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Chapter 1
A Legend is Born
 
Curse you Alan-A-Dale, and your fruity ballads! I told you to make them catchy, not to make them last through the ages! This is
all Alan’s fault. Although some of the blame should rest on Marian. She was the one who pushed me into this outlaw business after all. 
Who am I to speak so casually of heroic legends? You would probably best know me as the Bold and Brave Outlaw of Sherwood Forest, Robin Hood.
The gossip filled city of Nottingham has spread my story near and far. Most of the tales, if not all of them, are wrong. I am the perfect example of incorrectly recorded history because not only am I more cowardly than brave, but I am also a woman.
Yes, I know, it must be a terrible shock to you. 
I am Robyn Smith, the girl who was forced to hide her gender and become the famed outlaw of Sherwood Forest thanks to bossy tendencies of Maid Marian.
You can’t trust many of the ballads about me, mostly because they have either been blown out of proportion, or because I commissioned the falsities to be created in order to cover my tracks.
A perfect example of this is my relationship with Marian. I can assure you, we aren’t in love. We are, however, best friends.
Some of the ballads have an ounce of truth to them. For example, I do have a band of Merry Men. (Although most times they aren’t so merry.) I do live in Sherwood Forest, and I am an outlaw.
I’m an only child, and in the beginning of my woeful tale I lived in Nottinghamshire with my parents, who are peasants. (We moved there from Locksley when I was a baby.)
King Richard—bless him forever—was off crusading, only God knows where. The cruel and evil Prince John—curse him—was ruling in his place.
Prince John loved to tax the heart and soul out of us peasant folk. His servants and henchmen would come and collect taxes for him, and no servant more cheerfully served him than the Sheriff of Nottingham.
That was actually what started this Robin Hood business. I was only about 15 years old at the time.
 
 
 “Robyn!” my father said, red faced and spitting with rage. “Where are yeh?”
I winced from my hidden perch in an oak tree.  
“What did she do this time?” said my shrewish mother.
“She ran Fin the blacksmith off the farm!” he spat.
Fin. Another one of the ignorant men my father had tried to con into marrying me. My father dutifully searched for a husband for me day after day starting the month I turned 14. However, I wasn’t really keen on marrying, so I sabotaged his every attempt. Usually setting the boys on fire did the trick.
“ROBYN! Stop hiding!” my mother howled into the sky.
They walked under the tree I had climbed up, moving out to the high pastures I usually fled to if I was avoiding work. I waited until I could no longer hear them before I climbed down. I dusted off my hands while wandering towards the cottage, idly wondering where I should hide, when a nasally voice interrupted me.
“Oh Robyn!”  
I froze and turned around before muffling a groan. It was Dan the Musician. The Dan was nice enough as far as lads go. The real problem lay in his musical talent, or lack of.  
“I’ve composed a new ballad for you Robyn!” he said as he approached me, holding his hand harp.  
“Oh huzzah,” I sighed as I switched directions and started walking toward Sherwood Forest. He took this as his signal to begin, and started singing.
 
“Oh Robyn my dear,
Your dark, brown hair is as shiny as a mirror.
You black colored eyes,
Strike fear in my cries.
Although you may be a bit too tall
You’re surely the most beautiful within call.”
 
Did I mention he was also the town flirt? “Go away Dan,” I said.
“But wasn’t that lovely?” he asked as he ran after me, plucking several strings on his out of tune harp.
“It might be, but you’ve already sung it to every girl in Nottinghamshire,” I reminded him. “Although,” I said as I crossed a small field that was directly in front of Sherwood. “It is an improvement from the last song in which you compared my nose to a rabbit.”  
“A rabbit is a darling creature!” Dan declared. “And anyway, at least Ellie said she liked it.”
“Give it up, Dan,” I called over my shoulder before I broke into a run. I disappeared into the forest, leaving a ‘heartbroken’ Dan behind. He was utterly despondent for all of three moments before he made a miraculously recovery at the sight of Anne Greenfield coming down the road.
I weaved in and out of the trees, leaping over bushes and scampering across the forest floor. Ten minutes later I reached my desired destination, a small meadow.  
Marian and I found the meadow when we were children. A bubbling stream flowed around the edge of it. The forest floor was soft and mossy, and huge boulders created a natural sort of wall. 
I checked on my bow and my quiver, which were hidden in a hollow tree. My bow was wrapped in a woolen cloth to keep it from rotting, and my arrows were stored in their rabbit skin quiver. I was stringing my bow when my best friend rode into the meadow on her prancing mare.  
“Robyn, I’m back from London, early too!” Marian called in a sing song voice. Her father, the Earl of Huntingdon, sent her to Queen Eleanor’s court in hopes of making her into a lady months ago. (Eleanor is King Richard’s mother.) I seriously doubted this would work, but Marian went anyway. She probably had the courts in an uproar during her visit. I was surprised they didn’t send her home sooner.
“Marian, it’s so good to see you!” I said as the small girl threw herself off her horse before giving me a spine splitting bear hug. “I take it you faired well on your holiday?”
Marian rolled her blue eyes. “Hardly, it was boring,” she complained as she flipped her soft, blonde hair over her shoulder. “The only things those blasted ladies wanted to do was spin, weave, and chatter,” she said, sounding disgusted.
“I can imagine that would be rather dull for a girl who prefers to ride horses and tearing across the countryside,” I said as I eyed my friend’s grey mare. I wasn’t very fond of horses, mainly because the only time I had ever ridden one was with Marian. I know all too well why the knights in Marian’s manor cross themselves whenever they’re assigned to her as guards.
Marian grunted and turned to stand on her tip toes so she could dig in her saddlebags. “Have you been working on your archery at all?” she questioned.
“Dan the Musician let me use his longbow once. In exchange I had to listen to his ballads for an hour. I don’t think I’ll be doing that again,” I shivered in horror.  
“So you still have longbow envy?”
“I guess,” I frowned as Marian threw several parcels at my feet, along with a slender, thin package that was previously hooked across her mare’s rear. “What’s that?”  I asked, pointing to it with my toe.
“Open it,” Marian smirked.  
With great apprehension I opened the long package first. When I figured out what it was my jaw dropped. “Marian, you didn’t!”
“I did!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands in delight.  
I ripped off the woolen covering to reveal an elegantly crafted longbow.  I quickly dug through the other packages and found several strings and a quiver full of arrows. I eagerly strung my new weapon, impatient to try it out.  
“They told me only a full grown man would be able to use it,” Marian shrugged. “But you’re taller than the merchant who sold it to me. You should be fine,” Marian said as I fixed my eye on a tree that was over 150 yards away.  
I smoothly notched the bow, took aim, and released the arrow. The string pleasantly twanged, and the arrow hit the tree, dead center. I galloped off to retrieve my arrow, thoroughly pleased.
I came back with a smile so wide my face started to hurt. “Thank you Marian!”
“My pleasure dear lady!” she said with a grave bow. “I am pleased that you have accepted my humble gift,” she continued in the rumbling voice of an old man. “And now, I implore you to turn around, notch your bow, and hit my suitors in their rumps.”  
 “That bad is it?” I asked.
“You have no idea,” Marian said as she struggled onto her mare. She finally arranged herself on her sidesaddle before extending her hand to me. “Stash your new treasures and climb up. I’ll give you a ride back to your cottage.”  
“No thanks, I’ll walk,” I said.
“Oh don’t be ridiculous. I heard your parents roaring for you, you’ll need to get back to your house as speedily as possible.”
“I’m not yet desperate enough to ride with you,” I wisely said while I stowed my longbow and quiver in the tree. 
“Oh stop being a cad,” Marian said as she reached down and pulled me halfway up. I struggled to get into a comfortable position behind her, already regretting my situation. “Are you ready?” 
“No, I would like my last rites please—AH!” I screamed as Marian heeled her horse. We were off. 
The mare leaped into a canter, tearing through the forest as if the Sheriff of Nottingham was on our heels. I held on to Marian as I silently repeated prayers, hoping that I would make it off the horse alive.  
Several minutes later, which seemed like several hours to me, the horse halted. I threw myself without hesitation onto the familiar ground in front of my parent’s home. 
Marian snorted in disgust. “I’ll be going now. It’s best to leave you alone in times like this,” she said. 
I ignored her and crawled toward my home on my knees.  
I heard the clip clop of Marian’s horse as she plodded away from my house, but I was surprised when I heard Marian speak sharply. I boosted myself to a standing position and turned around to see Marian quarrelling with two huntsmen. I frowned. No one halfway intelligent would stop an earl’s daughter, and Marian’s heritage was obvious with her dainty mare and bright colored clothing.  
One of the men released a loud, ridiculous laugh, which made me realize they were drunk.
 I watched them stumble towards Marian, who shouted at them before her mare reared and pawed the air.  
They ignored her warning, and I scrambled into my family’s cottage to grab my father’s hunting bow and quiver. As I ran back outside I noticed my parents coming in from the fields behind our house. Perfect timing. Wouldn’t you want to see your daughter threatening a Sheriff’s man? (Although I hoped the duo would be too drunk to remember it, it would still be an instant death sentence.) 
Marian beat one of the men over the head with her fist as he tried to drag her off of the struggling mare. The other man held the horse’s reins, grinning madly as he watched his friend.  
“Halt, or I’ll shoot!” I yelled as I notched an arrow and fixed it on the forester that manhandled Marian.  
He stupidly stared at me while his friend laughed and pointed. “A gurl’s gonna hit us!” he taunted.  
I glared as they shrugged and continued to harass Marian. “I’m warning you!” I said, my voice catching. The bow creaked in my hands.  
Marian screamed, “Robyn! Robyn help!”
I flinched and aimed for the attacker’s leg. I released the string and the arrow hit exactly where I wanted it to, deeply grazing the hunter’s leg before imbedding itself in the dusty road.  
My parents reached me as the hunter fell to the ground, shrilly screaming. His friend was knocked away by Marian’s mare. The unharmed huntsman stood and took off for Nottingham, leaving his injured friend behind.  
My parents stared at me while Marian rode up on her horse as the injured man screamed bloody murder.  
“Robyn what ave ye done?” my parents asked in their thick accents.  (I must say that being friends with Marian, who forced me to speak correctly, made me very different from my family.)  
“She did it to protect the lady,” Mother said as she wearily eyed me. “I’ll go get yer clothes Robyn, you had best run,” she said, ignoring Marian.
I stared back and forth between my mother’s retreating back and my father’s grave face as he scratched his neck. “You aren’t mad?” I asked over the shouting forester.
“Well, of course I am!” my father said with a veritable river of spit. “Yeh didn’t kill ‘im!” Ah yes, my violent father as always.  
Moments later my mother emerged and handed me a sack of clothes as well as a lincoln green cape with a hood.
“What ‘e mean’s Robyn, is that we will miss yer sorry rear end. Good luck,” she said as she kissed my cheek before stepping away.
I always knew my parents loved me, (Usually my father chuckled in private about lighting the village boys on fire thing.) but I was still touched by their demonstrations.
“Come on Robyn, I’ll give you a ride to Sherwood,” Marian said as I slipped the giant cape over my shoulders.  
I paused and looked at my parents once more before I heaved myself up behind Marian. We were walking past the complaining, bellowing forester, who stopped shouting when we were directly in front of him.  
“Robyn, hood!” Marian hissed at me as she motioned for me to pull up the hood of my cloak. I threw it on with a yelp.
“The Sheriff will have yer blood, Robin Hood!” he yelled before my father stomped over to the man.
“Shaddup,” he said as he punched the man, knocking him unconscious. It was the last thing I saw before Marian urged her mare into a gallop. We flew to the meadow, my mind in a daze as I dismounted.
Marian anxiously paced around, speaking quickly.  “I’m sorry Robyn, I’m so sorry!” she cried. “You’re going to be marked as an outlaw because of me!” she wretchedly said, wringing her hands.  
I sank into a sitting position on the ground. “It’s okay Marian. I’ll be fine for now. I’ll hide in Sherwood until the hubbub dies down. I doubt the Sheriff will want to advertise that one of his men was injured by a girl.”
Marian thought for a moment, tapping her chin. “You might be right. Well, you should try to explore the forest. It will soon be swarming with men and you’ll need to find a good spot to hide. Although the forest is the largest one around they could still find you,” she said. “I’ll bring you some supplies tomorrow; I’ll leave them in the tree here in our meadow,” she said before she mounted her horse. “I’m sorry Robyn, but I really have to leave.”  
I waved her off. “Don’t worry about me.  I know this place like the back of my hand,” I boasted.  
Marian gave me an unbelieving look. “I find that highly unlikely,” she sourly said before she waved and rode off on her horse.  Marian spoke the truth, Sherwood Forest wound around Nottinghamshire, from the castle to the village. The giant forest was a huge maze.
I shivered and hugged my green cape closer to myself before I set off with my clothes and new long bow, moving around the edge of the forest. 
 
 
 
I was creeping along several hours later when I heard footsteps. I flattened myself against ground and peered around a tree to spy Much the miller’s son walking through Sherwood. Unfortunately my reaction was too slow, and Much caught a glimpse of me.
“Robyn?”
I started crawling away on my knees, attempting to blend in with the bushes as Much took a few steps and said, “Robyn, I saw you. It’s no use hiding, I’ll find you eventually.”
I glumly pushed myself off my knees and slowly stood up as Much popped around the bush I was hiding in. “Hello,” I said, stiffly pushing my shoulders back.
Much grinned at me. “Hullo! Want something to eat?” he said, sliding a sack off his back.
“What is it?” I cautiously asked. Much and I were good friends as children, but when we grew older we seemed to naturally grow apart. Much, the son of a miller, was born to work in the mill, whereas I worked in the fields with my parents. We hadn’t become total strangers. Often times we attended fairs together because Much was one of the few village men my father had not attempted to spring me upon. But still… It was very likely the news of my criminal activities had already spread.
“It’s deer meat. Caught it early this morning,” Much said with a half grin.
“A deer? Are you mad? That could get you killed!” I said, swiveling my head like a paranoid owl as I looked for the foresters that were bound to come for Much. (It was illegal to hunt the king’s deer—more commonly known as every deer in Sherwood Forest.) 
“Guess I’m an outlaw too,” he said as he peered in the sack, pulled out a slab of wrapped meat, and set it on a rock. “Being taxed to starvation does that to people.”
I stared at him. “You aren’t starving.”
“You’re right, I’m not. But everyone else in Nottinghamshire is. Someone has to help them,” Much shrugged, clenching his hands into fists.
“You are mad,” I declared.
Much ignored me and retied his sack, swinging it over his shoulders once again. “That’s a fair trade, though, right? I’ve heard what you did, and you know what I did. So we’re still friends?”
I studied him through narrowed eyes as Much imitated an innocent lamb. Renewing friendships wasn’t very high on my priority list at the moment, but Much was taking a risk on this as well. “Friends,” I said with a deal sealing nod.
              “That’s what I thought,” Much said, his voice lined with satisfaction. “And don’t worry about that forester you shot. Everyone in the village says you’re a hero for saving Lady Marian. It’s strange, though. The Sheriff seems to be befuddled. He continuously asks for a man named Robin Hood,” he shrugged. “No matter. I’ll try to bring you something to eat later. Good night,” he said as he turned on his heels and walked off.  
“Good night,” I mindlessly repeated as I wondered exactly how stupid the people of Nottinghamshire really were. They were calling me a hero? Me. HAH!
“That is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard,” I said as I swiped my deer meat and headed off in a different direction. 
 
 
              That evening I spent most of my sleeping time up in a tree. It was pleasant, except for the few times I rolled off my branch bed. I rose before dawn and blearily explored for the rest of the day. By late afternoon I made my way to the little meadow, hoping Marian might have dropped off some supplies. As I stumbled into it I nearly stomped out a hasty message that was scrawled in the soft dirt. 
              It took me an embarrassingly long time to read. Marian might have taught me my letters, but I never had much time to further practice such a skill, so putting the words together was a rather laborious process.
              “Hood,” it read. “Much in trouble. Come to Huntingdon Castle, I’ll be in entrance. HURRY!”

 



