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      The straightness of the road revealed its origins, dating all the way back to the time of the Romans. The surface, however, was not as it had been in that time. It was churned up into an unpleasant mud, heavy with the clay soils of the valley.

      A single set of hooves plodded down the road, the sound echoing, and then a two-wheeled cart emerged from the trees. A particularly scruffy mule, so out of proportion that it looked to be the result of accidental congress between a small donkey and a warhorse, hauled the cart.

      The cart's driver and sole occupant was a man of considerable girth. His rotund form was wrapped in brown robes, with a rope for a belt, and his head was tonsured. These features revealed him as a monk or, more likely, a friar. A closer inspection would reveal that the contents of the cart were road supplies and ale...more of the latter than one would expect a single man to consume.

      From the fact that the extremely rotund friar was singing a hymn at the top of his voice, and with several of the words incorrect, one might also get the impression quite a bit of the ale had already been consumed.

      The forest closed in on the road. The mule made its way along with basically no guidance from the driver. It simply walked along the road, towing the scruffy cart behind it.

      Then, it exploded upwards into a crow hop. The cart overturned, spilling ale, food and friar onto the road...and the mule bolted, pulling the empty vehicle behind it. For a long moment, the friar did not get up.

      The reason for the mule's rather sensible reaction, however, moved towards him, surrounding him. He looked up to see a ring of hard faces. Four men surrounded him, and his bulk would have made two of three of the four. All four were clad in rough clothing of hues of green and brown...the better to blend into the forest.

      "Good friar. We have need of a priest."

      He sat up, checking that all of his parts were still there. "Catch my mule and I'll give whatever rites you wish." The friar knew these men were outlaws. Wolfsheads. Those who walked outside of the law of civilized men. They might just as easily slit his throat for his ale as truly seek his services. On the other hand, he would almost prefer the company of outlaws to that from which he had come.

      The man who had spoken whistled. The friar heard somebody moving through the trees, somebody he had not seen.

      A rather large band. They might well have legitimate need of a priest...although most likely for a duty the friar would not relish. There was also the very real possibility he would yet need that duty himself afterwards.

      Would they let him live after he had seen them? It depended. Some bands thrived on secrecy. Others liked to let people go to pass on their reputation so that their next victims would not fight.

      On the surface of it, the friar saw no reason yet to fight. If they tried to kill him, then they would get a surprise, for the staff lying across the cart seat was neither decorative nor the tool of an old man.

      "Come," the slender outlaw leader said.

      The friar was not surprised to note that one of the outlaws...not the leader...had slightly broader hips than might have been expected. It would not be the first woman who walked and fought alongside men he had encountered.

      Most especially recently. The leader, though? Definitely a man, although not a large one. He seemed to leave size to one of the others...a man well over six feet tall and broad through the shoulders.

      The Friar followed, but not until he saw one of the outlaws returning with his mule and cart. Another started to pick up what casks of ale had not shattered and spilled.

      He did not expect to see that again. They might leave him the mule, as unfortunate a specimen as it was. Possibly even the cart. His ale, however, would vanish into their stash, that which was not drunk by the end of the night.

      He mourned it briefly. The outlaws moved silently. Most of the noise he heard came from himself. He was no woodsman. However, he could also hear the cart behind him. His staff was, he hoped, still in the cart. The trail was barely wide enough for it, and he suspected that their normal routes would be narrow deer trails, lined by brambles and stinging nettles.

      If he could get to it, then he could win free of them. Assuming he needed to.

      "What do you bring here?" A different voice, a rough one that spoke of age and ill use.

      "A priest for Simon."

      "A priest." The old man stepped out of the trees. "And what will we do with this priest afterwards, now he has seen your base?"

      The emphasis on the pronoun showed bitterness.

      The young leader narrowed his eyes. "Speak such again, Richard, and I will banish you."

      Richard. The same name as the pitiful excuse for a king who preferred the crusades to his own people. Not the man's fault he shared it.

      The old man snorted and vanished back behind the trees. "He brings up a good point. What should I do with you?"

      "I place all I see under the seal of the confessional." Not that he was truly protected by that in this situation. "It would take torture to get it out of me."

      He would not promise he could hold up under the ordeal. Few men could. He had his faith and he had a certain courage...he would not shy from a fight if forced on him, but he did not trust even faith to carry him through.

      The lead outlaw nodded. "I am afraid it is a hard duty I ask of you."

      "Last rites." The friar was not stupid. For this outlaw band to corner a priest and haul him to this place...it could only be for that. Even a wedding, they would likely go with the older handfasting should such be desired. A lychgate wedding, it was sometimes called. What property, after all, did such men and women have to pass on to the fruit of their loins? There was no reason for the bride to be churched.

