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Dedication

For Julie, who taught me to love life,

and to the memory of Douglas Adams,

who taught me to laugh at it.





Chapter One

The sun was high in the sky as Erasmus emerged. Blinking in the unexpectedly bright light, he looked back at the privy behind him. Could he return for a pair of sunglasses? No, he couldn’t. Bringing even the simplest of modern technologies into another time could have profound effects on the development of the human species. Sighing with the burden of responsibility, he locked the door to the time machine and pocketed the key before shading his eyes with his hand and examining his surroundings.

He appeared to be in some kind of side street, which implied a relatively large settlement; about a hundred yards ahead of him he could see an open area, probably a marketplace. But he was struck by how quiet it was: mediaeval settlements were supposed to be hives of activity, centres of trade and intrigue. Perhaps it was a holiday. But wouldn’t people be out celebrating and the streets filled with bunting? He looked around at the surrounding buildings, all apparently empty, and shrugged. Perhaps that was one of those historical misconceptions. He walked on.

After ten or twelve yards, he felt himself step in something soft and looked down to see his boot had sunk into a pile of horse manure. Disgusted, he moved his foot and scraped it on the dusty ground; the manure was moist and streaks of it rubbed off on the hard road surface. That was also puzzling: if the manure hadn’t dried enough to flake, then it had to be relatively fresh.

For a moment he thought he caught a hint of movement in the alley to his left. He turned to look, but there was nothing: a row of wooden doors stayed obstinately shut; nobody moved behind the glassless windows.

So where was everyone? It was as if aliens had descended on the town during a busy lunch hour and carted them all off. He chuckled to himself. Aliens. A preposterous idea – the stuff of poor science fiction. He looked back to make sure his time machine didn’t look too out of place then continued towards the square, stopping periodically to scrape more horse dung from his boot.

The area at the end of the street was definitely a marketplace. The buildings surrounding it were all two-storey, timber-framed affairs of the type you would normally associate with rich merchants and their guilds. There was no sign of market activity, but that wasn’t surprising since markets wouldn’t take place every day. What was odd was that even here there was no sign of life.

He looked up at the upper storeys; the windows were all shuttered, preventing him from seeing if there were people inside. Mystified, he continued through the square, looking for some indication of where he was and when. Perhaps the more ostentatious buildings would have a construction date engraved somewhere – that at least would give him some idea.

As he approached the tallest of the buildings surrounding the square – something he presumed to be a town hall – he heard the sound of hooves approaching at a gentle trot from one of the side streets.

He listened carefully: in between the distinctive clops of the horse’s hooves he could just make out the tramp of more solid footsteps – perhaps a man in boots. As long as he was in the right country, the new arrivals should be able to tell him where he was and what was going on. Decided on his course of action, he walked towards the street from which the sound was emanating and, as he turned the corner, stopped in stunned surprise.

In many ways it was probably a fairly ordinary sight for its time: the woman on the horse carried herself with dignity and surveyed her surroundings with a look comprised in equal parts of contempt and arrogance; the two mail-shirted men who flanked her kept their hands on the hilts of their swords and their eyes assiduously on the ground, making no attempt to look at their lady.

And that was clearly what she was: a lady, a member of the ennobled classes. It wasn’t just her bearing, or the fact she was mounted on a chestnut mare, which itself appeared somewhat uninterested in the proceedings; it wasn’t that her long, dark hair showed signs of care and that her finely chiselled looks showed evidence of the lack of hard toil.

No, if Erasmus had been asked to put his finger on the nub of the argument, he would have said it was her apparel: she appeared to have been outfitted – if that was the word – by the same tailor who had provided the emperor with his new clothes. In short, she was completely naked and it was only the horse’s head and the lady’s hair that prevented Erasmus from having a grandstand view of one of the most famous, yet least seen sights in English legend. History, he corrected himself – if he was seeing it, then it had happened. He knew the woman was rich because he knew who she was. This was the woman who, according to the tales, had ridden naked through the streets of Coventry in protest at her husband’s oppressive taxation of the peasants. This was…

‘Lady Godiva.’ He couldn’t help himself and blurted the name out.

 

The party continued a step or two and, for a split second, Erasmus thought perhaps he hadn’t said anything or that the theorists had been right when they suggested time travel took you into a parallel dimension where you could be neither seen nor heard.

He was just preparing to step aside, in order to prevent the profoundly embarrassing feeling of people passing through him, when the guard on the left looked up, using a hand to blinker one side of his face so he could see who had spoken without committing the heinous crime of seeing whom he had spoken about. The other guard shot him a quick glance and then looked back at the ground. Godiva herself interrupted the appraising of her domain to look at Erasmus. Her expression changed from one of quiet dignity to rage.

‘What are you doing out here?’ she roared. Erasmus stepped back involuntarily, almost tripping over a stone in the road as he did so.

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t know what day it was.’

‘Didn’t know what day it was! Do you honestly expect me to believe that?’

Erasmus kept quiet. He knew he couldn’t tell her the truth and he wasn’t entirely sure what he could tell her that she would believe. Godiva gave him a scornful look, then turned her head so she could address one of the guards below. ‘Don’t just stand there,’ she said.

‘Yes ma’am,’ said the guard nervously, trying to fight his natural instinct to look at the person who was speaking to him.

‘Seize him, you fool.’

‘Yes ma’am.’ Both guards began to move purposefully towards Erasmus, each drawing their sword as they did so, whilst trying hard not to look back towards their mistress. Erasmus took a few careful paces backwards. Then he turned on his heel and ran.

‘Run after him, you fools,’ yelled Godiva. The two guards picked up the pace and pursued Erasmus as he sped across the marketplace.

Godiva herself pulled on the reins and her horse began to canter steadily. The increase in pace meant the horse sprang between steps and the force of its impact dislodged the braids of hair which had, up till then, been protecting her modesty by covering her breasts. The hair fell in front of her eyes and, intent on her pursuit, Godiva threw the braids over her shoulder, making no further effort to conceal herself as she continued.

‘Phwoaar,’ came a voice from the building to her left. Godiva turned and saw that, amongst the windows of the building, one was unshuttered and a man was staring out at her, his eyes wide.

‘Right, that does it,’ she snapped. She dug her heels into her horse’s sides. The beast wheeled round and brought up its forelegs, lashing out at the side of the building. The man backed away hurriedly, but wasn’t fast enough to prevent his face being bombarded with fragments of wattle from the wall.

‘Ow!’ he screamed, clutching his face. ‘My eyes, my eyes! I can’t see!’

‘Bloody peeping Alfreds,’ Godiva muttered. She guided her horse in the direction in which the guards had run.

Erasmus, meanwhile, had entered the side street. He could see his time machine ahead. His lungs were straining with the unaccustomed effort, but he had the advantage – he wasn’t, after all, encumbered by armour. Godiva’s angry yells were ringing in his ears, but he resisted the urge to look back, concentrating instead on the prize.

And so it was that he almost cannoned into a blurry shape that cut across his path. Refocusing his gaze, he found himself looking at the burly form of a man, rudely dressed and unarmoured, but holding a pitchfork in his hand like a peasant who had more than a spot of gardening in mind. Erasmus almost skidded to a halt, then took a step back and smiled amiably.

‘Excuse me,’ he said. ‘I wonder if I could just get past.’

The man said nothing, but glared fixedly.

‘Only. I’m trying to go over there—’ His words were cut off by an angry cry from behind.

‘Seize him, man.’

The peasant looked up and his expression faltered. Blood rushed to his face and he clamped a hand to his eyes as if to stop it escaping. Taking his chance, Erasmus tried to sidestep him, but with the pitchfork and the narrowness of the street, there was no way past. Erasmus turned to his right, where an alley led away. He couldn’t tell if there was a way through, but it was better than staying where he was. He ran.

The cry of ‘fool’ resonated along the alley, shaking the wattle and daub walls. A door to Erasmus’ right seemed to be shaken partially open. Erasmus paused, contemplating ducking into the building and waiting for his pursuers to pass. Then the door swung wide and three more peasants piled out, each wielding a pitchfork and wearing an angry expression. Suddenly Erasmus found himself wishing the aliens had visited.

He sprinted on, almost tripping over his feet in his haste. He stumbled to one side and put a hand out to steady himself. The wall beside him yielded, but held and he sprang back, his pace barely reduced. Behind him he heard the urgent thudding of heavy soles as his pursuers broke into a run. Their heavy breaths spoke of men used to steady effort rather than sudden bursts of exertion, which filled Erasmus with hope.

Then there was a sudden and heavy-sounding thump, followed by a grunt, a crash and several angry exclamations. Despite the urgency of his situation, Erasmus couldn’t help but turn back. Behind him, he saw the original pitchfork-wielding peasant lying on the floor with a man he assumed to be one of the second batch of pursuers. The other two appeared to have vanished.

Erasmus was just musing on this when he noticed a hole in one of the buildings lining the road. The continued commotion from this direction told its own story. Grinning to himself, he turned and continued his flight. Ahead of him was a junction, where another alley crossed his path left to right. Slowing his pace to a more sustainable jog, he turned left. If he was correct, the simple geography of the place suggested this passage should lead him on to one of the alleys he’d encountered on his arrival. From there it would be only a short flit to his time machine and safety.

The sudden arrival of two hefty peasants in his path ended this latest burst of optimism. From their reddened faces and plaster-covered clothes, Erasmus couldn’t entertain the hope they were just another pair of generic peasants, despite their generic pitchforks. These they levelled to deny him passage, leaving him staring at eight unpleasantly rusty tines. He backed off.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Surely we can talk about this.’

The low growl from the peasant on the left sounded anything but conversational. Either, Erasmus considered, the Stone Age had ended later than people thought, or the people of mediaeval Coventry had poorer than average communication skills. He dodged a lunge from one of the pitchforks, eyeing the corroded metal with concern.

‘You be careful with that,’ he snapped. ‘You could give someone septicaemia.’

The peasant ignored him, his gaze seemingly drawn over his shoulder. The sound of heavy boots from behind trod what was left of Erasmus’ hope into the ground. He raised his hands in surrender, then winced as he felt the point of a pitchfork prodded firmly into his back.

‘So what happens now?’ he demanded.

None of the men spoke.

‘You must be wonderful guests at parties,’ Erasmus muttered. He paused, awaiting a response, but received none. The man to his right avoided his gaze. The man to his left said nothing, but picked his nose with his free hand. Erasmus felt a sudden terrible uncertainty descending on him. What had only moments ago felt like a bit of an adventure suddenly felt much more sinister. Life in the Middle Ages, a memory told him, could be nasty, brutish and short. It was all very well when you saw such a thing written in one of the cheaper textbooks, but that was just words; something to be contemplated in the quiet security of a twenty-first century classroom. This was reality. And the quiet didn’t help. Erasmus felt like screaming for someone to just say something, but some deeply coded message in his DNA told him making a loud, sudden noise when surrounded by men holding pointy things was no way to pass your genetic material on. He settled instead for an unthreatening smile and a slight stretch to raise his hands higher.

‘Take me to your leader?’ he ventured.

Suddenly, the man to his left flushed. He withdrew his finger quickly from his nose and clamped his hand over his eyes. Momentarily distracted by the mucus the man was now smearing over his cheek, Erasmus took a second to realise that the peasant to his right was also doing his best not to look. The teacher glanced over his shoulder and caught a glimpse of two peasants with hands firmly in place and, beyond them, the body of an approaching horse.

There was no better moment. Erasmus looked to the building at his left. It looked solid enough, but then so did the rest of them. Tensing himself, he shoulder charged the wall. There was a sickening crunch as layers of twigs cracked under the impact, then the panel caved in and he tumbled through into the cottage beyond, landing on a pile of old rags. Stumbling to his feet, he took in his surroundings. Cracks of light suggested a door ahead. He took a step towards it and felt a sudden sharp pain on the side of his head. From the corner of his eye he saw a small, dishevelled figure wielding what appeared to be a broom. At least, he considered, it wasn’t a pitchfork. He raised a hand to fend off further attacks and ran. His assailant let out a blood-curdling screech, prompting him to run faster. She managed to land only one more blow on the small of his back before he crashed through the door, but the pain raced through him, spurring him on beyond his physical limits.

Outside, he heard the sound of feet as his pursuers gave chase. Fear lent him speed and he rapidly put distance between them. He came out of the alley into the side street, gratefully finding himself only yards from his privy.

Fumbling with his keys, he ran to the door. The sounds of pursuit rumbled in his ears and made it harder for his shaking fingers to put the key into the lock. Glancing down, he realised this was because it was, in fact, the wrong key. He tried a second and felt it bite just as the sound of boots became a thunder.

Quickly, he unlocked the door, opened it and threw himself into his seat, not even bothering to extract the key from the outside. Instead, he slammed the door and scrabbled for the controls.

 

Outside in the street, the peasants came to a halt. The guards pushed past them and approached the privy with caution. A few feet from the device, one of the guards paused and tapped his partner’s arm.

‘What is it, Smith?’ snapped the other guard.

‘I’ve just trod in summat, Sarge.’

‘Can’t it wait? We’ve got a man to catch.’

There was an eerie whine from inside the privy. Both guards shivered.

‘He’s not going anywhere, Sarge,’ said Smith. He began casually scraping the manure from his boot using the blade of his sword. His eyes, however, were firmly on the wooden box.

‘We ought to arrest him,’ said the sergeant, although his voice seemed to suggest this was a junior guard’s job.

‘No rush,’ said Smith. ‘We’ll just say we were waiting for her presence. It’s not like he’s escaped.’

Just as he spoke, a gust of hot air blew the dust up from the road. Guards and peasants covered their faces as if an army of naked women stood before them. Then, the sound of a thunderclap came from the direction of the privy and the guards dropped their hands to their sides and gaped. The street where the privy had stood was empty.

For a moment there was silence, then Smith, his wide-open mouth filling with dust, began to choke. They were still thus distracted when the sound of hooves came clopping up behind them.

Godiva forced the peasants aside and brought her horse to a halt next to the guards, narrowly missing Smith’s foot. She stared at them scornfully. The guards closed their mouths and attempted to look businesslike. This was made somewhat difficult by the fact they couldn’t look at Godiva to see her reaction.

‘Where is he, then?’

‘Vanished, ma’am,’ said the sergeant, keeping his eyes trained studiously on the horse’s head. The horse shook its head to dislodge some of the dust that was still drifting through the air and hmmphed scornfully.

‘Vanished?’

‘Into thin air,’ said Smith, trying not to look at either Godiva or the rear end of the horse, which was the part nearest to him. The horse’s tail lashed his nose and he sneezed.

‘He must have been an alchemist, m’lady.’

The horse shook its head as if in disagreement.

‘An alchemist?’ Godiva seemed equally unconvinced.

‘Must have been,’ the sergeant concurred.

Godiva mused on this a moment then wheeled her horse round. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘When we get back we’re going to see about a crackdown on alchemists.’ She started forward and the two guards stepped back to avoid being trampled. The peasants turned to study the nearest wall intently. Godiva ignored them and kept her eyes on the guards.

‘Lead on,’ she said.

The two guards walked on, a few yards ahead of the horse.

‘We got off lightly there,’ said the sergeant.

‘You might have done,’ said Smith.

‘What do you mean?’

‘That bloody horse just crapped on my foot.’





Chapter Two

The room was small, dark and dusty, the small amount of moonlight from the skylight revealing its contents to be a desk strewn with papers, two wardrobes, some steel racks and a single, bare light-bulb, currently switched off and hanging from the ceiling more from habit than from any desire to cling on to life. It was also silent, as one would expect from a disused storeroom in a school after the children had long since gone home. A draught from under the door wafted in, toyed with some of the paperwork then left, evidently finding little to occupy its interest. Eventually, even the moon disappeared behind a cloud, as if popping off to find something more significant to illuminate.

It was whilst both wind and moon were absent from their posts that the room came to life: at first it was just a gentle breeze that seemed to blow from every corner of the room at the same time, then as the paperwork began to rise from the desk and distribute itself across the floor there was a sound like a box of firecrackers being dropped into a furnace. As the echoes of the sound died away the paperwork fell to the floor and in the room stood a large, wooden structure where no such item had previously been.

After a few moments, the door to the structure opened and a man dashed out, reached for the light switch and flooded the room with a warm, yellow light. The man was slight of build, but without any suggestion of athleticism. His hair was like a study in chaos conducted by a man who, far from keeping his pencils in size order, rarely kept them in the same place as each other. His face, flushed as it was with recent exertions, was otherwise unobtrusive: youngish, free from the lines of age or scars of experience, but with a glint in the eyes which suggested a man more knowledgeable than his years would usually belie and a warmth suggesting he was comfortable in that knowledge.

Erasmus Hobart, to his understanding the first time traveller in human history (or at least the first to depart – there was no telling where subsequent travellers might arrive), wiped the sweat from his brow and made a half-hearted attempt to gather up some of the scattered paperwork from around the room. Somehow the mundane nature of this task was made all the worse by the fact that what had gone before had been in such stark contrast.

He turned back to the stout, wooden privy that stood conspicuously in the middle of the room. It wasn’t an obvious addition to a teacher’s storeroom – even a school as old as St Cuthbert’s had plumbing – but were any inquisitive soul to guess at the reason for its presence, it was remarkably unlikely that they would have guessed remotely correctly. Erasmus’ experiments in time had remained a secret for almost two years now, from the earliest sending of inanimate objects to a few minutes before or hence, right up to his first personal trips, and the teacher had managed to avoid all questions, even when the topic of conversation moved to the distinct lack of 2B pencils.

He ran his hands over the surface of the time machine: it was warm, but not unduly so. Erasmus had often been concerned about the potential thermal effects of time travel: his early experiments, when he had sent small, unmanned devices a few minutes backwards or forwards in time, had invariably resulted in the machine getting extremely hot, which Erasmus assumed to be due to some kind of temporal friction. The chance occasion on which he had, due to budgetary restraints, made one of his experimental models out of wood he had been pleasantly surprised to find it was entirely unaffected. Pleasantly surprised because not only did it mean he could build a machine which wouldn’t spontaneously combust the moment you went farther than a week from home without having to find some exotic and undoubtedly expensive metal, it also allowed him to build one which wouldn’t appear out of place through most of recorded history. A time machine made from adamantium might well be extremely cool and wonderfully durable, but it would stick out like a sore thumb in the middle of a tenth-century village.

He gave the machine a final pat then let out a violent exclamation as he snagged his thumb on a rough edge, giving himself a splinter. Hurriedly closing the storeroom door, he headed out into the classroom, his thumb in his mouth. He rummaged through the drawers of his desk, looking for something small and sharp to extract the splinter. Eventually, he located a pair of tweezers and was just closing the drawer when a shadow fell across his desk. He looked up into the wrinkled, frowning face of the school’s headmaster.

‘Evening, Clarence,’ Erasmus greeted him politely.

The headmaster bristled visibly: he hadn’t spent thirty years studying, teaching and clambering his way up the greasy pole to be referred to as Clarence. Particularly not by teachers who were barely out of university. Feeling that complaint would achieve little, however, he reserved his indignation for a particularly loud snort.

Erasmus gave a concerned smile. ‘Are you coming down with something?’ he asked.

Clarence chose to ignore the comment. ‘You’re here rather late, Mr Hobart,’ he observed; his manner clipped and deliberately formal like a sergeant major striving to resist a speech impediment.

Erasmus looked up at the clock, which gave the time as a quarter to nine. Time had obviously passed in the present whilst he was in the past, which was interesting. Perhaps there was some kind of chronological concept of now for a given life form? He wondered whether the relationship was a one-to-one affair, or whether he could expect to go away for a week only to find that a year had passed in his own time.

Clarence tapped his foot impatiently until Erasmus regained his concentration and returned his gaze. The teacher looked at the headmaster with curiosity, as if only just aware of his presence.

‘I said, “You’re here rather late,” Mr Hobart.’

‘I know,’ said Erasmus. ‘But you know how it is. You start on the marking and before you know it the kids are back.’

‘And have you been here all the time?’

‘Hmm?’

‘Have you been out?’

Erasmus considered this, then gestured towards the door which separated the classroom from the school beyond. ‘I assure you, Clarence, I have not been through that door all evening,’ he said.

The headmaster’s expression flickered between doubt and satisfaction. Despite his misgivings over Erasmus’ sense of decorum, if the teacher’s claim was true he could only wish the rest of the staff would show the same level of dedication – perhaps then the school would be higher in the league tables. He glanced at the blackboard: it was covered in squiggles which, to his eyes, were an unintelligible mess. He felt no shame at his inability to comprehend the information – after all, he’d studied Latin at university, not this newfangled nonsense.

‘Is that for your history class?’ he said.

Erasmus looked at the board himself, as if seeing it for the first time. ‘No,’ he said. ‘That’s physics.’

‘It looks very complicated,’ said the headmaster, caught between trying not to sound ignorant and wondering what Erasmus was doing scribbling physics notes on the blackboard of the history room.

‘Yes. I presume you didn’t come here to compliment me on my level of education, Clarence. What can I do for you?’

‘I was wondering if you’d seen anybody lurking about.’

‘This evening, you mean?’

‘Yes.’

‘Anyone in particular, or are you just hoping for company?’

The headmaster wrung his hands awkwardly. He wished that, of all his teachers, he could have found someone other than Hobart on the premises. The others might have been less dedicated, but they at least answered questions when prompted. Hobart could be astoundingly vague, and it was never clear if this was an act.

‘It’s just that Botch—’ he stopped himself from using the man’s soubriquet just in time, ‘that Mr Bulcher has reported a burglary.’

Erasmus nodded. The school caretaker, known affectionately to the students as Old Botchit, was a long-standing fixture of the school. Even Mr Salmon, the ancient maths master the students referred to as Guppy, seemed to have no memory of when the man had taken up the brush and cap and begun his duties. But then Guppy couldn’t remember his own arrival either – popular conjecture amongst the children had it he’d been beached when the waters of Noah’s flood had retreated. Botchit lived in a small cottage at the end of the school drive, a property that came with the job, and when the demands of the school were not upon him, he could usually be found tending his vegetable garden.

‘Burglary, you say?’ Erasmus remarked. ‘Have they been at his cabbages again?’

Clarence took a deep breath. ‘No,’ he said. ‘They’ve taken his privy.’

Erasmus scratched his forehead and blinked a few times. ‘His privy,’ he echoed, as if the concept were too fantastic to grasp.

‘Yes. You know – that damned outside toilet of his.’

Erasmus masked his awkwardness with a resigned shrug. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Well, he does keep saying he wants to get rid of it.’

‘That’s beside the point,’ said Clarence, his voice rising slightly in pitch.

Erasmus toyed with his tweezers then began to pick at the splinter in his thumb. ‘Anything else taken?’

‘Not that we can tell, no.’

‘It’s not really a problem then, is it?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well. Bolcher’s been talking about getting rid of it; now it’s gone. Saves him paying the council a tenner to cart it off, doesn’t it?’

The headmaster flushed hotly, but refrained from comment. This argument wasn’t leading anywhere. ‘And you haven’t seen anyone this evening?’ he reiterated firmly.

‘Not as such, no.’

‘As such?’ Clarence could feel his temperature rising again.

‘Well, apart from yourself, that is,’ said Erasmus. ‘Obviously, I’ve seen you now, but I haven’t seen anyone else since the boys left.’ Erasmus told himself this was at least technically true: having travelled back in time, he could not have seen anyone after the boys left – at least not in their time.

Clarence, loosening his tie to allow some air to flow around him, shook his head. ‘If you hear anything, let me know,’ he said.

Erasmus nodded and Clarence turned to leave. A few steps from the desk he paused, then turned back to look at Erasmus. The schoolteacher raised his eyebrows quizzically and the headmaster paused again, balanced on the heel of his foot, then stood up straight and eyed the teacher critically.

‘Just out of interest,’ he said, ‘what is that you’re wearing?’

Erasmus looked down at his outfit. He was still dressed in the garb of a mediaeval peasant, a costume he had thought sensible for his first foray into history. He racked his brains for a suitable explanation.

‘Erm, it’s for the school play,’ he said.

‘What, Robin Hood? But you’re not in it.’

‘No,’ said Erasmus, nodding slowly as he thought, ‘but I thought it might help to engage the children’s enthusiasm for their history lesson if I got into the spirit of the thing.’

Clarence nodded, looking less than satisfied but reluctant to pursue the matter.

‘You spend far too much time here,’ he said, revising his earlier opinion about people who threw themselves into their work. ‘Don’t you have any family?’

‘Not here, no. My sister’s family lives in Australia, but I rarely see them.’

‘No wife? Girlfriend?’

‘No. Should I have?’

Clarence, who was constantly reminded by his wife how lucky he was to have her – despite the evidence to the contrary – decided not to answer the question.

‘I still don’t understand why you spend so much time here,’ he said. ‘You have a home of your own, don’t you?’

‘Of course, but the school canteen does do a wonderful line in tea. In fact, that’s a thought – I might go and get one now.’

Erasmus locked the door that led to the storeroom and strode purposefully towards the main classroom door. Clarence watched him with curiosity.

‘Why did you lock that?’ he said.

‘It’s the storeroom.’

‘Yes, but we haven’t used those since we built the centralised storage facility.’

Erasmus shrugged. ‘Better safe than sorry,’ he said. ‘That burglar might want to make off with a shelf next.’

Clarence watched Erasmus’ retreating back as he left the room. There was something very odd about that man. He wished he knew what it was so he could fire him and get someone else.





Chapter Three

Gold and brown were the colours of the driveway of St Cuthbert’s School as it lay beneath the crisp blue sky of another autumn day. A playful breeze dislodged a flurry of leaves from the trees lining the drive, almost smothering Botchit, as he raked the wind’s earlier deposits into a neat pile. He sighed and leant a moment on his rake contemplating the decaying leaves. They were probably symbolic of something, but he couldn’t be bothered working out what.

St Cuthbert’s was one of a dying breed – a state-funded school with a private-school mentality. Once it had been a boy’s grammar, but those days had passed and the school struggled to maintain the prestige it had lost. Botchit was a remnant of those older days – a caretaker with his own cottage in the grounds – but every passing term made him feel slightly less a part of the changing regime.

The sound of a sputtering engine marked the arrival of one part of the new regime. The battered Mini struggling up the drive might have looked like it belonged to one of the old guard, but it was, in fact, the property of one Erasmus Hobart – or as some of the students called him behind his back – Hobbit.

As the vehicle passed, its engine misfired, giving the impression a cannon had gone off. A cloud of acrid black smoke drifted up to obscure the view, leaving Botchit coughing in its wake.

How the vehicle had ever managed to pass its MOT was one of life’s great mysteries. Though pupils would expound on theories involving men in grubby overcoats who exchanged cash-stuffed brown envelopes, none of them really thought that Hobbit would be capable of such dastardly deeds.

All of which was symptomatic of the children’s attitude to the teacher. Although he was young and wasn’t actually disliked, in his short tenure teaching Science and History at St Cuthbert’s he had already become one of them – a member of the other side in the long-entrenched battle of nerves that was the school. He had his nickname. He even had a mythology developing around him.

Already it was rumoured amongst some in the first form – for whom anyone older than fourteen was pensionable – that Hobbit’s history lessons were taken entirely from personal experience. In a few years, when the current first form had been and gone, this would undoubtedly be accepted as fact by one and all.

As the Mini passed along the drive, pupils, alerted by the wheezing engine, hurriedly hid conkers and other health-and-safety-unfriendly possessions, putting on expressions of saint-like innocence until they were sure he was out of sight and that they were safe from discovery. Others were not so quick to react, nor were they as capable of hiding their mischief.

‘Atkinson! Davis! What are you doing with that?’ The voice of Erasmus Hobart was an attribute that made him a firm fixture of school sports days, carrying some distance across the school fields without the need for a megaphone.

‘What, sir?’ Atkinson replied. He attempted to conceal his contraband behind his back and looked at the master with a gaze of attentive innocence. It wasn’t easy: the teacher’s hazel eyes had a way of making your stomach try to hide in a corner. The boy’s eyes watered involuntarily as he tried to retain the teacher’s gaze.

‘That big stick,’ Erasmus persisted.

‘What big stick?’ Atkinson replied, sure that admitting the object’s existence after attempting to hide it would carry far worse penalties than continuing to pretend it wasn’t there.

‘That big stick behind your back.’

‘Big stick, sir? I can’t see a big stick.’

‘You can’t? Well I can. It’s six feet long and sticking above your head. Perhaps I should ask Mr Salmon to give you some remedial lessons. That way you’ll know that six feet is more than four foot five.’

Atkinson, realising when he was beaten, pulled the item in front of him and looked at it in surprise, trying to convey the impression he’d never seen it before.

‘Well?’ Erasmus inquired.

‘Sir?’

‘What is it?’

‘It’s a bow, sir.’

‘And?’

‘Sir?’

‘What are you doing with it? I trust you aren’t trying to shoot the school cat?’ In truth, Erasmus wouldn’t have minded this particular activity – he and the school cat had been engaged in a battle of wits since the rabid moggy had attempted to sink its claws into his leg on his first day.

‘No, sir,’ Atkinson protested. ‘It’s for the play. We’re doing Robin Hood, sir.’

‘Not with that you’re not,’ Erasmus told him. ‘Bring it here.’

‘Si-ir,’ Atkinson whined.

‘Here,’ Erasmus repeated, his voice going down in pitch and up in volume. It was a subtle change, but one to which experienced troublemakers had learnt to respond. Atkinson may not have been an experienced troublemaker, but he was still intelligent enough to surrender the bow into the master’s hand.

‘When can I have it back?’ he asked.

‘You can have it at the end of term and not before,’ Erasmus told him and his tone told Atkinson that any argument was about as futile as expecting divine help to part the waters of the Trent in search of a lost ball.

The boy looked down at his feet with a hangdog expression, awaiting whatever fate Hobbit had in store for him. Erasmus smiled at the tousled head. He wasn’t a cruel man – it wasn’t that long since his own scholarly career of mischief had come to an end – and the boy’s antics were scarcely as disruptive as – to take an example at random – creating a build-up of static electricity that separated a teacher from his wig. Since he knew Atkinson wasn’t the type to intend a major disruption, Erasmus decided on clemency. Not immediately, though: he waited until the boy glanced up then gave him a stern look, prompting him to examine his shoes even more minutely. Then, after he had waited for what he felt was an appropriate time, he dismissed the boy. Atkinson, grateful at being spared punishment, nodded politely before turning on his heel and running back to where Davis was waiting.

‘Atkinson!’ Erasmus called out after him.

Atkinson turned.

‘Walk. Don’t run.’

‘Sorry, sir,’ Atkinson called back and he then continued his journey at a more sedate pace.

After watching the boy for a few moments, Erasmus examined the bow with interest. It wasn’t the normal bit of twig and string you found attached to teenage boys; it had real tension in it. He tugged it experimentally, considering what it would do for his odds against the school cat. Then, realising he was still blocking the driveway, he tried to bring the bow in through the car window. This proved difficult, since the bow spanned roughly six feet, whilst the car was only about five feet from wing mirror to wing mirror. He eventually managed to wedge one end of the bow in the passenger’s footwell whilst the other end stuck out of the sunroof, giving the impression of a dodgem aerial. Driving carefully so as not to get the bow caught in any low tree branches, he proceeded along the driveway to his parking space, leaving a trail of wide-eyed children, many with their hands held firmly behind their backs.

 

The bow was cumbersome to carry from the car to the classroom. The passage between the two single-storey buildings which constituted the particular block was narrow, and only by holding the bow upright was progress possible. How the boy had managed to get the thing to school was a mystery.

At the end of the passage, Erasmus found himself faced with a door and a problem. Because this particular block of classrooms had been adapted from service buildings on the former manor, the doors were short and squat – presumably in order to force servants to duck and thus remember their place. The bow was, therefore, a foot taller than the door. Erasmus adjusted his grip on the briefcase in his left hand and reached for the door handle, attempting to manoeuvre the bow with his right hand as he did so. It was an unsuccessful effort: by the time one end was touching the wall behind him, the other was pressed firmly against the lintel above the door. He stared at the weapon thoughtfully, the physicist in him consumed by the interesting problem in three-dimensional geometry this presented. He tried shifting his posture, attempting to bend the bow to his will by careful application of weight. The bow, however, had other ideas and remained stubbornly straight.

And it was as he was so occupied that the door-handle turned purposefully beneath his hand. Erasmus, caught off-balance by the sudden absence of door, nearly fell into the corridor beyond. It was the presence of the petite, blonde woman in the corridor which prompted him to arrest his descent and stumble to an awkward state of balance.

‘Sorry,’ he said.

‘Sorry,’ she said near-simultaneously.

‘What for?’ they said in unison.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Erasmus. ‘I’m afraid I was a bit preoccupied.’

‘Ah,’ said the woman, smiling. ‘What’s her name?’

Erasmus looked at the bow. ‘I don’t think he gave her one,’ he said. ‘One of the boys, you see.’

‘One of the boys?’ The woman’s eyebrows arched slightly as she found herself worrying whether the man was a lunatic. It would be a disappointment if he were, she considered.

‘Yes. I confiscated it from him this morning. Why they bring these things into school, I don’t know.’

‘Oh.’ The relief was palpable in the woman’s voice, but Erasmus didn’t notice it. He did, however, notice the woman as if for the first time – largely because it was the first time.

‘Have we met?’ he asked.

‘No. My name’s Ellen.’ Ellen extended a hand. Erasmus reached out, but was prevented by the bow. Frowning at the weapon, he let it go, gripped and shook before returning to his charge.

Ellen looked at him, but said nothing. She seemed to be waiting for something.

‘Oh,’ said Erasmus. ‘It’s Erasmus.’

‘Your name?’ Ellen wasn’t sure if he wasn’t referring to something else – the species of mould on the lintel, for example. He was clearly a very distracted man.

‘Yes.’

‘It’s an unusual name. Nice.’

‘Thanks. I had unusual parents. At least I presume so – I’ve not made a study. Not my area – psychology.’

‘No? What is?’

‘Physics. And history. Yes, physics and history.’

‘That should make you the best person to work out how to get an ancient weapon into a confined space, then, shouldn’t it?’

‘I suppose it should, yes,’ said Erasmus, taking the statement entirely at face value. ‘I think it might be easier if you go,’ he added on reflection.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘If you’re coming through the door. I’ll have more room to turn the bow.’

‘Ah, yes. I suppose I ought to be getting to my classroom anyway. Do you know where they teach geography, by any chance?’

Erasmus frowned. ‘Have you tried asking a geography teacher?’ he asked. ‘I understood there’s a new one starting today.’

‘Yes, I’d heard that. And I suppose if you want to ask someone directions, a geography teacher would be your best bet.’ Ellen moved out of the doorway and stood aside to let Erasmus pass. The teacher looked intently at bow and doorway a moment, then executed a complex twisting motion and slipped the bow into the corridor. Ellen observed the almost childlike smile of triumph on his face as he succeeded. There was a lot for a woman to like in that smile.

‘I’ll be off then,’ she said, her tone hopeful.

‘OK,’ said Erasmus, studiously pushing his briefcase against the door to hold it in place whilst he manoeuvred the bow. ‘Good luck finding your geography teacher.’

Ellen watched him disappearing into the building. Her face would have made an interesting study had there been a psychology teacher to observe it. Perhaps fortunately, psychology had no place on the curriculum.

 

The classroom was a dark one; the north-facing windows, set just below ceiling height, allowed little natural light to penetrate and a number of electric strip lights struggled bravely to illuminate the dark and cobwebby corners. For Erasmus, however, this was a home away from home. Without the intrusion of sunlight, there was no difference from one season to another, no time except that which he marked with the staccato sound of chalk on blackboard and no distractions to draw the pupils’ attentions away from their studies.

This was a room in which a teacher could set the class an essay question then sit and peacefully while away the hours with a mug of coffee and a pile of books to mark. He had to use a different room for science lessons, of course: the school wasn’t so well equipped as to allow the laboratories to be tied up with his history lessons, but science lessons tended to be in the afternoons when most of the youthful energies had been expended on the playing field, and the pupils always seemed more docile when they were armed with a piece of Veroboard and a power-pack. True, it was probably because they were working out how to electrify Harrison’s pencil case whilst he was out of the room on one of his frequent trips to the lavatory, but Erasmus firmly believed a few electrical shocks were acceptable in the pursuit of knowledge.

For the moment, however, the room was devoid of pupils as Erasmus kept himself occupied working through a series of torturously complex equations on his blackboard. Soon the nine o’clock bell would ring, signifying the end of registration and the beginning of the slow exodus to the first lesson of the morning.

Turning briefly from his calculations, he glanced at the pile of books on his desk; form 3A first this morning – hopefully Atkinson wouldn’t make too much of a fuss about his bow. He looked at the weapon, propped up next to his umbrella in the corner of the room. Where the boy had acquired such an article was a mystery – he hadn’t seen anywhere selling them and Mr Gaunt certainly wouldn’t have got the pupils to make one in woodwork. He shrugged: small boys seemed to have a natural ability to locate destructive implements, no matter how hard they were to acquire. If the UN had had the foresight to send a squad of thirteen-year-old boys into countries suspected of harbouring weapons of mass destruction, you could guarantee they’d locate any nuclear arsenal in a matter of hours. True, they’d probably set off a few bombs just to see what they could do, but at least you’d know where they were and could take the appropriate action.

The sound of youthful conversation drifted through the door and returned the teacher’s attention to the real world. Erasmus checked his watch: it was three minutes past nine – obviously the tannoy still wasn’t working. He checked the volume control on the wall-mounted speaker: it wouldn’t surprise him to find that a pupil had adjusted it – he’d heard Mr Alesage complain they’d put his clock forward in order to get out of double French early. Erasmus glanced at the clock over the board, but not with any particular interest: unlike Mr Alesage, he never relied on school equipment – experience had taught him to wear a watch to work instead.

Hearing the conversation outside was getting louder, Erasmus put down his chalk and began to wind the crank which turned the blackboards on their rollers and gave him a clean surface on which to write. A loud thump outside the door disturbed him and, realising he couldn’t put the moment off any longer, he strode to the door and opened it.

‘What was that noise?’ he demanded of the straggle of boys who were lined along the wall.

‘It wasn’t me, sir,’ Kirkby protested.

‘I asked what the noise was, not who wasn’t responsible. Have you got a guilty conscience or have you just neglected to wash your ears out this morning?’

Kirkby didn’t answer – he couldn’t see what the right answer was.

‘Well?’ Erasmus directed his gaze over the whole class.

‘Please, sir.’ Harrison’s unbroken voice rang out like the song of a lark that had just undergone an intensive interrogation.

‘Yes, Harrison,’ Erasmus prompted.

‘It was my sandwiches, sir.’

‘Your sandwiches? What have you got in them – gunpowder?’

‘No, sir,’ Harrison objected. ‘Barnstaple threw them at the door.’

There was a chorus of ‘sneak’ from the back of the queue. Erasmus took a discreet look and noted Barnstaple and his usual bunch of cronies. He felt sorry for Harrison: he admired the child’s sense of duty and fair play, but sometimes he felt it would be better if the boy just kept his mouth shut. He looked down at his feet and found a small packet of sandwiches, so tightly wrapped in cling-film you felt that Harrison’s mother was trying to suffocate the contents and make sure they were dead. He motioned to the boy at the front of the queue, who obediently bent down, picked up the package and passed it to the master.

Erasmus looked sternly at Barnstaple. ‘Why did you throw this?’ he asked.

Barnstaple maintained a sullen silence.

‘We’ll stand here until someone tells me,’ Erasmus informed them, ‘and you know what that means, don’t you?’

Some of the smaller boys nodded. Erasmus’ system of punishment basically involved adding up the minutes for which his lesson was disrupted and claiming the time back in a detention. It wasn’t an entirely fair system, since the whole class were punished for the fault of a handful of troublemakers but, as Erasmus himself pointed out, his detentions weren’t about punishing people, but about making sure they came out of school with the right amount of education. British education might be going to the dogs, but there was no way this teacher was going to turn his school into just another kennel.

Barnstaple, knowing Erasmus wouldn’t back down and unwilling to undergo an entire hour’s detention, held up a small wooden device.

‘I was testing this,’ he admitted.

‘Bring it here,’ Erasmus demanded. Barnstaple made his way to the front, the line of boys leaning against the wall to let him pass, whilst simultaneously staring curiously at the contraption. Erasmus took the device from the boy and examined it closely.

‘It’s a catapult,’ Barnstaple explained.

‘I can see that,’ Erasmus told him. ‘More accurately, of course, you should call it a trebuchet. Now what are you doing throwing people’s sandwiches with a piece of siege artillery?’

‘I thought they might want to use it in the play.’

‘I see. This would be the famous production of Robin Hood, would it?’

Barnstaple nodded.

‘And where in the legends does it say that the outlaws fired sandwiches from trebuchets, hmm?’

Barnstaple shrugged. ‘They had them back then,’ he managed.

‘Trebuchets, yes,’ Erasmus agreed. ‘However, I believe they were somewhat short of sandwiches and, even if they weren’t, I doubt it would ever have occurred to them to use them as ammunition.’

‘The French used to throw animals over castle walls,’ someone contributed. ‘Perhaps the English just used to throw their lunch.’

Erasmus looked up, trying to find the source of the comment, one eyebrow raised quizzically. He identified the source of the comment as Atkinson and looked at him levelly. ‘Do you understand why the French threw cows over castle walls?’ he asked.

‘Because they had BSE?’ Atkinson suggested.

‘In the thirteenth century,’ Barnstaple sneered.

Erasmus looked at Barnstaple sternly and the boy fell silent. ‘Believe it or not, Atkinson,’ Erasmus continued, looking back towards the boy, ‘you’re actually thinking in the right area. It was common in siege warfare to hurl diseased animals into besieged castles – the idea was that the disease would spread amongst the inhabitants and lead to an early surrender. However, I fail to see what relevance this has to Robin Hood.’ He looked down at Barnstaple once more.

‘I was just getting into it,’ said Barnstaple. ‘You know, history and all that.’

Erasmus pushed back the classroom door and ushered the pupils to their seats. He handed Harrison his sandwiches as he passed. Once the last few pupils had filtered past, he closed the door and made his way to his desk.

‘Taking an interest in history is very commendable,’ he told the class as they stood quietly behind their desks, ‘but plays about Robin Hood actually say very little about the history of this country. In fact, there are significant elements of the plays which flatly contradict history as we know it.’

He motioned for the class to sit and, as they complied, he surveyed them: there did seem to be a spark of genuine interest, even if it had initially revolved around a practical interest in siege weaponry.

He waited for the noises of scraping chairs and low murmuring to subside, then addressed the class. ‘Can anyone give me an example of a historically dubious aspect of the Robin Hood legend?’ he asked.

Harrison raised his hand, eager to be the first to answer. Erasmus decided not to choose the boy: he’d already embarrassed Barnstaple once this morning and it wouldn’t do to let him draw too much attention to himself – not with double physics after lunch, anyway.

‘Heathfield,’ he called out, noticing the child was holding his left arm up and supporting it with his right as if it were becoming burdensome.

‘Marian, sir,’ Heathfield said.

‘What about Marian?’

‘My dad says she didn’t exist, sir.’

‘Does he now? And what makes him say that?’

‘He says that women knew their place in the Middle Ages, sir, and that they didn’t go out partying with their friends to all hours of the night.’

Erasmus tried hard not to smile: Heathfield Senior’s remarks often said more about the insecurities of twenty-first century man than they did about the position of twelfth- or thirteenth-century woman. He noticed Harrison had put his sandwiches on the edge of the desk – should he tell the boy to put them away? He didn’t understand why Harrison had to wave his sandwiches around like that anyway – did he think they’d run away if he left them in his bag?

‘I was told the French made her up,’ Atkinson contributed. ‘She wasn’t in the early legends and the French added her in.’

‘Why would the French do that?’ Barnstaple challenged.

‘Hufter,’ Atkinson sneered. ‘We were all French back then anyway – that’s just like saying we made it up.’

‘If we were French, why were they called Normans, then?’

‘Everyone was called Norman, that’s why they invented surnames – ’cos it got too confusing.’

Erasmus banged on the desk with his board rubber. ‘Can we have a little order?’ he asked. The room fell silent, except for a few murmurings from Barnstaple, still seething at being insulted.

‘Now,’ Erasmus continued. ‘The example I had in mind is the return of King Richard – that’s been a part of the legend for as long as we can trace it back. Historically, it seems extremely unlikely. Richard spent most of his time out of the country and there’s plenty of evidence he didn’t care about the place in the slightest. Even if we allow for the possibility that Robin could have met the King during the siege of Nottingham Castle, it seems unlikely that standing up for the rights of English peasants would have pleased Richard. Marian is an interesting one, though. It’s widely held she was, as Atkinson pointed out, added by French-inspired romantics at roughly the same time that Guinevere was added to the legend of King Arthur, but a new school of thought has it that Marian was part of the original legends and was removed by chroniclers of the day, possibly because they shared the opinions of Heathfield’s father.’

There were a few chuckles around the room and Heathfield’s face flushed red.

‘Please, sir,’ Harrison held his arm so high Erasmus wondered at how he didn’t dislocate it.

‘Yes, Harrison,’ Erasmus prompted, expecting one of Harrison’s regular requests for the lavatory.

‘Did Robin Hood really exist?’ Harrison asked.

Erasmus sat down on the edge of his desk. ‘That’s difficult to say,’ he admitted. ‘It’s usually true that legends have at least some historical basis, but it’s very hard to tell how much of the legend is attributable to a real person.’

‘Can’t you just look up his birth certificate?’

Erasmus smiled. ‘They hadn’t started keeping them back then,’ he said. ‘But there are Robin Hoods in the records.’ He noted Harrison’s sudden look of enthusiasm. ‘They’re all years later,’ he said.

‘What about going back to the earliest version of the legend?’ Atkinson asked.

Erasmus shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘The trouble with legends like Robin Hood is that they usually begin as an oral tradition. The first written stories of Robin appear at least a hundred years after the time of King John and it’s possible these left out elements, like Marian, which were added by later writers who knew some of the oral traditions. It’s also possible the original writers added some of the political material of their own time to the message.

‘Robin, we are told, robbed from the rich to give to the poor, but this was supposed to happen at a time when we’re told money wasn’t in wide circulation. Peasants were living off the land and they paid for the rights to that land by working the lands of their masters. Their masters mostly earned their keep by means of military service.’

‘So where did all the robbing come from?’ asked Atkinson.

‘Possibly from when the stories were written down. By then, the feudal system had been devastated by the Black Death, labourers were being paid to farm, and King Edward the Third was expecting to live just us as well in a country where thirty per cent of the population had died in a few short years.

‘Robin Hood was the perfect tale to carry the sentiments of the people of that time, which might explain why King John is given such a poor portrayal. King Richard, by contrast, is portrayed as a great king even though he was hardly ever in the country.’

‘Sir,’ Harrison asked. ‘What’s the feudal system?’