Chapter 2
My First Merry Man
 
Obviously it was Marian. From the looks of the ground the message was written with the morning dew. 
I peered up through the trees and saw that the sky was precariously close to sunset. “Better get moving,” I muttered, stalking towards my bow, tripping on a pile of lincoln green clothes in the process. I studied them before inspecting my ratty dress and sighing. Marian probably left them for me. I cast a look around my hideout, the meadow was stuffed with brown packages and parcels. I know I had requested supplies, but this was out of hand. Did she think I would open up a merchant’s stall in the middle of the forest? 
I grumpily shed my poor excuse of a dress and slipped into the clothes, which were clearly meant for a male—which made me even grumpier. Some things Marian does spur of the moment, but most of her actions are part of a carefully groomed plan. I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like this plan.
I re-shouldered my long bow and quiver before flipping up the hood of my green cape. I fastened the silver buckle at my throat before jogging out of my hideout, heading for the edge of Sherwood Forest.
              It didn’t take me long to reach the forest boundaries. I hesitated at the tree line for a few moments, plagued by fear, but when I wasn’t jumped after my first few hesitant steps out of Sherwood I set out at a brisk walk. Two leagues from Marian’s castle I started trotting again, casting an anxious glance at the darkening sky.
When I stopped to catch my breath at the gate of Huntingdon Castle, the sky was petal pink.
              The drawbridge to Huntingdon was empty but for the two soldiers standing guard. Huntingdon was a medium sized hold with tall towers and magnificent guards. I had only set foot in it twice, and I felt uneasy as I paused at the bridge, trying to look unsuspicious.  
              I was about to start down the drawbridge, feeling sick to my stomach with fear, when Marian, disguised as a peasant, popped up in my path. “Hood!” she cried with an exaggerated peasant accent. “Ook! Me cousin Hood!” she said as she limped over to me and slung her arm around my shoulders. She continued to babble as she dragged me off, away from the castle. Once we were a safe distance away she ran, hauling me after her. 
              “Marian what’s going on?” I said, trying not to stumble when she yanked me down a steep incline.  
              “No time to explain,” Marian said, squeezing my wrist as we neared a clump of trees. Tied to one of the trees was Marian’s grey mare and a bay gelding. “Get on,” she ordered as she mounted her mare, looking out of place on the leather finery in her grubby dress.  
              I eyed the bay, who returned the gesture. “Hurry up Robyn! In King Richard’s name, we don’t have much time! The gelding is the only horse that no one would miss today! Mount up!” she ordered as I climbed onto the gelding’s saddle.  “Come on!” Marian said, before she took off at a full gallop. 
One of these days her mare was going to keel over dead because she was never properly exercised.  
              I barely kept my balance as my gelding ignored my cues and sped after Marian’s mare.
              “Much has been charged with killing a deer from Sherwood Forest,” Marian yelled over the pounding of the horses’ hooves. “A group of soldiers are escorting him to Nottingham. When he gets there the Sheriff is going to execute him. We have to save him!”  
              I grimly wondered how Much had been found out as I flopped on the gelding’s back. “Where were they keeping him for all of today?” I hollered back.  
              “At his home. The foresters and his parents were arguing. The Sheriff himself had to go to the millers and order them to hand Much over by nightfall, or they would all be put to death. They relented after one of the Sheriff’s charismatic cronies talked to them, but they sent word to me that the soldiers are taking him, by foot, to Nottingham.”
              “Is the Sheriff with them?”
“Heavens no, he rode back to Nottingham before the millers released Much.” 
“What route are they taking?”
              “The main road.”  
              I glanced at my gelding—he was easily keeping the pace with Marian’s mare. “Can he go faster?”
              Marian’s face flashed with surprised before she grinned. She knew I hated horses, but I would deal with them as long as I could save Much. Noble, stupid Much. What had he gotten me into?
              “Yes! Good luck!” she yelled.  
              I nodded as she reached over and slapped my bay on the rear. He shrilly whinnied and started galloping faster, lengthening his strides and overtaking Marian’s grey mare. Within five minutes I reached the main road. I slowed the bay down to a trot and he tossed his head, his sides gleaming with sweat. I urged him up a hill, and when we reached the crest I grinned. A large party of soldiers was plodding up the road, coming towards me. I twisted around in the saddle before directing the bay further up the trail, looking for the perfect spot. 
              The good thing about the main road is that it cut through parts of Sherwood Forest. This would make it infinitely easier to spring on them and—hopefully—free Much.
              I hid my borrowed horse a fair distance off the road, leaving him tied to a tree. I circled back to the road where I climbed up a tree with badly shaking hands.
              When I reached a suitable branch I stopped and set up, preparing my longbow while rearranging my quiver on my back. 
From my perch I spotted Marian racing up the road, she passed me as I sounded a piercing whistle. She rounded back and stopped her mare beneath my tree. When she caught my gaze I wordlessly jerked my thumb in the direction I had stowed my horse. Marian nodded and disappeared in a flash of ratty clothes and horsey finery.
              I waited in my tree for another two minutes before I heard the clomping of feet and the boisterous laughter of the soldiers. I narrowed my eyes and silently notched my bow as the soldiers mounted the crest of the hill.
I swallowed a lump that was lodged in my throat. I felt so nervous there was an underlying need to rid my stomach of lunch. 
After a few moments of marching the soldiers were close enough that I was able to see the stitching on their uniforms.  
              I studied the group, it was half a dozen soldiers, all of them had swords, but only one had a bow. If I stayed a safe distance away from him I could easily hold up the group. Much’s hands were bound with rope, and he had a gag placed in his mouth. He was in the center of the circle.
“Get moving lad!” a soldier said as he kicked Much. “Or we’ll skewer you now!” he threatened, booting Much again.
              My face contorted in a scowl as I pulled back on my notched arrow. Every part of my body shivered in fear, with the exception of my steady hands. My anger was probably the only reason why I was able to hold the bow straight. “Halt!” I said in my best man voice as I released my arrow. 
              It struck its target, which was the top of the leader’s helmet—the soldier that kicked Much. 
This seems like a good place to mention that I hate killing. I loathe it. It’s part of my cowardly personality, and you’re going to have to accept that. Thankfully I was talented enough in the art of archery that I was always able to shoot to wound—not kill.
              The soldiers immediately lifted their weapons as the leader whipped around, trying to see who hit him.
“Who goes there?” he shrilly said as he rolled his eyes from one side of the road to the other.  
              “You have taken an innocent boy, erm…man. Release him and I’ll let you escape with your lives!” I declared, speaking enough for them detect where I was. 
The leader glared up at me, trying to peer through the shadows cast on my face by my fastened cloak. He gave up and twisted around to hiss at the archer. “Shoot him!”
              The man straightened and reached behind him for his quiver, but I already had a notched arrow trained on him, which I released. It shattered his bow and embedded itself in the road.
              The soldiers gaped at me, turning pale with fear beneath their helms.
I grimly smiled, another arrow notched. “Release him,” I repeated trailing my arrow onto the leader’s face.  
              The leader squeaked, his knees shaking violently. “Do as he says!” he said. 
One guard stepped forward to push Much out of their formation. Much stumbled in my direction, staring up my tree. I kept my eyes on the soldiers, but I could practically feel Much grinning at me through his gag.  
              “Who are you?” said a brave soldier.  
              I opened my mouth to reply when Marian spoke for me.
              “Robyn!” Marian loudly said, confusing everyone for the moment.
              “Hood!  Robyn Hood!” I said as I planned the murder of my best friend, the busy body big mouth. “Until next time!” I said, doing my best to sound boastful and confident, before I jumped out of my tree. I grabbed Much’s arm and dove into the forest, dragging him with.  
              “Robin Hood! We’ll meet again!” the leader yelled, fading off into the distance as I snatched my horse’s reins and headed deeper into the forest, Marian on my heels with her mare.  
              We ran for a good ten minutes before stopping, panting and huffing. I untied Much’s gag and used my hunting knife to cut through his bonds before I turned on Marian. “What were you THINKING?  Giving them my real name? Honestly Marian I thought you had more sense then that!” I raved.
              Marian shrugged. “It does not matter. They clearly think you’re a man!” 
              “That doesn’t make a difference! Eventually the bloated britches Sheriff will realize a man did not shoot his forester!” I protested.
“The Sheriff? Surely you jest. That fool will never figure it out,” Marian said, folding her arms across her chest. “Besides, they already knew your name was Robyn. They refer to you as Robin Hood.”
              “So…what now?” Much asked, interrupting us.  
              I sighed and scuffed my feet in the forest floor. “I’m not sure. I must apologize, Much. It seems like I’ve dragged into an even deeper mess.”   
              “You saved my life Robyn, that’s hardly anything to regret,” Much said before flashing me a sweet smile. (This honeymoon phase of soppy smiles and easy words would last only a short time. Eventually Much’s nursemaid tendencies would reveal themselves.)
              “But you’ll never be able to return home,” I said.
              Much winked at me. “That’s too bad. I guess I’ll have to live here with you, Robin Hood!” he said.  
              I scowled. “It’s not funny.”  
              Marian squealed and clapped her hands. “This is so exciting! Robin Hood and her Merry Men, er, Merry Man! You’ll be regular outlaws in no time.”  
              I frowned. “Just because I saved Much and there’s a warrant out for my arrest doesn’t mean I’m becoming an outlaw,” I said, hoping to nip this idea before it festered in Marian’s brain.
Since I first met her, Marian had this unhealthy and ridiculous idea that peasants should revolt, become outlaws, and steal from the rich and give to the poor. It was a noble idea, but I didn’t want her painting my face into her mental fantasy.
              “Robyn, the people need you.  They’re starving. Prince John is taxing the life out of them. But you could save them if you became an outlaw!” Marian said, planting her hands on her hips as she jutted her chin in my direction.
              “Because a peasant girl and a beanpole—who is hopefully going to stop growing or we’ll run out of food—could do anything to help all the peasants in Nottinghamshire,” I rolled my eyes.
              “Oh don’t worry,” Marian said, walking up to me to soothingly rub my back. “Once you get started I’m sure more Merry Men will come flocking to Sherwood.”
              “I don’t WANT more Merry Men!  I don’t even want the one I’ve got!” I declared.
              “I beg your pardon?” Much frowned.
              Marian fixed me with her stubborn, blue eyes. “Robyn, you can’t go back. You have nothing left but to move forward. Think it over, please,” Marian said, mounting her mare before snatching up the reins to the borrowed bay. “You could help everyone you know,” she said, adjusting the reins.
              In spite of my protests a flood of faces filled my mind. Everyone was touched by taxation. No one was spared, and many families were going hungry since it was illegal to hunt deer. “I’ll wait Marian,” I stubbornly refused. “Maybe in a few weeks this will blow over.”
              Marian raised a blonde eyebrow. “If you say so. Much, I leave her in your hands.  Good luck. Good night,” Marian called over her shoulder before crashing through the woods with the two horses.
              I sighed and peered into the forest. It was almost completely dark. “I hope she breaks her neck,” I muttered.
              “She’s right, Robyn,” Much continued where the young lady left off.
              “I said I would think about it, Much,” I said with all the finality I could muster, ending the topic. Well…I assumed that the topic was finished, but Marian never loses an argument. She only retreats long enough to recoup. 
              “What next?” I asked Much, slapping my hands on my thighs.
              “We should get supplies from my family,” Much said as he inspected his homespun cream-colored shirt and tan breeches. “Although I think I want some clothes like yours. I look like a shining lantern in here.”  
              “I have two more sets back at my camp, I can lend you one. Marian must think I roll around in the dirt for fun. Come on, you can change before we go to your parents’ house. We’ll have to be on our guard though, the Sheriff is sure to be out looking for us,” I said as I led the way through the forest, confidently striding towards my camp.  
              “Are you sure you know where we’re going? I’ve never been in this part of the forest,” Much nervously said.  
              “Positive. I know exactly where we are.”
True to my word, within twenty minutes we came upon my camp as darkness closed in.  
              “Here,” I said, tossing him one of the spare outfits. Leaving him to change I trotted to the edge of Sherwood Forest and gazed into the night, listening for any suspicious noises.  
              Much found me there about five minutes later. “What’s wrong?” he asked as he fumbled around next to me.  
              “I’m listening for the Sheriff,” I answered as Much lit a torch, illuminating the area around us. I continued to gaze at the countryside, still listening. 
              “What for?” 
              “He’ll probably go to your parents’ house, believing that you’d head back there first, in which case he would be correct,” I said. I turned around and inspected Much with a grin. He was my perfect match in his lincoln green clothes.  
              His straw blonde hair was patted down, and his grey-blue eyes watched me as I studied him. He truly was growing like a weed. It was just weeks ago that I towered over him like a giant. Now we stood eye to eye.
              “Not bad. Come on, let’s go,” I said, my voice swallowed in the darkness as I slipped out of the forest. Much closely followed behind me, holding the torch above his head.  
              We reached the miller’s house in under ten minutes. We traveled quickly, jogging almost the entire way. I was paranoid we would be spotted in the pitch black night.  
              Before we reached the hut Much doused his torch, and we cautiously walked up the dirt path that led to the door of the hut. Much lifted his fist and hesitantly pounded on the wood door.  
              “Coming!” a disheartened lady called before opening the door. “How can I help-MUCH!” she screamed as light from the home was shed upon us. “My son!  Come in!” she cried as it started to drizzle. “How did you manage to escape?” she sobbed, tears and rain dripping down her face.
              Much paused and slowly stepped to the side, allowing his mother, Cristina, to see my cloaked figure. I paused before pulling back the hood of my cape.  
              “Robyn!” she breathed, sounding astounded. Her blue eyes widened as she glanced around before hurriedly pulling us inside. She shut the door and Ronald, the miller and Much’s father, looked up.  
              His face broke out into a grin as he spotted Much. “Much my boy! You escaped!” he said as he lumbered over to him and gave him a gruff hug.  
              It was then that he noticed me. “Robyn? I thought you disappeared,” he said as Cristina took my cape and hung it up by the door. Ronald glanced back and forth between Much and I, taking in our strange apparel. He started to say something about our new obsession with the color green, but his wife interrupted.
              “We should let them sit down first, Ronald,” she said, herding us to the table. Much and I sat on rickety chairs as Cristina fluttered around us, setting out fresh slices of bread for us to devour. 
              “Care to tell your story?” Ronald asked, his bushy eyebrows crawling towards his hairline as he watched us. 
              Much swallowed the bread he was scarfing down. “Robyn saved me,” he started, and for the next ten minutes he explained to his parents how I held up the entourage of men that held him captive, and that I was now a doubly an affirmed “male” outlaw who lived in the woods. (I deeply protested this part, but Ronald laughed and slapped me on the back, knocking the breath out of me. Cristina muttered prays for my soul.)   
              “So Much, you’ll be staying with Robyn then,” Ronald nodded. “Good trade, good trade. Thank you for helping my son, Robyn.”
              I shook my head. “I didn’t help him very much. He’ll be stuck living with me in Sherwood.”
              Cristina gave me a strained smile. “I’d rather see you two living in Sherwood Forest than hanging from the nearest tree,” she said as she scuttled around the house.  
              Much and I exchanged glances. “So you’re okay with having an outlaw for a son?” Much chirped.
              “Give it up Much!” I roared as Ronald released gusts of laughter.
              “The Sheriff will come here soon,” Christina said, scrunching up her nose, just like her son, as thunder crashed outside.
               “Thankfully the rain washed our footprints away. But… we should probably go,” I decided, standing up. Much nodded and followed my example. 
Cristina handed me my cloak as Ronald broke his son in a bear hug. “Live well,” Cristina bid, handing me a giant sack before hugging Much and giving him an even bigger bag.
              Ronald slapped me on the back. “Take care, Robyn! I cannot thank you enough for what you’ve done tonight,” he solemnly said as he watched his wife and son embrace.  
              “It was nothing sir,” I said, pulling my hood up. 
              “Now you two be careful!” he warned. “The Sheriff is a mean man. Be on the look out at all times.”
              I cracked open the front door and glanced out of the crack. “Someone’s coming!” I hissed, spotting sputtering torches bobbing in the darkness as the rain poured down. I slammed the door shut.  
              “Quickly, use the back door!” Cristina said as she cleaned up all evidence of our visit.  
              “Thank you for your help,” I bowed. I fled with Much on my heels. Ronald and Cristina stood at the back door, waving to us as we disappeared. 
              “Quickly! We have to get to the forest as soon as possible,” I urged as we kept our distance from the torches.  
              “This is foolish. We can’t see two feet in front of us!” Much said, hunched behind me.
              “What other option do we have? Come, it’s this way,” I said as started off in the direction I thought Sherwood to be. I was excessively careful of the Sheriff’s men, who were closing in on the miller’s house. After a few minutes of walking I could see the shadowy shroud of trees stretched in front of us. “There it is, let’s hurry,” I said, quickening my stride to a jog.
              We tore into the woods, taking refuge under the trees. We crept along the forest floor until we reached the small meadow.  
              That miserable night we wedged ourselves between the giant rocks, trying to keep as much of the rain out as possible.  It was a wretched night, and by dawn the rain still hadn’t stopped.  
              Nothing particularly interesting happened in the spring weeks following Much’s rescue. Over the next month it barely rained and Much and I flourished as we ate deer meat and drank fresh spring water. (Yes, I decided I was rogue enough to kill the king’s deer in Sherwood Forest.) 
              Much grew like a beanpole, and Marian was forced to bring him a new set of clothes nearly every visit. At the end of two months he finally leveled off to be several hands taller than me.  
              Sometimes we’d sneak over to his parents’ house, and Cristina would give us more supplies. Much’s parents told the Sheriff on the night I saved Much that no, their son hadn’t returned to them. The Sheriff collected their extra taxes, aka a bribe, and soon Much’s parents were forgotten even though Much and I were not.  
              The few times we snuck into the village we saw posters of us all over town. They had poor imitations of our faces sketched on to them. Much’s was totally disproportionate and mine was basically a black hood.
              Marian visited us often and usually tried to convince us to rob some lord or knight, we didn’t though. After some cajoling she did manage to convince us to help the villagers, though. Often times we would leave some of the deer meat on the doors, knock, and run off, leaving them with the food.  
              Our meadow stayed wild, we never dared to build real shelters. Sadly we were forced to suffer when it rained. When we had free time I taught Much to read and write. He wasn’t perfect, but he learned enough so he could go into the village and read anything the Sheriff posted.  
              We practiced the art of using a staff. Much was twice as good as I. However, we also fine tuned our archery skills, an art I completely dominated.  And when we got really bored we even practiced our swordsmanship. (Marian brought out two old swords. At first I flat out refused because its a noble’s weapon. But I then I got sick of Much beating me silly with the staff, so the change in weapons was welcome.) 
              By the third month we were adjusted to our new life style and could barely remember what it was like to wake up in a real home.  
              We were sitting in the forest on a fine sunny morning. I was cleaning my longbow while Much, the loaf, was sitting on a rock, watching me. We both paused and looked up when we heard the telltale crashes of villagers walking through our forest.
              “Should we go listen?” Much prompted.
              Listening to villagers who stumbled through the forest was not only an excellent way to stay up to date on the news and garner all the latest gossip, but it sometimes allowed us to hear stories about ourselves, Robin Hood and Much the miller’s son.
              “Why not?” I shrugged, slipping my quiver onto my back as I hooked my longbow over my shoulder.
              We silently snuck through the forest, stopping after predicting the direction of the villagers’ path.  I crawled up a tree as Much hid in a bush, and together we waited.  
              “Aye. Did ye hear that some of the young en’s from the village are wantin’ to join Robin and Much the miller’s son? Thank God the Sheriff hasn’t heard them, nor learned about the food that Robin Hood, bless him, leaves us.”  
              “True, true,” the man’s companion said as they started to walk away from us. “It was Will Stutely that’s leading em,” he rumbled. “Ah, did you hear about the blacksmith’s cow?” he asked, switching to a more boorish topic as they left us.  
              I slid down the tree. “Will Stutely, huh?” I wondered as I peered through my leafy kingdom.
              “He always used to play with us when we were little,” Much thoughtfully chirped.  “He’s nice,” he added as an afterthought.  
 