      Besides, any women with the band were unlikely virgins, having come here in pursuit of their men. If they were, it would be because they were sapphists. The friar had seen enough of the world not to deny the existence of such, which the church called vices. He was not so sure. "Show me the man."

      The man had been stabbed in the stomach. A slow and unpleasant way to die. The sweet smell of corruption surrounded him. The friar listened to the man's sins. To guilt, to cowardice.

      That was what he was supposed to do. Listen. Whether it had any power in the eyes of God, he had never been sure. It made the person speaking feel better, he had no doubt. He listened, and he spoke the words, and then he stepped out of the tent in which the man lay.

      The young leader was waiting for him. "How long?"

      "A few hours, no more." The friar might have suggested making that time shorter, but there were those who considered giving mercy a sin.

      "Is there any hope for him?"

      "No." The Friar was going to be honest. The best physician, the most experienced herbwife, could not save that young man...and the Friar did not believe that all herbwives were evil, unlike many men.

      The young man nodded, his face set grimly, and made his way into the tent.

      The friar had a feeling he knew what was about to transpire inside. He walked over to his mule. A couple of eyes followed him, but none tried to stop him. If he tried to leave, he knew he would be stopped. He might yet die here at their hands.

      However, at the moment, they were paying little attention to him. Or, perhaps, they were planning on asking him to do the funeral as well. Out here, they would seldom have access to a priest. He could imagine that at their most benevolent, they would yet seek to keep him a while.

      One hand rubbed along the mule's ears. An ugly beast it might be, but it had served him well so far and hopefully would continue to do so. Besides, it was too ugly for anyone to be tempted to steal.

      The outlaw leader approached him. He realized, now he had leisure to study the man that while he was young, he was more than a stripling. It was the lack of a beard that made him look young...most of the others had full beards, the only one without being the one the friar suspected was female. The hint of a nick indicated that he was shaving himself.

      Perhaps he did not grow a beard worth keeping. Some men, after all, had that affliction. But a more accurate guess as to his age would place him in his early twenties. Still very young to be so obviously in charge.

      Which meant either they were fools to follow him, or he was brilliant.

      "Thank you, good friar. Might I ask your name?"

      "Tuck." It was not his real name, but he had almost forgotten what that was. The nickname would serve better. "Might I ask yours?"

      "Robin."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The friar spent the night. The old man, it seemed, still wanted to see him dead. Robin, he suspected, had a different goal.

      Robin wanted to cultivate him as an ally. A friar, associated with no church, he was the perfect person to tend to them on those occasions they needed a priest. Tuck sat under the wings of the tent, staring out into the rain, and contemplated the matter.

      His ale was gone, his cart was a little banged up but workable. His mule, Brownie, was undamaged. Most importantly, his person was undamaged. This Robin...a pseudonym, surely...was a most honorable kind of outlaw.

      Nobody else had stirred yet. The rain was enough to cause a man to take one look outside and then return to his bed. It fell in sheets of misery, dripping off the leaves of the trees, but inside the tent it remained dry. Not that much less comfortable than the average peasant hut...and far easier to move.

      So. This outlaw. Honorable. Possibly devout. How had he ended up outside the law? Taken something from the forest, perhaps? Tuck snorted.

      The forest laws had only become worse of late. A poor man could become an outlaw for allowing his swine to root in the wrong place. Not to mention what they forced these people to do to their dogs, crippling the poor beasts.

      It might be that these outlaws had never done anything worse than shoot a deer to feed starving children. It might be that every last one of them was a stone-cold killer. The truth, likely, lay somewhere in between.

      Almost certainly the food they ate was mostly stolen. The more honorable ones stole only from the crown.

      Like Richard would care. Tuck snorted. John was an asshole by all accounts and Richard would be just as happy if the entirety of Britain sailed out into the ocean and sank one day. Neither of them was worthy of being king.

      Well, you dealt with what you had. Tuck was more concerned about the reason he had left Newstead. The abbot. Now there was a worthwhile target for an honorable outlaw.

      Fortunately, his own order did not run to such excesses...but they also did not run to always having a cell for a wandering friar.

      He looked out into the rain again. The paths around would turn into mud and wet bracken. He was going to be wishing he wore boots not sandals soon. Still, that was the price.

      Not that he had ever paid it by stinting himself at the table, or of alcohol. Maybe he could even steal some of his ale back. Not with breakfast, though. Even he did not start that soon.

      The woman outlaw made her way across to his tent. He was now even more sure of her gender. She had a bow and her breasts had been bound so that they would not get in the way of her draw. Still, her hips gave her away, as did the fineness of her features. "Good father, can I get you anything?"

      Clearly, the rest of the band knew, for she made no attempt to disguise her voice. "I don't know what food you might have. What is your name?"

      "Clorinda," she introduced.

