
[image: image]

copyright ©  2022 Mandi Grace

ISBN-978-1-957620-08-4 (paperback)

ISBN-978-1-957620-09-1  (ebook)

Cover Design by Stone Ridge Books LLC

mandigrace.org

First Edition: December 2022

[image: image]


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

PREFACE

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PREFACE
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Once upon a time, a seventeen year old girl decided to try her hand at writing a retelling of the legend of Robin Hood, only to become entangled in the world she had created for a solid eight years. The Story of Gisbourne was the second book that I wrote in my Robin Hood series, though it was the last one to be published.

For those of you who might have read the original, THANK YOU. I will forever be amazed that people truly do enjoy my stories as much as I do. For 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.

Eventually I switched over to writing under Mandi Grace, but I left my old books behind me for several years. The sequel Robin Hood series (Return to Sherwood) was my only Mandi Grace work. 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.

The Story of Gisbourne is my baby. After writing my initial Robin Hood story at seventeen I immediately knew I wanted to dive into Guy’s personal story—and so I did. It took less than two months for me to churn out that first draft of his tragic and beautiful story, but I did not publish it right away. I held onto it, held onto him, for years. I went on to write and publish three more Robin Hood stories, exploring the lives of various characters, and all the while I held Guy close to my own heart. Finally, when I felt I had no more Robin Hood stories to write, I revisited The Story of Gisbourne and polished him up, reluctantly relinquishing my baby boy to the scrutiny of the world.

It is impossible to put into words the love I have for this character. He is by far the most dynamic, interesting, broken person I have ever written about. And honestly it is with some trepidation that I share him with you. He’s a hot mess—abusive, a murderer...truly a disaster. And that’s what I fear people will see; all I see is my broken, scared little boy trying to find his way in the world. I see his passionate heart and his willingness to change. I see all that he should be and could be. I see the best of him.

This is why I love his story so much, because it mirrors exactly how I imagine God the Father looking at me (and you). I’m broken, I’m a mess. But He sees the beauty beyond all of that and little by little He is guiding me toward the best version of myself.

to the broken and beautiful in me

to the Story of Gisbourne
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Prologue
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TWELVE-YEAR-OLD Mari-Lu reached out her hand and laid her palm against the cool standing stone in the center of the meadow. The world was quiet but for the chirping of birds in the trees nearby. The young girl’s head fell forward until her forehead brushed against the stone as tears slid from beneath her closed eyelids.

“Oh, Aunt Lucy...” her whispered voice broke the stillness of the meadow. “What will I do now that you’re gone?”

Mari-Lu lifted her head and ran her fingers along the inscription carved into the pillar she leaned against.

“Though quiet now and full of sorrow, this small meadow was once the laughter-filled home of Robin Hood and his Merry Men. To them, we say, ‘we will never forget your courage and your sacrifice. May you be remembered as long as England stands.’”

It had been over four years since Aunt Lucy—Mari-Lu’s great-grandmother by blood—had first told her the whole story; the epic tale of love and loss, of triumph and shame, and the adventures that Aunt Lucy and the rest of the infamous gang of the renowned Robin Hood had endured.

The story of her family.

Those histories were ingrained in Mari-Lu’s heart and mind. Etched within her soul.

Mari-Lu sighed. She sank to the ground with her back to the standing stone and curled her knees up to her chest. Maybe long ago there had been laughter and arguments and the sounds of children playing here in the meadow, but now all was quiet and still.

Who would tell the stories of that time now?

The sun cascaded off the leaves at the edge of the meadow, dancing along the flowers dotted in the grass all the way to where Mari-Lu sat under the pillar but she could not feel its warmth.

“Mari-Lu?”

Mari-Lu lifted her head at the sound of a voice.  “Edmund.”

Edmund—family in all but blood, as he descended from members of the famous gang, too—approached Mari-Lu slowly, his face etched with concern. He was Mari-Lu’s age and her closest friend. “What are you doing here all alone?”

“Mourning.”

Mari-Lu dropped her chin to her knees, letting the tears fall without attempting to curb their flow.

Edmund sat down beside her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “It has been three weeks since her passing.”

“Time does not make it easier.”

“I know...but you know Aunt Lucy would never have wanted you to be sorrowful for long.”

