

“What are you preparing for the meals today?” Much asked, and listened with delight as Sarah began to tell him what she had planned and how she could use his help.

When they reached the kitchens at the back of the manor house, Much moved to a table in the main kitchen area and started chopping the vegetables Sarah directed him to. He listened with pleasure to the cheerful chatter of the other cooks, as Sarah bustled about and bossed everyone around with her bubbly energy.

The kitchen was Much’s favorite room in the house. Along one whole wall were shelves full of pots, pans, and other cooking utensils as well as various ingredients for food that Sarah and her underlings might use on a daily basis, and next to those shelves was the table where Robin and Much would always sit when they visited Sarah as children.

There were four doors on the opposite wall, leading to the larder—where raw meat, fresh milk, and other things in need of cooler air were kept; the scullery—where clean-up of dishes and laundry typically happened; the saucery—where the old saucer Matthew would do his work to create masterpieces for the Earl’s dinners; and the wine cellar, which the Earl proudly boasted was as fine as the cellar in Nottingham castle itself.

Sarah’s hearth—always filled with a roaring fire—and her clay oven were located along the far wall opposite the entrance to the main part of the house. Filling the center of the room was a long, wide table that was always crowded with food being prepared by various members of the kitchen staff. Much had never seen a larger table in his life—even the one in the dining room upstairs where the Earl ate was not as wide or long as the table used to prepare his meals.

The warmth of contentment spread through Much’s chest as he took in the atmosphere of his sacred space. Sarah’s bossy voice was easily heard about the chatter of the other servants. The smell of freshly baked bread wafted from the side of the kitchen where the clay oven was located; from the hearth drifted the delicious scent of the meat that one of the spit boys was slowly turning over and over above the fire. The sounds, smells, and sights had a nostalgic charm to Much. It was undoubtedly his favorite place to be.
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AS MUCH CHOPPED vegetables in the kitchen for Sarah, he thought back on those early years of learning how separate he truly was from Robin.

The servants quarters were located at the back of the manor house near the kitchens, and for a while Much had lived there, in a separate room from Robin. He’d wake early to the sounds of the kitchen staff preparing breakfast, which was soon followed by the delightful smells that always lured young Much out of bed and into the kitchens. Sarah would hoist him onto her hip and work around him, occasionally giving him bites of whatever she was cooking for breakfast as she worked.

But after a few years, when the separation in their rank and worth had been drilled into him by daily lessons with the Earl and learning how to care for Robin by the side of Isaac, Matthew, and other servants, Much was allowed to move into Robin’s room at Robin’s request. At that point, the visits to the kitchen came at Robin’s bidding rather than Much’s, and so he spent less time there than he would have liked.

He remembered the way he’d paused in the doorway and stared the first time Robin had led Much into the room they were to share.

“Come on!” Robin grinned, “Father gave me a new book for my birthday; an actual book. It’s leather-bound and everything!”

Robin darted forward toward a shelf, but Much stayed rooted to the spot by the door.

The room was spacious, far bigger than the one Much had lived in for two years in the servants quarters—one which he’d shared with several of the other servants. This spacious room was filled with a large bed, a small table with a chair that served as a desk, and a large shelf covering one wall with various books, toys, and trinkets on it; the room had a large hearth on one side always filled with a roaring fire in winter months—the sort of thing that wouldn’t be found in the servant rooms at the back of the manor.

Robin was flipping through the pages of his book at the small table while Much continued to stare from the doorway..   “It’s in Latin, of course, which is impossible to read, but Father says I have to learn it. Latin, French, English...so many languages to learn to be a lord, he says. I have to be able to communicate at court with ambassadors and kings and who knows what all...” Robin trailed off and looked over at Much, still standing by the door. “What is it?”

Much shook himself and moved into Robin’s room. “Nothing.”

He wanted to tell Robin how in awe he was of this room, and of Robin’s new book. Much loved reading; Sarah had taught him over the kitchen table—she’d often be kneading dough to make a loaf of bread, or stirring a pot of stew on the fire, as Much sat at the table nearby and she would painstakingly draw letters in the dust of flour on the table until he could recognize them, and then moved on to small words when she felt he was ready. To be given a whole book all for his own would be a dream.