 



Chapter 3
Steal from the Rich
 
              “Whatever you’re thinking, NO! More men will bring us all the more closer to Marian’s Outlaw Dream,” I moaned as I viciously kicked a nearby tree. (Marian’s plan had become a full fledged proper noun, demanding the capitals and everything.)
              “Robin Hood, his Merry Men, and Maid Marian,” Much jokingly listed as I glared at him. “Well, let’s go to the village this afternoon.”
              I raised my eyebrows. “The moment you set foot in the village the Sheriff of Nottingham will pounce on you.”  
              “So you go!” he retorted. “Everyone has completely forgotten about you, the silly girl who set boys on fire, so if you disguise yourself as a man they won’t recognize you. It will be perfect,” Much informed me as I stomped back toward the clearing. “And while you’re there you can get us some more bow strings,” he added.
              “Why?” I questioned as I hopped up on a rock and placed my longbow on my lap.
              “I broke two of them yesterday, so we’re going to need some more,” he muttered.
              “WHAT?” I hissed. Out of all of our supplies I considered the bowstrings to be the most valuable.
              “I’m sorry,” he whimpered, hanging his head as I stomped around the camp, looking for a proper disguise.  
              I tugged on the end of my hair. Marian made me chop it off in the initial weeks of my new rogue status. She said it would make me harder to recognize, or something stupid like that. It didn’t matter much, I always kept my hood whenever I was snooping around. But cutting my hair was something I always wanted to do, so I eagerly cropped it.
Sadly I realized that I liked my long hair after cutting it, but it was steadily growing back. It was finally brushing my chin when Much broke the lovely bowstring news to me.
“I’ll need a hat,” I dug through our supplies and found a large feather cap. I placed it on my head and then tucked up all my hair into it using hairpins Marian had brought for that very reason. I changed into Much’s old cream-colored shirt and pulled on black hose. I had learned how to bind my chest by wrapping bandages around it, so now you truly couldn’t tell I was a girl, although I still was a little too pretty to be taken seriously.
              I abandoned my regular green cape and instead used a short cloak which fell just bellow my butt.  It was tan, ratty, and torn, making it all the better to use.  
              I grabbed a huge sack of food that Much and I had gathered in case we ever needed to barter. It contained a dried apples from Cristina, a large chunk of boar meat, and a big piece of cheese that we lifted off of a rich, fat noble. (It was the only thing we had ever stolen at that point.)
              “I’ll be back,” I announced as I threw the cloak over my shoulders.  
              “I’m sure you will be. Go to my parent’s house and get some bread will you? It’s been three weeks since our last loaf,” Much said as I shook my head and took my leave.  
              I stayed in the shadows of Sherwood Forest as long as I could, traveling until I passed the village.  After casting cautious glances up and down the road I jogged out to the dirt path and rubbed my face and hands with dust to complete my disguise.  After brushing off my fingers I started toward town.
              Much and I never went into Nottinghamshire village during the daytime. We only crept in when it was night, dusk, or dawn. Because of this the condition of the village astonished me.  Scraggly dogs were running around, you could see their ribs even through their thick fur. Gaunt faced children scampered through the dirty street, their clothes ratty and torn.  
              Women were watching the children from the houses or one of the very few vegetable or fruit stands that were scattered on the street. They too were thin and bony and looked unhealthy and sick.  
              The men were out working. However, a few of the boys who were about 17 or 18 were standing around, looking pale and skeletal. Their clothes weren’t nearly as nice as my plain and simple clothes, and I felt incredibly out of place, even though my clothes were torn and dust covered.  The village stank of filth, and flies buzzed through the air, delighting in the stench.
              Everyone watched me as I walked into town, I was secretly glad I had a knife hidden in my leather belt. I quietly walked up to the weapon’s stall. (It was a joint venture run by the blacksmith and an archer.)  
              “I need five bow strings,” I said.  
              “We don’t accept money,” the blacksmith doubtfully sighed. 
              “What do you accept?”  I asked, being careful to drop my voice a few pitches.  
              “Food,” he replied.  
              I put the sack on the table and the Blacksmith peered into it and nodded, satisfied. “I’ll get to work on those strings, I only have four finished, so if you come back in a bit they’ll be ready for you,” he said.
              I politely nodded before taking my leave.  I was going to go visit Cristina and Ronald, Much’s parents, when I heard a boastful shout.
              “It’s in my mind to go off and join Robin Hood!” 
              I halted and switched directions until I found the boys standing in a circle.  
              “I heard that he’s the best archer in all of Nottingham!” one boy confessed.  
              I glanced around the group when the original speaker spoke again.  “Hey you, who are you?” he suspiciously asked.  I looked up and nearly gasped. Will Stutely was peering down at my dust streaked face. 
              He was much taller than I remembered him. He was a little shorter than Much, and his dirt brown hair was scruffy, hanging over his rain cloud eyes.
              Once he spoke the four other boys turned to glare at me. I cleared my throat. “I have heard stories about this Robin Hood,” I started. “And I was wondering, why do you think he is so great?”  
              “What have you heard about him?” Will asked, apparently he was the expert when it came to me.  
              “I was told that he is some sort of outlaw who threatened some soldiers and now lives in Sherwood Forest,” I drawled.  
              “He did much more than that!” Will said, shaking his fist.
              “Really?” I loftily inquired.
              “Yes! He saved one of my friends!” Will started.
              “Uh-huh,” I said, starting to walk away.  
              “Robin Hood is the bravest and most honorable man I know!”  Will yelled after me, sounding quite indignant, before he returned to whispering with his group.
              “Will, you don’t even know him!” one of his friends hissed.
              I privately agreed as I began the trek to Ronald and Cristina’s house. Will was quite a loud mouth, and one of these days it was going to get him killed. But what was really on my mind was the village. Rather, the condition it was in: ruin.  
              I arrived at their hut and knocked on the wooden door before turning to look behind me, forever watching my back.  
              “Can I help you?” Cristina asked opening the door.
              I turned back to her and smiled. “Yes. May I come in?” I asked. 
              “Um, Ronald is not here right now,” she nervously replied, clutching the door.
              I whispered, “Cristina, it’s me, Robyn!”  
              Cristina’s mouth formed a small o. She quickly beckoned me in and slammed the door behind me. “What are you doing here?” she demanded. “You could be spotted, walkin’ around in broad daylight!”  
              I gave her a crocked grin. “You weren’t able to recognize me. Although that’s quite an insult, it’s like saying I’m ugly enough to be a boy,” I complained.
              “Hush dear,” she cooed. “You look very beautiful. Like a prince!” she soothed. 
              I frowned deeper. The only prince I knew of was Prince John. I tried to decide if I should be offended or not before I gave up. “Yes, my girly face is quite a problem, but it’s nothing a hood can’t cover up,” I winked as Cristina laughed at my bad pun.
              “Was there anything you needed?” she asked.
              “Actually yes. Much wanted a loaf of bread.”  
              “Why I just finished baking one!” she squealed, delighted. She quickly wrapped it in a cloth and handed it to me. “Anything else?” she questioned as she sat down on a wooden chair.  
              I fiddled for a moment with my cape. “I want to know about the village. How long has it been like that?” I asked.
              Cristina’s eyes darkened with sadness. “So you saw it in daylight did you?” she sighed. “Prince John has been squeezing the life out of us. Ronald and I have managed to scrape by, but I’m afraid the villagers been so blessed.”
              I studied the wood table for several minutes as we sat together in companionable silence. “Thank you for you time, and the bread,” said, my wooden chair to scraping against the floor as I stood.
              “You’re welcome. Come over any time,” Cristina smiled.  
              I opened the door and exited the hut, tipping my hat to her before she shut the door. I walked back to the village and bought my strings from the blacksmith.  
              I don’t really remember the trip back. I did walk all over Sherwood Forest though, and it was nightfall by the time I returned.
              Much was not pleased with me.
              “ROBYN! Where in bonnie England have you been? LONDON?” he yelled as I handed him the bread and thoughtfully sat down at our fire.  
              “I was here and there,” I vaguely recalled while plucking a piece of grass out of the ground.
              “Here and there? HERE AND THERE?! YOU MAY HAVE BEEN IN FRANCE FOR ALL I KNEW!” he bellowed in my face.  
              “Much. Do you think it would be forgivable if we followed Marian’s Outlaw Dream?” I asked.
              “What do you mean?” he fumed, plopping down next to me. “Stealing from the rich to give to the poor?”
              “Yes,” I nodded, gazing into the fire as I ran my fingers down the length of grass.  
              “Well, it could get US in a whole bigger stewpot of trouble. Not to mention that would you would be bossing me around all the time! It would be a repeat of our childhood,” he said.
              I snorted and curled my lip up in a sneer as I tossed the piece of grass at him. “Like I don’t do that already. But seriously. Why don’t we? It’s not like they can make our execution sentence any worse. What could they do? Kill us twice?”  
              “We could get caught a lot easier,” Much pessimistically pointed out. “And I like my head where it is, thank you very much! I’m not that anxious to go off and have tea with the gallows.”
              “I heard Will talking in the village. He said he’d be willing to join Robin Hood,” I said, gazing into the fire again.
              “That’s only if he doesn’t get his head chopped off for offering to do so,” Much dryly said.  
              “With the extra help we could rob with ease,” I retorted.
              “And it’s economic! We could have a mass funeral and save money!”  Much added.
              “We could ask Marian to get us more lincoln green uniforms,” I thoughtfully mulled.
              “Ah, yes. That way the only way they’ll be able to tell you apart from the other ‘Merry Men’ would be the great amount of inches in height that you are lacking!”
              “It’s good camouflage,” I said.
              “Yes, so we stand an even higher chance of being hit because of the Sheriff’s bad aim.” 
              “Much!”
              “Robyn!”
              “I’m being serious here!” I scolded.
              “So am I!” he insisted.  
              I grumbled and slouched. “I’m going to sleep on it,” I decided.
              “Yes, good idea. Sleeping with life threatening ideas on your mind is a great way to snooze. Goodnight,” he said, turning over.  
              “You are insufferable,” I responded.
              Much loudly snored.  
              “Very funny Much! Stop it. I won’t be able to sleep,” I grumpily called.
              Much let another snore loose.  
              “Much?” I asked, and was rewarded by yet another snore, he sounded like a dying bear. “Come on! You can’t have fallen asleep that quickly!” I groaned poking his shoulder. He snored again and I huffed and scooted further away from him, cushioning my head with a blanket… But his unbearable snoring just would not STOP! “Ugh” I groaned as I covered my ears with the blanket, trying to drown out the sound. 
              It didn’t work and I scowled up at the sky as I felt a small raindrop fall on my nose, it was the first rain in weeks.  
              I moaned and hopped up, heading for the cover of the trees and some nearby boulders. I purposely stepped on Much’s face as I walked over there, but the great lug didn’t budge.  
              I become settled in my little cubby between the boulders and properly arranged my blankets around me when it started to pour, effectively waking up Much.
              “What the? OH COME ON!” 
 
 
 
It rained for only a short amount of time that night, and when I woke up from my slumber everything was dew covered, and there was no traces of the night’s showers except for the deep green color of the forest.  
It was dawn, so I made gruel for myself before washing my lincoln green outfit. I hung it up to dry and slipped on a spare that Marian had secured some time ago. I bound my chest with bandages and tucked up my hair in the same feathered cap from the day before. By this time Much grumpily woke up and started stumbling around the camp, trying to gain his bearings. His odd sleeping positions caused his hair to stick out like flaky pieces of hay.
 “Morning Sunshine!” I sweetly sang as he mumbled incoherently and poured some gruel into his cup. “You’re such a happy bundle of misery,” I said as I retrieved my longbow from its hideaway in the tree.
Meanwhile Much wolfed his gruel down like a wild animal. “As are you, Precious,” he grumbled at my cheerfulness. It was no use talking to the boy until he ate his gruel. The instant food entered his stomach he became an incessant chatterbox.
“I think I’m going to try to meet Marian today,” I said as I bit my lip.
“Oomph mubble wobble..grumble…Trouble,” he told me while finishing the last of his gruel.
“Open your mouth, Much, or I can’t hear you,” I said as he finished his last bite and set the bowl down. He took one deep breath, and…
“It’sabeautifulmorningisn’titIjustlovetherain!” he chattered, running around camp as I strung my bow.  
“And I repeat, I’m going to meet Marian. I’ll be back when I’m sure you won’t talk my ears off,” I said as I left our camp.
I started off at a slow jog, warming up my muscles for the day ahead of me. I smiled as I felt my cloak swirl and my quiver thunk against my back.  
Before I knew it I reached the main road to Nottingham. I paused at the edge, thinking perhaps I should go back and change. After all, solid green clothes made me look like a large plant, which wouldn’t help me when I tried to sneak into Huntingdon Castle.
I decided against it and jumped into the road. While I was immersed in my thoughts, however, a rider on a primpy, fancy horse rode up the road. The horse reared and I nimbly dodged its hooves that pawed the air.  
The rider was a fat middle-aged man who appeared to be going bald. The horse must have had more strength than I suspected because even though it had stick legs it was able to hold up the massive volume of its rider.
“Sorry,” I started to apologize, noticing the gold plated tack on the horse, and the man’s fancy clothes.
The man squealed, sounding an awful lot like a goose caught in a trap. “Don’t hurt me!”
“With what?” I asked, wrinkling my brow in confusion. I then remembered my longbow in my hand. “Oh, this?” I asked, holding it up.  
The man made that terrible noise again before releasing a high pitched scream. As he thoroughly exercised his lungs, he dropped a huge sack of gold and kicked his pansy horse, who galloped off, barely missing me.  
“Thank you for traveling through Sherwood Forest!” I yelled after him, shrugging at his stupidity. I paused before picking up the bag of gold, it would help the village, but I was still uneasy about the whole ‘robbing’ thing.
“ROBYN!” Much bellowed as he jumped out of the bushes after spotting me and the gold pouch.  
“It wasn’t my fault!  I was walking, and there was this fat guy. And he dropped this, and then he ran,” I stammered.  
Much fixed me with a look much like a mother would give her child when she did not believe a tale he had just woven.  
“I didn’t do anything!” I sulked as I dropped the bag and kicked it a few feet away.  
Much walked after it and paused, just like me, before picking it up. The second he did Marian, on her grey mare, which was sure to die at any moment due to stress, tore up to us. 
“Ah-hah! I caught you! Now you have to become an outlaw! Soon there will be rumors all over Nottingham about you!” she cackled, from the way it sounded one would think she wanted me to be beheaded.
  “Whatever,” I frostily spat as Much opened the bag. His eyes practically popped out of his head, so I figured there must be a large amount of gold, money, or both in the bag.  
I cocked my ear, intensely listening. “Back to the woods,” I hissed, grabbing Marian and Much’s arms, hauling them into Sherwood with me, Marian’s mare trailing behind.
We reached camp and the three of us sat down on logs and counted the money.  It was enough to evenly spread it out between the villagers, and give some extra to Much’s parents as a thank you for faithfully supplying us. 
I frowned as I held a gold piece up to the sunlight. It twinkled as I tossed it back into the bag. We already divided the gold pieces out into separate piles for each family.
“We HAVE to make sure that the villagers keep this a secret and don’t open their big mouths so the sheriff hears about it. If he does he’ll tax them even more!” I grumbled.
Marian grinned. “Don’t worry. The people hold you on a pedestal as high as their king. I doubt they’ll say anything,” she smirked as we loaded the gold into small separate bags Marian sewed together while Much and I divided the gold out.  
Rumors will tell you that Robin Hood and his Merry Men gave half of it away, and kept the rest. That is completely false. What use would it have for me? Decoration? Heavens no! I gave all of it away. In return, much later in the story, the villagers usually gave us free food and clothes.
I shrugged and studied the fading light. “Shouldn’t you get going Marian?” I asked as she finished the last tiny bag.
“Yes. Father will be most upset if I miss the evening meal,” she delicately sighed as she stood. She briefly embraced me before hopping up on her mare. “Good bye dear Robin Hood!” she said.  “I shall miss you terribly, you too Much!” she called as she kicked her mare and took off flying.  
“That girl is going to break her neck,” Much said as we finished loading the gold.  
“Just don’t stand in her path when she leaves,” I advised as I loaded bags of gold into the hidden pockets inside my cape before tossing one underneath my hat.
My greenish, suede hat with the pheasant feather was now a permanent part of my costume, along with my green cape and my usual lincoln green uniform. “Let’s go,” I crisply bid, straightening my cap.
Much nodded and we plodded off to the village. We reached it when the sun was set and the stars were twinkling overhead. We exchanged nods and got to work, laying a small bag of gold at each doorstep. (And a big one at Much’s house.) We knocked on the door at Much’s house and fled, but to alert the villagers I struck the chapel bell with three arrows, making it ring three times.  
Since I used my longbow we were a safe distance away when torches flared to life in the village. Much and I watched the men lumber to the doors and open them up, pausing and scratching their skulls when they spotted the small pouch on their front step.
“Our work here is done!” Much proudly said, walking back to Sherwood. I paused, watching the excited village men shout as they ran to greet each other. I smiled again before I turned, my cape billowing around me as I stalked after Much.  
We returned to camp together and slept soundly that night, feeling rather good about ourselves. It was decided. We would become full-fledged outlaws and steal from the rich to give to the poor.
The following morning I woke to the sounds of peasant folk, nearly a forth of a mile away, walking about my forest. I groaned and rolled over to poke Much.  “Much.”  I said.
“Ermf,” he replied, flipping over, still sound asleep.
“Much. Wake up,” I ordered, prodding him harder. I threw my blankets off and folded them into neat squares before stuffing a hunk of bread in my mouth to serve as my breakfast. I shook out my clothes to get rid of some of the wrinkles and stomped my feet, shaking my head as I tried to wake myself up. I swiftly washed in the river before clothing myself and climbing up a tree, listening for the villagers. They had passed by us and were already a good third of a mile away.  
“Much. Get up. We have company,” I said, pushing him with my booted foot. Much grunted and rolled over. I scowled before grabbing a wooden bucket, filling it with water, and emptying it over his head.  
“WHAT?” he yelped.
“We have visitors,” I repeated, tossing him the rest of the loaf of bread, which he gobbled down.
“I’m going ahead to scout it out. Meet me at the lightning tree when you’re ready,” I ordered before slipping off into the forest. 
I snaked along unseen trails as I followed my ears to the peasants. I crawled up a tree and watched them pass under me. It was Will Stutely and four of his friends. They were charging through the forest, going in circles. I would have wondered at their intellect, except they appeared to be searching for something.
I shrugged. They were talking with low voices and I wasn’t able to make out words even though they were relatively close to me. I slid down the tree and bounded away, unseen and unheard by them. I stopped when I reached a huge tree that was split in half courtesy of a lightning bolt.
Much was already there, up and sleepily blinking at the forest “Will Stutely and some of his friends are wandering around the forest. I can’t hear what they’re up to. Wanna give Will a chance to meet Robin Hood?” I grinned. (This would quite possibly turn out to be my worst idea ever.)
“Sure, why not? You seem to be big in making hero appearances lately,” Much said, stifling a yawn as he led the way back to Will and his friends. 
We crept along the forest floor, running from bush to bush in an effort to get in front of them. Much, being his usual smarty self, hid in underbrush that was so close to Will and his friends that their clothes brushed the foliage. It served him right when Will stepped on his hand.  
After Much finished silently screaming we dove away and managed to scramble some odd yards in front of the boys before hiding behind two trunks.  I pressed myself deeper into the rough bark of the trunk as Much sulked and cradled his hand while we waited for Will Stutely. Moments later Will and his four followers carelessly strode pass, not noticing our presence until I pushed off my tree and called out, “Who dares to walk within Sherwood Forest?”
Much also emerged, shaking his stepped on hand and frowning as I felt for the reassurance of the hood I had thrown over my head.
Will Stutely and his companions whirled around. Will smiled when he saw my cape. “Robin Hood,” he breathed as the other boys backed up a few steps.
“The one and only,” Much acknowledged for me before striking a pose and tossing his head.  
“My name is Will Stutely,” he told me after grinning at Much. “And my friends and I have come to join your band of Merry Men.”  
I fought the giggle that threatened to erupt in my throat, turning it into a muffled snort. “How do I know you’re not spies?” I hastily scoffed, praying that my voice was deep enough.  
Will bit his lip before his eyes lit up and he plopped down to his knees, motioning for his friends to do the same. “I, Will Stutely,” Will started, his friends mimicking him. “Pledge my loyalty to Robin Hood. I shall do whatever he orders me to, until the last breath I take. He will be first in my loyalties before all, including the King, except for God himself,” he said.  
“No matter what?” I questioned as Much tried to hold back a laugh.
“Even if the world ends,” Will firmly answered for the group.
I grinned and pulled back my hood and plucked off my hat, letting my chin length hair fall out.  
Will’s jaw dropped. “Robyn?” he asked. “ROBYN!” he yelled, his face breaking out into a grin as he stood and quickly picked me up by my waist and whirled me around. Will always was rather friendly. “I thought you died!” he said with a smile as he set me down and the other village boys grinned, recognizing me.  “You never went back to your parent’s place and nobody ever found you.”
“In a way Robyn died, yes,” I agreed as Much and Will shook hands.
“So she saved you huh, Much?” Will asked as Much nodded and beamed, looking at me like a proud father. “You’ve got more guts and courage than I, Robyn,” Will sighed, shaking his head. “Which is why my friends and I will stand by your side,” he brightly finished
“Thanks, I think,” I dryly said.
“I’m not joking Robyn. Our pledges still stand, just because you’re a girl doesn’t mean we won’t follow you,” Will Stutely said.
I gazed at Will, realizing exactly what I just got myself into. They were trusting me to lead them and to help the villagers. I was responsible for their lives.  “It’s good to have you with us Will,” I said as we clasped arms.  
Will winked. “Yeah, I bet! Much can be a real bear in the morning,” he said, grinning at my original Merry Man.
Much scowled. “Watch it newbie!” he said. “I’ve got seniority rights!” he barked.
Will and the other men laughed. “Come on!” I said, excited for the first time in a long while.  “I’ll show you our hideout!”
 