“I can’t help it.” The pain in Mari-Lu’s heart wrapped her in a vise. What would she do without Aunt Lucy?

“I brought you something.”

Mari-Lu turned to Edmund, brushing her tears from her cheeks and wishing she could so easily wipe the pain from her heart. “What?”

“It’s a book your mother found when she was going through Aunt Lucy’s things today.”

“A book?” Mari-Lu leaned forward, her eyes searching Edmund’s face, his hands. She noticed there was a satchel slung over his shoulder.

“Yes. A memoir.”

“Aunt Lucy’s?”

“No. I believe your great-grandmother Faith wrote it. Here.” Edmund reached into his satchel and pulled out a leather-bound book tied in twine. He handed the book to Mari-Lu.

Her fingers ran over the rough leather, and the twine that held the book together. It was not unlike another memoir in her possession.

Aunt Lucy had given her Dusty’s memoir only a few days before her passing. Mari-Lu could still feel Aunt Lucy’s frail hands shakily pressing the book into her own. She could hear the way Aunt Lucy’s wavering voice had spoken her final words...

“I’m entrusting the stories of our family to you, Mari-Lu. Don’t let the rumors, the legends, the myth take hold. Don’t let the world forget who we are—what we fought for—whom we loved. You are the keeper of our histories now.”

The weight of that responsibility was heavy on Mari-Lu’s heart.

Mari-Lu untied the twine with shaking fingers and opened the cover, reading aloud the words written on the first page in a flowing, beautiful script that she did not recognize—it was certainly not Aunt Lucy’s handwriting.

“‘This is the story of my husband. I have written it as it was told to me by Guy himself.’” Mari-Lu gasped, her eyes leaving the page to find Edmund’s face. “What? This is Sir Guy’s story?”

“That’s what it says,” Edmund replied.

“I’ve always wanted to know his story! She told us everything, but Aunt Lucy would never tell me about his side of things.”

“Well now you have it. I don’t think Aunt Lucy knew the whole of his story—I think he only told Faith.”

“But Aunt Lucy had this book.” Mari-Lu held it up.

Edmund shrugged. “Your mother hinted she’d never opened it...she sent me to give the book to you, though, presumably so you can read it.”

“Oh, Edmund, it won’t be the same! Reading won’t be nearly as wonderful as hearing Aunt Lucy tell the story.”

“I know.” Edmund slipped his arm around her shoulders and leaned his forehead against hers. “I miss her, too.”

“I’m almost afraid to read it,” Mari-Lu whispered. “It’s...it’s like my last link to her now.”

“Read it to me.”

“I’m not sure I can.”

“It’s my story, too, you know. I may not be a direct descendant of Robin Hood himself as you are, but I am a descendant of Little John and Allen. These stories mean a lot to me. And I sat at her knee listening to her repeat our histories as often as you did...Aunt Lucy was part of the family for all of us. It’s my last link, too.”

“I suppose it is.” Mari-Lu kissed Edmund’s cheek and then turned her attention back to the book in her hand. She took a deep breath. “Okay...I’ll read it to you...”
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SIR GUY OF GISBOURNE brushed away the sweat from his forehead with his arm as he watched the overturned dirt being shoveled back into the hole at his feet. The sun shone down with far more warmth than necessary and the heat was only made worse by Guy’s choice to dress from head to toe in black leather.

It made him more imposing.

“Guy, stop whimpering as you swing your sword. You sound like a baby. My son will not be a baby.”

Guy was decidedly not a baby. He was going to be the most feared man in England if he could manage it. The dark clothes helped with the imposing image in his mind—that, and he never smiled for that would be weakness.

Feeling a drop of sweat rolling down his back, Guy resisted the urge to shrink from the sunshine. He stood tall and straight as the servants shoveled dirt into the hole, covering the wooden box that held his greatest foe. This should have been a good day.

Guy was seventeen-years-old and a head taller than any man his age, and his dark hair and eyes lent a sinister look to his face—or so he hoped—added to by his dark attire no doubt.

No one could beat him with the sword; no one could out ride him. His father had seen to that.

“You will do better, or you will not eat. I will not have a son of mine unable to handle himself as a true knight. If you shame the family name I will find you and kill you. Do you understand me?”