But Much did not tell Robin any of his thoughts or feelings because Robin was his lord and he was a servant; they were not brothers.

Robin walked across the room and grabbed Much’s hand, drawing him toward the small table. Robin set his book down, pushed Much into the chair, and then leaned against the table himself, leafing through the pages in the book.

“Isn’t it marvelous? I knew you’d want to see it as soon as Father gave it to me.”

Much tentatively reached out to touch the fragile paper, caressing it. “It is a beautiful book, though I can’t understand a word of it.”

Robin threw his head back in a laugh and then snapped the book shut. “Exactly! I’ve told Father I need you to take the language lessons with me so I can learn better. Sorry to make you do schooling on top of everything else, but I can’t do it alone. I just can’t. There’s too much to learn.”

Much felt a swell of warmth around his heart as Robin prattled on. He was going to get to learn—it was more than he could have ever hoped for, especially given his position in society.

Much’s meager belongings were stashed under Robin’s spacious bed, along with a smaller straw mattress to be pulled out at night for him. In the days that followed, the boys would rise early and spend their mornings in the kitchen with Sarah, and then spend several hours with the Earl as he instructed Robin in languages, diplomacy, history, horse-riding, and the use of a sword and bow.

They often had the afternoon to themselves and would play together at Locksley manor, or in Locksley village—and on the best afternoons they would cajole and convince either the Earl or one of the older servants to accompany them to the village of Wetherby nearby so they could play with their friends Marian and Mark.

Much shifted the knife in his hand, as he grabbed a nearby carrot from the stack of vegetables he was chopping for Sarah, letting his mind continue to wander through the memories of his childhood that this room had seen. Sarah had taught him to read here in the flour-dust on the table; she’d taught him to cook, too. He’d spent his happiest days in this room with Sarah, but more often than not he was always interrupted in his pleasure by the appearance of Robin wanting to drag him off on a wild adventure. Still, he’d enjoyed those, too.
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“ARE YOU NEARLY finished?” Sarah asked from across the kitchen. Eighteen-year-old Much looked down at the bread dough in his hands that he had been kneading.

“Nearly.”

Much set the dough aside so it could rise, covering it in a small towel. He was working at the large table in the kitchen, and there were other servants around it as well putting together various pieces of the meals that Sarah had planned for the day. Sarah bustled about the kitchen in her bossy way, though with less energy than she once had; her hair had streaks of grey in it now, and Much wondered if she’d always looked so tired after a long day in the kitchen.

Much grabbed another batch of dough from nearby, removing the towel it had been under, giving the ball of dough a solid punch to release any air bubbles that might be inside. Then he shaped the dough in his hands, forming the semblance of a loaf as this set of dough had already finished its first rising.

“I’ve got another loaf ready for a second rise and then baking,” Much called over the hum of the other conversations in the room. Sarah hurried over, taking the loaf and setting it on the small outcropping of stone over the hearth where it would sit for a few minutes before she transferred it to the clay oven.

“Much!” Robin’s yell pierced the kitchen, though he wasn’t yet visible. All of the servants in the kitchen paused what they were doing when they heard the call, glancing toward the door before turning back to their work.

Much braced himself for whatever grand scheme Robin had likely cooked up now, as Sarah placed a floury hand on his shoulder. “I do believe Master Robin is looking for you.”

“So he is,” Much sighed. He moved toward the doorway of the kitchen, jogging out just as Robin came racing in. They slammed into each other, Much stumbling backwards as Robin grabbed the wall to steady himself.

“So sorry, Much.” Robin grabbed his arm and helped him find his balance. “That was entirely my fault.”

“You were looking for me. Did you need something?”
“I have glorious news! The king has declared he is going to march in the Third Crusade! We’re retaking Jerusalem from Saladin!”
“Who’s Saladin?” Much asked.

“A man who took Jerusalem from the king who was ruling there...King Guy, I think. Doesn’t matter; the politics aren’t the point.” Robin’s eyes were bright with excitement and anticipation, and Much’s heart sank to his toes as he waited for Robin to tell him the worst of his news.

“And this Crusade to retake Jerusalem is glorious news, because?” Sarah asked from across the kitchen.

