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			Prologue

			The white-bearded man walked through the old oak trees into a clearing in the forest. He took a handkerchief from the sleeve of his tunic and wiped his brow, which was wet with perspiration after his long hike. The sun to his left, which had kept him unseasonably warm all through his walk, was beginning to sink below the horizon. Breathing heavily, he continued up the gentle slope to its highest point.

			This hillock was about twenty-five feet across and raised ten feet or so above the surrounding forest floor, so that it could not even be seen from any distance because of the thick trees blocking the view. But the old man knew that at one time this spot had been a meeting place for representatives from all the neighboring farms and villages. That had been in pagan times, though. In fact, some believed that this was an old heathen burial mound from many centuries earlier. Well, he thought, if there are pagan spirits lurking in these woods, they would no longer congregate here after he had done what he had come to do.

			The old man was accoutered like a knight, dressed in a well-worn habergeon of rusty chainmail, over which he wore a green surcoat with a brown lion rampant, the blazon of his house. A short arming sword hung from a sash around his waist, and he bore on his back a sturdy shovel and a pick. In addition, he carried a deerskin bag within which was a box he highly prized.

			At one corner of the clearing a small boundary stone marked with a “W” poked out from the ground. The old crusader knelt by the stone and laid his shovel down, the end of the handle pointing due west to where the sun was setting. He used the spade’s handle to make a line running west to east, then took his sword and placed it precisely vertical to the shovel, the two instruments intersecting at the stone. Then he marked a spot on his right-hand side that he judged was precisely midway between the horizontal and vertical lines, and began a line in the sand, moving his sword now to lay it at a precise forty-five-degree angle, directly northeast of the stone. He carried this line out two sword lengths, which was exactly six feet. At that point he began to dig.

			As he dug, he told himself he was glad the light was fading. It lessened the possibility that anyone would see him by chance digging in this mound. He also planned how he would record all of these steps in Latin on a map he would draw—he’d had a good deal of experience reading battlefield maps in the Holy Land, and was skilled in their use. And he planned how once his eldest son was old enough, he would share the secret with the lad, so that his family could depend on the treasure held within this box in coming years. It was, he thought, the future of his house.

			Precisely three feet deep, he placed the box, tenderly as if it were a child. He filled in the hole by moonlight, and packed the earth down with his feet, finally drawing a branch across the whole area to disguise the fact that someone had been digging there recently. Then he gathered up his tools, heaved a sigh of relief, and started to make his way back through the oaks, to the tree where he had left his horse. He had wanted no horse tracks left where some tracker of the forest might follow them to his hiding place. He smiled as he made his way slowly back through the dark forest. He had insured his family’s security, he was now confident, for generations to come. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The mighty gyrfalcon was barely a speck in the sky as the small wedge of barnacle geese flew beneath it. When she judged the time was right, the great bird of prey tucked in her mighty wings and began a powerful drive aimed unerringly at the small, weak goose that trailed the others. The falcon struck hard, tearing the weaker goose with her powerful talons and curved beak while yet in full flight. Still clutching her prey in those formidable talons, the meticulously trained bird slowed, dropped the goose to the ground, and landed gracefully on the thick leather glove that protected the fist of Lord William Randal.

			Lord Randal, astride the chestnut palfrey he saved for hunting, smiled at the great bird and spoke lovingly to her as he stroked her head with his other gloved hand. “That’s my pretty one! Best hunter in the mews, aren’t you my great Xenobia? Isn’t she, Dap?” This last he said as he leaned down to allow his falconer to take the gyrfalcon from him and to place the leather hood over her eyes, tying her then to the leash or creance and placing her in her cadge, the padded wooden frame she was carried in. She was a beautiful bird, with snow-white feathers. Powerfully built, she weighed nearly five pounds and had a wingspread of close to five feet. Lord Randal had paid dearly for her when she was brought from Iceland a few years earlier, and was justly proud of her.

			“Best hunter in the whole shire, m’lord, by my reckoning,” Dap answered gruffly, the early morning damp graveling his voice. “But let’s see if this here new little runt can hold a candle to her, or if we should chop him up and feed him to Xenobia for dinner!” Despite his dry humor, Dap’s sun-browned features, sharp and expressionless as if carved from stone, betrayed no flicker of amusement as he removed the hood from his master’s newly acquired peregrine. 

			This new bird was a good deal smaller that the great gyrfalcon, at about two pounds, and his blue-grey wings spanned perhaps three feet, but as Lord Randal held out a small shred of meat to entice the shy young peregrine onto his gloved fist, he said, “Just wait, Dap. You’re going to be astounded when you see how fast this new fellow can fly. I’ve seen peregrines strike so fast, a young duck in flight never knew what hit him. I think I’ll name him Mercury, what do you think?” He stroked the nervous bird gently with his free hand and called over to his other servant, the dog boy, who stood at the edge of the clearing holding Troilus and Cresseid, Randal’s two greyhounds, by the leash. “What do you think, Wulf, ever seen a peregrine falcon in flight?” Wulf, a thin slouching lad of nineteen or so, with a long hanging face and ears and nose, had been gazing at the ground as if looking for something, and surprised out of his reverie by his master’s question, looked up and shook his head indifferently. Like his older fellow Dap, he was dressed in a simple brown tunic with a green hood, that being the livery of Lord Randal’s house. But he filled it out far less well than the stocky, muscular Dap.

