









































“ thou hast been dreaming, or thou art in
drink ! What cock-and-bull tale is this that
thou hast got hold of 2

A murmur of astonishment ran through the
crowd, and the good citizens looked from one
to another, very much taken aback.

“ But, my lord sheriff,” said Simeon Salt-
marsh, returning to the charge, “ surely thou
did’st tide in ‘twixt midnight and sunrise
with a great string of prisoners ?

“True for you, Simeon,” replied the mock
sheriff, driving Allan-a-Dale back from the
window with a nudge of his elbow that lis
delighted grins should not be seen by those
below, ““we did ride mm with fifty of the
areatest rogues and rascals the world has ever
scen! They are even now shivering in the
dungeons. But I pledge you my word as a
man that neither Robin himself nor yet one
if his band 1s amongst them. Tut, tut,
Simeon Saltmarsh ! Methinks thou are getting
turbulent. This is not the respect due to my
position, thou saucy caitifi !  Away with you
to your homes !”

Considerably crestfallen, the crowd f{fell
back, but while they were still hesitating a
red-faced  woman struggled through the
throng, and, setting her arms a-kimbo, looked
up with a mixture of anxiety and defiance at
the window.

“ Rogues or no rogues, my lord sheriff,”
she cried, “ thou hast had a fight, for thou
art, thyself wounded. Pray tell me of my
man, Simon Burleigh, the stoutest of all your

riders! Thou thyself "—and she raised her
arms—  gave him leave to spend this

Christmas Day with me and our lhttle
ones.”

Robin, remembering that Friar Tuck was
masquerading as this redoubtable Simon
Burleigh, could not keep a straight face, and
the dame’s anger rose.

“It 1s well for thee to laugh, Sherift of
Nottingham,” she cried ; *“ but where 1s my
man ? By all the saints, if he be slain——"

““He 1s not exactly slain,” said Robin,
pulling his beard. * Quick, Will! Allan!”
he said, in a low voice. ““ What am I to say
to this termagant ¢ An she smelleth a rat 1t
may spoil all.”

“Twere a good jest,” said Will Scarlet,

“to send our worthy friar home to his
family.”

“Nay, nay!” laughed Allan, peering
behind the leathern curtamn. **An Simon
Burleigh'’s dinner were not large enough he
would eat the children!”

Down below, at the gateway, half a dozen
of the outlaws had taken Friar Tuck by the
arms and were forcing him towards the yzate,
in spite of his struggles. Fortunately, Robin’s
voice rang out, and rescued his worthy
chaplain from a very serious position.

“What mean you ?” cried the distressed
spouse. * What mean you by not exactly
dead 2 My man 1s maimed ; he is sick ! ”’

“ Nay, dame; he would be better an he were,
methimks,” said Robin, *‘ for, to say truth,
thy good man did drink so much strong ale
that he  will not awake this good twelve
hours.”

Dame Burleigh's distress instantly turned
to fury.

*“Oh, the besotted hog!” she eried.
“ Wait till I get thee home, my pig! Marry
come up, a merry Christmas thou hast made
for me and mine ! |

** Poor Simon Burleigh ! ”’ said Friar Tuck,
with a twinkle in his cye, as the crowd dis-
appeared. * There 18 a rod in pickle for
thee.”

Then the outlaws, laughing right merrily,
hied them into the hall, for the servers were
carrying the meat from the kitchen, and the
smell of good things was almost over-
powering.

Goose, served with strong garlic sauce,
mixed with wine; roast capons, basted with
lard ; boiled meat and baked, a boar’s head,
with a rosy-cheeked apple in his open mouth.
By my halidom, 1t was a mighty feast !

Here a mammoth pie of deer’s meat reared
itself like a fortress from the planks of the
table; there, a pike, soused in wine and
water, showed his wicked teeth, just as Mad-
cap the Jester whispered to Allan-a-Dale :

" Thomas the Dog would be showing his at
that very moment in the dungeon below.”

Forks there were none, but every man had
his knife, and ate his meat from a flat, round
cake of bread, marked with a cross and a
flower. And—oh, the wine and the ale and
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Under the archway clattered a file of horsemen, dissolute nobles with their men-at-arms.

At the head of the

cavalcade rode King John himself, and even stout Robin Hood’s colour paled a little as——

the mead! I¥riar Tuck saw to that, and he
mede an excellent cellarman.

““ God bless us all, and our meat upon
place ;

Sack is good to nourish the blood,
And so I end my grace ! ”

- he said, raising his hand to enforce silence.

And then they fell to as the bell of a distant
abbey tolled ticrce, which was nine o’clock of
" the morning, and the dinner-time of those days.

Sext tolled, and nones, which made 1t
three o’clock in the afternoon, the short
winter daylight already showing signs of
drawing to an end, and still they were
~ eating. - _
eaRo%Jin sat in the big fald-stool, beaming
with quiet merriment. Here and there down
the long table a man was to be descried fast
asleep, with his head on his hands; and one
or two were down among the rushes on the
floor. |

But all were happy, their only regret being
that the whole world could not know of that
thing and laugh with them.

lobin had been in the mind to send some
jars of ale down to the unfortunate sherfl

and his crew, but he had thought better
of 1t.