‘I’m glad you asked that,’ Erasmus told him, ‘because that’s what we were supposed to be studying today. Now, if you’ll all turn to page one hundred and thirty in your textbooks, we’ll have a look at what life was like in the Middle Ages.’

There was a general rustling of pages and Erasmus drank deeply from his lukewarm tea. In a way he was grateful for the school play – he’d never have been able to get the pupils interested in the Barons’ Revolt and Magna Carta if they weren’t already thinking about the period. That was the trouble with the curriculum, history was expected to be a dry repetition of facts: there was no real understanding to go with it. If you could put the class into one of those reconstruction villages for a week, like a mediaeval version of Big Brother, now that might help them to understand what it was like.

He opened his own battered copy of the textbook to the relevant page – oh well, time to get on with the lesson. He noticed Barnstaple was leaning over towards Harrison’s desk, his eyes intent on the smaller boy’s sandwiches. Almost unconsciously, the teacher picked up his board rubber and hurled it across the room. The projectile hit the desk within an inch of Barnstaple’s hand and bounced off towards the back of the room; the sound of the impact made both boys jump and Barnstaple, already in an imbalanced position, fell from his chair with a crash. A ripple of laughter spread across the class as Barnstaple picked himself up, his face red with embarrassment and one hand clutching his forehead.

‘Now what’s the matter?’ Erasmus asked.

‘I hit my head,’ Barnstaple replied. Erasmus summoned the boy to his desk and inspected the purple swelling just above his eye. It was nothing serious but, if it meant he could rid the class of a disruptive influence for long enough to get the other boys settled into some work, then it was an opportunity worth taking.

‘Go and see the nurse,’ he instructed the boy, ‘and don’t be too long, you’ll be making the time up tomorrow evening.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Barnstaple, thoroughly cowed, then made his way out of the classroom door. The other pupils watched him go then looked expectantly at their teacher.

‘Right,’ said Erasmus in a businesslike tone. ‘What we’re going to do today is to read the chapter on Magna Carta and then I want you to write a thousand words on what effect you think the document had on the common man. Heathfield, you can come here and distribute the exercise books.’

The ginger-haired boy made his way unhurriedly to the front of the class and took the pile of books from his teacher. Erasmus watched as each child accepted his book and turned to see what mark they had received for their homework. Atkinson was staring wistfully into the corner of the room and Erasmus followed his gaze, which was trained somewhere just above his confiscated bow.

‘We’ll never know, will we sir?’ Atkinson asked.

‘Know what?’

‘Whether Robin Hood really existed.’

‘Perhaps we will one day,’ said Erasmus and he shot a glance at the equations, just visible at the top of the board. ‘Perhaps we will.’





Chapter Four

The end of the school day came, as it always did, as something of a relief. Despite having a passion for teaching, Erasmus always felt the school day was at least half an hour too long and that the hours of eight-thirty until four o’clock had been arrived at with more consideration to the children’s parents than to the children themselves. He retrieved his board rubber from the back of the room for the third time that day, then sat down at his desk and finished his mug of tea, before rolling the blackboard round to the squiggles that had so confused Clarence the previous night.

Ciphered in the impenetrable scrawl was the key to time, an equation so elegant it was almost a work of art, yet so simple it should scarcely have taxed a remedial student and yet – and yet – it was he, Erasmus Hobart, who had discovered that equation, who had realised it could be applied to create a machine that could travel in what had once been naively cast as the fourth dimension. There, described in a thin layer of chalk dust, was a summation of the quantum nature of time, a description of how all times were superposed in one space and how, far from accepting the universe as observed, a traveller could spin the quantum universe until he had selected the time at which he wished to observe it. The full ramifications of interacting with a different quantum state of the universe weren’t entirely certain, but then nothing was when you were dealing with quantum physics.

Erasmus adjusted a couple of figures based on the voyage of the night before, then tossed the board rubber in his hand as he basked in the glory of his achievement.

Where should he go tonight? Should he try to solve some great mystery, like what exactly happened on the Marie Celeste, or try to meet one of history’s great statesmen for an interview? Perhaps, he considered, he could try to find the truth of the Robin Hood legend. It was certainly an interesting proposition.

He pocketed the board rubber and picked up his mediaeval costume, which he had washed at home the previous night. Then, mindful of Clarence’s intrusion after his previous outing, he locked the door to the corridor before unlocking the storeroom. Inside the small room, the privy stood, silent and expectant. Erasmus ignored it for the moment and turned his attention to the wardrobes, opening the door to the first and revealing a rack of clothing, with plastic hangings dividing it into sections. Each section was labelled with a range of dates for the era to which the clothes belonged, with sections like the 1500s, where fashion had changed on an almost weekly basis, being contrasted with those of earlier centuries, where advances in clothing had been seen as secondary to the continual struggle to survive.

Erasmus hung his clean clothing in the 1000s section, then rifled through the other clothes in the same era, looking for something more likely to blend in with forest surroundings. He finally settled on a brown tunic with matching cloak and trousers, which he complemented with a leather belt, a pouch and a pair of calfskin thigh boots.

He dressed hurriedly, then checked his appearance in the mirror on the inside of the wardrobe door. Perfect – except for one detail. He rummaged in a drawer at the bottom of the wardrobe and pulled out a small, cloth bag, inside which were a pair of contact lenses. He disliked wearing lenses, but his glasses were a product of a later era. Although he had no way of knowing how much impact introducing advanced technology into the ancient world would have, he didn’t want to be the man who went down in history for ruining it.

Having assured the authenticity of his costume, Erasmus examined himself in the mirror once more. He was probably a little clean for a mediaeval peasant, but that should go unnoticed for long enough for him to attract a little dirt. He practised a few mediaeval expressions, greeting himself as if he had just unaccountably run into his exact doppelganger in a village street. Then, satisfied he would pass muster, he picked up his modern clothes from where they lay on the floor and hung them up in the second wardrobe.

As he turned his jacket up the right way, the board rubber fell from its pocket and, distractedly, Erasmus attempted to put the implement back. It wasn’t so easy to insert the rubber into the pocket of a jacket he wasn’t wearing, however, and after failing on his first attempt, he popped it into the pouch he wore on his belt. He closed the wardrobe doors, then a thought occurred to him and he returned to the classroom.

Standing in the corner of the room was the bow he had confiscated from Atkinson. Erasmus picked it up and tested the string once more. He’d never fired a bow before, but it was unlikely anyone else would guess that, so carrying one would probably be a sensible measure to discourage anyone from attacking him. Finally, satisfied that he was ready to depart, Erasmus re-entered the storeroom, locking the door behind him, then turned his attention to the privy.

The interior of the privy was not what one might have expected from such a primitive device. Although the essential seat was present and correct, it was covered with a padded leather cushion, firmly fastened into place with brass studs. The walls, far from being bare wood, were covered with a mass of wires and small, blinking lights and a periscope hung from the centre of the ceiling, its brass glinting in the light from the outside world.

Erasmus sat down on the cushion, adjusted his posture to make himself comfortable, then pulled at a wooden panel that was almost flush with the wall on his right. The panel swung on smoothly oiled joints until it hung over Erasmus’ lap like one of the old-fashioned school desks in which chair and writing surface were one combined piece of furniture. The surface of this desk, however, contained something more than an inkwell, with a series of lights and liquid crystal displays, all connected to each other with lengths of rainbow-striped ribbon cable. In the centre of the panel was a series of buttons, a small keyboard, a joystick with a big red button on top and a throttle, all cobbled together from bits of old computer equipment, and these were labelled, using the black and white embossed stickers from a label maker Erasmus had confiscated from a troublesome first former. The joystick was labelled ‘where’ and the throttle was labelled ‘when’.

Erasmus flicked a switch on the side of the board and the privy hummed into life, with lights streaming along translucent wires, LEDs flicking on and off in what appeared to be random sequences and the displays on the control panel blinking a couple of times before settling down. A series of numbers appeared, the co-ordinates of Erasmus’ previous jaunt, with a prompt for a label displayed in flashing capitals beneath. The schoolteacher entered in a date and location – his research had placed Lady Godiva’s ride in Coventry somewhere between 1038 and 1051 – then pressed the button to store the information. It wasn’t, he had to admit, a very precise fix, but it was a start. He’d be able to improve on that when he’d made a few more trips.

Erasmus surveyed the control panel before him and breathed deeply. Last night had been an experiment – he had had no real destination in mind – now he was going to put his machine to the purpose he had always intended – the pursuit of historical truth. It was true he would never be able to tell anyone what he discovered – he was less than willing that his machine should fall into the hands of the authorities – but he could finally find the answers to all those questions that had nagged him throughout his life: he could finally know what really happened. He placed his hands on the joystick and the throttle, moved them carefully until he was satisfied with the contents of the display, then closed his eyes and pressed the red button.





Chapter Five

The Middle Ages was once said to be a time when England was covered in an impenetrable forest, when a squirrel could cross from one end of the country to the other without once setting foot on the ground. This is now known to be untrue, though it may have been possible for squirrels that had mastered the art of hitchhiking or stowing away on carts.

For a squirrel to cross a shorter distance, say from one part of Sherwood Forest to another, was much simpler and would have been particularly easy deep in the heart of the forest where the upper branches of the trees grew so close as to blanket out the sun. Here all was suffused in a strange green light, filtering through the leaves to the ground below and this, so the peasants held, was where the spirits were said to walk and where the night came faster and deeper than in any other part of England. Here the common man feared to tread.

 

Guy of Gisburne was not a common man. He didn’t believe in phantoms and fairies and knew the only thing that went bump in the night was the door of the privy when the plague was in town. For him, Sherwood Forest held no ghostly fears – the only threats were outlaws. You had more chance of an arrow in your back than of having your soul stolen by whatever demons lurked in the ancient wood.

He rode quietly through the heart of the forest, or at least as close to it as he could get whilst wearing scale-mail armour and mounted on a horse. Despite his lack of supernaturally induced fear, his eyes betrayed a certain nervous tension and his feelings were somehow transmitted to his horse, which was behaving a little skittishly. A resounding clang on his helmet made him look up – above him in the trees he saw the small form of a creature scurrying away through the branches. Bloody squirrels. He hadn’t come into the woods to hunt squirrels, he’d come to hunt outlaws. Outlaws who were stealing the King’s deer and waylaying merchants whose taxes would fund his wars in the Holy Land.

The root of the problem was that Prince John was an unreasonable man: to him, being robbed didn’t constitute a tax deductible expense. Because it was much harder to extract money from a merchant when they’d already lost it, he had decided on a policy of punishing those who were insufficiently careful with their or rather, as the Prince saw it, his money. Such merchants were, in future, to be regarded as de facto thieves.

Unfortunately, this didn’t have the desired effect. Convictions for theft increased vastly, but most of the convicted were those who had been robbed. Since this provided little money for King Richard’s war chest, John was forced to think again.

His next brainwave was vastly more effective. Instead of blaming the victims of crime, he decided, instead, to blame those officials whose lands were havens for cutthroats and whose thoroughfares were most often used to waylay wealthy travellers.

Hunting outlaws was proving to be an infuriating pastime: even with the Sheriff, Gisburne himself and ten men-at-arms combing the forest, the demands of Prince John on behalf of his brother were proving intractable. The outlaws knew the forest well – too well – and seemed to be able to melt away into the trees at will. Gisburne was all for letting them stay in their damned forest, but he knew that, though his and the Sheriff’s heads would be of as little use to Richard as the merchant’s hands, that wouldn’t stop John from appropriating them if they were less than totally successful.

The knight steered his frightened horse with his knees and turned it southward down yet another leaf-covered pathway. A low branch hung across the path a few yards ahead and he had just ducked under this when the air was rent by an ear-splitting crash, something like a thunderclap. His horse, startled by the sound, bolted and the branch caught the top of his helmet and threw him from his saddle.

He landed on his back in the pathway. For a few moments, he just lay there, catching his breath. As the sound of his horse receded, the world seemed strangely peaceful: he could hear birdsong, scurrying animals in the undergrowth and the chattering of the squirrels in the trees. He could have lain, listening to the calming sounds for the rest of the day, but something, whether it was his sense of duty or a strong suspicion that the squirrels were laughing at him, prevented him. He sat up and looked around him for his helmet. As he did so he became aware of a much louder noise, the trampling of leaves and twigs by an animal that was larger and considerably less careful where it put its feet.

Worried there might be a wolf approaching, Gisburne pulled himself painfully to his feet, picked up his dented helmet and drew his sword from his scabbard. He looked around him, trying to work out from which direction the sound was coming. Presently he saw the undergrowth parting to reveal a man, dressed in brown-coloured peasant attire and carrying a bow. Gisburne’s fear dissipated, leaving a sense of embarrassment which then rapidly turned to rage. He threw down his helmet and charged at the man, roaring and with his sword upraised.

Erasmus, taking a single look at the red-faced, armoured man, turned and fled through the forest, stumbling back in the direction of his time machine. This obviously wasn’t the kind of pursuer who would take his time to stop and scrape off horse manure – he doubted that he would stop to wipe his entrails from his sword. As the teacher ran, he removed his keys from his pouch and glanced down to make sure the right one was to hand so he could open the time machine as soon as he arrived. This was beginning to become a habit, he mused. Perhaps he should code the keys with some kind of bump pattern.

Gisburne charged blindly after the man. He smashed through the thicket so loudly that he masked the sounds of his quarry, but the odd glimpse of brown guided him on. After a few minutes, he emerged into a clearing and was startled to find himself faced with some kind of wooden privy. He stopped and lowered his sword: it seemed a strange place for such an object and the naturally suspicious knight suspected some kind of trap. Tentatively, he extended his weapon and gave the privy an experimental prod. Nothing happened. No net fell from the trees and no arrow thudded into the forest floor next to his foot. Reassured, he decided it was safe to approach.

The moment he took a step, a storm of leaves whirled up from the floor. He put up an arm to shield his face, then staggered back under the onslaught and fell over a tree root, landing heavily in a pile of leaves. There was another thunderclap and then there was silence. Gisburne raised his head groggily from the floor. The privy was gone. For a moment he stared in amazement at the empty clearing, then a shower of acorns bounced off his head and he blacked out.

 

The now-familiar whine of travelling inside the time machine faded away and Erasmus took a moment to catch his breath. So far, he reflected, life in the past seemed to comprise of running from people with swords. He checked the readout on his control board; he hadn’t come very far in time or space this time – probably only a couple of years forward and a few miles south. It was probably a good place to start: his pursuer had seemed to be of the right era, anyway.

Although he hadn’t had much chance to calibrate the machine, Erasmus was beginning to get an intuitive feel for the controls. It was, he considered, a reasonable assumption that he wasn’t that far from Nottingham. He was also beginning to get an intuitive feel for the nature of history, so he thought it prudent to check what was outside before he ventured out again. He swung the periscope around to give him a view of his surroundings. Everything seemed quiet enough: he was in an enclosed area with high, stone walls and a number of low, wooden buildings. At a guess, he figured it was probably the outer bailey of a castle or the inside of a fort. The low levels of activity led him to believe he had landed in peacetime, when most of the activity would be carrying on in whatever settlement lay outside of the walls.

There was nothing to tell him exactly where he was, but it was a fair chance that this was Nottingham Castle and the state of repair appeared to indicate it was during the castle’s heyday, so he was probably in the twelfth or thirteenth century. He turned the periscope through a slow circle, making sure that nobody was hiding behind the privy with a sword in hand, then, satisfied he was safe, he stowed the controls, unlocked the door and stepped out into mediaeval England.

 

The time was probably somewhere after four in the afternoon by Erasmus’ reckoning as he locked the privy door and buried the key in his pouch. The sun was beginning to move towards the west and glinting off the whitewashed stone of the surrounding walls. Erasmus stepped out into the centre of the yard so he could get a better look at his surroundings. Above him towered the castle keep, an imposing structure whose presence positively oppressed the low hovels below it.

Despite the warmth of the sun, several of the wooden outbuildings had smoke pouring through holes in their roofs, indicating that fires were blazing within them. Erasmus felt like the last tourist of the afternoon, just getting a chance to look around after the swarms of foreign students had left and before the custodian came to usher him out of the building.

He strolled casually around the bailey, walking a lazy circuit of the keep and drinking in the atmosphere which, as he had expected, contained a strong perfume of horse manure, given a musky edge by the drifting smoke. He passed the gatehouse, keeping a wary eye out for soldiers – his presence inside the castle might be somewhat hard to explain to the military mind – and continued on past the stables and the small, wooden chapel which butted up against the stone walls. Eventually, he found himself back more or less where he had started: there was his time machine and there, before it, was a familiar looking man.

Erasmus halted several feet away. The man’s face wasn’t as red as before and there was a new scar across his left cheek, but it was quite clearly the same man who had just pursued him to his time machine. It was somewhat disconcerting, especially when the man now stood between him and his only means of escape. Perhaps it would be all right – it must have been a couple of years in this man’s time and he may well have forgotten the previous encounter.

Erasmus backed away slightly to what he hoped was a safe distance, watching as the armoured man examined the privy. He seemed very cautious about what, to his eyes, must have seemed like a simple, wooden box and he prodded at it with his sword tentatively. The machine, naturally, did nothing and Gisburne was emboldened by this small victory. Passing his sword to his left hand, he tried to pull on the door. It didn’t open and he struck out at the machine with his fist in exasperation. Erasmus, unnerved by the sudden, violent action, took a further step backwards and his foot came into contact with a metal bucket, which resounded like a bell. Gisburne spun on his heel and his eyes bulged as he recognised the occupant of the mysterious privy.

‘You,’ he yelled, raising his sword and moving forward.

Erasmus tried to back away further, but he was now right up against the wall. In desperation, he took Atkinson’s bow from his shoulder and tried to wield it like a staff. Gisburne swung at the weapon with his sword and the bow was smashed in a single blow. Pausing only to reflect that Atkinson wouldn’t be pleased, Erasmus turned and fled around the bailey, accidentally charging through a chicken coop and sending squawking poultry flying in all directions.

Gisburne pursued him, kicking one of the chickens that crossed his path. At a steady run, Erasmus soon found himself passing the gatehouse and he realised there was no way he could get far enough ahead of Gisburne that he could unlock and enter his time machine before he was caught.

He looked around him, desperate for a direction in which he could escape. He briefly considered running out of the gate, but there could be an entire army camped outside for all he knew. He ran on. Gisburne, not far behind him, called out as he passed the gatehouse and two guards hurried over to join him in the pursuit.

Twenty seconds later, Erasmus rounded the bailey and found himself back at the privy, with Gisburne and the two guards hot on his heels. Unable to think of any alternative, he began another lap. Behind him, Gisburne instructed one of the guards to go around the other way and head him off.

Erasmus ran, the repetition of the scenery reminding him of the tiresome distance races on sports day when the boys just ran around a short circuit until they either finished the race or lost count of how many laps they had done. He tried to regulate his breathing, to pace himself and stop treating the run as a sprint, but he still found the exertion painful.

There had to be a way out. As he passed the gatehouse again, he glanced up and saw a guard running towards him in the other direction. He looked left, but there was another guard standing in the archway with sword in hand. He looked right – there was yet another wooden building. He ran in.

 

The first thought that struck Erasmus as he blinked in the darkened interior of the building was how inefficient the chimneys were: despite the sheer volume of smoke pouring out of the roof, the inside was still filled with an acrid vapour, most of which seemed to be pouring from a forge by the wall. The armourer, a solid-looking man whose bare arms appeared to be one hundred per cent muscle, looked up briefly from working a piece of metal on his anvil then, apparently uninterested, went back to his hammering. Erasmus looked around him for a place to hide – there didn’t seem to be one. Then his eyes fell on a rack of swords and he dived for the nearest weapon.

The armourer looked up. ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘What you doing with that?’

‘I’ll bring it back,’ said Erasmus.

‘You can’t take them, they’re not finished.’

Erasmus wanted to explain, but Gisburne chose that moment to run in and Erasmus, ignoring the armourer’s protests, lifted the sword from the rack and swung it in a wide arc. As he did so, the blade, not yet secured into the hilt, detached and hurled across the room like a steel missile. Gisburne flinched as the blade passed startlingly close to his cheek and embedded itself in the wall next to him, then he began to approach Erasmus slowly, keeping his sword arm extended.

Erasmus looked disbelievingly at the hilt in his hand, then threw it at Gisburne, who deflected it with his sword and kept coming. Erasmus grasped another sword from the rack. This time the hilt came off in his hand. He dropped the useless weapon to the floor and stepped back, groping his way along the wooden table to his right until his hands closed on something metal. Glancing down, he found he had discovered a small pile of horseshoes. He picked one up and threw it at the knight. Taken by surprise, Gisburne fended off the missile with his sword, the resounding clang echoing around the room, but he was forced to step back. The armourer, disturbed by the sound, looked over to where Erasmus stood, already holding another horseshoe. Annoyed with the disrespect being shown for his work, he shook his head before returning to his hammering with increased vigour.

Erasmus and Gisburne faced each other across the smoky room. Gisburne held his sword in both hands, like an upraised cricket-bat, and Erasmus hefted his horseshoe, turning it in his hands and trying to get a feel for its balance. Neither man spoke, each waiting to see what the other would do.

It was Erasmus who acted first: he threw the horseshoe to Gisburne’s right in an attempt to put him off-balance. Gisburne dealt the horseshoe a blow and it crashed into the forge in a shower of sparks, earning him a scowl from the armourer.

Erasmus’ second shot went wide of Gisburne’s left, bouncing off one of the posts which held up the roof, and Gisburne was forced to parry the ricochet.

Now Erasmus tried two shots in rapid succession, but Gisburne had expected this and deflected both in a quick one-two action. Erasmus glanced down at the bench – he had two horseshoes left. Cautiously, he picked both up, passing one to his left hand. Gisburne, glancing quickly at Erasmus’ hands, put his left foot back to steady himself and held his sword in front of him. Erasmus turned the two shoes in his hands; they were quite heavy and his arms were beginning to tire. He banged one shoe against the bench, causing a vibration to resonate along it and Gisburne, distracted by the sound of vibrating nails on his left hand side, took his eyes off Erasmus. Quickly, Erasmus hurled both shoes at the same time. The first came so close to hitting the knight that he was forced to duck, there being no time to parry; unfortunately, Erasmus was less capable with his left hand and the second shoe went hurtling across the room and nearly hit the armourer. Scowling at the teacher, the muscleman put down his hammer and backed away to a corner of the room where he proceeded to wipe the sweat from his hands and view the proceedings with a combination of annoyance and interest.

Erasmus used the momentary confusion to his advantage and backed quickly around the room until he stood next to the forge. As Gisburne circled around him, the teacher picked up a pair of tongs, extracted a piece of white-hot metal from the coals and brandished it at the knight. Gisburne tried to parry, but, even at arm’s length, he could feel the heat of the metal. He took a step backwards.

‘Now come on,’ he said in what he hoped was a placating manner. ‘Put down the weapon and we’ll talk about this like civilised people.’

Erasmus wasn’t fooled. ‘You mean discuss it over some hot irons, do you?’ he said. He swung the makeshift weapon in a wide arc. Gisburne leant back to avoid being scorched, then moved his right foot back to balance himself.

‘You’re only making it worse for yourself,’ said Gisburne.

Erasmus wondered briefly at how bad it had been to start with, but the advantage now seemed to be his and he took a step forward and waved his hot metal dangerously close to the knight’s face. Gisburne took another step backwards, tripped over the anvil and fell, catching his head on the edge of the bench. Erasmus knelt down and examined his foe – he appeared to be unconscious. Smiling, he rose and turned to the door, only to find the way blocked by two armed guards. He waved his hot iron in front of him and was just beginning to advance when the armourer, having returned to his forge whilst Erasmus’ back was turned, threw a bucket of water over him. Erasmus stood for a moment, blinking and watching the steam rising from his now-useless weapon then, knowing he was beaten, he let it drop to the floor.





Chapter Six

Erasmus examined his surroundings with disdain. If he’d been asked to rate the dungeon he was in he wouldn’t have given it five stars – three rats would have been more appropriate. This was not because he thought it was fairly average for mediaeval accommodation, but because that’s how many rats he’d counted in the first few minutes of his confinement. The straw didn’t show any obvious evidence of housekeeping and, with the only light coming through the grille of the trapdoor above, the view was little to write home about. What made it worse was the fact he had to share: there were at least half a dozen prisoners in the pit and, going by the smell, some of them had been there for some time.

An old man with an unkempt beard sat in a corner staring at the wall. After a while he began to argue with it, and two other men, sitting quietly together in a corner, shook their heads with sad familiarity.

Erasmus himself was sat in the middle of the room where he had landed. He was still winded from the fall but, surprisingly, his arms and legs seemed intact. As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, the first thing he noticed was that the dungeon probably merited a higher rating on his rat scale and the second was that the straw seemed somewhat unevenly distributed, with a greater part of it piled underneath the trapdoor. Obviously, somebody had moved the straw into place in order to spare any subsequent unfortunates the same pains they themselves had experienced.

He looked around the dungeon, trying to identify a likely candidate for his mysterious benefactor. There was a young man sitting in one corner, mending his boots with something that appeared to be rat-gut and a needle improvised from a bone; a surly, bearded man who glared at everything – rats, people and walls – but made no attempt to argue with anything and, surprisingly, a young woman, who sat patiently at one side of the room, with a smile which spoke of someone who knew something nobody else did. Feeling that a bit of conversation that wasn’t punctuated with sword-thrusts might be nice and that he probably ought to get away from the trapdoor before the next arrival, Erasmus stood up, made a show of tidying the straw for the next visitor then, still limping slightly from the impact, joined the woman by the wall.

‘Afternoon,’ he greeted her casually. ‘Mind if I join you?’

‘It don’t look like I’ve got much choice,’ said the woman, ‘us being stuck in the same ’ole an’ all.’

‘I can sit over there if you’d prefer,’ said Erasmus, pointing to where the old man was crouching by the opposite wall. Having had no satisfaction in his argument, he was now picking up loose pieces of straw and making a little mound next to his feet.

‘Sit where you bleeding like,’ said the woman. ‘I don’t give a tinker’s cuss.’ Erasmus suspected the woman probably wasn’t responsible for the impromptu crash-mat.

‘Have you been here long?’ he said.

‘That’s an old one. Why didn’t you start with “What’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?”’

‘That’s an old one where I come from too,’ said Erasmus. ‘Sorry, I’m not trying to…’ He searched his mind for a mediaeval equivalent for ‘chat you up’.

‘Get in me britches?’ the woman provided.

‘I was going for something a little more polite.’

‘Polite,’ the woman laughed. ‘You’re a posh ’un, aren’t you? What they stick you in ’ere for – you eat with one of them new-fangled fork things?’

‘I’m sorry?’ Erasmus was genuinely confused.

‘They ’ung a man for that a few months back,’ the woman continued. ‘Only things made by God should touch ’is bounty they said. ’Course, ’e was eating the King’s deer at the time, so that might ’ave ’ad something to do with it. Personally, I don’t see what’s wrong with ’em.’

‘With what? Deer?’

‘Forks, of course. I mean you eat your pottage with a spoon, don’t you – you aren’t expected to scoop it up with your fingers and I’d love to see the man who could cut a loaf of bread without a knife.’

‘There are some,’ said Erasmus, unable to resist the automatic urge to educate people.

‘You what? You’re pulling my leg.’

‘In China,’ said Erasmus. ‘They focus all their energy into the edge of their hand and use the force to split logs.’

‘China? That in foreign?’

Erasmus tried to think what the woman would recognise as a name for China. ‘Cathay?’ he hazarded – she shook her head. ‘Yes, it’s foreign,’ he said.

‘Know a bit about foreign, do you?’

‘We travel a lot where I come from.’

‘Well you ain’t gonna get much travelling done in ’ere. You ever seen a cell like this?’

‘Not from the inside, no,’ said Erasmus. ‘We’re a bit more civilised where I come from.’

‘Sounds like you chose to come to the wrong country. Mind you, it’s not all bad.’

‘No?’

‘No, sometimes the pottage ’as fresh carrot in it.’

‘Oh,’ said Erasmus.

The woman looked him up and down appraisingly.

‘You know, you can get in me britches if you want,’ she said quietly. ‘I reckon a woman ought to be glad to ’ave a civilised man like you. Better than the rough sort you get round ’ere, anyway.’

Erasmus flushed red and, although he was sure it was too dark for the woman to tell, she seemed somehow aware of his embarrassment.

‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘is a woman offering ’erself not done where you come from?’

Erasmus thought briefly of the culture of twenty-first-century England where some women would probably dance naked if it got them on Big Brother. He thought about trying to explain that they simply didn’t offer themselves to poor teachers with no prospect of fame and fortune, but decided against it. ‘Not really,’ he said.

‘Fair enough,’ said the woman. ‘What are you in for? My name’s Maude, by the way.’

‘Erasmus,’ said Erasmus.

‘Is that a name or a crime?’

‘It’s my name. I’m in for…’ Erasmus paused; he wasn’t exactly sure why he was in a dungeon. ‘I think I embarrassed a knight,’ he continued.

‘Embarrassment, eh! Telling bawdy jokes, were you?’

‘No. I think it’s because I made him fall off of his horse – must be a couple of years ago.’

‘And you’ve been locked up for that? God, they’ll put you away for anything now. Who was it?’

‘I don’t know his name. Tallish chap, though, well built.’

‘They all look like that – built like towers with brains to match.’

‘He had blonde hair and a scar on his cheek – that was the second time I saw him, anyway.’

‘What? ’Is hair changed colour?’

Erasmus shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘The scar was new. Looked like he’d been slashed across the cheek.’

Maude looked at him thoughtfully. ‘That’s Gisburne, that is,’ she said. ‘You get on the wrong side of ’im he won’t forget it. They call ’im Guy the Gamekeeper.’

‘Gamekeeper?’

‘He kills poachers for sport. Well, I’m going to let you in on a secret, m’duck, any enemy of Gisburne is a friend o’ mine and I think friends ought to ’elp each other, don’t you?’

Erasmus nodded. ‘Quite,’ he said.

‘Well, I’m going to be busted out of ’ere in a few ’ours – I might be able to get you out as well.’

Erasmus’ eyebrows raised in curiosity. The name Gisburne had rung a bell.

‘Who’s coming?’ he said. ‘Is it Robin Hood?’

‘Robin ’ood?’ Maude chuckled, a sound not dissimilar to the clucking of a broody hen.

‘He does exist, doesn’t he?’ said Erasmus – it would be a dreadful disappointment to find that Robin was a legend even now.

‘Oh, ’e exists,’ said Maude. ‘I just don’t think ’e’s the kind of person you want to rescue you.’ She ignored Erasmus’ attempts to interrupt with questions and continued. ‘Now, when the girls get ’ere, try not to say too much – ’specially to Alice – and I might be able to bring you along.’

‘Alice?’

‘One of the girls, but she’s a little enthusiastic with ’er dagger when there’s men around. You keep quiet and she’ll probably let you get away with your balls.’

‘Ah,’ said Erasmus, nodding. ‘So what’s Robin Hood like?’

‘What is this obsession with Robin ’ood?’

‘He’s a legend where I come from.’

‘Well he isn’t a legend ’ere and, if you don’t want a nice ’igh singing voice, I wouldn’t mention’is name when Alice is around.’

‘Why?’

‘Ask a lot of questions, don’t you? I don’t know what it’s like in foreign, but over ’ere that can shorten your life.’

‘Shorten it?’

‘By about a ’ead’s’eight. Now, d’you say it was afternoon when you got ’ere?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, we got a couple of’ours then. You sure you don’t want to…’

‘Thanks, but not right now.’

‘Suit yourself. Guess I’ll get a bit of kip then.’

Erasmus leant back against the wall and breathed deeply. He was definitely in the right time, but things weren’t turning out quite the way he’d planned. As he closed his eyes, the old man picked up his little collection of straw, wiped up some rat-droppings with it, then walked over to the middle of the room and dumped it on the pile.





Chapter Seven

Erasmus lay back against the wall of the dungeon, deep in thought. As a tourist in his own time, he’d visited the shells of many castles and seen their ruined dungeons, but nothing had really prepared him for the psychological impact of being imprisoned in one.

He’d heard the stories, of course: he knew well the tale of how prisoners in Carlisle Castle had been compelled to lick the walls to quench their thirst; he’d seen the waxworks that filled the dungeons of Warwick, hanging around in manacles or tied on racks. The trouble was that such images were so different to anything in his experience that it was hard to relate to them. You could understand the pain of torture as prisoners were interrogated; you could even try to comprehend the deprivations of an inadequate diet whilst they awaited their fate – something familiar to many poor university students – but what was difficult to handle was the simple torture of imprisonment itself. The greatest terror a dungeon could bring was not the application of thumbscrews to extract a confession, or even the cheerful banter of the hangman as he came to measure you up for your scaffold, it was the horrifying tricks the mind of an incarcerated man could play when there was nothing to do but think. And for someone who did a lot of thinking it could take a lot less time for the effects to kick in.

Oubliette. The word ran through Erasmus Hobart’s brain looking for a reason. Place of forgetting – oubliette. Forgetting what? Surely you only forget things when you’re preoccupied. If all I’ve got to do is think, I ought to have an eidetic memory by now. The time. What’s the time? See, you’ve forgotten that. No, I remember what the time was when I saw it last, I just don’t know how long ago it was. That’s not the same as forgetting. Is it day or night? How can you tell? It never changes in here. It can’t have been more than four or five hours, but what time did I arrive? Oubliette.

The distant sound of a grunt roused Erasmus from his thoughts and he looked around the room. Most of the prisoners were asleep, so perhaps mediaeval people had some internal body clock that told them whether it was day or night in the outside world. The old man wasn’t asleep, though, he seemed to be continuing his earlier argument with the wall, but even he was keeping his voice down.

Oubliette. Why did they call it that? Did they forget they’d shoved you in it perhaps? No, it couldn’t be that – they’d be popping round to have a look every five minutes, just to see what was there. Perhaps forgetting was a crime? Perhaps you could get locked up for forgetting. That wouldn’t go down very well back at school – every time someone handed their homework in late, they’d be struggling for an excuse other than ‘I forgot’. ‘The dog ate it’, ‘it got flushed down the toilet’, ‘Mulder and Scully came round and confiscated it because the FBI didn’t want it published’ – he’d heard some excuses since he’d started, but ‘I forgot’ was still the original and classic. Oubliette. Why oubliette?

There was a grating noise from above and the trapdoor slid back to reveal several hooded figures. For a moment, Erasmus thought the Oubliette Squad had come to take him, leaving him as just a memory in the minds of people who hadn’t been born yet. Maude, however, seemed less than worried and looked up expectantly.

‘There you are,’ said one of the hooded figures – Erasmus noted the voice was female. ‘I bet you thought we’d forgotten you.’

 

The corridors above the dungeon were in darkness and Erasmus concluded it was night. He wanted to ask the exact time, but Maude had told him not to speak unnecessarily and, besides, they didn’t have accurate clocks in these days. It had almost been tempting to keep his watch on, but it wouldn’t have helped – he had no way of getting the right time in the first place.

He looked at his rescuers: a small group of women, each wrapped in a black cloak, beneath which Erasmus could catch the occasional glimpse of green cloth or brown leather. The women paid little attention to him: once Maude had persuaded the aggressive, short-haired woman (Alice, Erasmus presumed) that Erasmus was from foreign and was, therefore, not the same as other men, they had reluctantly let him out, but they showed no interest in talking to him. Instead, Alice issued orders to her companions in hushed tones, and the three of them began to pull up the ladder from the dungeon floor. Alice busied herself with an unconscious guard in the corner, trying to make his posture look natural, so that people would assume he was asleep on duty. As she turned to pick up his helmet, she noticed one of the other male prisoners trying to climb out on the ladder.

‘Is he from foreign too?’ Alice asked Maude.

‘Don’t think so,’ said Maude.

Alice hefted the guard’s helmet and used it to hit the prisoner on the head. He gave a single, startled yelp then fell back into the dungeon with a thud. Maude and the other two women made a redoubled effort to pull up the ladder, then closed the trapdoor and locked it. Erasmus could do nothing except watch as Alice, apparently uninterested in the fate of the man she had brained, returned to her efforts with the guard, casually slitting his throat to make sure he didn’t wake up and spoil the effect. Erasmus wondered whether he really wanted to be rescued by these people: he might have been safer in the pit.

 

Once the trapdoor was closed, Alice led the way through the maze of passages that ran away from the dungeon. Erasmus looked around him in wonder – he’d known about the Nottingham caves, of course, but he hadn’t realised how extensive they were. With all the twists and turns he rapidly lost all sense of direction. Had Maude not been dragging him along by the arm, he could easily have become separated from the women. Just as he was beginning to wonder if he was going to find himself at the centre of the Earth, he found himself being bustled up some rough steps, hewn from the rock itself, and the party emerged through a door in the foot of the castle and into the outer bailey.

The night sky was scattered with wispy clouds and the light waxed and waned as drifts of cirrus passed across the face of the moon. They made their way across the bailey, keeping to the shadows of the outbuildings. As they passed the time machine, Erasmus felt a sudden desire to run, to get into it and go back to the safety of his own century. He paused and Maude looked at him questioningly.

‘What is it?’ she hissed.

‘He does exist, doesn’t he?’ said Erasmus.

‘Who?’

‘Robin Hood.’

Maude gave him a puzzled look. ‘Of course ’e does. Why are you asking me that now?’

Erasmus took one last look at the time machine and sighed. ‘I was just thinking about home,’ he said.

‘You’ll never get there if the guards catch you wandering round ’ere. Come on.’

Erasmus let himself be dragged along by the arm, noticing as they passed through the outer gatehouse that the two, apparently slumbering, guards seemed to have small puddles of blood forming on their tunics. Alice obviously took a lot of pride in her work.

 

The town of Nottingham was a far cry from the lively city of Erasmus’ experience. A clutch of primitive, timber-framed buildings huddled against the castle rock as if for protection, their whitewashed walls appearing faintly blue in the moonlight. There were no lights in the windows and the only sounds that could be heard were the occasional bleats of sheep, penned near the perimeter wall of the town.

Erasmus let the women guide him through the streets. Maude still held his arm tightly, despite the fact that the risk of getting lost had subsided as soon as they reached the surface. Nevertheless, he made no attempt to disentangle himself and quietly followed the group, catching the occasional glimpse of Alice as she slipped in and out of shadows further along the street. Had the cover been continuous, or had Erasmus not known she was there, he probably wouldn’t have seen her creeping along. He found that thought rather disquieting.

As they approached the gates of the town, the party came to an abrupt halt and Erasmus found himself staring at the back of Maude’s head. He craned his neck to see past and to find out why they had stopped.

‘What’s wrong?’ said Maude, letting go of his arm as she did so.

‘Why have we stopped?’ said Erasmus.

‘Gatehouse.’

‘Hasn’t Alice, you know…?’ Erasmus made slitting motions across his throat.

Maude shook her head. ‘They change the guards too often down ’ere. Someone would’ve found the bodies by now.’

‘Oh,’ said Erasmus, nodding understandingly. It did cross his mind to wonder how Alice had suppressed the urge to cut another couple of throats, but he decided not to think about it.

‘How are we going to get out?’ he said.

‘Over the wall.’

‘Over the wall?’

‘There’s a cart on the other side.’

‘Oh.’

Maude glanced forward then looked back at Erasmus. ‘We’re moving now. Don’t ask any more questions till we’re clear of the town.’ Erasmus nodded and followed nervously.

The outer walls of the town, much like those of the inner bailey, were tall, stone affairs. They were also lined with smaller buildings and it was into one of these that Alice led the group. Inside, an old crone nodded at each of them as they passed. She gave a start on seeing Erasmus and prodded at Maude, grunting urgently. Maude looked back at the teacher.

‘’E’s a friend, Molly,’ she whispered. ‘’E’s from foreign.’

Molly gave a toothless grin and grunted at Maude. The younger woman patted her on the shoulder and climbed on to Molly’s bed. A couple of seconds later, she disappeared through a hole in the ceiling and Erasmus found himself alone with the crone. He nodded nervously and glanced in the direction that Maude had departed. Molly grunted and led him gently over to the bed, mumbling incoherently as she did so. Erasmus climbed on to the bed and found himself looking out through a square hole cut into the thatch of the ceiling. He pulled himself up, using a roof beam as support, and clambered out on to the wall-walk above. Alice, standing by the hole, shoved him on to where Maude could be seen climbing over the battlements, then dropped a single gold coin through the roof, before replacing the square of thatch and following along behind.

Erasmus paused on the battlements and looked out beyond the town. All was dark and quiet, not a light was visible as far as the eye could see. He looked down – it was too dark to see where the cart was and he hung nervously on to the wall, afraid to step into the unknown. A sharp pain in the back made him let go and he fell, landing in a graceless heap in a cartload of straw. Maude hurriedly helped him from the cart just in time to avoid him being flattened by Alice as she dropped down behind, her dagger drawn and in her hand. Erasmus ran his hand over his back where he had felt the pain – he didn’t appear to have been cut. He glared at Alice, but she didn’t even look at him as she walked past him and resumed her place at the front of the party. Instead, she silently continued to lead the group, cutting across the open fields that surrounded the town until they reached the River Trent.

Once they reached the river, they turned to the left and followed the bank. Erasmus looked up at the stars. Maude followed his gaze, then pulled at his arm.

‘What’s up there?’ she said.

‘Stars,’ said Erasmus. ‘I was just trying to see which way we were going.’

‘We’re not going up there,’ said Maude. ‘Is that where you’re from?’

Erasmus chuckled. ‘No. You can tell where you’re going by looking at the stars. Didn’t you know that?’

Maude shook her head. ‘They’re just stars,’ she said. ‘’Ow do they know where we’re going?’

Erasmus looked ahead and noticed Alice and the others were beginning to get ahead of them. He took Maude gently by the arm and guided her along the riverbank. As he did so, he pointed at a particularly bright speck in the sky.

‘You see that one?’ he said.

‘Yes.’

‘That’s called the Pole Star. If you keep that in front of you, then you’re heading north.’

Maude looked at the sky in wonderment. ‘Do you ’ave stars in foreign?’

‘Yes, but there’s so much light pollution, we can’t really see them as well.’

‘And do they all ’ave names?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Erasmus distractedly, ‘there’s Cassiopeia and Cirrus, Ursa Major and Betelgeuse. Where I’m from, we’ve named every star we can see… and a few we can’t.’

Maude looked at him in puzzlement. ‘’Ow can you name them if they aren’t there?’

‘Oh, they’re there,’ said Erasmus. ‘They’re just such a long way away that we have to have special ways to look at them. We don’t even see them – we hear them.’

‘’Ear them?’

‘They make a kind of noise.’

Maude stopped and listened. She couldn’t hear anything other than birds and insects and she said so. Erasmus smiled and patted her affectionately on the hand.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘We don’t want to let Alice get away from us.’

 

A mile or so from the town, the river began to wind its way through small copses of trees and, after a while, they came across a road. The rutted surface spoke of the regular passage of carts and, by the moonlight, Erasmus could see the indentations of hoof-prints, their edges emphasised by the deep-blue shadows. Clearly this was a busy thoroughfare by mediaeval standards.

‘Where are we?’ he said to Maude.

‘This is the Newark road,’ said Maude. ‘We’re not far from the forest now.’

The road was slightly easier going than the riverbank and, after ten minutes of silent march, they reached a small coaching inn. A sign, just visible in the moonlight, gave its name as The Feeding of the Five Thousand although, from glimpses of the firelit interior, Erasmus would personally have named it as The Gradual Inebriation of the Five Dozen. The inn’s low tables seemed to be filled with men, each with a road-weary face and a tankard of ale and, from the sound of it, a lot to say about themselves. The level of conversation was almost deafening, even from where Erasmus was standing. On a low wall outside the building, he could see that two drinkers must have shared his opinion, as they seemed to have brought their drinks out into the relative quiet of the night. Alice motioned for the group to stop, and then crossed the road to them. The taller of the two men looked her up and down appraisingly then, noticing the glare on her face, returned to his ale.

‘You seen anyone pass here?’ Alice asked the man brusquely.

The man shrugged. ‘Naa,’ he said sullenly.

‘Speak up, man,’ said Alice. ‘Have you or haven’t you?’

‘Naa,’ said the man, making no effort to raise his voice.

Alice fingered the dagger on her belt, then evidently thought better of it.

‘This is a rough area to be drinking outside,’ she said politely, the hint of steel in her voice emphasised by the fact that her hand was still within inches of the less subtle hint at her side.

‘Arr,’ said the man cordially. Alice took her hand away from her belt – she seemed convinced the man was either drunk or retarded. His tone sounded positive, though, so she decided to continue.

‘Have you business in these parts?’ she said.

‘Oh arr.’

‘Have you been out here long this evening?’

The man exchanged looks with his shorter companion, who shrugged. He turned back to Alice. ‘Aa-rr,’ he said non-committally.

‘Have you seen any soldiers ride this way?’

‘Naa.’

‘What about your friend?’

The taller man looked at his companion again. ‘Arr?’ he asked him.

‘Naa,’ said the shorter man.

Alice turned to leave, but an insistent ‘arr’ made her turn back to the men. The shorter man was holding out a hand, palm upturned. Alice’s hand hovered over her dagger once more, but she relented and took some coins from a pouch somewhere in the recess of her robe and handed them to the man. He tested the coins with his teeth then nodded. Alice, feeling her duty was discharged, crossed back over the road accompanied by a chorus of grateful ‘arr’s. The taller man took a deep drink of his beer and watched as they disappeared into the forest. Then he wiped the foam from his lips and turned to his companion.

‘Looks like another lot escaped from the castle,’ he said.

‘Arr.’

‘I don’t know why they don’t just hang ’em when they catch them.’

‘Aa-rr.’

‘It’s not too tough. If the dungeon system in this country is going to work, they need dungeons people can’t get out of. These dungeons are like stables – anyone can just walk out.’

‘Aa-rr.’

‘Oh yes, the Tower’s good, I’ll give you that. You can’t exactly take every two-penny criminal down to London, though, can you?’

‘Aa-rr.’

‘Well, I don’t know what the answer is, do I? I was just making a point. It’s a free country—’

‘Har.’

‘All right, it’s not a free country. It’s an expensive country, but I’m still allowed to say something’s a problem even if I don’t know what the answer is.’

‘Aa-rr.’

‘Well, it is a problem. That lot will be trouble, mark my words. They’ll wish they’d hanged them.’ He took the gold coins from his pocket and toyed with them. ‘Fancy another ale?’

 

The path Alice followed through the forest was narrow and winding and tree roots hung across it, tripping unwary passers-by like the legs of drunken louts in a nightclub full of cheerleaders. Attempting to match the pace of his companions, Erasmus stumbled with frightening regularity, but invariably his outstretched hand caught the branch of a tree and he was able to steady himself. After half an hour his hands felt raw from the continuous scratching of bark and he began to wish he’d taken the opportunity to leave when it had presented itself. He had no idea where he was or what time it was and he was beginning to yearn for the comforts of a quiet classroom and a mug of hot tea. He realised, with a sharp pang, this latter comfort wouldn’t be available for several hundred more years. He wasn’t a great fan of ale, real or otherwise.