Guy glanced back up at the orb of heat beating down on him and frowned. His father must have ordered this sun for today. The late Lord of Gisbourne had died in a fight with another lord and Guy was now overseeing the wretched man’s burial. But he wasn’t happy.

Someone brushed his shoulder and Guy looked down to see his only friend, Andrew, had come to stand beside him. Andrew had been purchased when both young men were mere children in order to be Guy’s manservant. For years Guy’s father had trained the two of them together; Andrew was an accomplished soldier.

And unlike Guy, he did smile sometimes.

Guy couldn’t help but briefly wonder why he still bothered to keep company with Andrew. Andrew was weak; holding onto him out of nostalgia or sentiment was weak.

“Lord Gisbourne is dead and the sun still shines.” Andrew glanced from the nearly filled grave to Guy’s scowling face. “That’s good, isn’t it?”

Guy glared at Andrew. “Don’t bother me.”

“Shall we go inside, Guy? It is a hot day and you look like you are melting.”

Guy spun toward Andrew, eyes flashing, and snarled, “Do I?”

Andrew rolled his eyes, unaffected by the outburst. “Yes, you do look like you are melting. Come on, there’ll be shade inside, not to mention cool water.”

Guy crossed his arms, turning back to the burial. The men were nearly finished. His father lay beneath the dirt and could not harm him again.

Andrew put a hand on his shoulder, a condescending smile gracing his annoying face. “No one in all of England doubts that you are strong. Drink some water and get in the shade before you collapse.”

Guy didn’t budge.

“Going inside on a hot day will surely mar your reputation far less than if you were to faint in the open where everyone can see you.”

Guy sighed and followed Andrew back toward the manor house. In the spacious front room there was very little furniture but there was a table set up near the large hearth in the far wall across from the door. There was a twisted and dark whip hanging over the mantle piece, but Guy ignored that.

Andrew led Guy to the table; there was a pitcher of fresh spring water there. They both poured a cup and took a few drinks before Andrew spoke again. “Okay, what is it?”

“What is what?” Guy slammed his pewter glass onto the table and wood chips flew from the surface.

“You’ve dented your table. Well done.”

Guy glared at Andrew and Andrew merely raised an eyebrow in question.

“What is bothering you? Your worst enemy has died and was buried, you’re free now. Not to mention you are a knight and own this whole manor.” Andrew waved his hand to encompass the spacious room around them. “Sir Guy of Gisbourne ought to be rejoicing. Except that you never show pleasure...but still. You shouldn’t be gloomy on a day like this.”

“Why couldn’t he have died yesterday? Or even tomorrow?”

Andrew rolled his eyes. “Do you have to find fault with everything? What is wrong with him dying today? At least he’s gone.”

“But...”

Andrew raised his eyebrows. “But...?”

Guy drummed his fingers on the surface of the now-dented wooden table. How could Andrew have forgotten? The day was burned into Guy’s memory, etched into his heart.

A lump was forming in his throat and he could feel the prick of tears in his eyes but Guy shoved down the feelings.

“Crying is for a baby! I will only have a true son of mine living under my roof. A true son of mine is not a baby. You’ll sleep outside tonight.”

Guy clenched his jaw, trying to keep his face impassive and his voice calm. “Ten years ago, Andrew. Remember?”

Andrew’s eyes widened. “Oh. It’s...the day your father...I remember.”

“Then stop bothering me about my mood.”

Guy spun on his heel and stormed out of the hall. He took the stairs two at a time and marched along the corridors upstairs until he came to his room. He slammed the door behind him after entering and then he sank to the floor, pulling his knees up to his chest and letting his head fall forward.

The tears came then.

His hands trembled as his shoulders shook with sobs and Guy pressed his fist to his mouth to stop himself from whimpering aloud. As he rocked back and forth on the floor, his cheeks wet with tears, his mind drifted to another time he’d been crying in this room...

The cold stone wall was hollow comfort against his back. Pulling his legs up to his knees, he rested his head on his arms. Tears blurred his vision as he rocked back and forth on the floor. He wished he hadn’t been born.

But then a gentle, cool hand lifted his chin. His mother knelt beside him. She was beautiful, his mother, with her big blue eyes and dark hair that surrounded her face.