The other servants glanced between Sarah and Robin—like Much they were not unused to seeing Sarah’s casual interactions with the young lord, but unlike Much and Sarah they did not have such a personal connection to him and would therefore be less likely than even Much to openly speak their mind to him, so whenever Sarah did, it caught everyone’s attention.

“Because I’m going!” Robin grinned, practically skipping across the kitchen to wrap Sarah in a hug. “We’re going to war and it will be splendid.”
Much doubted that a great deal.
“Oh, Master Robin.” Sarah sighed. “I wish you wouldn’t. You cannot mean that.”

“I do mean it, Sarah. I will be a hero when I come home, I promise you that.”

“Your father will not like it,” Much offered as Robin let go of Sarah and she went back to work.

“My father does not have to approve of it, Much. I can do as I please.”

“You are truly going to join the Crusades?” Sarah asked, glancing over her shoulder at Robin as she pulled a fresh loaf of bread from the oven.

“Of course. And Much is coming with me, so you needn’t worry. He always looks after me.”

Much bit his cheek to keep himself from saying anything to the contrary. He had no desire to fight in a war, but it was his duty to look after Robin and so he would.

When Robin told the Earl of his plan, the Earl forbade Robin from going, but Much knew that wasn’t going to stop Robin. He had made up his mind, and Robin was too stubborn to give into anyone’s advice or change his course of direction for any reason.

Robin waited a few days—until after Marian’s birthday, wanting to spend the day with her in Wetherby—and then he quietly packed his bags.

Robin had heard of training taking place in London when all of the young men eager to join the Crusades had gathered there after the archbishop of Canterbury called on anyone willing to join the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick on his holy quest, but once the summons came from King Richard to cross the channel with him, the men eager for war or burning with religious zeal began to move in droves to the sea ports from Dartmouth to Dover, and so Robin intended to direct his steps toward the white cliffs.

The night Robin packed his bags, Much went to the kitchens to pack some provisions for them. It was a long trip to the city of Dover where they would be headed, and though they would likely take lodgings at taverns or abbeys along the way to Dover, Much wanted to be prepared.

He tried to keep his rustling about the dark kitchen to a minimum, but it wasn’t long before Sarah crept in with a candle in her hand. “Much? What are you doing in here so late?”

“Robin and I are leaving, I’m afraid.”

“Now? For the Crusades?” Sarah’s eyes were wide. She moved forward quickly to wrap Much in a hug and then helped him gather his supplies. When Much was satisfied with his pack, he and Sarah left the manor and went to the stables together, where they met Robin.

The moon was shining brightly, and Robin carried a lantern with him as he entered the barn where the horses slept quietly.

“Have we already been found out?” Robin chuckled as Much and Sarah followed him into the barn. Much moved to wake and saddle a couple of horses while Sarah approached Robin.

“I may not be your mother,” she said, pulling Robin into a hug, “but you will always be my little Robin and I will not let you sneak off without a goodbye.”

Much watched the exchange from the corner of his eye as he finished saddling the horses.

“I love you so.” Sarah’s voice was strangled and shallow. “Please be careful.”

Sarah took Robin’s face in her hands and kissed his forehead.

“I will be careful. And besides, why are you so worried when I will have Much to look after me?”

Much led the horses toward Robin, who grabbed the reins of one while Sarah turned to Much, her eyes brimming with tears. “Oh, Much...”

Sarah placed a gentle hand on either side of his face. “Come home, son. I love you too well to lose you.”

“We will come home, I promise you that. The Earl would certainly never forgive me if I lost Robin along the way.”

Robin swung into his saddle. “Come on, you two, we can’t have a prolonged emotional farewell for the rest of the night. I want to be gone before Father can stop us.”

Sarah stepped back, letting her tears fall freely. “Come home, both of you. That’s an order.”

Robin grinned and bowed to her from atop his horse, and Much kissed her cheek before swinging into his own saddle. As the two of them trotted down the dirt path away from the manor and toward Locksley village, Robin glanced over at Much.

“You do not have to come.”

“I could not let you go alone.”

“You are so willing to follow me into battle?”