Eventually, the pace slowed and Erasmus began to get the feeling they were arriving somewhere. There were subtle changes in Maude’s posture as she walked along in front of him and Erasmus felt that peculiar feeling of coming home, even though his own home had yet to be built. Feeling a burst of energy, he took a couple of brisk steps forward, tripped on a particularly large root and pitched forward. He stumbled and caught hold of a branch, but it snapped off in his hand and he continued to fall. Maude, disturbed by the noise of snapping wood, turned round and managed to catch the falling teacher’s shoulders and arrest his descent. For a moment the two held this position, then Maude looked down. Erasmus, following her gaze, realised his hands were on Maude’s breasts and he quickly adjusted his footing and stood upright, moving his hands away in embarrassment.

Maude smiled at him. ‘Not now, m’duck,’ she said. ‘There’ll be time for that later.’

Erasmus looked down at his feet, glad the poor light hid his flushed features. Maude patted him affectionately on the arm, then took his hand and led him into the camp.

 

The clearing was an awesome sight. The trees that ringed it were packed tightly and their outstretched branches formed an effective roof, giving the impression of a vaulted ceiling. A fire burnt in a carefully prepared hearth in the centre and, looking back at the narrow path through which they had entered, Erasmus realised how perfect this was as a hiding place for fugitives. It was like a sanctuary, a pagan cathedral in the forest where no soldier could reach you. He felt safe and, relieved of the tension that had driven him throughout the night, he sank down and sat at the edge of the clearing, leaning back on one of the trees and closing his eyes.

Presently, he got the odd sensation of being watched and he opened his eyes to see a woman staring at him. Her raven-black hair framed a face so round it seemed to be designed around her smile. She was dressed in a simple green robe, laced at the waist, and, under her arm, she carried a heavy, black cloak. Erasmus realised this was Maude – the firelight gave him the first clear view of the woman who had held his hand for most of the last two hours. It was clear she was examining him with the same degree of curiosity.

‘You’re not like I imagined,’ she said finally.

‘No? How not?’

‘You’ve got less ’air.’

Erasmus ran his fingers over his head self-consciously. His hair wasn’t exactly receding, but it was perhaps cut shorter than historic fashion prescribed. Television tended to portray its Merry Men as looking either modern or with long slick hair that was better placed in an advert for shampoo. Perhaps the shampoo advert look was closer to the truth than he’d realised.

He also realised he hadn’t said anything for several seconds. ‘It’s just cut short,’ he said eventually.

‘I don’t mind, like,’ said Maude.

‘Oh.’

‘But I don’t know what you think you’re wearing.’

Erasmus looked at his costume, suddenly worrying if his research on mediaeval dress had been equally flawed. ‘What’s wrong with it?’ he said.

‘It’s brown,’ said Maude.

Erasmus looked at her blankly.

‘Didn’t you know?’ said Maude.

‘Know what?’

‘Nobody wears brown any more. It’s so last season.’

Erasmus relaxed and Maude sat down next to him. ‘Is it because you’ve been travelling?’ she said.

‘I suppose it must be.’

‘Does it take long to get to foreign?’

Erasmus smiled with tired amusement. ‘Longer than you can imagine,’ he said.

‘Do I look like you imagined?’

Erasmus took another look at the woman who sat beside him. She was fairly short, round in the face and with a figure that seemed typical for the feminine form in the ages before gravity was discovered. This was probably more down to her dress than a suspension of the laws of physics. ‘I don’t know,’ he said finally. ‘I guess I hadn’t really thought about it.’

Maude looked disappointed.

‘Oh, I’m not saying I’m not interested,’ Erasmus added hurriedly. ‘It’s just that, what with the fight with Gisburne and the escape from the dungeon, I haven’t really had time to think about anything.’

‘You’ve ’ad a busy day,’ said Maude. ‘You must be ’ungry.’

‘Ravenous.’

‘I’ll get you some stew if you like.’

‘That would be lovely.’

‘I’m afraid it’s only mutton.’

‘Sounds wonderful.’

Maude rose and made her way over to where a pot was warming on the fire. Erasmus watched her spooning out some stew into a wooden bowl, then looked around. Alice seemed to have left the clearing with some of the party, leaving two other women besides Maude. The first woman, a young blonde, was sitting on the opposite side of the clearing, sewing; the other, an older woman, seemed to be rearranging the camp, moving rocks into tidy piles around the clearing.

‘What’s she doing?’ Erasmus said to Maude when she returned with his stew. He pointed to the older woman, who was now gathering up fallen leaves in the folds of her skirt.

‘Oh, don’t worry about Ethel,’ said Maude. ‘She’s a bit odd. We think it’s ’cause she’s spent so long cleaning up after other people.’

‘You mean it’s become a habit?’ said Erasmus, gratefully accepting his bowl of stew.

Maude sat down beside him and rested her own bowl on her lap. ‘It’s all she knows,’ she said sadly.

Erasmus braced himself and took a mouthful of the stew. It was actually surprisingly good: unfamiliar herbs and berries gave the meat an unusual, but not unpleasant, flavour.

‘What’s this herb?’ said Erasmus, picking out a parsley-like leaf that smelt strongly of celery.

‘Lovage,’ said Maude, taking a spoonful of her own stew and eating it hungrily.

Erasmus chewed thoughtfully on the leaf. It must be difficult to live on the run, he thought. Living rough in the forest, trying not to leave any sign of your passage. He looked around the clearing – there was no way a horse could get in. If a soldier found the camp, he’d know it for what it was, though. No matter how well the fire was hidden, human habitation would be given away by the neatly stacked rocks around the edge. He wondered briefly if Stonehenge had been built by Ethel’s ancestors – people who just couldn’t bear to leave slabs of stone lying around without a purpose.

‘Why did Ethel join your band?’ he said.

‘Well, she couldn’t very well stay where she was.’

Erasmus finished his stew. ‘Was it something she did?’

Maude put her bowl to her lips and drained the remaining stock, then wiped her mouth on her sleeve. ‘What, Ethel? No, ’course not. She wouldn’t do nothing to ’urt no one.’

‘Then why?’

‘Well, she couldn’t very well stay at ’ome when ’er mistress ran away into the night and pretend nothing ’appened, could she? She’s loyal.’

‘Is Alice her mistress, then?’

Maude laughed loudly, a sound not unlike the whinnying of a horse, and slapped Erasmus on the knees. ‘Alice, a lady,’ she choked between bursts of laughter. ‘Meg,’ she called across the clearing. The blonde woman looked up from her sewing.

‘You’ll never guess what ’e asked,’ said Maude, prodding at Erasmus as she did so. ‘’E asked if Ethel was Alice’s servant.’

Meg smiled indulgently then returned to her sewing.

‘Alice a lady!’ Maude chuckled. ‘Gawd, don’t let ’er ’ear you say that – she’ll ’ave your gizzard out before you could say sorry.’

‘Well, whose servant was she?’ said Erasmus.

‘Marian’s,’ said Maude.

Erasmus looked at Maude, his eyes wide like a rabbit trapped in headlights. ‘Marian!’ he said loudly.

Just at that point Alice entered the clearing from Meg’s side. With her was a tall, willowy woman with a lightly freckled face and hair the colour of chestnuts.

‘Hello,’ she said softly. ‘Alice told me we had a guest.’

Erasmus rose to his feet, hastily dusted himself down and bowed politely. Maude, standing up next to him, took Erasmus’ arm and gestured to the new arrival.

‘Marian, this is ’rasmus,’ she said. ‘’Rasmus, this is Lady Marian.’

‘Marian will be fine,’ said Marian.

Erasmus took a moment to compose himself, then stepped forward to shake the lady by the hand. Unfortunately, he failed to notice – in short succession – a tree root in front of his foot and a low-hanging branch behind his head. After briefly touching on both he failed to notice anything at all for some time.





Chapter Eight

Erasmus awoke to the sound of birdsong, a mishmash of chatters and twitters that interrupted each other more often than a pair of arguing first formers. He lay on his back, wondering whether he’d left the window open last night and why his bed seemed so uncomfortable this morning. Then, as he opened his eyes to the sight of the green-filtered light trickling through the forest ceiling, the events of the previous day came back to him in a rush. Unfortunately realisation came along with a throbbing pain in his temples and he groaned and clutched at his head as he sat up.

Maude hurried to his side with a bowl in her hand.

‘’Ow you feeling?’ she said. ‘You took quite a knock last night. I’ve never seen someone fall over like that – not without one of Alice’s daggers in ’em anyway.’

‘I feel like I’ve spent all night teaching 3C,’ Erasmus groaned, provoking a puzzled look from Maude. ‘Children,’ he said by way of explanation.

Maude nodded understandingly, then took a poultice from a pouch at her waist.

‘This’ll ’elp with the pain,’ she said as she began to wrap it around his forehead.

‘Thanks.’

Maude finished binding his head, then picked up a wooden bowl and passed it to him. ‘Now drink this and you’ll feel much better.’

Erasmus took the proffered bowl, sipped at the contents, then passed it back to Maude. After a moment he spat out a mouthful and screwed up his nose. ‘What’s in that?’ he said.

‘Secret,’ said Maude.

‘It tastes like soap.’

‘Soap?’

‘You wash with it,’ said Erasmus. ‘It makes you smell nice.’

‘I always smell nice,’ said Maude. ‘I changes my under-things every week.’

Erasmus nodded, but the motion made him feel woozy and he slumped back against the tree and closed his eyes. ‘It’s always the same when you go anywhere special on holiday,’ he muttered to himself. ‘You spend the first week feeling ill, then it’s time to go home.’

‘And how is our guest this morning?’

A soft voice that definitely wasn’t Maude’s made him open his eyes and look up. Marian stood in a halo of sunlight, giving Erasmus the feeling he was being visited by a cross between Florence Nightingale and an angel. Seeing her standing there, he could understand why she had persisted in the popular consciousness for so long. Now, here she was, like Aphrodite in a green dress, asking a lowly teacher how he was feeling.

‘I’ve been better,’ he said.

‘You took quite a turn,’ said Marian. ‘What came over you?’

‘I never realised how beautiful you were,’ Erasmus said without thinking. There was an angry clank and Erasmus turned to see the wooden bowl lying awkwardly on one of Ethel’s stones beside him. He looked up – Maude was stomping off across the clearing, her retreating back conveying an impression of annoyance.

Erasmus watched her go. ‘What was that all about?’ he said.

Marian smiled warmly. ‘She’s taken quite a shine to you,’ she said.

‘I thought she was just that kind of person,’ said Erasmus.

‘And who told you that?’

‘Nobody. I’d never heard of her until we met in the dungeon.’

‘Yet you’d heard of me?’

Erasmus nodded, then clutched at his head again. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Everyone’s heard of you – you’re legendary.’

Marian looked at him thoughtfully. ‘I find it a little unfair that, if word of my deeds has spread as far as foreign,’ she pronounced the word very definitely, convincing Erasmus she was educated enough to know it wasn’t a country, ‘that the deeds of my companions have not been included.’

‘I never heard of you having your own band of outlaws.’

‘You heard I worked alone? My, your storytellers must be able to spin quite a yarn.’

Erasmus shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I heard you were part of Robin Hood’s band.’

Marian’s eyes widened in surprise and her lips set in a firm line. ‘Do you think I’d want to associate myself with that bunch of drunken cutpurses?’ she snapped. ‘I come from a noble family.’

‘I’d heard that Robin was a good man. That’s why I came.’

‘You wanted his help?’

‘No. I wanted to know the truth – what really happened.’

Marian bit her lip thoughtfully. ‘You came all the way to Sherwood to find out if there was truth in a rumour. What kind of man are you?’

‘A scholar,’ said Erasmus. ‘It’s important for me to know the truth about things. Where I come from, not everyone believes that Robin Hood even exists.’

‘Oh he exists all right,’ said Marian. ‘It might be better for us all if he didn’t.’ She turned away and breathed deeply of the forest air. Erasmus watched her hunched shoulders as they heaved up and down.

‘What did he do to you?’ he said gently.

‘I don’t want to discuss it,’ said Marian, keeping her back turned. ‘We don’t mention his name in this camp and that’s an end to it.’

Erasmus watched thoughtfully as Marian crossed the clearing to where Alice was sharpening her dagger on a stone. What could Robin Hood have done that had caused feelings to run so high? If he were anything like his legend, then it would be inconceivable he would wish to inflict such pain on the woman he was supposed to love. And, if he were such a terrible man, what writer would then bring the legend together in a form where he and Marian were lovers and companions in arms? Curiosity gnawed at Erasmus, but he knew that, at least for the moment, he would get no more from Marian. He looked across the clearing at where Maude sat, studiously ignoring him. Perhaps he needed to mend his bridges with her in order to find out what was really happening in not-so-Merrie England.

 

Maude’s task for the morning was to catch rabbits and she reluctantly agreed to Marian’s insistence that Erasmus accompany her. As Marian had said, if they had an extra mouth to feed then the extra hands could catch some extra rabbit and earn their keep. The two walked through the forest in subdued silence, Erasmus looking around him for any sign of furry comestibles.

Eventually he decided that sufficient time had passed for him to break the silence. ‘How do you catch a rabbit?’ he said.

Maude looked at him in shock. ‘You never ’unted rabbit?’

‘I’ve never eaten rabbit,’ said Erasmus, ‘and to be honest, I’ve never hunted anything.’

‘What do you eat in foreign?’

‘We farm animals mainly. People only hunt animals for sport and it’s not a very popular pastime.’

Maude nodded understandingly: farming was a common practice for her people as well, but it tended to be difficult to set up a farm when you were in hiding from the authorities – a field of sheep was an even bigger indicator of occupation than neatly piled rocks. She unslung a small bow from her back and picked out an arrow from her concealed quiver.

‘You hunt them with a bow?’ said Erasmus incredulously.

‘Traps would be found,’ said Maude. ‘We all use bows – except for Alice.’

‘What does she use?’ Erasmus wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to know the answer.

‘Just ’er dagger.’

‘She’s very fond of the whole up-close and personal approach, isn’t she? Did she have an unhappy childhood?’

Maude shrugged. ‘She ’asn’t said.’

‘You don’t ask, then?’

Maude shook her head. ‘Best not to,’ she said. She motioned for Erasmus to be quiet, set her arrow to her bow and stared intently into a nearby thicket. Erasmus followed her gaze, but it was too dark under the leaves for him to make anything out. Maude, however, seemed to be staring intently at something in the shadows and, as Erasmus watched, her posture changed. In a single motion, she went from an upright, civilised stance to that of a hunter – thousands of years of evolution appearing to fall away at a stroke. Her eyes glittered as she pulled back on the bowstring then, in a single fluid motion, she released her grip and the arrow sailed into the thicket. There was a soft thud and Erasmus could see the green feathers of the flight, still quivering slightly, in the shadows of the bush. He knelt down and stretched his arm under the bush, grasping towards the arrow. There was something warm just at the furthest extent of his reach. He closed his hand over it, then yelped and withdrew it hurriedly.

‘What?’ Maude hurried to his side and looked at him.

‘I think it’s still alive,’ said Erasmus, looking at the scratch on his palm. ‘It must have bitten me.’

Maude knelt down and pulled on the arrow. Erasmus expected some kind of squealing, or at least the rustling of leaves as the beast struggled, but it slid out unresistingly. It was quite definitely dead. It wasn’t, however, a rabbit.

‘A hedgehog!’ said Erasmus. ‘No wonder it hurt.’

‘I just saw movement,’ said Maude. ‘Mind you, there’s good eating on an ’edgehog.’

Erasmus nodded. ‘That’s as may be,’ he said, ‘but how do we carry it home?’

In the end they buried the hedgehog – it was easier than carrying it, but safer than leaving it.

 

The sun was at its apex by the time Maude and Erasmus decided they had hunted enough for the day. It hadn’t been a hugely successful hunt, but their catch of three rabbits and a squirrel would be enough to feed the outlaws. Erasmus carried a rabbit in each hand as he walked alongside Maude. He was in high spirits: the quarrel of the morning had blown over and Maude was her usual friendly self once more. As they made their way through the clearing where they’d buried the hedgehog, Erasmus decided it might be the appropriate time to pursue his line of questioning once more.

‘Why is Marian so upset by the mention of Robin Hood?’ he said.

Maude stopped and turned to look at him. ‘Why do you keep on about ’im?’

‘I told you – it’s why I came here in the first place.’

Maude adjusted the position of the rabbit on her shoulder and continued towards the camp. ‘She’s never said. She seemed upset when we first found ’er, you see, but we didn’t like to ask.’

‘She’s not your leader then?’

‘Oh, she’s that all right – stands to reason, she’s nobility – but there was a time before.’

‘Before?’

Maude stopped again and examined Erasmus’ features. His smooth face was not an unkindly one and there didn’t seem to be a trace of guile behind his hazel eyes.

‘You won’t tell Alice what I’m going to tell you, will you?’ she said. ‘Promise?’

‘I don’t think she’d listen if I—’

‘Promise?’

‘Promise,’ said Erasmus, wondering what was so bad that even telling Alice was a bad idea.

‘There were five of us at first,’ Maude began. ‘We’d all run away from ’angings or bad masters and found our way into the forest. We didn’t rob nobody or nothin’, just kept ourselves to ourselves and the Sheriff never bothered to look for us. ’E had bigger game to catch.’

‘Robin Hood?’

Maude nodded. ‘Back then, Robin ’ood was all you ’eard about. ‘’E’d steal from rich merchants and give it all to the poor. ‘’Elp anyone in trouble, ’e would.’

‘What happened?’

‘We don’t know, people just stopped talking about it,’ said Maude matter-of-factly. She stepped over a tree root and pulled the rabbit’s ears to stop it sliding down her back. ‘At that time we ’ad other things to think about.’

‘Other things?’

‘Alice came to the forest, what, ’bout two years ago. Murdered a man at the altar, they said. I don’t know about that, but she wasn’t ’appy to simply live in the forest and stay alive. She wanted to kill. Gisburne began to lose soldiers – ’e was told to get all the women out of the forest and we thought the only way to save ourselves was either to join Alice or stop ’er.’

‘Which did you do?’

‘Neither. That’s when Marian came along. She’s got a way with people ’as Marian. She got Alice to stop butchering people and she brought us all together.’

‘Did she ever say why she wanted to join you?’

‘No. Why should she ’ave? ’

‘Well. It’s just... she’s from a noble family, isn’t she? Seems an odd thing to do – just heading off into the forest to start life in the rough.’

‘It’s not like that,’ said Maude. ‘Marian came to us because she said the country was run by bad men and we’ve got to do what we can to disr– disru–,’ she faltered.

‘Disrupt,’ Erasmus supplied.

‘That’s it,’ said Maude, ‘to disrupt their doings. We robs from the rich and gives it to the poor. We ’elp people and we don’t kill people – unless we can’t avoid it.’

‘What about up at the castle? Alice seemed to be able to avoid it.’

‘She’s too fond of killing. If it weren’t for Marian, she’d ’ave given every man in the kingdom a shave ’e wouldn’t forget by now.’

Erasmus adjusted his grip on one of his rabbits. The beast’s eyes looked at him balefully and, although he hadn’t managed to kill any of the rabbits, Erasmus looked away guiltily.

‘I still don’t understand why she didn’t join up with Robin Hood,’ he said.

‘With Robin’ood? Why would she?’

‘Well, if he was doing the same thing already. It would make sense, wouldn’t it? They might even get along.’

‘But ’e’s not doing the same thing.’

‘I thought you said he was.’

‘’E was, yes. But like I said, people stopped saying ’e was. Perhaps ’e’d stopped?’

‘Perhaps,’ said Erasmus thoughtfully. He frowned. ‘How did you end up in the dungeon?’ he asked.

‘I was unlucky. I came across a man robbin’ a young girl and tried to stop ’im.’

‘What happened?’

‘Turns out ’e was a soldier, trying to have ’is way with this girl from the village. ’E rose all ’ell and ’is mates came in and got me. Sneaky.’

‘Sneaky?’

‘If ’e was a soldier, ’e ought to ’ave been dressed as one. ’Ow was I supposed to know?’

‘Well, you can’t exactly…’ Erasmus hesitated, ‘steal from a girl in full armour, can you?’

Maude looked at him, momentarily puzzled. ‘’Course you can,’ she began, then stopped and smiled. ‘Oh!’ she said. ‘Suppose not – though some girls reckon they like a man in armour. Takes all sorts. ’Ow do you like your girls?’

Erasmus flushed. ‘Not in armour,’ he said. ‘Perhaps in amour.’

Maude shot him a quizzical look. ‘That foreign?’

‘French,’ said Erasmus.

‘You’re not one of them, are you?’ she said, suddenly worried. Erasmus was taken aback, his twenty-first-century mind placing an entirely different meaning on the words than was intended, but he quickly realised what was meant and shook his head.

‘I speak several languages,’ he said, ‘but English is my native tongue.’

‘Where do you come from?’ Maude asked.

‘I couldn’t begin to explain.’

Maude nodded and adopted a thoughtful silence as they arrived back at the camp. Ethel had fashioned a makeshift work-surface out of the flatter stones and Maude deposited her catch down carefully. Erasmus followed suit and the two walked away from the clearing as Ethel began to skin the animals with a sharp knife.

‘Do you really want to find out about Robin ’ood?’ said Maude, once they were out of hearing distance of the clearing.

‘Yes,’ said Erasmus. ‘I really do.’

Maude looked at him. His features were earnest and she knew she couldn’t refuse him. ‘I’ll show you where they’re camped,’ she said. ‘After that, I’m afraid you’re on your own.’





Chapter Nine

He parted company with Maude in a small clearing to the west. After she had extracted a promise from him that he would return once he’d found what he needed to know, she had given him directions to the area where Robin was usually seen. She wasn’t able to accompany him for the rest of the journey herself. Erasmus hadn’t pressed the point – although the question ‘why?’ nagged at his mind incessantly. Just what had happened between the two outlaw bands that they didn’t want to either talk about or see each other?

Now, he was alone. It was true that his surroundings were beautiful: the natural avenue wound its way gently around the contours of a small hill, and the trees were spaced at just the perfect distance to provide a pretty dappled light on the ground below. But it was difficult to appreciate the unspoilt bushes when you suspected that any one of them could hold a man with a dagger. It didn’t help that here, even more than back home, the promise of justice was little more than reassurance for the weak-minded. It’s all very nice to know that should you have your throat cut the authorities will do their best to catch the man responsible, but it doesn’t do very much to stop the bleeding. And it would take over eight hundred years for the ambulance to turn up.

He wondered whether there was a fate worse than Alice to be found in the forest. It was unlikely. The only fate worse than Alice would probably have to be two of her. He hoped fervently she didn’t have a twin sister. Why couldn’t I have picked a safe period in history to visit? Erasmus wondered, then his brow furrowed as he racked his brains to find any suitable candidate. None came to mind.

A small brook wound through the trees ahead and, as he approached it, Erasmus tried to get a grip and banish such morbid thoughts from his mind. This was, after all, research, and you couldn’t expect to make great discoveries without getting your hands dirty. He should have been more prepared, that was all. If he’d waited a couple of weeks, he could have probably confiscated a veritable arsenal of weapons from the students and he would have been better equipped to face the challenges of a hostile century.

As he passed the edge of the treeline and followed the brook downstream, he let the sunlight play on his face and, for the first time since he had arrived, began to relax and take in the scenery. It was lovely to see such an unspoilt environment – there were no burnt-out Mini Metros lying on their roofs, no discarded needles dumped carelessly in hedges, not even a crisp packet drifting along the forest floor. Yes, the twelfth century had its problems, but they were simple problems and they had simple solutions. Buoyed on by this fresh optimism, Erasmus walked with a spring in his step down to where the brook tumbled into a gorge to join with a much larger river. Unfortunately, the only crossing was by means of a single log, laid over the chasm like a bridge.

 

Back in the days when health and safety had been a twinkle in a politician’s eye and safety mats had meant something that resembled a quarter-inch thick rubber carpet, teachers of physical education had been a special breed of sadist, who had spent their every waking hour devising progressively crueller and more unusual punishments for their students. The students who met such challenges head on and passed with flying colours, or at least shrugged off sports-related injuries as only par for the course, were largely ignored by such people – it was the small group of boys who could make getting over a vaulting horse seem as difficult as scaling the north face of the Eiger who were their preferred prey.

For Erasmus – the prey of choice amongst PE teachers – the most pointless exercise had been the obstacle course: every week the master would dragoon his pupils into wandering around the gym, carrying trestles and bars and effectively assembling the instruments of their own torture. Every week he would have them lay it out slightly differently, increasing the length of a jump here, swapping two obstacles there, in order to prevent anyone from actually mastering the timing required to complete the course unharmed. Then, after the safety mats had been laid out, each pupil would make his way around the course in turn, observed by their colleagues. The objective was to complete two flawless circuits of the course before you were allowed to get changed into your regular clothes and go to lunch.

Somewhere on that obstacle course would be the bane of Erasmus’ life – the balance beam. Formed from two huge vaulting horses with upturned benches serving as ramps and the beam itself, it still haunted his dreams – particularly after eating gorgonzola for some reason. Every PE lesson had seemed to end the same way: the children would stand around and watch as the teacher forced Erasmus onto the beam time and again. He would stand on the vaulting horse, observing a six-inch thick beam, too young to challenge the teacher as to why it was so important for him to cross it when there was a perfectly good floor only four feet below. He would take one step, two, sometimes as many as four and then, as if his inner ear had just woken up and asked what the hell was going on, he would topple to the floor and be told to repeat the exercise. Sometimes it had been as many as a dozen times before the teacher had decided he’d had enough. If the lesson hadn’t been the last before lunch, Erasmus imagined he would never have survived to tell the tale.

Now, here he was facing a natural balance beam. There was no crowd of taunting children, no teacher who had been thrown out of the army for being too psychotic. But the river below had teeth of rock and Erasmus didn’t imagine even the most blasé of health and safety inspectors would accept a piece of rubber mat as proof against it.

 

He first became aware he wasn’t alone when the bridge wobbled. Erasmus, staring down into the river below as he crossed, adjusted his footing to prevent himself from falling, then looked up to see what had caused his world to shake so violently. Standing at the other side of the river, with one foot on the bridge, was a giant of a man, his grizzled face barely visible beneath a mass of hair and beard. In his hand he held a staff that Erasmus felt was probably almost the size of the bridge itself. As Erasmus caught his eye, he stamped on the bridge and Erasmus had to stretch his arms out to both sides to prevent himself from ending up in the river. The giant laughed at him.

‘GET OFF MY BRIDGE!’ he bellowed.

‘I need to cross,’ said Erasmus. ‘This is the direction I was given.’

‘Well, you can cross in t’ water, not on my bridge.’

Erasmus looked down at the river – it seemed deep and fast and he hadn’t enjoyed swimming lessons any more than he had enjoyed the assault course.

‘I’d rather cross the bridge, if it’s all the same to you.’

‘People who cross my bridge have to fight for t’ privilege.’

Erasmus was beginning to get annoyed with this giant – he saw enough bullies at school and, like most adults, he lived in the vain hope they would grow out of it. This man had definitely grown but, apparently, he had grown into it. Following the advice usually given to victims of bullies, Erasmus pulled himself up to his full five feet eight and stared at his tormentor’s six feet five, determined to stand his ground, no matter how shaky it was.

‘What’s the point of that?’ he said. ‘What do you get out of it?’

‘I enjoy it,’ the giant growled and stamped on the log again. Erasmus swayed, then resumed his slouched position – a low centre of gravity was, under the current circumstances, a better option than a high moral position. The giant shook his head in disgust and turned away. Erasmus, thinking this was an invitation to cross, took a couple of steps, but stopped when the giant returned, carrying a second branch in his hand. This one was smaller than the first, but no less threatening. The giant hefted it in one hand then tossed it at Erasmus. Erasmus ducked and the branch passed over his head, bounced off of the opposite bank and fell into the river. The giant looked down at the rapidly disappearing log in annoyance.

‘You were meant t’ catch it,’ he snapped. ‘Now I’ll ’ave t’ get another. Stay there.’

Erasmus watched nervously as the giant strode over to a nearby group of trees. The man placed his weapon on the floor and then simply tore a branch off the nearest tree as if it had been no more than a twig. Erasmus watched as the giant took a knife from his belt and began to trim the various twigs from the branch. Perhaps it was safe to cross? He took a few steps forward, but the giant looked up at the sound of creaking wood and gave a warning growl. Erasmus stopped and looked down at the river again – perhaps he should drop off; they said it was never too late to learn to swim. Before he could make up his mind, however, the giant had returned to the other bank holding a branch in each hand. He threw the smaller one to the teacher. Erasmus caught it, but was nearly bowled over by the impact. He steadied himself by holding the staff out as if he were a tightrope walker then, feeling slightly more stable, began to edge his way forward. The giant stepped on to the other end of the bridge and approached him, walking surprisingly delicately for someone so large.

When the two men were only feet apart, they stopped and stared at each other. The giant towered over Erasmus and he racked his brains for any law of physics that could be used to give him an advantage. They held the tableau for a moment then, losing patience, the giant raised his staff above his head, gave a mighty roar, then adopted a puzzled expression and fell off the bridge and into the river. Erasmus looked down to see his body drifting off in the current, an arrow protruding from between his shoulders. He wondered who the man had been – he’d looked like a prototype of Little John.

Erasmus looked up and his jaw dropped.

‘You all right there, lad?’ said the newcomer. Standing opposite Erasmus was a man who made the giant seem like a dwarf. His massive frame must have been at least seven feet high and he carried a longbow in his hand as if it were a child’s toy. Erasmus, struck speechless at the sight, simply nodded. The giant extended a hand and helped Erasmus across the log and on to the safety of the bank.

‘He’s been causing a lot of trouble of late,’ he said, looking wistfully at the body as it drifted away, ‘’bout time someone dealt with him.’

‘Quite,’ said Erasmus, uncomfortable with the idea of murder but not wanting to argue with the man who had just saved his life.

‘What you doing wandering so far from the village?’ said the giant. ‘It ain’t safe in this forest – outlaws, you know.’

‘I’m not from the village.’

‘You from Nottingham? I’ve never seen you there.’

Erasmus shook his head and dropped his branch on to the ground. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m a traveller. I’ve heard tell of Robin Hood and wanted to find if the stories were true.’

‘You’re interested in Robin, are you?’ the giant seemed impressed. ‘There’s not many people would feel safe on their own in Sherwood looking for him.’

‘No?’

‘They say he’s got eyes in every tree and an arrow cocked in every thicket. They say that before a newborn deer is out of its mother, he knows what colour its eyes are. These woods are Robin’s woods.’

‘Who says all that?’

The giant laughed. ‘Villagers mainly,’ he said. ‘Most of them are frightened of their own shadows.’

‘And you? What do you say?’

‘I say you should come and meet him. I’ll take you to his camp.’

‘You’re Little John?’

‘No. I’m Medium-Sized John – Little John’s at least ten feet tall,’ said the giant. He paused for a moment and watched Erasmus’ face. The teacher’s expression was uncertain. The giant grinned. ‘Only kidding,’ he said.

‘Really?’

‘Yes, it’s nearer nine.’

‘Oh.’

‘You don’t believe me, do you? Fair enough – you’re a perceptive man. Yes, I’m Little John, right-hand man to the master outlaw himself. And you are?’

‘Erasmus Hobart, scholar and teacher.’

‘Teacher, you say? What do you teach?’

‘History and… History mainly.’

‘Not much call for that in these parts, friend – we have to live for today round here.’

He led the way through the forest, crashing through low-lying tree branches with abandon and with absolutely no concern for the amount of noise he was making. Erasmus, despite his relatively short stature, had to duck periodically to avoid being hit by the branches as they swung back. Eventually, they entered a clearing considerably larger than that used by Marian’s camp. In the centre was a sapling, gradually growing up towards the light that filtered between the surrounding trees. Erasmus looked at it in wonder – of all the trees he’d passed, he hadn’t seen any so small and delicate.

John followed his gaze. ‘Robin planted that a few seasons back. He won a contest of agility with a squirrel and this was his prize.’

‘Oh?’

‘The squirrels are a bit cheeky round here,’ said John. ‘This one came into the camp, bold as brass and took a piece of bread from Robin’s hand. Robin chased him into the trees and stole one of his acorns. We call this tree the Major Oak – or Nuts to the Squirrel, depending what mood we’re in.’

Erasmus looked at the tree in amazement then looked around at his surroundings. The area was beyond recognition, the blanket of trees providing a disguise that only the passage of eight hundred years would peel away.

‘Something wrong?’ said John.

‘No,’ said Erasmus. ‘I just realised something, that’s all. I think I’ve been here before.’

‘I’ve never seen you.’

‘You wouldn’t have been around then.’

John looked confused. ‘This would have been a long time ago, then?’

‘Not exactly.’

John’s expression grew even more puzzled. ‘What do you mean? In another life or something like that?’

‘Something like that, yes,’ said Erasmus, intrigued at the giant bringing up such a concept on his own. ‘Do you believe in reincarnation?’

‘Reinwhat?’

‘Having another life after you die.’

John considered this. ‘Can’t rightly say,’ he said. ‘Way I see it, we’re lucky to get one life and I’m buggered if I’m going to give it up now, just to see if the next one’s any good. ’Course the Sheriff would like to send us all into the next world, but he believes in it rather less than I do.’

‘The Sheriff isn’t a Christian, then?’

‘Him, a Christian? That’s a laugh. I think the only thing he worships is money – in very large piles.’

Erasmus nodded. ‘Where’s everyone else?’ he said. ‘Are they out liberating tax money?’

John shook his head. ‘We don’t do that so much these days. They’re just off picking up some meat for dinner. Do you like venison?’

 

The sun was beginning to dwindle in the sky when Erasmus heard the sound of the returning outlaws. Voices drifted into the clearing and Erasmus looked up from where he had been resting by the foot of one of the great oak trees. John was restringing bows, sitting cross-legged by the Major Oak, and he nodded in Erasmus’ direction.

‘That’ll be ’em now,’ he said.

Erasmus strained his ears for snippets of the conversation – he didn’t want to be taken totally by surprise.

‘Well, I still reckon we should have wrung its bloody neck. You let them get away with it once and it’ll be work, work, work to get their respect back.’ The voice was loud and gruff and there was an edge of danger to it.

‘It was only a squirrel, Will – you can’t expect them to understand.’ A more reasonable voice, young and with a hint of humour.

‘Well, the little sods don’t have to drop acorns on your head, do they? I’d have had that bloody deer if I hadn’t been put off.’

There was a rumbling of assent, which sounded like it came from several people.

‘We’ve got plenty of venison, Will – we can let one get away.’

‘I bet that bloody squirrel’s laughing at me. Sitting up in some tree with his nuts and telling all his mates I’ve gone soft. Next time I see him, I’ll have the bastard.’

‘How will you know which squirrel it was?’ The new voice sounded tutored and was dripping with sarcasm. Will took a few seconds to reply and Erasmus could imagine he was glaring at people as he thought of a suitable response.

‘I’ll kill them all,’ he snapped eventually. ‘Bloody little red bastards. They’re no use to anyone. Not as if they taste any good, is it?’

The group entered the clearing and John nodded in greeting. They stopped when they saw Erasmus and one of them, a tall youthful figure with long, dark hair and a clean-shaven face, looked at John with an eyebrow raised quizzically.

‘Have you been hunting, John?’

‘That stupid ogre was going to brain him. He said he was looking for you,’ said John. Erasmus realised that this man was Robin Hood and he rose to his feet respectfully.

‘Looking for me?’ said Robin, his face a mixture of laughter and puzzlement. ‘But where’s his sword and his soldiers? Unarmed men don’t come to visit me at home.’

He stepped forward and Erasmus caught a glimpse of the men behind him: there was a brute of a man, with short-cropped hair and a square jaw, who slouched rather than stood to Robin’s left; a pair of identical twins, with dark features and shoulder-length brown hair, and a lad who could only have been in his late teens and whose bow stood taller than his head. The last of the party seemed somewhat out of place – a tall, dark man, his posture was upright, his face cheerless and his steel-blue eyes seemed to penetrate beneath Erasmus’ skin. Erasmus smiled politely, but the man simply glared with greater intensity. Robin, watching as Erasmus examined his group, smiled mischievously.

‘They’re not for sale, you know,’ he said.

Erasmus’ attention was rapidly snapped back to Robin himself. ‘What?’ he said.

‘They’re not for sale. You were looking at them like a man at a cattle market.’

‘Sorry. I’ve heard such a lot about you and it’s an odd feeling to finally meet you.’

Robin looked at Erasmus curiously. ‘What brings you to Sherwood?’ he said. ‘I think I can assume you haven’t come to arrest me?’

Erasmus smiled. ‘As you said, I’m unarmed. No, I came to meet you. To find out what you’re really like.’

Robin exchanged glances with John, then looked back at Erasmus. ‘Have you come far?’ he said.

‘Not exactly.’

‘But you have come alone?’

‘Yes.’

‘How did you find us?’

‘I was shown the way.’

The square-jawed hulk of a man looked at Erasmus suspiciously then prodded at Robin. ‘Who told him where we were?’ he snapped. Erasmus recognised the voice as that of Will. Robin nodded to Will then turned back to Erasmus.

‘It’s a fair question,’ he said. ‘Who did tell you?’

‘I came from Marian’s camp,’ said Erasmus.

‘Marian’s?’ Robin seemed surprised. ‘Yet you don’t appear to be wearing a dress. What were you doing there?’

‘They rescued me from the castle.’

This seemed to completely confuse the outlaws. Will’s hand went to the hilt of his sword. ‘He’s lying,’ he muttered.

Erasmus put up his hands placatingly. ‘It’s true,’ he said. ‘One of their party was in the dungeon with me and she persuaded them to help me out.’

This appeared to satisfy Robin, although Will still looked unhappy. ‘What were you doing in the dungeon?’ said Robin.

‘I had a run-in with Gisburne.’

‘Gisburne,’ Will growled with ill-concealed venom.

‘Gisburne?’ said Robin. Erasmus had piqued his curiosity. ‘And how had you managed to upset him?’

‘I caused his horse to throw him,’ said Erasmus. ‘It was an accident.’

‘It always is,’ said John cordially. ‘People can’t help attacking Gisburne – it’s a natural enough reaction.’ Erasmus noticed a look crossing Robin’s face. It was only momentary, but he swore he saw a brief moment of something in his eyes – pain perhaps? He quickly recovered his composure and motioned to the twins, who unburdened themselves of a pair of young bucks next to John.

The giant grinned. ‘Venison again,’ he said. ‘I’m surprised the King’s got any deer left.’

‘He never seems to hunt round here,’ said Robin. ‘It seems a shame to waste them.’ He turned back to Erasmus. ‘I assume you’re staying for dinner.’

‘Actually, I was hoping to stay a little longer.’

Robin nodded. ‘What is it that you do?’

‘I’m a scholar.’

‘And you’re studying me?’

‘In a way.’

Will shook his head. ‘Doesn’t make any bleedin’ sense,’ he muttered.

Robin patted Will on the shoulder. ‘I’ve heard odder stories,’ he said. ‘And what’s your name?’

‘Erasmus,’ said Erasmus. ‘Erasmus Hobart.’

‘Well this is Will Scarlet, this is Much, the twins are Timothy and Dick – but don’t ask me which is which – and this is Deloial.’ At this he motioned to the stern figure to his left. ‘John, I imagine, has already introduced himself.’

‘Yes.’

‘Doesn’t surprise me – John could talk for his country. Sometimes he even says something sensible.’

John opened his mouth as if to reply then, as he realised he would simply be proving Robin’s point, a slow smile spread across his face. Without saying a word, he shouldered the two deer and took them off out of the clearing. Erasmus watched his retreating back for a moment then turned back to Robin.

‘Is this your whole band?’ he said.

Robin cast his gaze over the motley assortment of men then looked back at Erasmus. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Why do you ask?’

Erasmus shrugged. ‘I’d heard you had more.’

Robin laughed. ‘Where would I hide them? A small band can disappear into these woods, but you couldn’t hide an army.’

Erasmus nodded. It occurred to him that he didn’t know where in Robin’s timeline he was, so there was always the possibility that other followers would join later. He looked at the man: youthful, confident and cocksure – perhaps his legend would follow as he grew older, wiser and a little more cynical. There was, Erasmus considered, much to be said for being a little older – in these days it meant you’d survived being younger.





Chapter Ten

The morning sun filtered through the trees, the gentle breeze causing the shadows to dance and flit playfully across the forest floor. Robin’s men, with Erasmus in tow, walked silently through the light’s playground, their every movement showing that, however overconfident they may have seemed, they were very much on their guard. Robin, who was leading the party, had just ducked under a branch when he stopped and motioned through the trees. The others stopped as well and soon even Erasmus could hear the gentle trotting of hooves as they passed through the forest.

‘Someone seems to be taking their time,’ said John quietly from the back of the group.

‘Perhaps nobody warned him about the dangers of travelling in the forest,’ said Will. His hand went almost instinctively to the hilt of his sword.

‘Either that or he’s got nothing to take,’ said Robin. ‘Shall we go and ask him?’

As the party made their way quietly through the bushes, the sound of hoof beats was joined by the sound of a voice raised in song. The singer sang in a clear tenor which, had it not been quite so mournful, would probably have had quite a successful career in the easy listening charts. Perhaps he could have a career in country music, Erasmus considered as he strained his ears to make out the words.

 

The blackbird has no happy tune,

To raise two sunken hearts.

For evil deeds have now conspired,

To keep the pair apart.

And so I must take to my horse,

And ride to face my foe.

But should I die afore the day,

At least I’d lose my woe, my woe.

At least I’d lose my woe.

 

Erasmus had found himself nodding along in time to the measure of the song and it came as somewhat of a surprise that the next sound he heard wasn’t that of the singer delivering the second verse of the piece.

‘Will you bloody shut up,’ Will’s voice came through the bushes to the outlaws and, freed from the distraction of the song, they realised he was no longer with them. Robin headed through the bushes and signalled for the party to follow. They found Will standing in the road with his sword drawn and pointing at the singer’s chest. His face was drawn in more of a scowl than usual – Will obviously wasn’t a music lover.

‘Pray, let me pass, good fellow,’ said the man on the horse. ‘I mean you no harm.’

Erasmus thought this a bit rich, given that the man was a slight young figure with unkempt tousled hair and a skinny physique that spoke of one too many unpaid gigs. It seemed unlikely he could hold his own against the armed ruffian who stood before him.

It was hard to tell whether Will took any particular offence at being referred to as good fellow. He seemed to be in a bad enough mood already and the way in which his sword arm stretched almost imperceptibly forward, whilst not making a point, did present the already available point in a less than subtle manner.

‘That racket you were making was doing my bleedin’ head in,’ snapped the outlaw.

‘Don’t you have an ear for music?’

‘I’ve got two of them, but that wasn’t music. It sounded like you were strangling a wolf-cub.’

‘’Twas a lament,’ said the singer. ‘My heart is heavy and ’tis all I can bring myself to sing.’

‘Well, if you don’t pack it in and give me all your money, then I’ll give you something to cry about.’

‘My money?’

Will swung his sword in an almost casual arc, allowing the sunlight to glitter on the blade and shine in the singer’s eyes. Clearly, he wasn’t happy with the suicidal innocence of his audience. ‘Yes,’ he snapped. ‘Hand over the loot.’

The singer now looked confused. ‘I have no lute,’ he said. ‘I have only a lyre.’

‘Lyre?’

‘No. ’Tis the honest truth, by God’s good grace.’ He produced a stringed instrument from his saddlebag and held it in front of him, his fingers poised over the strings.

‘Don’t even think about it.’

Robin, having seen enough of the entertainment, stepped forward from the shadow of the trees and laid a restraining hand on Will’s sword-arm. He looked towards the singer, his eyes earnest and inquiring. ‘Where are you headed, friend?’ he said.

The singer, his nervous eyes taking in the whole of Robin’s band for the first time, trembled visibly. ‘You’re Robin Hood, aren’t you?’

‘Just answer the bleedin’ question,’ said Will.

‘I’m bound for Newark,’ said the singer.

‘What for?’ said John.

‘I have to kill a man.’

‘With that?’ said Will incredulously, motioning to the instrument at the singer’s side.

‘No,’ said the singer. ‘Needs are such that I must trade the instrument of my trade for one of death.’

‘So, you haven’t got any money, then?’

‘Not a penny to my name – I spent my last on the horse.’

‘I think they saw you coming,’ said Robin dryly, observing the sorry-looking animal. ‘Why do you want to kill the man?’

‘He has taken my love – my Ellen – and the light has gone from my life.’

‘Really. Are you sure she didn’t just hear you sing and opt for someone more musical?’

The singer shook his head. ‘Her father holds money to be of more worth than honest love; she is to marry against her will.’

‘So, the other guy’s rich, then?’ Will began to look interested.

‘He has wealth beyond the dreams of mortals.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ said Will, ‘I have some pretty wild dreams.’

Robin raised his head to look the youth in the eye. ‘What would you do with his wealth if the groom were to…’ he hesitated, ‘meet with an accident?’

The singer gave Robin a shocked look. ‘I have no need of riches,’ he said. ‘I would have my lyre and my love.’

Robin nodded. ‘And what else matters?’ he said to nobody in particular. ‘I feel inclined to help you, master singer. We shall reclaim your bride and find a better use for this villain’s money than simply lining his pockets. What is your name, young sir?’

The singer looked around the group, his nervousness now oddly mixed with joy. ‘They call me Alan-a-Dale,’ he said.

‘Then, Alan-a-Dale, we shall accompany you on your quest. Lead on.’

Alan began to gently trot along the road and Robin and his men fell in behind him. As he rode, Alan tossed back his head and carried himself as a king at the head of his army. He would rescue his love and with the help of Robin Hood at that. His hand hovered over the strings of his lyre, ready to mark the occasion with a song.

‘No music,’ Will snapped.

If Alan was disappointed, he didn’t let it show. ‘Agreed,’ he said, turning in his saddle to look back at the outlaws. ‘We shall save our voices for celebrating our victory once the battle is done.’ He faced forward once more and Will looked at Robin with wry amusement.

‘Can you believe this guy?’ he said in a low voice. ‘All that money and he doesn’t want a penny.’

‘Let’s just hope he isn’t planning to sing for his supper,’ said Robin.

 

The road to Newark ran almost straight, cutting through the fringes of Sherwood and mostly lying concealed beneath the broad leaves of the trees. Here and there the tree cover to the east thinned and Erasmus could catch glimpses of the world beyond, fields that stretched for miles and small streams that wound their way peacefully across the countryside like so many wayward truants.