			“Well,” Randal told both of them as he scanned the sky from the back of his horse. “Let another wedge of geese fly by and I’ll loose him, and then you’re going to see something awe-inspiring, let me tell you!” The nobleman shook his wavy brown locks out of his face as he gazed upwards, shading his dark eyes with his gauntleted right hand as he held the peregrine on his left, and his smile revealed a full set of teeth still white enough after twenty-three years’ regular use.

			Perhaps it was because he and both his servants were carefully scanning the sky that they did not notice the half-dozen men in Lincoln green garb silently emerging from the trees that surrounded the clearing, moving cautiously forward with arrows notched in their longbows and the bows held at the ready. What those men saw were two unarmed servants, one with a pair of dogs and the other with a cadge for hunting birds, their two palfreys tied to a tree, and an imposing young nobleman mounted and dressed in a fine brocade surcoat embroidered with flowers, and dark blue cloak and hood of fine woolen tiretaine. Hanging from his leather belt, this young fellow did have a short sword, but more importantly he also had a fat purse dangling there, and that is what had drawn the intense interest of the men in green.

			“Now, now, go quite easy there,” a good-humored nasal voice suddenly startled the three men in the clearing. “Move slow, or one of my boys might get excited and send an arrow in yer direction, and I’d hate to ruin that lovely embroidery on yer surcoat, m’lord. Must ’ave took some poor girl weeks o’ work makin’ it. I’d hate to have her work go to naught. Now get that bird calmed down and put away first, slow and careful now.”

			The peregrine was squawking and fluttering his wings nervously, spooked when Randal had started at the sudden interruption. Fortunately, he was still on his leather leash, or Lord Randal would have lost his latest acquisition. He lowered the bird slowly to Dap’s hands, and the careful falconer replaced the bird’s hood and gently placed him back in the cadge.

			The speaker, whom Randal assumed must be the leader of the group, was clad in green with a brown hood that lay across his back so that his wild brown hair hung free. He had a wide friendly-looking smile that revealed perhaps half of his original teeth. The pug nose was sprinkled with freckles and the brown eyes twinkled with mischievous—though not, Randal judged, with evil—intent.

			Lord Randal spread his hands in a calming gesture and addressed the speaker in what he thought was a conciliatory tone. “Be calm yourself young man. You are royal foresters of Sherwood, I am assuming? Well, I think you will want to stand down when you hear who I am. I am called Lord Randal of Halloughton, because I have a great manor house there, two miles from Southwell. I am not poaching here—I’ll have you know I have written authorization signed by the king himself to hunt in his royal forest. I appreciate your doing your duty, but you need not threaten me with arrest. My hunting here has royal sanction.” With that last word Lord Randal’s right hand moved unconsciously toward the hilt of his sword.

			“Na, na, na, none of that my lord,” the speaker cautioned. “Put that hand in the air, won’t you? Skipper, slip over there and take that sword out of our new friend’s scabbard will you?” At that, one of the others put down his bow—he had seemed ill at ease with the weapon anyway, Randal had noted—and stepped to the horse, relieving Randal of his sword. This fellow was a strange looking woodsman, with long blond hair braided down his back, and a battle axe stuck into his belt: a weapon, Randal had no difficulty imagining, with which the muscular blond was probably far more comfortable than his bow.

			With Lord William now unarmed, the group’s spokesman let his own bow dip and his arms relax. “Now as to arresting you, we’ve no such intention. You mistake us, my lord. We don’t care about yer poaching. We do enough of that ourselves. We’re certainly no royal foresters. Let me introduce myself: they call me Much, the miller’s son. And frankly, my lord, we’re not impressed wi’ yer king’s permit. I mean, who’s the king these days anyway? Nobody around here has seen such a person. Fact is, it’s our captain who happens to be Master of Sherwood Forest. And he doesn’t want us to arrest you. He wants us to invite you to dinner.” And with that Much gave the nobleman a gap-toothed grin.

			Lord Randal found Much’s grin almost irresistible, and couldn’t help grinning back. With a confident nod to his two servants, he replied, “Well then, Much the miller’s son, lead us on! I’ve a notion I’d like to meet this captain of yours! And to repay his courtesy, we’ve got two fat geese and a couple of nice rabbits my hounds tracked down in the game bag Wulf is holding over there. I’d like to contribute those, and the one my gyrfalcon has just killed, to pay for my share of the dinner.”

			“Well…” Much’s grin grew broader as he looked down at the earth and rubbed the back of his neck, and his five companions stifled their laughter. “Yer share might end up costing you a bit more than that. And by the by, we’re going to have to bring you hooded like yer hawks there, since we can’t let anybody see how to get to our camp, ya see. So if yer two men will mount their horses, my friend John here will supply the masks.”

			Intrigued but not alarmed by the woodsman’s curious words, Randal nodded to his men, and Dap, carrying the cadge, mounted his grey palfrey. Wulf first picked up the newly slain goose and bagged it before mounting his own dark brown rouncey. John the cook’s son handed a black hood to each of them and made sure they drew it over their faces, and Much took the reins of Lord Randal’s horse to lead the whole party through the woods. “Just a reminder, my lord,” Much whispered confidentially. “I wouldn’t try to sneak a peek from under that hood. Or try to break away with yer horse. My men have still got their bows. And trust me, they’re crack shots.”
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			After an hour or so of tramping through the woods, listening to the clomps of the horse hooves on the forest floor and the songs of those birds that still remained in Sherwood in early October, along with the occasional remarks the outlaws made quietly to one another, Lord Randal was thoroughly confused. He had tried to remember which direction his horse had been turned, and to guess how far it was between turns, but after the first quarter hour he was so completely turned around, what with Much’s constant changes of direction and retracing of steps, that he gave up any thought of remembering how he had come.