 
For the next month Much and I were busy training Will and his friends.  To be fair, I did dump most of the teaching duties off on Much. He taught them intimate details about the forest, including, but not limited to: tracking, forging, and reading and writing. (Don’t be fooled, those boys could barely tell a N from a M.  Much taught them just enough that, with the help of pictures, they would be able to read the papers the sheriff posted.)
During the day I was gone, (Much still accused me of hiding but that is completely untrue… well, mostly anyway.) either off hunting, or I would single handedly rob an unsuspecting noble. (Whenever I did I had a nervous breakdown before and after. I had to be the most cowardly outlaw alive.)
But I was involved with my men! In the afternoon I would return to camp and make everyone practice archery. Just to make sure my pride didn’t get too big for my breeches, Much would beat me up with the staff for a while before we practiced our swordsmanship. We would finish off the evening with a group dinner. Usually it was, surprise, deer. Then if I had robbed a noble we would sneak into the village and leave money on doorsteps.  
During this month the Sheriff started to get more serious about finding me, especially when he heard the rumor that I had new recruits. Once the trainees finished learning everything Much and I could teach them we started to rob the rich on a much bigger scale than before. Soon the name Robin Hood and his Merry Men spread through Nottingham like wildfire. We robbed a noble almost every day. No one could stop us, no matter how many guards they had! (At least that’s what everyone claimed. In reality I was usually too afraid to make a move if a rich man was guarded.)
The next part of my story is one of the most important days in my life. We were waiting alongside the road for a noble, and sure enough we were rewarded. My band now had six members, not including me.
I yawned as I spotted a dappled pair of horses pulling an expensive looking carriage. Four mounted guards were posted along side the coach, all of them clothed in a bright, tomato red uniform. The monstrous and tacky carriage was a matching red, plated in gold. I lazily whistled. We had a secret code, created from a series of whistles. Certain whistles meant certain things, and each member of my band had a specific responding whistle. 
I heard Much whistle, not far from my right. It was a pitiful excuse of a whistle, one that I could never mistake for anyone else. Will Stutely responded, he was across the road with three of the other members, and the last member whistled on my left. I was perched on a branch hanging over the road, giving me the perfect view.
I whistled again as the carriage rounded the crest of the hill, letting my Merry Men know that we were going to surround the carriage.  
I swallowed deeply as the jingling grew closer. Anxiety clawed at my throat as I stared at the road. I watched the dapple horses pull up underneath me before I jumped down from my tree branch and landed with a thump on top of the carriage, which slowed to a stop. My men jumped out of their hiding spots, each keeping their bows fastened on the soldiers. I slowly slithered down the side of the carriage and peered at a curtain covered window.
“Open up, in the name of Robin Hood!” I ordered, cutting down the red curtains with my hunting knife. I squinted in the dim light to spot a scrawny man sitting in the corner of a plushy red seat, shivering as he held his arms up. I released a whoosh of air out of my lungs in relief, I was always terrified that one day I would find a trained warlord in a carriage. I opened up the carriage door and let myself inside.
I had taken off my cape for this event, by now there were so many descriptions of me it didn’t matter if anyone saw my face. (Also the cape tended to get in the way while I stomped around and climbed trees. I actually tripped and fell on my face a few times before abandoning it.)
I glanced around the carriage and tapped my boot on the floor. “You’re getting smarter,” I sincerely complimented him as I plunged my dagger into the floorboards of the carriage and slid it along the boards. “You’ve finally stopped putting your gold in bags out in the open,” I explained as I pried up a plank and grinned, jackpot. Four bags of gold were placed in a hidden compartment in the floor. “MUCH!” I called, and he instantly appeared at my side. I tossed the bags of gold to him. He kept two and passed two off to Will Stutely.
“Jolly good doing business with you,” I cheekily grinned before hopping out of the carriage and galloping off into the woods, my band following me.  
I heard the scraggily men yell, “After them you fools!” but it was no good. They weren’t prepared to ride their horses into the woods, and they weren’t nearly fast enough on foot. We ran to the heart of Sherwood Forest before we paused to congratulate ourselves.
“Well done men!” I grinned as I tipped my hat to them.  
Will winked at me. “We couldn’t have done it without you Robin Hood!” he said.  
“Divvy up the gold, we’ll take it to the village tonight,” I ordered, fastening my green cloak onto my shoulders once more.
 
 
 



Chapter 4
John Little
 
“That reminds me,” Much said, snapping his fingers. “I forgot to tell you Robyn. We ran out of bow strings, again,” the temperature dropped several degrees as I fixed my demon scowl upon his sorry soul. “Forgive me,” he hastily added.
 “Next time tell me before we run out,” I warned him in a low voice. I ripped my cape off and exchanged my familiar green hat for a gaudy red one we had liberated from a chubby merchant. I threw on a long, tan cape and tucked my hair up into my hat after I pulled a cream shirt on over my lincoln green tunic. I didn’t bother changing my hose. No one would see them with my cape on anyways.
“I’ll be back in a few hours. I expect you five to have that gold divided up by then,” I said pointing a slender and accusing finger at them before whirling out of the meadow.  
I was stewing over our latest accomplishment, and my feet knew the path to travel, so I wasn’t paying attention as I stalked through the woods. I was walking across a fallen tree, which lay over a river that snaked through Sherwood.  My bow was slung over my shoulder and my quiver was resting against my back.  
“Excuse me,” I heard a deep voice rumble. In an automatic reaction I notched an arrow while simultaneously swinging my bow up to aim it at the speaker: A man. 
Actually he was a lad around Much’s age. He was perhaps 18 years or so. He was very tall and very muscular. Very tall, he was built like a bear with rugged features to match.
He frowned at my tense position and my arrow, notched and ready for release. “Now stranger, that is hardly fair, for I have but a quarterstaff,” he said, holding up a huge oak staff.
His frown grew as something rustled behind us. I turned around to see Much stumble out of some bushes. He saw the stranger and I and quickly said. “I followed you tell you that we also need more oil,” he was about to spin around on his heels until he noticed my stance. “Are you two fighting or something?”
I rolled my eyes and turned back to the stranger as I slowly eased the string back into a normal position and dropped my arrow back into my quiver. “My apologies. You startled me,” I dryly told the stranger. “Would you please move aside?” I asked, he was standing at the very end of the log, blocking my exit.
The man was about to say something when Much opened his big yap.  “Fight him for the right to pass!” he cheered. 
I turned around.
“Are you NUTS?” I hissed.
“It sounds alright to me,” the bear of lad smiled.
I balked for a moment. “But kind guest! You yourself said you only have a staff! That is no match for my bow!” I protested, trying to wiggle my way out of the mess that Much had gotten me in. That little rat knew I wasn’t the greatest with the staff.
“Here, you can borrow mine!” Much brightly said, tossing me his cudgel. 
I scowled at him as I caught it and faced the stranger who would most like make me into a mincemeat pie.  
He lunged at me and I barely managed to bring my cudgel up in time to block him.  He quickly followed that attack with a downward stroke. I jumped back and was about to hop off the log.
“Here, just go across the log first,” I graciously said, but Much pushed me back on.  
“Ignore him!” he ordered as the giant attacked me again.  
I almost started weeping while thinking about the pain I was going to feel. I barely was up to this handsome man’s chest!  
We fought for five minutes, and both of us starting to drip with sweat when I first spoke. “So what brings you to Sherwood Forest?” I inquired, dodging a blow.
He grunted. “Robin Hood.”
That surprised me. I blinked before ducking another stroke. “Robin Hood you say. Are you here for the bounty on his head?” I wondered, feeling utterly terrified. If this man was after me I would be dead by dawn.
The stranger eyed me up before glancing around the forest. “I wish to join him,” he said before striking out at me.
That absolutely astounded me, the fact that this man freely said he wanted to join me was down right dangerous.  
He knocked me off my feet during my little episode of surprise, and I slipped and fell into the river up to my neck.  I rose until my shoulders were above the water, cursing my luck as I sneered, no way was I stepping out of the river. The bandages could only do so much, and my female curves would be obvious since my clothes would stick to me like a second skin.  
“Well fought stranger,” I smiled as Much started laughing. “As for Robin Hood, you had best head home and forget all you’ve heard about him. His Merry Men stink and are very nosy. Robin himself is quite the coward. More over the life of an outlaw is not fun,” I said, ignoring Much’s snorts.
The man shrugged. “Thank you for the advice but my mind is made up. I will join Robin Hood for he is a great man who saved my sister and her husband from poverty,” he hunkered down across the log. “Let me help you out of there,” he offered holding out his hand. Much bolted upright, an alarmed look on his face as I paddled away from the log bridge.  
“No, I’m quite fine. You could do me a big favor, however, and push my friend in here with me,” I said giving Much a murderous look as he watched me.
Much was clearly worried as well. We were stuck in an interesting predicament. 
The lad laughed. “Come now, don’t be a cad,” he leaned over and fished me out. Apparently I had misjudged his arm reach. He dragged me out of the river while walking across the log and stopped when we reached the shore. He stared at me when my feet touched solid ground.
“Robyn, Robyn, ROBYN!” Much yipped, sounding panicked as he jumped between us.
“You ninny! You just told him my name!” I groaned slapping my forehead with my hand.
The stranger put two and two together. “You are Robin Hood, the outlaw who is also a… girl,” he slowly said as Much nervously laughed and placed his own forest green cloak around me.
“How silly of you! To think that Robin Hood is a girl, and that Robyn is him!”
I had a sour expression on my face. “Much shut your yap, you’re only digging us a deeper hole,” I said. I sighed and massaged the bridge of my nose with my thumb and index finger. “My name is Robyn, and I am the leader of my Merry Men. Most people know me as Robin Hood. I am, obviously, a girl,” I said, opting to be truthful.
The stranger’s face broke out into a huge grin as he kneeled at my feet. “It would be an honor to serve you Robyn,” he said. “My sister lives in the village. She and her husband were starving, and because of you they are now able to eat again. I thank you for that, and in return I would like to pledge my loyalty to you.”  
I smiled, he seemed to be truthful. “For this we will need the rest of my band,” I made a piercing whistle before screaming. “WILL!”  
Will Stutely and the other members galloped up within seconds of my called. “You called Robyn?” Will asked, glancing at the bear man at my feet.
I smiled. “We have a new member, and I am leaving you the honor of christening him,” I said as Much handed Will Stutely a sword.
Will took it and stood before the stranger. “What is your name?” he asked.
“John Little,” the man replied.
“We already have a John!” I whispered to Will Stutely.
“Leave it to me,” he whispered back. He touched one of John Little’s shoulders using the sword. “This infant was called John Little,” he proclaimed as he touched the other shoulder. “Which name shall be changed anon. The words we’ll transpose so wherever he goes, his name shall be called Little John!” 
Much and I practically choked on laughter. The name was incredibly ironic considering Little John’s height. “Welcome to my band, Little John,” I grinned.  
Little John smiled. “Thank you.”
“What about my wonderful job of rhyming?” Will complained as he returned my sword to me.
“Now if you’ll excuse me,” I said, ignoring my childhood friend. “After I dry off I must go into the village,” I dryly said.
“Oh, about that Robyn,” Will Stutely said. “I found another bag of strings in your secret stash. Thank God that you always buy in outrageous quantities.
I growled as I pinned Much down with a glare. “Haha,” Much nervously laughed. “Fancy that.”  
I muttered and stalked back in the direction of the camp, intent on getting dry clothes. I paused when I remembered Little John. “Our camp is in the heart of Sherwood forest,” I explained as the clan caught up with me. “All of us have all of Sherwood memorized. You will too, but it will be slow goings. Everyone has some things they must learn about upon entering my band,” I said as the giant walked along side me. “What do you know already?” I questioned.
“I know the ways of the tracking and hunting. I can trap a little too. I’m the best with my staff but I’ve been taught a bit of archery,” Little John said.
“Have you learned to read or write?” I asked.
Little John looked shocked. “Some,” he admitted. “I taught myself by looking at the posters in Nottingham. Why do you ask?” 
I smiled. “Every man in the band can read and somewhat write,” I said nodding to Much and Will. “It’s needed in cases of emergencies.”  
We reached the camp, to my soggy relief. Much and the men mostly used tents, but I had a cradle in the trees. The tents were a forest green color and were rather small, Marian had made them for us out of some old curtains in her room. We had two small fire pits and a well-worn path going around our camp. It was located next to the river, far enough away so if it swelled up our camp wouldn’t be flooded, but close enough so we could easily do our dishes and wash.  
“This is our camp,” I said spreading my hands apart. “We could get Marian to make a tent for you too, although your height might be a problem. Otherwise you can live in the trees like me,” I said pointing up to a large oak in the center of our camp where my nest could be seen. (By this point my nest had evolved enough so I had created a small roof made of branches so I wouldn’t be drenched every time it rained.) 
“Marian?” Little John asked.
“Maid Marian of Huntingdon. She is my best friend and supplies us with most of our needs,” I said. 
“You’re lucky I do!” a stormy voice thundered.  
I turned around to see a very unhappy Marian stiffly glaring at me. “Uh-oh,” I said before I took off running through the camp, Marian hot on my heels. She unsheathed a rather large sword and hefted it over her head to strike out at me. I yelped and jumped behind tree poking my head out to ask. “What did I do?” I brought my head back in and seconds later the sword swished by the very spot my skull had been in.
“What did you DO?” she roared as we ran in circles around the tree. I was amazed she could keep up with me while still wearing all of her petticoats. Too late I realized I had run too fast and I nearly smacked into her back. She quickly switched directions and took a swipe at me. I ducked and darted to the tents, weaving in between them as she ran after me.
Now you may think that Marian has lost her mind, but she’s chased me around with a sword quite a few times. I know she would never hurt me, but pursuing me with a weapon seems to be a good way to get rid of her aggression.
I leaped over a fire pit and glared at my men who were doubling over with laughter. It was an amusing sight I’m sure: the great Robin Hood, the master of all thieves and hero of the people, running from an angered, red-faced girl who looked dwarfed when standing next to my tall frame.  
Marian paused to huff. “You didn’t rob one of my suitors!” she yelled as I took the moment to prance away from her.
“What are you talking about?” I asked, peering at her from behind a bush. “We just raided a skinny guy heading towards your castle this morning!” I quickly jumped away from the bush as Marian sliced it in half.
“Well you missed the one from dusk yesterday!” she bellowed as she ran after me again, swiping out at me with her large sword.
“How was I supposed to know a suitor was coming at dusk?” I challenged before hopping over a fallen tent. “You usually warn me!”
“You promised you would rob all of my suitors!” Marian stubbornly said as she took another swing at me.
I clambered up a tree and sighed, I was safe. Marian was afraid of heights. “Well,” I yelled down after her. “Take a ride with him near the outskirts of Sherwood, we’ll rob him blind then.”  
Marian paused at the base of the tree. “I suppose that would work,” she admitted as I sighed with relief. 
“It will be a good experience for our new rookie,” I said jabbing my finger at Little John.
“Hm?” she asked as she sheathed the sword and turned to my men. “Oh,” she said blushing deep red when she saw Little John. “Um…” she started.
Little John laughed. “No need to explain anything. It appears that you and Robyn are best of friends. My name is Little John.”  
Marian frowned. “Who christened him?” she turned to the group. “Will? Was it you?” 
Will Stutely gave a flowery bow and laughed. “Yes Maid Marian.”
“You and your twisted sense of humor,” Marian tisked before glancing up at me. “You can come down, Robyn. I’ve got some gifts for you,” she called, walking over to her gray mare.
I slid down the tree. “You do? Did you get my gloves made?” I asked.
“Yes, yes,” she said, digging through her saddlebag before tossing me my new gloves.  
For the past months my hands had been bleeding from the amount of climbing I do. Usually I slid down the base of the tree and I get quite a few cuts and bruises that way. (The same while climbing. Unfortunately my hands are delicate and refuse to grown calluses and instead stay soft and frail.)  
I examined the gloves and smiled. It was Marian’s idea to get me gloves, I’m sure she made them too. I slipped them on and my grin widened. The gloves fit perfectly and went about four inches past my wrist, perfect so my wrist guard could keep it in place. Most of the glove was made out of soft brown leather, however the area where the pads of my hands were was made of soft suede, which would easily grip the tree.  
I walked over to my oak and climbed up a bit, pleased with the effect the gloves had. Marian was right, they gripped the tree much better then my hands, sparing me much effort and pain. I slid down the tree. “Thanks Marian.”  I said giving her a hug.
“Oh that’s not all!” she grinned. She disappeared into the woods and two minutes later emerged, holding the reins of a black horse. The beast sneered and tugged on his reins. He had fiery eyes and from what I could see, a wicked temperament. 
“Ta-da!” she said as my mouth dropped.
I quickly found my voice. “NO!” I bellowed. “No horses! No, absolutely not!”
Marian pouted. “Come on Robyn! Every gallant leader needs a faithful steed,” she said before quickly dodging the horse’s teeth as he attempted to bite her.  
“No!” I insisted. “Your father will miss him.”
Marian smiled as the rest of my men wearily looked at him, they liked horses (unlike me.) but as they saw his evil looks and impudent temperament they began to hold the same reservations I did. “Oh that’s the best part!” she said. “No one will miss him! He so irritable and no one can easily ride him, so no one will buy him! Father’s actually ordered him to be killed. When I return I’ll tell father that I ‘Set him free, into the wild so he can be a liberated horse!’” she giddily revealed.
I frowned. “Marian if your father’s men can’t ride him there is no way I will be able to.”  
Marian breezily laughed. “Oh come on Robyn! After he’s around you for a while and you take care of him he’ll be better,” she said as she jumped aside when the horse kicked out at her. “Maybe,” she added.
“What is his name?” I asked with a sigh.
Marian triumphantly smirked, she knew I was a sucker and would take care of him for the time being. “The men at the stable would call him all sorts of names like bloody devil and-“
“So he doesn’t have one?” I interrupted. Marian had a mouth that could easily match a sailor.
“Nope,” she said.  
“Where are we going to keep him?” Little John asked.
I shrugged as I took the reins from Marian while I eyed the big horse with a hesitant look. “Wherever he can fit.”  
Much snapped his fingers. “I know the perfect place!” he said. “How about that little clearing not far from here,” he suggested.  
“Sure,” I said, walking toward the horse’s new home, the horse himself slowly following me.  
The clearing was about a two minute walk, if you know the way. It was decently sized, probably about 12 feet wide and 20 feet long. A small stream ran on the edge of it and a large briar wall, which circled around the entire thing, naturally fenced it in.
It was easy to get a human inside. You could crawl under the briar wall or climb a tree and drop over to the other side. But getting a horse in there was a different basket of apples.  
After much puzzling and arguing, Marian became angered and cut a path through the wall using her sword. (That girl is terror inducing when she’s mad.)
After putting the horse in the opening we locked him in by taking some sturdy tree branches and crisscrossing them, creating a makeshift gate. It was obvious the horse could easily clear the briar wall or knock down the gate if he wished. However, he seemed content with his new home. As content as his prickly temperament would allow him to be anyway.
“And that’s that!” Marian happily chirped as she dusted her hands off on her dress. “I’m off, I’ll meet you on the main road in the usual place an hour before dusk.” 
I nodded. “We’ll be there.”  
Marian smiled. “Thank you,” she said as she mounted her grey mare, who had followed us. “I’ll see you then with Lord Brewem,” she said.
“Make sure he brings a lot of money!” I called after her as she disappeared in the woods.
Little John smiled. “For being a lady, Maid Marian is quite the character.”
“She’s frightfully strong,” I said as I stretched my muscles, a little stiff from the day’s activities.
That night everything went smoothly. Little John did quite well on his first robbery. Within the week minstrels sang tales about Little John and I. They said we were best friends and we would do everything together, which was true. Little John marked the arrival of a steady flow of volunteers to be in my band.  
Because I didn’t have the time to train them all Much took care of showing them how to use weapons, although usually they knew the basics, and Will showed them how to read and track. Then Little John and I would teach them how to rob. So yes, Little John and I were very good friends, even better than Much and Will. 
The minstrels were right for once. In fact, out of all my Merry Man there was only one who knew me better than Little John. And I will introduce you to him now.
 