“Courage, my dear Guy; courage.” She kissed his forehead. “I believe in you, child of mine. Don’t lose heart.”

His mother placed her hand gently on her young son’s chest, her sad eyes seeming to pierce his soul as she maintained eye-contact. “I don’t mean just courage or hope, son. Don’t lose this. This thing inside you that beats for others, that cares, that feels.”

She sat down, pulling him into her lap to hold him as he cried. After a few minutes she spoke softly, almost to herself...

“If I had had my way, I would have married a man with a heart. But my father...” she sighed, lifting his face once more, her eyes drilling into his. “Please, my little Guy. Never lose your heart.”

Hearing the loud tramp of her husband’s feet in the hall she gave Guy a quick kiss and then rose and left. Slipping out of the room and into the dark beyond before she could be caught. Father hated it when she coddled Guy. He thought it would make his son weak, and maybe it would, but she was the one thing that made Guy believe life was worth living after all.

She had been the only light in his dark world.

And she was gone. Ten years ago today Guy had seen her grave and realized he was entirely alone in the world.

Guy took a shaky breath, roughly wiping the tears from his cheeks. If his father could see him now...

But he couldn’t. He was dead. It didn’t matter anymore.

Guy leaned his head back against the door, staring at the ceiling and thinking of his mother. The only time his mother ever smiled was when she was with Guy. It had made him feel as if he was something special, something of value.

He could make mother smile her beautiful smile until her eyes lit up. His father couldn’t do that. His father made her bow her head, his father made tears well up in her eyes. His father made her sigh, and wander for hours in the woods behind the house as though she were lost or looking for something. Sometimes Guy feared she would never come back, but she always did. Until that final fateful day.

A knock sounded at the door and Guy stiffened. He swallowed the rest of his emotions, shoving them deep down into the dark little box beneath his heart. Then he stood, brushing the remnant of tears from his cheeks. He squared his shoulders, letting his brows draw together in a scowl as he swung open the door.

“What?”

Andrew stood there, concern in his eyes. He said nothing, but pushed past Guy into the room and shut the door. Guy took a step away from him, aware of the scrutiny of those keen eyes that knew him too well.

Andrew locked the door.

“I’ve cleared the hallway with threats that the temperamental lord of the manor might harm anyone who crossed his path this afternoon. Given your past behavior, I didn’t have to tell them twice.”

Guy walked away from Andrew over to the window that overlooked the back of the manor. He could see the stables from here and he longed to be alone with Victory.

“Why did it have to be today, Andrew? He just had to die today.”

“At least he didn’t die on her birthday or something.” Andrew crossed the room to stand at the window with him. “But what are the odds he would die exactly ten years after she...died.”

“Died?” Guy’s hands balled into fists at his side. “Was killed, more like it..”

“Your father was killed too.”

“He deserved it.”

They stood in silence for a time. A few of the horses were in the pasture below them and Guy longed for a ride. But he had duties to attend to...

Guy sighed. “Sir John is coming today.”

“Oh, good.” Andrew rolled his eyes. “Of all the days...”

“We have work to do to ensure the peasants remain loyal to our estate and the transition of power from my father to myself runs smoothly.”

“So we’re riding through the estate to visit your tenants?”

“Indeed.”

“Just how much force or terror will you use to ensure their loyalty?”

“No more than my father did.”

“Exactly.” Andrew crossed his arms and shook his head. “We are going to take vittles for our journey this time aren’t we?”

Guy shrugged. “That could be weakness.”

“Do you want us to starve? That could also be weakness.” Andrew punched Guy’s arm and he frowned, rubbing the spot.

“You should be careful to speak to me in such a way.”

“You don’t scare me. You know, when your father died we were supposed to live happily ever after. Remember the plans we made as kids? Have all the food we wanted and sleep in beds every night and never work a day for the rest of our lives if we so chose.”

“Plans change.” Guy spun on his heel and marched toward the door, turning around before unlocking it. “I’m going for a ride. Entertain Sir John if he arrives before I’m back.”

“What a pleasant job you’ve given me.”

“You’ll survive.”

Guy left Andrew to his thoughts and hurried out of the manor and to the stables. Sir John would be angry not to be greeted by the lord of the estate—he’d been working hard to make Guy the man he was today, but right now Guy didn’t care.