The party kept a steady pace and, after a few hours, Erasmus began to wish he’d spent more time getting fit before he’d embarked on this particular expedition: the world was a larger place when every journey was undertaken on foot. The outlaws, for their part, showed no sign of fatigue and Erasmus struggled on, looking for some kind of landmark that would tell him how far he had left to go. He knew the countryside of Nottinghamshire well; he’d been born and bred in the region, but the inexorable passage of history had changed it all so much and he saw little in the way of features that were familiar to his eyes.

By the late afternoon, he was just beginning to wonder whether they were going to the same Newark he knew, when the castle came into view several miles ahead and he realised that their journey was coming to an end. They stopped to rest on the north side of the town, where the Trent flowed away in the direction of the Humber, and Robin held conference in the shadow of the forest’s edge.

‘When exactly is the wedding supposed to take place?’ he said to Alan.

‘When the sun rises again to grace the sky,’ said Alan.

Robin looked puzzled. Erasmus, who had some experience with poetry, provided a translation. ‘Tomorrow morning,’ he said.

‘Why didn’t he just bleedin’ say so?’ Will muttered.

Robin ignored the comment. ‘Which church are they using?’ he said. ‘In plain English, if you don’t mind.’

‘St Mary’s, of course.’

‘And have you given them any reason to expect your appearance at the wedding?’

‘In what way?’

‘Have you threatened them at all?’

‘I have made no mention of my intentions, but all know my heart belongs to Ellen.’

‘So there is a chance that they’ll be expecting trouble.’

Robin stood up and paced away from the group, looking back over his shoulder at the town walls.

‘If they’re expecting something, we’ll never get in during the ceremony,’ said John. ‘It’s too easy to see people coming.’

Robin nodded. ‘I was thinking the same,’ he said. ‘I think our best bet would be to get in there before the ceremony. It’s time we joined the Church.’

 

They broke camp the next morning just before dawn and Robin led them through the Westgate and into the town itself. The meagre light gave the streets a dim cast, allowing the party to move almost invisibly through the silent town. Robin led them in the direction of the church, treading silently and keeping to the shadows as much as possible. Will brought up the rear, his hand never straying far from his sword and his eyes scanning the shadows for any trailing observers. Once they reached the churchyard, Robin ducked down behind the low wall that surrounded it and motioned for the others to do the same. Alan joined him at the front of the party.

‘Do you know this church well?’ said Robin.

‘Often have I prayed within those walls.’

‘How many people will there be inside?’

Alan counted silently to himself. ‘No more than eight, including novices,’ he said.

Robin nodded. ‘Then we shall have the advantage.’ He rose to a half-crouch and made his way towards the side of the building. Quietly, the rest of the group followed him. They reached the side door and Robin turned the handle cautiously – there was a moment of tension as the party waited for the slightest creak to announce their presence, but the building was obviously well maintained and the latch rose silently, allowing the band to enter without detection.

 

Father Barleymow was a gentle old man and, if he had one fault, it was an overfondness for the communion wine. To those who only attended the church, the father seemed a particularly pious man, inserting mass into every possible service and frequently taking private communion between services. To those who lived around him, the action seemed less that of one filled with Holy Spirit and more one involving a different drink. The younger priests would often tell him that too much wine was bad for his health and that it was affecting his faculties – the vision he had of the Virgin Mary was all very well, but nobody else who had been so blessed had reported she rode on a bright pink charger with a yellow mane.

On this particular morning he was awake somewhat earlier than his customary hour and, as he padded around in the vestry with a goblet in one hand and a bottle in the other, he became convinced he could see a tall, young man, dressed in green and holding a sword in his hand. Perhaps Father Larkin had been right and dawn was too early for a drink, he considered. He blinked to see if the vision cleared, but far from disappearing the man now appeared to be closer and to be flanked by a whole group of others, all dressed in greens and browns and bristling with weapons. He looked at the label on the wine – it was the same as he usually had. The men seemed to be right in front of him now and the man with the long, dark hair had a sword in his hand, held hilt upright like a cross. He bowed his head to receive his blessing – and everything went black.

 

‘Why me?’ said Erasmus. ‘I don’t know how to be a priest.’ He glanced down at the unfortunate Father Barleymow who was lying trussed up on the floor wearing only his undergarments. Robin held out the priest’s robes to the teacher, who looked at them uncertainly.

‘Just put the robes on,’ Robin hissed, checking through the vestry door to see how John and Will were getting on with the building’s other occupants.

Alan gave Erasmus a sympathetic smile. ‘’Tis a noble deed you are to undertake,’ he said. ‘You are the very instrument of my salvation.’

‘Why me?’ said Erasmus.

‘Look,’ Robin snapped. ‘We need every man to do his part. Can you handle a sword?’

‘No,’ Erasmus answered very definitely.

‘Fine. Then you can be the priest. Look, if we don’t have a priest then the wedding party will never come as far as the altar and they’ve got to be all the way into the church before we can spring the trap.’

‘I still think I’d give the game away,’ said Erasmus. ‘I don’t know how to perform a wedding and I certainly don’t know how to give mass.’

‘Surely, you have received the sacraments,’ said Alan.

‘Never,’ said Erasmus. ‘Where I come from, religion isn’t terribly popular.’

‘It won’t matter,’ said Robin. ‘It’ll never get as far as that. All you have to do is stand there and wait for everyone to come into the church, then Will and John can close the doors and spring the trap. Couldn’t be simpler.’

‘What if someone’s late?’

‘Then we’ll start without them.’

Erasmus looked at the faces of Robin and Alan: Robin looked relaxed and confident, Alan looked hopeful, almost pleading. He took a deep breath, then held out his hand.

‘All right then, give me the robe,’ he said.

 

The bells of St Mary’s rang out with their usual tuneless cacophony, the timing slightly faster than normal since the bell-ringers were operating under the watchful eye of Deloial. Erasmus stood in front of the altar, gripping the lectern so tightly he wondered that it didn’t break under the pressure. Wedding guests were beginning to arrive, filtering in through the main door and dividing themselves into those for the bride and those for the groom. Erasmus smiled and nodded at them as they arrived, trying not to look at where John and Will stood concealed in the shadows. It was, he was relieved to note, a small gathering, and by the time the bride and her father entered and the groom stepped forward to take his place at the front of the church, there could have been no more than two dozen other people standing in the nave. Erasmus tried not to tremble as the bride joined her betrothed at the altar. He racked his brains for the beginnings of the traditional wedding service and just hoped it was close enough to that which was used in mediaeval times.

‘Dearly beloved,’ he began, ‘we are gathered here today—’

The groom, who had been keeping his head respectfully bowed, looked up at Erasmus. ‘Aren’t you going to bless us?’ he said.

Erasmus cursed himself silently under his breath. Of course, the thing should start with something in Latin. He picked out the first piece of Latin that came to mind, one of the Pope’s addresses, and began to recite it, moving his arms to form a cross as he did so.

The groom stared at him in puzzlement. ‘What are you on about?’ he said, then as he looked beneath Erasmus’ hood, ‘You’re not Father Barleymow.’ His hand went to his side and he pulled out a sword. John and Will, realising the time had come, closed the doors with a resounding bang and the wedding guests looked from one end of the church to the other, interested in the source of the noise, but unable to tear themselves away from the scene playing out in front of them.

The door to the vestry burst open and Robin and the remaining outlaws sprang into the nave, followed closely by Alan. Ellen, looking in the direction of the new arrivals, caught sight of her beloved and ran straight into his arms. The groom, sword still in hand, darted past the altar and made a grab for Erasmus, who dodged out of the way.

By now, a number of nobles amongst the guests had drawn swords and a pitched battle was underway. Robin was engaged with two at the same time and he held them off deftly with careful sweeps of his own blade; Will had already cut two throats and John had picked up one of the guests and thrown him across the nave, where he had landed on a small group of women, who had been hiding behind a small table for safety.

Erasmus continued to back away from the groom, dodging the occasional thrust from his sword. As the teacher stepped backwards, he found his foot made contact with the wall. He braced himself for a blow, but the groom seemed to have realised that the tide of the battle was definitely going in the outlaws’ favour and he made a lunge for the vestry door.

Robin, looking across as he despatched his third guest, caught sight of the man’s retreating back. ‘Stop him!’ he yelled. Deloial, running into the nave from the bell tower, fired a shot with a longbow and Erasmus yelped as the arrow passed within inches of him and plunged into the vestry door, which the groom had slammed behind him. He opened the door and gave pursuit, but the door to the churchyard was open and, when he got outside, his quarry had already vanished into the maze of streets beyond. Erasmus stopped to catch his breath – he hadn’t realised that being an outlaw required so much energy.

 

After a hard day’s march through Sherwood, the outlaws sat around a subdued fire. Alan and Ellen sat at the edge of the clearing, slightly apart from the rest. John picked up a stick and threw it on the fire, which spat angrily in response, then looked across the flames to where Will, painted red by the firelight, was sharpening a knife on a stone. Will didn’t return his gaze, so he looked across to Robin, who was staring fixedly into space.

‘He got away,’ said John, shrugging his shoulders. ‘What of it? We could get ten times the money in a week.’

‘It’s not the money,’ said Robin.

‘Well, what is it then?’ John picked up a tankard of ale from his side and drank deeply. Foam from the tankard poured over his beard and, as he put the drink down, he wiped off the worst of the spill with the back of his hand.

‘We failed – and that kind of thing carries weight. What do you think will happen if people consider we’re not infallible?’

A silence descended over the campfire. An owl hooted mockingly from somewhere overhead and Will paused in his labours and looked up menacingly before continuing to scratch at his dagger.

Erasmus broke the silence. ‘At least you won’t have to travel as much,’ he said. Despite the failure of the plan and the fact he had been forced to impersonate a priest, he was in good spirits. He’d finally seen one of the elements of the legend taking place. True, it wasn’t exactly as the ballads told it, but it was still significant.

Robin seemed less impressed. ‘What do you mean?’ he said, a distinct edge to his voice discouraging any flippant replies.

Erasmus considered his answer carefully. ‘Well, if people think they’re safe from you, then they’re more likely to come through the forest. If they come through the forest, you can ambush them there.’

Will made a noise that sounded distinctly like ‘Hmmph.’

‘It won’t work,’ said John. ‘We aren’t the only outlaws in Sherwood.’

‘But surely you’re the most well known?’

‘Where did you hear that?’ said Robin.

‘That’s what they say where I come from.’

Will looked at Erasmus. ‘You know how long it is since they put up a wanted poster for me?’ he said.

Erasmus shrugged. Across the clearing, Alan began to pick out a quiet air on his lyre.

‘It’s been almost two years,’ said Will.

‘And how many people have you robbed since then?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t bleedin’ keep count – what does it matter?’

Erasmus struggled for the right words. ‘Surely it’s not how much people want to catch you, but how much money you steal from the rich that makes the difference,’ he said. ‘I mean, the poor can’t live on wanted posters.’

‘What have the poor got to do with it?’ Robin interrupted.

‘Well, isn’t helping them the whole point?’

Robin snarled. ‘The poor are beyond help.’

Erasmus was shocked. Hearing those words coming from a legendary people’s hero was like being told that Santa Claus did exist, but that, rather than delivering presents, he was responsible for stealing all those toys that children thought they had lost over the years. ‘Isn’t that where the money goes?’ he said.

‘We can’t all spend all our time propping up people who aren’t prepared to fight for their freedom.’

‘Marian does,’ said John quietly. There was another silence – even Alan paused in his playing. All eyes turned to Robin, who looked sullenly at his boots.

‘We used to,’ said Will, ‘but what difference did it make? You can’t go on giving money to the poor – it just gets taken back from them.’ He paused and grimaced as the owl hooted once more. Alan, seated some way behind Will, resumed his playing quietly.

‘The country needs to change,’ said Robin, looking up from his boots. ‘You can’t just throw money at these problems and expect them to go away. It needs changes at the top.’

‘That’s going to take time,’ said Erasmus. ‘What are you going to do in the meantime?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘The people need a hero,’ said John.

‘Well, they can have a heroine,’ Robin snapped. ‘You saw what happened in Newark. We failed. If we can’t even get that right, how can we expect to do anything bigger?’

Deloial had been sitting quietly by the fire throughout the exchange – Erasmus had begun to wonder if the man was mute – now he looked at Robin with a quiet intensity. ‘Does this man’s escape mean so much?’ he said.

Robin shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ he said, ‘but we’ve worked so hard.’

‘Mistakes can be rectified afterwards.’ The simple statement felt sinister – Erasmus assumed he didn’t mean you could get the right change on presentation of a receipt. He felt a sudden chill and shivered.

‘It’s not as if it was your fault,’ said John.

‘I know,’ said Robin, glancing at Erasmus as he did so, ‘but that’s what people will think.’

Alan, still playing his lyre at the edge of the clearing, called out to the group. ‘Why so sorrowful?’ he said. ‘You did not fail.’

Will turned and glared at the singer, but he was too busy looking into the eyes of his beloved. Noticing the gap in conversation, however, Alan looked back to the outlaws. ‘You took his bride from under his very nose – surely that can be considered a triumph. What matter a little coin when compared to that?’ He plucked a jaunty tune on his lyre and was just about to open his mouth to sing when a knife ripped through the strings and pinned the neck of the instrument to a tree. Alan looked down at his lyre then up at Will, whose hand was still held in a casual throwing pose.

‘Seems everybody ’tis critic to those of us with the art,’ said Alan. ‘Though the loss of the lyre is not what I would have wished, ’tis of little moment. I still have good voice.’ He looked at Will and noticed there was now a fresh dagger in the ruffian’s right hand.

‘However,’ Alan began slowly, ‘there are times when music is not appropriate and I imagine this is one of those.’ Will grinned humourlessly and turned back to the fire. Robin, who had been watching the exchange quietly, looked to Erasmus.

‘Why don’t you carry a sword?’ he said.

‘We don’t really have them where I come from,’ said Erasmus.

‘Then how do you defend yourself?’

Erasmus opened his mouth then closed it again. On reflection, it probably wouldn’t be a good idea to introduce the outlaws to the concept of firearms, he considered.

‘Weapons aren’t allowed in my country,’ he said.

The outlaws seemed stunned by this announcement. ‘How can that be?’ Robin asked. ‘Surely, you need at least a stout stick to defend yourself from those who would steal from you.’

Erasmus shook his head. ‘The law prevents us from doing that.’

‘And does this lore also prevent the thief and the murderer from going about their business?’

Erasmus knew that, strictly speaking the answer was not all of the time, but he decided to simplify matters. ‘Yes,’ he said.

‘It must be powerful lore indeed,’ said Robin. ‘Does it protect you even here?’

‘Not right now.’

‘You probably need to carry something with the right runes on it,’ said John.

Erasmus looked at him blankly, then realisation spread across his face. ‘We don’t have a written law,’ he said.

‘Then how does it work?’ said Robin.

‘It’s passed down to us by lawyers and ministers.’

Now it was Robin’s turn to look confused. ‘Is it a kind of chant?’ he said.

Erasmus visualised the droning sound of Parliament in session: it could be construed as a chant, he supposed – certainly it usually seemed to be more about ritual than reason. He shrugged.

‘Here we have no such lore to protect us,’ said Robin. ‘Tomorrow, we shall see about equipping you with a weapon.’





Chapter Eleven

Look at the world through someone else’s eyes: unfocused, they see in swirls of colour. Here, there is the impression of green, blurring down to the edges of something crystalline, yet alive with movement. Above, the sweep of blue fills the canvas, divided only by rays of gold falling, like the promise of another fine day, on to the deeper greens and browns of the middle distance. Then, sharply, the scene focuses and we see the trees around us, the sun in the sky and the clear waters of the stream winding between its mossy banks.

Erasmus replaced his other contact lens and washed his face with a handful of water. It was quiet in the forest: the only sounds were those of the occasional bird calling to his fellows, or the scurrying of a small animal in the undergrowth. The outlaw camp, a short distance back, was filled, by comparison, with the snores of men who had taken their ale a little too enthusiastically. Erasmus was grateful for the chance to spend a little time alone and to deal with his ablutions without interference or all the awkward questions that would undoubtedly arise.

He envied people with twenty-twenty vision: as a child, the wearing of spectacles had automatically singled him out for derision. As an adult, his facial arrangements had been less of a problem and he wore the same pair of thick-rimmed glasses he had first received, safe in the knowledge it wouldn’t hamper his career. It had never even occurred to him that poor eyesight would be a major handicap for a time traveller. When researching his costume he’d been surprised to discover that glasses dated from the thirteenth century and disappointed to find they hadn’t arrived in England until the seventeenth. Reluctantly, he had decided to endure the wearing of contact lenses for the sake of the furtherance of knowledge – others had made far greater sacrifices for humanity than sore eyes. Besides, his other senses were probably better than most people’s; as he dried his face on his sleeve, he became aware of voices coming from a clearing nearby. Quietly, he rose from his knees and moved in the direction of the sound. At the edge of the clearing he pressed himself against a tree and cautiously looked around the trunk to see who was speaking.

The clearing was largely hemmed in by trees and bushes and Erasmus had to bend down in order to see through the foliage. There appeared to be three people in the clearing: a man on foot, who had his back to Erasmus, and two men on horseback, who both wore mail armour and the distinctive helmet of the Norman soldier. The tunics they wore over their mail both bore the same crest. Erasmus was sure he’d seen the crest somewhere before but, not being a great student of heraldry, he couldn’t immediately identify it. The standee, for his part, wasn’t wearing armour and had no identifying crest, although his general build looked familiar to the teacher. The three talked in hushed voices, the knights bending down in the saddle rather than raising their voices, and Erasmus strained to pick out more than a few words. There was something about a friar, somebody was a troublemaker and the name of a saint of some description. Taken out of context, the words meant nothing at all. Erasmus just wished he could see the face of the third man; he was sure he would know who he was.

He looked around the clearing to see if there was another convenient viewing point where he might get a better look, then stood up and began to shuffle around the bush. As he did so, he stepped on a twig, which snapped under his foot. Erasmus stood rooted to the spot; he could feel his heart pounding in his chest and was convinced it would be audible to anyone with good hearing. Breathing as quietly as he could, he knelt down slightly so he could see through to the clearing, then gasped – all three men were now looking in the direction of his cover and the third member of the group was none other than Deloial – the quiet member of Robin’s entourage. What was he doing talking with soldiers – wouldn’t he be a wanted man?

Time passed. To Erasmus it felt like hours he spent in his uncomfortable pose, though he knew it was probably a matter of minutes. Eventually, Deloial turned his back to the bush and the three resumed their conversation sotto voce. Erasmus took a deep breath, then returned to his original hiding place. He wiped the sweat from his brow and looked around him for a twig-free route away from the clearing. He had just taken his first step when an acorn fell from above and bounced on his head. Resisting the urge to swear, Erasmus looked up to see a squirrel, hanging from a branch by its tail and attempting to swing itself towards a cluster of acorns on another branch. As it scrabbled for a purchase, it dislodged another acorn and this one bounced off the teacher’s forehead as he stared up at the scene. He rubbed his head and was just about to turn and walk away when a third acorn fell into his open mouth. This time he couldn’t stop himself, he spat the acorn out and choked loudly. He didn’t need to look through the bushes to see the reaction: the sound of hoof beats advancing steadily on his position was sufficient warning and, silently cursing the squirrel, Erasmus took flight, running down to the stream, leaping across it and charging blindly into the woods beyond.

All attempts at silence was discarded in his panic and Erasmus crashed through bushes and undergrowth with less subtlety than a teenager in a school corridor at home-time. Behind him he could hear his pursuer closing in. He glanced quickly back and saw the soldier had a sword in his hand. Erasmus could almost feel the horse’s breath on his collar as the soldier raised his sword, ready to swing, and the teacher put on a desperate burst of speed… and tripped over a tree root. As he crashed into a pile of bracken he expected to hear the sword whistle past his head, but instead he heard a soft whooshing noise, a thud, a groan and a sound that resembled a pyramid of bean tins falling to the floor after someone had removed the one at the bottom. There was the sound of whinnying, then the hoof beats grew gradually quieter and receded into the distance.

For a few moments, Erasmus lay in the bracken, grateful for the moment of peace and quiet after the burst of activity. Then, painfully, he rolled over on to his back and pulled himself to his feet. As he did so, he found himself staring into a pair of green-grey eyes, set in a round face, framed by raven-black hair.

‘Maude!’ said Erasmus, and she fell into his arms and hugged him.

 

Eventually, Erasmus disentangled himself from the woman’s embrace and looked at her. Her face was a mixture of concern and pleasure, a combination of emotions that seemed somehow too complex for the Maude that Erasmus knew – though he admitted his experience here was limited. In her hand she carried a bow and Erasmus could see a quiver of arrows, fletched with pale green flights, protruding from behind her shoulder.

‘What are you doing here?’ he said.

‘Keeping an eye on you, m’duck.’

‘You do realise it’s dangerous out here, don’t you? I was almost killed by a soldier this morning.’

Maude smiled and pointed. Erasmus’ gaze followed her extended arm and he saw a fallen body in the undergrowth, marked out by the green flight of an arrow that was buried in its back. Clearly, if anyone should have avoided wandering around in the forest, it wasn’t Maude. He looked back to the woman and she smiled reassuringly.

‘Who was he?’ said Erasmus.

‘Just one of the Sheriff’s men.’

Erasmus nodded: he knew he’d seen the coat of arms somewhere – it must have been when he had been in the castle. Suddenly a thought occurred to him.

‘So what was Deloial doing with them?’

‘Deloial?’

‘There were three of them,’ said Erasmus, ‘two soldiers and Deloial, chatting back there in a clearing. Wouldn’t they have arrested him?’

‘Who’s Deloial?’

Erasmus was confused. ‘One of Robin’s men,’ he said. ‘Didn’t you know?’

‘We’re not really on speaking terms,’ said Maude. ‘We keeps ourselves to ourselves.’

Erasmus nodded. He’d already realised the outlaw groups didn’t mix, but it was annoying that their knowledge of their opposite numbers couldn’t provide him with more information about this mysterious character who didn’t feature in any version of the legend he’d read. Something was rotten in the forest of Sherwood and it wasn’t a dead squirrel.

Maude intruded on his thoughts. ‘What were you doing with your eyes?’ she said.

Erasmus looked at her blankly. ‘When?’

‘Earlier, by the river.’

Erasmus racked his brains to remember his original reason for wandering down to the stream. Maude must have seen him put in his contact lenses.

‘Have you been watching me all morning?’ he said.

‘’Course,’ said Maude. ‘I wouldn’t want anything to ’appen to you.’

‘What about Marian and the others?’

‘They can look after themselves.’

‘No.’ Erasmus shook his head. ‘I mean, won’t they miss you?’

‘Marian knows where I am.’

It was nice to have a guardian angel, Erasmus mused, glancing back at the fallen soldier behind him, but it did complicate matters, particularly when the guardian angel’s motives weren’t entirely altruistic. He looked at Maude with a concerned eye: trying to avoid entanglements was very much a cardinal rule of time travel; nobody was entirely sure what would happen if you didn’t, but everyone tended to agree the results wouldn’t be good. The question was, at what point did your presence disrupt the flow of history: if Maude was ultimately supposed to meet someone and didn’t because she continued to carry a candle for someone from the future, the ramifications seemed to be almost as bad.

‘What were you doing?’ Maude returned to the question with a persistence that could have been construed as cute if it wasn’t so maddening. Erasmus sighed. Telling people about modern technologies probably wasn’t advisable either, but at least he could be relatively assured that Maude wouldn’t understand enough to be able to do any damage.

‘I wear little pieces of glass in my eyes,’ he said. Admittedly the lenses were plastic, but that was a whole other can of worms he wanted to avoid.

‘Why?’ she said.

‘Where I’m from, people do that when they have poor eyesight. It helps us to see better.’

Maude screwed up her face trying to understand, then simply shrugged her shoulders. ‘It’s a strange place, this foreign,’ she said.

‘Yes,’ said Erasmus.

‘Are you going back to ’im?’ said Maude, nodding her head in the direction of Robin’s camp.

‘Yes. I haven’t really learnt much about him yet.’

Maude nodded understandingly, but there was a hint of disappointment in her eyes.

Erasmus smiled. ‘Trust me,’ he said, ‘as soon as I know all I need to, I’ll come and find you.’ After all, he thought, he’d need somebody’s help to get back into Nottingham Castle to retrieve his time machine. He patted Maude on the arm gently. ‘I’ve got to go,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to be missed if I can help it.’

 

The outlaws were just beginning to stir when Erasmus returned to the camp. He moved quietly to where the ale barrel was stood and helped himself to a tankard. This was an aspect of mediaeval life that still seemed alien to the teacher: in his time, people who drank alcoholic beverages first thing in the morning were regarded with concern, but here it was the only safe drink on offer. He was still nearly eight hundred years from the nearest Starbucks and at least five hundred from the first teashops. Of course, mediaeval beer was weaker – it made the average American beer seem like whisky – but, Erasmus considered, it must still have proved a severe handicap to progress. Perhaps that was why the Industrial Revolution hadn’t happened until the English had been introduced to tea? He took a sip from the ale to wet his throat, then turned to watch as the outlaws roused themselves. Deloial, he noticed, hadn’t yet returned and Erasmus wondered what other appointments he was keeping. Presently, Robin joined the teacher by the ale barrel and Erasmus poured him a tankard.

‘You’re up early,’ said Robin, accepting the drink from the teacher’s hand.

‘Not particularly,’ said Erasmus. ‘I thought everyone got up early round here.’

Robin considered this. ‘Why would they?’ he said.

‘To make the most of the sunlight.’

Robin shrugged. ‘I’m sure the peasants do,’ he said, ‘but there have to be some perks to being an outlaw. Besides, the rich merchants don’t rouse themselves until they want to, so there’s no need for us to hurry to empty their purses.’

Erasmus looked at Robin curiously: since he always seemed to speak in a light-hearted manner it was hard to tell when he was being serious. If he did genuinely believe in lounging around and letting the peasants struggle on, then he wasn’t the Robin Hood that Erasmus had been brought up to believe in. Then again, Erasmus lived on the other side of a long tradition of romantic heroes: generations of poets, writers and television directors had put their stamp on the character until the real man was so buried under legend as to be almost invisible.

It was clear the image of the perfect hero was an unrealistic one – certainly the suits of Lincoln green with their neatly cut, almost crenellated collars and the green hats with feathers weren’t in evidence – perhaps even the deepest motifs of the legend were also based on little more than artistic licence. Robin, for his part, seemed unaware of the effect his actions were having on Erasmus and he drained his tankard at a gulp and poured himself another.

‘Today,’ he said, ‘we’re going to see about sorting you out a weapon. Perhaps we should start you with a sword.’

Erasmus looked uncomfortable. ‘Aren’t they awfully hard to come by?’ he said.

Robin shrugged. ‘Not really. People ride into the forest with them all the time – usually they don’t need them after that.’ He reached into a bush and pulled out three swords, two complete with belts and scabbards. ‘Any of these take your fancy?’ he said.

Erasmus looked at the swords. It was rather like choosing a hockey stick from the school stores – he had absolutely no way of knowing which one was going to fall apart in his hand – so he decided to opt for the one which had the most comfortable looking grip on its hilt. On the whole, a sword seemed like a pointless weapon – if Robin’s men found them so easy to detach from their owners, they obviously weren’t the perfect weapon for an invincible warrior.

He picked a sword, grasped the hilt and pulled it from Robin’s grasp. As soon as Robin let go of his end, Erasmus felt the full weight of the weapon pull at him; the blade hit the ground with a thunk and sank into the soft undergrowth. Erasmus, surprised, let go and the sword stood hilt upright in the ground and quivered slightly. All it really needed was a motif to the effect that anyone who pulled it out was welcome to the kingdom. He grasped the hilt with his right hand and pulled with little effect, then tried with both hands. This time the sword came out of the ground and he staggered back, trying to hold the sword level in front of him.

Robin surveyed the teacher critically. ‘Perhaps a lighter one,’ he said, taking the blade from Erasmus’ hands and substituting another. This one was light enough that Erasmus could wield it with one hand and he rested his other wrist gratefully.

‘How does it feel?’ said Robin.

Erasmus waved the sword around in a manner which betrayed a distinct lack of training. To modern eyes, there were profound similarities to the way in which one would shake an umbrella; to Robin it appeared to be some exotic sword-fighting technique of which he hadn’t previously been aware.

‘It’s lighter,’ said Erasmus.

Robin deposited the rest of the swords back into the hedge then drew his own. ‘Just try a swing or two,’ he said. Erasmus adjusted his grip on the hilt and tried to conjure up a mental image of a swordfight. Unfortunately, most of the swordfights he’d seen had been in films where everything was shown at double-speed and it had been difficult to work out what the protagonists were doing, beyond trying to skewer their opponents. He lunged forward like a fencer and Robin leant to one side, reflexively bringing his sword up to deflect the blow.

‘What was that?’ he said.

‘A lunge,’ said Erasmus.

Robin shook his head. ‘I don’t know what you’re used to,’ he began, ‘but these swords are designed to be swung. Like this.’ He brought his own sword around in an arc, with the edge parallel to the line of his shoulders. Erasmus stepped back and watched the blade whistle by.

‘There’s no way you could get enough force behind your lunge to penetrate mail,’ said Robin, ‘so you try to hit them hard enough to break a bone or two.’ He turned to where the other outlaws were rousing themselves. ‘Will,’ he called. ‘Would you like to show our friend how it’s done?’

‘At this bloody time in the morning,’ said Will. ‘Can’t it wait?’

Robin grinned and walked over to where Will was slouched against a tree. He waved his sword lazily in front of the ruffian’s chest, looking for all the world as if he was going to sign his name. ‘Attack could come at any time, Will, you know that,’ he said. ‘They wouldn’t wait until we were ready to be killed.’

Will groaned and closed his eyes. ‘Well, at least if they killed me I’d get some peace and quiet,’ he grumbled.

Robin prodded at Will’s chest with the tip of his sword. Will didn’t bother to respond, so Robin prodded at his stomach, with slightly more force. Again, Will ignored him. Grinning mischievously, Robin dug the tip of his sword into Will’s waist, just above his belt. And gave the blade a twist. Will frowned, but made no move to open his eyes.

Robin lowered the sword still further and was just about to jab at his comrade, when Will opened his eyes and rose to his feet, moving so quickly that his sword was in his hand by the time he was standing. He deflected Robin’s blade with a dismissive swipe then swung forcefully at his chest. Robin stepped back on to his left foot and parried the blow, then directed his reply at Will’s shoulders. Will parried, adjusted his grip and came at Robin like a whirlwind, delivering blows at a speed that would have made Errol Flynn wonder if he had fallen asleep and woken up inside one of his own movies. For every blow, however, Robin had the speed to respond and the sound of sword on sword rang out across the clearing, rousing the other outlaws, who sat up and watched the bout through bleary eyes.

‘Stop playing with him, lad,’ John called out, although it was unclear whether he was directing this comment at Will or Robin.

The two combatants danced forth and back across the clearing in a swirl of flashing blades and Erasmus was forced to duck behind a tree to prevent himself being trampled. Robin’s expression was light and humorous, and every so often he would add a slight flourish to one of his blows, in order to distract Will’s attention. Will, for his part, was a picture of steely determination: his facial features were contorted by concentration and his no-nonsense blows showed more experience than artistry. After a few minutes, he managed to bring a blow to bear at such an angle that Robin was only just able to deflect it and the edge of Will’s blade glanced off his shoulder. Robin grimaced and his humorous mask dropped: the two men stepped back and circled each other cautiously, blades held at an angle to their bodies and their off-hands held to one side to balance themselves. Every so often one of the two would test the other’s defences, but each blow would be met with a defensive response.

There was no smiling now: it had become a serious contest and Robin’s eyes darted around, looking for an opening. He swung at Will’s chest, but Will’s blade moved to deflect it. Will replied with a hack at Robin’s waist, but Robin stepped nimbly to one side. Will stepped back to his defensive position to guard against a counter-attack.

Erasmus watched the pair with a mixture of worry and fascination: clearly the legends of Robin’s prowess with the sword were well founded, but the fight seemed to have evolved from a simple exercise into something that, if it wasn’t for real, was certainly being used to work out a few enmities between the two. He wondered how many people got killed in such practice bouts – how did someone know to pull a blow that would actually strike tellingly on their opponent? This was a far cry from a couple of people in wire masks prodding at each other with sharpened foils.

He watched as Robin tapped Will’s sword casually with his own before converting the move into a series of rapid blows that Will expertly parried. Eventually Robin, evidently losing interest in the exercise, gripped the hilt of his sword in both hands and brought the blade over his head in an arc. Will caught the edge of Robin’s sword on his own and the two blades slid along each other with an ear-splitting squeal until the two swords were locked, hilt in hilt, between the men’s heads. The two men frowned at each other and were just beginning to turn the fight into a trial of strength, when an arrow shot across the clearing, hammering into the haft of Robin’s sword and ricocheting off. The shock of the impact jarred through both swords, causing Will and Robin to drop their blades and turn their heads as one to identify the source of the shot.

John lowered his bow and leant on it casually, causing it to bend slightly under his weight. ‘Don’t take it too seriously,’ he said. ‘We might need you both later on.’

Robin rubbed at his sore shoulder then picked up his sword. He looked at Will soberly for a moment or two before breaking into a smile. ‘Good bout,’ he said.

‘Not bad,’ said Will, picking up his own sword and looking to where Erasmus was emerging from behind the tree. ‘Think you could do that?’ he said.

Erasmus shook his head. ‘Not really,’ he said.

‘Have a go,’ said Will, tossing his sword lightly from hand to hand. ‘Just a couple of blows.’

Erasmus shrugged and adopted the stance he had seen Robin take. Will took up the same stance opposite him and waited for Erasmus to act. Erasmus examined his opposite number cautiously – in his day someone like Will would either be the kind of professional soldier who preferred to be at the heart of the action or a football hooligan – to Erasmus’ eyes there wasn’t a lot of difference. He was evidently experienced with his weapon and certainly willing to use it. Erasmus aimed a cut at Will’s side and Will deflected the blow, gently by his standards, but still with enough force to send a pain up Erasmus’ right arm. Erasmus drew the sword back and tried again with similar results.

Obviously, simply copying Robin’s techniques wouldn’t best Will unless he was an improved swordsman. That meant he had to do something unexpected. Thoughtfully, he lowered the sword until its blade was pointing back towards his left foot. He knew that was lowering his guard and he wouldn’t be able to parry a blow from the position, so he moved rapidly from there into an upward swing. He was about halfway through the upswing when he realised that the rapidity of his action meant he hadn’t bothered to adjust his grip and the sword was beginning to twist the muscles in the back of his hand. He couldn’t twist his arm round whilst swinging the sword, otherwise he’d probably stab himself in the stomach, so he tried to adjust his grip as he moved. He loosened his grip… and watched as the sword sailed past Will’s face and embedded itself in the branch of an overhanging tree, dislodging twigs and acorns and raining them down on to Will’s head. Will winced under the assault then looked up at the sword, which seemed to be quite comfortable in its new home.

‘You’re not really a sword person, are you?’ he said.

 

Erasmus had never had much of an interest in weaponry: although the play of history often turned on the balance of technology on the battlefield and the evolution of the army had been a major part of the shaping of society, the actual nitty-gritty of developments such as the flintlock was not something he’d studied in any great depth. That’s not to say he was entirely blind to the field, of course: he knew that the sharp bit of the sword went into the opponent and he was well aware that the business end of a gun was not a good place to stand, but his technical interest only went as far as noting that weapons technology tended to advance in two ways: first, each development was designed to allow an increase in enemy deaths with a smaller attacking force and second, perhaps unintentionally, weaponry became increasingly difficult to use. Projected along logical lines, Erasmus imagined the ultimate weapon would be a bomb that could wipe out the universe, but which nobody would understand enough to be able to set it off. Where his own ability to use weapons was concerned, he stopped somewhere in between the club and the javelin. Projectile weapons were undoubtedly a great advance in the tactics of war, but it helped if the wielder had good enough eyesight to see the target from a distance.

‘Look along the arrow and aim just above the target,’ said Robin. Erasmus held the bow in his left hand and struggled to cope with the concept of holding both an arrow and a bowstring in his right. Ahead of him, a skin jug full of water hung from a tree branch. Erasmus attempted to line up a shot on the target, but the bow was pulling on his arm and he felt sure the tension was killing him.

Robin watched the teacher critically. ‘In your own time,’ he said, taking Erasmus back to a memory of throwing javelins when he’d been a schoolboy. It hadn’t, he felt, been entirely fair that he’d been punished for the incident. Knowing his sporting prowess, the teacher should have made sure that everybody had stood back from him – not just kept them out of the path between him and the target. Fortunately, the wound hadn’t been fatal and Atkins had been discharged from hospital the same day, but the memory still lingered on and undoubtedly, if Atkins was still around, the scars were equally present.

Erasmus closed his eyes and released his grip on the arrow. Unfortunately, his grip was such that the string snapped forward before he’d totally disentangled his fingers from the flights and the missile spun crazily off to one side as he caught the force of the bow across the knuckles of his left hand. He licked the back of his hand to soothe the pain then picked the arrow up from the floor. His second attempt went forwards, but only about two feet. John, watching the display with interest, approached Erasmus and gently guided his hands into the appropriate position. Erasmus, feeling slightly more comfortable, released his shot and watched as the arrow burrowed into the undergrowth about ten feet short of the target. A bird settled on the branch holding the target and began to preen itself.

‘Try aiming a little higher, lad,’ said John. ‘You’ve got to aim over the target to hit it.’

Erasmus felt like pointing out that he did know about projectiles – he was, after all, a physics teacher – but the outburst would be meaningless in a century when physic still meant medicine and Newton’s apple tree hadn’t even been planted. Instead, he set an arrow to his string, squinted in the direction of the waterskin, then aimed above it. It should have been a perfect shot: it left the bow at a remarkable speed, without so much as a wobble, and arced neatly through the air. There, however, the demonstration fell apart: the arrow flew low over the branch, causing the bird to duck instinctively, and disappeared into the woods beyond, impacting with not so much of a thud as a howl. A few minutes later, Deloial limped into the clearing with a familiar looking projectile protruding from his left leg and his sword in his hand.

‘Who the hell fired that?’ he said. Erasmus lowered his bow and felt an almost instinctive urge to go off to the headmaster’s study.

‘We’re giving Erasmus some lessons,’ said John.

‘Couldn’t you have started him with something a little less dangerous?’ Deloial found his gaze drawn to the tree branch which had taken the brunt of Erasmus’ previous lesson. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Well, what about the staff – that doesn’t have any sharp edges.’

‘I’ve already seen him with one of those,’ said John. ‘He’s not exactly an expert.’

‘As far as I can tell, he’s not exactly an expert in anything,’ Deloial grumbled. ‘How he’s survived as long as he has is a mystery to us all.’

Erasmus felt somewhat indignant at this remark. He wondered how long Deloial would last in front of form 3C on a Wednesday morning. ‘You can’t judge someone purely by their skill with a weapon,’ he said.

‘In my experience, people who don’t have any skill with a weapon rarely live long enough to be judged by any other criteria,’ said Deloial.

‘Perhaps you should try talking to them before you kill them,’ said Erasmus, feeling he was on relatively safe ground with Deloial limited to a fast limp.

Deloial looked at Erasmus curiously. ‘You’re a very strange person,’ he said. ‘Where exactly do you come from?’

Erasmus decided to treat the question as rhetorical and passed his bow back to Robin. Deloial, however, kept his gaze fixed on the teacher. ‘You appear from nowhere, claiming to have been rescued from Nottingham Castle; you say you have an interest in Robin Hood, yet you haven’t told us what this interest is; you even claim that Marian (he spoke the name with some distaste) has treated you with favour. Why should we believe a word you say?’

Erasmus thought about the mysterious meeting with the two soldiers that morning. He looked around the faces in front of him: Robin was alert and quizzical, Will his usual sullen self, the twins and Much just curious. Only John appeared to be regarding him with any genuine friendliness. ‘How do I know I can trust you?’ said Erasmus. ‘How much have you told everyone about yourself?’

Robin broke into a grin. ‘He’s got you there,’ he said. ‘You haven’t told us much about your past.’

Deloial frowned. ‘This isn’t some kind of marketplace,’ he snapped, ‘we aren’t here to exchange gossip about each other.’

Erasmus pressed home his advantage. ‘But you expect Robin to trust you, based only on what you’re prepared to tell him.’

‘Of course. That’s true of all of us.’

‘Then I think you should extend the same courtesy to me.’

Deloial fell silent. Erasmus’ logic was, after all, irrefutable. Looking darkly at the teacher, he turned and limped off towards the corner of the clearing. Robin walked beside him, the two talking quietly as they went.

John raised an eyebrow at Erasmus. ‘You’ve not made a friend there, lad,’ he said.





Chapter Twelve

In a clearing, deep within Sherwood Forest, a doe watches over her fawn as he frolics, letting the pattern of light and shade run over his russet-red back, dancing between shadows and occasionally glimpsing back for his mother’s approval. Suddenly, the doe’s ears prick up – something is coming through the forest and she hurriedly herds her charge into the safety of the thicket, where her baleful eyes can watch the arrivals unobserved.

‘I tell you, we’re bleedin’ lost.’ The voice of Will Scarlet had its usual humourless edge, but fatigue was adding extra aggression.

‘Patience, Will,’ came Robin’s voice. ‘I told you it wasn’t a short walk.’

‘Well, I’m telling you I’ve seen that tree before.’

‘It’s just an ash, lad,’ John cut in, ‘the forest’s full of ’em.’

‘I know it’s an ash,’ Will snapped, ‘but I’m telling you it’s the same ash.’

The party stopped to examine the tree. To the untrained eye it was, as John pointed out, just another example of a relatively common tree. If there were any distinguishing features, then the other outlaws couldn’t see them.

‘What makes you think it’s the same one, lad?’

Will frowned. ‘Will you stop calling me lad,’ he snapped.

‘Sorry, lad.’

Will grimaced.

‘Sorry, l—, er, sorry, Will,’ John managed. ‘What makes you think it’s the same tree?’

‘That little mound of acorn cups at the bottom.’

‘Well, what’s so unusual about those?’ said Robin. ‘Plenty of oaks in Sherwood.’

‘Yes,’ Will spoke painfully slowly as if to a child, ‘but that’s not an oak.’

Erasmus examined the base of the tree carefully, then looked up into the branches. ‘I think Will’s right,’ he said, ‘there’s a squirrel’s dray up there.’

‘Well, there’re plenty of squirrels in Sherwood,’ said Robin. ‘I’m sure some of them nest in ash trees.’

‘Probably not all that many,’ said Erasmus. ‘It’s further from the acorns. Besides, there’s also the fact we’ve been walking in a large circle for about the last hour.’

‘What?’ said John, Will and Robin in unison.

‘You could tell by the position of the sun,’ said Erasmus. ‘I thought it was odd.’

‘Well, why didn’t you bleedin’ well say something?’ snapped Will.

‘I thought you all knew where you were going.’

‘You thought we wanted to go round in a circle?’

Erasmus shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I thought you were going in a wide arc – I didn’t realise it was a circle until just now.’

Will turned back to Robin. ‘So we’re lost. I thought you knew where we were going.’

‘Deloial said it was this way,’ said Robin. ‘He’d have led us himself, but he’s slightly incapacitated.’

‘Why are we going where he tells us anyway? I thought you were supposed to be the leader of this band.’

Robin’s smile slipped and he fell silent for a moment. ‘Look,’ he said eventually. ‘Deloial told me about this rich monk; he didn’t give me any instructions, he just told me where he was.’

‘It’s a long way to go to find a monk,’ said John.

‘Well, it wouldn’t be that far—’ Robin began.

‘If we’d been going the right bleedin’ way,’ Will concluded. He turned to the rest of the band. ‘Much!’ he called the youngest of the party to his side. Much approached him timidly, trying to seem friendly whilst simultaneously keeping out of range of Will’s fists.

‘Will,’ he greeted his comrade.

‘Shin up that tree,’ said Will, motioning to the ash.

‘What for?’

‘To see if you can see the abbey, of course.’ Much nodded and began to climb the ash, Erasmus giving him a boost into the lower branches.

‘And Much,’ Will called after him.

‘Yes.’

‘Knock that bloody squirrel’s nest out when you pass it. Those little bleeders are beginning to get on my nerves.’

Ten minutes later the group resumed their travels – this time in a different direction. The doe and her fawn waited until Will’s voice, still audible in the distance as he complained that the monk had better be extremely rich, had receded sufficiently from them, then returned to the clearing to play and to examine the strange ball of twigs that had appeared on the ground in their absence.

 

Eventually, they emerged from the woods and Fountains Abbey came into view. Erasmus stopped and contemplated the view with something approaching awe. He had seen the ruins before, of course, as an empty shell like most of those that had been victims of Henry VIII and his son Edward, but with no surviving examples to put meat on the bones, he had been entirely unprepared for the grandeur that was Fountains at its peak.

The tall, elegant building, with its colonnaded walkways and steeply sloping roof, dominated the surrounding countryside and was visible to the outlaws from the moment they reached the fringes of Sherwood and looked upon the open countryside beyond.

‘It’s amazing,’ Erasmus half-whispered.

‘It bloody ought to be, it’s taken enough money,’ said Will.

‘And we’re going to just walk in and rob it?’

‘No. We’re going to rob a monk.’

Erasmus nodded towards the vast stone structure. ‘Yes, but there’ll be dozens in there, surely. You think they’ll just stand by and let you?’

Robin stepped forward and scanned the horizon. ‘The one we’re after has a favourite haunt outside the abbey,’ he said. ‘Come on – it’s this way.’ He began to lead the way through the fringes of the forest, keeping the building on his left as he went.

Erasmus looked at the unbroken line of trees ahead of them. Something about the venture made him very uncomfortable for some reason and it wasn’t just the moral ambiguity of robbing monks. ‘He’s hardly going to have all his money with him, is he?’ he said. ‘Surely you’ll have to go into the abbey to get it.’

‘That’s where you come in.’

‘What?’ Erasmus stopped suddenly and the rest of the party followed suit.

Robin smiled winsomely. ‘You’ve still got that monk’s costume, haven’t you?’ he said.

‘Well yes, but…’

‘And you’ve got a dagger now.’

‘Yes.’ Erasmus had a sinking feeling about what was coming next. Robin didn’t disappoint him.

‘Well, what we’ll do is to persuade him to fetch his money from the abbey and then you can accompany him to make sure he gets it.’

‘Just me?’

‘And your dagger,’ said Robin. ‘I’m sure the good friar will get the point.’

‘Friar?’

‘Yes. Friar. What does it matter what kind of monk he is? We separate him from his money and that’s that.’

‘And if he objects?’

‘Then we can separate his soul from his body and let him see what his God makes of him.’

 

The afternoon sun shone warmly on their backs as the group made their way around the abbey. Presently, they came to a river and Robin motioned for them to stay out of sight as he approached. Erasmus, curious for a glimpse of the friar, edged his way into the fringes of the forest and found himself a vantage point from where he could see and not be seen.