			At length Lord Randal began to hear voices, many jolly voices that seemed to be bantering with one another as a group of people went about their mid-day tasks, and he smelled the smoke of a good sized campfire, and felt full sunlight on his face, suggesting they had come out of the deep woods. Then he felt a tug at his belt and realized some hand had reached up and snatched his purse away. That annoyed him somewhat, and he recalled what Much had said about his paying for his meal. But immediately thereafter someone yanked the hood from his head and, blinking a bit in the sun, he looked around at a boisterous encampment, with at least fifteen more Lincoln-clad foresters, some bustling, some lounging, within a wide clearing around the largest oak tree Randal had ever seen.

			Now a group of half a dozen outlaws came forward to meet the new arrivals. They were led by a suntanned mountain of a man who gave Lord William quite a start. The man was at least six and a half feet tall, with broad shoulders and bulging biceps and a bulk that must have weighed a good twenty stone. He approached Randal with his right hand extended, and the lord was struck by the giant’s sharp blue eyes, his ruggedly handsome face, his blond hair and well-trimmed beard.

			“Welcome, my lord,” the fellow said, taking Randal’s hand and helping him from his horse. “I see our friend Much has invited you to dine. I’m John Naylor, though folk hereabout call me ‘Little John,’ obviously because of my puny size. And you are?”

			At the name “Little John,” Lord Randal’s eyes grew large. Of course, waylaid in Sherwood these days? Who else could it be but that band of outlaws known to be led by Little John and the notorious Robin Hood. He let out an inarticulate “Ah!” and shook his head as if to shake the cobwebs from the corners of his brain. “So this is the camp of the infamous Robin Hood, is it? Despoiler of the king’s deer? The thief that terrorizes all the folk who enter Sherwood?”

			“Well, not all the folk,” Little John corrected him. “Just the rich ones. They’re the ones need terrorizing.”

			“Well now, that’s putting it a bit crudely John, don’t you think?” A freckled, handsome youth at John’s side interrupted. “My lord, what my friend means to say is that it is only rich nobles or prelates that we invite to dinner, and we do ask of them a small contribution to help pay for their entertainment. To the common folk we do no harm. In fact, we often share our pickings with the poor folk of the forest—talk to any of them and you’ll hear us spoken of more fairly.”

			“Oh, our guest is quite ready to contribute to the feast,” Much said. “In fact, if you take the game bag from that scrawny slouching brute on the brown horse, you’ll find a brace of geese and rabbits he’s pledged to give us.”

			“Is that so?” Little John said. “Scarlet, why don’t you grab that bag and take it to Ellen there at the cooking spit? She’s just about to start the meal, I would think!”

			At that one of his other companions, one with laughing blue eyes and a great mane of blond hair that was covered by a bright red hood worn over his Lincoln green tunic, took the bag from Wulf and flashed Lord William a wide smile before dashing toward the cooking fire.

			“That’s Will Scarlet,” Little John told the lord. “And this other young scamp you’ve been talking to is my own personal thorn in the flesh, Will Stutely. But you ain’t answered my first question, my lord. Who are you?”

			“My apologies, my good man, I was so taken aback by being here at the camp of the Sherwood outlaws I quite forgot my courtesy. But he is one Will” (Randal nodded at Scarlet’s retreating back), “he is another (and with that he nodded at Stutely), “and I must make a third. William Randal is my name, Lord of Halloughton. I hunt in these woods with the king’s sanction. But I am told I’d much better have the consent of Master Robin Hood, de facto Lord of Sherwood.” At that the corner of Randal’s mouth twisted upward slightly to match his mocking tone.

			“Who exactly the king is anymore we’re hard put to say here in the north,” Stutely continued in a mock-serious vein. “But we do know that the representative of royal power here in Nottinghamshire—one Sir Guy of Gisbourne—far more resembles the arse end of your horse than he does the arm of a king.” 

			Lord Randal cocked his head. “Do I detect some bitterness there in your voice, young Stutely?”

			“I was entertained in Sir Guy’s dungeon for about twenty years one night,” Stutely answered, then pointed to the scar over his left eye. “He left me this to remember him by.”

			Randal looked thoughtful a moment and then mused, “Yes, well, Gisbourne—he is one of those who characterized your whole band as thieves and poachers deserving to be hanged.” But then after another brief moment’s thought, he added, “Of course my neighbor, Sir Richard of the Lee, says those claims are nonsense—that you are a generous and kindly crew who exact a toll only on those who can afford to pay it.”

			“You know Sir Richard, then?” came a voice from behind. When Randal turned around, he was face to face with another sturdy, well-built yeoman in the Lincoln green livery of the outlaws, standing with hands on his hips and flashing a most mischievous grin. While not so striking as Little John, this fellow had an easy air of confidence and authority about him, from his blond hair and shrewd blue eyes to his soft deerskin boots. “Well any friend of Sir Richard’s is a friend of ours! But let me ask you this, my lord: are you one who can afford to pay our toll?”