Sir John was a penniless lord who, through flattery and manipulative counsel, had become a close friend to Prince John himself—the younger brother of King Richard. Sir John had taken a liking to Guy from the first moment he met him. He was sure that as allies they could accomplish much together. He had befriended Guy and took him into his employ when Guy was fifteen years old. Now, two years later, Guy maintained his relationship with Sir John, had met many nobles in court, and he dragged Andrew with him wherever he went—much to his friend’s chagrin.
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THE STABLES SMELLED of hay, manure, and horse sweat. It was a comforting scent. Guy moved through the dimly lit building, breathing in the familiar relief. As he walked past the stalls, the horses still inside and not in pasture nickered softly to him. Guy ignored them all until he came to the end of the line of stalls where his favorite destrier was housed.

Victory.

His black nose poked over the stall door as Victory nickered softly. He pushed his velvet nose into Guy’s shoulder and Guy wrapped his arms around the horse’s neck, burying his face in the dark mane. The ache was in the back of his throat again, but Guy shoved down the tears, disgusted with himself.

He straightened and with a deep breath he set to work, leading Victory out of the stall and tying him to a post in the large open space in the middle of the barn. Guy fetched the blanket, saddle, and other tackle he would need and took his time saddling the horse. Victory was a full seventeen hands high, every inch of him honed muscle that rippled beneath his black coat.

Guy had loved riding ever since he was a child; his father would only let him ride when he was satisfied that Guy was not acting a fool or a baby, but once Guy was on his horse it no longer mattered. He was free. He could forget his father when he rode, if only for a short time. Andrew would nearly always ride beside him. The two of them loved to canter around the paddock as children and pretend they were running away.

Guy patted Victory’s neck as he finished saddling him. He pulled himself up on the horse’s back and urged Victory out of the open stable door.

As soon as they were free of the barn, Guy pushed Victory into a gallop and together they fled the manor and the fresh grave there.

As Victory’s hooves pounded into the ground again, and again, and again, Guy’s mind betrayed him and drifted back into his childhood...

“Someday, Andrew, we’re leaving this place. When I grow up, I’ll be a big strong man. I’ll fight Father in a duel maybe, and kill him. I’ll take Mother to a wonderful place with the sweet flowers and singing birds and all the things she loves. You can come, too.”

If she had lived to see Guy grow into a man he might have been able to fulfill that plan.

Fertile fields and green trees flashed by as Guy raced onward, his long black hair flying in the wind and his tears drying on his face as quickly as they fell.

The heat had not lessened since the burial earlier; both Guy and Victory were soon coated in sweat and breathing heavily, but on and on they ran.

“I see that wetness in your eyes, boy. I’ll beat it out of you!”

Guy tensed as the memories surrounded him. Victory felt his body shift and threw back his head with an angry snort.

The late Lord of Gisbourne had enjoyed one thing above all else—pulling down the whip that hung over the mantel in the front hall and cracking it over Guy’s small form until he lay in a pool of blood on the floor.

Guy could feel warm liquid on his arms and cheeks as though he was still there in the front hall, cowering before his father. The familiar metallic taste of his own blood in his mouth was so vivid Guy wondered if it was just his memories or if he’d bitten his tongue.

He loosened his white-knuckled grip on Victory’s reins and closed his eyes. He didn’t want to see what would happen next but the memories wouldn’t stop.

“I’ve told you before not to interrupt my lessons with the boy! I warned you!”

The sharp sound of the whip whistling through the air was one Guy would never forget. Nor could he erase from his memories the look in his mother’s eyes as she stood straight and took the beating for him without making a single sound. She didn’t even blink, but even now, so many years later, Guy could still see the pain in her eyes.

He jerked Victory to a stop and the horse reared at the unexpected motion. Guy held his seat until Victory was stable, and then he leaped to the ground on shaky legs, dropping forward onto his hands to wretch into the grass.

Guy had limped quietly to his room that day while his mother was whipped. That look in her eyes...it was the last he ever saw of her.

Guy rocked back on his heels, wiping his mouth on his sleeve and frowning at the sun that glared down on him. Victory bumped his shoulder with his velvet nose and Guy sighed.