      A Norman name when the rest seemed Saxon. Her hair was dark enough...like as not she was a mix. A herald of things to come...the English race was, after all, itself a mix of Saxons and the smaller, darker Celts.

      "I can get you gruel," she offered.

      He would not ask the origin of the grain. "Gruel would be fine." It would probably be bad gruel, but it would help wake him up. Of course, he would rather have a real breakfast. Eggs. Maybe they had eggs...but no. He would not ask.

      He would not press their hospitality when at least one sought his life.

      Clorinda returned in a brief time with gruel, sheltering it from the rain with her hand. To his surprise, it was not bad gruel.

      He would, too, have laid bets she had not cooked it...and larger bets that any other stranger would have assumed she had. She was probably the lover of one of the men, but she moved like a woman who bowed to no one.

      It was none of his business, unless he chose to stay. The outlaw leader would very much like to keep him. There might even be worse fates.

      Certainly, he would rather not die. Perhaps it spoke of a loss of faith, but Tuck liked the things of the world. He saw no reason not to appreciate every aspect of God's creation. Even the rain which came down in sheets. He saw Clorinda vanish back into another tent. She had braved it to check on him, but once that was done, she was not staying out in it one moment longer. That was his guess, anyway.

      Well, it had started early, and thus would end early. In fact, he could already see the sky beginning to lighten a little. No sign of the sun yet, but it would stop soon.

      It never rained for that long here. Not like in the Holy Land, where it rained all winter, it seemed. And only all winter. Tuck shook his head. As far as he was concerned, the Saracens could keep the place.

      A heresy he might voice here, amongst outlaws, but nowhere else. Besides, Richard was going the right way about losing it to them.

      And then, abruptly, the rain stopped. Cautiously, he stepped out of the tent, glancing up at the sky. It was lightening rapidly. The ground underfoot was damp...mud, leaves and twigs intermingling into something even a pig would not have wanted to walk across. It had, though, stopped falling from the sky.

      At least one braved it. The extremely tall man was returning through the trees, a dead deer across his shoulders and his bow in one hand. A crime, of course, for all deer belonged to the king.

      It was probably lunch. The man was not the one Tuck worried about the most. He had learned that it was the smaller men who were the more dangerous. And the women.

      He sometimes felt the Saracens had the right idea keeping their women locked up. Women who did not know how to fight could be dangerous only with their tongues. Those who did were ruthless. Some of the women who had ridden on the Crusades...

      Most had been disguised, but he knew at least two, for he had taken their confession. Under the seal, they had revealed their secret. He wondered how many there really were.

      He would never know. He glanced over at the big man and elected to avoid him. He did not want to be roped in to help dress the kill.

      Instead, he went to the tent in which the dead man lay. He dropped to one knee next to the body. He was not sure where they would bury him, except that it would likely not be in consecrated ground.

      Would God care about that? Tuck liked to think no, but most believed that he would be condemned to hell automatically. Of course, he might already have condemned himself.

      He would do his best for him...but he would do no more. Not without the story. Not without knowing what manner of men these really were. If they were hardened killers, then he would seek his escape.

      If they were unfortunates caught out by the Forest Law, then was that not Francis' mission...to minister to the unfortunate?

      The question was how he found out. How he found out without hearing only lies, as the hardened might pretend to be the innocent. He did not know, at that point.

      Then the young leader came in. "I dislike the fact that we cannot get him to consecrated ground."

      "I will say rites for him. I doubt God could ask more from you."

      "I am not sure how much attention God is paying," Robin mused. "It seems to me as if most of the time, God expects us to look after ourselves."

      "No," Tuck said, glancing up at the clearing skies. "God expects us to look after each other."

      He had planned for that line to be the last word, and he almost succeeded, for there was quite the thoughtful pause from the outlaw leader.

      Tuck considered asking him outright how he had ended up in this position. How he was here, in the woods, not in some tidy village. There was nothing of quality about the man, but much of leadership. A solid yeoman, he suspected, not a man of high birth, but a man of integrity? He could hope so.

      Finally, Tuck spoke. "Your older friend. Does he still want to slit my throat?"

      "Oh, ignore him." Robin quirked up the corner of his mouth. "He is a bitter old man, and he has reason to be. Every reason to mistrust the church, too."

      "I am a friar, hardly a representative of the bishops."

      "Do I detect, in those words, a certain bitterness of your own?"

      "I dislike those who claim to do the Lord's work but seek only a soft living." Tuck shrugged. "Not that I have always been best at keeping the vow of poverty myself. The occasional problem with obedience, too."

      Robin laughed. "And chastity?"