			“Once we weigh this purse we’ll know the answer to that, Robin!” Much held up the purse he’d snatched from Lord Randal’s belt, and he tossed it to Robin, who tested it in his palm and whistled. 

			“Quite a fat purse you’ve got there, my lord,” Robin said, jiggling the bag and looking thoughtful. “Perhaps it needs to miss a meal or two. Thorvald!” he called. “We need a reckoning here!”

			From the group of men that had now begun to crowd around the cook fire to watch a young woman spitting Randal’s geese and begin roasting them over the open flames, a little fellow emerged and made his way as quickly as he could to Robin’s side. He was a grizzled old dwarf with white hair and beard, and a face that seemed perpetually angry, but his voice was pleasant enough as he took the purse from Robin’s hand and said, “I’ll ’ave them figgers fer ya by the time the meal is done, Robin!” And off he went, back into the crowd.

			Lord Randal gawked at Robin as if he’d met the pope, “You…you’re…Robin Hood, then, the notorious outlaw?”

			“At your service,” Robin answered with an ironic bow. ”Though of course, as you have said, Sir Richard would not label us so. Now, my lord, let Much and Will make you and your servants comfortable, and to help you wile away the time till dinner, those geese you brought us will make a tasty meal, but we can give you some cheese and nuts and a splash of ale while you’re waiting, right lads?”

			Stutely and the miller’s son showed their guests to a comfortable bed of grass at the foot of the Great Oak, and left them alone while they visited the stores being doled out by another of the young women of the group, and secured three cups of ale, three wedges of cheddar, and a small pewter bowl of nuts, which they brought back to the guests under the tree. In the meantime, Lord Randal looked around at his leisure. He saw a small group of men playing at Hazzards on the other side of the tree. And further off three or four others were playing what looked to be a version of Nine Men’s Morris with black and white pebbles and a playing surface scratched into the forest floor. But by far the greatest number of men were crowding about the fire where, like Will and Much, they could pick up a bite or two to quiet their bellies while they waited for the main course of fowl.

			Randal lounged in the moss enjoying the coloring leaves of early autumn, the yellows of the sturdy oaks, interspersed with the deep reds of the ash and the gold of the beech trees scattered among the oak. Vouchsafed a serving of the outlaws’ cheese, nuts and ale, Lord Randal and the chiseled-faced Dap sat comfortably munching their snack, while the surly Wulf wandered unobtrusively around the edge of the camp, still apparently searching the forest floor as he had done before.

			But Randal paid his sulking servant little heed, as he noticed a young man with a lute moving toward the center of the clearing. What, he thought, are we about to get some kind of entertainment? The young minstrel was of an age with Randal, and he wore a bright blue hood over his uniform green tunic, and wore hosen of the same color as his hood. A bit of a dandy, Randal thought as the fellow listened to his lute and adjusted a few strings. And why not? He was a handsome enough lad, with short-cropped sandy hair and a thin goatee to match, and he swaggered a bit as he took up his instrument.

			For a time, Randal was all but mesmerized by the fellow’s fine tenor, and enthralled by the tale he sung, a ballad Randal had not heard before, about a young girl called Meggie and her lover, Sweet William, who leaves his beloved and is murdered on his way home. And his grisly head is hung from the beams of the church ceiling the next day, right over poor Meggie’s own accustomed place.

			When the song was ended, Randal felt a bit of a letdown, as if returning home after a bracing gallop on his favorite horse, or winding down after a rollicking dance with his own beloved lady. He clapped his hands to show the minstrel his appreciation, and the singer turned toward him, raising his eyebrows in surprise at such a reception from one of the company’s generally unwilling guests. And, swinging his lute onto his back, he began to saunter over to Lord Randal, flopping himself next to the nobleman with a friendly air.

			“So, my lord,” the minstrel began, his hazel eyes dancing with delight. “I see you appreciate good music!”

			“With all my heart,” the lord exclaimed. “And that was some of the finest singing and playing I’ve heard, in hall or tavern or in the greenwood itself. What is your name, fellow?”

			“I am called Alan a Dale, my lord. And you, I understand, are Lord Randal of Halloughton. And it’s pleased I am you enjoyed my music so.”

			“I cannot say how much,” the lord replied. Then, growing animated, he burst out, “I must have you come and be a part of my household in Halloughton! What would you take for it? I’ll grant you an annuity that will certainly exceed your share of booty with this lot,” and he gestured around the clearing. “And a new set of clothes every Michaelmas. What say you?”

			Alan’s eyebrows shot up again, and he scratched his beard thoughtfully. “Well, it’s terribly generous, my lord. But of course, it’s not just me. I’ve got a wife to consider.” He turned toward the cooking fire, at the hardy young woman turning the spit. “That’s her there,” he gestured. “That’s my Ellen. There’d have to be a place for her, too in your house.”

			“Absolutely!” Lord Randal agreed. “We’ll definitely find a position for her. Perhaps an attendant on my wife—when I do marry, which I plan on soon. And I’ll add a pitcher of wine a day for your family as well. Come, come, what say you?”

			Alan continued scratching his beard. “I admit your offer is awfully tempting. Of course, you don’t know how much my share actually is here in the greenwood. I suspect it’s a good deal larger than you think. And then there’s the freedom. No offense, my lord, but there’s a lot to be said for being my own man. I’m servant to nobody, and I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to do. I’ve no master, you see—only a leader in Robin—and that, let me tell you, is worth more than gold. I don’t expect you to understand, never having been in servitude yourself, but freedom is a sumptuous commodity.”