“He had to die today. He could have chosen any day of the year but it had to be today.” Guy turned to his horse; Victory’s dark eyes were watching him thoughtfully. Guy thought he could see reproach in those eyes and he couldn’t blame the horse. Guy was not supposed to be weak—throwing up at a mere memory surfacing in his mind? It was ridiculous!

Guy stood, leaning against Victory’s sweaty shoulder for a moment, feeling the giant breaths the horse was gasping in after the run he had taken. “I am not weak.”

Victory snorted softly and Guy shook his head. “Don’t mock me. I have Andrew for that.”

Guy took a few minutes to regain his composure before he mounted again. This time he didn’t push Victory to run, but simply let him walk. They made their way slowly back toward the manor. With each clop-clop of the horse’s hooves, Guy’s mind drifted once more.

Ten years ago his dark world had lost the only glimmer of light it held.

He could still remember that week so perfectly. The beating, slinking off to his room. The whipping was perhaps no worse than any other he’d received before but his entire body ached. Every movement had felt like fire in his veins.

Usually his mother would sneak into his room after dark to clean his wounds and comfort him, but she didn’t come that night. And for the rest of the week she seemed to have disappeared. Andrew thought she’d been locked up, as that had happened in the past, but that was too good to be true.

Guy had borne his father’s mistreatment in silence for the full week, hoping that his good behavior would convince his father to let Mother come back, but finally he could stand it no more and he’d whined that he wanted to see her...

His father had smiled—a horrible sight. “Do you want to see her? Come with me.”

Lord Gisbourne led Guy around the manor to the back of the house. Andrew followed more slowly. Lord Gisbourne stopped by some freshly turned earth near the pasture fence.

Why was there this mound of dirt in the midst of all their grass? Guy looked at his father, questioning.

“You wanted to see your mother.” Lord Gisbourne crossed his arms. “You asked where she was. Well there she is.”

Guy looked back at the dirt.

No.

His father couldn’t mean...

“You...You...ki-killed...h-her...?”

His father laughed. Guy didn’t like the sound.

“You, my son, are going to be a strong man. I guarantee it.”

Mixed with the horror and pain, Guy could feel a resolve forming in his chest.

He would never be weak again.

It had killed his mother.

Even as the tears pricked his eyes at the thought that he would never see her face again, or feel the warmth of her embrace or hear the softly whispered words of comfort, he shoved down the feelings. He would not show weakness. He would be the hard, strong man his father wanted.

Because maybe then, his father would stop.
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SIR JOHN WAS WAITING impatiently in the front hall, scowling at Andrew. Andrew, for his part, stood with his hands behind his back, speaking politely and with deference as he always did with everyone except for Guy.

Guy had been slow about unsaddling and cooling off Victory—he’d taken his time, not wanting to be struggling with his memories and his emotions when he spoke to the man. When he’d felt he had composure, he entered the manor to find Andrew and Sir John waiting for him.

“I expect better than to be greeted by a servant, Gisbourne.”

“I had business to attend to. You might have noticed my father has died.”

“That is precisely why I am here, and you know it.” Sir John crossed his arms. “Are you ready to visit the peasants or not?”

“Of course.”

Guy led Sir John and Andrew back to the stables where they enlisted a stablehand to saddle three horses. Guy chose one of the other horses in his retinue so that Victory could rest.

Riding over his lands that day, Guy ignored the unhappy faces of the peasants and tried to enjoy the extent of the property that he had. He was wealthy, there was no doubt about that. He had several vassal farms and villages to his name. That was good, strong. Definitely not weak.

But his father had built it for him, which left a sour taste in his mouth.

As Guy and his companions approached another simple farmhouse, the residents came scurrying outside to greet them, dropping to their knees.

“My lord.” The farmer was middle-aged, with weathered skin and grey hair and wide eyes that bore the fear Guy’s father had no doubt beaten into him. It was a pity it showed on his face. The man couldn’t bury his emotions and that was weakness.

Guy leaped from his horse, repeating the words he’d been saying all afternoon—that he expected the same loyalty from his vassals that his father had, and that the punishment would be equally as vicious should they fail him. The man cowered before him and Guy turned away, disgusted.

The journey continued for several hours; visiting homes, scaring the locals into obeisance. Guy could tell from the sadness in Andrew’s eyes that he hated the entire ordeal.