      Tuck shrugged. "I am not an attractive man. That one is a lot easier." He doubted Robin was particularly chaste. It was possible, even probable, the lithe, tough Clorinda was his wife or his mistress. Or simply his woman. Out here, it did not really matter. God, Tuck thought, read the intent in a man's heart, not the strict letter of the law. Marriage, in particular, should be in the eyes of god, not man. He did not speak to the depths of his heart and the fact that he had, in fact, never been tempted to violate that vow, either with woman or with man.

      "Still. There was no gold or jewels in your cart. Admittedly, a rather large quantity of ale."

      "When one finds a good brewer, it serves one to buy enough to last a while." Tuck shrugged. He was aware that he liked his ale far too much, his food far too much. But as the outlaw had said, he carried no gold or jewels. Had no woman. He did better than most.

      Obedience, though? He tended to follow his own thoughts and his own ideas. Robin was a man who undoubtedly did the same.

      "And when one finds a good priest."

      "That I would have to think about. I am of the Order of St. Francis. Staying in one place is not much to my nature."

      Robin nodded. "Nor to mine, to be honest. I will not hold you, except that if you reveal our secrets..."

      He did not need to voice the threat, it was simply there. Obvious. Hanging in the air. Well, Tuck had expected no less. The man owed his people protection. He had a responsibility, and if that meant killing a friar, then he would do it with no hesitation.

      Tuck respected that. It might not end well for him, but he did respect it.
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      Tuck made his way along the trail. He was, for once, alone...although he was trespassing, it was unlikely that the king's men would arrest a friar. As long as they did not catch him with the king's venison.

      That, of course, was the furthest thing from his mind. It was not escape he sought, merely solitude. They had buried Simon that morning, in a grave set by the roots of an oak. Not consecrated ground, but it would have to do. The words had been said, and Tuck was certain God had received the man's soul. Not into heaven, no, but at least into purgatory, that place where souls learned those lessons they had not learned in life.

      Nobody went straight to heaven except those rare true saints. Tuck had never met one. He had met many who thought of themselves as saints.

      Hypocrites. He stopped at the edge of a stream. A small brown bird emerged from the water, something wriggling in its beak. He thought he could see small fish within the silver flow. Those, the king would not miss, being but they were sticklebacks...too small and too muddy to eat.

      The king. To be fair, it was not all John's fault. The man was only following trends that already existed and doing his best in the absence of his brother. Not a good king, no, but not as terrible a king as some accused him of being.

      Those some longed for Richard's return. Lionheart. Pfah. The man had no more courage than a common peasant. He was not crusading out of courage, but quite the reverse.

      Tuck had met him, yes, on the road to the Holy Land. The man had thought an English friar would speak no French. Truthfully, Tuck's French was not what it could be. Yet, it had been good enough to catch most of the supposedly good king's tirade about England and his English subjects.

      Barbarians, all of them, he had said. Not to mention the fact that it rained too much in England. That last, he would give him. The rain, of course, was welcome after the desert. Tuck had even lost weight...a difficult task for him indeed. Even if he did not eat well, his body remained heavy. God had meant him to be that way. His staff tapped the ground as he walked along the stream.

      He opened his senses to the forest. His chosen life was not one meant to fall within the walls of a cloister. The Clares, the women who followed the path, did such. Even Francis had thought women unsuited to privation.

      Tuck thought that Francis had needed to meet more women. But then, women were not as strong as men in some ways, nor as large. And, of course, they faced pregnancy and childbirth. It was his children a man sought to protect, not his wife. In many cases, anyway. Few were the men Tuck had met who truly loved their women.

      That the woman loved her man was more common and might, he thought, be the great tragedy of humankind. The Clares were better off...of course, they would never know what joy children could bring, but neither would they die, worn from bearing, before their time.

      His thoughts had taken him far from there, in fact. Had taken him to a little cloister where the Clares had let him stay in the guest house and sit in the back of the church. Even a sworn brother was not allowed within the cloister proper. Men were stronger and might take advantage of a sister, forcing her to break her vows.

      He had known of men being raped. Rarer, yes, but it happened. And he had once had to fight off a woman bent on taking her pleasure with him regardless of his wishes. He thought she might have had a thing for priests. For the unattainable.

      Still, he had glimpsed the Clares at their work and contemplation. They prayed. He saw no reason they could not do other work, but that was as it was. They prayed.

      He dropped to sit on a rock by the stream. He should pray, but he did not feel God's presence right now. Had not felt Him much of late.

      Which no doubt meant he had been stepping down some path God did not wish for him. Out here, though. All creation is His temple, he reminded himself.

      It did not help. Instead of feeling the presence of God, he felt the forest close around him. He heard the songs of the birds. Their voices echoed in his ears. Across the stream a fox, on business of his own, paused and lifted a paw, pricking ears towards the human.

      "I mean you no harm, Brother Fox," Tuck said.

      Not understanding his words, the fox loped off into the woods. He was fleeing without trying to look as if he was, for foxes had their own sense of dignity. Tuck shook his head. He did not see God in the fox. He saw only the fox.