 



Chapter 5
Scarlet Stranger
 
It was two weeks after Little John arrived and fall was sweeping in through Sherwood. I was eating my porridge by a campfire, alone, when a great forced knocked me over. I sprawled out across the ground before picking myself up to glare at the black horse. We decided to name him Crafty for his cunning personality. I wanted to call him Marian, seeing how their temperaments closely resembled each other, but my men wouldn’t hear of me calling a boy horse by a girl’s name.   
“Crafty,” I growled. The blasted horse got out of his pen at least at least a dozen times, daily. Actually, I think he just came around whenever he was bored. It amused him to knock us into rivers, hot coals, and big trees. 
I muttered under my breath as I dragged him back to his pen, holding on the rope halter Much had made him. “Curses horse, you’re more trouble than you’re worth,” I muttered as I locked him in his pen.  
Crafty snorted and pawed at the ground before getting a drink from his stream.  
I grumbled and stomped back to camp. 
When I arrived back at camp I saw Little John cleaning up my mess.  “Crafty?” he asked. I nodded as I took a fresh bowl of porridge. “He’s a wicked one,” Little John chuckled.
“That he is,” I agreed as Much and Will ran towards us.  
“Robyn!”  Much called as some of the Merry Men nodded at me while walking by.  
The merry men had expanded to have seventeen members, not including me. Granted only seven of them (the original members plus Little John) were well trained and well versed, but all of them were promising. Plus all of the members knew I was a girl and amazingly enough still pledged their loyalty to me. They didn’t care if I was a boy or a girl, it mattered more on what I did. 
“You’ll never guess what!” Will sang.
“Nottingham is having a fair with an archery contest,” I said around a mouthful of my breakfast. 
Will wilted. “How did you know?” he asked.
I rolled my eyes. “Fools,” I said. “Every year Nottingham has a fair around this time.” 
“Well yeah,” Much admitted. “But it never had an archery contest before!” he exclaimed. “We learned that much off the posters, but how did you know about the archery contest?”
“The Sheriff is predictable,” I said, wiping my mouth off. “He thinks that by having an archery contest I’ll show up. He’s heard that I claim to be the best archer around.”  
“So are you going to enter?” Will asked. 
“Have you lost your mind? Of course not!” I scoffed.  
“Come on Robyn!” Much whined. “No one would be able to beat you! It would be great!”  
“The disguise is the problem!” I said. “Besides, if I outshoot everyone it would be obvious that I am Robin Hood.”  
“You always have great disguises though!” Will argued. “And all of us Merry Men will be there to back you up! And even if the sheriff tried to arrest you I don’t think the village people would let him.”
Little John spoke up. “It’s over a week away. She doesn’t have to make up her mind now.” 
And I say bless Little John forever, he usually was the level headed one.  
I smiled in appreciation when he opened his big mouth again. “But that doesn’t mean that you can’t go to Nottingham in the mean time, Robyn. It would be a good chance to see what the defenses look like.” 
I was thunderstruck. My ‘level headed’ Little John was suggesting I go Nottingham.
“Are you out of your MIND?” I said. 
He and Will Stutely both assured me that they, indeed, were not, and as they did so as they shoved me into a tent to get changed into a proper disguise. I stalked out of the tent five minutes later wearing a leather belt with my sword strapped to my side, a light blue shirt with gray hose, and a tan hat that I could push my hair up into.  
I muttered and grumbled as I slipped on a tan cape and grabbed my quiver and longbow before turning to glare at Little John, Will, and two other merry men. They were kitted up in drab peasant clothes.  
“We are a group of peasant soldiers, who are your escort to the city of Nottingham,” Little John informed me.
I snorted. “Then who am I? The bonnie queen of England?” I scoffed.
“You are Lord Dimsdale, the youngest son of an old English lord who lives in the outskirts of London,” Will Stutely told me with a confident nod.  
“I do not look like a noble,” I haughtily informed them. 
Little John tossed me my pair of suede gloves and smugly said.  “You’re dressed down to detract bandits. Plus gloves and a sword puts you on a mighty high status!”  
I nailed him down with my eyes before straightening my shirt and stomping off toward the main road. We got there in record time and we slowly ambled down the path, waiting for Nottingham Castle to appear between the trees. The road was still twisting through Sherwood Forest when I caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of my eye.
“What was that?” I halted, peering in the woods.
“What was what?” Will Stutely hissed.
“Let’s check it out,” Little John said before plunging back into the woods, dragging me with, the rest of my Merry Men followed.
After crawling through the trees for several moments we spotted a brilliant scarlet clothed blob.
It was a young man, probably Little John’s age. He was quite comely, and his scarlet clothes were of a high quality.
“It’s a man,” Little John loudly hissed.
“I can see that,” I said.
“Looks like a city fop. What kind of cad wears scarlet in a forest?” Will Stutely hissed.
“Nothing to see, let’s go,” I said, starting back for the road.
“Wait a second,” Little John said, yanking me back. “He’s hunting,” he said as the scarlet clad stranger notched an arrow in his bow and stared down a barely visible deer that was moving through the woods.
“So let him hunt. Let’s go,” I hissed.
“No way. This is our forest,” Will Stutely said before stepping out of the trees. “Hello, stranger,” Will called with a broad smile.
The deer startled ran off and the scarlet boy cursed and swung around to face us. He was as aristocratic as Marian would be if she were quiet. He had icy blue eyes and fine, black hair. He was built like a cat, lean and long, and a silver sword was strapped to his side. His longbow was bigger than mine and had elegant carvings etched into the surface.
He had to be a noble.
“Hello,” the noble/stranger greeted, sounding quite murderous.
“What are you doing here this fine day?” Will Stutely asked as Little John dragged me after Will.
“Hunting, as you can see,” the noble said, raising an eyebrow.
“Let me go,” I hissed at Little John as we halted behind Will Stutely. Little John’s hand was an iron shackle around my elbow.
“We seem to have lost our way off the main road to Nottingham Castle. Silly, isn’t it,” Will Stutely continued as the noble watched my two other Merry Men trail after me. “We are guards, serving my master who desires to stay in Nottingham,” Will said, gesturing at me.
“You’re bandits, aren’t you?” the noble accused.
“We are not,” Will Stutely huffed.
“Yes, you are.”
“We are not!”
“It’s quite obvious you are!”
“Are not!” Will Stutely shouted. (A part of me had to wonder why he was getting so worked up. We were outlaws.)
The scarlet clad stranger shook his head, clearly disbelieving.
Will Stutely huffed and looked the stranger up and down before grinning. “I see you have a sword!” he remarked. 
What on earth was he getting at?  
“So does my master! Why don’t you two have a practice duel to settle the matter,” Will grinned like a satisfied cat.
The words were no sooner out of his mouth than I had my hands around his neck, hissing, “You really are out of your mind!” I started shaking him. “Are you trying to get me killed?”  
“Fine,” the scarlet stranger replied, narrowing his icy blue eyes.
“No!” I yelled as I clawed my way away from my men, who over powered me and pushed me back towards the stranger.
I stomped my foot once as I glared at my band. My eyes warned them that Crafty would soon be tasting their flesh. “I apologize for my man’s rudeness,” I slickly said as I turned around to face the aristocrat. “Unfortunately I am not very skilled in the swordsmanship, nor is this even my sword. Please forgive my ignorant, and soon to be traumatized, servant,” I coolly said, backing away towards the trees.
The stranger relaxed some, concluding that I was quite obviously a spineless coward. “No harm done, but all the same let us practice,” he decided.
I continued to back up, but Little John pushed me right back at the scarlet man.
“I guess I don’t have a choice,” I muttered, reluctantly drawing my sword.
The man ran at me and I released a frightened squeak before jumping out of the way as he brandished his sword at me. I parried his blows relatively well. He was very skilled. His defense was top notch and his blows were so quick I never had the chance, or the guts, to strike out with my own sword.
After ten minutes he jumped back, smiling. “You’re pretty good,” he complimented. (By the KING, he wasn’t winded at all!)
I was laboriously breathing, propping myself up with the sword as I made great gasping noises and tried to figure out what this was accomplishing.
“Who taught you?” he asked before springing at me again.  
“No one,” I heaved, barely parrying the blow in time. “I was self taught by practicing with a friend.” If he was trying to win by making me run out of air, energy, or both, he was doing a fine job.  
He jumped back again. “Impressive. I was taught by an old knight who served my father.”  
Apparently fighting him made him friendlier.
“Who are you?” I asked as he gave me a breather.  
“William Gamwell. Most people call me Will,” he said as he swung his sword in a wide arc before raining more blows upon me. “And you are?” he asked as I blocked a downward thrust.  
“Rob Dimsdale,” I managed cheep as my hand began to shake under the great amount of force he was pressing down with on his sword. Make no mistake, I may be strong, but I’m still a girl.  
“What business do you have in Nottingham, Rob?” Will Gamwell asked.
“My annoying and bossy men wanted to see the fair. It wasn’t until we passed through a village some distance back that we discovered it is not until next week,” I puffed as I jumped backward, out of harm’s reach.  
Will Gamwell laughed before running after me. “I see.”
“Good for you. What are you doing here?” I questioned, jumping behind a bush.
“Business,” he grimly said as he sliced the bush in half.  
“What?” I asked, lowering my sword for the moment. Observing my stance, he lowered his too.
“My father, the Earl of Maxfield, died a few months ago. A near by lord decided he wanted our family lands and hired my father’s steward to try and kill me. Instead I killed him in self defense and was outlawed. My family was stripped of our title and holding. I’ve come to talk to some friends here in Nottingham about the situation,” he vehemently said, swiping at me.  
I yelped started running in a wide circle. “I am very sorry to hear that,” I said, trying to get over the fact I was fighting a killer. (Although… he was fighting an outlaw.) “Can I give up now?” I begged my men as William Gamwell chased after me.
“No!” Little John cheerfully shouted. “You have to defend the honor of Dimdale.”
My man Will elbowed him. “He’s a DimSdale you numbskull!  You’re the one who came up with the name yourself!” he hissed.
Will Gamwell looked triumphant. “So you really are bandits,” he dangerously smirked.
I turned around to nay say him and, as you know, I have the worst luck in the world. So naturally as I turned Will Gamwell tripped on a rock and fell. Landing on top of me. We both tumbled to the ground, Gamwell squishing me flat. 
Internally I knew there was no way he hadn’t felt anything… suspicious. 
My Merry Men were silent before irrupting in panic. “OH NO!” Will yelled, running around as he wrung his hands. “What are we going to SAY? Much is going to KILL ME!”  
Will Gamwell hopped up as fast as he could. He carefully studied me as I peeled myself up off the ground.
“I know!” Little John shouted. “Kind sir, she is but a, um, nun who we picked up off the side of the road and vowed to protect!” he eagerly told Will Gamwell as my other men continued to babble in the background.
“Little John, shut up! Stutely, calm down!” I snapped as I stood up, smacking my longbow over my men’s heads. “Everyone, quiet!” I ordered.
My Merry Men lined up, their attention on me.  
I sighed and turned around to face a smirking William Gamwell. “So you are Robin Hood?” he asked.
I frowned. “How did you come to that conclusion?”
“You only screamed my name,” Little John quipped before I ruthlessly whacked him over the head.
Gamwell grinned. “One hopping mad girl bossing around a huge man named Little John, who is Robin Hood’s best friend. One of her men is yelling about how Much, Robin Hood’s first Merry Man, is going to hurt him. There’s only two possibilities. You are either Maid Marian, or Robin Hood himself. Or… herself I guess.”  
I darkly studied him, waiting for his response.  
Gamwell’s smirk turned into a gentle curve of the lips. “I would like to join you Robin Hood,” he said. “Prince John has ruled far too long in his brother’s stead. He has become power hungry, and the poor are paying heavily for it as well as the nobles who go against him. He favors those who support him. That was how the neighboring lord got away with the attempt on my life,” he grimly said.
I sighed. “My name is Robyn, I’m a girl and the best archer in Nottingham. I have a band of seventeen men. We do our best to help out the poor, but never have we gone directly against Prince John, who has not yet ventured to Nottingham. We live in tents, and our life is not nearly as glorious as the rumors make it out to be. My men have big mouths and often get me into trouble, and there is never a dull moment,” I told him.
“My lady-,” he really was a noble! “I will gladly follow you where ever you go,” William Gamwell insisted as he knelt at my feet.
I considered him for a moment before touching him on the shoulders and head with my sword. I gazed at him for a moment, studying his red clothes. “I christen you Will Scarlet, the gallant noble,” I said. “Welcome to our family,” I dryly added as my men yipped and howled, a customary habit for them whenever someone joined.  
We returned to Sherwood to show Scarlet the ropes, to our surprise/delight he didn’t need any teaching. He was well versed in all manners of fighting, tracking, and writing, as a matter of fact he, Little John, and I became a close trio. We rarely went anywhere without each other. This being so, he and Little John of course accompanied me to the fair.
 
 
 