The friar who sat on the bank opposite Robin showed little outward sign of wealth: his monastic robes were of the usual coarse brown cloth and were ragged at the edges. He wore a simple pendant around his neck and, although he couldn’t see it well from a distance, Erasmus imagined this was a religious symbol of some kind, rather than some rich jewel. The friar did, however, show signs that he was richly fed – the voluminous folds of his robes had little chance of concealing the bulk of the man beneath them and, even now, he appeared to be attempting to supplement his diet by fishing. As Robin’s shadow fell across the river, the friar raised his tonsured head to reveal a pudgy face, with kindly eyes and a friendly mouth. It was the kind of face that inspired trust – a useful attribute in a man of the cloth.

The friar looked up at Robin. ‘Good afternoon, friend,’ he said. ‘Can I ask you to step to one side – your shadow is disturbing the fish.’

Robin made no effort to move. ‘Good friar,’ he greeted the monk in turn, ‘I have a need to cross this river.’

‘If you need to cross, then do it quickly so that I can get back to my fishing.’

Robin looked at the waters thoughtfully. ‘I’d rather not,’ he said. ‘My boots are exceptionally fine and I have no desire to get them wet.’

‘It’s a shallow river and a warm day. Besides the fish don’t bite.’

‘I see you wear a pendant around your neck,’ said Robin.

‘That I do. What of it?’

‘And is that the mark of Saint Christopher I see upon it?’

‘It is.’

‘Then surely you are bounden to help a weary traveller on his way.’

‘Certainly,’ said the monk, ‘And if you walk two miles north of here, you’ll find a small village. There’s a bridge across the river there. Consider yourself helped.’

Robin toyed with his bow. ‘I’m afraid I must insist,’ he said.

The monk shook his head, muttering something about tourists, then carefully withdrew his fishing line from the water and laid it on the bank. He checked the straps on his sandals, then began to wade across the river, the water coming to a little under waist deep. Once he reached the bank, the friar turned and allowed Robin to climb on to his shoulders before beginning his return to the opposite side. Robin made a point of keeping his boots clear of the water, digging his heels into his mount’s fat torso. The friar carried him uncomplainingly until he reached the bank, then pitched Robin on to the grass and, in one swift movement, took the outlaw’s sword and held it to his throat.

‘Friend, it is the custom amongst our order that all favours must be repaid when the debtor is able,’ he said. ‘Now that I have helped you to cross the river, you will kindly return the favour and carry me to the other side.’

Robin looked at the friar as if he were mad. ‘But you started on this side,’ he said.

‘And no doubt I will return to it in due course,’ said the friar, ‘but for the moment I have a desire to see the other bank.’ He kept his grip steady on Robin’s sword, prodding the outlaw gently to make him rise to his feet and descend into the river.

Erasmus watched Robin struggle across the river with his burden. He didn’t envy the man his task: the monk was easily twice his own weight, if not more. Fish being good and healthy food, Erasmus assumed the good friar probably supplemented his diet with rather more ale than was strictly necessary.

Robin made his way awkwardly towards the bank, feeling along the uneven riverbed with his feet. Every time he slowed down, the friar prodded him with his own sword, firmly, but never once drawing blood. When they reached the bank, Robin pretended to stumble then tipped the friar on to the bank. The friar, who had obviously expected his trick to be repeated, rolled over, picking up Robin’s sword from where it had fallen next to him and sat facing the outlaw, who was still standing in the river, breathing heavily.

‘Not quick enough, friend,’ said the friar, brandishing the sword.

‘Not smart enough, friend,’ said Robin, gesturing behind the man. The friar looked behind him to where John, Will and the twins were stood in a semicircle behind him, bows in hands and arrows at their strings.

‘Is this how you repay Christian charity?’ said the friar, rising slowly to his feet and making a great show of using Robin’s sword to help him. Robin watched with a concerned air as the blade flexed under the man’s weight. The outlaws waited courteously for the friar to rise, which he did with slow solemnity, and were then suddenly surprised when, with an almost cat-like agility, he spun around with sword outstretched and, at a stroke, cleaved the outlaws’ bows in half. The outlaws stared at the man in stunned silence – even Will was at a loss for a suitable response. Robin, meanwhile, had pulled himself from the river and pressed a dagger into the Friar’s back.

‘Drop the sword,’ he said. The friar complied and turned slowly to face Robin.

‘Who are you?’ he said quietly.

‘Robin Hood,’ said Robin.

‘I’ve heard of you,’ said the friar. ‘They say you rob the rich to give to the poor, that you right wrongs and punish injustices where justice wouldn’t normally prevail.’

‘Do they indeed? Well you, I presume, are Friar Tuck.’

Tuck nodded. ‘That I am, friend.’

‘You’re no friend of mine,’ said Robin, shoving the friar to the ground with his free hand and picking up his sword. He put his dagger back into his belt and held the sword to the friar’s throat.

‘I don’t understand,’ said Tuck.

‘I’ve been told you take money from the poor to line your own pockets.’ Robin’s voice was bitter, but not so much that you felt he was that worried about the poor personally.

‘That’s not true. Who told you that?’

Robin sneered as he toyed with the haft of his sword. ‘You’re a man of the Church,’ he said. ‘We all know how the Church lives off of the fat of the land.’ He prodded at Tuck’s ample stomach to punctuate the point. ‘I’ve simply heard that you’ve more fat than most.’

Tuck’s amiable expression gave way to a look of fear and apprehension as it was reflected in the shining blade at his throat. ‘It’s not true, I tell you,’ he said, trying not to move too much as he spoke for fear of injury. ‘Who’s been saying these things?’

‘It doesn’t matter. We’re here to right the wrong, one way or another.’

Tuck’s eyes darted left and right in short, panicky motions. Then, in one swift movement, he moved back from Robin’s blade, picked up the dismembered remains of John’s bow and lashed the string around Robin’s ankles. He pushed the outlaw so that he fell over backwards into the river, then rose to his feet and ran in the direction of the abbey. The outlaws, stripped of their bows, looked first in the direction of the friar’s retreating back then towards the river and, making a snap decision, they hurried to the bank to rescue their leader.

From behind the trees Erasmus watched, wide-eyed. This wasn’t the Robin Hood that he knew: whatever he had said about the money and the friar’s reputation, it was clear that Robin had intended to kill the man. This didn’t sound like the legendary outlaw’s justice – even if you allowed for the possibility that the story may have been toned down for a modern audience.

Erasmus had seen enough and he hadn’t liked any of it.





Chapter Thirteen

When all is said and done, there can be few historical figures who really live up to their legends. Characters may be altered by time and bias, gaining a hump here, murdering a couple of illegitimate heirs there, but they are still undeniably rooted in some kind of reality. Legendary characters, meanwhile, are painted with a broader brush, one-dimensional renders of the hero or the villain, gifted with supernatural levels of wisdom, bravery or courtesy to women. It can be easily understood why serious historians are given to discard such legends entirely, especially when they involve giants, swords in stones or second comings of great hero kings.

Such dismissal can, however, be doing those legends an injustice. Peel away the mystical baggage that generations of storytellers have added to the tales, and there may be a grain of truth at their heart. St George, we know, was a real person, even if his dragon was as genuine as JFK’s alien abductors. It is, therefore, reasonable to assume that other legendary characters may also have had real antecedents.

Some, perhaps, can be considered to be based on a single, historical figure – William Tell is unlikely to be drawn from more, unless the Austrian government had a habit of balancing apples on the heads of small children – others are considered to be composites, a convenient label for a collection of characters who fought the good fight, whether against the invading Saxon horde, or against the tyranny of Norman injustice. In either case the legends persist and develop because they have, at their heart, some great human quality that proves inspirational to future generations. The grime of realism is then washed away by the passage of time, leaving a single kernel of truth wrapped in a nicely sanitised package.

Had Erasmus been pressed for the key to Robin Hood’s legend, he would have said that it was his role as the people’s hero. Without robbing from the rich and giving to the poor, the real Robin would have been of no more interest to the oppressed villagers than any other outlaw – there would be no reason to sing his praises or to stage pageants in his honour. Finding the true Robin less than perfect in this regard was, therefore, something of a shock, and Erasmus could only assume a largely chauvinist society had taken stories of Marian’s deeds and cast them on to an arbitrary contemporary who simply happened to meet the criteria of wearing trousers.

He sighed as he plodded his way through the forest. Even if, in his own time, Marian and her companions were not alive to benefit from the publicity, the slander still seemed unjust. He glanced briefly back over his shoulder in the direction of the abbey, shook his head and turned to his route of travel.

 

Leaving the outlaws had been simple enough: Erasmus hadn’t come out of hiding when John and the others had surrounded Tuck, and they seemed to have completely forgotten about him by the time Tuck deposited Robin in the river and made his escape. As a result, Erasmus was able to slip away into the forest, navigating by the position of the sun, rather than retracing the route the band had followed on their outward trip. The weather was warm and pleasant and, as the autumn sun began to sink in the west, Erasmus began to look around for a place to camp for the night. He needed somewhere concealed enough that he could light a fire without drawing attention to himself, yet open enough that he wouldn’t be at risk of burning down the forest in the process.

As the shadows began to lengthen, the teacher became a little less fussy. His path bisected a small clearing. It probably wasn’t that far from the path Robin’s men were likely to take, but if he didn’t want to be wandering the forest alone in the dark he knew this would have to do. He cleared an area in the centre then collected twigs and small branches from around the forest floor. Once he had a suitable pile, he took a quick look around to make sure he was definitely alone, reached into his pouch and took out a packet of matches.

Erasmus had never been the outdoors type: when forced to go on camping holidays as a child, he had lived in perpetual fear of either letting in the rain by touching the side of the tent or of being woken up by a mole surfacing underneath him. When his parents had bundled him into the scouts, he’d cursed Baden-Powell for founding the organisation. Fortunately, his stay in the group had been short: he’d been ejected for using his skill with knots (one thing he could do) to tie all the tents in the neighbouring guide camp together and lash them to a handy Land Rover. When the scoutmaster had driven off to pick up some supplies, he’d simultaneously removed two-dozen tents and the modesty of a large number of young girls clad in their nightclothes. The guide captain had only been saved from embarrassment by her choice of nightwear, although she was still none too pleased to find herself, wearing nothing more than a flannelette nightgown, exposed to the gaze of several dozen young boys. The experience had been enough to ensure Erasmus never went camping again and he had thus missed out on the school’s orienteering programme, with its lessons in hunting, fishing and lighting fires with stones. He’d never seen the point of this latter skill, anyway: it was easy enough to remember a packet of matches and he was just as likely to lose those as he was the necessary equipment for killing and skinning a rabbit.

Throwing the match on to the fire to burn the evidence of twenty-first-century intrusion, Erasmus looked around him for any sign of something edible.

It was autumn in mediaeval Sherwood and, though this meant the days were still long and bright enough that Erasmus could see, it also meant there appeared to be no sign of any nuts or berries that would have provided him with a simple meal. After half an hour of fruitless searching, Erasmus returned to his camp, threw some more wood on the fire and took out the dagger with which the outlaws had furnished him. It wasn’t a particularly elegant affair: the blade was short and businesslike, the handle rough-hewn and well worn. The weapon had probably been confiscated from a merchant at some point in its career – in an age where sword ownership was as common as car ownership in twenty-first-century England, this was the Fiat of weaponry – a small, functional tool for the first time murderer or the person who needed something to make sure he got from A to B with relative ease and without losing money. As a piece of hunting equipment, however, it looked even to Erasmus’ untrained eye to be somewhat less than ideal: it wasn’t weighted well enough for him to throw and he doubted he could just persuade a rabbit to come close enough to be stabbed.

He looked around for something with which he could improvise a more effective weapon: there were strands of creeper on some of the trees and Erasmus pulled on one experimentally. The creeper didn’t snap, in fact it seemed relatively flexible. He cut himself a length and tried tying a knot in one end. This proving to be fairly simple, the teacher sat down cross-legged in front of his fire and set to work.

 

After ten minutes Erasmus examined the fruit of his labours critically. He had to admit it was a good job: a few knots, a length of creeper and a handful of stones and he had fashioned a bolas. It was crude, certainly, but it was functional and it was only a shame he had absolutely no idea how to use one. Standing clear of the fire, he tried a few experimental swings, then unwrapped the flailing ends from around his own neck and adjusted his stance. Logically speaking there had to be a simple principle involved in the bolas’ use; Erasmus was a scientist, so he should be able to find it. After a few false starts, he found he could swing his creation with a reasonable degree of proficiency. He whirled the weapon around his head, creating a downdraught that whisked the flames of his fire into an energetic frenzy.

It was at this point that Erasmus realised he had a problem: he had no idea how to stop the bolas from spinning without clubbing himself around the back of the head. He pondered on this for a few moments then, as his arm was beginning to ache, he let the weapon go and watched it wrap itself around the nearest tree. He rubbed his sore arm for a moment then disentangled his weapon and examined it thoughtfully. There was another problem, he considered: how the hell did you aim the thing? He might not have been an expert with a bow, but he did at least know roughly how the arrow was supposed to be persuaded to approach its target. This was like trying to walk on a football. It might look dramatic, but if you didn’t know how to steer it you were going to look very stupid. Erasmus looked up into the trees. He couldn’t see any squirrels queuing up to snigger at his efforts. All he could really do, he supposed, was try the weapon – if it didn’t work then he’d just have to go without dinner.

 

The paths through the forest were well trodden by wildlife and it didn’t take very long for Erasmus to find a narrow path strewn with what even his limited woodcraft could identify as fresh rabbit-droppings. Crouching quietly, he glimpsed beneath the bushes to see if there was any sign of the droppings’ originator. Sure enough, he saw a small brown specimen looking at him balefully, its nose twitching nervously. Erasmus returned the rabbit’s gaze with some discomfort. Now that he came to the moment of truth, he wasn’t terribly keen on what he had to do. There was, he realised, a vast difference between preparing meat and persuading its owner to part with it in the first place. He had to eat, though, so he rose slowly to his feet and began to swing the bolas around his head, building up speed until it generated a low humming sound like a fluorescent light whose bulb is about to go.

He closed his eyes and breathed heavily for a moment or two, then something brushed across the back of his legs and startled him into letting go of the weapon. Looking to his right, he saw the rabbit disappearing off into the forest. He shrugged – well that, he supposed, was that. Ahead of him, he could just see his bolas wrapped around a tree branch about twenty feet off the ground. He approached the tree and looked up – there was no way he was climbing up to retrieve it. As he stepped forward, he became aware of something soft and warm pressed against his ankle and, looking down, he saw the recently clubbed body of a dead squirrel. He picked up his kill by the tail and examined it.

‘Sorry old chap,’ he said to the rodent, ‘but it’s a man eat squirrel world.’

 

As the remains of a charred squirrel hung on a makeshift spit over his campfire, Erasmus lay back against a tree and watched the moon coming out over his clearing. Fending for himself had made him think about how much man had changed in such a short time. In eight hundred years, society had gone from one in which people treated hunting and preparing meat as a daily necessity of life, to one where even the average student who flipped burgers for a Saturday job would feel a degree of revulsion if their burgers still came wrapped in leather and with a head attached. The housewives who wouldn’t buy a fish that looked at them would have had no place in the villages of England in the twelfth century – if a woman wasn’t prepared to kill, gut and cook, then she would probably have been burnt as a witch. Perhaps the twenty-first-century squeamishness about killing your own food applied to other things as well, Erasmus considered. Would the apparently bloodthirsty actions of an outlaw in Sherwood be as socially acceptable in their day as, say, wrestling matches were in his?

He sighed and shrugged: there was still a vast difference, even when you looked at it analytically. For a start people rarely died in wrestling or boxing and also there was the fact they were willing participants. Historical slant or not, Erasmus could see no justification for attempting to kill a non-suicidal friar, even if he was living very well of his parishioners. There was also the truth of that statement to be considered: Tuck had seemed genuinely mystified by the accusation and, for Robin to actually be intent on killing the man, he assumed there was more to it than the usual story of Church taxation. Why would Tuck have become some legendary hero as one of Robin’s victims? It just didn’t make sense and, although Erasmus could accept the idea that the legend wouldn’t be entirely accurate, it was that characters with the same names as those in the legend seemed to exist but to completely contradict the legend that he couldn’t understand. Perhaps the legends grew from satirical tales, he considered, but that didn’t seem right either. When you satirised a villain, you didn’t usually make him the hero of the piece.

Whatever the truth of the matter was, Erasmus felt he knew enough and he just wanted to go home. The experience of meeting a legendary hero and finding him to be just a common criminal left a bitter taste in the mouth – although that could have been down to the quality of the ale – and, besides, he could really do with a large pot of tea. With that thought, Erasmus closed his eyes and drifted gently to sleep.

 

It was still dark when Erasmus awoke. The fire had long burnt out and a crescent moon hung in the sky. The teacher looked around the shadows, wondering what had woken him. He held his breath and listened carefully to the sounds of the forest – it all seemed very quiet. Somewhere behind him an owl hooted. Erasmus relaxed, his breath coming out as a slow hiss – he wasn’t used to sleeping outside: almost anything could have disturbed his rest. He was just reaching the conclusion that he was jumping at shadows when he heard a rustling sound coming from somewhere behind him. He turned and hurried to press himself against the nearest tree, his hand going to the hilt of his dagger, but the sound had stopped and all was quiet.

Breathing as quietly as he could, Erasmus peered out into the forest, trying to find the source of the rustling. As he stared into the half-lit depths of the forest, the sound began again and Erasmus caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure moving slowly towards his clearing. He rose to his feet as quietly as he could and drew the dagger from his belt. The figure was heading towards the right-hand side of the tree, so Erasmus sidled slowly round towards the left, placing his feet carefully to avoid making a sound. By the time the figure entered the clearing, Erasmus had worked his way round behind them and, with one swift movement, he pinned the stranger’s arms to their sides and put his dagger to their throat.

‘It’s a dark night to be wandering around the forest on your own,’ he said.

‘I’m not on my own,’ a female voice replied.

For a moment Erasmus expected to feel a knife against his own throat. ‘No?’ he said, trying to keep the fear from his voice.

‘No, m’duck. I’m with you.’

Erasmus relaxed his knife and turned the figure round to face him. As her hood fell away from her face, Erasmus recognised the ravenblack hair and rounded features of Maude.

‘Is that a dagger in your ’and or are you just pleased to see me?’ she said.

‘Both,’ said Erasmus and hugged her gratefully.





Chapter Fourteen

Many years ago or, from Erasmus’ current perspective, in many years time, he had set a class of third years an essay about health and hygiene in the Middle Ages. As expected, twenty-nine of the thirty entries had focused heavily on the plague and many of them had also fallen into the trap of assuming it was also a time of mud and missing teeth. Erasmus had spent the lesson after the exam explaining that, despite the lack of toothpaste, there was also a lack of sugar to cause teeth to rot and that, if you dug up the tarmac, there was just as much mud in the modern world as in the ancient one. Needless to say he had not relied on any of his students’ work as tourist material for his visit and it, therefore, came as no surprise to find the land was not filled with two-toothed peasants obsessed with mud and claiming to be part of an anarcho-syndicalist commune. What did come as a surprise was that many of the men (and nearly all of the women) were clean-shaven. His own hair was sufficiently well groomed that he had no immediate need of a hairdresser, but stubble was proving to be a problem.

‘’Aven’t you done it before?’ said Maude as Erasmus held the edge of his dagger gingerly against his chin.

‘No,’ said Erasmus, trying to avoid undue mouth movement as he spoke. He silently guided the blade up towards his cheekbones, then felt the area he had covered with his fingers: there was no gush of blood, but he still felt quite stubbly.

Maude watched him scratching awkwardly at his face for a few moments, then snatched at the dagger and tested the blade with her thumb. ‘This wouldn’t cut butter,’ she said.

‘I’m not trying to cut butter,’ said Erasmus. ‘I’m trying to have a shave.’

Maude set herself to sharpening the blade on a stone. ‘What do you do in foreign?’ she said.

Erasmus considered this. The concept of an electric razor was probably too difficult to explain. ‘We have special blades,’ he said. ‘They’re safer.’

Maude nodded. ‘It sounds like living in foreign makes a man soft,’ she said. She gripped Erasmus’ chin gently but firmly, turned his face towards her and began to run the dagger over his left cheek. Erasmus didn’t answer – the tip of the blade seemed to come perilously close to his eyes as she scraped.

‘’Ow did you catch the squirrel, by the way?’ said Maude.

‘Bolas,’ said Erasmus, moving only the corner of his mouth.

‘What?’

‘Bolas.’

‘What’s one of those?’

‘Stones held together with rope,’ said Erasmus.

‘Different,’ said Maude, finishing his left cheek and starting on his right. ‘You use those in foreign?’

Erasmus suppressed the urge to shake his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘They used to use them in Greece.’

Maude didn’t pursue the point. ‘’Ow did you end up on your own, anyway?’ she said. ‘Did Robin ’ood leave you ’ere?’

‘No. I left them at Fountains Abbey.’

‘Fountains Abbey? What where they doing there?’

Erasmus waited until Maude had finished his chin and upper lip. ‘Trying to kill a friar,’ he said.

‘A friar? Why?’ Maude examined her handiwork, then handed Erasmus back his dagger.

Erasmus felt his face: Maude had done a good job. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘It just didn’t make sense.’

‘And that’s why you left ’em?’

Erasmus nodded. ‘I found out what I wanted to know,’ he said. ‘Robin Hood isn’t the man I’d heard about.’

‘No?’ Maude looked puzzled. ‘Who is, then?’

Erasmus smiled. ‘That’s not what I meant,’ he said. ‘He is the man, but he’s nothing like the stories I’d heard. He doesn’t seem to care about robbing the rich to feed the poor or anything like that.’

Maude nodded. ‘I did warn you.’

‘I know, but I had to see it for myself.’

‘’E wasn’t always like that you know.’

‘No? What happened?’

Maude shrugged. ‘I don’t really know,’ she said. ‘Perhaps ’e got bored.’

‘I suppose he must have,’ said Erasmus, suddenly feeling very tired.

Maude sat down next to him and put a hand on his knee. ‘What will you do now?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Erasmus. ‘Go home, I suppose.’

Maude looked disappointed. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to stay with me?’ she said. ‘I could make you ’appy.’

‘You’re very kind,’ said Erasmus, ‘but I can’t.’

‘’Ave you got a wife back home?’

Erasmus sighed. ‘No,’ he said.

‘Don’t you like me?’

‘It’s not that. You’re a very attractive woman and, if things were different, then I’d love to…’

‘Get in me britches?’

Erasmus smiled. ‘If you like,’ he said, ‘but I can’t.’

‘Why not?’

Erasmus looked up at the trees then closed his eyes and scratched his head. ‘It’s too dangerous,’ he said. ‘I may have been here too long already.’

‘Dangerous?’ Maude looked utterly confused.

‘I can’t explain. I wish I could, but I can’t. I’ve just got to get back to the castle.’

Maude gave Erasmus a look of astonishment. ‘How can it be more dangerous to sleep with me than to go into Nottingham Castle?’ she said.

Erasmus considered this – it was a fair point. If he’d been talking to any other person he’d have felt no need to be honest, but Maude was… special. There was a part of him wanted to say hang the consequences, let’s explore the inside of those britches together, but he couldn’t run the risk. Telling the truth, however, perhaps that was less of a risk – it wasn’t as if Maude would be able to replicate his work. How much of an impact did his mere presence have on history, anyway?

He looked at Maude’s earnest, open face and sighed. ‘I’ve something important to tell you,’ he began, ‘but you have to promise not to tell anyone else.’

‘Of course,’ said Maude and Erasmus knew he could believe her totally. The woman may have been able to shoot rabbits and Norman knights as casually as he could put a boy in detention, but she seemed utterly without guile.

‘I’m not from foreign,’ he said.

‘No?’

‘No.’

‘Where are you from?’

‘Nottingham.’

‘Nottingham?’ Maude looked at him blankly. ‘You’re not one of the Sheriff’s men, are you?’

Erasmus shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m from Nottingham, but not from this time.’

Maude didn’t reply: she couldn’t make sense of his words – they were English, but they didn’t seem to fit together in that order.

‘You’ve heard of King Arthur, haven’t you?’

Maude nodded. ‘You’re not Merlin, are you?’

Erasmus smiled. ‘No,’ he said, although it was an amusing thought – suppose Merlin was a time traveller like himself. ‘People have been telling stories about King Arthur for hundreds of years,’ he continued, ‘and, over time, stories tend to change. Do you understand?’

‘I think so – is it like when Marian says she ’ates Robin, although ’e was the reason she came to the forest.’

Erasmus’ brow furrowed: he hadn’t known that. ‘Sort of,’ he replied. ‘Imagine she told someone that she liked Robin then, when people talked about it later, someone else said she loved him, then later still people said she’d married him and they’d lived in a house in a big oak tree… ’

‘That’s silly.’

‘Perhaps, but that’s how stories change. Now how would you find out what the truth actually was?’

‘Ask Marian,’ said Maude automatically.

‘But if Marian had died a long time ago, how would you do that?’

‘But then I’d be dead too.’

‘No,’ said Erasmus. ‘I don’t mean you, I mean a hypothetical you.’

‘’Ypo-what?’ said Maude.

Erasmus scratched his head – things were beginning to stray from the point and he didn’t have time for philosophy. ‘Just imagine that you lived hundreds of years from today and you wanted to know about Marian,’ he said.

‘Why would I want to?’

‘It’s like King Arthur – he died a long time ago. How would you find out what really happened then?’

A look of realisation crossed Maude’s face and Erasmus could almost see her thought processes. After a few moments, the realisation changed to the sort of unhappy look Erasmus saw on students who’d just sat down at an exam paper and realised that the one thing they hadn’t revised was worth half the available marks. Maude shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ she said.

‘That’s the point,’ said Erasmus. ‘Most people have no way of ever finding out the truth. Where I come from we tell stories about Robin and Marian living together in Sherwood, robbing the rich and giving to the poor. I wanted to find out the truth so I worked out a way of coming back – back in time.’

Maude struggled to cope with this concept. ‘You’re from… from later on?’ she said.

‘Exactly. I was born in the twentieth century – that’s in about eight hundred years’ time. My time machine is in Nottingham, which is why I have to get back there.’

‘Why can’t you stay?’ said Maude, ‘or at least… you know?’

‘Get in your britches, you mean?’

Maude nodded.

‘It’s hard to explain,’ Erasmus began, ‘but imagine if, originally, you were actually my great-great-great-great grandmother or something like that. If I slept with you then left you, you might not sleep with the man who would give you the child that would eventually give rise to me. I wouldn’t be born.’

‘But you’re ’ere.’

‘I know – but we don’t know what would happen if I was here but hadn’t been born. It could destroy everything for all we know. You don’t have to understand it; you just have to accept it.’

Maude considered this quietly for a moment. ‘Erasmus,’ she said finally.

‘Yes?’

‘What do they say about me in eight ’undred years?’

Erasmus smiled. ‘They say you were the kindest woman the world had ever seen,’ he said.

 

Erasmus felt considerably more relaxed as he and Maude made their way through the forest towards Marian’s camp. He hadn’t realised how much it would mean to be able to tell someone about his achievement, how much he’d wanted to be able to and, even if Maude wasn’t able to understand the enormity of what he had done, she still realised it made the little man with the deep brown eyes far more significant than he had been when he had only been the cute man from foreign.

For the first time since they’d met, Maude seemed genuinely lost for words – she even blushed when Erasmus caught her eye. Being able to take pride in his achievements was, therefore, a double-edged sword, but he couldn’t have simply left Maude without explanation. After all, he told himself, the emotional scars could prevent her from fulfilling whatever role she had to play in history and that could be catastrophic. He wondered what would happen if he prevented his own birth: would he spontaneously cease to exist, or would he just be unable to get home? It was an uncomfortable thought and he tried not to dwell on it – he’d cross that bridge when he came to it, assuming it had been built in his particular version of history.

The journey from Erasmus’ camp to Marian’s was a long one but, unlike Robin and his men, Maude was an able navigator and they made good time. When evening fell, they reached the road from Nottingham and a familiar inn by its side. Erasmus sighed: he’d had very little to drink that day, just some water from a relatively clean brook and he could do with some refreshment, even if it wasn’t tea. Maude, hearing his sigh, looked at him, her eyes glowing with concern.

‘D’you want a drink?’ she said.

Erasmus nodded. ‘Is it safe for us to go in there?’

‘’Course. The Sheriff’s men wouldn’t go in after nightfall.’

‘No?’

‘No. It’s a rough place.’

‘Ah,’ said Erasmus, not entirely reassured. The Sheriff’s men probably weren’t the only threat, after all. He followed Maude into the inn and she led the way to the bar. The barman was wiping a tankard with a piece of old rag: it must have been a purely subconscious action, perhaps caused by a genetic predisposition that all barmen shared, because Erasmus considered it unlikely from the state of the rag that it would render the tankard any cleaner.

‘Evening, miss,’ the barman greeted Maude, placing the tankard down on the bar and looking at her in a businesslike manner. ‘What can I get you?’

‘Wine, m’duck,’ said Maude, ‘and get it from the barrel your dog ’asn’t widdled in.’

If the barman was disturbed by the implied criticism, he showed no sign. He poured Maude a goblet and pushed it across the bar to her.

‘And for you, sir?’ the barman said to Erasmus.

Erasmus glanced at Maude’s wine: it was pinkish and thin in a way that didn’t suggest he’d get tastes of raspberry and sandalwood. Besides, he was more of a white wine person and that was highly unlikely to be on the menu. A part of him was tempted to ask for a rum and coke, but he didn’t want to draw attention to himself.

‘Ale,’ he said simply and the barman complied with a frothing tankard that was more like shaving foam than a drink. Maude paid the man and the two retreated to a table in the corner of the room. There were two men already seated, but they didn’t seem to object to the new arrivals. They sat with their own tankards in their hands and watched without interest.

‘Evening,’ said Erasmus.

‘Arr,’ the first man greeted him in return.

Erasmus turned to Maude. ‘Do you come in here very often?’ he said.

‘Sometimes,’ said Maude. ‘The drink loosens people’s tongues, so we learn a bit.’

Erasmus nodded. ‘You said it was a rough place.’

‘I can take care of myself. Besides, a few ales tend to affect a man’s skill with the sword.’

Erasmus looked around the bar. The room was dimly lit, and smoke from the poorly ventilated fireplace drifted around, giving the general impression of London in the midst of a pea souper. The murky atmosphere did lend privacy to the clientele, however: Erasmus could only make out vague outlines of people and tables, all framed against the dominant black beams of the walls. He watched the shade of a man walking from the bar with a tankard in hand. He appeared to be having some difficulty, limping as if from a recent injury and, recognising his profile, Erasmus gave a start and tapped Maude on the arm.

‘Who’s that over there?’ he hissed, pointing towards the limping shadow.

Maude followed his arm. ‘I don’t know, m’duck,’ she said. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘The way he’s limping, it looks like Deloial.’

‘Deloial.’ Erasmus heard what he thought was an echo. It took him a moment to realise where the sound came from, then he turned to look back at their two companions at the table.

‘Did you say something?’ said Erasmus.

‘Arr?’ said the man.

‘I’m sure one of you said Deloial,’ said Erasmus. ‘Do you know him?’

‘Deloial,’ the taller of the men repeated.

‘Arr,’ said his friend, nodding vigorously.

‘Is that him over there?’

‘Arr.’

‘Great,’ said Erasmus to Maude. ‘If he sees me there’ll be trouble.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, you see the way he’s limping.’

‘Yes.’

‘I shot him in the leg.’

One of the men in the corner began to laugh raucously. Erasmus looked at him sternly and he shut up.

‘I never meant to,’ Erasmus continued, ‘but I overshot the target. I don’t imagine he’d be pleased to see me.’

‘He’s never pleased to see anyone,’ said the man in the corner, talking more to himself than to anyone else.

Erasmus looked at him. ‘What?’ he said.

‘Arr,’ said the man.

‘Look, what’s with all this village yokel act?’ said Erasmus. ‘It’s beginning to get on my nerves.’

The man shrugged. ‘You learn stuff when people think you’re stupid,’ he said. ‘You just told me you shot Deloial in the leg – would you have done if you knew I could say more than “arr”?’

Erasmus considered this. ‘Probably not.’

‘See,’ said the man. ‘Well, we sit here day after day and people come and sit down and talk. They all think we don’t understand a word of what they’re saying, but we hear every word, don’t we Tom?’ He looked to his friend.

‘Arr,’ said his friend then, when the first man looked at him sternly, ‘aye.’

‘Aren’t you running the risk that we’ll tell people it’s just an act?’ said Erasmus.

‘’Course not. If I thought I couldn’t trust you, I’d have stabbed you where you sat,’ said the man, leaning back and revealing a dagger resting on his lap. ‘Besides, we know you’re a goodun’.’

‘How?’

‘Well, Marian wouldn’t have rescued you from Nottingham if you weren’t.’

He fell silent as the barman approached the table. The man was wiping a glass on his apron, which looked if anything grimier than his rag.

‘More drinks, gentlemen?’

‘Arr,’ the two men responded in unison then, once the barman had left them, the tall man leant over to Erasmus confidentially. ‘The barman pays us to spot troublemakers,’ he said. ‘We gets food, ale and a stable to sleep in and, in return, we keep this place safe for decent folks.’

‘Why did you mention Deloial?’

‘He’s not a good sort, that one.’

‘What’s he done?’

‘Nothing I can put my finger on – I’ve never seen him kill anyone, you understand, but he spends a lot of time in here talking to some pretty unsavoury sorts. Those two he’s with today, for example.’

Erasmus peered through the foggy room, but couldn’t even make out the table where Deloial was sitting.

‘Where?’ he said.

‘Arr,’ said the tall man and Erasmus looked up to see the barman had returned. He waited until the man had gone.

‘If he’s paying you, why do you put on the act when he’s around?’ he continued.

‘He takes pity on us dumb yokels. He wouldn’t pay us if he thought we were clever enough to do proper work. No, those two with Deloial, they’re definitely soldiers in disguise.’

‘How can you tell?’

‘It’s the way they carry themselves. Your average soldier’s only comfortable in armour and on a horse – get them in normal stuff and they look uncomfortable, fidgety.’

Erasmus scratched the back of his neck: mediaeval costumes weren’t designed to be comfortable in his opinion. He smiled at the man self-consciously.

‘Don’t worry,’ said the man. ‘I don’t think you’re a soldier.’

‘No?’

‘You haven’t got the build. No, Deloial’s up to something and I wouldn’t be surprised if it had something to do with the tax money.’

‘The tax money?’

‘Local collection’s up at the castle at the moment,’ said the man. ‘The Sheriff intends to send it down to London next week.’

Erasmus nodded. ‘You certainly learn a few things, don’t you?’ he said. ‘Why don’t you use the information yourselves?’

‘Not interested. I’ve got ale to drink and straw to lay in, what else could a man ask for?’

Erasmus could think of a few things, but that was the twenty-first century talking: it was amazing how contented you could be in an age when consumerism hadn’t been invented and the pace of life was so slow that men could live and die without seeing anything change around them. He finished his ale and looked at Maude.

‘Are you ready to go?’ he said.

Maude nodded.

‘We’d best get out of here before Deloial comes past,’ said Erasmus. He turned back to the two yokels. ‘Thanks for the information – do we owe you anything?’

The man shook his head. ‘It’s on the house,’ he said.

 

Erasmus and Maude left quietly and made their way into the forest, heading for Marian’s camp.

‘You’re a bit quiet,’ said Maude.

Erasmus smiled. ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘I was just thinking there are people where I come from who would love to live back in your century. Life’s just so much simpler when you don’t have to worry about your job, or your mortgage or whether your car’s going to get through its MOT.’

Maude nodded agreeably, even though most of Erasmus’ words meant nothing to her. ‘You say people don’t carry weapons?’ she said.

‘No.’

‘What about the soldiers?’

‘We don’t have soldiers on the streets – at least not usually.’

‘So who tells people what to do and takes their food for wars in the future?’

Erasmus considered this. ‘Nobody, I suppose,’ he said eventually. ‘We have laws – things you can’t do – but those are generally supposed to be for everyone’s benefit.’

‘And the food?’

‘Sometimes you get asked if you can spare food for people in other countries, but nobody ever takes it as such.’

‘Think I’d prefer to live in your time.’

Erasmus nodded agreeably. Looked at in those terms, Maude was absolutely right – life might be simpler without the harness of technology, but it was definitely more brutal with the whip of tyranny. In those terms, Browning was probably right.

‘The best is yet to be,’ Erasmus muttered to himself, the words of the poet coming unbidden to his mind.

‘What?’ said Maude.

‘It’s from a poem: “Grow old along with me, the best is yet to be, the last of life for which the first was made.”’

Maude looked at him blankly. ‘Never mind,’ said Erasmus, ‘it was just something that crossed my mind.





Chapter Fifteen

The road to Nottingham seemed shorter on the way to the town than it had on the way out. Perhaps it was the fact that Erasmus felt slightly less of a burden, although Alice still wasn’t particularly pleased to see him, or maybe it was that peculiar phenomenon that makes all return journeys seem shorter. Perhaps it was simply that Erasmus had become fitter over the last couple of days.

Whatever the cause, the walls of the town came into view much sooner than Erasmus expected, and he felt a strange mixture of apprehension and elation flowing through his veins at the sight – elation that he would soon be reunited with his time machine and able to go home; apprehension that getting there would not be quite that simple.

It had been a difficult job to persuade Marian to make an attempt on the tax money. Marian was a cautious type and naturally reasoned it would be safer to intercept the money once it left the town. Things hadn’t been made any easier by Erasmus’ own desire not to tell Marian of his own intentions. His honesty with Maude had paid off, however, and she had eventually managed to convince Marian there would be certain advantages in removing the tax chest from the town during the night – there would be fewer guards for a start – and she had cunningly played on Alice’s interests by stressing the importance of slitting their throats rather than taking them out with a longbow. Finally persuaded, Marian had listened to all the information that the two yokels had provided and had laid her own plans for the venture. Erasmus had paid careful attention to Marian’s explanations of the layout of the town and the castle, trying to work out the optimum time for him to take his own leave.

They reached the town wall, stopping some distance from the gate, and Marian pulled them into the shadows, putting a cautionary finger to her lips to silence them. As they watched, a small group of friars approached the town, their hoods drawn over their heads. The group halted by the gate and Erasmus caught the sounds of a conversation between them and the guards, although he couldn’t make out any of the words. After a few moments the discussion came to an end and the monks continued through the gate and along the road to the castle. Erasmus looked back at Marian, whose eyes had narrowed suspiciously.

Erasmus and Marian exchanged glances. ‘A strange time for a party of monks to arrive, don’t you think?’ she said.

‘The guards seemed happy enough.’

‘The Sheriff’s guards aren’t chosen for their intelligence.’

‘Ah,’ said Erasmus. He watched Marian curiously. She was running her hands over the stones of the town wall, prodding and poking at the mortar that bound them. Eventually, she pulled her hand back and Erasmus saw she was pulling on a string, hidden between two of the stones. She noticed his gaze and smiled.

‘Bell-rope,’ she said.

‘I didn’t hear a bell.’

‘You wouldn’t. The walls are very thick.’

They waited quietly at the base of the wall then, after a few moments, a rope snaked down beside them, stopping just short of the bottom. Marian grasped the rope in her hands and began to walk up the wall. Once she had reached the top, Ethel, Meg and Alice followed in turn and Erasmus craned his neck as he watched them disappear out of sight. He turned back to look at Maude, who smiled reassuringly.

‘You next,’ she said.

Erasmus looked apprehensively at the rope. ‘Life’s one big gym class round here, isn’t it,’ he said.

‘A what?’

‘Never mind,’ said Erasmus and, grasping the rope firmly, began to climb the wall. Perhaps it wasn’t a good time to point out that he was afraid of heights? Keeping his eyes firmly fixed on the top of the wall, he climbed steadily upwards. As he reached the top, Alice held out a hand to help him over. Erasmus hesitated, his response much like that of a man being offered the gun in a round of Russian roulette, then took the proffered hand and stumbled over the parapet. Maude, only a few feet behind him, climbed over without help and began to wind in the rope in a businesslike manner.

Erasmus looked around nervously. The town was in darkness, with only the occasional flickering patch of light where a torch marked out a building of significance. By the light of one of these, Erasmus caught a glimpse of the monks walking slowly, but purposefully toward the castle. He watched them for a moment – there was something familiar about them that he couldn’t quite place – but Maude prodded him in the back as a hint that he couldn’t stand on the wall all night. Ahead of him was a hole in the straw roof of one of the buildings that butted up against the wall and Erasmus, assuming this was where Marian and Alice had already gone, approached it cautiously. The room below was in complete darkness and he hesitated reluctantly before stepping through the hole and, he assumed, into oblivion.

He landed in a heap and took a moment to get his breath back. No bones appeared to be broken – in fact, he had landed on something surprisingly soft. He felt around with his hands and identified the object as a straw bed. Suddenly, he felt something rough slithering alongside his arm and he started in shock, rolling over to avoid what felt like a hairy snake descending on to him. Then Maude landed beside him, holding the coil of rope in her hands, and Erasmus flushed, embarrassed at his nervousness, and felt glad the room was too dark for his face to be visible.

As Maude swivelled round and put her feet on the floor, Alice stood on a table and replaced the roof panel and the room was flooded with light. Erasmus rose to his feet and looked to where their host was lighting the candles that stood in niches around the room. The old woman gave Erasmus a quizzical gaze, but refrained from comment and continued with her labours. Marian gathered the group together in the middle of the room.

‘We aren’t going to be able to come back this way,’ she said. ‘We wouldn’t be able to get the chest through the roof.’

‘We’ll have to go through the gate,’ said Alice. ‘Do you want me to deal with the guards?’

‘Not just yet. We’re going to have to time it just right – if we dispose of the guards at the end of their shift, it wouldn’t give us enough time to get clear. Now, the shifts are two hours long; Molly says the last changeover was just over an hour ago, so you should hear the chapel bells in about an hour. We have to be back at the gate either ten minutes before or at least ten minutes after that. The chest is in the castle strongroom – that’s under the western gatehouse, so we’ll have to deal with the guards there when we arrive.’

‘That’s my job,’ said Alice, with more enthusiasm than Erasmus was really comfortable with.

‘Maude, Alice, Erasmus and I will go up to the castle itself,’ Marian continued. ‘Ethel, Meg, you see if you can find us a cart to take the chest out. Try not to be too obvious about it – people get suspicious of carts moving at night.’

The group left Molly’s house and Ethel and Meg disappeared into the shadows. Erasmus stared into the blackness, but could see no sign of them. Marian and Alice began to hurry towards the castle; Maude grabbed Erasmus’ arm and pulled him along.

‘We don’t want to be seen around Molly’s,’ she said. ‘It’ll get her into trouble.’

‘How did you get to know her?’ Erasmus hissed. ‘I’d have thought most people would be too terrified to help a bunch of outlaws.’

‘She’s Alice’s mum,’ said Maude. ‘She’s more terrified of ’er own daughter than all the Sheriff’s men put together.’

‘She’s afraid of her own daughter?’

‘Well, she knows ’er better than we do.’

 

The gate to the castle bailey seemed surprisingly quiet as the outlaws approached. Erasmus looked at Marian, who was watching the entrance pensively.

‘Problem?’ he whispered.

Marian waved at him to be quiet, then patted Alice on the arm and made a swinging motion towards the left of the gate. Alice nodded and dashed across the street and into the shadow of the buildings on the other side. After a minute or so, Erasmus saw her emerge from the shadows against the wall of the gatehouse and, with her back to the structure, she crept round until she was in the gateway itself. At that point she turned and waved to Marian, who hurried over to join her with Erasmus and Maude in pursuit.

‘Where are the guards?’ Marian hissed.

Alice motioned to the floor of the guardroom, visible through its open door. ‘Someone got to them first,’ she said.

‘Are they dead?’ said Maude.

Alice shook her head. ‘Stunned,’ she said. ‘Do you think I should…’ She made a cutting motion across her throat.

Erasmus was disgusted. ‘Not when they’re already unconscious,’ he said. ‘That’s just unnecessary.’

‘Who rattled your cage?’ Alice hissed.

‘Not now,’ said Marian. ‘Something’s going on here and we’ve got to find out what.’

They made their way through the gatehouse and into the outer bailey, keeping in the shadow of the walls as they went. Once inside the bailey, Erasmus looked up at the castle, which loomed over them with its whitewashed walls seeming to glow in the moonlight.

Erasmus couldn’t help but admire the building, seeing it under such circumstances he could understand how such structures could subjugate the masses by their very presence. If he hadn’t seen cities where the tallest buildings appeared to touch the sky, he certainly would have felt oppressed by the tall keep of a castle. As he ran his eyes down the building, he became aware of a dark shadow standing at the foot of it. He tapped Marian gently on the shoulder and pointed towards it. Her gaze followed his and she nodded grimly.

‘One of those monks,’ she said. ‘I thought they seemed suspicious.’

They made their way towards the keep, using the shadows of the outbuildings to mask their approach as much as possible. It seemed to work and the monk continued to stand quietly by the wall, completely unaware of their presence. As they got closer, however, Erasmus realised it was inevitable that, sooner or later, he was going to spot them. What was a monk doing outside the keep, anyway, he wondered. Presumably it was the monks who had stunned the guards, but why? Why hadn’t he noticed them yet?

He watched the figure shuffle uncomfortably. It appeared to be suffering some discomfort as it stood at its lonely vigil and, as he watched, he caught a glimpse of steel beneath the monk’s habit. Unless monks regularly carried swords, this wasn’t a monk. Suddenly, he became aware of the sound of booted feet behind them and turned to see a squad of soldiers running towards them from the direction of the gatehouse. Seeing no alternative, they ran towards the monk, who drew his sword and waved it pointedly in their direction.

‘Glad you could join us,’ he said. ‘How exactly did you get into the town?’ As he spoke, his hood fell away from his face and Erasmus’ face formed a mask of astonishment.

‘Deloial!’ he gasped.

‘The very same,’ said Deloial then, looking up at the approaching soldiers, ‘These are the outlaws I told you about. Get them.’

The soldiers closed in, swords drawn. Marian drew her own sword and Alice took out a pair of daggers. Maude stepped back and drew her bow, cocking and firing an arrow in one swift movement. Erasmus looked from the fallen man to Maude’s emotionless face, then back at Deloial’s mocking smile. What should he do? Without really thinking about it, he took out his own dagger and rammed it into Deloial’s right leg, then took off and ran around the bailey. One of the soldiers turned as if to pursue him, but his momentary distraction allowed Alice to slit his throat and throw him to the floor. Erasmus charged past the various wooden outbuildings but, as he approached the forge, he skidded to a halt and stared in shock at the outer wall.

The space which, when he’d last seen it, had contained his time machine, was empty. He was stranded.