			Lord Randal would have answered, but he was interrupted by Will Stutely bringing him and his companion Dap a bread trencher heaped with roast goose. At that Alan hopped up and dashed to the cook fire to get some for himself, with Randal calling after him, “Bring something back for my boy Wulf, will you?” The lad was hanging back, leaning against an oak at the edge of the clearing, but he looked up with anticipation at the promise of roast goose.

			“So, my lord,” Stutely asked, inclining his head courteously as he stood over the nobleman. “Are you satisfied with the feast so far?”

			Sir William seemed about to reply when he caught sight of something that made his jaw remain motionlessly hanging. From amongst the crowd around the cook fire where his eyes had followed Alan, there emerged a figure who wore no Lincoln green. He was tall and erect, with the bearing of a knight, and he was dressed in a tunic of blue samite and fine leather boots, and wore a finely woven black surcoat, though all of his clothing seemed somewhat the worse for wear, as if he’d been a nobleman in his time, but had gone several years without a new set of rich raiment. But more startling than that, the man’s visage was a dark mahogany color.

			After a moment Stutely asked, with some concern, “Are you all right, my lord? Did your dinner not agree with you?”

			Lord Randal, shaken out of his reverie, replied, “No, no, sirrah, my, uh, digestion is quite fine. I was just taken aback by that man there, walking toward the center of the circle. He’s…he seems to be dressed as a knight. Why…?”

			Stutely waited a moment, but when it became obvious that Randal was not about to elaborate his question, he responded, “Why is he dressed like a knight? Because he is a knight.” On seeing Randal’s skeptical reaction, Stutely continued: “That’s Sir Palomides. He was in fact a knight in the court of the old king. When most of his brethren were wiped out in the king’s last war, Palomides became a knight errant, but kept searching for a new lord that would have him.”

			“But…he’s…he’s a Moor, or am I mistaken?” Randal had heard enough about Moors from acquaintances who had been off to fight in one of the Holy Crusades that seemed to go on perpetually in the Holy Land and in Spain, though he had never seen one in the flesh. Returning crusaders had described the Muslim enemy as skillful and mighty warriors, who fought with the strength and guile of the devil himself. Was it any wonder that Randal would have expected some outward manifestation of this rendering, like fiery eyes or demonic horns? It was a bit of a disappointment to him that Palomides looked not unlike other men. Except, of course, for the tone of his skin. Well, Randal thought, perhaps those fine leather boots concealed some cloven hooves below.

			“Well of course he’s a Moor,” Stutely said. “He’s no infidel, though. He has been baptized. But that was of no account to the great lords he sought service with. Finally, he decided to give up the life of the court and come into the greenwood and join with his friend from the old king’s castle.”

			“Robin Hood you mean?” Again Lord Randal was surprised and amused by the things he was learning about the Sherwood outlaws. “Robin Hood was a member of the old king’s court?”

			Stutely shook his head. “Oh no, Robin is a freeborn yeoman and prouder of that than if he’d been one of your ilk, my lord. But he was captain of the of king’s guard, and took to the forest here when that kingdom fell. But Palomides is definitely a knight, with all the martial skills and with his own great war horse. And with the courtly skills as well, including the skills of the troubadour. Look, he’s going to regale us with a song!”

			“Right, you’re in for a treat now,” Alan a Dale said, returning to Randal’s side with his own trencher of fowl, having delivered one to the sullen Wulf before returning. Randal, seeing Sir Palomides unsling a small gittern he had flung across his back, settled back to be entertained again by these happy woodsmen. “Palomides is no wandering minstrel like me. He’s his own composer as well as singer, just like your old troubadours. Though I’m pretty sure he’s written a ballad he’s going to sing now.”

			“So you’re saying…” Randal began.

			“Shush!” He was shut down by both Alan and Will. “He’s about to begin!”

			Sir Palomides stood in the midst of the clearing and stared about him until all was quiet. Then in his sonorous baritone he introduced his theme: “Men and women of the forest, comrades and special guests,” and with this he nodded courteously to Lord Randal and his companions. “You have heard my friend Alan a Dale sing a merry ballad of the death of Sweet Willie.” There were a few guffaws at his characterization of the grizzly story as “merry.” “And he told that story well, my friends. But I have a story to tell you now that might make you see our pleasant minstrel in a different light. It’s a ballad I’ve just composed, and I like to call it “Robin Hood and Alan a Dale.” Here’s how it goes:

			As Robin Hood in the forest stood, 
Amongst the leaves so gay, 
There espied a brave young man 
Come drooping along the way. 

			And when he came bold Robin before, 
Robin asked him courteously, 
“O hast thou any money to spare 
For my merry men and me?” 

			“I have no money,” the young man said, 
“But five shillings and a ring; 
And that I have kept this seven long years, 
To have it at my wedding.” 

			“Yesterday I should have married a maid, 
But she now is from me ta’en, 
And chosen to be an old knight’s delight, 
Whereby my poor heart is slain.” 

			“What is thy name?” then said Robin Hood, 
“Come tell me, without any fail,” 
“By the faith of my body,” said the young man then, 
“My name it is Alan a Dale.” 

			“What wilt thou give me,” said Robin Hood, 
“In ready gold or fee, 
To help thee to thy true-love again, 
And deliver her unto thee?” 