“Bye-bye Much!” I said, waving to my friend over my shoulder as he all but cried.
 Much was being forced to stay behind with the five greenest recruits who weren’t skilled enough to venture into Nottingham yet. Someone had to supervise them and make sure they didn’t get themselves killed, so Much was nominated—even though he bitterly complained about it. (“I have seniority rights! Why do I have to stay behind?”)
As we walked Little John and Scarlet took up their normal posts on either side of me, talking quietly about the fair as my ten other band members rejoiced, boisterously yelled, and sang songs. They were very excited about the tournament.  
“Robyn,” Scarlet quietly said.
I glanced up at him, meeting his eyes.
“Little John and I would like to know what you’re planning to do to make a safe passage into Nottingham.”
I blinked, surprised they knew I already had a plan. “Alright,” I agreed.
“Please have Little John or myself stay with you. It will make us feel better,” Will Scarlet added.  
The concept amused me. Think about it, the two greatest Merry Men would feel more assured if they acted like my nursemaids. I shook my head before shouting, “Men!”  
“Hey listen up! Robyn is speaking!” Will Stutely yelled over my Merry Men. Thank God his big mouth can come in some use.  
The twelve Merry Men clustered around, many of them straining over each to look at me. “Here’s the plan. There are two gates that go into Nottingham. We’ll divide up into two groups. Scarlet and I will be in charge of the first one, which will go into the west gate. Little John will lead the second group, which will enter the north gate. We will enter Nottingham in groups of threes, evenly spaced out on the road. We don’t want to look suspicious! At the archery contest you are NOT to talk to your fellow Merry Men! Do NOT watch me, unless I am shooting and you are not! We do not want to draw undue attention to ourselves,” I said as my men nodded in agreement. “You will all exit Nottingham the same way you came, the same gate and in groups of three. We will meet up at the edge of Sherwood.” 
My men nodded their heads and we divided up. Will Stutely and Little John led the two groups going into the north gate. Scarlet, I, and one newer merry man named Hob, entered the west gate together. The rest of my merry men entered five minutes later in a group of four.  
Nottingham was a good sized castle with a big keep in the southern part, which was walled off from the rest of the city. A huge market was in the center of the castle, which was where most of the fair was taking place. However, all of the tournaments and animal competitions were outside, in a field that was east of the city. 
Scarlet and Hob stuck close to me as I craned my neck, trying to spot the signup area for the archery contest. The ox-like Little John stuck out like a sore thumb, but I made my eyes ease over him. 
“There it is,” I told Scarlet and Hob before slithering in between large men to make my way to the stand. Scarlet and Hob scrambled after me like chipmunks.  
All of us were dressed in dirtied peasant clothes, and we all had our own bows. I used my old bow. A fancy long bow would look way too out of place with my tattered peasant disguise.
Against my better judgment, my Merry Men and I were wearing our lincoln green uniforms underneath the peasant clothes. It was incredible daring of us, but mostly it made us staggeringly hot.
I swaggered up to the stand, Hob and Scarlet flanking me, and started talking to the steward who was recording the names of the contestants. “Oy! Me and me brothers wont to enter yer contest!” I said.
The steward was a young man who carefully looked us up and down. “What are your names?” he asked in a clear voice. Although I’m sure he had done this dozens of times he looked sharp and aware, almost like he was looking for someone. (Most likely me.)
“I’m Rob, this is Hob, and he’s Will!” I proudly said.
I watched the steward fill our names out on the list. “You are in the third heat, the contest starts in half an hour. Good luck,” he said, his eyes resting on Will Scarlet for a moment. “Next!” he called. Hob, Scarlet, and I scuttled out of the way as Little John and his group came up. Thankfully they had the sense to each go up separately, so there weren’t four groups of brothers. Even the Sheriff might have stopped to ponder that obvious puzzle. 
My bodyguards and I strolled out of the castle and walked over to the field where we watched a few cow judging contests and some wrestling matches before heading towards the archery range.
As we rounded a corner we came to a stand where the local lords and the Sheriff of Nottingham were seated. I easily spotted Marian, pouting as she slouched between her father and mother. However, I was more bent on searching out the Sheriff of Nottingham, my self proclaimed worst enemy.  
I didn’t find him, mostly because I didn’t know what he looked like. “Hob,” I whispered. “Which one is the sheriff?”
“The fat man on the big chair in the middle,” Will Scarlet answered for Hob. “I’ve talked with him before, when my family still held their title.”  
I looked for a big chair and quickly found it. It was monstrosity perched precariously on a platform, painted the gaudiest of reds. I raised my eyebrow when I finally set eyes on my arch nemesis. The Sheriff of Nottingham was a fat individual with bushy gray-brown hair. He was pale and snobby looking with a big beer gut to boot.
“He’s not much to look at,” I scoffed.
Hob chuckled and Will smiled but bumped me forward, effectively moving us on.  
The watchful steward who had recorded all of our names was running up to the Sheriff as we found a spot to stand until it was our turn. He waved his arms as he showed the Sheriff the list before running up on a small stand and shouting, “Announcing the start of the archery tournament! There are fifteen stalls to stand in, and at each heat the top five shooters will progress to the next heat. There is a grand total of…” he paused to count it up. “Six heats! The last five men will go up against the Sheriff of Nottingham! The winner will receive the golden arrow!” he shouted, getting hoarse.  
I watched Little John and one other Merry Man, Robert, step up into a stall for the first round. They didn’t shoot their best on purpose, but they were in the top five. (This is mostly because only about six people managed to actually hit the target which was about eighty feet away.)  
The steward did some more shouting, but I tuned him out as I supported my weight on my bow, unconcerned about the contest. Hob was biting his nails and Scarlet was suspiciously gazing at the sky, as though a giant bird might pick me up and carry me off. 
The second round was about the same, only this time in addition to Little John and Robert, Will Stutely and four other merry men stepped up. I saw them exchange darting glances, seeing who would purposely lose so no one would become suspicious. This time only Will and Little John progressed to my heat.  
“Don’t hit the center,” Little John growled for my ears only as Hob and I strolled up to some stalls on either side of him.  
“Do you really think I am that stupid?” I asked.  
Little John didn’t reply and instead took aim as the steward shouted at us to aim and fire. I notched my arrow and made my arm shake as I aimed and let it go. It hit the target, hitting the outmost ring of the bulls eye.
Scarlet, Hob, and Stutely and I progressed to the next heat, where one more Merry Man competed with us. It was much of the same thing. The crowds roared, cheering on their favorite archer. I again hit the outmost ring, this time at a different position, and only Scarlet and I went to the fifth heat.  
As we waited while the sharp steward yelled out more instructions, I could feel Marian’s eyes on me. We were close enough that I could see her out of the corner of my eye, and I’m sure if she had spoken I could have heard her. I wanted to scowl at her. She was drawing unnecessary attention on me.  
I felt her father lean over. “Has a certain archer caught your eye, daughter?” he teased.  
Marian blushed and glanced away, properly chastised, or so I thought. “I think he’s going to win,” she confidently said.  
Her father chuckled. “We shall see about that,” he said, leaning back in his chair.  
I gulped and walked back out to the field, Scarlet walking near me as we heard Hob yelling “Ook! It’s me brothers Rob and Will!” He was one of a loud crowd of a hundred or more, and very few people paid attention.  
My last Merry Man, Ryan, was in this heat in addition to Scarlet and I. This time Scarlet purposely lost and Ryan won, making Ryan and I two of the five people to progress to the sixth heat where we would all face off. The best archer would go against the Sheriff.  
I glanced around as I notched my arrow and slowly drew it up to my ear. I purposely aimed my arrow a little too high, hitting the second to outermost ring.  The other peasants hit the edges of the target, and Ryan hit the outermost ring, making me the winner.  
I was uneasy and nervous as the fat Sheriff waddled over to me, carrying a long bow.  
The steward was yelling again, but I didn’t pay attention and instead kept my eyes trained on the target, trying to ignore my beating heart as the Sheriff grumbled. To my surprise the target was moved back until it was about 100 feet away, way out of reach of my normal bow. That explained why the sheriff had the long bow. Even if he didn’t hit the target he would get closer to it than I would with my normal bow.  
I scowled at the injustice of it and the peasant folk booed. Hob yelled out curses about the unfairness of it while Scarlet watched the Sheriff with hard eyes.  
Marian’s loud voice erupted from the pit of booing peasants. “That’s not fair! Give him a longbow!” she yelled, hopping up with anger as her mother and father tried to get her to sit back down. Her fury seemed to encourage the crowd, who also yelled. 
“Give ‘im a long bow!”
“The Injustice!” (That, I could tell, was Will Stutely.) 
“Boo on the Sheriff!”  
“ e’s cheating!”  
The Sheriff of Nottingham turned and yelled. “QUIET!” he glanced around a moment before continuing. He sounded like a worried sheep. “Do you think I would be that unfair to my competitor?” he bleated. “Of course I was going to let him borrow my long bow after my shot!” he eloquently baa-ed.  
The crowd seemed to settle down with his words and he grumbled some more as he turned around and shot the long bow. 
He was a surprisingly good shot, hitting the target in the second ring.  
The Sheriff nodded, satisfied with himself, before turning to me. A small hunting knife appeared in his hand as he smiled and started chatting with me. “Good luck lad. You’ll need it!” he laughed as the crowd cheered. When he handed me the bow his hunting knife was gone, but after a moment of inspection I found that he had weakened the string, sawing it until it was on the verge of breaking.  
I turned around, still holding the long bow. My eyes ran across the crowd, hoping someone would see my situation and tell me what to do.
Hob was still jumping and screaming, Scarlet was watching the Sheriff with narrowed eyes, I think he wanted to hurt him. Stutely and my other Merry Men were shouting, cheering me on, and Little John watched me with concern, able to tell that something was wrong from the way I was hesitating. (Marian was jumping up and down in the stands, screaming her lungs out as her mother covered her own face, trying to avoid anyone’s gaze. Her father, the Earl, laughed.)
I scowled, the Sheriff of Nottingham was a cheater, and I would die before letting him get away with this. I threw his useless longbow down and instead confidentially drew one of my arrows out of my quiver and took aim with my old, familiar bow. I eyed the target, aiming for the center, and pulled the string back as far as it could go. I knew I was over straining it and I would need to replace it after this, but my blood was boiling with anger.  
I narrowed my eyes in concentration, blocking out the sounds of the crowd, pulling my string back one more inch before letting it fly. The arrow flew straight and true but the string snapped in my hand, making a deep cut on my palm.  
I could hear the air whistling as my arrow drove toward its target, I prayed it would stay in the air long enough to hit it. I squeezed my eyes shut at the last second, hoping. 
There was a solid thump, and I opened an eye. I smiled and opened both eyes as the crowd roared with excitement. My arrow had gone true and hit the dead center of the target.  
The Sheriff’s jaw dropped, and he looked as intelligent as the cows at the cow contest. It wasn’t until his steward started whispering in his ear that he clamped his jaw shut and pasted a fake smile in place. 
I slowly approached the pair, the Sheriff was shaking his head as the steward kept his attention. I tossed my broken bow to Scarlet and looked down to inspect my hand when the young steward stepped back and listened to the sheriff’s bleats with well falsified concern.
Blood dripped out of the cut in my palm, but I wasn’t too worried. Much was a pro at bandaging my wounds, and really my fingers were more important than my palm.
“And the winner is Mr…,” the Sheriff growled, trailing off until the steward whispered in his ear again. “Mr. Rob,” he said as he unceremoniously grabbed the golden arrow off the pillow and thrust it in my general direction, glaring at me.
I held my hand in a fist, trying to minimize the surface area of the wound. It was bleeding more than I thought it would. “Thank yee sir,” I respectfully uttered.  
“You’re welcome… ROBIN HOOD!” the Sheriff roared as he grabbed my arm.
His mistake, not mine.
Little John released his wild bear roar, and Scarlet snarled like wild cat blood pumped through his veins. The crowd broke out in chaos.
Little John twirled his cudgel over his head before smacking the Sheriff in the stomach. The Sherriff heaved a coughing gasp, releasing me to grip his gut. Little John moved on to exchange a few blows with the steward as Scarlet ripped me away, braining guards left and right with his sheathed sword.
The crowd scurried on top of each other like regular rats. Some of the peasants hefted homegrown vegetables at the soldiers who pursued Scarlet and I.
My Merry Men shed their peasant clothes and systematically weaved through the surging crowds, following our trail.
I ripped myself out of Will Scarlet’s grasp to my our flight easier. I lead the way, jumping over barrels and sacks that were in my path. I quickly counted our number before increasing the speed when we were out of the fair grounds.
We easily lost the sheriff’s men, running in suits of armor isn’t a joke. We ran like the swift thieves that we were all the way back to Sherwood Forest. The trumpet of a loud horn made us all turn around. My blood turned cold as I saw men on horseback thundering after us.  
“Hurry!” I shouted before snatching Hob’s bow from his hands. I stopped for the moment and released several arrows at the horsemen, who were quickly drawling near.  
I hit three of them, wounding their arms so they fell off their horses. The other ten, however, continued to pursue us. Glancing behind I noticed that my men were almost to the wood’s edge, so I held my ground. I would stay until they were safe, no matter the cost. (My cowardly ways always flee before my loyalty to my men.)
Planting my feet, I shot off two more arrows, hitting a target both times. I spun around and sprinted to the forest as the two closest horsemen leaned over, one to and unsheathed his sword and the other to aim his bow. I cringed, expecting a blow to come, but to my surprise there was a clash of metal and the sound of splintering wood. Seconds later the horseman’s sword fell to the ground before he slumped over, and the sounds of a yelling man filled my ears.  I looked over my shoulder to see Scarlet grimly running after me, his sword unsheathed, and Little John grinning contently at his staff. (Somehow they had circled around behind me.)
I shook my head and we pressed on, leaping into the forest and weaving through the trees as the men attempted to press their steeds into the woods.  “Little John, head to the creek to make sure the men all made it safely,” I ordered.
Little John glared at me before telling Scarlet, “Take care of her.” He then slipped off to the side, disappearing from view.  The horsemen, who were having a hard time keeping track of us, ignored him. I was their target.  
“Scarlet, go with him,” I ordered as I jumped over a fallen trunk, to my dismay the horses easily cleared it. “I’ll meet up with everyone at camp later tonight,” I said as I made a sharp turn, making several of the horses swerve.
“Nice try Robin Hood,” Scarlet grunted.  “I am not going to leave your side,” he staunchly said.
“Will, go!” I said more firmly.
“No,” Scarlet stubbornly vowed. “I’m your man, Robyn, but I’m also your friend.”  
I glared at him as we both heavily panted, soaked in sweat. “Well then, do you have any bright ideas?” I asked as I grabbed hold of a tree branch and threw myself across the small, rocky stream ahead of us.
“Nope,” Scarlet said as he did the same. We landed with a roll on the other side of the bank, glancing over our shoulders before we got up and continued running. “The scenery’s very grand though,” he offhandedly volunteered.
“Scarlet,” I scoffed. “If you’re going to waste our breath than at least talk about a plan!” I said as we dodged a large tree that was in the center of our path. As we burst out on either side of it we startled Crafty, who had a piece of lincoln green fabric in his mouth. (Poor Much, Crafty must have gotten loose and wandered off again.)
“We aren’t near the camp…,” Scarlet said, sounding confused.
“Don’t question it!” I ordered as I leaped onto Crafty’s back without hesitation. Will was behind me a second later, his arms snaking around my waist to grab Crafty’s thick mane. 
I glanced over my shoulder to spot the horsemen closing in on us.
“Do you think you can steer him?” Scarlet asked.
“If they can do it, I can do it,” I grimly decided before heeling Crafty as I reached out to grab my own tuff of mane.  
Crafty took off with a snort, no doubt complaining about lugging both Scarlet and myself around. He smoothly swerved around any fallen logs or bushes in our path and ambled through the forest at a smooth canter, ignoring the screaming men behind us. Thinking back to the times when Marian forced me to ride, I used my legs to steer the cunning horse, who was doing a good job of it on his own.  
Looking ahead I shouted. “Duck!” before I leaned down onto Crafty’s neck while Scarlet leaned against my back. The rider behind us was taken out by the thick branch we had avoided.  
I felt Will turn around as I straightened up. “Four are left, how are you going to lose them?” he asked as Crafty grunted again, angrily laying his ears flat as he protested his large burden. 
“I’m going to collect the bounty!” I heard a horseman yell before I could respond. Scarlet and I twisted around to see a mounted soldier quickly coming up behind us. 
“Scarlet,” I shouted. “Try to unseat him!” I ordered. However, before he could do anything, Crafty made another irritated noise and slowed down until the horse was next to us. The second it was he body slammed it, startling the horse as Will Scarlet reached out and shoved the rider off the animal.
“Crafty is aptly named,” Will Scarlet observed. “I guess that’s…three?” he bewilderedly added as I faced forward again. There was a flash of green on my left side, and Crafty slowed down, skidding to a stop as he swung around to face our aggressors, who were now cornered.
“And what might you be doing here in Robin Hood’s domain?” Much asked the soldiers as he lazily sat on a tree branch. I’m sure he came up with that line weeks ago, and was probably waiting for the perfect opportunity to use it. Some of the splendor of his words was removed because half of his Lincoln green shirt was missing. 
The five trainees surrounded the three horsemen, icy expressions on their faces as the sound of creaking bows and heaving horses filled the air.  
Much jumped off of the branch, looking as dignified as he could with a large hole in his clothes. “Tell the Sheriff of Nottingham that when dealing with Robin Hood,” he said, pointing to me as Crafty stalked forward. “He should never underestimate his Merry Men,” he finished. “Now be gone!” 
The three horsemen nervously glanced to each other before turning their horses around and galloping out of the clearing. The trainee Merry Men neatly grazed the soldiers’ sides with arrows as they fled.
“Follow them,” I ordered when they turned to stare at me. “Make sure they leave the forest.” 
All five of the trainees stiffly nodded and disappeared into the forest.
“Robyn, it’s good to see that you are in one piece,” Much breezily said as he walked up to Scarlet and I while we dismounted.  
Ripping the piece of cloth that Crafty had been munching on out of his mouth, I held it up. “I believe this is yours?” I mildly offered.
Much winced. “He got away again. That nasty beast,” he said with a dark glare in the horse’s direction as he rubbed his holey clothes. Crafty ignored him and started eating a bush.  
“You’ve worked the trainees while I was gone,” I said with a half grin.  “I don’t remember seeing them so put together… well… ever.”
Much gravely shook his head. “No, actually I’ve ignored them most of the day. Crafty was too busy terrorizing me. They were just angry anyone would dare try to harm you.”
“Oh. Of course. Because, I’m just a robbing, murderous outlaw. No one should have the right to try and hunt me down,” I snorted.
“It’s the camaraderie Robyn. The camaraderie!” Much stressed. “You offer honor and justice! They will offer you their loyalty and lives!”
“Not to mention I’m fair sure a number of them are dead smitten with you, or Maid Marian,” Will Scarlet said as he brushed off his clothes. “And as much as I would like to continue this conversation we had better go to the creek soon. Little John and the other men are waiting there.”  
I nodded. “Much, take Crafty back to camp. We’ll meet you there in half an hour,” I decided before walking off.
“Okay,” Much called out. “Wait, what?”
I’m pretty sure Crafty sniggered as we left.
Scarlet and I jogged for about ten minutes, heavily panting and soaked in sweat from our previous flight. We finally reached the creek and fell on a heap, dipping our hands in the gentle river as my men gathered around me and cheered.
Little John picked me up and proceeded to squeeze the air out of me as I protested. “Robyn, you little idiot,” he said.  
“Never stay behind by yourself again!” Hob lectured me, he sounded like an irritated older brother.  
I ignored their theatrics and put my hand to my forehead. I ran my fingers through my long hair, which had blown out of my hood. A shot of pain ran through my hand. I grimaced and inspected my palm. My wound was still heavily bleeding. Apparently my little chase through the woods hadn’t helped it. I frowned as I watched the blood dribble off my hand.
“Robyn!” someone screamed in a decent impression of a girl.
“You’re hurt,” said another Merry Men.
Pandemonium broke out.
“Have you lost a lot of blood?” Little John demanded.
“Are you feeling woozy?” Will Stutely asked, elbowing Little John out of the way.
“What does woozy mean?  Is she going to die?” shouted another Merry Man.
“Are you going to faint?” Hob questioned, jumping on Will Stutely’s back, making him fall. “I can catch you!”
“I’m fine,” I said, ripping my hand out of Little John’s grasp. To my surprise I was suddenly lifted straight off the ground. I yelped and tipped my head back to stare at Scarlet, who was carrying me bridal style.  
“Let’s go back to camp, Much can dress her cut,” Scarlet said. After cackling like worried chickens, the Merry Men agreed and started a regular procession back to our camp.
“I’m perfectly able to walk,” I hissed to Scarlet.
He ignored me. “Did we pick up a few men?” he asked Little John. He yelped when I managed to get a hold on his ear and twist. 
“Let me walk,” I demanded. Scarlet practically dumped me on the ground.
Little John laughed and helped me stabilize myself. “Four oddballs joined us. Stutely already gave them the shakedown. Most of them were thinking about joining us weeks ago. When the Sheriff unmasked us, they took the opportunity to follow us into the forest. I’m surprised that Robyn didn’t catch them sooner,” Little John finished, his gaze shifting to me.
“That was a small failure there,” I agreed. “But really, when ten men on horses come barreling at you, you find that there are more important things to life rather than the fact that I have more Merry Men leaving with me than I had coming with me,” I said.
We arrived at camp sometime later, Much shouted when he saw my bloody prints on Will’s shirt, initially thinking someone had stabbed Will in his absence. Then he notice that one of my hands was red and wet as well, getting a rather shrill scream to leave his mouth. He decided it was absolutely appropriate to lecture my Merry Men, specifically Little John, Scarlet, and Will Stutely.
“I leave her with you for one day, and next thing I know you bring her back all scraped up and bleeding,” Much mothered as he cleaned my palm with warm water. 
Will Scarlet snorted. “You saw her earlier and you didn’t notice it.”
Much paused for a moment. “That is beside the point!” he said before wrapping my palm. Properly shamed by Scarlet, he turned on me. “And you! Injuring yourself over some stupid gold arrow that you didn’t even get to keep!” he said, having heard the entire story by now. 
(The four new recruits from the fair had fallen down face first when we reached camp. They quickly pledged their loyalty to me, and the Merry Men rejoiced over the four new members. Of course Much sourly asked if I hated him, and wondered why I insisted on plaguing him with trainees.)
“That’s not true,” Little John countered as his fished in his clothes before pulling the golden arrow out of his tunic. The arrow was still, amazingly, in one piece.
Little John tossed it to me, and I caught it with my other hand as Much glared at it. “It’s just painted,” I said, somewhat disappointed. I had been hoping to hawk it for a pretty price.
“We should hang it, like a shield or something,” Will Stutely said.
“Oh yes, excellent idea Will,” I said. “It’s just like saying ‘Welcome to the camp of Robin Hood, Winner of the golden arrow, sheriffs beware’,” I said as Much’s five trainees returned, pushing and squeezing their way into the already crowded camp. I paused, a thoughtful frown freezing on my face. 
“Hold still,” Much fussed, grabbing the arrow and tossing it aside before he started bandaging my hand.
I didn’t acknowledge the order, but followed it all the same. “Stutely, Hob,” I called, considering my Merry Men.
“Yes Robyn?” the two chimed in unison, leaping to my side as they shot smug glances at the rest of the group. 
“Find the most secluded spot that is the hardest to get at in all of Sherwood Forest. Take as long as you want, but tell me immediately when you return,” I ordered. “Look for something bigger than this.”
The duo looked confused. “Yes Robyn,” Hob said.
“Gotcha, Bold and Brave Robyn,” Will winked.
They split, speeding off in separate directions.
“We are growing,” I announced to the confused Merry Men as I fondly smiled. “This place is too small for us. We’re going to relocate and create a permanent home.”
The Merry Men cheered until Much shushed them, saying I needed my rest. He was about to shove me into a tent until Scarlet spoke.
“Wait a moment,” he walked over to his tent and dug around in it, emerging a few moments later with an ivory horn.
He kneeled in front of me, holding the horn in his palms. “Robyn, this is a family treasure that has been passed down from generation to generation. I give it to you, let every Merry Man learn its beckon so that in times of need you can call us,” he offered the horn.
I hesitated before taking it. I knew how much Will Scarlet guarded the last few pieces of his lordly heritage. I couldn’t imagine how much this was costing him.
“Thank you, Will,” I quietly accepted, cradling the horn in my hands. 
The horn was milky white with bands of gold etchings.
“Go ahead, blow it,” Much told me with an indulgent smile.  
I took a deep breath before raising it to my lips and blowing. It made a beautiful sound that echoed across the forest. It was haunting. It reminded me so much of the royal horns I heard as a child in the many crusader parades. “Thank you Scarlet,” I smiled. I hesitated before wrapping a leather cord around the two ends which I then fastened to my belt. “I shall always treasure it.”  
“Yes, very nice gift Will, but now Robyn has to get her rest!” Much said.  “Say night, night Merry Men.”
“Night, night!” All of my men chorused, giving me soppy faces as they waved at me.
And these were the supposedly hardened criminals of Sherwood Forest.
I offered them a smile before I entered the tent Much herded me into. It was his and Will Stutely’s from the looks of it.
I curled up in a ball and lightly dozed, reveling in the feeling of relaxing. I could hear my men cheerfully talking as they switched guard duties and gathered around the campfire to make dinner. 
 