 

There’s nothing to quite compare with the shock of losing your only means of getting home. When you miss the last bus from Lamberhurst you can shrug it off with the thought that another day will come and with it another bus. Even if you miss the last plane to evacuate civilians from a pending warzone, there’s still a chance you could make it on foot, but when you lose a one-of-a-kind time machine when you’re eight hundred years from home, it’s unlikely you could wait long enough for the next one. Erasmus stared towards the empty wall, but his eyes were focused on some arbitrary point beyond it. He hoped his machine had simply been moved, that it was around somewhere, because he couldn’t see any way he could spend the remainder of his life in the wrong time without having some impact on history.

As he stood in the bailey, he began to experience the feeling that someone was behind him. Putting aside his concerns about getting home and focusing his mind on the difficulties of the here and now, he turned slowly on his heel to find himself faced with a familiar figure. Tall, armoured and muscular with a flushing face and cruel eyes, Gisburne wasn’t an easy man to forget. He waited until Erasmus was facing him, then slowly and purposefully drew his sword. Erasmus looked to his left and his right, the curvature of the castle walls prevented him from seeing whether Marian and the others were still fighting, but the sounds of battle had long since disappeared, so he had to assume they weren’t. He hoped Maude was all right.

He looked past Gisburne to the forge, but there was no smoke emerging from the chimney and Erasmus knew it was unlikely he would be able to engage Gisburne with anything that wasn’t red hot. He took a step backwards towards the wall where his time machine had stood. Gisburne matched his step, maintaining the distance between them and twirling his sword artistically to exercise his wrist.

Erasmus looked over his shoulder at the wall behind him – there was no obvious way he could climb it. He wondered if the guards in the gatehouse were still stunned, or whether they had been replaced. It was a slim chance, but better than running round the bailey with Gisburne until one of them tired. Feinting to the right, Erasmus put Gisburne off his guard, then darted to his left, running clockwise around the bailey at speed. Gisburne, recovering from Erasmus’ trick, charged after him, his breath coming in heavy bursts as he ran. To Erasmus it sounded as if he was being chased by a man with a saw and he almost felt sorry for Gisburne, having to run in so much armour. Dismissing the thought, he charged through the gatehouse and, looking to his right as he ran, he was glad to note that the two guards still lay unconscious on the floor. Unfortunately, Erasmus was distracted enough by the sight that he nearly failed to notice a cart that had been abandoned across the outer door of the gateway. He tried to stop, but his momentum carried him over the cart and on to the road on the other side. He landed on his back, his head banged against one of the wheels, and everything went black.





Chapter Sixteen

‘He’s coming round. Stand back and let him get some air.’

The room swam in Erasmus’ eyes as his brain attempted to resolve the details into something that didn’t look like it was being observed through a fish tank. His head ached, his back ached and there would be no paracetamol for centuries. He groaned as he opened his eyes. It was fairly dark, which helped with the headache, and Erasmus moved gingerly to take in his surroundings.

The room resembled the inside of a large barn, a long, stone affair with a wooden roof and straw on the floor. What little light there was came from torches stuck in sockets around the walls and Erasmus could see through the high, arched windows that it was still night in the outside world. He tried to move and nearly fell over. His arms were chained to the wall behind him and he couldn’t move them more than a few inches. His feet had freedom of movement but, if he was going to leave, he’d rather take all of his limbs with him.

At Erasmus’ first attempt at movement, two men detached themselves from the shadows and approached him. The first Erasmus instantly recognised as Gisburne. Even without his Norman helmet, his face had firmly chiselled lines and his cold blue eyes had a hint of steel about them. The other man was shorter, with a weasel-like countenance and small, piggy eyes. Unlike those of Gisburne, however, these darted around in a way which suggested intelligence and Erasmus realised he was in the presence of some form of authority. He set his own face into what he hoped was an impassive mask and watched as the man studied him with obvious curiosity.

‘So this is your mysterious nemesis, is it?’ the weasel-man said to Gisburne. ‘He doesn’t look that dangerous to me.’

‘He has some power, my lord,’ said Gisburne. ‘Twice he has managed to escape with his trickery.’

‘From what I was told by the guards, you fell over an anvil.’

‘I was put off my guard, my lord.’

‘Indeed.’ The man turned to address Erasmus. ‘And what powers did you use to put Gisburne off his balance?’

Erasmus considered his answer carefully. He was aware that he was in a very vulnerable position and that angering either man could be a very bad move at this point. ‘I couldn’t give you the answer to that,’ he said, trying to sound as mysterious as possible.

‘Oh, you couldn’t, couldn’t you?’ said the weasel-man. ‘Do you know who I am?’

Erasmus shook his head.

‘I happen to be the High Sheriff of Nottingham and I carry the authority of the King. You’ll answer my questions willingly or you’ll find we have other ways of extracting the information we desire.’

Erasmus considered this. Evidently the Sheriff was more dangerous than Gisburne, so he smiled in what he hoped was a placating manner. ‘I didn’t use any trickery,’ he said. ‘Gisburne fell over the anvil without my help.’

‘Did he indeed? As agile as ever were we, Gisburne?’

‘My lord,’ Gisburne tried to protest, but the Sheriff raised a hand to silence him. He continued to examine Erasmus. ‘And what were you doing in the castle?’

‘Looking for Robin Hood,’ said Erasmus.

The Sheriff flushed slightly. ‘You expected to find Robin Hood in Nottingham Castle?’

This reminded Erasmus that he hadn’t been alone. ‘What happened to Marian and the others?’ he said.

The Sheriff seemed somewhat taken aback by a chained man making demands. ‘They left,’ he said.

‘Safely?’

‘Well, we found five of my men dead on the floor and none of the outlaws, so I have to assume so.’

‘Five!’ Erasmus was impressed despite his misgivings about violence.

‘Yes,’ said the Sheriff. ‘Five soldiers. Oh well, c’est la vie.’

‘Such is life? Five people die and you just write it off as another day.’

The Sheriff looked at him, one eyebrow raised curiously. ‘Vous parlez français? Quand avez-vous appris cela?’ he said.

‘I learnt it as a child, but I’d prefer to stick to English,’ said Erasmus.

‘Well, well – an educated man.’ The Sheriff appeared to be re-evaluating Erasmus, which could be a good thing but, equally, might be fatal.

‘Get him off the wall,’ the Sheriff said to Gisburne. The brute opened his mouth to protest, but the Sheriff’s frown dissuaded him from actually saying anything. Reluctantly, Gisburne approached Erasmus, twisted his arm to gain access to the chains behind him, then slid out the bolt that held them in place. Erasmus rubbed his sore wrists gratefully as his captor beckoned him to join him at a low table in the corner of the room.

‘You interest me strangely,’ said the Sheriff. ‘Why would an educated man be seeking a rogue like Robin Hood?’

‘To learn about him.’

The Sheriff raised a quizzical eyebrow. ‘Do go on.’

‘We have stories about Robin Hood where I come from,’ said Erasmus. ‘Legends, if you will. They tell of a man who robbed from the rich to give to the poor. I wanted to see how true they were.’

‘News takes a time to travel to your part of the world I see.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Robin Hood stopped giving money to the poor a couple of years ago.’

‘He still robs from the rich?’

‘Oh yes, but what he does with that money…’ The Sheriff left the point hanging.

Erasmus’ curiosity was piqued. This was the first time someone had actually come out and said it. Something had changed and the Robin Hood of legend had given way to someone who was altogether more real and much less noble.

The Sheriff appeared to be musing on something, there was a strange glint in his eyes and Erasmus watched him closely. The man was undoubtedly clever, but there was a cruel streak there too. Perhaps that’s what it took to be a man of power under Prince John.

Gisburne, standing uncomfortably at the side of the room, cleared his throat. The Sheriff snapped out of his trance and stared at the man with a look of annoyance.

‘What is it?’ he snapped. Gisburne gestured in Erasmus’ direction and the Sheriff nodded slowly. ‘Oh, very well,’ he groaned and turned back to Erasmus.

‘About two years ago, Gisburne encountered a man answering your description in Sherwood Forest. Was that you?’

‘I don’t know, when was two years ago?’ The words were out of Erasmus’ mouth before his brain had had a chance to vet them. Not for the first time, he had stumbled on the linguistic difficulties of time travel. The Sheriff gave Erasmus a peculiar look, like the kind you’d usually reserve for the insane, whilst Gisburne just looked confused.

‘Sorry,’ said Erasmus. ‘What I meant to say was, I don’t have any real grasp of time – could you refresh my memory a little?’

The Sheriff nodded, but there was still something in his eyes that Erasmus couldn’t quite put his finger on. ‘Would you care to tell the story?’ he said to Gisburne.

Gisburne, sidelined and mystified by the conversation so far, took a moment to realise that the question was directed at him. When the fact registered, he puffed out his already prominent chest as if he were about to begin the solo from some mediaeval opera.

‘About two years ago,’ began Gisburne, and Erasmus was almost disappointed that he spoke rather than sang, ‘I was riding through Sherwood Forest. I’d received a tip from one of our foresters that Robin Hood had a camp near the Newark road and, acting on that information, we were attempting to encircle the camp and flush out the outlaws. I suppose it’s possible that the anticipation of catching that villain distracted me somewhat, but—’

‘Stick to the facts, Gisburne – we don’t want your life story,’ said the Sheriff.

‘My horse was disturbed by a loud noise,’ Gisburne continued, ‘and I was thrown from the saddle. Imagine that, a rider of my stature—’

The Sheriff waved his hand to prompt Gisburne to get on with it.

‘When I stood up I saw what I assumed to be a peasant, approaching me through the undergrowth. You, to be precise.’ Gisburne jabbed a finger in Erasmus’ direction. ‘I gave pursuit, but you disappeared into some kind of wooden box and it vanished into thin air with a noise very similar to the one that startled my horse. Two years later, I found you and that same box in Nottingham Castle—’

‘That will do, Gisburne,’ the Sheriff cut him off. He turned to Erasmus, ‘Is that a good enough reminder?’ he said.

Erasmus nodded and the Sheriff turned back to Gisburne, whose face was flushed with suffused rage. ‘Robin Hood would have hung from the castle walls if it wasn’t for that man,’ the knight snapped, pointing accusingly at Erasmus. ‘I want him tried as an accomplice.’

‘That’s enough, Gisburne,’ said the Sheriff. ‘You can leave us now.’

‘You want me to leave you with that…’ he struggled for a word, ‘… sorcerer?’

‘If he cast a spell would you be able to stop him?’ asked the Sheriff. Gisburne didn’t answer.

‘If he turns me into a frog, I’ll give you a croak,’ the Sheriff reassured him. Less than impressed, Gisburne stormed out of the room. The Sheriff waited quietly until he was gone.

‘He’s a competent soldier, but a little too emotional for statecraft,’ he said to Erasmus once they were alone. ‘Must be all those blows to the head.’

Erasmus nodded. ‘It’s so hard to get the staff,’ he said sympathetically.

‘Anyway,’ the Sheriff continued, ‘Gisburne has been obsessed with that day for the last two years. You see, it defies explanation and, although that’s true for almost anything when your brain is as small as Gisburne’s, he has a particular problem with humiliations that involve…’ the Sheriff waved a hand dismissively ‘… dark forces. Can I offer you a drink?’

Erasmus was taken aback – he felt decidedly uncomfortable with his captor playing the genial host. He managed to request wine, but his brain was whirring as he tried to work out precisely what this weasel-faced man was up to. Did he think Erasmus would help him to capture Robin? He hadn’t been impressed with the outlaw but, if history didn’t say he’d helped with his capture, he’d have to refuse. The Sheriff passed him a goblet of wine which, he was glad to note, appeared somewhat more palatable than that served in the pub.

The Sheriff toyed with his own goblet and paced the width of the room thoughtfully. The wall was hung with a rich curtain and Erasmus couldn’t help noticing it was draped over a number of items which were presumably storage cabinets. Presently, the Sheriff stopped and turned to Erasmus.

‘How did you do it?’ he said.

‘Do what?’

‘Vanish into thin air – or at least appear to.’

Erasmus studied the Sheriff cautiously. There was no trace of humour in his face: his lips described a tight line and his eyes were dark and brooding.

‘You wouldn’t believe me if I said magic, I suppose.’

The Sheriff shook his head. ‘I’m not one of these superstitious peasants,’ he said. ‘I don’t believe in life’s little intangibles.’

‘You believe in God, though?’

‘God? Don’t be preposterous. Why should I believe in God? The bishops don’t. Religion is just a political device with a higher authority that ignores petitions from its subjects.’

‘Then what do you believe in?’

The Sheriff suddenly seemed annoyed. ‘Why?’ he said. ‘So you can tailor your answer to suit my illusions? I believe in things that make sense, but what I want from you is the truth – otherwise I may well let Gisburne send you off to whatever afterlife you believe in.’

Erasmus sighed. He was in a no win situation: clearly, losing his life before he’d even been born couldn’t be good for time, but was it safe to tell the Sheriff the truth? He was an intelligent man, but was it dangerous to give someone the germ of an idea without the understanding of how to use it? Could he tell the Sheriff the basic facts without being expected to give more, or could he bluff his way out of it? It was clear there wasn’t a rational lie he could tell that would explain the facts and the Sheriff had already denied belief in both magic and spirituality.

‘OK,’ he said.

‘Pardon?’

‘Sorry,’ said Erasmus. He hadn’t really thought about it, but he had probably been using hundreds of words that nobody had ever heard over the last few days. ‘I meant all right,’ he corrected himself.

The Sheriff motioned for him to continue.

‘I’m from the future,’ said Erasmus. He waited for the Sheriff to respond, but the man remained silent for several seconds. Was the concept too unlikely, Erasmus wondered. Was the Sheriff considering the appropriate torment for a man who taxed his patience too far? Eventually, the Sheriff turned to the teacher with a new glimmer in his eyes. He didn’t, Erasmus was pleased to note, look angry.

‘The future,’ he said. ‘How very interesting. Are you saying you can make time stand still?’

Erasmus shook his head. ‘No. I can only travel through it.’

‘And what do you use to travel through time? Is it perhaps…’ he paused, ‘… this?’ He pulled aside the rich curtain, revealing one of the protruding lumps as the comfortingly familiar shape of Erasmus’ time travelling privy. Erasmus’ heart skipped a beat as the joy of finding he still had the machine was mixed with the realisation that its true nature had been compromised.

‘Gisburne seemed most obsessed with this,’ the Sheriff continued. ‘He had it dragged in here as proof that you existed and that he hadn’t just fallen off his horse.’

‘That is a little obsessive for something that happened two years ago,’ said Erasmus.

‘Gisburne is very proud of his ability to ride and fight. It makes up for his inability to think. If you took that away from him, he’d be no better than any peasant.’

Erasmus looked his machine over. Nothing appeared to have been tampered with – he didn’t want to ask any questions that might give the Sheriff ideas.

‘Of course,’ the Sheriff continued, ‘if he hadn’t fallen off of his horse, then we’d still have to worry about Robin Hood and his men. You couldn’t tell Gisburne that, though, he has a very black and white view of the world.’

‘What do you mean?’

The Sheriff sipped at his wine then swirled the dregs around in the bottom of his goblet. ‘When Gisburne was tipped off about the outlaw camp, we took a whole group of soldiers into Sherwood. The idea was that they would ride around the area as an unbreakable ring of steel. A siege inside a wooden castle, if you like.’

‘And that was supposed to starve them into submission?’

‘No. The plan was to test their resolve. If they broke out, they’d be cut down. If they didn’t, well, we could have had some footsoldiers brought up from the castle to go in and finish the job.’

‘Tell me,’ said Erasmus. ‘Have you put down a lot of rebellions in the past?’

‘Usually there isn’t the need. Outlaws just tend to stay in the forest and shoot the odd deer. This one had ideas above his station, though. I think I’d had his village burnt down or his family killed, something like that.’

‘You don’t know?!’

‘Well, you know how it is: a few peasants shot here, a couple hanged there, a village burnt somewhere else – it’s very hard to keep track.’

Erasmus fought back the urge to be sick. ‘What went wrong?’ he said.

‘Well, Gisburne fell off his horse and, obviously, the outlaws had been watching. Robin slipped out through the gap and made for my camp. I had a couple of guards, but they weren’t expecting trouble. The first thing I knew was when he burst into my tent, put a dagger to my throat and told me to call off the dogs.’

‘What did you do?’

The Sheriff grinned broadly and tapped his right temple. ‘I used my head,’ he said. ‘You see, the trouble with these people is that they don’t know how this country works. Robbing money from the rich and giving it to the poor is all very well, but what do you suppose the rich people do in response?’

‘Take more from the poor,’ said Erasmus.

‘Precisely. I told him that the poor just get trampled twice as much, that the only way you could break that vicious circle was to make changes on the grand scale. You have to deal with the real problem.’

‘What do you mean?’

The Sheriff looked at Erasmus as if he were an idiot. ‘Prince John, of course,’ he said. ‘Or haven’t you heard of him in this future of yours. People are taxed because Prince John wants the taxes.’

‘So you’ve told Robin Hood to assassinate Prince John?’

The Sheriff shook his head. ‘And cause a civil war? No, of course not. I’ve told him an organised rebellion needs funding and that if he continues to rob from the rich then the money can be kept as a fund for that rebellion.’

‘And you’re going to organise the rebellion?’

The Sheriff laughed coldly. ‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘You’re as foolish as that young idiot. He gives me the money, I keep it safe and, when I choose to retire, I’ll have a large amount of money that nobody can trace.’

‘Won’t he expect the rebellion to happen soon?’

‘Rebellions are expensive things. The more money you have, the better your chance of being successful.’

‘And his men have gone along with all this?’

‘His men don’t know. For some reason, Robin doesn’t seem to want to explain the situation to them and I certainly don’t want them to know. Loose tongues, you understand.’

‘Didn’t they suspect when they weren’t caught?’

‘Outlaws are arrogant. They always assume I keep an army of dolts whose only job is to get shot in the back with an arrow. Unless you shatter that illusion, they’ll continue to believe it.’

‘You let them kill your men.’

The Sheriff shrugged. ‘They’re cheap enough to replace. Well, as long as you retrieve their armour, that is.’

Erasmus simply stared at the Sheriff. Here was a man who was obviously intelligent, who was well placed to make a positive impact on the country and to throw off an oppressive system and what did he do? He butchered the peasants, betrayed his own feudal knights and plotted against his own monarch just to build up a slush fund. If this was a typical mediaeval nobleman, then it was no wonder it took something as dramatic as the plague to break the system.

‘What happens when Robin’s men find out?’ said Erasmus. ‘They’ll want your head on a stick.’

‘Do you take me for an absolute fool?’ the Sheriff snapped, seemingly tired of Erasmus’ questions. ‘I’ve taken out a little insurance policy. At the first sign of rebellion it’ll be the end of Robin Hood and his men.’

‘Deloial!’ said Erasmus. Suddenly it all made sense – he’d wondered why he’d never heard the name.

The Sheriff nodded. ‘Well observed,’ he said. ‘He’s not too happy with you, by the way. He said something about cutting both of your legs off at the knee.’

‘He’ll have to catch me first,’ Erasmus muttered.

‘What?’

Erasmus chose to ignore the question and stay on the offensive. ‘Doesn’t it worry you that the Prince will be annoyed with his tax money going astray?’

‘It’s all very organised. I make sure the number of robberies are limited enough to prevent any outcry and keep the outlaws busy with a few political assassinations on the side.’

‘Like Friar Tuck?’

‘You’ve heard of him, have you? Meddling fool – trying to persuade people to stand up for themselves against oppression and tyranny. What kind of lesson is that coming from a Church that depends on it?’

‘Don’t the other outlaws in Sherwood present a problem?’

‘Marian, you mean?’ The Sheriff smiled.

‘Yes. Surely if her outlaws are continuing to rob the rich and give to the poor, then Prince John’s attentions are going to be firmly focused on you.’

‘Oh yes. I’ve been reasonably tolerant of her little schemes, but breaking in here and taking the tax money is beyond the pale.’

The news that Marian had been successful gave Erasmus a warm feeling, but he suppressed the smile he could feel rising to his lips. ‘Didn’t you plan for the money to be stolen anyway?’ he said.

‘By Robin Hood, yes. Do you suppose that Marian is going to give me the money?’

‘Probably not,’ Erasmus conceded.

The Sheriff drained his goblet and refilled it. ‘No,’ he muttered. ‘It’s about time I put an end to that bunch of whores once and for all.’

Erasmus found the idea of labelling Maude as a whore extremely offensive. ‘I’m afraid I can’t let you do that,’ he said, with a lot more confidence than he felt.

‘You can’t let me?’ The Sheriff looked at him as if he’d just promised the moon on a stick. ‘How will you stop me?’

‘I’ll find a way.’

‘Well, you’d better find it quickly. I’m having you executed tomorrow.’

‘Executed.’

‘Of course – you don’t think I could leave you alive after telling you all this, do you? You have to die. It’s a shame really because, without you, none of this would have ever happened.’

Erasmus shrank back as the realisation sank in. He’d stuck his spoke into the wheel of history and now he was going to die over eight hundred years before he was born in a country where that wheel was, even now, beginning to fly off course towards a future where he might never even have existed.





Chapter Seventeen

It was, Erasmus thought, usually at this point that the master villain, having told the hero all his plans, left him in an easily escapable situation whilst he went off to polish his nails. Unfortunately, the Sheriff had never seen any of the outings of James Bond and seemed unaware of the rules of the game. Not only had he failed to give Erasmus any indication of how he intended to dispose of Marian, he’d left him in the same inescapable dungeon in which he’d found himself several days before.

This time, however, there was no hope of rescue, since none of Marian’s band were imprisoned with him and because, as far as they were concerned, he was now gone from their lives for ever. It was, Erasmus reflected gloomily, something that could easily become true if he couldn’t find a way out.

He looked around the dungeon; the only other prisoner seemed to be the man who talked to the wall. It seemed he must have recently had a tiff with his stony-faced friend, because he was sitting with his back to it and his arms crossed in a purposeful fashion. Erasmus looked up at the ceiling: the trapdoor was roughly placed over the centre of the room so, even if he could have scaled the walls, there was no way he could then reach the trapdoor and escape. The walls themselves were largely formed from the natural rock of the crag on which the castle stood. Here and there, mortared stones filled holes that would originally have led to the warren of caves and tunnels which honeycombed the town. There was nothing obvious that could be used to chisel away at the mortar, either. The only solid items in the dungeon were himself and the madman and Erasmus imagined that, insane as he was, his companion was unlikely to allow the teacher to use him as a tool to gouge at the wall. Erasmus stared at his own feet, noticing in passing how dirty his boots had become, and contemplated his situation.

It had come as a shock when he’d discovered that Robin Hood was corrupt. Deviations from the traditional legend aside, there had been nothing to suggest that the greatest outlaw of them all was working hand in gauntlet with his arch-enemy. That Deloial was corrupt in some way he had suspected, but then he’d never liked the man. You could never trust the quiet ones – a lesson Erasmus had learnt from numerous physics classes through the years. It did explain Marian’s attitude to Robin, though: if she’d come to Sherwood to join with the outlaw then found he was actually working for the Sheriff, then it was bound to shatter her illusions to some extent. It spoke volumes for her character that she had taken up the gauntlet herself, rather than retreating into a life of cynicism or denial.

The most upsetting thing was that the Sheriff was right: history showed, or had shown – it wasn’t going the same way at the moment – that Robin’s impact on mediaeval England was minimal. It had taken a plague that wiped out a large part of the population of England and a rebellion that grew out of it to break the King’s monopoly on power and to mark the beginning of the end of serfdom. Even after that point, it had simply drawn the battle lines for an even bigger rebellion several centuries later. If the historical impact of Robin was so small, then perhaps a change to history didn’t matter.

Erasmus shook his head – no, Robin might not have made a difference in himself, but without his legend there would have been no Peasants’ Revolt in the fourteenth century, no civil war in the seventeenth and no suffrage movement in the nineteenth and twentieth. People needed heroes – they needed something to cling to and aspire to. The question was, how could he fix the problem? He couldn’t go back to where he’d broken history and make sure that things went the right way second time (or rather third time) around: simply turning up had thrown Gisburne’s horse, so there was no telling what turning up twice in the same place could do. Could he go back home and stop himself from making the journey? No, probably not: if he hadn’t made the journey, then he couldn’t possibly come back and warn himself not to make it. Erasmus wasn’t entirely sure what would happen if you hit a paradox in time, but he didn’t want to be the person to find out.

It was clear that what he had to do was to try to mend history so that it more or less ran along the right lines. That way, legend would only remember the good times and the influence of Robin would remain for future generations. Which brought him back to escaping from the dungeon: clearly any plan to save history by making Robin back into a hero would be seriously jeopardised by the death of the only man who could make it happen. He looked around the dungeon again – there was still nothing obvious he could do. The madman seemed to have moved: Erasmus couldn’t see him at the moment. He studied the shadows but, curiously, the man seemed to have vanished into thin air. Moving across the room to the place he had seen him last, Erasmus found vast amounts of straw, neatly piled against the wall. He prodded at it, expecting to find the madman hiding underneath, but there was nothing but straw.

 

Cautiously, he moved some of the material to one side and there beneath it was a pile of stones, carefully arranged to take up the minimum amount of space. To the left of them, to Erasmus’ amazement, was an irregular hole, just big enough for a man to crawl through into the tunnel beyond.

 

Despite his youth, Erasmus was in some ways a child of the old school. Brought up on a diet of classic children’s fiction, he had memories filled with stories where small groups of children found themselves in secret passages and mysterious labyrinths which, oddly enough, no adult ever seemed aware of. The shame of it was that, like many a child of his reading habits, his first visit to a stately home had been slightly disappointing. There were, he found, no mysterious foggy moors, no heavy wooden panels which, when pressed, revealed an ancient brick tunnel leading to a secret quay, and the simple act of removing a book didn’t cause an ornate bookcase to swing around on some well-oiled, totally invisible, mechanism and transport him into a hidden room. There were underground passages, of course – some castles were built with a siege mentality and had links between defensive areas – but, more often than not, the only notable passageways were means for food to make its way from the kitchen to the dining room without, shudder at the thought, one of the guests having to catch sight of a servant. Erasmus was, therefore, thrilled about the secret passage in a way that made him feel he ought to be wearing short trousers and carrying an old torch.

The excitement of the discovery first began to lose its shine after a hundred yards or so. The lack of short trousers wasn’t a particular handicap, but the lack of light definitely was. The tunnel being carved by the passage of ancient streams through the rock itself, there seemed no practical reason why it should be straight or, in fact, even tall enough for a man to crawl through comfortably. The only reason Erasmus persisted, despite frequently knocking his head on the tunnel roof, was that the tunnel had to be passable for the madman to have disappeared down it. There was always the possibility he’d taken a different branch of the passage, which frequently forked or joined with other routes through the rock, but Erasmus tried to put this somewhat depressing thought from his mind.

As he bumped his head on the ceiling for the umpteenth time and suppressed the urge to swear, he consoled himself with the fact he was making some distance between himself and the dungeon, and that he should be prepared to live with a few bumps and bruises if it meant avoiding a worse injury later on.

After half an hour or so of crawling along on his belly, Erasmus was grateful to find the tunnel began to increase in height and, a few minutes later, it widened into some kind of natural chamber. Erasmus took advantage of the space to stretch and to flex tired muscles and rub his various aches. He was still engulfed in near-total darkness and he had to grope ahead of himself to find where the tunnel left his cavern.

He wondered how far he had come: he’d been making fairly steady progress and it had been downhill all the way, but he had absolutely no idea how high the castle rock was, or where the caves came out. He wondered briefly whether he was likely to emerge outside of the town entirely, but this seemed an unlikely possibility since, if he could get out of the town through the tunnel, then someone else could quite easily get in. In his own time, some of the caves were open to the public, but he knew these were just a fraction of the total number and, besides, he hadn’t been round them for years and had never really paid much attention to the layout.

After a short rest, Erasmus decided he should press on. There was no telling if his escape would have been discovered by now and, although a well-built soldier would have considerable difficulty in following him down the passage, it was quite possible they’d know where the other end was. Every moment he wasted increased the chance of an ambush where he eventually came out. Reluctantly, he bent down and prepared to crawl onwards, but he was startled to find something crawling through in the other direction. The creature jumped at his touch and Erasmus pulled back rapidly and pressed himself against the opposite wall.

‘Who are you?’ said Erasmus, hoping the creature was at least human. He didn’t want to think about what else could be lurking in these tunnels.

‘Mumble, mumble, wall, mumble, mumble,’ came a reedy man’s voice in reply and Erasmus realised this was the madman from the dungeon, presumably returning to his prison.

‘Why are you going back?’

‘Mumble, mumble, home, mumble, mumble.’

‘You think that pit is your home?’ Erasmus was astounded.

‘Mumble, mumble, wall, mumble, mumble, friend.’

Erasmus couldn’t make this out at all, but it was obvious the man had been incarcerated for so long he had been driven beyond the point of insanity. Clearly, he didn’t know he had ever had another life. A thought occurred to the teacher and he squinted through the darkness, trying to make eye contact with the madman.

‘Do you come down here often?’ he said.

‘Mumble, mumble, food, mumble, mumble.’

‘Someone feeds you?’ There was a mumble with an affirmative sounding tone, so Erasmus took this as a yes. ‘Who?’ he asked.

The reply was utterly unintelligible and Erasmus decided not to pursue the matter – after all, even if the man could name the mysterious provider of food, the name was unlikely to mean anything to him. Presumably, when the man had first made his way down the tunnel, someone at the other end had taken pity on him. Perhaps they too had failed to understand his lack of desire to escape, or they didn’t know he had come from the dungeon.

A nagging thought occurred to Erasmus. ‘Have the soldiers ever realised you’ve been out?’ he said. The man grunted, a sound which Erasmus took to mean he didn’t understand. ‘Soldiers,’ said Erasmus. ‘Men with swords.’

Although it was dark, Erasmus could sense the man begin to tremble at the mention of swords. Perhaps he had been badly mistreated on his arrival and the emotional scars had led to his decline. Seeing he wasn’t going to be able to get any useful information from the man, Erasmus reached out for him and patted him on the shoulder in what he hoped was a reassuring way.

‘I’m going to go now,’ he said. ‘You can come too if you want. I’ll protect you from those nasty soldiers with their nasty swords.’

At the mention of swords, the man pushed past Erasmus and scrabbled up the passage back toward the dungeon. Erasmus listened to his retreat for a few moments then, with a sigh that seemed to say everything about the state of feudal England, he bent down and resumed his crawl toward freedom.

 

The last five minutes of the journey were probably the longest of Erasmus’ life. Despite the slightly more roomy nature of the lower tunnel, the journey was no bed of roses. In fact, by the smell, Erasmus was of the opinion it was a public toilet. The continuous drip-drip-drip sound also made him feel a distinct urge to make a contribution himself. It wasn’t a pleasant feeling and only the knowledge that he wouldn’t have another change of clothes for over three-quarters of a millennium kept his bladder in check. As he screwed up his nose, tried to ignore the noise and crawled ever onwards, he mused on the fact that human beings seemed so trained to respond to sounds and smells. It didn’t make a lot of sense: he hadn’t had a drop to drink for over three hours and yet his bladder, acting on information received by his ears, felt an overpowering desire to function, as if to show whatever was dripping he was capable of a far more impressive display. The smell response, now that made sense: humans, for all their intellectual advances, were still animals and the sense of smell was a normal mammalian way of identifying food, territory or even sensing fear in an opponent. From the smell of it, either someone was extremely frightened or they were making a huge statement about the land they owned.

As the tunnel roof rose once more, Erasmus scrabbled to his feet and was surprised to see a puddle of light on the floor in front of him. He spent a couple of moments staring at it, allowing his eyes to adjust to the increase in light, then continued onwards, stopping every so often as the light became progressively brighter. After a few minutes he found himself emerging into a cave that was actually open to daylight. In the middle of the cave was a huge pit in which large pieces of fabric seemed to be floating in some kind of solution. The smell was atrocious and Erasmus realised this was a tanning pit, where urine was used to strip material from skins to produce leather. His bladder still on the alert from all the dripping, Erasmus glanced around to make sure he was alone, then relieved himself into the pit. After all, a little extra fluid wouldn’t make any difference.

Unsurprisingly, the tannery was not a popular place and Erasmus, relieved in more than one sense, made his way to the front of the cave and looked out to get his bearings. He appeared to be in one of the small streets in the town’s eastern district. The street was empty, but he had no idea what he would encounter beyond it. He clung to the shadows just inside the cave and reviewed the situation. Clearly, he wasn’t a famous face in Nottingham so, as long as he didn’t run into someone who recognised him, he ought to be able to just walk out of the town. He checked his appearance: he appeared a little scuffed, but no more so than any other mediaeval serf.

Across the street was a horse trough; Erasmus crossed over and took the liberty of washing his face and hands. His hair felt itchy and unwashed, but he refrained from dealing with that, reasoning that a man who looked as if he’d recently been doused would be more likely to attract attention. Now was the moment of truth: he took a few deep breaths and walked, as naturally as he could with his aching limbs, towards the end of the street.

 

It is one of the great ironies of the human condition that the hardest thing to do is to appear to be acting naturally. Acting naturally comes naturally, but the way a person acts under stress is not naturally the same as the way they act when they are relaxed, so it is actually unnatural to act as you would when relaxed when you aren’t. Under such circumstances, muscular control becomes erratic – the limbs either seem stiff and move jerkily, or they flop around like those of a damaged marionette. Walking, something which most humans master before they reach two years of age, becomes a labour as the nervous man attempts to exert control over the way in which the limbs are moved, rather than simply thinking about where he is going and leaving his motor systems to deal with the nitty-gritty. Erasmus’ movements were like those of a giraffe in a straitjacket and it was fortunate that, as he gambolled from shadow to shadow, there was nobody observing his progress.

By the time he reached the corner of the street, Erasmus had more or less straightened out his movements and he peered around the corner to get the lay of the land. To his left, the road snaked up the hill towards the castle gate, to his right it ran down at a gentler gradient towards the town wall. The town gate was guarded, but he knew the only guards who’d actually seen him were the ones Marian’s band had left strewn on the floor of the bailey. Walking at a comfortable pace, his posture somewhere between confident escapee and subservient peon, Erasmus made his way towards the town gate. Yards from freedom, a sight caused him to dive into a side street, where he leant on a wall, breathing heavily.

Spying round the corner, he confirmed his first observation: entering the town on horseback was the familiar form of Guy of Gisburne, riding his great white horse with a confidence which made it seem as if he’d learnt to ride before he could walk. As he rode through the gate, Gisburne stopped to engage the guards in conversation and Erasmus, allowing years of self-restraint to slip slightly, swore under his breath. He’d have to wait until the knight moved on.

For a man of so little intelligence, Gisburne certainly seemed able to spin out a conversation and Erasmus maintained his vigil for at least twenty minutes before he saw the knight adjusting his position in his saddle in a way that seemed to signify the conversation was at an end. The teacher ducked into an alley between two houses and watched the junction from the shadows. Presently, Gisburne rode past at a leisurely pace and Erasmus estimated he probably ought to allow a few minutes for the knight to reach the castle gate.

The seconds seemed to drag past and it was just as Erasmus was straightening up and preparing to move on that he heard the strains of a commotion coming from the direction of the castle. It was a voice, yelling with all the energy of a town crier on amphetamines, and as it grew nearer, Erasmus strained to hear the words.

‘A prisoner’s escaped! A prisoner’s escaped!’

‘Damn,’ Erasmus muttered under his breath. Now the gate wasn’t an option. He watched as Gisburne rode back towards the town gate with considerably more urgency than he had ridden away from it. He’d probably check whether the guards had let anyone out, find that they hadn’t, then organise a search of the town. There wouldn’t be anywhere to hide and, if they’d worked out how he’d escaped the dungeon, they’d make sure there was no repeat performance – assuming they didn’t just advance his execution. Erasmus racked his brains for a solution then it hit him – he could call on Molly.

By daylight, Molly’s house was a ramshackle affair: the daub walls were cracked and peeling and the wooden beams were swollen from the effects of too many wet summers. The door was held on its hinges in a way that seemed to show a lack of enthusiasm for falling off, rather than a grim determination to stay in place. Erasmus knocked on it as heavily as he considered safe and, receiving no answer, he pushed it open and stepped inside.

Coming in from the daylit street, the inside of Molly’s house seemed darker than he remembered. Erasmus stumbled around by the faint illumination of the wall torches, looking for any sign of the old woman. Finding none, he made his way over to the bed and looked up at the roof. If he squinted, he could just make out the telltale glint of daylight that framed the removable panel. Stepping gingerly on to the bed, Erasmus stretched up towards the roof and began to finger at the panel…

‘Burglar!’ The voice gave Erasmus a fright and he lost his balance and fell heavily on to the bed. More accurately, he fell heavily on to the figure of Molly who was lying under the sheets.

‘Rape!’ Molly screamed, apparently having decided that Erasmus wasn’t here to steal the family silver.

‘Shh,’ said Erasmus, extricating himself from the panicking woman and pulling the sheets away from her face. ‘It’s me, Erasmus.’

‘Murder!’ Molly yelled. ‘Burglary! Rape! Mmmm…’ Erasmus clamped a hand over Molly’s mouth, cutting her off mid-scream, and listened intently. He couldn’t hear anything that showed the woman’s screams had been heard. Putting a finger to his lips, he released his hand from Molly’s mouth. Molly watched as he moved his hand slowly to his side.

‘Ra—’ she began and Erasmus muffled her with lightning speed.

‘Look,’ he said, ‘it’s me, Erasmus. I’ve been here before. Do you remember? With Marian?’

The woman’s face showed no sign she recognised him and Erasmus paused, his hand still over her mouth, and considered the situation. He could stay here until the heat was off, but he’d have no way of knowing when that was. Alternatively, he could gag Molly and make his escape through the roof. Molly had her own ideas, however, and she bit Erasmus’ palm with some vigour, causing him to utter a scream of his own. He pulled his hand away and examined the palm – there was blood on it.

‘Rape! Murder! Burglary!’ Molly began again and Erasmus heard the unmistakeable sound of horse’s hooves approaching. Realising he had no time to go over the wall, he looked around for another avenue of escape. There was only one door and the wattle and daub walls at the sides of the house had no windows. Feeling he was rapidly running out of options, Erasmus shoulder-charged one of the side walls, crashing through into the next house along just as Gisburne entered Molly’s house through the front door.

He found himself in a house very similar to Molly’s, with a simple bed, table and a cooking pot suspended over a hearth. Fortunately, the residents were currently elsewhere and Erasmus was able to pick himself up and dust himself off without the interruption of screaming peasants. As he looked around him, he noticed Gisburne staring at him through the hole in the wall. The two men exchanged glances for a moment, neither making a move as they did so, then – the moment over – Gisburne began to pull his armoured bulk through the wall, enlarging the hole as he did so.

Wasting no time, Erasmus charged out of the front door and began to run towards the town gate. Twenty seconds later, Gisburne emerged from Molly’s house and, without bothering to remount his horse, gave pursuit. The gate was only yards ahead and the two guards were standing around chatting casually. Erasmus knew that, if he ran fast enough, he could get through the gatehouse before they knew what was going on. Unfortunately, Gisburne realised this too.

‘Stop him!’ Gisburne yelled. The guards looked up and noticed Erasmus bearing down on them at a brisk pace. They drew their swords and took up a defensive stance. Seeing no other option, Erasmus turned to the right and began to run back up the road to the castle. As Gisburne passed them, the guards joined in the pursuit and the sound of three armoured men echoed around the streets. There was such a commotion that people came out of the tavern to watch. Erasmus nodded a greeting as he puffed past them – the peasants didn’t greet him in return, but simply stared, their tankards in their hands as he made his way up the hill towards the castle.

It was more or less at this point that Erasmus realised a plan of some description might be useful. He was being pursued by three armoured men: they were probably fitter than he was, but their armour would prove something of a burden if the pursuit ran for any length of time. So far, so good. Unfortunately, the pursuit was taking place in a town with a castle, which undoubtedly held a garrison of such men and, even if the soldiers were so stupid as to chase him three at a time whilst their companions rested, it was unlikely Erasmus could outrun them for ever. What he needed was a way to escape from them where their armour would be a disadvantage, but their numbers wouldn’t counter it. Without really thinking about it, Erasmus turned into the side street with the tanning cave. His pace had slowed from his initial sprint to a jog and he began to get a strong sense of déjà vu.

This time, however, there was no time machine waiting to take him away – he had to fashion a solution from the environment in which he found himself. Pulling up next to the horse trough, he paused to wash his sweating brow. Perhaps it was the cooling effect of the water on his brain, or perhaps just taking the time to rest, but he was then struck by an idea. He pulled on the trough experimentally and found that, with a little effort, he was able to drag it to the centre of the road. He then carefully disguised it with some hay from a bale by the wall and stopped to catch his breath as he admired his handiwork. From the street entrance it looked like an insubstantial pile of hay had been left in the road. At that moment, Gisburne entered the street and Erasmus, feeling a little more confident, began to run gently away from the knight. After a few seconds he heard a combination of crashes and splashes that sounded like an ancient piece of farm agriculture had landed in a millpond. Looking back he saw Gisburne had fallen for his ploy and was now lying stunned in the horse trough.

Behind him, the two guards continued the pursuit, giving a wide berth as they passed the trough. Erasmus ran on, trying to keep just a few yards ahead of his pursuers. As he entered the tanning cave, he was assailed with the unpleasant smell of the urine-filled pit and he almost faltered. Of the two prospects, however, a dousing in urine was considerably better than a light stabbing and he recovered in time to take a running jump across the tanning pit to the other side. The first knight, realising such a jump would be impossible in armour, stopped on the other side of the pit, his arms flailing against the momentum he’d built up. Unfortunately, his companion was completely unaware of the situation and, unable to stop in time, he cannoned into the back of the first knight, sending them both crashing into the pit. Leaping backwards to avoid being splashed, Erasmus watched the guards sprawling for a moment, then ran around the pit, past the horse trough and down to the now unguarded town gate. He didn’t stop running until he was safely concealed amongst the trees at the forest’s edge.

As he stopped to gather his breath, Erasmus looked back at the town behind him. Somehow, the high walls, the grim towers and the keep that loomed above them seemed less oppressive now. In a way it was a shame that twelfth-century man seemed to be unable to make that leap of perception – to see that a castle was only as good as the men who guarded it and, in these days at least, that meant the castle was defended by a group of men with the same brain to brawn ratio as the average footballer. How long had civilisation been held back because the animals were running the zoo?





Chapter Eighteen

It was late evening as Erasmus made camp in the outskirts of Sherwood. Buoyed by the confidence his escape had lent him, he managed to fashion a crude sling from his handkerchief and killed himself a rabbit for dinner. Remembering that his knife had last been seen embedded in Deloial’s leg, he hunted around for a flint and then keened its edge in a stream before using it to prepare his prize.

All in all the day had been somewhat of a mixed bag: on the upside he’d found out what was really going on in Sherwood and he’d lived, if not to tell the tale, then at least to muse on it; on the downside, his time machine was in the great hall of the castle and he’d found the fundamental problem with Robin Hood was that he, as a time traveller, had managed to mangle history.

Chewing on a rabbit leg, Erasmus considered the options open to him. Just how flexible was history? He couldn’t prevent the mistake from having been made, but when would he need to act to repair the damage? Could he try to bring Robin round to the fact the Sheriff was duping him? Would that do it? Or perhaps he’d have to break into Nottingham Castle, travel back to a few minutes after his impromptu meeting with Gisburne and arrange a meeting with Robin. All in all, he wasn’t too keen on trying a solution that involved more time travel – not in the first instance, anyway. Until he had the time to work out all the possibilities, he wasn’t going to take the chance of doing even more damage. He could end up with Robin killing the Sheriff and usurping his power or he might kill Gisburne by landing on him Wizard of Oz style, and then what would happen?

The idea of telling Robin the truth, or at least enough that he would stop acting as an unwitting cat’s paw, definitely seemed like the best option. With that thought, Erasmus put a few more twigs on the fire and settled down for a good night’s sleep. He felt he’d earned it.

 

The morning sun was still fresh when Erasmus awoke the next day. His back ached from crawling through caves and his mouth felt so furry he wondered whether he’d remembered to skin the rabbit the previous night. He washed his contact lenses in the stream then cleaned up his camp, trying to make it look as natural as possible. To make doubly sure, he piled some stones neatly around the edge so that anyone who suspected the clearing had been used would think Marian’s band had been there.

Before he left, he took his bearings from the sun, then made his way roughly north by north west through the forest, carefully compensating whenever he had to take a detour around a large tree or an impenetrable clump of bushes. After a few hours, he caught sight of a road running through the trees to his left and he took this to be the Mansfield road, a clear sign he was heading in the right direction. He stopped briefly to lunch on some berries that were ripening on hedges by the roadside but otherwise he kept a steady pace. By mid-afternoon he had reached the log bridge where he had fought his quarterstaff fight with the giant.

He approached the log nervously, not because he was still uncomfortable with the challenge of crossing it – his physical courage was definitely improving – but because he wasn’t sure if there was a family of giants who monitored the bridge, or whether it was a prime spot for ambush dating back to a dispute between three goats and a particularly ugly troll. When nobody challenged him at the bank, he stepped on to the log and began to cross with long, confident strides. After nearly pitching into the raging torrent below, he moderated this and took what he hoped were short, confident strides in order to reach the opposite bank without falling off.

The autumn sun beat down on his back and created glistening rainbows in the haze above the river. If he hadn’t felt like a man with a mission, he probably would have stopped to drink in the beauty of the scene but, as it was, he didn’t feel he had the time, although that, when he considered it, was probably the daftest thought he’d ever had. Was there some magical deadline he had to meet, some point in time beyond which history would become so stretched that its elastic would snap, sending the events he’d learnt as a boy hurtling over the horizon? Should he expect to see King Richard, ransomed early by the Sheriff’s slush fund, tearing over the hills of his native England to strangle his brother John and force him to sign the Magna Carta? Perhaps he would see a squirrel, driven over the edge by Erasmus making a meal from one of his relatives, mastering the principle of the bolas he’d left stuck up a tree, and would return to his own time to find man was the slave of a race of six-foot, gun-slinging rodents with bushy tails and an irritating habit of springing out of dustbins every time someone was insolent enough to eat a cereal bar.

No, Erasmus told himself, get a grip – he knew from experience that squirrels would eat more or less anything. He’d seen them eat pork pies with the same enthusiasm as peanuts. He hopped off the end of the log and scratched the back of his neck thoughtfully. Whether there was a deadline or not, whether he’d already passed it or whether it was yet to come, he had to cast his dice now. If it didn’t work, then he’d think again and try something else – it was all he could do.