“I believe I once told you I would follow you unto death. Besides, this isn’t just about my duty. Your father would insist I follow you anywhere, but more than that...I do love you as a brother, Robin. I can’t let you go fight a war on your own.”

Robin nodded, seemingly satisfied, and together they rode through the night toward some terrifying destiny that Much was reluctant to meet.

The journey across England was uneventful, and before too many days had elapsed they were nearing Dover.

Long before they entered the city, Much caught sight of the castle on the knoll overlooking the docks and the channel, a bridge connecting the outer wall of defense to the city below. Much took in the magnificent and formidable sight with awe.

Before long they’d passed through the city gate and the buildings around them began to obscure Much’s sight of the castle.

As they rode along a busy street near the wharf, Robin viewed the signs of inns and taverns along the street while Much looked up in wonder at the striking castle on the hill overlooking the channel.

The castle stood valiantly on the top of the hill, and below it were the high walls of defense. Only a short distance further down the hill, there was another tall wall encircling both the hill and castle. From his vantage point by the docks, Much couldn’t see the bridge that crossed into the city proper, but he was tempted to go look for it just to see the castle up close.

It was a far larger and more impressive looking castle than that of the castle in Nottingham where Sir Godfrey ruled as Sheriff. Much, Robin, and Sir Godfrey’s two children—Marian and Mark—had played together in the Nottingham castle more times than Much could possibly count and had discovered all of its secrets.

The first time the group of friends had found a secret door in the kitchen, Much had been thoroughly amazed. Why would anyone have a door that led into the wall? But over time, the secret passages had become familiar as the four children played there every chance they got. It was exciting to wander in the darkness looking for new pathways. There were many twists and turns, and the doors that slid along the walls, rather than swinging inward, opened into many different rooms inside the castle...
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ROBIN SHOOK MUCH’S shoulder, breaking his reverie. “Hey. Are you still in there?”

Much glanced at his lifelong friend, standing on the street below where Much was still mounted on his horse. “I’m sorry, did you need something?”

“I’ve found us lodgings while you’ve been staring at that castle with your mouth hanging open.” Robin grinned. He pointed to a building nearby, and Much quickly dismounted.

A young boy came running over. “I can stable your horse as I did for Master Robin!”

Much handed over the reins, letting the stable boy do his work as Robin pulled him toward the nearby establishment and led him inside.

The front room was wide, with a tall ceiling, and filled with many tables—most of which were full of various groups of young men, chatting and laughing and likely in town for the same reason as Much and Robin. There was also a counter along one side, behind which a young woman was hastily filling mugs of ale and mead at the request of the young men gathered at the bar. Behind her was a row of shelves, and a door that led into the kitchen. Various servers were running in and out of the kitchen, carrying platters of food to the ravenous young men scattered around the room.

“It’s a bit full in here, but at least there was lodging,” Robin called over the noise of the room. He pointed toward the stairs and Much followed him.

Once they were on the second floor, the noise from below became more muted, and after Robin had taken Much inside the room he’d procured and shut the door, the noise settled to a low hum below them, other than the occasional outburst of laughter that shook the floor beneath their feet.

The room Robin had taken Much into was small, furnished with a simple straw mattress; it had a hearth with a meager fire, and a small table off to one side.

Much moved to the window opposite the door and glanced down into the busy street where he could see seasoned and muscled sailors moving across gangways toward their various ships, hefting an assortment of crates and barrels to be stored there. They called to each other and laughed, seeming to find a great deal of amusement in watching the hordes of young men who wandered the street staring at ships and looking wide-eyed and out of place—rather as Much felt himself. There were grizzled soldiers on the street as well, overseeing some of the ships, or marching along the street on their own business with swords swinging at their sides and grim expressions on their faces.

Much turned away from the window, choosing to go in search of the stable boy so he could bring in the packs that held his and Robin’s possessions and store them in the room where they would be staying. When that was through, Robin informed him he was going down to the docks to find them berths on a ship.

“The adventure is about to begin, my friend,” Robin said with a wink. “I am eager for this journey.”

He was gone in a moment, before Much had a chance to reply that he was not looking forward to this at all.

Much pulled a chair over to the window to watch the docks and keep an eye on Robin as best he could—though his line of sight was often blocked by piles of barrels and crates, tall sailors, and the boats themselves that crowded the harbor.