			“I have no money,” then quoth the young man, 
“No ready gold nor fee, 
But I will swear upon a book 
Thy true servant for to be.” 

			Then Robin he hasted over the plain, 
He neither shirked nor stayed, 
Until he came unto the church 
Where Alan should be wed. 

			“What dost thou do here?” the bishop he said, 
“I prithee now tell to me:” 
“I am a bold harper,” quoth Robin Hood, 
“And the best in the north country.” 

			“O welcome, O welcome,” the bishop he said, 
“That music best pleaseth me;’” 
“You shall have no music,” quoth Robin Hood, 
“Till the bride and the bridegroom I see.”

			With that came in a wealthy knight, 
Who was both grave and old, 
And after him a dainty lass, 
Who shone like glistering gold. 

			“This is no fit match,” quoth bold Robin Hood, 
“That you seem to make here; 
For since we are come unto the church, 
The bride she shall choose her own dear.” 

			Then Robin Hood put his horn to his mouth, 
And blew blasts two or three; 
When four and twenty bowmen bold 
Came leaping over the lee. 

			And when they came into the church-yard, 
Marching all on a row, 
The first man was Alan a Dale, 
To give bold Robin his bow. 

			“This is thy true-love,” Robin he said, 
“Young Alan, as I hear say; 
And you shall be married at this same time, 
Before we depart away.” 

			“That shall not be,” the bishop he said, 
“For thy word will not stand; 
They shall be three times asked in the church, 
As the law is of our land.” 

			Robin Hood pulled off the bishop’s coat, 
And put it upon Little John; 
“By the faith of my body,” then Robin said, 
“This cloth doth make thee a man.” 

			When Little John went into the quire, 
The people began for to laugh; 
He asked them seven times in the church, 
Lest three times should not be enough.

			“Who gives me this maid,” then said Little John; 
Quoth Robin, “That do I, 
And any that take her from Alan a Dale 
Full dearly he shall her buy.” 

			And thus having ended this merry wedding, 
The bride looked as fresh as a queen, 
And so they returned to the merry green wood, 
Amongst the leaves so green. 

			There was raucous laughter and applause all around the clearing when Palomides had finished his song, and Lord Randal, quite taken out of himself with joy at the performance, applauded louder than any of the others. “By Gemini and the little fish,” he exclaimed. “Is this company filled with nothing but fine musicians? I swear by the five wounds of Christ, if you won’t come and serve as my household minstrel, I’ll talk this Sir Palomides into coming. No one would take him as knight you say? I’ll make him my own household knight, Moor or no, so long as he plays for me every night.”

			Alan a Dale raised his eyebrows and looked seriously at the nobleman. “If you’re serious about that, my lord, you may have better luck with Palomides. It’s a different proposition to come to you as servant to master than to come as vassal to liege lord. It may be just the sort of thing Sir Palomides has been looking for, for such a long time. I urge you to speak to him before Much or some of the others escort you back to where you were picked up.”

			“I will, Alan, be sure of that. But tell me, this story he told of you and your wife—how much truth is there in it?”

			“More than a little, I can tell you that,” came a gentle alto voice from the woman who was coming up to them just now. She was the youngest of the few women Randal could see about the campsite, but she had a casual air about her that implied she was in her element and had as much a right here as any of these men. She was dressed in a simple blue belted shift that reached to her ankles, and though she was married, her blonde hair tumbled down her back like a young maiden’s. “It’s true I was pledged to Alan, but that my father had contrived to marry me to a man old enough to be my grandfather. And Alan, well, he wasn’t sure what to do till he ran into Robin Hood here in Sherwood.” She flashed her blue eyes at Alan’s hazel ones and smirked, but it was Will Stutely who continued the story.

			“Robin was going to help him no matter what,” Will confided, “but he teased Alan first. You know, trying to keep up his reputation as an audacious thief. So knowing full well Alan is poor as a widow without a mite, he says, ‘What’ll ya give me if I help you get your woman out of this?’ and Alan, falling right into it with both feet, says, ‘Oh, I’ll swear to be your man from this time on.’ And so we snatched Ellen right from the altar.”

			“But was the bishop truly shoved aside, and Little John performed the wedding ceremony?” Randal asked, with real concern. “I mean, doesn’t that mean the marriage isn’t really a true one in the eyes of the church, or of the realm?”

			“Oh, that story just tells how Ellen was saved from the altar. But she’d not have moved here with me without a true church-sanctioned marriage. Fortunately, our band has got our own spiritual leader, our good Friar Tuck. See him there with the flagon of ale?” Alan pointed to a jolly-looking tonsured fellow with a round belly and a short threadbare grey habit, who was toasting Sir Palomides among a ring of Lincoln-green clad woodsmen gathered around him. “Tuck married us that same day, and we moved into our own tent here at the camp that very night. And by the way, Will Stutely,” he finished on a mock-serious note. “I swore fealty to Robin Hood then, and I’ve never had reason to regret that promise. He’s as good and true a man as any in England.”

			“Amen and amen,” Ellen concluded, lounging next to her husband and draining her own flagon of ale.

			“Well, I can see how you would be reluctant to quit your place here—go back on your promise—and come serve me in my household. But your story means a great deal to me…”

			This took Alan aback, and he asked, “But why? How so?”