 

Erasmus tried his best to make no noise as he approached Robin’s camp. He had no particular desire to meet Deloial again at present, so he thought it would be prudent to find a place to observe the camp and get the lay of the land. A group of bushes afforded him good cover and a view of the path that led into the clearing, so he buried himself within them and watched patiently. He didn’t have long to wait: barely five minutes had passed when Deloial and Robin left the camp together, Deloial hobbling painfully on his wounded leg. Their voices drifted over to Erasmus and he listened with interest.

Robin seemed somewhat agitated. ‘I’m telling you it’s too dangerous,’ he said.

‘You’re not afraid of a group of women, surely?’

‘It’s not that. How would you propose I explain it to the men? Robbing the rich they can cope with, killing the odd political dissident, maybe, but slaughtering women?’

Deloial seemed annoyed at Robin’s attitude. ‘Those women,’ he said the word with obvious distaste, ‘have taken a vitally important tax shipment from under the Sheriff’s nose.’

‘He was expecting it to be taken.’

‘Yes, by us. Not by them.’

‘What does it matter? They’re only going to give it back to the poor. It’s not as if they’re funding their own monarch, is it?’

Deloial didn’t answer immediately: Erasmus imagined he was considering telling Robin a blatant lie and weighing up the consequences. Eventually fear of discovery must have won out and he shook his head.

‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘But you know what’ll happen if there are too many robberies. Prince John won’t wait for ever before he clamps down.’

‘So we wait a little longer,’ said Robin. ‘That’s hardly a problem.’

‘And if they take the money again next time?’

‘They won’t.’

‘How can you be sure?’

‘We’ll be ready next time.’

‘Will you indeed?’ Deloial almost sneered at that point – obviously his faith in Robin and his men wasn’t absolute.

‘Look. If you want to try to retrieve the money, that’s your lookout,’ said Robin, ‘but I don’t want them killed. Do you understand?’

‘Why ever not? Have you got a soft spot for them, just because they’re women?’

Robin seemed uncomfortable with the question, but he responded quickly. ‘Of course not!’ he snapped. ‘I just don’t believe in arbitrary executions.’

Deloial grunted and hobbled away from the camp. Robin stared angrily at the back of his head, one hand fingering his longbow, as if tempted to shoot the man in the back. After a few moments of gloomy reflection, he turned and stormed back into his camp.

Erasmus scratched his forehead. It sounded like the politics of duplicity didn’t agree with Robin. A rabbit scampered past him, making him jump and causing his heart to beat a little faster. He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths to calm himself. When he opened them, he found himself looking at a dagger, lightly pressed to his throat.

‘Look who’s hiding in the bleedin’ bushes, then,’ came an unmistakeable voice from just behind his left ear.

 

Erasmus hadn’t really given much thought to his relations with the other outlaws: his fear of Deloial and his worry about Robin had put them from his mind and he’d almost forgotten about the circumstances under which he’d last seen them. It was a somewhat unpleasant wake-up call to be marched into a ring of sombre faces with a dagger pressed against the small of his back. Erasmus gave a smile he hoped was winsome, but he imagined probably looked more pained.

‘So you’ve come back,’ said Robin, somewhat unnecessarily. ‘Where did you find him, Will?’

‘Skulking in the bushes by the path,’ said Will.

‘Had you been there long?’ said Robin.

‘Long enough,’ said Erasmus. Robin caught his eye and Erasmus could see a trace of worry.

‘Ask him why he abandoned us at Fountains,’ Will snapped, pushing slightly harder with the dagger. Erasmus tried to bend forward slightly so the dagger didn’t actually cut him.

‘Why don’t you ask him yourself, Will?’ said Robin, a certain weariness creeping into his voice.

‘I’d want to see his bleedin’ face.’

‘Well, if you put the dagger down and stood in front of me, you’d be able to,’ said Erasmus, with more confidence than he felt.

‘He’s right,’ said John. ‘He’s not going anywhere. Not yet, least minds.’

Reluctantly, Will put his dagger away and Erasmus relaxed. The outlaw made a big show of walking round the teacher, then brought his face so close Erasmus had to fight not to retch at the odour of stale ale.

‘Why’d you run off like that?’ he snapped.

‘Do you mind?’ said Erasmus. ‘Your breath isn’t very pleasant and I’d find it easier to answer if I could breathe.’

Will stepped back and put his hand on the hilt of his dagger. ‘Are you trying to be funny? Only, I can be funny too. I can cut you in ways that’ll make you laugh until you die.’

Erasmus may not have taught biology, but his knowledge of the subject put Will’s threat in some doubt. He decided not to say so, however, for whilst being cut wouldn’t make him laugh, it wouldn’t do much for his life expectancy either.

‘I left you because I felt it was the right time,’ said Erasmus. ‘I thought I knew what I needed to know.’

‘And now?’ said Robin.

Erasmus purposefully caught Robin’s eye. ‘Now I know a lot more,’ he said. ‘The Sheriff can be a very enlightening man.’

‘You been colluding with that bleedin’ scumbag?’ Will snapped. ‘I want to slit his throat.’

Erasmus was caught off guard by this remark. It wasn’t so much the incongruity of Will wanting to kill the man for whom Robin was working, but the fact the man was capable of using a word like colluding, particularly in a sentence with flawed grammar. Before Will could attempt to extract the information with a dagger, however, Robin put a hand on his arm.

‘I don’t think Erasmus would be stupid enough to come back here unarmed if he was working for the Sheriff,’ he said calmly.

‘No,’ said Erasmus, maintaining his eye contact with Robin, who looked distinctly uncomfortable. ‘I think we probably ought to have a little chat.’

Robin nodded and motioned towards the edge of the clearing. The two men walked quietly away from the other outlaws, who looked after them with curiosity. Robin maintained his silence until he was sure they were out of earshot.

‘You’ve spoken with the Sheriff?’ he said.

‘We’ve exchanged a few words.’

‘And he told you—’

‘About you and Deloial, yes.’

‘And he let you go?’

‘Not exactly let, no.’ Erasmus felt somewhat uncomfortable raising that point: Robin could easily be under orders to kill anyone who escaped from the castle. The outlaw made no move to draw a weapon, however, so Erasmus allowed himself to breathe regularly.

‘Why have you come back here?’ said Robin.

‘To warn you.’

‘Warn me?’

‘Yes. You can’t trust the Sheriff.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean he’s playing you for a fool. He’s not interested in regime change – that’s just something he’s using as an excuse to keep you onside.’

Robin looked perplexed. ‘Who told you that?’

‘He did, of course.’

‘And he let you escape?’

Erasmus was beginning to find this point of view annoying: he had, to his mind, made a very daring and ingenious escape from Nottingham, with only the slightest help and that from a madman. Having it reclassified as someone ‘letting’ him go made it sound a great deal less impressive.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘The Sheriff has no interest in changing the pecking order. He’s as close to the top of the pile as he can actually get without being the King or one of his lackeys. All he wants is money for retirement.’

‘Retirement?’

‘Yes. Stopping work, settling down to grow begonias. You know the kind of thing.’

Robin had a completely blank expression on his face and Erasmus realised the concept of someone retiring from public life or spending part of their life at leisure was an almost alien concept. It might be difficult to earn enough to retire at the age of forty in the twenty-first century, but it wasn’t impossible and it was an aim that many people aspired to – although schoolteachers didn’t tend to be that optimistic unless they entered the lottery every week. In this age, however, even kings tended to go on until they died, which made the Sheriff something of an innovator in employment terms.

‘What would you do if you didn’t go around robbing people?’ said Erasmus, trying to distil things down to simple terms like he had for Maude. It was amazing how simplifying matters for mediaeval minds bore so much similarity to educating twelve-year-olds.

Robin considered the question. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Probably work my land like I used to.’

Erasmus raised his eyes to the trees in exasperation. Above him, a squirrel looked at him sympathetically as if it too bemoaned the stupidity of mankind. ‘What if you didn’t have to work the land?’ he said. ‘If you could pay someone else to do that for you?’

Robin shrugged. ‘I don’t understand.’

Erasmus gave up. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘The Sheriff is using you to get money for him. It doesn’t really matter what he wants with the money, the fact is he’s not going to risk his neck getting rid of Prince John when he leads a pretty good life already. It wouldn’t be sensible.’

‘Then why would he want the money?’

This was, Erasmus realised, going to be an uphill struggle. In a land where luxuries were almost unheard of, certainly by the peasantry, the concept of wanting money seemed to be as alien as wanting a third leg. At least this proved the legend of Robin’s descent from nobility was either a fabrication designed to make the nobles themselves feel like heroes or there had been rather too much inbreeding for Robin’s brain to develop normally. He decided to try a different tack.

‘The Sheriff is planning to kill Marian,’ he said.

‘Why?’

‘You heard Deloial: too many outlaws mean the King’s attentions are liable to turn this way. If Prince John starts poking his nose around here, he’s likely to find out what you and the Sheriff have been up to.’

‘But he wouldn’t kill Marian,’ said Robin. Erasmus noticed a strange balance in the outlaw’s voice – it wasn’t uncertainty, but he definitely didn’t like the idea of Marian being murdered.

‘What if he felt he had to?’

‘I’m sure he’d just take Marian into his confidence – make her part of the plan.’

‘And if Marian objected?’

Robin shrugged. Erasmus looked at the young, careworn face. How old could he be? No older than his mid-twenties, certainly. He must have been outlawed before he was eighteen – forced to take total control of his life at a stage when most modern boys struggled to decide which university to attend. That kind of experience might harden a man, make him able to keep himself alive and fend for himself, but it didn’t strip away all of the naivety of youth. Only bitter experience could do that and that took time Erasmus simply didn’t have. There was only one thing for it: he’d have to speak to Marian and try to make her open Robin’s eyes, although he had no idea how that would work.

‘Look,’ he said to Robin. ‘Just be careful. Don’t tell Deloial about anything I’ve said to you and don’t take everything he says as being true.’

‘I never do,’ said Robin.

Erasmus smiled – obviously Robin wasn’t as poor a judge of character as all that. The Sheriff was a charming man, but there was something about the way he smiled that Erasmus could never have trusted. He’d seen that smile before – usually when he’d turned up late for a sixth-form physics class at the end of their final term. Fortunately for Robin, the Sheriff didn’t have access to a Van de Graaff generator, three feet of cable and a rubber mat.

‘I’ve got to go,’ said Erasmus. ‘I’ll be back when I’ve got proof.’

‘Won’t you stay for a meal?’ said Robin. ‘We’d be interested to hear how you escaped from Nottingham.’

‘Will Deloial be back soon?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘Then it’s best I don’t. He’s not particularly happy with me at the moment and I left my dagger with him last time we met.’

Robin reached a hand into the bush beside him and withdrew a sword. ‘Take this with you,’ he said.

Erasmus took the sword gingerly. ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure I’ll be able to do much with it, but thanks.’

‘Just think of it as a very long dagger,’ said Robin, then he turned and made his way back into the camp.

Erasmus adjusted his grip on the sword and took a practice swing. The momentum of the heavy blade carried it out of his hand and embedded it in a nearby tree root. Shrugging, Erasmus reached into the bush and pulled out another blade. This one was considerably lighter and came in a scabbard. He fastened it to his belt and made his way back to the log bridge. Marian’s camp wasn’t too far away – with any luck he’d reach it before nightfall.





Chapter Nineteen

First appearances can often have a profound influence on your perception of a person. Erasmus’ first experiences of the legendary Robin Hood had been of a less than legendary cutthroat who just happened to bear a name associated with a great historical tradition. After his encounter with the Sheriff, however, he’d been given cause to re-evaluate the man, to shrug off this mental image and replace it with one of a youth who was skilled at arms, had a strong sense of injustice, but was a little too malleable for Erasmus’ liking. True, it spoke of someone who was intensely loyal, probably explaining the allegiance to King Richard in the legends, but it also illustrated how tenuous the balance of history truly was and how it depended utterly on the characters of the key people who lived within it.

If, for example, King Henry VIII had never met Anne Boleyn, England might still be a largely Catholic country; if Cromwell hadn’t been such a disciplined man, the New Model Army would never have been created and Britain would still have been a monarchy and if George III hadn’t been both pompous and insane, who knows what shape the modern world might have taken.

As a historian, Erasmus liked to think in terms of inevitabilities: the Catholic Church had been reformed in many countries without the assistance of a sex-crazed elephant on the throne; military techniques had advanced by necessity in countries without a Cromwell and empires had collapsed and been reborn without the need for a straitjacket. The fine details, though, were what made people what they were: an Englishman who had lived in a country that had been threatened with invasion by Spain in the sixteenth century, or by France in the nineteenth, could hardly have the same island-centred mentality as one that hadn’t seen a significant invasion since the eleventh century, and freedom wouldn’t be such a prized commodity without heroes such as Robin Hood or William Wallace to personify the spirits of their native lands.

If Robin survived as a legend whilst being duped by the Sheriff of Nottingham, then it was likely the Sheriff would be cast as a hero of the upper classes, serving their interests in the same way the fictional Scarlet Pimpernel had served those in the eighteenth century. The idea just didn’t bear thinking of.

 

The way to Marian’s camp wasn’t hard to follow. Maude had deliberately led Erasmus along the prettiest route on the outward journey and it was easy to remember the patches of wild flowers that marked the various twists and turns. As he came nearer to the camp, there were also the telltale piles of stones and neatly tidied leaves that marked the influence of Ethel on the scenery.

Eventually, he reached the densely packed copse of trees itself. He called out for Marian and Maude, preferring to announce himself than to be jumped by Alice, but there was no answer.

He looked up at the sky: it was getting late, so he would have expected them to be at their camp. Quietly, he walked into the clearing, his hand on his sword. The wooden cathedral was empty. The fire pit had been dug over and scuffed so that only someone who knew would see the signs; the kindling had been taken or burnt, leaving only the neatly piled stones as evidence the camp had ever existed.

Erasmus frowned – the camp must have been deliberately abandoned. If there had been soldiers then they wouldn’t have bothered to mask the signs of habitation. Erasmus could only assume Marian had been worried that someone, perhaps himself, would have revealed the location of their camp to the Sheriff’s men and that they had moved to a new location. With Robin not wanting to hear a word said against the Sheriff, finding Marian was Erasmus’ only hope of putting history right. Unfortunately, he didn’t know where to start.

Deciding things would look better after a good night’s sleep, he set about creating a camp for the night. He found himself some kindling and built a fire in the centre of the clearing, using some of Ethel’s stones as a fireguard, then went off to find himself something to eat.

 

History often bypasses the nitty-gritty of day-to-day life: there are many details that are either guessed at or based on the distortions and refinements of oral tradition. As a historian, Erasmus was well versed in the social graces and culinary habits of generations of his ancestors - he knew the basics of how meat was prepared and even had some ideas of how game was hunted. In all his experience, however, he had never encountered any information on people hunting for rabbits with a sword.

That’s not to say it didn’t happen, of course: it was safe to assume that before the days when supply logistics became as important as military tactics, when soldiers had to fend for themselves between battles, a warrior might find himself in a forest with nothing but a sword and an appetite for meat, but soldiers on their return from the Crusades were more interested in recounting their victories over the heathen foes than they were in giving a blow by blow account of how they had taken on a small rabbit in combat and won. Soldiers whose greatest victories were against small furry animals didn’t tend to survive many battles where the opponents were encased in steel and waving dangerous implements around.

As a result, Erasmus had absolutely no idea how one went about it and he eventually resorted to cutting himself a cudgel from a convenient tree. After several unsuccessful bouts, he managed to brain a small specimen – the rabbit equivalent to a poussin by his estimation – and he skinned it with the sword before cooking it over his fire. Despite the hardships of hunting, life in the open air was beginning to agree with him, particularly since he wasn’t forced to end each day with a chorus of ‘Ging Gang Goolie’.

After a pleasant, if rather plain meal – his knowledge of herb lore wasn’t so good he’d risk adding unidentified leaves as condiments – he made himself comfortable and lay watching the tiny particles of flame as they rose above the body of the fire, then faded and drifted away as ash. The real shame of it all was, even if he managed to get back to his own time and found it as he left it, he’d never be able to tell the boys about his first hand experience of the past. Telling a group of teenage boys you had a time machine would be much like handing out live grenades for the end of term festivities – the safety of all those living in the present could hardly be guaranteed. That said, he probably wouldn’t be safe mentioning the matter to other teachers, either: some people had very strong views about the rights and wrongs of history, with none of Erasmus’ strong beliefs in the sanctity of being historically accurate. You couldn’t trust a strong republican like the head of political studies not to assassinate Charles II at the Battle of Worcester or a man with strong provincial views, such as the economics master, not to head off the Darien scheme that had sunk Scotland’s finances and its independence.

Whatever your beliefs, political or spiritual, you had to respect the fact that, had history not happened the way it undoubtedly had, you probably wouldn’t be free to have those beliefs, assuming you existed at all.

It was while Erasmus was wondering on the philosophical matter of whether you could be the same person in two different versions of history that the exertions of the day took their toll and he drifted into sleep. His sleep was dominated by a strange dream about returning to the twenty-first century only to find he was already there. The strangest part was that his alternative self seemed to have entirely the wrong idea about the best way to prepare rabbit.

 

Erasmus awoke when the fingers of sunlight penetrated the green canopy of the camp and played on his face. He rose, stretched, then made his way to the stream, where he washed his face and cleaned his lenses. As he wiped around his mouth, he felt the prickling of stubble against his palm and smiled. He still wasn’t comfortable with the idea of scraping his face with a blade and, since Maude wasn’t hanging around and keeping an eye on a man whom she must have assumed had returned home, he felt he’d have to put up with the unshaven look for the time being. He tried to get a glimpse of his reflection, but the stream ran too quickly and his face appeared distorted by the currents within it. The overall effect was like staring at something Dali would have painted when he had a hangover and Erasmus quickly found this uncomfortable.

After his ablutions, Erasmus cleared up his camp and mused on his strategy. Clearly he had to find Marian, but he couldn’t scour a forest the size of Sherwood and expect to discover her that way. What he needed was information, someone who might know where the outlaws were. There was always the inn, of course, but it was highly unlikely he’d be able to simply walk in and demand information, unless that information was about expert advice on getting your throat slit. That meant he needed something to trade with, preferably money. He considered returning to Robin’s camp and asking for some, but there was always the chance of running into Deloial and, besides, Robin was unlikely to provide him with money for the purposes of proving him wrong. There was nobody else who was likely to help either – which left Erasmus with only one option.

 

The Mansfield road ran through some of the most heavily wooded land in the forest. An unbroken treeline ran along both sides of the road for miles, filtering the sunlight and making the road seem like the path to a grotto. A bank led down from one side of the road and it was here that Erasmus lay, watching and waiting for a rich merchant to pass. There was no point in waylaying a group: Erasmus didn’t cut an impressive enough figure to scare more than one person into giving up their money and he certainly wasn’t under any illusions about being able to ‘handle’ them. Not only that, he had to avoid killing anyone: the historical implications of killing someone had to be kept uppermost in his mind. The aim was simply to threaten.

The sun was high in the sky when Erasmus saw his first potential target. The merchant was obviously nervous, looking from side to side with a haunted look. Erasmus felt a pang of guilt as he drew his sword, but it was one man’s nerves against the whole of history and he knew which side he valued most.

‘Hold,’ said Erasmus, stepping out in front of the man’s horse with his sword outstretched. The merchant reined in his horse and looked at Erasmus nervously, his face as white as a sheet.

There was a silence as Erasmus realised he didn’t know the standard jargon of twelfth-century highwaymen. ‘Stand and deliver,’ he said.

‘What?’ said the merchant, speaking in a heavy accent.

‘Give me all your money.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Your money,’ said Erasmus. ‘Don’t you understand plain English?’

‘I understand English, yes,’ said the merchant. ‘I just don’t understand why I should give you my money. Is there a toll?’

For a moment, Erasmus considered saying yes, but a toll would be unlikely to constitute enough for information in the inn. ‘You’re not from around here, are you?’ he said.

‘No. I’m from Alnwick,’ said the man.

‘Don’t you have brigands in Northumbria?’

‘Well yes, but they don’t tend to demand money; they just kill you and take it.’

‘Had a lot of experience with highway robbery, have we?’

‘Well, not personally, no.’

‘So you haven’t ever been robbed before?’

‘No.’ The man seemed confused.

‘Well round here, we tend to farm merchants,’ said Erasmus. ‘You see, if you just kill a merchant and take all his money then he doesn’t tend to earn any more, whereas if you rob him each time he passes you can earn more over time.’

‘And merchants come back all the time?’

‘Oh yes. We’ve got quite a few regular customers.’

‘Well, if you don’t mind I’m not really interested in joining them, so I’ll be on my way.’ With that the merchant wheeled his horse around Erasmus and galloped down the road. Erasmus watched him go – obviously people weren’t as scared of being robbed as he thought.

The encounter made Erasmus study travellers more carefully as they passed. Obviously nervousness wasn’t in itself an indicator of how likely someone was to capitulate. Perhaps it also came down to the amount of confidence he himself exhibited and Erasmus practised threatening gestures as he waited for the next candidate to come along.

Eventually, he spotted a priest riding along the road, his face a picture of pious dignity as he sat astride his horse in his traveller’s robes and rich ornaments. Erasmus couldn’t believe his luck: all the clergy he had seen so far seemed to ride with at least two guards behind them and to find one riding unaccompanied seemed like a godsend, if that was the appropriate term. He stepped out on to the road, brandishing his sword, causing the priest’s horse to shy nervously and stop just out of Erasmus’ reach. To the teacher’s pleasure, the priest reached inside his robe without prompting and Erasmus watched the priest’s impassive face as he waited for the riches to be handed over.

Thinking back on the event later on, Erasmus wasn’t sure what made him move his attention to the priest’s hand – he had no particular interest in how much money the priest was carrying, as long as it was sufficient for his purposes. Perhaps it was something in the man’s eyes – they were the colour of ice and betrayed no sense of fear or anxiety. Whatever it was, it almost certainly saved Erasmus’ life. When he glanced down from the priest’s face to his hand, he realised it wasn’t a pouch of gold that the man was drawing from his robe, but a primitive pistol crossbow.

Reacting with a speed born of self-preservation, Erasmus ran off the road and dived down the embankment, a crossbow bolt whistling frighteningly close overhead. He landed heavily, but before the priest had a chance to reload, he rose and ran into the undergrowth until he was sure he was out of range, then leant against a tree and caught his breath. His sword was gone - he’d had to throw it aside to prevent himself being impaled during his tumble – and he was no richer now than he had been when he’d started so many hours ago. How the average outlaw survived long enough to become competent escaped him – perhaps the secret was in using a bow, or in being part of a band. Either way, Erasmus didn’t have the option and he’d have to think of another way to part travellers with their money.

Once he was certain he wasn’t being pursued, he returned to the scene of his failure. As expected, the priest had taken his sword – possibly expecting to use it to identify his assailant. He considered fashioning a bolas, but he wasn’t convinced he could aim one quickly or accurately enough to be effective. A trip wire was a possibility, but he knew it was likely to kill the rider’s horse and Erasmus didn’t want to kill man or beast if he could avoid it. No, what was needed was some way of unhorsing his intended victim in a non-fatal manner.

The sun was setting by the time Erasmus was ready to try again. He stood on a branch and watched the road below him, tugging experimentally on his length of creeper to make sure it was strong enough for its purpose. There hadn’t been that much traffic throughout the afternoon and Erasmus was just beginning to consider packing up for the night when the sound of hoof beats drifted down the road from the north.

The rider was travelling at a leisurely pace but, even so, Erasmus had very little time to make sure he was only dealing with one man before he grasped his creeper and launched himself from his branch and across the road. Fighting the urge to perform a Tarzan impression as he leapt, he swung his legs forward and braced himself for impact. His boots made solid contact with the body of the rider and threw him from his saddle and into the road, where he landed heavily and lay, groaning, on the floor. Erasmus landed on a branch on the other side of the road then hopped down and made his way over to his victim. The horse had bolted and left the man lying face down in the dirt.

Erasmus drew the man’s dagger and used it to cut his belt, then took his pouch and checked its contents. There seemed to be three dozen or so coins, all of which were solid gold and, although he wasn’t quite sure what the cost of living was, Erasmus had to assume this was enough wealth to loosen a few tongues at the inn. He was about to stand up and take his leave, when it occurred to him that his victim was lying prone on a darkened stretch of road. If he left him he might be trampled by a horse during the night. Carefully, Erasmus turned the man over and dragged him to the side of the road, laying him under a shady tree. In the half-light, he didn’t pay much attention to the man’s features until a chance ray of moonlight illuminated his pale face.

‘Deloial!’ Erasmus hissed.

At the sound of his name, the man’s eyes snapped open and he looked up into the face of his mortal enemy. ‘You!’ he gasped and made to sit up. Unfortunately, Erasmus hadn’t chosen a very safe place for Deloial to lie and the man’s head connected solidly with a low branch as he tried to rise. Knocked unconscious, he fell on his back – his arm, with the finger still stretched out accusingly, falling limply by his side. Erasmus sighed: he seemed to be fated to make this man’s life a living hell – he just hoped none of his colleagues were descended from the man, otherwise things might get uncomfortable once he got home.

After checking Deloial’s breathing was regular, Erasmus placed the day’s takings in his pouch and rose to his feet. As an afterthought, he also took the man’s dagger and strapped it into his belt before strolling down the road in the direction of the inn. On reflection, he didn’t feel as guilty about robbing a man like Deloial as he would have felt if he had succeeded with his earlier attempts. Men of the cloth may well have made their wealth by exploiting the oppressed mass of the peasantry, but at least you knew where you stood with them. Deloial was such an unpleasant character that Erasmus wouldn’t have been surprised to find he’d murdered his whole family to make his way in the world. The thought didn’t absolve him of guilt entirely, but it perked him up enough to put some of the spring back into his step. Hopefully, a tankard of ale would return the rest.





Chapter Twenty

Public houses are a very English institution. Find an English village, it is said, and you are assured of a church with a warm welcome and a hostelry with an equally warm pint. Why this image is unique to England is unclear, however, since public houses go back to the days when drinking water was tantamount to suicide and, across Europe, the juice of the grape and the grain was universally hailed as the only alternative.

In England this state of affairs remained until the arrival of first gin and then tea, which transformed the English reputation overnight: changing it from a nation of ale-swilling thugs who charged around continental Europe looking for a fight, to one of elitist tea-drinkers who sailed around the world looking for an empire.

It’s fair to say that, though such stereotypes may have some basis in fact, England would not have progressed far if it had done so with most of the populace under the influence. If Henry V had slurred his famous ‘band of brothers’ speech then fallen off his horse, Agincourt would have been a very different story. Had his archers all been suffering from double vision, it is likely far fewer French knights would have fallen, although many more would have been counted. It is, therefore, reasonable to assume the stereotype drunkard applies to only a proportion of the populace and, furthermore, that the most likely place to find those stereotypical people is in one of England’s plentiful supply of pubs.

 

Despite the onset of night, Erasmus didn’t have any difficulty finding the inn. Even before its lights hove into view round the bend in the road, he could hear nerve-racking sounds of smashing wood, clashing steel and yells of pain, anger and general thuggery. It sounded like a rough night at The Feeding of the Five Thousand.

As Erasmus approached the building, he saw the brawling had spilt out on to the road, where two men were lunging at each other drunkenly with longswords. Occasionally, the swords would collide with a resounding clang but, more often than not, the combatants would end up stabbing at the empty air a foot or so to one side of their opposite number.

Erasmus watched the fighting for a moment then looked nervously back along the road, expecting soldiers to arrive at any moment to resolve the matter. Nobody came, of course: in these turbulent times, unrest at a country tavern was usually left to sort itself out and the best the barman could do was to hide away until the worst was over, hoping that the blood stains would wash out of the walls. Erasmus stepped quietly around the brawling masses to the inn door and peered into the murky depths, looking for any sign it was safe to enter.

The scene inside the inn left one in mind of the after-effects of an extremely confined tornado. Up-ended tables lay sprawled around the room like so many giant toast racks, and tankards lay in puddles of their former contents, some still spinning with the force of their impact. In the centre of the room, two burly men were restraining a third – whose hand still held a sword, despite his arms being pinned to his sides – and a red-faced, bearded man was waving his own weapon at him accusingly.

‘I’m asking you one last time,’ said the bearded man slowly and deliberately, ‘did you spill my pint?’

The pinioned man seemed to consider this carefully, looking down at his trapped sword arm, around the room at the scene of total carnage their argument had wrought and finally at the blade swinging within inches of his throat.

‘How about if I just buy you another?’ he said.

The bearded man’s face remained fixed for a moment before breaking into a broad smile. His two companions, taking this as a cue, released their captive’s arms and the bearded man patted him on the back as they made their way to the bar.

‘It was a good fight, wasn’t it?’ the bearded man was saying. ‘The way you sliced that guy’s arm off was pretty impressive.’

‘Yes. I was quite proud of that shot. What about that backhand of yours, though – that was amazing.’

‘Yeah. He won’t be arguing with me again.’

‘What did he actually say to you?’

‘I don’t know. Why, does it matter?’

‘No, not really. Now where’s that barman?’

 

Not wishing to engage in conversation with men who would kill over spilt ale, Erasmus decided to find a place to sit before getting himself a drink. The corner table had somehow escaped the ravages of the brawl and was, as usual, occupied by the two arring peasants, although the shorter of the two was nursing a bleeding lip.

‘Is your friend all right?’ said Erasmus as he joined the men at their table.

‘All he said was arr,’ said the taller man, ‘then that bloke smashed him in the face.’

‘Perhaps it was the way he said it,’ said Erasmus.

‘How many ways can you say arr?’

‘A…arr,’ said his companion through the cloth he was holding to his wound.

‘Oh, I grant you there’s a number of ways, yes.’

‘Arrr.’

‘And they’re new to the inn certainly, but that doesn’t excuse…’

‘Arr.’

‘I know he was already angry, but he didn’t need to…’

‘Arrr.’

‘Look, why are you sticking up for the man? He did split your lip, after all.’

‘Arr.’

‘Well, that’s your prerogative, of course, but I still don’t think…’

‘ARR.’

‘All right, all right.’

The tall man turned to Erasmus. ‘He has very strong opinions on these things,’ he said.

‘It’s not going to do your agreement with the barman much good, is it?’ said Erasmus.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, I thought he paid you to spot troublemakers.’

‘Spotting them’s one thing. We aren’t paid enough to stop them.’

Erasmus nodded in understanding and the tall man scratched his beard. They were both startled by a loud crash and, looking round, they saw a group of men, each with hastily dressed wounds, turning one of the tables back up the right way.

‘They don’t make tables like they used to,’ said the tall man.

‘No?’ said Erasmus.

‘They’re too light. The old tables used to be solid oak – a man could put his back out trying to turn one of those over. These things are just cheap junk.’

Erasmus looked back at the table. It looked solid enough to him: the average pub table in his day would have been so much splintered wood after the kind of treatment these had received. These tables had probably been in continuous use for decades, the patterns of scratches in their surfaces were as much a history of their life as tables as the rings in the wood were a history of the trees they had been before.

‘What brings you back here, anyway?’ The tall man’s question jerked Erasmus back to the here and now and to the reason he had returned to the inn in the first place.

‘I’m after information,’ he said, then winced as another table was turned over with a resounding crash.

‘Expensive stuff, information,’ said the tall man.

‘Arr,’ his friend concurred.

‘I’ve got money,’ said Erasmus, resisting the urge to place the pouch on the table dramatically. Somehow that didn’t seem like a sensible idea.

‘Well, you get some ales in and we’ll talk.’

 

The bar area was relatively clear: the protagonists of the devastation had retreated to a corner with their drinks and were now laughing and joking like lifelong friends as a number of dead bodies were carried past them and through the side door for disposal.

‘Rough night,’ said Erasmus as the barman looked at him with tired eyes.

‘Friday,’ said the barman. ‘What can I get you?’

‘Three ales, please,’ said Erasmus. He placed a gold piece on the bar.

The barman’s eyebrows raised at the sight of gold. ‘You’re not from round here, are you?’ he said. He placed three foaming tankards and a handful of silver coins in front of the teacher.

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Saying please – it’s almost a foreign word in these parts.’

‘I was brought up to be polite. Old habits die hard.’

‘Don’t try saying please to that lot in the corner. You might find they die a lot less hard than you think.’

Erasmus returned to the corner table and placed the ales down in front of the men, then sat down once more. The shorter man, whose lip had now stopped bleeding, grabbed at his ale enthusiastically and drank half of it at a single draught, not even bothering to wipe the foam from his lips after he drank.

‘It’s good for cuts,’ said the tall man, seeing Erasmus’ puzzled expression. ‘Now what kind of information are you after?’

‘I’m trying to find Marian.’

‘Marian, eh? Well can’t say as I knows any Marian. Do you know a Marian?’

This last was directed to the short man. He shook his head. ‘Naa.’

Erasmus placed a couple of gold pieces on the table and slid them over to the tall man, who picked them up and examined them.

‘Mind you,’ he continued, ‘there was a Marian who was part of some outlaw band. I seem to remember some talk of her.’

‘Arr.’

‘Can’t say I rightly remember much of what they said, though.’

Another two gold coins slid across the table and a look of recollection drifted across the tall man’s face like a cloud scudding across a windy sky.

‘She used to have a camp near here, didn’t she?’

‘Arr.’

‘She had to move on, though – the Sheriff wasn’t mighty pleased when she took his tax money. He wanted Robin Hood to take that.’

Erasmus was shocked. ‘You knew about that?!’

‘I might have done.’ A non-committal arr from the short man implied he may well have heard something as well.

‘I’m not paying you for that,’ said Erasmus. ‘I’ve spoken to the Sheriff about it personally.’

‘What did he tell you?’

‘I couldn’t really say.’

A gold coin slid across the table from the tall man to Erasmus. Erasmus took the coin and placed it back in his pouch.

‘I know that Robin Hood is working for the Sheriff,’ said Erasmus. ‘I know that two years ago Robin broke out from a trap and managed to threaten the Sheriff’s life and that—’

The tall man raised a finger to his lips. ‘Not too much,’ he said. ‘You have to make your information worth the money. Tell people too much and they won’t bother paying you next time.’

Erasmus’ brow furrowed in thought. ‘I don’t remember much after that,’ he said. A gold coin sliding across the table persuaded him to tell them about the Sheriff’s deal with Robin and by the time he’d told them he was actually responsible for the whole mess, the balance stood at one gold coin in the tall man’s favour. Erasmus stopped the tall man from sliding this coin over. There was, he realised, no easy way for him to explain what he had done without going into detail – and that he was unprepared to do.

The tall man seemed unperturbed by Erasmus’ refusal; in fact, he clearly saw it as part of the game. ‘All information has its price,’ he said. He took another gold coin from inside the folds of his cloak and placed it with Erasmus’ original coin.

‘Not this information,’ said Erasmus. ‘If I tell you this, I might have to make sure the conversation never took place.’

‘You can trust me to be discreet,’ said the tall man, adding another gold coin to the pile. Erasmus doubted that – it was totally incompatible with there being an exchange rate between gold and words.

‘You don’t understand,’ said Erasmus. ‘It’s not that I won’t tell you. I can’t tell you.’

‘Matters of state,’ the tall man said with interest. He added a number of coins to take the pile up to ten gold coins then slid it towards Erasmus.

Erasmus put his hand on the pile of coins and pushed them back towards the man. He shook his head adamantly. ‘I can’t tell you this. It’s not a matter of state, it’s a matter of the continued existence of life in the way you understand it.’

A complex pattern of emotions played out on the tall man’s face, shifting between confusion, intense curiosity and, finally in response to Erasmus’ fixed stare, resignation. He withdrew the pile of coins to the inner recesses of his cloak and looked at Erasmus critically.

‘You know what you did wrong there, don’t you?’

Erasmus shrugged.

‘You told me there was information to have. Basic rules of information – if you have something to sell, let the buyer know it’s there, but don’t show him what it is. If you have something you don’t want to sell, don’t wave it around.’

Erasmus nodded.

‘Now that’s advice,’ said the tall man, ‘so I’m giving that for free. I’d be grateful if you take that into account in any future dealings. Now, going on from how the Sheriff got into this, what’s he up to now?’

‘Not much,’ said Erasmus.

‘Don’t undersell it.’

‘Well, he might have something in mind,’ said Erasmus, ‘but I couldn’t really say what it was.’

‘Much better.’ A gold coin slid across the table.

‘The Sheriff isn’t happy with Marian’s activities. He sees them as drawing attention to his shire and running the risk of Prince John’s unwanted attentions.’

‘And what does he plan to do about it?’ Another gold coin wended its way Erasmus-ward.

‘He plans to lay a trap of some kind and deal with her once and for all, but I don’t know the details.’ Erasmus said this last forcefully, pushing back the tall man’s third coin.

The man looked at him with interest. ‘You could have made something up,’ he said.

‘If people give out lies instead of information that would devalue information as a commodity.’

‘Good. Very good,’ said the tall man.

‘Arr,’ the small man agreed.

‘Where I come from we have a thing called education,’ said Erasmus. ‘We give information out freely to anyone that asks.’

‘And where do you come from?’

‘I can’t tell you.’

A small pile of gold was ventured and, with a shake of Erasmus’ head, declined. The curiosity in the tall man’s eyes was intense, but Erasmus was resolute. He decided to steer the conversation back to the information he needed.

‘You haven’t told me about Marian,’ he said, sliding a coin across the table.

‘They had to leave their camp,’ said the tall man. ‘The Sheriff was too close to finding it – apparently he has a man on the inside.’

‘I know,’ said Erasmus. The coin was propelled back towards him.

‘Deloial,’ said Erasmus, replying to the implied question. ‘Do you know where Marian can be found?’ he added, sliding the coin over once more.

‘I saw her here recently, but she wouldn’t tell me where her camp was.’

‘I thought you said all information could be traded.’

‘Not when you’ve only got a limited supply of gold and she’s got this year’s tax.’

‘But do you know how I can find her?’

‘I know where she’ll be tomorrow.’

Erasmus slid a coin over and, in return, the tall man slipped him a piece of parchment. Erasmus unrolled the parchment and read it to himself.

 

SO YOU THINK YOU’VE GOT A SHOT?

GRAND ARCHERY CONTEST, NOTTINGHAM, ST LUKE’S DAY

ENTRANCE FREE

GRAND PRIZE – ONE GOLDEN ARROW

WHY NOT CHANCE YOUR ARM?

 

‘She wouldn’t be stupid enough to fall for that,’ said Erasmus. ‘It’s an obvious trap.’

‘Arr,’ said the small man with derision and took another swig of his ale.

‘The prize isn’t worth anything,’ said Erasmus. ‘It’s probably not even real gold.’

‘It’s not the prize,’ said the tall man. ‘It’s the principle. Being a people’s hero isn’t just about bringing justice and stealing taxes, it’s about undermining the authority of the oppressor. If Marian can walk in there, win that arrow and walk out she’ll be the talk of all Nottinghamshire, perhaps more. You want to change the world, you’ve got to be visible.’

‘You think Marian’s going?’

‘Arr,’ said the tall man. Erasmus was puzzled by the sudden reversion to idiocy. He looked up to see the barman standing over them.

‘You done with those tankards?’ said the barman. Erasmus looked down at his – the head was still a mass of froth and, although he hadn’t taken a sip, it didn’t look particularly appetising.

‘Yes,’ he said. He made to pass the tankard over, but before he got his hand to it, the small man swapped it for his own, empty vessel and smiled vacuously at him. The barman took the empty tankards and left them alone.

Once Erasmus was sure he was out of earshot, he pursued his question. ‘Do you think Marian’s going?’ he said.

‘I might,’ said the tall man. Erasmus pushed over another coin.

‘She did say she was going, after all,’ said the tall man. ‘I didn’t realise it was valuable information at the time, or I’d have paid her something for it.’

Erasmus toyed with a coin, twirling it between his finger and thumb. He knew the legend about the golden arrow, of course, but the Robin of legend never seemed to have any kind of deep reason for his actions, he simply did things because he knew the Sheriff would get annoyed. Marian was a different proposition: she was intelligent enough to care about the right approach – would she really risk her neck for a mere trophy and the fame that went with it?

‘Penny for your thoughts.’ The tall man’s remark brought Erasmus back to his current situation. Erasmus shook his head, rolled the coin across the table, telling the men to buy themselves a drink on him, then rose and made his way out to the road. Behind him, the sound of raised voices from another corner of the inn heralded the beginning of a fresh outbreak of inebriate violence and Erasmus strode away down the road, grateful he wouldn’t be in the thick of it.





Chapter Twenty-one

Another day dawned and with it the realisation that Erasmus was beginning to find it difficult to remember how long he’d been away from his own time. The lack of any set routine, coupled with the distinct lack of clocks and calendars, left him with the feeling he had been away for months.

Certainly a lot had changed: back in the twenty-first century he had been a quiet man, who never did so much as say boo to a goose, he’d been a civilised man without a hint of violence and, if not fashionable, he’d at least been well turned out. Now, here he was after a matter of days, having been imprisoned twice and escaped both times, having caused injuries with bow and dagger, having killed small, defenceless animals with a variety of weapons, having robbed a man on a public highway (admittedly the same one he’d stabbed and shot earlier) and having spent time buying information from disreputable vagrants in shady dives and, what was worse, he was still wearing the same clothes he’d set out in all those days ago.

The grime of a violent way of life clung to him like the dust from the road that soiled his skin. He wanted a bath, a cup of tea and a good night’s sleep in a comfortable bed, but what he wanted more was to know that everything was going to be all right.

This last point was, of course, his main bone of contention. The knowledge that Marian was to be embroiled in a trap that, historically, had been intended for Robin was the cause of mixed feelings. On the one hand, he didn’t think Marian would be any more likely to be caught than Robin but, on the other hand, he was no closer to repairing history and setting events in their natural course. If he was to put things right, it would have to be at a definite historical point, like the contest itself. The trouble was that without finding Marian, he could see no way of proving his case to Robin and thus persuading him to enter the contest as history had intended. In a way, he supposed, it was that common headstrong nature that made Marian and Robin the romantic match of legend: a shared bravado, almost an arrogance…

The sudden inspiration hit Erasmus with the force of a well-thrown board rubber. He’d been looking at the matter from entirely the wrong perspective: it wasn’t a question of substituting Robin for Marian – if he could make sure both of them were there, then the Sheriff would provide the necessary proof to open Robin’s eyes. Filled with the enthusiasm a good idea engenders, Erasmus broke camp and made his way through the woods to Robin’s encampment.

Erasmus had spent the night in Marian’s old camp. Apart from the convenience and relative comfort of the place, he had felt it was also safe: Deloial was likely to have been there in search of Marian whilst he was still languishing in Nottingham Castle and, given he hadn’t found her and that Sherwood was a vast forest, he would be aware that Marian had little need to return in the near future.

The way between the two camps was by now a well-trodden path for Erasmus: he walked it with the familiarity of his morning drive to school, allowing his mind to wander whilst his feet sought out the route of their own accord. The miles passed with ease and he soon found himself setting foot on the familiar log bridge and making his way over the river that marked the final stage of his approach.

He was halfway over the bridge when he got the odd feeling he wasn’t alone. Bringing his left foot down so that he was standing firmly on the log, he scanned the trees of the opposite bank for a glint of sunlight on steel or a hint of an arrowhead. He saw none and was just about to continue his crossing, when there was a crashing sound and Deloial emerged from a thicket, drawing his sword as he did so.

The man was still hobbling and, through a rip in his trousers, Erasmus could see that one of his legs were bandaged with cloth. His head was also bound - giving the impression he was wearing some kind of linen skullcap. He looked like he’d escaped from the set of a mummy film before the costume department had had a chance to finish, although the evil glint in his eyes looked as if it wouldn’t need much work in post-production. He approached the bank, toyed with mounting the log then, finding it too painful on his wounded leg, backed off and waited impatiently within arm’s reach of the bank.

‘Come across,’ he said, his voice sounding like he’d swallowed gravel during his encounter with the road.

‘What if I decide not to?’ said Erasmus.

‘I don’t think you have a choice. I know you need to see Robin – the Sheriff told me you would.’

‘And how would he know?’ said Erasmus, wondering how much Deloial had been told.

‘The Sheriff doesn’t need to explain his intelligence to me. I’m his servant, not his master.’

Erasmus considered this. Deloial struck him as the kind of person who would parade what knowledge he had if there were no risk in doing so, and telling someone that you knew they were a time traveller wouldn’t be dangerous in itself. The Sheriff was also likely to be well aware of the limitations of his underlings and probably kept Deloial in the dark as much as he did Gisburne. The problem was that, inasmuch as his need to see Robin, Deloial was perfectly right. There was no way he could just leave and come back another day – the golden arrow was to be contested today and this might be his last good chance to resolve the matter.

He rested his hand gingerly on the hilt of his dagger, wishing he had taken Deloial’s sword instead. Not that it would have helped, of course: Erasmus would have been left with a weapon he couldn’t use and Deloial would have rearmed from Robin’s leafy armoury. Hesitantly, Erasmus took a few steps forward then stopped. Perhaps there was some way to use Deloial’s disabilities against him? He still didn’t want to kill the man – he assumed he had some part on history’s stage – but if he could incapacitate him in some way…

He drew Deloial’s dagger and held it point downwards in his hand, trying to convey the air of a man who’s killed a few rabbits in the last few days and is ready to graduate to larger foe. Continuing this masque of confident behaviour, he walked purposefully along the log and stopped within a foot of the bank. Deloial, who’d been watching in a kind of attentive slouch that took as much pressure off his leg as possible, stood up straight and approached the bank.

The two men sized each other up critically: Erasmus, a tousled, grubby man, barely five foot eight tall in his boots, with a couple of days’ growth of stubble on his chin and a look that wasn’t dissimilar to a frightened rabbit in his dark hazel eyes; Deloial, a limping, bandaged man with cruel, grey eyes, who would have stood at nearly six feet if he hadn’t suffered the daggers and arrows of outrageous fortune at the hands of the man he faced. Erasmus’ blind luck may well appear to be proficiency in another man’s eyes, but Deloial wasn’t entirely a fool.

‘You found out about the golden arrow, I hear,’ he said.

‘Of course,’ said Erasmus. ‘How did you know?’

‘Information can be bought.’

Erasmus nodded and was pleased he had decided not to say too much about his own involvement in the situation.

‘It would have been nice to find out exactly why the Sheriff is so interested in you, but I guess I can wait,’ said Deloial.

‘Wait for what?’

‘Didn’t you know? I’m under orders to bring you in. It has to be alive, I’m told, but there’s no stipulation about being unharmed. Perhaps I’ll extract some information first – find out what our noble Sheriff is so afraid of.’

This was new information to Erasmus and it gave him heart: if Deloial was fighting to capture, rather than kill, his job was considerably harder. He adjusted his grip on the dagger so that the blade pointed upwards and gleamed in the sunlight.

Deloial observed him critically. ‘You really fancy yourself the warrior now, do you?’ he said.

‘I might.’

‘I’ve been a soldier for ten years. I’ve been trained in every form of armed combat known to man. Do you seriously expect to better me in a duel?’