Sir John pulled to a stop at a crest of a hill and Guy hesitated beside him, looking down on the valley that stretched before them. Andrew stayed nearby but not too close, as always.

“Do you have great plans now that you are Lord of Gisbourne?” Sir John asked.

“Not any I’m disclosing to you,” Guy replied.

“Now that you are the Lord of Gisbourne in your own right, I want to bring you to court. I want you to meet the royal family, and see what your influence might do there.”

Guy studied Sir John, contemplating the offer. If he could get his foot inside the royal family, he could build power and consequence of his own that wasn’t directly related to his late father. He gave Sir John a sharp nod to show he’d agreed to his suggestion without appearing too excited at the prospect.

A few weeks later, Sir John took Guy and Andrew to London to meet Prince John himself. The night after their arrival they received an invitation to a feast. When they arrived, they were escorted into an impressive keep known as the White Tower—a large stone structure with two square towers on the western side and circular ones on the eastern side.

“One of the greatest keeps in all of civilization,” Sir John said as they were ushered inside the castle by elegantly dressed pages. There were armor-clad soldiers at various entrances to different rooms into the castle and into the chambers within. There were colorful tapestries on the walls depicting various battles, and there were tastefully and smartly dressed nobles milling about.   Guy and his companions were led into the ground level and found a spacious room with a high ceiling. There was a well off to one side, and long tables arranged in a rectangle—though missing one end to leave it open for easy access to the seats—in the middle of the room.

Sir John took Guy’s elbow and guided him over to an open door into another room, a chapel, as Andrew followed along dutifully.

“Wait here. I will approach Prince John and see if he is willing to meet you.”

Sir John walked away then and Guy took the time to study the room and the people in it. The women in their flowing dresses of varying colors, jewelry flashing from their necks and wrists and hair. The men in their finest shirts or their chainmail. There was a constant hum of conversation as they tried to impress each other.

“Not our usual crowd,” Andrew commented.

“Too fancy for my taste,” Guy replied. “I don’t need finery to show my status.”

“Oh?” Andrew eyed him from the top of his head—black hair, long as always—down his black-stained-leather-clad body to his dark boots. Guy straightened his back, his shoulders stiffening under Andrew’s scrutiny. “It seems you think blending into the darkness and shadows will impress people...”

“You think not.”

Andrew shrugged, grinning. He turned away from Guy to watch the crowds without another word and Guy tried not to care what he thought.

Hearing a cough behind him, Guy whirled around. The hall set with a feast was lit by many candelabras set strategically around the room and the fireplaces in the walls, but the chapel was relatively dark except for a few candles.

On a stone bench not far from the door, a young girl was sitting with her legs crossed beneath her, a book open in her hand. She was bending low over it, trying to read despite the dim light. She seemed unaware of Guy’s scrutiny.

Her dark hair was pulled back elegantly in a braid of sorts, though there was loose hair hanging around her neck as well—Guy couldn’t possibly comprehend the style but he wasn’t too interested in it. It was the blue eyes that darted back and forth with intensity as she read that caught his attention.

The chapel was a long room, the nave surrounded by pillars evenly spaced on both sides, that ended in a semi-circle apse at the far end of the space. It was simple yet elegant, as most chapels Guy had seen were. There was a gold-encrusted cross near the front and various trappings on the wall that he did not understand, nor cared to. The only part of the room that held interest for him was the girl on the bench.

Her lips moved as she wordlessly mouthed the sentences she was reading. He’d never seen a young person so intent upon studying—he’d certainly never given it that much attention at her age.

She was young, perhaps twelve or thirteen, but in some way she reminded him of his own mother. The dark hair, the blue eyes, the softness in the face and body. There was something almost whimsical and sad about her body movement and facial expression.

“Stop staring at the poor child.” Andrew elbowed him in the ribs.

“Does she look like Mother to you?”

Andrew glanced at the child, his expression softening and a distinct sadness descending over him. He took a deep breath before he turned back to Guy. “Does every blue-eyed beauty remind you of your mother? I suppose the answer is yes.”

The girl looked up then, as though she could feel their scrutiny. Her eyebrows raised as her gaze landed on Guy and Andrew in the doorway to the chapel.