King Richard had wasted no time after his ascent to the throne in calling all willing men to the Cinque ports—five towns along the English Channel that kept ships at the ready to cross the channel at the king’s bidding. Much had never left Nottinghamshire until this adventure, so the sight of the channel itself—the waves crashing against the shore in a never-ending rhythm—was a fascinating sight and he forgot he was meant to be keeping an eye on Robin.

The ships in the harbor were equally fascinating as Much had never seen one before. There were little fishing boats floating along beside ships nearly as big as the houses in Locksley village!

Robin returned after several hours empty-handed. There were a lot of young men eager to follow the king to the Holy Land, and the ships were filling up fast.

“I’ll try again tomorrow,” Robin said as the two of them went downstairs to the common room to order some supper and then retired to bed. Much slept on the floor wrapped in a blanket while Robin slumbered on the mattress nearby.

The next morning Robin and Much settled at the bar to order breakfast—the common room was not as full as it had been the night before, but there were a handful of soldiers, sailors, and lost young men like Much himself scattered about the room.

The harried young woman from the night before came walking over to Robin and Much to ask what they’d like to eat. Robin ordered breakfast, and Much bit the inside of his cheek.

As she moved through the door to the kitchen, a young man seated nearby spoke up.

“Are you joining the Crusades, like everyone else here in Dover?”

Robin and Much both turned to look at him. He was small in build, with sandy hair and disconsolate blue eyes that twisted Much’s stomach when he met his gaze.

“Yes, we are,” Robin answered his question. “I am Robin, son of the Earl of Locksley, and this is my faithful servant and dear friend Much.”

“I am Allen of the Dale,” the young man said, smiling slightly though it did not improve the downcast look in his eyes that unsettled Much. “I’m sailing on The Barbara. Which vessel do you sail with?”

“I have not arranged all those details,” Robin replied. “We only arrived last night.”

“Ah, well, if you’ll allow me, I can help you. There’s a few berths left on our ship. I hadn’t realized until I arrived that the king had so many ships at the ready, and yet they’re all being filled to the brim. Have you seen the harbor?”

The serving girl returned with plates of food for Much and Robin as Allen spoke.

“We have,” Robin said. “It is quite the sight, especially considering how few boats of any size we’ve seen prior to this trip.”   Robin glanced at Much. “Though I think my friend here is far more interested in the sight of the castle than the sight of the ships.”

“It is rather an impressive castle your King Henry had constructed here,” Allen said, referring to King Richard’s late father.

“My King Henry?” Robin asked.

“Ours.” Allen shoved a bite of food into his mouth before he spoke again. “Are you finished with your breakfast? We can head down to The Barbara and speak to the captain. You arrived in Dover just in time. We set sail in three days.”

“Where to?” Robin asked.

“Along the coast of France, I believe, until we reach Marseille to meet up with King Philip’s forces. Though I could be mistaken. I have only the rumors to go off of; no captains of the king’s army have seen fit to discuss our strategies with me.”

Robin chuckled at that. Once both Robin and Much had finished eating they walked with Allen down to the docks, and Allen led them to the ship called The Barbara.

Sailors and soldiers were moving about in the same busy manner that Much had seen the day before, and there were greenhorn young men leaning against barrels or sitting along the rails of docks watching the activity with keen interest.

Robin took a deep breath. “Do you smell the sea air, Much?”
Much wrinkled his nose. “It doesn’t smell good.”
Allen laughed. “You’ll get used to it. I assume you haven’t sailed before?”

“Never,” Much replied.

“Neither have I. It should be an adventure.”

“I have never fought either,” Much added.

“Oh don’t worry, Much!” Robin slung his arm around Much’s shoulders. “We’re both proficient with swords and bows.”

“And I’m sure there will be training as we travel as well,” Allen added. “The captain I have chosen to follow is convinced we’re all lousy boys who need to be whipped into shape. He’s impressively grumpy. You’ll enjoy his personality, I’m sure.”

Much bit his cheek as Robin and Allen continued to discuss the possibilities of training, and the glory awaiting them at the end of their long journey. This journey, in Much’s mind, could only end in death. He would kill people, or someone would kill him. Perhaps both, in the end. It was all far more serious than Robin was making it out to be, as he seemed to think it was all a grand game.