‘I’ve had my moments.’

Deloial adjusted his stance and grimaced at the pain it caused. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Give up now and let me take you in. It’ll be better for you in the long run.’

‘Come and get me,’ said Erasmus and took a step forward. Deloial brought his sword up and lunged forward. Erasmus caught the blow on the edge of his dagger then leant forward, causing the blades to slide along each other. Deloial’s momentum carried him onwards and his blade embedded itself in the log between Erasmus’ legs. Erasmus’ blade, meanwhile, jabbed the wounded soldier in the arm and, starting at the sudden pain, he lost his balance and fell from the riverbank. His flailing arm grasped at Erasmus’ ankle, causing him to lose his balance and tumble, his dagger flying into the river beneath him.

Erasmus caught the log as he fell and clung to it, Deloial in turn hanging from his ankles. For a moment they remained that way, but Deloial was losing blood from the fresh wound in his arm and his grip failed. Erasmus watched him fall into the churning waters, where the current rapidly carried him away from view. For a few moments more, Erasmus hung from the log then he tried, unsuccessfully, to pull himself up – he didn’t really have the upper body strength for gymnastics.

Inching along the log, he reached the bank and climbed that instead. As he reached the top, a shadow fell across him. He looked up, but the glare of the sun cast the man in silhouette and Erasmus couldn’t make out his face. The man leant down, grasped Erasmus’ arm and lifted him bodily over the bank, depositing him safely on the ground. Erasmus took a moment to regain his breath, then rose to his feet.

‘Thanks,’ he said gratefully.

‘No problem, lad,’ said Little John. ‘You seem to have a problem crossing that river, don’t you?’

‘When did you get here?’

‘Just in time, it appears,’ said John, his easy tone showing no evidence he had witnessed the struggle with Deloial. Erasmus looked back at the log and noticed that Deloial’s sword had also fallen into the river, so he decided not to enlighten John as to the true facts of the matter.

‘Is Robin around?’ he said.

 

Robin was cooking venison on a spit when Erasmus and John entered the camp. He seemed surprised to see Erasmus back so soon and even more surprised when he suggested they go off for a chat and the teacher shook his head.

‘It’s all right,’ said Erasmus. ‘I’ve nothing to say that can’t be said with everyone here.’

‘I should bleedin’ hope not,’ said Will. ‘I don’t hold with having secrets from each other.’

‘Absolutely,’ said Much. ‘And while we’re on the subject, Will, what did happen to the money from that merchant you robbed?’

‘I’m not bleedin’ telling you,’ said Will brusquely.

Robin grinned broadly, ruffling Much’s hair as he passed him, then looked at Erasmus uncertainly. ‘What’s your news?’ he said.

Erasmus produced the parchment he’d acquired at the inn from his pouch. ‘It’s today,’ he added.

Robin scanned the notice and looked at Erasmus with a puzzled expression. ‘What’s it got to do with me?’ he said.

‘I’d have thought you’d want to enter.’

‘Why? What use is a golden arrow? It’d be too soft to shoot anything with.’

‘It’s not the prize, it’s the contest. Who’s the greatest archer in Sherwood?’

‘Me, of course.’

‘And who knows?’

‘Everyone.’ Robin looked around his men for support. They all nodded their assent.

‘So what happens if someone else wins an archery contest?’

‘People think they’re good too. So what?’

‘But they still think you’re better?’

‘Of course. They’ve no reason not to.’

‘But why wouldn’t you turn up to a contest that’s in Nottingham, of all places?’

‘I didn’t know about it.’

Erasmus smiled. ‘That’s not what they’d say,’ he said. ‘“Robin’s afraid,” they’ll say. “He knows he’ll be beaten,” they’ll say. Do you want them to say that?’

‘No. Of course not.’

‘You’re not afraid, are you?’

Robin’s scowl was an adequate reply.

Will looked at Erasmus and his eyes narrowed. ‘Why are you telling us this?’ he said. ‘What’s in it for you?’

‘Let’s just say I have a wager riding on the outcome,’ said Erasmus.

John grinned broadly. ‘Are the stakes worth it, lad?’

‘Oh, they’re worth it all right.’

‘Then we’ll want our share,’ said Will.

‘Oh, you’ll benefit,’ said Erasmus. ‘Don’t you worry about that.’

Robin appeared to be considering the matter. His face was drawn in concentration, which gave Erasmus concern. It would be a bad time for the young man to have suddenly outgrown his naivety.

‘Well?’ said Erasmus. ‘Do you fancy hanging a golden arrow in Sherwood?’

Robin’s face melted into a grin. ‘Why not,’ he said. ‘We’ll pop into Nottingham and by tonight the prize will hang from the Major Oak so we can all look… eh… down on its magnificence. Shall we go?’ He strode off purposefully in the direction of the river.

‘Hold on, lad,’ John called out. ‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’

‘Just chuck some water over the fire,’ said Robin. ‘We’ll get a fresh deer when we get back.’

‘Not that,’ said John, motioning for Much to deal with the fire. ‘We can’t just walk into Nottingham, the Sheriff would have us arrested on the spot.’

‘He wouldn’t,’ said Robin. ‘Why would he do that?’

‘Because we’re a bunch of bleedin’ outlaws, that’s why,’ said Will.

‘But with all those people there? He wouldn’t.’

‘He would, lad,’ said John. Erasmus nodded his agreement too.

‘So, what are you saying? We can’t go? What was the point of telling me about this contest if we can’t go?’

‘You could go in disguise,’ said Erasmus. ‘Dressed as old beggars, perhaps.’

‘What would be the point of that? People would think an old beggar was the best archer in Sherwood.’

‘The people would know it was you.’

Robin’s face was a picture of confusion. ‘If they’d think it was me when someone who didn’t look like me won, why wouldn’t they think it was me when somebody else won?’

Erasmus tried to remember how the legend went. ‘You could tell them,’ he said.

‘Then what use would the disguise be?’

‘Not before you win. After you get back. You could fire an arrow with a note attached that read,’ Erasmus paused to recall the line, ‘Yon beggar was none but bold Robin Hood and your arrow now hangs from his oak in Sherwood.’

‘That’s pretty awful,’ said Robin.

John nodded his head in agreement.

‘I wouldn’t wanna be associated with that,’ Will added. ‘Besides, Robin’s right: he could just find out who won, then, if it was some nobleman, send a note saying the nobleman was me, signed Robin Hood. You wouldn’t actually need to turn up.’

Erasmus racked his brains. He hadn’t considered that persuading Robin would prove so difficult. Finally, a thought occurred to him.

‘It wouldn’t work,’ he said.

‘Why not?’ said Robin. ‘People know I’m good at disguise. True, I haven’t really done it for a while, but…’

‘It won’t work, because the person most likely to win is a woman.’

‘A woman!’ Robin gasped.

‘I don’t want no bleedin’ woman going down as the best shot in Sherwood,’ Will snapped. ‘I’d prefer they thought the old beggar won.’

Robin began rummaging around in a hedge and pulling out costumes. He threw clothing to each of them and the outlaws began to hastily slip them over their existing clothes. Erasmus’ outfit turned out to be a simple robe, but one that was several sizes too large and he was forced to put his belt on the outside to keep it from tripping him. Soon, however, the party were suitably disguised and ready to make their way to Nottingham. Robin led them to the Nottingham road, where they ambushed a carter on his way out of the town and, travelling at a comfortable pace, headed toward the town in his cart.

‘There is one other thing,’ said Erasmus as they trundled gently between the leafy boughs, Robin lying on his back and watching them pass.

‘What’s that?’ said Robin.

‘The Sheriff’s got something of mine I’d like to have back.’

‘What’s that then?’ said Will.

‘A kind of cabinet.’

‘A what?’

‘It looks like a privy,’ said Erasmus.

‘What’s so special about a bleedin’ privy?’

‘It only looks like a privy. It’s more of a sort of,’ he struggled for the words, ‘magic box.’

‘Magic?’ said Robin. ‘There’s no such thing.’

‘Don’t you have magic round here?’

‘Of course not. It’s all peasant superstition.’

Erasmus mused on this. ‘Perhaps magic is the wrong word,’ he said. ‘Now, what would you call it. Oh yes… holy.’

‘It’s a holy box?’

‘Blessed by the Almighty himself.’

‘That’s different,’ said Robin. ‘Where’s the Sheriff got it?’





Chapter Twenty-two

It was a novelty for Erasmus to enter Nottingham by the town gates. After his various entrances and exits in recent days, he expected to be arrested on the spot. He drew his cloak so tightly around him that people could have been forgiven for thinking he was suffering from hypothermia, if they had ever heard of it.

The streets of Nottingham were thronged with people: the day had been made a public holiday and the cart passed through scenes of peasants enjoying the sun and making merry with mead and ale. People had woven garlands into the thatched roofs of their houses, making the town look like a giant basket of flowers, and the outer walls of the castle were hung with banners, giving it an impressive look, albeit one slightly more refined than the town without.

They secured the cart in a stabling area outside the castle walls and made their way into the outer bailey on foot. Here a set of lists had been erected and armoured knights were charging each other with blunted lances, the clang of wood on shield adding a deafening punctuation to the hubbub of excited merrymakers.

Erasmus looked around for some sign of Marian, but she wasn’t immediately apparent. As they passed around the bailey, he saw a number of men with longbows: some were restringing them, others testing the tension or sighting along their arms for practice. Towards the western wall there was an open area which had obviously been set up for the tournament. A series of covered seats had been erected as a primitive grandstand against the curtain wall and, opposite this, a line of targets stood on wooden supports. A small party of nuns, looking slightly incongruous with longbows on their backs, were watching with interest as a soldier hammered small marker flags into the turf at the grandstand end. These were clearly the starting marks for the archers and Erasmus estimated the distance to the targets as roughly fifty yards.

‘Where’s this woman you were on about?’ Robin hissed at Erasmus from under his robe. ‘I’d like to see what I’m up against.’

‘I haven’t seen her yet,’ said Erasmus. ‘You’re not worried, are you?’

‘Of course not,’ said Robin. He strolled casually over to a stall selling cuts of roasted pork and mead. He prodded at the meat as if testing the quality and, when he was sure the stall’s owner wasn’t looking, he tore off a piece and tucked into it hungrily.

Erasmus gave him an accusing stare. ‘What?’ said Robin. ‘You didn’t give us time to eat, remember.’

Erasmus shook his head woefully then took a few loose coins from his pouch. ‘How much for the meat?’ he said to the stall-keeper

The stall-keeper turned. He gave Robin a suspicious look, but the outlaw simply smiled and continued to chew at his pork. The stall-keeper turned to Erasmus. ‘Penny a steak,’ he said.

‘Well, I’ll have one and my friend already has one and we’ll have a couple of meads too.’

Erasmus handed over the money. The stall-keeper handed over two cups of mead and Erasmus passed one to Robin, freeing up a hand to take the meat. Robin looked at the schoolteacher scornfully.

‘What?’ said Erasmus. ‘He’s not rich.’

‘I know,’ said Robin, ‘but we’re supposed to be beggars.’

‘I think we gave up that disguise when we arrived in a cart,’ said Erasmus.

‘So, what does that make us now?’

‘I don’t know. Does it matter?’

‘Well, what if someone asks?’

‘Just tell them you’re here for the contest. You don’t have to give them your life history.’

John and Will approached, John looking conspicuously tall compared to his companion. ‘Where did you get the meat, lad?’ said John. ‘I could do with a bite myself.’

Erasmus pointed out the stall. John sauntered over.

‘What happened to being in disguise?’ said Will. ‘How many beggars do you see munching pork and supping on mead?’

‘We’ve already had that discussion, Will,’ said Robin. ‘Erasmus reckons coming in on the cart was a mistake.’

‘We wouldn’t have got here if we’d walked,’ Will snapped. ‘Besides, nobody here saw us arrive, so what does it matter?’

John returned with mead and pork and passed a share to Will. Will grimaced, but didn’t refuse. ‘What’s the matter?’ said John.

‘We don’t look like beggars if we’re eating,’ said Will.

‘Beggars eat, don’t they?’

‘Yes, but…’

‘Besides, we can just say we won the archery prize in Newark yesterday. That’d be enough for a bite to eat.’

‘Was there an archery contest in Newark yesterday?’ said Erasmus. He finished his pork and wiped his greasy hands on his robe before taking a sip of his mead. The drink was slightly sweeter than he had expected, but of all he’d drunk on his travels it was probably the most palatable. He made a mental note that, for his personal rough guide to mediaeval England he would have to advise tourists to take the mead over the ale.

John nodded. ‘They’re forever having archery contests in Newark,’ he said. ‘The Baron fancies himself as a bit of a shooter.’

‘Is he any good?’ said Erasmus.

‘Hopeless. It doesn’t matter though. You aren’t supposed to be good at archery if you’re a baron. Archery is for the peasants.’

‘I’ve never understood the sentiment,’ said Erasmus. ‘I gather it has to do with the fact that it’s as easy to kill a king as another peasant with a bow.’

‘Aye, that’s it. They don’t like you killing kings with bows.’

‘Then why don’t they use the bows and give the peasants something else?’

John shrugged. ‘It’s all politics to me. Way above my head.’

Erasmus smiled at the unfortunate metaphor then finished his mead. ‘When does the contest start?’ he said.

There was a fanfare from the direction of the grandstand. ‘Any moment now, I should reckon,’ said Robin, handing Erasmus his cup. ‘I’d better go and register.’

He strode off purposefully then, after a few steps, turned and ran back to his companions.

‘What’s up?’ Will hissed.

‘What’s my name?’ said Robin.

‘I don’t know. It’s up to you.’

‘I’ve never been very good with names. Besides, if you don’t know my name, what if someone asks and you give them a different answer.’

‘Nobody will know,’ said Erasmus. ‘Just go and register.’

 

Erasmus and the outlaws stood back from the arena and watched as the applicants milled around the registration table.

‘Popular event,’ said Erasmus. ‘You’d wonder what they all wanted with a golden arrow.’

‘It’s the fame that goes with it,’ said Will. ‘People can’t resist the chance to show off.’ There was something faintly matter-of-fact in the way Will spoke, suggesting he was not amongst those people.

‘I suppose not,’ said Erasmus.

Will cast him a curious glance. ‘You knew Robin wouldn’t refuse, didn’t you?’

‘I hoped he wouldn’t.’

‘And it’s not really a wager, is it?’

‘Not exactly… ’

‘So what is it? Is it this holy privy of yours?’

‘That’s part of it, yes.’

Will looked back at the castle. ‘And you reckon it’s in the great hall?’

‘It was when the Sheriff questioned me.’

Will looked around at the bustling bailey. ‘You’ll never get it out of here with all these people around,’ he said. ‘Not even if you had the fastest nags in England pulling the cart.’

‘If you can get me to it, I’ll get it out of here.’

Will finished his drink. ‘We should go now, then,’ he said.

‘Now? Why now?’

‘Because whilst this lot are showing off their bowmanship, there’s not going to be anyone watching the hall.’

Erasmus shook his head. ‘I can’t go now.’

‘Why not?’

‘I’ve got to see this contest first.’

‘So, there is a wager.’

‘I told you, not exactly.’

‘So what is it?’

‘I can’t tell you.’

‘But you want to.’

‘I don’t.’

‘Then why do you keeping saying not exactly and making it sound all mysterious? If you don’t want me to ask, you should just tell me it’s a wager and leave it at that.’

‘All right,’ said Erasmus wearily, ‘It’s a wager. Are you happy now?’

‘Fine,’ said Will and the two men fell silent. Erasmus watched as the contestants lined up at their marks for the first round.

‘It’s not though, is it?’ said Will.

Erasmus kept quiet. It was the only way he could think of that wouldn’t end up with him strangling someone.

 

The archers took it in turns to fire at the targets. Each archer got three shots, then a soldier scurried over to the target to ascertain where the arrows had hit. Any archer who didn’t hit the black mark at the centre of the target was eliminated and then the targets were moved back a further fifty yards. Again, the remaining contestants fired. One of them was a little too eager and nearly hit the soldier whilst he was checking the last archer’s aim. That constituted an automatic disqualification and the sulking man was led from the field with a soldier at each arm. By the time the second round had concluded, the remaining archers were considered significant enough that their names were read out before they took their marks.

‘Hedger of Castleton,’ the first was announced and a swarthy, rough-set man with a moustache like a grey caterpillar stepped up. After briefly checking the wind direction, he set an arrow to his bow and fired. His first arrow struck just inside the centre circle and the crowd let out an involuntary gasp. Hedger rode the pause, demonstrating that his showmanship was as well developed as his archery. When he judged the moment was right he took his second shot, striking fractionally closer and prompting a cautious cheer. His third arrow missed the inner circle and there were a few ohs mixed with some muted applause.

Robin was next up.

‘Stranger of Peveril,’ the announcer read out, staring at the scroll as if he wasn’t entirely convinced of the evidence of his own eyes. Robin made no show of checking wind or weather, but simply fired three arrows in rapid succession. All three hammered into the inner circle effortlessly and Robin bowed stiffly to the applause and stepped back to allow the next contestant.

The next archer was, oddly enough, one of the nuns that Erasmus had seen earlier. When the announcer read her name as Sister Mary of Sleaford, Erasmus almost choked. He should have recognised her from the start: the willowy grace, the eyes – it had to be Marian. He took a sip from Robin’s mead and nodded, impressed inspite of himself.

‘Eh up, m’duck,’ a voice came from behind him, causing him to spill the remaining mead on the grass. Erasmus spun round and found himself looking at a smaller, chubbier nun, with a round face and a couple of visible swirls of raven-black hair.

‘How did you know it was me?’ said Erasmus.

‘I knew you was coming,’ said Maude.

‘You knew?’

‘Information can be bought.’ There was a twinkle in Maude’s eye as she said this. Erasmus began to wonder if there was anyone in the world who didn’t visit The Feeding of the Five Thousand with a purse of gold. By rights, the two peasants ought to be richer than the King with the burgeoning news empire they were building.

‘You knew I hadn’t left?’ said Erasmus, realising that Maude hadn’t been surprised to see him.

‘I did wonder when they said you’d been in the inn, but they’re a good source of information. They don’t lie, you see.’

‘Because that would devalue the information they gave.’

‘That’s it,’ said Maude. ‘So why didn’t you leave?’

Erasmus sighed.

‘Are you expecting gold?’ said Maude. ‘Only I ’aven’t brought any with me. Nuns aren’t supposed to carry money.’

‘It’s not that,’ said Erasmus. ‘It’s just that…’ He paused. ‘Look, are nuns allowed to eat and drink?’

‘We are supposed to be people, yes.’

‘I mean in public.’

‘Oh.’ Maude considered this. ‘I don’t really know. I don’t suppose it matters, though. If I don’t know, I don’t know as whether anyone else would.’

‘Let’s go over and get a drink,’ said Erasmus. He shepherded her to the pork stall.

Maude accepted the pork and mead gratefully, making no comment about Erasmus’ sudden acquisition of wealth. ‘What’s with all the secrecy?’ she said. ‘Is it another one of your future things?’

‘Kind of,’ said Erasmus. ‘You see, when the Sheriff caught me—’

‘The Sheriff caught you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you all right?’

‘I’m fine, but when he caught me, he told me about the day he was seized by Robin.’

‘I didn’t know about that.’

‘I’m not surprised – the Sheriff wouldn’t be keen on letting it be known. Well, what happened was that the Sheriff bargained for his life by convincing Robin they were on the same side. Robin continued to steal from the rich, but he stopped giving it to the poor and gave it to the Sheriff instead.’

‘That’s what ’appened,’ said Maude with sudden realisation. ‘I thought ‘e’d just gotten greedy. What’s this got to do with you?’

‘The reason the Sheriff was caught was because Gisburne was inconvenienced. You remember I said I caused him to fall from his horse?’

Maude nodded.

‘That was when I arrived in Sherwood,’ said Erasmus. ‘I left as quickly as I could, then I ended up in the castle on the night you were in the cells.’

There was a cheer from the crowd around the archery and Erasmus and Maude looked back to see Marian taking a bow after three shots on the centre of the target.

‘So what does this mean?’ said Maude, turning back to Erasmus.

‘It means that history isn’t working the way it should do: Robin being corrupt, Marian having her own band, none of that was true when I arrived.’

‘And me?’

‘I hadn’t heard of you at all,’ said Erasmus. ‘I’m sorry I lied.’

Maude shrugged. ‘It was a nice lie,’ she said. ‘What are you doing now?’

‘Well,’ Erasmus began, ‘in my version of the legend, this contest was set up as a trap to catch Robin and he won. When I found Marian was entering I thought that if I could get Robin here as well, perhaps everything would be all right.’

‘I don’t think ’e’s going to win,’ said Maude.

‘Why?’

‘Marian’s been practising for weeks.’

‘Oh.’

The contest was now down to the last three: Marian, Robin and one of the castle guard were waiting as soldiers positioned a single target at two hundred yards.

‘I’m surprised they can even see the target at that range,’ said Erasmus.

‘Perhaps it’s because they don’t wear bits of glass in their eyes,’ said Maude.

Erasmus grinned. ‘You could be right,’ he said.

‘What will you do when the contest’s over?’

‘I’ll have to leave. My time machine’s in the great hall.’

Maude paused for a moment – Erasmus was surprised to see that she looked slightly embarrassed. After deliberating for a few moments, she looked him full in the face.

‘Take me with you,’ she said.

Erasmus shook his head. ‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘It could do as much damage to history as my staying here.’

‘Couldn’t you just fix it up like you ’ave with Robin?’

Erasmus sighed. ‘I wish it was that simple,’ he said. ‘You see, it’s not the fact that you’d be with me – it’s the fact you wouldn’t be here. What if you were going to have children later on?’

‘Who with?’

‘I don’t know, but let’s say you were going to meet some nobleman and get all starry-eyed.’

‘There couldn’t be anyone else,’ said Maude.

‘You mustn’t fight it. What if your great grandchild was supposed to end up as heir to the throne?’

‘Does ’e?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Erasmus. ‘That’s the problem. If I could guarantee that taking you with me would have no impact on the future, I would, but I can’t take that chance.’

Maude nodded solemnly. ‘I understand,’ she said.

‘You don’t have to forget about me,’ said Erasmus, ‘just don’t let the memory stop you from getting on with your life.’

There was a loud ooh from the crowd as the guard’s arrow missed the target and thudded into the ground beside it. Robin was now lining up to take his first shot and Erasmus watched intently, squinting at the target to see if there were any arrows in it yet. There weren’t, and Robin’s arrow thudded into the centre of the target effortlessly. Marian nodded at him and spoke, but the words were inaudible at a distance, then she drew her bow and fired.

The crowd held their collective breaths as the arrow sailed through the air. A heartbeat of silence, then another, then the arrow drove into the centre of Robin’s and split it like a dead twig. The crowd were aghast and it was several seconds before they began to clap. Robin looked at the target, his mouth open in shock, then looked into Marian’s eyes. Realisation flowed across his face like a ripple on a pond and he grabbed her round the waist, pulled her towards him and kissed her. The crowd seemed unclear on how to respond to such a display, but eventually settled on a cheer.

Erasmus blushed: even though it was roughly what he’d hoped would happen it was still slightly embarrassing. Then he felt a touch on his arm and looked down at Maude, who was watching the pair with tears in her eyes. He patted her hand and turned back to look at the couple as they walked confidently hand in hand to the podium to collect their prize.

The announcer, who’d seemed more shocked that a nun would kiss a beggar in public than that she had won the archery prize, held the arrow out to Marian.

‘The winner,’ he yelled. ‘Sister Mary of Sleaford.’

Marian took the arrow in her free hand and held it aloft. Erasmus smiled with pride – everything was coming together. He glanced briefly at the Sheriff, who was sitting on a wooden throne in the grandstand, smiling furtively. It did cross his mind to wonder why the Sheriff seemed so happy, but Erasmus was caught up in the moment and didn’t dwell on the matter. He returned his gaze to the happy couple but, as he did so, a movement caught his eye and he turned his head to follow it.

To the left of the grandstand, a group of soldiers were creeping forward and, at their head, Gisburne was sighting along a crossbow. There was no time to warn anyone, no time to run towards him. Time seemed to slow down as Erasmus, acting on pure instinct, reached into his belt pouch and withdrew the board rubber he’d inadvertently brought back from the twenty-first century. With a skill born of countless hours teaching unruly teenage boys, he brought his arm forward and hurled the rubber through the air, just as Gisburne’s finger was closing on the catch.

Heartbeats seemed like seconds.

The schoolroom missile caught Gisburne on the temple and he wheeled over, falling on his back and firing the crossbow bolt over the grandstand, where it caught the grinning Sheriff and pinned him to his chair by his shoulder. The crowd screamed in panic and the soldiers charged forward, weapons drawn, to capture the winners. Erasmus’ board rubber, however, had alerted the outlaws to the soldiers’ presence; Marian and Robin drew their own swords and stood back to back, circling slowly, whilst the other outlaws armed their bows, the men casting aside their cloaks for better aim.

Maude smiled at Erasmus, then set an arrow to her bow and joined her companions. The soldiers tried to encircle Robin and Marian, but gradually realised that a ring of archers was forming around them. Will and Alice, meeting as the circle closed, exchanged glances and Erasmus noted, with a certain mischievous humour, that the look that passed between them went somewhat beyond a professional evaluation of the competition. Feeling the outlaws now had the situation under control and the level of distraction was at its height, he sidled around the attentive crowds and sprinted towards the castle.

Much as he’d hoped, he found the gateway to the castle apparently abandoned: the Sheriff’s entire guard must have been divided between engaging the outlaws in front of the grandstand and guarding the entrance to the outer bailey to prevent their escape. Erasmus slipped through the inner bailey and into the keep itself. From his earlier visit, he seemed to recall that the great hall had been on the first floor. He slipped through the kitchens, startling a scullery maid and causing her to drop a platter containing dressed peacock, then carried on up the servants’ stairs to the west end of the hall.

He found his privy was no longer hidden when he entered. Instead it stood, rather incongruously, to the left of the Sheriff’s chair on the raised dais. Erasmus hurried over to the machine and checked it for any signs of tampering. The access panel in the base appeared to be unmoved and, apart from a few scratches on the lock, there didn’t seem to be any evidence of an attempt at entry. Erasmus took the key from his pocket and was just about to place it in the lock when a voice from behind startled him and caused him to drop it.

‘Going somewhere?’ the voice dripped with grim theatricality, like a man performing Richard III in a lunatic asylum. Erasmus turned to see Deloial emerging from behind a curtain looking every bit the tragedy. His trousers were shredded, showing blood-soaked bandages around one thigh and a variety of scratches, presumably caused by the rocks in the river. His head was bandaged and there was now additional padding around his left eye. His right arm was in a sling, but he held his sword purposefully in his left as he limped forward, dripping water all over the wooden dais.

‘How did you—’ Erasmus began.

‘Survive?’ Deloial completed his sentence. ‘I was lucky. I washed up by the Trent where a priest was good enough to bind my wounds.’

‘But how did you get here?’ Erasmus put the question he’d actually wanted to ask.

‘The priest had a horse.’

‘You stole a horse from a man who saved your life?’

‘Well, he won’t need it any more. Not where he’s going.’

Erasmus was revolted, but there wasn’t time to respond. He reached to his side, but realised he no longer had a sword or even a dagger. He was defenceless, a madman was approaching him with a sword and the key to the time machine was somewhere on the floor. All in all, the day appeared to be going downhill.

‘It was a simple job,’ Deloial said, talking to himself it seemed, ‘that’s what the Sheriff said. “Just keep an eye on this outlaw,” that’s what he told me. “I don’t trust him,” he said, “but if you’re there then we can easily dispose of him.” Simple, you see?’

Erasmus nodded and backed away.

‘He never warned me about you,’ Deloial continued. ‘Oh, Gisburne told me about the encounter in the forest, but the Sheriff said he was mad. Said he was having delusions – that men don’t turn up just to throw you off of your horse then step into privies and disappear. He lied. To me.’

Erasmus took another step backward and nearly stumbled on the edge of the dais. Deloial continued his slow advance.

‘When I first saw you, I thought you were harmless – a nosey bastard, for sure, but no threat to anyone. If I’d have known then what I know now, I’d have killed you when I met you. Well, that’s not a mistake a man makes twice.’

Deloial raised his sword. There was nowhere for Erasmus to go. He closed his eyes and prayed the end would be quick, but it didn’t come. There was a clattering sound and Erasmus opened his eyes to see Deloial lying on his back with an arrow in his chest. The arrow was fletched with a pale green flight.

‘Maude?’ he said incredulously, turning to see his rescuer, still dressed as a nun, standing at the other end of the hall.

‘You didn’t think I’d let you go without saying goodbye, did you?’ said Maude.

Erasmus smiled and held out his arms. Maude ran to him and embraced him, her grip almost crushing him as she did so. She kissed him tenderly on the lips then let him go and stepped back, her eyes still wet with tears.

‘Goodbye, m’duck,’ she said.

‘Goodbye, Maude,’ said Erasmus.

‘If you ever find it’s safe to… y’know…’

‘Get in your britches?’

Maude smiled.

‘I’ll come back,’ said Erasmus. He bent down to pick up his key, then approached the time machine and placed it in the lock. After one more glance back at Maude’s tear-stained face and a sigh, he opened the door and stepped inside. Then, after a moment’s thought, he came back out and took Deloial’s sword. He gave Maude another brief kiss on the cheek, then went back into the time machine and closed the door.

It was time to go home.





Chapter Twenty-three

Returning to the time machine was almost a homecoming in itself. After ten days of proto-Luddite existence, Erasmus found himself inordinately pleased to be surrounded by wires and LEDs. He placed the ignition key into the control panel and turned it, half-worrying it wouldn’t start and half-hoping it wouldn’t so that he could return to Maude and tell history to go hang.

There was a moment of nothing, then the capacitors charged and the lights flickered into life. The time clock had automatically updated itself, but Erasmus had to enter the co-ordinates of the castle for himself, since there were no GPS satellites to rely on. Finally, he adjusted the time lever until the clock showed NOW and the joystick until the location showed HOME then paused, his finger over the trigger that would end his adventure.

Ten days and it seemed like a lifetime – he’d left home looking for an answer to a simple question and was returning with enough knowledge for an entire dissertation. He’d camped in the open, hunted, bested a man in combat and used a board rubber to save the life of a legend. All in all, he considered, it was more than most people expected from their holidays.

With one last look through the periscope at the great hall and a last breath of heady, mediaeval air (he hardly noticed the dung any more) he pressed the button and let it all fade away. The characteristic whirring rose in pitch until it was inaudible then, seconds later, there was a brief whirr and the machine came to a halt. Erasmus withdrew the ignition key and gave the control panel a friendly pat, before pushing it back to the wall and emerging into his supply cupboard.

Daylight was streaming through the skylight and, by its glow, Erasmus observed a cluttered scene. The usual hurricane-like arrival of the time machine had taken paperwork from the shelves and strewn it around the room with all the care of a bull in the premises of a purveyor of fine porcelain. Erasmus tried not to stand on his notes, gathering them up in armfuls and heaping them on the nearest flat surface to hand. He then locked the time machine door and paused, looking at the machine with tired eyes. He was back.

A tremendous banging on the door to the storeroom brought Erasmus to his senses and he turned, noticing by the clock that it was eleven in the morning, which meant there was probably a class in session. He suddenly realised that the noise of the time machine’s return had probably caused something of a commotion in the room beyond: he’d never heard the sound himself, but his adventures had taught him it was clearly somewhat less than subtle. The banging on the door was equally unsubtle and was accompanied by yelling, as the familiar tones of the headmaster demanded to know what the hell was going on.

‘It’s only me,’ Erasmus called out.

The knocking stopped. ‘Erasmus?’ The headmaster’s voice was a mixture of concern and shock.

‘That’s right.’

‘What are you doing in there?’

‘Nothing,’ said Erasmus, hurriedly removing his mediaeval costume and placing it in a bag. He quietly opened the modern day wardrobe and took out his normal clothes and a stick of deodorant. The latter wasn’t a substitute for a good bath, but he doubted he’d have that particular opportunity at present.

‘Are you coming out?’ said the headmaster.

‘In a moment,’ said Erasmus, taking out his contact lenses and putting on his glasses. He blinked at the sudden increase in clarity – obviously streams weren’t the ideal way to keep contact lenses clean. He glanced in the mirror and noticed that his hair was unkempt. He smoothed it down with his hand and continued his evaluation. There wasn’t much he could do about a shave, but beyond that he looked all right; he’d just have to brazen it out. Taking the cupboard key from his jacket pocket, he unlocked the door and opened it just wide enough to leave the room without allowing anyone else to see in. A crowd of children, gathered around the headmaster, jostled to see past him, but Erasmus quickly closed the door, locked it and pocketed the key.

‘Have you been in there all along?’ said the headmaster.

Erasmus frowned. ‘All along? I was in there just now, if that’s what you mean.’

‘But you’ve been missing for ten days. Have you been in there all this time?’ The headmaster’s expression seemed to imply he would have been concerned but not surprised with a positive reply.

‘In there?’ Erasmus gestured to the cupboard. ‘No, of course not. I just popped in this morning to mark some homework and I must have,’ he paused and smiled, ‘lost track of time.’

‘Then where were you?’

Erasmus shrugged. ‘Around.’

‘Around?’ Clarence’s face was like a thundercloud. ‘We’ve had police out searching. I… people thought you’d committed suicide.’

‘Suicide? Now, why would I do that?’

The headmaster looked uncomfortable. ‘Well, you know,’ he hissed. ‘Lonely bachelor, not very well paid, lives alone, spends all his time at work. It gets some people down.’

Erasmus laughed. ‘Lonely,’ he said. ‘Come now, Clarence, just because a man doesn’t parade his conquests for all to see, doesn’t mean there aren’t women that love him.’

‘And are there?’

‘There have been. In the past now, of course, but I’m hardly over the hill. I know for a fact that some women find me cute.’

The children were now looking at Erasmus with interest. He scratched his stubble and gave them a winsome smile, then his gaze fell on Harrison, who was standing gloomily to one side with a huge ink stain on his jumper.

‘What happened to you?’ he said.

‘Kirk—’ Harrison began. Erasmus shook his head. Harrison smiled understandingly. ‘Someone got ink on my jumper,’ he said.

‘I see,’ said Erasmus. ‘Well, you go and get yourself a clean one from Matron.’

Harrison turned to go, but Erasmus cleared his throat and he turned back.

‘Could you pop into the staffroom on your way?’ said Erasmus. ‘Only I’m dying for a cup of tea.’

Harrison absented himself and Erasmus ushered the rest of the class to return to their seats. The headmaster, somewhat put out with the authority with which Erasmus had reclaimed his class, stood to one side as Erasmus glanced at the blackboard.

‘Now what are we doing today?’ he said. ‘Oh yes, Magna Carta. Now can anyone tell me where you’ve got up to whilst I’ve been away?’

Several hands went up and Erasmus glanced over the attentive faces, deciding whom to ask. The headmaster cleared his throat ominously.

Erasmus turned to face him. ‘Still here, Clarence?’

The headmaster flushed. ‘You still haven’t told me where you’ve actually been all this time.’

‘No,’ said Erasmus, picking up a stick of chalk and toying with it thoughtfully. ‘I haven’t, have I?’

‘Well? Are you going to enlighten us?’

‘I’m going to enlighten the boys with some mediaeval history, Clarence. I believe that’s what I’m paid to do. Of course, if you wanted to discuss the other matter.’

‘Other matter?’

‘You said something about my being low paid.’

The headmaster mumbled something under his breath and hurried from the room.

 

Gold and brown were the leaves that swirled around the grounds of St Cuthbert’s as the sky grew dusky in the late afternoon. The leaves drifted along the driveway in the gusty breeze, they blew across the cabbage patch that Botchit had planted where his privy had once stood and they fluttered against the windows of the assembly hall as if watching the proceedings within.

Rows of children sat, cross-legged, their faces turned to the front of the hall, attentively watching as the school play unfolded. At the back, amongst the row of teachers, sat Erasmus, feeling fresh in a new suit and with his hair neatly combed. He rubbed his stubble-free chin and glanced at the programme: the third years had produced it in their art lessons and it portrayed a fanciful picture of Marian, in the classic pointy hat with the optional strip of cloth, looking out across the greenwood as Robin’s men marched by in their Lincoln green uniforms.

Erasmus smiled and opened the programme. There was a brief essay on the history of the Robin Hood legend (penned by Harrison who had used ‘f’s instead of ‘s’s to make the text look authentic), a résumé of the acts and a list of cast members, each name accompanied by a thumbnail photograph of the guilty party’s face. Erasmus tried not to laugh at Atkinson’s youthful attempt at a grimace in the photo that heralded him as Guy of Gisburne. Closing the programme, he turned his attention to the stage, where the contest for the golden arrow was now underway.

‘Will you take your mark, stranger!’ a youthful announcer told the robed Robin, who stepped up with his bow in hand. The bow had no string, nor were there any arrows, but when Robin mimed taking a shot, an extremely theatrical twang (probably done by the drama class with a ruler) echoed from the speakers, followed by a thud coming from somewhere offstage. The programme had Harrison marked up as bucket, so Erasmus imagined that was his contribution.

‘Sam a Mill to shoot next,’ the announcer called out and a shorter boy, dressed in brightly coloured fabric, drew his bow and pretended to draw back the string. There was a cracking sound from the speakers and Sam pretended to respond to a broken bowstring, causing peals of laughter from his youthful audience.

‘Foul,’ the announcer called.

‘Let him shoot again.’ Erasmus’ attention was drawn to the sixth-form boy who sat on the throne with a cardboard chain of office, playing an imperious sheriff. Sam duly restrung and fired his bow and this time the sound from the speakers was a twang and was followed by a thud from the offstage bucket.

‘Sire,’ the announcer called, ‘the arrows are both so close to the mark, there is no telling between them.’

‘Then set the target back another, shall we say, fifty paces and let them fire again.’

The small cluster of pupils who were playing the crowd, many of them wearing two costumes at once so that they could double in other roles, all oohed in response to this.

‘Who shall shoot first?’ said the announcer.

The boy playing Robin put on a great show of hobbling back to the mark, his acting somewhat better than the real Robin’s portrayal. ‘Let the young man shoot first,’ he said in an attempt at a cracked voice, ‘I need a moment to gather my breath.’

‘Sam a Mill to shoot,’ said the announcer and Sam nodded and took his shot. The robed figures who were playing Robin’s men began to sidle round the stage at this point and Erasmus noted the smallest one was clutching something purposefully behind his back. He watched as Robin put on a show of checking the wind and commenting on the weather, before firing offstage to the accompaniment of twang and bucket.

‘He’s split the arrow in twain,’ said the announcer and there was a collective gasp from crowd and audience alike.

‘Then surely he is our winner,’ said the Sheriff. ‘Let him have his prize.’

At that point, Atkinson came on from the left of the stage, dressed in knitted armour and holding a crossbow. The shorter of Robin’s men gasped and produced a painted sponge from behind his back, hurling it across the stage to bounce from Atkinson’s head. Atkinson gave the audience a brief, stupefied glance, getting a big laugh in the process, then stumbled and fell to the floor. Soldiers poured onstage from both sides and Robin and his men cast aside their cloaks and began to fight. Whilst this was going on, Atkinson crawled offstage to prevent himself being trampled.

Erasmus smiled. History it seemed had changed a little, but not significantly and he doubted any of his pupils would ever spot the connection between a small boy throwing a sponge at Atkinson and himself hurling a board rubber across a crowded classroom. That reminded him, he thought, he needed a new board rubber – his old one had probably decomposed after eight hundred years and, even if it hadn’t, he didn’t think the passage of history would have left it undisturbed in the grounds of Nottingham Castle today.

 

After the play had ended, Erasmus returned to his classroom with a mug of tea and sat down to mark some books. There was the usual plethora of pupils who had failed to pay attention and were convinced that Magna Carta was, variously, a woman who was burnt at the stake by King John, a volcano in the East Midlands or the latest sports model of the horse and cart, but in general the quality of the work was high and a good reflection on his hours of teaching.

Atkinson had done a commendable job of sketching Nottingham Castle in the twelfth century. It was all from imagination, of course – the castle had long since been demolished – and it didn’t resemble the castle Erasmus remembered, but it was a fair representation of the Norman motte and bailey in its heyday and he didn’t feel he could mark someone down simply because they hadn’t been back in time to check their artwork. He assigned the essay an A grade then closed the book and turned to Harrison’s ink-stained submission.

He was disturbed after an hour by a gentle rapping on the door. After a quick glance at the clock, he called out for the visitor to enter and Atkinson came in, carrying a mug of tea and some biscuits on a tray.

‘I called by the staffroom for you,’ he said.

Erasmus accepted the offering and placed the mug down on his desk. ‘Thank you, Atkinson,’ he said. ‘What are you still doing here?’

‘Rugby practice. It’s the first away match next week.’

‘Ah,’ said Erasmus,’ and what can I do for you? I assume you aren’t after praise for hamming it up onstage this afternoon?’

Atkinson blushed. ‘No, sir,’ he said. ‘It’s just that, a couple of weeks ago, you confiscated my bow and I was wondering…’

‘Yes?’

‘… if I could have it back?’

Erasmus felt a twinge of guilt when he remembered that Atkinson’s bow had long since been destroyed by a blow of Gisburne’s sword. In a way it was a kind of poetic justice that the knight had destroyed the weapon of someone who would one day pretend to be him, but that wasn’t something Erasmus could explain.

‘I’m afraid it got broken,’ he said. Atkinson’s face fell – it had been a very good bow, after all. Erasmus frowned – there had to be something he could do, although he didn’t feel up to making Atkinson a replacement. A thought struck him and he stood up and made his way to the storeroom. Atkinson made to follow, but Erasmus told him to stay where he was. A few moments later, he emerged with Deloial’s sword in his hand. He passed it to Atkinson, hilt first.

‘Perhaps this will make up for it,’ he said.

Atkinson’s eyes shone as he took the weapon. ‘Thanks, sir,’ he said.

‘Careful,’ said Erasmus. ‘It’s sharp.’

Atkinson eyed the blade with shining eyes.

‘It’s a real sword,’ he said.

‘Yes.’

‘I mean it’s not like one of those fake genuine Arthurian things they sell in the comic shop.’

‘No.’

‘Where did you get it?’

‘It’s been in my family for centuries,’ said Erasmus, bending the truth only very slightly.

‘And you’re giving it to me?’

Erasmus shrugged. ‘Well, I never use it and it just takes up space. Mind you don’t let anyone at school see it – it’s a dangerous weapon and quite probably illegal.’

Atkinson tried to put the sword into his sports bag. It was too long and stuck out of one end, so he concealed the handle with a carrier bag before putting the bag carefully over his shoulder.

‘Thanks, sir,’ he said.

‘Think nothing of it,’ said Erasmus, watching the boy as he made his way to the door.

Atkinson paused with his hand on the door handle. ‘Oh, sir,’ he said.

‘Yes.’

‘You weren’t really in the storeroom for ten days, were you?’

Erasmus smiled. ‘Goodnight, Atkinson,’ he said.

Atkinson smiled in return. ‘Goodnight, sir.’

Erasmus closed the door behind the boy then sat down to his tea and biscuits. Handing out swords to schoolboys probably wasn’t the most responsible thing he could have done, but it wasn’t changing history. Back in the comfort of the present, Erasmus felt less responsible for his actions. Maybe that would change in time, but for the moment he considered the future was no longer his problem.





Epilogue

An autumn wind played in the treetops above the outlaw camp. A squirrel, wrestling an acorn from a recalcitrant oak, gripped tightly to the branch and glared at the sky in a tiny gesture of defiance. Presently the wind, perhaps realising the little mammal wasn’t going to fall, turned its attention elsewhere. Below was a fire. It contented itself with toying with the flames there instead.

Robin moved Marian gently aside and reached for a handful of twigs from the pile at his side. Thrown on to the fire, they caused the flames to leap and crackle. The breeze which had been quelling them departed for easier pickings elsewhere and Marian nestled back into her former pose, her head resting on her partner’s broad chest, his arms wrapped around her and across her chest as he leant on an accommodating oak. For a while, they just watched the flames dancing, then Marian looked up.

‘It’s funny how things work out, isn’t it?’ she said.

‘Funny?’ said Robin. ‘In what way?’

‘The thing with you and the Sheriff.’

‘You’re not going to let me forget that, are you? I told you, he was very persuasive.’

‘No. That’s not what I meant. I mean, Maude told me Erasmus was convinced it was his fault.’

‘His fault? How?’

‘Because he made Gisburne fall from his horse. Apparently he was convinced that was why you ended up capturing the Sheriff.’

‘It’s possible, I suppose. But what would have happened if Gisburne hadn’t fallen from his horse? He’d have captured us, wouldn’t he?’

‘You’ve always escaped before.’

‘True. But that doesn’t mean I always would. It’s difficult to arrange, you know – getting someone into the castle to break you out.’

Marian looked thoughtfully into the fire. ‘I was staying in the castle at the time, you know.’

‘You were?’

‘My father was involved in some kind of negotiations. Something to do with land or tax or something.’

‘Yes, but you wouldn’t have rescued us, would you? Not a decent, law-abiding girl like you?’

‘I don’t know. I’d heard a lot about you. It’s possible I might have been, you know, curious. I might have gone down to the dungeon to see what you were like.’

Robin sat up a little straighter. ‘And I suppose I could have hidden behind one of the pillars to make it harder for you to see me.’

‘So I’d have had to open the trapdoor.’

‘Allowing me to take you hostage and make my escape.’

Marian sighed. ‘It would have been a good plan.’

‘It would, yes. Not sure we’d have ended up quite so cosy after that, though.’

‘Why not?’

‘Well, wouldn’t you resent being taken hostage by a common criminal? That would have been a slur to your noble house, surely?’

‘I’m sure I’d have got over it – eventually. I can be persuaded, you know.’

Robin smiled broadly. ‘And I’m a very persuasive fellow.’ He tickled the back of Marian’s neck, causing her to squirm and giggle.

Across the fire, Maude looked up from where she was darning one of her spare tunics. What was the phrase Erasmus had used – happy ever after – it had a nice ring to it. She sighed wistfully. It was a shame real life wasn’t like that – at least it wasn’t for everyone.

An acorn dropped into her lap and she glanced up. A little face blinked down at her inquiringly. Picking up the acorn, she held it between two fingers and offered it to the mammal. ‘Come on, m’duck,’ she said. ‘It’s ’ere if you want it.’ The squirrel hesitated and held its right paw in front of its chest as if asking what? Me? It was a very endearing gesture, which even in such hard times could give people thoughts.

Maude allowed the thoughts to run free in her mind. A pet squirrel would be completely impractical, of course – even if you could stop it running off and getting into trouble. The thought drew itself to an amusing conclusion and a smile played on the corners of her lips.

She looked up again. ‘Come on... Erasmus,’ she said.
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