 



Chapter 6
New Camp
 
I stumbled out of the tent early the next morning. Most of the Merry Men were sleeping, but I spotted a few of them, awake and alert on the edges of the camp for their daily guard duty. 
They saluted me with crisp gestures. I smiled and shook my head as I plopped down on a log next to the fire. Much was a few feet away, cuddled against a tree, snoring loudly as usual.
I quietly made some porridge for myself and motioned for the men who were on guard duty to join me. They did so, perching on rocks and trees as their eyes continued to scan the forest. I noticed that one of them was a newcomer we picked up from yesterday. 
“And what is your name?” I politely inquired.
“T-Tom,” he stuttered, royally blushing.
“I’m Robyn. It’s a pleasure to have you in my company,” I said with a broad grin. 
“T-thank you!” he stammered, turning a cute shade of flaming sunshine.
“Where do you come from?” I asked as I stood and stretched.
“The village. I was a tanner,” he said with a small smile.
“Your skills will most certainly come in handy here,” I said with a lopsided grin. I paused and narrowed my eyes before swinging around. “Hah, gotcha!” I triumphantly cried as I clamped Crafty’s muzzle in my hands. Crafty gazed at me with tired eyes and slightly frumpy hair. He wasn’t a morning horse.
I paused before rummaging through a sack, unearthing a small apple which I offered to the shrewd creature. He eyed it, flattened his ears, and delicately took it before moving on. As he crunched on his treat he knocked a pot into the unsuspecting Hob, who had just exited his tent.
Crafty chuckled before moving on as Hob rubbed his stinging leg and eyed the wily horse.
“Did you find any suitable locations?” I asked as Hob helped himself to some porridge.
“It depends,” he drawled. “What kind of place are you looking for?” 
I had forgotten he hadn’t heard my speech about a new headquarters. “A new hideout. One big enough for over a seventy men,” I said.
Hob spat out his porridge and stared at me as though I had lost my mind. “What?” he asked.
“The Merry Men are growing, quickly. We are bursting at the seams here and Marian has already run out of curtains to make new tents with. We need to relocate to a more permanent housing area,” I said as I watched Crafty slither in our direction.
Hob shook his head. “No place I saw is good enough then. Will Stutely will probably have better luck than me though. He has been living here longer than I have,” he shrugged as Crafty crept up behind him.
“Has he returned?” I asked.
Hob shrugged. “I dunno, I only got back a few hours ago. It’s not very much fun searching Sherwood forest for the Perfect Spot in the middle of the stinking night you know.” 
“Look out,” I warned.
“What?” he dumbly asked, remaining rooted to the spot. 
Thunk.
“Too late,” I said as I sipped my porridge and eyed the sinister horse that had just cracked Hob in the skull with his large, unbreakable head.
Hob groaned as he shook his head, trying to clear his vision. Clucking my tongue in sympathy I gazed up at the sky that was mostly blocked by tree branches.  
“I’m surprised Will isn’t back yet,” I conversationally continued as I eyed Crafty.
“He won’t rest till he finds the perfect spot for his most highly honored leader,” Hob moaned, rubbing his head. “I say he won’t be back for two days.”
Pausing to mull over this fact I agreed. “You’re probably right, only I bet four.”
Hob grinned, reaching into his pocket. “Are you will to lay a wager on that?” he smirked.
 
It was five.
 
Five days later I was flexing my hand, working the stiffness out of my cut palm. Little John had taken a group of men to watch the road, and Much was off training beginners, leaving me with Hob, Will Scarlet, and a few men on their guard shifts.
“How is your hand?” Will Scarlet asked as he walked over to me. I shifted my bow before shrugging.
“It’s getting better. Much said there might be a scar, but it’s healing fine,” I smiled as Will grunted and took my hand, inspecting it for himself.
As he gazed at my palm and Hob snored loudly from his relaxed position by the fire I straightened up, hearing something come crashing towards us.  “Tom—,” I started, he was on guard duty again, but before I could finish a wild creature hurtled into our camp.
“I FOUND IT!” Will Stutely said as he thrust his hand toward the sky, his eyes wide, and sleep deprived. 
Will Scarlet and I reflected identical looks of concern for the well being of Stutely’s mind while Hob awoke with a startle. 
Will Stutely caught sight of me and leaped in my direction.
“I found it Robyn! The Perfect Place!” he said before laughing. “Much can no longer hold your injured arm over my head!” he proudly shouted.
“Um, it was my palm,” I interjected. Will Stutely thoroughly ignored me.
“I have redeemed myself! Yes, I have,” he said, jumping across our camp.  
“Will, calm down and stand still for a moment,” I said.
“How can I? I found the perfect new camp for us! Me, I found it! Hah hah!” he crowed.
My eyebrow practically disappeared into my hairline. How had he found out about relocating? He and Hob were gone when I had explained everything. “Will Stutely! If you don’t calm down this instant I’m going to assign you the chore of brushing Crafty every day for the next month!” I declared.
That sobered him up rather quickly.
After many reassurances to Stutely that no, I would not feed him to the demon horse, he finally settled down and ate some roasted deer meat, telling us his tale.
“I met up with Little John about four days ago when you sent him hunting. He told me that I, apparently, was being sent as a scout to find suitable land for a new hideout, one that we could build better houses on,” Will explained as he wolfed his meal down. “So I searched and searched, overcoming all odds, climbing up mountains, rushing down rivers—“ 
I picked up my trusty longbow and whacked him over the head. Sherwood has only one river and no mountains.
“Erm, I mean, I looked a lot,” Will Stutely amended. “It took a long time, and it was really hard to search at night. But I found it. It’s set on a small waterfall in the heart of Sherwood Forest. It’s nearly impossible to see, I walked by it at least ten times myself,” he finished with a smiled.
“Well done Will,” I praised.  
“Thank you!” Will Stutely said, his eyes shining.
“Right then. I think you need to sleep,” Will Scarlet said as he stood and grabbed Will Stutely by the arm, dragging him away as the latter protested. Scarlet didn’t give him a choice and instead forcibly knocked him out, dragging Will Stutely’s newly lax body behind him as he headed for the tents.  
Scarlet practically threw him into his tent, and seconds later Stutely’s hideously loud snores could be heard through out the camp. If the sheriff’s men would happen upon us they would surely stay away, thinking that some rabid, snuffling bear had lumbered into our camp. I kid thee not, he was that bad.
I let myself fall backwards and sprawled out over the forest floor. “That solves our agenda for the next couple of months,” I decided.
“What do you mean?” Will Scarlet asked as he lowered himself to the ground, leaning coolly up against a tree a few feet away.  
I glanced over at him before responding. “During winter few nobles travel, except for Christmas which we’ll take off anyways. Now, in addition to training, we can build our new home.”  
Will nodded. “Makes sense to me. There won’t be much tax activity either, so it’s just as well that we take this time to get more comfortable. It will be the perfect time to get some new recruits too,” he added.
“Great, I might as well summon the men to tell them,” I said as I unhooked the horn Scarlet had given me. I raised it to my lips and gave one solid blow, the note echoing around Sherwood. I nodded in satisfaction and sat down on a log. A few minutes later all of my men, except Will Stutely who hadn’t even stirred from his sleep, crowded around me.  
I looked at the 21 faces surrounding me before smiling. “Men, we’re moving!” 
 
 
Fall hurried through Nottingham with winter gnawing at its heels. It grew cold, the still waters froze, and snow fell. Thankfully all fall we had concentrated on laying the groundwork for our new camp, making it nice in the winter so we didn’t have to mess with the frozen ground.
Will Stutely really had found the perfect spot. It was walled in by rows of trees, both evergreens and leaf trees alike, and a small waterfall was in the center.  Although the waterfall itself was over seven feet tall it made very little noise, and the river was swift but not dangerous near our camp. It moved enough that it didn’t freeze during the cold months of winter, making it infinitely easier on us. We were all in good spirits, my men extravagantly so, and I often found myself refusing most of their lavish plans.
 
 
“No,” I said, pushing the paper out of my face.
“Come on Robyn!” Will Stutely complained. “You need a hut worthy of you!” 
We had decided to build wood and mud homes, small enough to keep us warm but large enough to sleep and keep any personal items in. We had already laid the frames down during the start of November/late October. 
“No Will. That is no hut, it’s a castle,” I said as I stormed by, my boots crunching in the soft, newly fallen snow.  
Will stalked after me, intent on getting his way. “But Robyn you need to live it up a little! You’ve helped hundreds of people in countless ways and you rarely ever reward yourself,” he whined as I walked through our new camp, waving to the many new trainees as well as my old, familiar members. We were now up to thirty five Merry Men.
I stopped and turned around to face Will Stutely. “Will, I’m not the only hero. I just boss you guys around. The Merry Men are the real heroes, I don’t deserve special treatment.”
Will frowned, trying to wrap his mind around that. “Well, we could take off two rooms and the stables,” he graciously offered.
I growled and threw my hands up in the air when my second in commands swirled in.
“Hey Will, irritating our Bold and Brave leader again, eh?” Little John asked at me as he smiled down at me, his green eyes sparkling against his rosy complexion.
“You know it’s not good to make her mad,” Will Scarlet said, shaking a finger in Will Stutely’s direction as he stood in a relaxed position before running his hand through his black hair, pausing to wink at me. “She’ll put Crafty on you.”
“So true,” Little John agreed before lifting up my hat to ruffle my hair. 
“Give me that!” I snapped, pulling the hat back onto my head before stomping off. It was very difficult to remain irate around those two. They were like court jesters, constantly joking and breaking off into a random songs. It wasn’t that bad, unless they were purposely singing off key. Why two days before they serenaded Much with a love song. It was quite a sight to behold.
“Little Robyn’s got a temper!” Little John laughed, Will Scarlet joining in as Will Stutely grunted and studied his crinkled paper that depicted his plans for my hut.
“Little Robyn’s gonna get mad!” Will Scarlet said, talking as though I was a small child or puppy. Both he and Little John broke out laughing, not noticing as I scooped up some snow into my glove covered hands.  
“Did you know that to get into the Merry Men I had to thoroughly beat her with my cudgel?” Little John asked Will Scarlet as I loaded the snow into the front of my shirt before climbing up a tree.
“No, but I also had to beat her. Only I used my sword,” Idiot number one said to idiot number two as I stretched out on a high branch and began to form the snow into circular mounds.
“She really does stink when it comes to using a staff,” Little John grunted.  “I bet it’s got something to her being a girl.”  
I looked at them with vague interest as I raised my arm, Will Stutely noticed and took four steps backwards.
“Yeah, you know how it is. All bark and no bite,” Will Scarlet laughed.
“Indeed,” Little John agreed before my snow ball nailed him in the face. A second one hit Will Scarlet on his cheek.
They wiped the snow from their faces as all of the Merry Men around laughed. My two best friends looked up, craning their necks, and spotted me casually leaning against the trunk, a good supply of snowballs stored between two large branches on the trunk.  
“What was that about all bark and no bite?” I loftily asked, sending two more their way. They ducked, but not fast enough. My snowballs dusted their hair.  
They exchanged glances as they brushed off snow. “Do you think she’s making us eat our words?” Will Scarlet wondered.
“I believe she is implying that,” Little John replied before picking up his own glob of snow to heft at me.  
It was thrown far too low. I had purposely chosen a high branch, making it nearly impossible to hit me. I sent a few more snowballs down as pure chaos broke out, my light hearted men throwing snow at each other as I watched from above, safe and out of reach.  
Will Stutely loudly complained until his drawings were hit by a couple of rookies. He promptly dropped his papers and made the trainees eat snow.  
Much and Little John went at it, throwing and ducking while teams were swiftly formed and cover was taken.  
Hob leaped into the midst, dragging Tom with him before they quickly joined Much’s side, building snowballs for their team members, who would throw the snow at Little John and his minions.  
I laughed, lodging a few of my own every once in a while, enjoying the uproar.  
“That’s right, laugh while you can!” a voice came from behind me. I twisted around to see Will Scarlet, crouched like a cat, on a branch directly behind me.  
I yelped and hefted the snowball I was holding at him before jumping backwards, landing on another branch. I then dropped down, catching a lower branch with my hands. I swung back and forth before gaining enough momentum to fly to a thicker, sturdier limb. I landed on it and glanced up, looking for Will in the branches above me.
He wasn’t there.
“Gotcha!” he suddenly crowed in my face. I was so startled he was able to knock me off the branch. We fell several levels down, I was pushing and fighting the whole way. When we finally stopped falling, hitting a thicker branch, Scarlet jumped at me. Out of pure instinct I jumped to another, smaller branch. He followed me. When he landed next to me I heard a cracking noise.
“Get off the branch you fat cow!” I hissed, feeling my eyes grow bigger.  “It’s going to break!”
Scarlet smirked. “Yep,” he agreed before springing toward me as the branch snapped. We landed in a snow drift underneath the tree. I poked my head out of the cold material, noticing that the snowball fight was still going on before I wriggled out of the pile and leaped onto Will, who was starting to get up.  
“You dunce,” I said, about to wash his face with snow, but he caught my wrist and started pushing it back. “You could have gotten us killed!” I scolded. “Much would have murdered you!”
Will grinned before throwing his weight and rolling on top of me, reversing the roles. “Not so Lady Robyn, but right now I would be more concerned about the snow in your face you’re going to receive,” he laughed, holding a thick ball of snow.
“You wouldn’t dare,” I said, catching his lowering hand.  
“Oh, I would,” Will smirked.
I leaned further back into the snow as Will increased the pressure and pushed his hand down. Scrambling for options I came to my last resort.  “MUCH!” I shouted.  
Instantly I could see the head of my first Merry Man pop up from behind a fallen log, peevishly looking around. “I heard my name called by a distinctly feminine voice! Robyn, where are you?” he shouted before getting smacked with a snowball in the side of the face. “Ow!” he howled, glaring as he continued to search for me.
“OVER HERE!” I shouted as the snowball inched closer to my face.
Much spotted me and stood, pointing his finger in my direction. “Ah-ha! The ruffians from the other side are attacking our leader! Unleash the storm Merry Men!” he ordered. Instantly a horde of snowballs pelted Will Scarlet.  
I laughed hysterically as Will smiled good naturedly before pulling me up.  “I have a shield!” he laughed, holding me out in front of him. “Get her Little John!” he shouted. Little John’s team raised their arms (At least the veteran and more daring members did.) when suddenly the baying of hounds filled the air.  
I felt my blood turn into ice, and every one in our camp froze. The sound of pounding hooves filled our ears while the dogs got closer.
“Foresters!” I yelled. My men scrambled for cover, disappearing from view. I looked up at Will, we wouldn’t be able to hide in time. He grimly pushed me deeper into the drift, burrowing next to me before tossing snow on top of us.
The hounds were baying directly outside our natural wall. We heard the horses neigh while the clinking of their tack and harsh voices drifted through our camp.  
“Did ye find anything?” a man’s voice boomed.  
“Nay. Even with most of the trees bare it’s still impossible to find him.  Curse that Robin Hood!” a second man shouted.  
I shivered and clutched Will Scarlet’s hand.
“I’m not looking forward to telling the Sheriff that we haven’t found him,” the first voice grunted.
“He can get off his fat rear and come look himself. Besides, telling George is what I fear more. Come, let’s go.”  
The horses neighed before pounding off through the woods, the hounds chasing after them. No one moved even after our camp fell silent.  
“Robyn?” I heard a frightened Much ask. Will Scarlet popped out of the snowdrift and stood, dragging me up with him. As I brushed snow off my clothes my Merry Men began popping out from behind bushes, trees, and snowdrifts.
“What was that about?” Will Stutely asked as he stood up, brushing snow off of his precious plans. 
“It looks like the Sheriff is starting to get serious,” Little John grimly considered.
“Yes, so it seems,” I agreed, narrowing my eyes as I gazed off into the forest. “Scarlet, Little John, Much, Stutely, meet me at the campfire. The rest of you should return to your previous activities,” I ordered, squaring my shoulders.
I stalked off toward the campfire. My veteran members were already there, seating themselves on logs. 
“We have to do something,” I said, standing before them with my hands on my hips. “I won’t let a single man get captured.”  
“We understand Robyn,” Will Scarlet soothed.  
“Robyn, I’m more concerned about you,” Will Stutely said, worry lining his voice like a rabbit skin lining a quiver.  
I said with as much quiet force as I could muster, “I don’t care about myself. It’s my men that matter. I’m responsible for them!” 
Little John placed a large hand on my shoulder. “We understand Robyn,” he repeated Scarlet’s words. He was trying to pacify me, the slug.  
“No you don’t!” I said, whirling around. “I’m the leader! They are under my care and leadership. I won’t let a single one get caught.”
“Robyn,” Much said.
I spun around, ready to strike out at him if he was as difficult as Stutely, Little John, and Scarlet were turning out to be.
 “I understand. I was your first man. I trained every single Merry Man,” he reminded me. I slowly relaxed under his firm voice. “But I don’t think you understand.”
  I tensed up and glared, preparing to bite his head off. 
“We, your Merry Men, we would rather die then see you hurt,” he quietly explained. “When you go off on your own and when you try to save everyone, or even when you injure yourself, we are hurt because we feel as though we have failed you. Let us take some of the risks Robyn. We have all pledged our loyalty to do so. Besides, I promise I won’t let anyone get killed or left behind,” he vowed. “The Merry Men are just as important to me as they are to you.”
I sighed, the fight leaving me with the air that exited my body. “Alright,” I quietly agreed.
Neither Much nor I realized those very words would haunt me in the days to come.  
 