Allen pointed out The Barbara, and waved down a sailor to ask if the captain was nearby, but the sailor informed him the captain was on business in the city, making preparations for their departure. So instead, Allen went in search of the lord whose company of soldiers Allen had joined, and was now suggesting Much and Robin join as well.

They found the lord seated on a stone bench sitting outside one of the many taverns in the city. He was a middle aged man, probably around the Earl’s age, with a wrinkled tan face and a greying beard. He frowned as Allen walked up to him.

“Sir Adam, may I introduce you to Robin of Locksley—son of the Earl of Locksley—and his servant Much? They desire to join our company.”

Sir Adam studied Much and Robin, from their foreheads to their toes and then back up again. “Son of an earl, you say?”

“Yes, sir,” Robin replied, his back straightening slightly.

“You could probably lead a company of your own, young Robin. Most noblemen in our ranks do, bringing their own soldiers from home, or picking up the strays who don’t have a liege or lord to follow, such as this whelp,” Sir Adam gestured toward Allen.

“I do not believe I have the experience necessary for that,” Robin replied. “And I did not bring more than one man from home.”

“Then by all means, you may join mine. Now if you don’t mind...” Sir Adam waved them off casually, and Allen led them back down the street.

“Well, that’s that I suppose,” Allen said. “He’ll let the captain know, no doubt, so you’ll be given berths on the ship. And we sail in three days.”

“Let the adventure begin,” Robin grinned.

Within three days’ time Much, Robin, and Allen were standing on the deck of The Barbara, watching the cliffs of Dover fade into the grey fog of the morning. It had been an interesting experience, stowing their belongings below deck in a room filled with hammocks—Robin was excited to sleep in one for the first time, though Much was less enthusiastic.

The worst part of the ship by far, however, was the constant rocking as the ship cut through the waves. The sailors mocked Much and the other lads who didn’t have what they called ‘sea legs’ yet, and Robin laughed along with them every time he himself stumbled across the deck. Now, however, Much, Robin, and Allen were safely by the rail on the side of the deck which they could hold onto to maintain their balance.

“This is it, Much.” Robin leaned against the boat’s rail and took a deep breath, seeming to relish the moment. “Our adventure is beginning.”

“Yes, Robin.” Much bit his cheek.

“Isn’t it splendid?”

Allen clapped Robin on the shoulder from his other side. “It is! Can you believe we are on our way to join the king? What a grand time we shall have.”

Though his voice was as light as Robin’s, Much could still see the darkness lingering in Allen’s eyes whenever he met his gaze, and he didn’t know what to make of it.

“We are going to war,” Much spoke to Allen. “I do not believe ‘grand time’ is the best way to describe such a thing.”

Allen laughed. “Don’t be so grave, master Much.”

“I am simply worried.” Much grabbed the railing and leaned outward, toward England. “Shall we see this shore again, do you think?”

Robin raised an eyebrow. “Why would we not?”

“Casualties in war are not unheard of,” Much replied, his voice dripping sarcasm before he could stop himself.

“Of course there are casualties, but we won’t be among them.”

Footsteps approached from behind the three of them, and they turned to see Sir Adam drawing near, fully undisturbed by the constant rocking of the deck as the ship moved through the waves.

“Robin of Locksley, I wish to speak with you. There is much you should learn, as a lord who ought to be leading your own men. You cannot spend your days in the laziness you are most likely accustomed to at home. Come with me, and I will show you how to lead. It is experience you say you lacked, after all.”

Robin carefully let go of the rail. “Of course, Sir Adam. I am eager to learn.”

Robin held his head high, undoubtedly feigning confidence as he walked with Sir Adam away from Much and Allen. Much watched them, his eyes never leaving Robin.

“You don’t do anything without him, do you?” Allen asked.

“Why would I? He is my master, and everything I do is for him.”
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Chapter 5
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MUCH LEANED AGAINST the rail, feeling the rise and fall of the boat cresting each wave. Robin was sitting on the deck at his feet, his back pressed against the side of the boat. The sun was shining on the water, and the white-tipped waves created a sort of dancing rhythm all around The Barbara that Much could not quite catch the music of.