			“Because,” Randal began slowly, not sure how deeply to go into his own history with these complete strangers, but finally deciding, why not? It would probably go no further. “I see in it a mirror of my own situation. I have a paramour, you see, my own beloved Eleanor. You see, miss Ellen, even the name mirrors you. My Eleanor is the daughter of a small landowning freeman, one Edward Franklin, whose property borders some of my own lands. She’s a quite respectable lady. Even had a smattering of education—her father sent her to be tutored by a resident from the Minster School in Southwell in a bit of grammar and logic. I think at the time he believed she might have a vocation, and convinced one of the scholars there to give her private lessons. 

			“Still, my mother, Lady Joan, wants to find me a richer bride, who would bring more to the family. My sister and brother are in agreement with her. And so my love and I have been unable to plan seriously for our future. We have even talked of marrying secretly—perhaps with the blessing of Father Timothy, the local parish priest, or of some mendicant friar—and thereby thwart the whole pressure of the family.”

			“But you’re your own man,” Alan objected. “You’re of age, and you are lord of your own lands. Who can tell you what to do?”

			Randal rolled his eyes. “In theory that’s true. In practice—it’s not that simple…”

			“My lord, something is happening,” the falconer Dap spoke for the first time, nodding toward the center of the circle, where Robin Hood looked toward the dwarf Thorvald, who was standing on a tree stump that raised him higher than anyone else in the camp. In his right hand he held aloft the leather purse Much had snatched from Lord Randal’s belt.

			“Our guests seem to have been pleasantly accommodated,” Robin was calling out in a voice that carried through the clearing. “So Thorvald, can you give us an assessment of the charges for their meal and entertainment?” 

			Lord William snickered at what he assumed was a little charade played for his benefit, fully expecting his assessment to be the full value of his purse, and congratulating himself that he had not been carrying a much larger sum—as well he might have.

			“Men, the purse contains a total of sixty gold nobles!” Thorvald called out in a strong clear voice. There was a small cheer that went up from the assembled crowd. “Which means, by my calc’alations, that twenty o’ those gold pieces will go direct into our own coffers!” Now there was a much louder cheer that arose, as each man calculated his own share of those twenty gold pieces—that is, nearly a noble per man. Randal, somewhat confused, wondered why on earth the outlaws were taking only a small portion of his money, which lay completely in their hands. Thorvald held up his hand for silence and then continued. “It also means that, as usual, another twenty nobles’ll be goin’ to feed the ’ungry an’ care for the sick among the poor of the neighbor’ood!” And that pronouncement elicited the loudest cheer of all from the group in the campsite. And with that word Friar Tuck put down his flagon and began making his way quickly to Thorvald’s side, to take charge of the twenty gold pieces for charity. Thorvald’s next announcement astonished Randal most of all. “And o’ course, that means Lord Randal leaves ’ere with twenty gold pieces of ’is own, and good luck to ’im!”

			Even that last declaration received a bit of a cheer from the outlaw band, though a less enthusiastic one than those earlier. But Randal looked toward Alan a Dale with a puzzled expression. “You mean…I’m keeping a third of my purse? And a third is going to the poor? And this is your common practice is it?”

			Alan shrugged. “Well, sure,” he answered. “What do you think we are, common criminals?”

			No, Lord Randal said to himself. Criminals you may be, but not of the common variety. And he kept this thought through the rest of his ordeal—the re-hooding (not before he’d had a quick word with Sir Palomides), and the ride back hither and yon toward the clearing he’d been picked up in. And all the time he was considering what Alan had said to him. Perhaps there was a way to simply take his Eleanor in spite of all objections. But there were so many other things to consider. Perhaps he should ride to see her right now and have it all out with her. He must take time by the forelock, or lose it all. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Thorvald the dwarf, Will Scarlet, and young David of Doncaster, concealed at separate points in the forest, were watching the Great North Road, the highway that led from London all the way to York. It was the main road north and south through Sherwood, and it was the road that most often yielded travelers with fat purses that might fill the outlaws’ coffers—or, as Robin Hood preferred to put it, guests that might be invited to a fine dinner in the greenwood. Will, mindful of the need for camouflage, had tucked his red hood away in a pouch at his side, and was crouched behind one of the oaks that lined the side of the road. Thorvald, for his part, stood behind a beech tree on the other side, directly across from Will, while David, the youngest and nimblest of the three, was perched on a thick branch of Will’s oak that slanted across the road so that, hidden in the foliage and lying along the branch, he could peer directly down the road in either direction, and would be the first to see when anyone approached. And just now someone did.

			“Rider coming on a fine horse, some two furlongs off. There’s an attendant. Looks like a knight!” David spoke in a voice barely audible to his companions.

			“Right!” both of them replied. Will nocked his arrow and stood ready to loose the bolt if he had to. If it was an experienced knight, and if his companion was doughty, it could be very difficult for the three woodsmen to bring them to bay, unless they could surprise their quarry with bows drawn before those victims had a chance to arm themselves. David sat up on the branch of the tree and carefully brought his own bow to the ready, nocking his arrow on the string. Thorvald, unable to use a longbow effectively because of his height, drew out his short sword and prepared for a possible skirmish.

			As quiet as death the three outlaws awaited their prey. He was certainly a knight. That much was evidenced by his great destrier or war horse—tall and muscular and chestnut brown. His white beard marked him as a man past middle age, but he sat erect in the saddle and wore a short arming sword in a scabbard hanging from his leather belt. That belt encircled a rich surcoat with his family crest embroidered on it—a red (or in heraldic terms gules) lion couchant (that is, supine with head raised) on a black or sable field. Over his surcoat was a fine woolen cloak and hood of black, and under it a rich blue linen tunic, green hosen and fine leather boots. He wore no armor but the gold chain around his neck tokened at least moderate wealth. Thorvald could make out no purse yet but was sure this fellow would be carrying an ample one. There was something familiar about that coat of arms, though, the dwarf was thinking.