      What had happened to his faith? He reached out, but felt only a distant presence. Perhaps it was not his faith, but that God was busy elsewhere. Certainly the Crusaders were making plenty of work for Him. Not the best kind of work, either.

      Or perhaps this was one of the old places, where powers other than God held sway. More likely, the fault lay with Tuck himself. A fault that he had to address, if he was to minister to anyone. Even a bunch of outlaws.

      The water shimmered for a moment. He held his breath. It was not a fish jumping, but the water's surface itself. Changing, altering, and then back to normal. A sign? Certainly, but was it from God, Satan or somebody else?

      Or just a trick of the light.
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      Clorinda was making arrows, sitting at the edge of the camp, as Tuck returned. Her deft hands secured goose fletching to the shafts.

      Tuck watched her for a moment. It was not a skill he had ever had the chance or need to learn. Most men knew the bow, but friars and monks and priests were not expected to hunt or fight. More women than many thought. Her bow leaned against the tree near her. A longbow, albeit slightly smaller and lighter than most.

      Tuck did not disturb her. He just watched her, her dark head bowed over her task. She was a woman who would have drawn some men to consider their vows.

      "She is a temptation, is she not," came a soft voice from behind. Clorinda barely looked up.

      This man was a little older than the leader, but not much. As close as he had approached, Tuck could see harp callouses on his hands.

      That such a group would have a minstrel with them did not surprise him. He would dare and risk and then return to town, and the truths he told would be mistaken for tales. Or turned into them...exaggerated, linked to one man when they spoke of many.

      "Who's woman is she?" Tuck asked, softly.

      A blush colored the minstrel's cheeks. "She is mine, at least as much as such a woman belongs to a man."

      He had thought Clorinda fought with the leader, but he saw now that he was wrong. He moved further away from her. "A temptation to some men, but not to me, I assure you.." Tuck shrugged.

      The minstrel laughed. "Ah. You cannot tell me, though, that you don't have feelings."

      "Would the vow be a discipline if I did not?" Tuck noted, heading further into the camp. He did not want to admit he was not tempted, for that had in the past invited questions, and he was not yet comfortable with this man. "I have not caught your name."

      "Will."

      "They call me Tuck."

      "Not your real name."

      The friar shrugged. "I prefer to keep the name my parents gave me unspoken, and my nameday Saint is a woman who's name does not lend itself..." He tailed off. He had a cloister name, of course, but he had regretted it within six months of choosing it. Tuck suited him far better.

      "Like anyone here uses their real names. Or all of them." The minstrel shrugged. "But Tuck has to have some story behind it."

      "A novice story, long told and mostly forgotten." He had had little choice but orders. No food for him, not for the fifth son. Not much for his brothers, either. In other, darker times, they might all have ended up as slaves. His choice was, thus, the orders or attempting to convince a wealthier family to marry him to one of their daughters. He preferred orders.

      Will smiled. "But tales are my stock in trade. Come, you should tell me...and if it is exaggerated a little, so much the better."

      Tuck laughed. "This evening, and only if you pay me in ale. My own ale, I would hasten to add."

      He was still a little bit bitter about how rapidly his stash was vanishing. And what would replace it when it was gone? Bad homebrew? More likely something they stole or traded for, selling risky game to the villagers.

      Like he had not eaten venison in a thousand places. As long as they were not caught.

      "Yours, eh? Ours now. But then, perhaps you will stay?"

      "I haven't decided yet. My feet wish to wander."

      Will snorted. "You mean your sorry mule's hooves."

      "Nothing sorry about him. He's loyal and reliable, so what if he's not handsome?" An understatement. Tuck was well aware the beast was as ugly as sin. "Besides, I swore a vow of poverty. Of course I had to buy a cheap mule."

      "Shanks' Mare would be cheaper," Will pointed out.

      "Ah, but I could not carry as much ale that way, and good ale is rare enough that acquiring plenty of it when one can is a good idea." Tuck shrugged. "I never was very good at poverty."

      "So, I suspect you had no more choice about entering orders than most. It's small wonder half of you have mistresses."

      "I find women less of a temptation than wine." A testing of the waters. Getting no immediate reaction, Tuck glanced at the sky. "But you're right. I had very little choice. Nor money behind me to get a good living." But he had freedom. Vow of obedience or not, he had far more of that than any other man he knew. Other than, perhaps, these outlaws.

      "You could have become a minstrel."

      Tuck laughed, and then chose to demonstrate the foolishness of that idea by singing a few bars.

      Will clapped his hands over his ears. "Enough! Enough! Your point is made!"

      "I sing better when drunk."

      "You could hardly sing worse!"