On the left—or port, as Much had now learned to think of it—side the distant shores of Normandy lingered like a rain cloud on the horizon. On every side of The Barbara the other ships in the King’s fleet sailed, all moving headlong toward whatever disaster might await them.

“So many men,” Much commented quietly.

“You can’t take Jerusalem from Saladin and his invaders with only a handful of men,” Robin commented. “You can’t do much of anything with only a handful of men.”

Allen came sauntering over and plopped down on the deck beside Robin. He’d gotten command of his sea legs far better than Much in so short a span of time that they had been at sea. Much still stumbled over his own feet and consistently lost his balance both above and below deck. As often as he was able, Much would keep to the walls and rails of the ship to avoid looking like an idiot.

“I am tired already, and all we’ve done is sail,” Allen sighed.

“We haven’t even begun.” Robin laughed, punching Allen’s shoulder. “And I believe Sir Adam wishes to begin training every morning.”

“Training?” Allen glanced about the deck of the ship and Much followed his gaze. There wasn’t a great deal of space, and much of it was filled with sailors, rigging, and pieces of the boat that Much did not understand or fathom the use for.

“Sir Adam wants to be sure everyone in his company can wield a sword to his satisfaction before we reach Marseille and the king sets us to actually using our skills.”

“How far is Marseille?” Much asked.

“A long way, my friend,” Allen laughed.

Robin was correct in his assumption that Sir Adam would begin training, for the next morning he called together the men and the crew to explain just that. Not everyone could be on deck at the same time and still leave room for sparring and training, so Sir Adam and the captain worked together to devise a schedule of sorts. Much, Robin, and Allen ended up on the earliest shift, which meant they would be waking at dawn for the remainder of their journey in order to train first with the other unlucky souls whose sleep was to be so interrupted.

One morning, as Much wiped the sweat from his brow, he broke apart from his training partner—Alaric—and took a deep breath. His sword was heavy in his hand, and his grip was made weaker as the hilt slipped in his hand slick with sweat.

“At least you stayed on your feet so far,” Alaric said with a grin, watching Much struggle to wipe his palms on his trousers to rid them of sweat.

Much bit his cheek and raised his sword, ready for another attack. Alaric, however, lowered his sword. “I think we can call it a day. We’ve been at it the allotted hour and Sir Adam seems satisfied for the moment.”

Much and Alaric both glanced toward the bow of the ship where Sir Adam sat glowering at the pairs of men sparring. The sounds of the men grunting and metal striking metal seemed to echo off the deck and across the water. Sir Adam made no move to stop those who were finishing their matches so Much lowered his sword as well.

Much appreciated Alaric’s suggestion to stop for the morning, as his legs were wobbling beneath him from more than just the uneven movement from the waves beneath the ship. He stumbled toward the rail to lean his weight against it as he watched Robin and Allen sparring nearby.

Robin brought his sword smashing down onto Allen’s, which he’d barely managed to raise in time to block Robin’s blow. Allen’s knees bent as his arm strained against the weight of Robin’s attack, and then they both parted briefly, eyeing each other’s defenses.

“Trying to kill me, Robin?” Allen asked, before he darted forward for an attack. With a flick of his wrist, Robin deflected the blow and with his free hand gave a solid punch to Allen’s jaw.

Allen stepped back, lowering his sword and rubbing his face. “Ow.”

“I didn’t hit you that hard.” Robin grinned, raising his sword until the tip was pressed against Allen’s throat.

Allen shrugged. “You hit me hard enough. Either way, I think I have had enough for this morning. Unless Sir Adam the grump can stop me, I’m calling it quits.” Allen gave a deep bow to Robin. “I concede, your lordship.”

Allen sheathed his sword at his waist and then moved over to plop on the deck near where Much was standing at the rail. Robin followed.

“You’re a better swordsmen than I, Robin,” Allen sighed.

“I’ve had years of practice, but I haven’t seen any real combat,” Robin replied. “I’m the son of an earl, though, and I would be disgracing my father if I was not good at what I do. And anyway ... I just can’t bear not to be the best.”