			His companion wore only a simple brown tunic with a green hood. He rode a grey palfrey and, as far as the outlaws could tell, was completely unarmed. Perhaps this wouldn’t be so difficult after all, Thorvald thought. An old man with an unarmed servant—they could easily surprise the two long before the old fellow had a chance to draw his weapon.

			So it was with some confidence that, after nodding quietly to his friends, Thorvald stepped quickly out into the road just as the two riders were coming into range, and held up his left hand, brandishing his sword in the other. “Your pardon, good sir,” Thorvald shouted. 

			“But I ’ave the duty to inform you that at this very moment, two of my fellows are ’idden in these trees with arrows aimed directly at you. We are ’ere to enforce a toll that my master, the good Robin ’ood of Sherwood, ’as imposed on any as use this ’ere road through the forest. In return for which ’e invites you to a fine dinner of roasted venison, to be eaten with a very ’andsome an’ merry band of foresters. What is your answer, m’lord? Will ya come quietly, or are you of a mind to make a fuss?”

			To Thorvald’s great surprise, the only answer he received from the old knight was a peal of laughter, at which Thorvald, abashed and waxing a bit angry, shielded his eyes and looked up into the knight’s face, ready to change his courteous tone to a more menacing one. But then he too began to laugh. 

			“Why Thorvald, old sot, has it been so long that you don’t recognize your old friend Sir Richard at the Lee, Lord of Verysdale? You don’t seem to have changed much yourself. Have I aged so quickly?”

			“No, no sir, not at all,” Thorvald said through his own mirth. “I just saw a rich nobleman on a fine steed and stopped ’im, never looking into your face, my lord. Just thinkin’ o’ robbin’ what you are, my lord, if ya follow me, and not payin’ attention to ’oo ya were. But now as I think on it, I knew that crouching lion on yer surcoat was familiar!”

			By now David had climbed down from his branch, and Scarlet had come out of the trees, and both drew around Sir Richard with cries of friendly welcome. It was only after a few moments of this that Will glanced over at Sir Richard’s companion, who was sitting immobile as a stone, quietly taking in the welcoming scene. With a start, Will recognized the stony visage of Sir Richard’s attendant.

			“Why you’re the fellow called Dap, Lord Randal’s falconer,” Will exclaimed. It had been only five days since the outlaws had shared a meal with him. “So have you changed masters so quickly, Dap, or did you find our cooking and company so pleasant that you took this opportunity to dine with us once more?”

			Dap sat unmoved, and looked rather coldly at Will, but Sir Richard answered for him. 

			“These are things I must discuss with Robin, Will. I would prefer not to tell the story now only to repeat it again and again. Bring us, if you please, to Robin Hood, and you shall know all our business. It is a serious affair, I’m afraid, and could not wait.”

			“Right away, then!” Will announced, and had just taken Sir Richard’s horse by the bridle to lead him, when David of Doncaster piped up. 

			“The hoods, Will. You know Robin’s rule that nobody from outside come to the camp without being masked.”

			“Now, Davy, this ’ere’s Richard at the Lee, ya daft ninny! ’E’s a great friend o’ Robin and Little John. We don’t need no…”

			“No, no, it’s quite right,” Sir Richard interceded. “Neither I nor my companion should see the way to your campsite. Only then can we honestly tell the Sheriff or any other authorities that we do not know where your camp is. It’s all right.”

			And so it was that the three outlaws walked into Robin’s camp an hour later with two friendly blindfolded prisoners.

			[image: ]

			Robin had been overjoyed to see his good friend Sir Richard again, and Little John pounded the old fellow’s back so boisterously that he was nearly knocked off his feet. But on learning that the knight had come deliberately to see him about some urgent business, indeed had taken the Great North Road knowing that Robin’s men would waylay him there, the outlaws led Sir Richard and the attending Dap over to the Great Oak. Here they seated them on the soft moss, and gathered close about them to hear the news. Robin, John, Thorvald, the Wills Stutely and Scarlet, Alan a Dale, and Friar Tuck all leaned in, forming a ring around their guests, while David of Doncaster and Much the miller’s son joined Ellen in making up trenchers of venison to entertain the guests.

			“So what’s this story so extraordinary you must needs relate it only to our Robin’s ears?” Scarlet began.

			“What I hear must be open to my men as well,” Robin declared. “Whatever it is, if it concerns me it must also concern them.”

			“It concerns you chiefly, Robin,” Sir Richard affirmed, “but the others by association. If you insist on all hearing the news at once, then let me begin by telling you that the Sheriff of Nottingham has issued a warrant for your arrest…”

			Robin laughed. “He issues a new warrant for us every week. Thieves we are and poachers, and disturbers of the king’s peace. There’s nothing new in this and nobody’s caught us and dragged us into his jail yet.”

			As most of Robin’s men laughed with him, Will Stutely pursed his lips

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/EncirclePublications_eLogo_K.jpg





OEBPS/image/TreasureOfSherwood_Front.jpg
JAY RUUD

AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR





OEBPS/image/1.png