      Tuck felt the cameraderie between these men begin to expand to include him. He half thought he should fight the sensation. He was a friar, a man who belonged only to god and to no other place or person. He could easily come to belong here, and that would be dangerous. Dangerous to his soul.

      He remembered the shimmer on the water. "So, you are all good Christians here?"

      "Mostly." Will's response was edgy.

      That meant, like as not, they had at least one believer in older superstitions amongst them. Possibly Will himself. The old gods had been pushed away into corners, but they still named the days of the week. People still dressed wells for the Celtic Brigid, claiming she was now a Saint. People still danced the May. People still locked the livestock in on nights when the Wild Hunt was supposed to ride.

      It was a small step from there to actually worshipping and making offerings to those old figures. Here, out in the countryside, it was more likely. It was likely that these people called on herbwives when one was sick or wounded, and if those herbwives made a quick prayer to Lugh or to the Norse goddess Eir, then who was to notice? "I am not somebody who wants to stomp on the old ways with a heavy boot," Tuck said, quietly. "I would rather men came to God in their own time and in their own way."

      "And if that way is to call Him by another name?"

      Tuck glanced at the sky again. "I will minister to those who let me. Those who would prefer I didn't interfere with their lives...life is too short to turn into one of those."

      One of those who seemed to have more and more power. Of course, every time people sought an old fashioned handfasting or a lychgate wedding. Every time they casually forgot to baptize a baby, or simply avoided the two required masses at Christmas and Easter, the church lost money. The church needed money, especially with the crusades. More and more indulgences were being sold, and Tuck was pretty sure there were enough pieces of the True Cross around to build Noah's Ark. Possibly twice over.

      "Good," Will said. "Because there are a couple of people here who have been known to invoke Cernunnos in a tight spot. And...well. You'll see."

      Thou shalt have no other God before me. It went through his mind, of course, in the Latin. But that did not necessarily mean there were no other Gods. Tuck knew where his loyalty lay. He wasn't a very good friar, but he was still a friar. "As long as nobody asks me to join in such invocations. With the exception of those that have the church's sanction."

      "The ones the church knows it can't stop, you mean." Will winked. "So. Tonight, over ale, perhaps you will tell us all your story."

      "Get me drunk and I will tell you plenty of tales." He winked back. Not that he needed to be drunk, but the only way he was getting any of his ale back was to talk it out of them. "And perhaps a song?"

      "Always."

      Having been reminded of his mule, Tuck went to check on the beast. He was tethered with two scruffy forest ponies, the kind that tended to escape and breed on their own. Both had been recently groomed, at least. The mule was still the least attractive beast here. He found a small stash containing a curry comb at the base of one of the trees and liberated it. He was not about to ask anyone else to perform the task of grooming his beast, not right now. It might help him get into that state where he could feel God's presence. The one which kept eluding him.

      It bothered him that he could not seem to reach God. Was this place forsaken? He had had that thought before, but felt it more likely to be some failing in himself. God was everywhere. God was even in an ugly mule who tried to nip him when he approached with the curry. "Enough of that, Brownie."

      Why bother with a more original name? At his last stop he had been teased, both about the state of the creature and the name. People expected a churchman to ride a fine palfrey and wear silk under his robes.

      Brownie resigned himself to being groomed, only shooting Tuck the occasional glare.

      "I have a boy could do that for you," came Robin's voice.

      "I like to do it myself." Tuck did not turn around, continuing what he was doing. He sensed that the man would likely not be offended.

      "Good. You should always check your own equipment."

      It had the air of a platitude. "So. Is there anyone here who would join me in divine service?"

      "I can ask around. Some will, some..."

      "Will warned me."

      Robin circled around so he was standing on the far side of the mule, looking at Tuck over its body. "Will you stay, Tuck? We could use you, and I doubt you care any more for the so-called Mother Church than I do."

      "For now."
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      They broke camp two days later. Tuck's mule and cart were pressed into service, with two other carts pulled by the shaggy ponies. He walked at the animal's head. It would do him no harm to walk, and there was enough weight on the cart with the tents and supplies.

      He wondered if their initial thought in ambushing him had been to steal the mule to replace some beast they had lost.

      Perhaps, but now he was with them...for the nonce. If they were caught he could say he had been captured and compelled to say Mass for them. It would be close to the truth. And Robin fell in next to him.

      "So," Tuck asked. "What is your story?"

      The man walked with his bow unstrung as a staff, apparently not too worried about attack in this part of the forest. "My story?"

      "The story as to how you are here, not ensconced in some pleasant house with a pleasant wife."

      "A wife." Robin's face shadowed a little. "Aye, I might have had one of those."

      Tuck rested a hand on the mule's withers for a moment. "As might I, had my father not all but sold me to the friars. Too many mouths to feed. An unfortunate woman she would have been."