Much laughed before he could help himself. “That is very true.”

“I think you’ll come in handy.” Allen grinned at Robin. “I doubt any Saracen could get through you.”

“They won’t even come close if I use my bow,” Robin winked. “It’s harder to showcase my brilliance in that respect on this boat, but just wait...”

“You keep praising your abilities with the bow and I’ll expect nothing but perfection once I see you in action,” Allen laughed. He reached a hand up to his jaw once more, wincing slightly.

“Oh come on, I didn’t punch that hard.” Robin reached over and pushed Allen’s shoulder.

“Hey!” Allen shifted across the deck a bit to get out of reach. “That hurts, too, you know. Every muscle in my body hurts when we train. We’ve only begun this journey and already I am exhausted.” Allen sighed, rubbing his shoulder. “This is going to be a long road...”

Sir Adam grunted as he walked near the group, glaring at Allen. “Longer than you know. Don’t begin complaining yet. Save that for after you’ve been stuck in the Holy Land for more years than you care to count.”

“Have you been before?” Robin asked.

“Of course,” Sir Adam said. “I was a soldier in the Second Crusade.”

Sir Adam continued on his way to greet the second hour of men training while those from the first set began to make their way below deck or to the rails to be out of the way. Much watched Sir Adam, with his grizzled face, scarred arms, and sour attitude as he began to instruct the next set of men.

He’d fought in the Second Crusade, and now here he was so many years later doing it all over again. Much wondered what could drive a person to such prolonged violence. He was here for Robin—to look after him, to keep him alive—but he did not have the passion for this war they were embarking on the way that Robin seemed to, and he would never be an experienced old soldier like Sir Adam; he’d almost rather die first than end up like that.

After a few weeks of sailing and training, Much was learning to hate the boat. There was no where to go, nothing to see or do apart from the training sessions. He wanted to walk on dry ground, wanted to see trees and hear birds singing. The sound of the waves crashing against the boat was growing annoying.

“I’ve been thinking.” Robin’s blue eyes held a faraway look as he, Much, and Allen swung in their hammocks below deck one day. The room was dimly lit, and the creaking of the boat around them filled the air.

“What have you been thinking?” Much asked.

“I’ve been thinking about home,” Robin said. “About Sarah; her tearful farewell and how deeply she’ll undoubtedly miss us. About my father, and how displeased he most likely was when he discovered we’d run away...”

“You ran away?” Allen asked.

Robin gave him a wry grin. “We did. Much didn’t have a choice as I dragged him along on my adventure. Did you have the blessing of your family when you came to join the Crusades?”

Much watched with curiosity and concern as Allen’s open expression shuttered instantly, the familiar unsettling darkness clouding his eyes.

“Not exactly.”

“It’s strange,” Robin said, “we haven’t been gone long and yet I already miss them; Sarah, Father ... Marian.”

“Who’s Marian?” Allen asked.

“The daughter of the Sheriff of Nottingham,” Much said. “A childhood friend of ours.”

“And the woman I intend to marry when I return from the Crusades,” Robin added with a grin. “She is remarkable.”
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Chapter 6
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AFTER A FEW days of sailing along the continent, it became clear that The Barbara was the fastest ship in the fleet, outstripping all the others. Within a few days’ time Much realized that they were practically sailing on their own, though the other ships’ sails could sometimes be seen on the horizon past the stern. Consequently, they were the first to arrive in Marseille.

The captain of the ship brought them into port, and then Sir Adam arranged an inn for the company of soldiers to stay at while he sent messages to various nobles in order to inform King Richard and King Philip that the fleet was on its way.

Much, Robin, and Allen sat at a table in the back of the common room of the inn, watching the comings and goings of the others in their company, and various French individuals that they did not know.  Robin had ordered a round of drinks for the three of them, and Allen was practically drowning himself in his.

“What comes next?” Much asked, seeing Sir Adam enter the common room and head straight for the stairs at the back of the room.

Robin shrugged as he leaned his chair back on two legs and rested his feet on the table. “The rest of our fleet arrives, and then King Richard and King Philip lead us to the Holy Land, I suppose.”

Sir Adam came marching back down the stairs, surveyed the room, and then came toward their table
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