“’Twill not harm them,”” said Secarlet, ““ to
kkeep Christmas fasting for once in their lives,
and when we go we can carry a scullion with
us a league of the way, who can return with
the keys and release them.”

“ You say truly, Will,” said Robin, laugh-
mg. ** And now a song.”

George-a-Green, who had a fine mellow

voice, began to troll forth a secasonable
ditty :

“ Winter days are dark and drear,
Christmas comes but once a year;

Therefore, pass the festive cheer.
Ho, the merry greenwood—ho !

The song had scarce echoed to the rafters
of the high hall when it ceased suddenly.

A furious knocking resounded on the outer
gate, and Ulf, son of Gammel Goosefoot, came
speeding into the banqueting-chamber, crying :

" Alack-a-day, here are horsemen, twenty
in number, and persons of high quality, from
their speech ! ”’

Every man rose to his feet, and Robin
changed glances with Little John.
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—the King frowned down
at him.  *“ My liege, I crave
your pardon!” cried the
mock sheriff. ** Thrice wel-

come to this poor house ! ”
And Robin Hood muade
pretence to kiss the royal
stirrup.  (See Chapler 5.)

“ Merry men all,”” he saxd, motioning them
to sit down again, ** keep up the jest, whoever
it be, and play your parts well. Perchance,
perhaps it 1s but some wandering baron who
craves the sherifi’s hospitality, and, by the
rood, he shall have it 1"

He followed Ulf, who, in corselet and steel
cap, made a very presentable man-at-arms,
and passed into the courtyard, followed by
Will Scarlet and Little John, and, striding
up to the gate on which the horsemen were
still thundering, he opened the grille and
looked forth.

Even stout Robin’s colour paled a little,
and he started as he looked into the face
under the travelling hood that peered at him
scarcely a foot away.

“ Now, how mtuch longer am I to be kept
waiting 2 7 cried an angry voice. * Must
John of England shiver in the snow to wait his
subject’s pleasure ¢

Jhour agone.

£i

“Pardic!” whispered Robm. *“ We are
in for 1t now. Open the gate!”

Under the archway clattered a file of horse-
men, several of them bearing bundles upon
their saddle-bows, and the King reimed up
beside the outlaw.

“ My licge, I crave your pardon ! ™ said the
mock sheriff, making pretence to kiss the
Royal stirrup. “ I beg you hold me excused,
for a sudden brawl drowned the sound of
vour knocking. Thrice welcome to my poor
house : the more so that on a day like this
we can treat our Sovereign right royally ! ”

“ Enough, sheriff ! ” cried John dismount-
ing. “And 1’ faith you will find me in a
better humour than some we have left an
A word in thine ear, man.”
And he drew him aside, pointing to the bundles
which his followers bere, and which clattered
and chinked curiously. ** We have paid the
White Abbot of Merly a visit; and since he
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had the insolence to preach us a sermon, T
called to horse, and brought the abbey plate
with me to teach the rogue a lesson ! ™

Now, the White Abbot of Merly, being a
good old man, greatly beloved, and in secret
a friend to the outlaws, Robin’s heart was sore
at this news; but, remembering the part he
played, he broke out into a great laugh.

“ My liege has done well, as ever he does ! ”
he cried. ‘° Gadzooks, these fat monks are
the ruin of the land. But ho, there; warm
water 1n a silver ewer for our Lord the King !

And, bowing low, he conducted John into
the great hall, followed by his company,
which consisted of half a dozen dissolute
nobles and'a clump of men-at-arms—Iluckily,
all strangers to the sheriff’s houschold.

The King was instantly recognised, and at
a sign from the mock sheriff the disguised
foresters sprang to their feet, and gave a roar
of welcome that made John’s cyes sparkle,
and brought his hands to his cars.

“ Peace, good fellows,” he cried, *‘and
thank ye for your greeting ! And now, shenff,
let us get to table, for, by my father’s bones,
the wind hath sharp set our appetites.”

It was fortunate that there still remained
roast geese as yet uncarved and a mound of
other dainties, which were speedily served and
set before the King and his companions.

“ Sit ve here, good sheriff, by my right
hand. = Pardie, but °‘tis good to feel the
warmth once more. My legs well-nigh {froze
to my saddle.”

The men-at-arms mingled with the rest of
the company, who plied them with meat and
drink ; and although a thrill of alarm had
passed through the company when the King
entered, the light-hearted fellows soon forgot
all about it, and knew that Robin would turn
the situation to good account.

« An it please your liege,” said the outlaw,
whose eye had been watching t]m‘ light fading
from the west windows, 1n which the real
gheriff had placed some of _thu new-fangled
glags then coming into use in the houses of
the wealthy, 1 have something for thine

car which will make thy heart beat with grnqt
gladness. Your glass 1s emply ; let me fill 1t
to the brim, and we will drink to my news ! ”
John, if the old chroniclers are true, needed
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little pressing to the wine-cup, and his bad
face was flushed already.