      Robin laughed, lightly. Then his face darkened again. "Gisbourne. Gisbourne is my story."

      "Guy of Gisbourne. He crusades. I met him in the Holy Land."

      "So, you have...have you seen Jerusalem?"

      "Yes. And I wish I had not." Tuck frowned. "No, I wish I had not seen how the crusaders act in the Holy Land. They call it Holy and then sack and despoil it."

      "Gisbourne sacks and despoils everything he touches. He demanded taxes that were more than we could pay, and when we did not pay, he burned several houses. One of his men raped the woman I was to marry. She killed herself."

      In such short terms did Robin give his story. Tuck saw no love for the woman in his eyes, only the sharp, cynical bitterness of a man ill-used. Of course, even a yeoman did not always wed a woman of his own desire. She could well have been the best available, and he bound to her for want of another option.

      Or he could simply have been so hurt by it that he had set his love for her aside, tossed it away. "I believe Gisbourne himself raped several Saracen women and then informed them he was doing them a favor, giving them Christian children." Tuck frowned. Gisbourne was not a man he cared to deal with.

      "When he comes back, I will find some way to hurt him."

      "I can think of a number of ways." Tuck paused. "He spoke several times of a black stallion he is particularly fond of. Given the way I saw him treat his horses, we would be doing it a favor if we stole it."

      Robin laughed a bit. "A black stallion, eh? Why is it that people like that always want their fancy colored beasts?"

      "Because they think it makes them look like better horsemen. He whips his horse into a frenzy so he can show off his ability to control it." Tuck patted the mule again. "I might be no horseman, but I know that is wrong. Richard, now there is a horseman."

      "What is the king like?" Robin seized on the name like a small dog on a rat.

      "Very French," Tuck said, shortly. He could see the disappointment in the man's eyes. "If you think Richard would be a better king than John, then you are setting yourself up for a fall. John at least cares something for England."

      "And Richard does not." Robin's tone was flat.

      "Richard is not crusading to be in the Holy Land, he is doing it to not be in England. I wish I could bring better news, but it would be a lie."

      "So, the good king we are to look forward to...the one I saw in a vision...is not Richard."

      A vision? Tuck did not dismiss it. Stranger things had happened. "Perhaps it is Richard's son. Or, more likely, John's. Or perhaps even further in the future."

      It struck Tuck as unlikely Richard would leave any legitimate offspring. Most likely the king would die in the Holy Land. He was not one to shirk the front of the fight, after all.

      "Richard..."

      "I do not envision him ever returning to rule...and those who dream of it, do not know him." Tuck frowned. "Prince John's largest fault, from what I can see, is his grip on his purse strings."

      "When people are unable to pay their taxes, you breed outlaws. When you mistake unable for unwilling, you breed even more." Robin glanced at the friar. "Perhaps a grip on the purse strings would not be so bad were it not accompanied by the desire to fill the coffers further."

      "How much of that is the prince and how much is men like Gisbourne? And how much of it is the Crusades?"

      "I had thought of going myself," Robin mused. "But..."

      "I wouldn't recommend it." Tuck glanced at the young man again. "You would only be going from one kind of thievery to another, and a kind less honorable. They do not care who they hurt out there...and not everyone in the Holy Land is a Saracen."

      "Truthfully?"

      "There are Christians there, and Jews...not so many of the latter, for all that it was their homeland once." Of course, some would argue it was even less of a problem to harm a Jew than a Saracen. Tuck often felt men should be more respectful to Christ's blood kin, but...what men were respectful? Few that he had met, that was for sure.

      "I would imagine that there would be Christians there still, but under Saracen rule."

      "There are worse fates. The Saracens do not interfere with them." Tuck considered it for a moment. "In a way, they are better men than most here. They are more..." He tailed off. "Tolerant than most in Christendom."

      "Still, they should not hold Jerusalem."

      "It is sacred also to them. They consider Christ an important teacher."

      Robin fell silent. Perhaps Tuck had said too much. Too much of his impressions of the Saracens and of the Holy Land itself. It bordered on if not heresy, then at least an unacceptable belief and attitude.

      It was taken as read by all that the Saracens were evil barbarians bent on the utter destruction of Christendom. The truth was far more complicated. There was no need to take Jerusalem back from them...

      But the Crusaders would, and it would be the ordinary people of that city who suffered for it. They who died.

      They would make Jerusalem a wasteland, and once Tuck realized that he had turned his feet back to the west.

      Back to England where, at least, there was no pointless war, no meaningless conflict. Or was there? Perhaps it had been his travels that had caused him to see the lack of perfection. To see the holes in the social fabric.

      And now he walked with outlaws.
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      They made camp that night in a valley with steep sides. A quite defensible location, Tuck noted. He had, indeed, spent too much time with Crusaders. Once he would not have thought of such things.