“Hello?” She smiled brightly—even in the dim light of the room, Guy could see her eyes start to sparkle.

He turned on his heel, putting his back to the room. Andrew, on the other hand, took a step into the chapel and greeted the girl. Guy ignored their conversation, which became easy to do a moment later because Sir John was returning with another man.

Not the Prince of England it turned out, but a man named William Longchamps.

Guy bowed as Sir John introduced them. Not a deep bow, not like the one that Andrew did, full of deference and submission. Just a simple greeting with respect to a man of equal stature. Whether they were truly equal was debatable, but Guy had been trained by his father to assume everyone was an equal or lesser than—preferably the latter.

“If you act with the confidence that you own the room, people will cower. If they don’t, use force. Anyone can be beaten down by a well-placed kick.”

“I understand from John that you wish to meet our prince.”

“I have no objection to such a meeting,” Guy said carefully. He knew better than to appear too eager or desperate.

William grinned. “I doubt anyone would object to meeting the royal family. As it happens, I am one of his inner circle. I introduced him to John back in the day...”

Sir John crossed his arms, scowling at William. “You say that as if I could not have managed it on my own.”

“Oh I’m sure you could have managed, but you didn’t. I will hold onto every small thing that I can lord over you, my power-hungry friend.”

Guy studied both men’s faces, scrutinizing every flash of the eye and turn of the lips. The muscles tightening around the eyes and in the jaw. They were not fond of one another, that was clear; likely they used their individual influence and prestige to their own advantage.

Much like Guy had been clinging to Sir John’s shadow since the day that he met him, hoping to use him in his own rise to power. Though he hoped he would do so with more grace and ease, leading to a more inconspicuous grasp for more.

“Come along.” William waved at Guy and began walking through the crowded room, circling around clumps of nobles chatting together until they reached the front of the room where the top of the rectangle of tables was located. Dominating the center of the table where he could see and be seen by the whole room was Prince John. William made introductions and Prince John quietly spoke to Guy for a few minutes. Guy remained unimpressed by the man; he did not carry himself with the dignity and deportment that would inspire respect or fear. His voice did not carry the weight that Guy’s own father’s had.

Before too long everyone was seated at the tables and the feast commenced. Lavish dishes were brought forth with fanfare and conversations resumed. Guy was unimpressed with the nobles that he encountered during the feast, the prince included, but they had wealth and influence that he craved so he tolerated their insipid conversation.

Musicians entertained the guests during the feast and several hours later when the meal began to wind down, various nobles began to move from the tables to the open floor to dance. Sir John remained with William and Prince John, enjoying his conversation. But while having the prince’s ear could prove to be useful, Guy decided it might suit his purposes better to mingle among the rest of the nobles and create connections with lords that he might do business with in the future. Some of them had known his father, some had not, but they would certainly know Sir Guy of Gisbourne.

He moved about the room, engaging in various conversations with the manipulative and magnetic prowess that his father had pressed upon him from an early age. The lords of Gisbourne did not charm, or grovel, or flatter their way into another man’s good graces. No, they cowed lesser men into believing an alliance with such a force of nature was undoubtedly in their best interest.

And it worked, for the most part. Particularly in the company that Sir John seemed to keep.

As the music swelled and conversation flowed, Guy found himself secluded in a corner, watching the dancers. They seemed happy, all smiles and laughter as they twirled around each other. The girl he’d seen in the chapel before the feast was on the dance floor, her blue eyes sparkling and dark hair flying as she spun and laughed with the rest of them.

Guy could feel laughter bubbling up from his stomach as his mother twirled around the room, holding him in her arms. He leaned back, letting go of her shoulders and holding his arms out over his head as the first giggle escaped his lips.

Guy crossed his arms, leaning against the wall and scowling at the dancers. The memory was a pleasant one, but it hadn’t ended that way.

“Guy! Wipe that smile off your face!” Lord Gisbourne had come storming into the room, shoving aside furniture. Mother had dropped Guy to the floor instantly, her hands on his shoulders, fingers digging into his skin.

Lord Gisbourne had backhanded her, sending her sprawling across the floor before he’d turned on Guy, punctuating every sentence of his lecture with a punch. “You have to be hard. You have to be feared. Showing happiness, joy, pleasure...it is
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