“Let me first,” said the outlaw, * give
some orders for the safer bestowal of the
abbot’s treasures, and then I will prepare a
joyful surprise for thee.”

“ Gadzooks!” cried the King, turnine to

; o o
his next neighbour, who was gnawing a drum-
stick of a goose like any dog, notwithstanding
the fact that he was a belted earl. “ Did 1
not tell thee, Montfaucom, that ‘twould be
worth the ride to house with my man of
Nottingham ?

“The King can say no wrong,” said the
carl, laughing, and wiping his red moustache
with his greasy fingers.

And meantime Robin, with a wink here and
a sign there, had passed down the hall and
out 1nto the courtyard, whither he
followed by Will Scarlet, Ifriar Tuck,
half a dozen of the others.

“ Saddle every horse in the stable,” said
Robin, mm a low voice, pointing to the bundles
which had been laid inside the door. - ** When
Allan gives you the signal, mount and away,
carrying this plunder with you. Allan him-
self shall hold a horse for me, and we will join
you ere you are a mile out of the town.”

“ But, good Robm,” interposed the {riar,
“what 1s in thy mind to do ? Surely thou
art not going to kill the King ?

" Merry England would be the richer!”

Wwas

and

-saiud the outlaw bitterly, as he thought of the

crimes and tyrannies of the worst of the
Plantagenets; “but I am no murderer.
No; I have a better plan. John and his
ruffians shall release our unfortunate sherift
and his men, who no doubt have untied them-
sclves by this time, and are gentle of mood
as a hunted boar. Pardie, T would give some-
thing to see the meeting” before both sides
discover their mistake. One of you pass the
words to our lads within, and make haste, for
In ten minutes you must all be off and away.”

" Welcome again, good friend ! ” cried the
King, as Robin strode up the hall and came
behind the King's chair. “ And now I mark
me that thou art wounded. Gramerey, man,
the tale—the tale ! ”

The mock sheriff smiled.

“An I keep my liege waiting,” said he,
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* They are in the dungeon below ! excliimed Robin Hood, producing the keys. King John started to
his feet.  ** Thou shalt have an earldom for this ! he cried.  *“ Lead me straightway to the dungeon that I
may glut my eves upon the outlaws’ misery ! (See Chapters.)
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& moment’s space, 'twill be all the sweeter
when you hear it. ’Twas but an arrow, which
nearly missed the eye—an arrow from the
bow of the outlaw! ™

"~ He bent over the King,
ingly at him.

“ Sangdieu!” cried John, showing his
teeth. ““ And has the scoundrel dared d

““ Soft, my liege ! ”’ said Robin, shaking his
forefinger and pointing to the ground. * The
band are in the dungeon beneath us, loaded
with chains and drinking ‘the cup of bitter-
ness! What guerdon shall I claim for this ? ™

““ Man,” cried John, springing to his fcet,
“ thou shalt have an earldom without the
asking, - Lead me straightway, that I may glut
mineé eves upon his misery ! ”’

““ Hold torches there!” ‘cried the mock
sheriff: And, jangling a bunch of heavy
keys, he led the way to the head of the
winding stairs that conducted them to the
noisome prison bhelow.

“ On,, varlets, on!” cried the King,
snatching the keys with his ﬂwn_har}ds. And,
standing aside with a bov:*, Robin let th_e
eager tyrant descend the stair, followed by his

and gazed mean-

companions and his men-at-arms, who
crowded greedily to see that thing. -
When the last man had gone, Robin

bounded back into the hall, to find every
man on his feet.

At a wave of his hand they poured out
into the courtyard and in a moment such as
could find horses were riding into the street,
while those on foot sped beside them, holding
on to their stirrup-leathers.

Allan-a-Dale sat mo#sziess in his saddle,
holding the bridle of Robin’s horse.

“Hark! Do you hear them 27 said the
outlaw. . And.the sound.that came up the
staircase was the sound of a great battle, for
no sooner was the dungeon door opened than
the outraged sherift and his men sprang out
and fell upon their deliverers, the torches were
overthrown and extinguished, and a free fight
took place.

Overthrown and badly trampled, John of
England came within an ace of death ; but at
length new torches were brought by the
frightened servitors above-stairs; and a rush
was made for the banqueting-chamber.

Alas for the vain hopes of the sheriff and his
men: The hall was empty, and the stables,
too.

Far away in the distance, too far for any
thought of pursuit, the frosty wind brought
the sound of mighty laughter.

It was the outlaws, plunging deeper and
deeper into the fastnesses of the snow-clad
forest, well lined with good cheer, and never
to forget the memorable Christmas Day.

Next morning the porter at Merly Abbey,
opening his wicket with a heavy heart,
tumbled over a leather sack lying across the
threshold of the great gate, and on the scrap

of parchment fastened to its neck he read the
words ;

“ What bad kings steal,
Poor outlaws may restore.
Find Robin’s offering

At your abbey door.”
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