      He also saw the stream that flowed down through it, crisp and clear. Good water. He stepped around a fairy ring...friar or no, he was not about to risk an encounter with the Good People.

      Robin. Robin was a fairy name. The outlaw had no doubt taken it for a reason, to reflect the ability to appear and vanish, to be part of the woods. But a fairy name nonetheless. He wondered if that would anger them.

      The Church officially said fairies did not exist. Tuck had spent enough time in the woods not to believe it. He remembered the shimmer on the water. Had that been a sign from God after all? Nobody else stepped in the fairy ring either. It might as well have been formed out of solid stone.

      It did not take long to make camp. Tents went up with practiced ease, but from any distance none of them would be visible. Forest greens and browns.

      These people knew what they were doing. Tuck checked on his mule, then wandered a distance from camp.

      As he did so, he heard footsteps. A broken twig. The passage of somebody no better a woodsman than he himself. Had that betrayed them?

      No, he doubted it. But this person was...and then he saw him. A peasant, plain and simple. The dog that limped at his side was undoubtedly lawed. He carried a staff.

      No threat, Tuck decided, except that there was a bounty on outlaws, and this was a poor man. After a moment, he came across a course of action.

      Exaggerating a weave to his step, he crossed the man's path.

      "Good brother!" the man called.

      "Good day." He slurred his speech very slightly...attempting to appear ale-sodden. A state he wished he was actually in. They had drunk a lot of his ale...

      "Be careful, good brother, there are outlaws in these woods."

      "I doubt they would harm a man of the cloth."

      "They took all of Abbott Moresford's jewels."

      "Which he should not have had." He kept the slight slur to his speech. He wanted to appear drunk, but not so drunk he could not have a conversation. Drunk enough that he would not be able to lie. People forgot how to lie when they got drunk. Exaggerate, yes. Lie, no.

      The man looked him up and down. "You have none. And if you had any ale, they won't be taking it now." He laughed a bit. "Just be careful."

      "I am not so drunk as to stumble right into their lair...and if there's an outlaw lair, its far from here."

      "Or invisible. Or you are too drunk to see it." The man laughed again. "The road is that way, good brother."

      Tuck headed the indicated way, almost walking into a tree. Only when he was sure the villager was out of sight did he turn back. Invisible. These outlaws had quite the reputation. But if they had taken Moresford's jewels then he would cheer them on. "Should have taken his mistress, too."

      A nearby tree responded. "He didn't have her on him."

      He jumped, turned, and realized that he had somehow walked past the huge form of Little John. The Little, of course, being a sarcastic nickname. "Did he have her jewels on him?"

      "Not that we could tell. Neat move."

      "You won't let me get drunk for real."

      "That ale is too good to binge on." John fell in next to him. "You need to be more careful about putting your heel down first," he added.

      Tuck nodded. "I'm not a woodsman."

      "Yet." The word sounded almost like a threat.

      "Uh oh," was Tuck's only response. Turning into one sounded like far too much like hard work.

      "Of course, there's a price to pay for any lessons."

      "And what would you charge?"

      "Your stories of the Holy Land."

      "I think I would make that payment to Will. He can make more of them than I could. I lack the minstrel's gift. Or a good singing voice, for that matter."

      John laughed, stepping back down into the valley. His long legs covered the ground such that Tuck had to scurry a little to keep up. "I am sure you can sing the services."

      "Not very well." He could, any one in orders could, but by values of 'could' that anyone with a sense of pitch would argue with. "I sing better when drunk."

      "You just want your ale back."

      Tuck felt himself relaxing. The big man was full of banter...he was not the typical quiet that so many of such size were, but much more...truly laid back. No impression of trying to ward and hide his strength, not here. Of course, Tuck had noted the easy manner between him and Robin.

      Almost too easy. If he was not sure and certain Robin was not a disguised woman...and certainly no woman would be the size of John...he would have thought them lovers. Perhaps they were anyway. A terrible sin in the eyes of the Church.

      He was not going to ask. What he did not know about he would not have to preach against, and really, he was not sure he would bother. It certainly did less harm than robbing merchants...or abbots.

      "John. Tuck." Robin approached them, his eyes flicking between the two. Then, softly, "Tuck, I would speak with you."

      Tuck nodded. "Privately?"

      "Yes."

      John bent down and, to Tuck's shock, kissed the smaller man before withdrawing. It was not the kiss of friend or brother, but the kiss of a lover. Tuck blinked. Yes, a terrible sin in the eyes of the Church and one he should speak against, but he found he could not.

      Instead, he followed Robin into the woods, to the nearby stream. Maybe he wanted to confess. Maybe he had something else in mind.

      He crouched by the stream, glancing across it at the fairy ring. "Do you think they really use those as their gateways to our world?"

      "I don't
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