 
Christmas Day came and went. My men and I had a merry feast with many of the delicious homemade delicacies that the peasants from the village gave to us. It was an amusing and entertaining day. We exchanged odd little gifts (I received nearly 30 bow strings) and Marian rode in, in late that afternoon to spend the evening with us. She restocked some of our supplies, teased Crafty with a dried apple, joked with the Merry Men, and was introduced to the newest members by yours truly. (My little band had reached the large number of forty.) 
January was a drab month. It brought some of the coldest days of the year along with dreary times since it was harder for Marian to sneak out of her castle. However, the Sheriff was still taking an active stand against us. We were reminded of this in the last week of January.  
“Strike out harder Robyn. With the amount of force you’re using you could manage to barely knock over a new born lamb!” Will Scarlet shouted as he twirled his sword, blocking my every charge.
“I’m doing the best I can, you cad!” I complained.
“Well do better!” he ordered.
“I need a break,” I grumbled, lowering my sword so I could lean on it. Will Scarlet had made himself my private, self appointed teacher of swordsmanship. Every other day he dragged me to the river bank where we practiced form and many other horrid exercises. 
I panted as Will looked around, not even breaking a sweat. I darkly glared at him, wondering if I could somehow let Crafty into his hut at nightfall. We were practicing on a stretch of river that was a little over a quarter of a mile away from our camp. Most of the Merry Men were with us, they were either hunting, making traps, mending clothes, or polishing their weapons. (Will Stutely and Much had kicked us out of the camp, they were finishing my one room hut and didn’t want anyone to see their “secrets” of building. The idiots.) 
“Right, back to practice Robyn,” Will Scarlet urged, giving me a not-so-gentle tap on the side.
“Is this payment for that snide remark I made about your gaudy scarlet gloves?” I complained as I stood up. “Because I already apologized for that,” I said as my sore muscles painfully protested.
“You won’t get better with the sword unless you practice,” Will schooled.
“What if I don’t want to get better?” I said as I moved into a defensive position.  
“You don’t have a choice,” Will said before attacking. He delivered several blows, and I managed to parry almost every single one. The clanging of our steel blades filled our temporary camp. Will pushed me back further and further until I was standing near the edge of the river, which was not good. Instead of having a nice little beach, this part of the river was a dead drop off into deep water that was well over my head. It was also the roughest part of the river in all of Sherwood Forest, and hadn’t frozen over even during the deep freeze of winter.
Eyeing the water, I tried pushing Will back, edging away from the precipitous river bank. We exchanged several blows, I was mostly parrying, but Will seemed a little distracted.  
Suddenly, shouts erupted in the air. Will turned his gaze to Little John, who had flown into the clearing, yelling at the top of his lungs.  
“FORESTERS!”
My men scurried about, trying to take cover as men on horses rode into the clearing seconds after Little John.  
I stood frozen, my hands clasping my sword as I watched a forester hit Little John over the head with a sheathed sword, knocking him to the forest floor with blood trickling out of a wound on his temple.  
Will Scarlet burst into motion and knocked me to the side. I went flying into the river, the freezing water stinging my skin. The current dragged me under for a few moments, and when I popped up I was a ways downstream, but I was still able to see my men furiously fighting with whatever weapons they had on hand. The last thing I was able to see was Will Scarlet being shot with a crossbow. Then I was hauled under water again.
 
 
 



Chapter 7
Foresters Attack
 
I clawed my way upward as my legs and arms grew numb. I surfaced and gasped for air. I shrieked when I narrowly missed being thrown into a rock. I watched with some amount of interest as ice particles floated next to me, vaguely remembering that I should try to get out of the water before I completely froze and drowned. 
I tried swimming to shallower waters, but it was no good. My clothes were heavy and weighing me down, and I was not a strong swimmer to begin with. The river was mellowing, and more ice chunks floated on the water next to me as I fought to remain above the water level.  
The coldness crept into my bones, and instead of feeling unbearably cold I felt numb. Everything felt so heavy, and I could feel panic setting in as my eyes drooped. I bobbed underwater for a moment before rising again, spitting out the icy, frosty water that filled my mouth. It left behind a frozen, dark taste. 
I tried one last heroic and terror filled fight toward the river bank. The water slowed to a trickle. Alarm and dread poured through my body as adrenaline kicked in and I fought my way through the water.  
In the end the bitter water won, and as I was dragged down for the last time. I saw a black blob on the bank before I was pulled to the bottom of the river. Allowing bubbles to escape my mouth in a soundless scream, I wanted to cry. My life and my men’s lives had been torn from us. We hadn’t stood a chance.  My body went totally unfeeling and my lungs screamed for air as I remained stiff and frozen at the bottom of the river. 
There was suddenly a great wave of water and I felt something sharp digging into my side.  It kicked me again, hurting me and returning feeling to my side. (A rather painful, stinging feeling.)  
Managing to open my eyes in the cold water, I saw something black clawing at me. I grabbed it and hauled my way upward, climbing it as it got thicker and longer. I surfaced and quickly grasped a solid black neck, thanking God as my mind registered Crafty swimming for the shore, dragging me with him.  
The black horse had plunged in after me and kicked me until I had grabbed a hold of his leg and climbed up his body. Bless that bloody horse, I would never ever make another insult about his horrid temperament, and for the rest of his life he would be given apples, hay and every other luxury as far as I could afford. 
My cold arms gave away on the shore and I fell into the frosty brush, coughing up the dangerously cold water that had filled my throat. I wiped my mouth on my sleeve as I grimly looked about, fear once again thumping in my chest. I had to get warm or I would be chilled to death.  
My clothes were freezing in place, growing stiff as ice formed around them. Crafty shook and eyed me, walking towards me as though he was going to step on me again.  
Coughing, I managed to move, rising to my feet as my stiff and icy clothes stuck to my skin. My teeth loudly chattered, jarring every bone in my face, and I made short, rigid movements while coughing violently. I slowly stepped on top of a rock before climbing onto Crafty. I nearly slid off his back, ice was forming in his fur too.  
I dug my red, stiff fingers into his mane. My fingers were so numb I almost couldn’t tell if I was really clutching his hair or not. Crafty pushed into a gallop, tearing through the forest as I neatly collapsed on his neck. When I occasionally slid to the side the blessed horse would shift his wait and crow hop, sliding me back on him. I only fell off once.
I was in a stupor. The coldness, nor fear, really touched me. I wanted to sleep so badly, and the jarring motion of Crafty’s canter was keeping me from doing so.  
Running warmed Crafty up, and he stopped shivering as he plunged through the forest while I continued with my hacking cough. Crafty jumped through the natural wall surrounding the camp and skid to a stop in the center.  
“Much! Will?” I weakly called, twisting my frame around as Crafty danced in place, showing the whites of his eyes as he tossed his head. I coughed and shivered as I looked around the camp. The central fire had gone out. The coals were smoldering as a tiny trail of gray smoke rose through the air. It was eerily quiet and I didn’t see anyone.  
“Much? Where are you? Little John, Scarlet?” I shouted, my voice cracking before I started coughing again. Crafty grunted and crow hopped, sending me to the ground. I landed next to the hut I had been using until mine would be finished. (It was Much’s but he said he would rather go without than see me out in the cold. Ironic, considering the situation I was in at the moment.) 
I threw the wooden door open and dragged myself inside. When I managed to close the door behind me I sighed in relief. It was much warmer without the cold wind blowing on me. Shuddering, I ripped my clothes off, taking a few layers of skin off with the ice that had stuck to me. I quickly changed into my spare outfit and put on the gloves that Marian had made especially for me before wrapping myself up in my famous lincoln green cape. I wrapped all of my blankets around me and laid there for several minutes, huddling in a corner as my cough subsided and the chattering of my teeth lessened.  
I eventually warmed up, my skin prickling painfully as the feeling returned to my limbs. Climbing out of my blanket cocoon I slipped on a few extra over clothes as well as an extra pair of stockings with my old pair of boots. I slipped on a hat and I did my best to dress as warm as I could. Although it was a mild day for January that little dip I took in the river was not the best thing for my health.  
I exited the hut, thinking more clearly as the day’s events returned to my memory. “Little John, Hob, Scarlet?” I yelled, jogging around the camp. Everything was deserted. The only answer to my calls was the wind whistling through the trees. I grabbed a blanket and threw it over Crafty to warm the poor horse up before I walked around a bit more, screaming my men’s names as the tears started to run.  
“Where are you Much?” I screamed. “You said they wouldn’t die!” I sobbed as I stomped my foot on the ground, throwing a temper tantrum as my shrieks filled the forest. I gave several heart wrenching sobs before I mounted Crafty, keeping his blanket in tact.  
Within minutes we arrived at the spot where Will Scarlet had been teaching me swordsmanship less than an hour ago. The area was empty, not even a bird sat on the bare branches. No one answered my calls. I cried when I spotted several pools of blood. 
Pounding my fists on snow covered forest floor, I screamed, “You promised me Much! You promised!” I sobbed, collapsing. “You said no one would get left behind, I thought you included me in that!” I cried harder, my voice growing hoarse as I called for my men and blew my horn. I waited for five minutes.
No one arrived.  
I walked to the edge of the river, my hysteria uncontrollable, where I found another pool of blood. I knew from the placement of it that the blood was surely Will Scarlet’s. I continued to sift through the clearing, finding Much’s prized dagger and Will Stutely’s favorite bow among the ruin.  
I sat on a log and I held my head in my hands, quietly crying as I clutched my friends’ things. My sorrow eventually passed and I was instead filled with resolve.  
“Crafty!” I called. 
The horse trotted over to me. I swooped onto his back and steered him back to the camp. As we rode I felt as though my face was freezing into a permanent frown. We stopped at camp, where I collected my longbow and my normal bow as well as three quivers full of arrows. “Hang on men,” I growled. “We’re coming.”
I tied leather reins onto Crafty’s rope halter, hoping Crafty would accept it as a badly made bridle, before pulling off his blanket. I slipped onto his back, fixing my weapons behind me and briskly clucked to Crafty.
He cantered through the forest, the thundering of his hooves the only sound among the trees. As the wind stung my face I prayed. The only thing that had kept me from going completely insane was that I couldn’t find any bodies. Perhaps my men were alive. I tried to keep that flickering flame of hope alive as I spurred Crafty on.  
The hunters had been with my men for over an hour now, and I was pretty far behind them. As Crafty flew through the forest I continued to blow my horn and scream, hoping that at least a few of my Merry Men had managed to escape. 
Crafty barreled through the forest at top speed. The trees started thinning out, and we were riding to the edge of the forest. We burst out of Sherwood and Crafty skid to a stop as he tossed his head. I stared down at the open space between Sherwood and Nottingham. I wanted to sing with joy when I spotted mass of green clothed men that were being herded toward Nottingham castle with about twenty men on horseback heckling them.  
I shouted and heeled Crafty forward. We tore down the slope as I brought my horn to my lips and blew again and again. The notes echoed and drew the horsemen’s attention to me. I quickly swapped my horn for my longbow. In record time I notched and arrow and released it. I was too far away to hit anyone, but I thought it was fair to give them a warning shot.
Very few of them heeded, or were able to heed it, because my men were starting to grow rowdy since spotting me. 
My eyes ran over the captured Merry Men as Crafty pounded closer. I estimated there were about twenty five of them… so where were my bloody other fifteen men?
I gave Crafty his head and let him run wherever he wished to as I fired off arrows, taking down the horsemen like I was swatting flies. Five of them broke off the hoard and galloped towards me. They carefully fixed arrows into their crossbows and fired.
Crafty snorted and weaved in between the arrows as I attempted to return the favor. It was harder than usual, Crafty kept making sharp turns to avoid being hit. One arrow grazed my right arm, and I grimaced in pain as I glanced at my torn sleeve. The wound wasn’t too deep, but it looked far more terrible than it was. 
I shot off one more arrow before Crafty swung around and took off in a full out gallop, making a mad dash for the tree line. Once there was a safe distance between us and the foresters he slowed to a prance and twisted around on his hind legs, giving me the time to shoot and take down two of the riders.
In the meantime the captured Merry Men went wild. They were hitting the restraining horsemen with whatever they could find. Rocks, pebbles, snow, branches, all of them were weapons in my men’s capable hands. The horsemen bashed them over the head, injuring a few, but the Merry Men continued to fight back.
Crafty fled again, the foresters were gaining on us. An arrow whistled in the air, nearly hitting me as Crafty ran for our lives. 
Both Crafty and I jumped when the air was filled with eerie, bloodcurdling shrieks. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as Crafty wildly swung around, looking for the source of the noise.
It came from the forest, voiced by fifteen Merry Men who had arrows notched and trained on the riders that were chasing me. They took care of them with startling efficiency and excellent aim.
Like a green mob the captured Merry Men rose up and took out the rest of foresters, pulling them off their mounts before tossing them to the ground like sacks of grain.
I blew the horn and my forty Merry Men gathered into one large hoard. I cringed as I ran my eyes over them. Many of them were wounded, some gravely so.
“We have to take cover in the forest,” I said. “The Sheriff will send more men. We need to disappear before then.”
My men cheered before hurrying toward the forest. A few of the men automatically held back, creating a makeshift rearguard. I kept Crafty close to the group as I watched for the reinforcements that would pour out of Nottingham soon. We had to reach the forest before they left the castle. 
I held my breath, and the castle was still.
I clucked to Crafty while looping my bow over my shoulder. He obediently trotted as I pulled him into a circle around the traveling Merry Men.
Only three men were completely unharmed, the majority of them had cuts and swiftly forming bruises as well as a limp to their gait. Five of them were severely injured: Will Scarlet, Much, Little John, and Will Stutely making up the worst of it. 
“Will Scarlet passed out after getting shot by the crossbow at the river,” Much said, noticing that I was staring Scarlet’s unconscious body that was being hauled along by the unharmed Merry Men. “He hasn’t woken up since.”
“Little John did something to his right leg,” Much quietly continued as he walked next to Crafty. Little John was practically dragging his right foot, and one of his eyes was swelled shut. There was also a cut above his eyebrow that dripped with blood. 
“I think Will Stutely twisted his wrist, but he’ll deny it,” Much confided, motioning to our deathly pale childhood friend.
“And what about you, Much?” I asked, looking down at my first Merry Man.
“Took a blow to the head. Didn’t hurt really, as you know I don’t have much in there to begin with,” Much winked. “My sight’s a little fuzzy, but then again it could just be that I’m exhausted.”
In spite of his cheerful words Much looked dead on his feet. I noticed his eyes had a hard time focusing, and he looked perpetually dizzy.
Tom was the fifth man to be severely injured. He had a bloody slash down the center of his chest where a hunter had gotten him with a sword. 
The invasion had cost my men, but it wasn’t as terrible as I had pictured. It seemed like the hunters and foresters were trying to subdue my men, not kill them. They could have easily slaughtered the mass rather than try to take them to Nottingham. The idea was odd to me, nor did it seem to be the Sheriff’s style. One of his men or advisors must have come up with the plan.
I dismounted Crafty and hauled the horse up to the hobbling Little John and the men carrying Will Scarlet. “We’ll put Scarlet and Little John on Crafty,” I decided, seizing up the men.
“No,” Little John refused. “I can walk. Tom should ride.”
“No, Little John,” I said, shaking my head. “Tom isn’t strong enough to keep Scarlet from falling off, and it’s over a mile back to camp. You won’t be able to make it. Tom is light enough to carry, but there’s no one in this company who could haul your big carcass back to camp.”
Little John considered my words before mutely agreeing. Three men boosted Little John onto Crafty’s back. The black horse’s eyes practically bulged out of their sockets as Little John settled on his back. Crafty’s eyes grew bigger when Will Scarlet was carefully slung over his withers as well. I pat Crafty’s neck before clucking and dragging him forward. The black horse waddled after me, his ears flat against his skull.
It was a long procession home. Every man was ready to drop by the time we filed into camp. Crafty grunted with relief as his burdens were slipped off his back. He was so glad that he walked into his pen of his own accord. He slunk to the back corner and refused to get near the gate for the next week. 
With the help of Hob and a few other Merry Men who were somewhat experienced with curing ailments, we set up a tent for the wounded. Most of my men took handfuls of snow and set it on their wounded limbs to help the swelling.
Hob set about making dinner—stew—for everyone. He muttered indignantly about expecting miracles when all he had to cook with was one pot. He had to make several batches, passing wooden bowls around to the men who abandoned the snow and huddled around the four fires we lit.  
Meanwhile, I attempted to care for the more severely wounded in the tent. Much fell asleep, telling me he would feel better in the morning.
Tom pressed a rag to his chest to stop the bleeding, I took a damp cloth and I cleaned the wound out before bandaging his chest. He laid down on his cot, stirring occasionally when Much’s snores grew too loud to bear.
Will Stutely passed out with his wrist in a bucket of snow. I removed it shortly after and gently pushed him down into his bed.  
Little John refused to be treated and instead watched my movements with his glistening green eyes, the firelight flickering in his face.
I spent most of my time with Will Scarlet, who still had yet to rouse. Hob and I pulled out the arrow protruding out of his side the moment we had reached camp. It was a gruesome business, and I won’t go into details except to tell you that we washed and bandaged the wound.  
Around midnight the rest of the Merry Men went to sleep, a few of them slumbering around the fire. Tom drifted off, leaving only Little John and I alert. I lowly hummed under my breath as I shifted Will Scarlet into a more comfortable position. His face contorted for a moment before he gripped my hand and released a sigh, his body relaxing.  
I let him clutch my hand as I sat on the ground near the fire, staring into the depths.
Little John was seated across from me, and I could feel his gaze on me. His green eyes glowing in the burning firelight.
 
 
“Well what do we have here?” Much briskly asked, waking me up the following morning. I wanted to open my eyes, but they felt gritty and the darkness was so nice.  
Against my will I felt my body stir. I slowly peeled open my eyes to see Much and Will Stutely exchanging gazes. They looked grumpy. Much’s forehead was wrinkled like a dried grape, and Will wore the sour expression he used whenever someone suggested he go dig a latrine.
I yawned, ignoring their wry moods as pried my hand out of Scarlet’s. I flexed my wrist before standing up to stretch.
“How are you two?” I asked. 
Will Stutely weakly smiled, slightly lifting up his arm to show me his bandaged wrist that was held in a splint. “Better, I’ll be much better though when my wrist heals.”
Much smiled. “I’m fantastic, thank you very much,” he said with a flourish, blinking when he abruptly straightened.
“You’re still dizzy aren’t you?” I said.
Much sighed. “We can’t keep anything from the little lady can we?”
“You’re just a horrible liar,” I grinned.
Much looked highly offended before continuing. “Yes, I’m still a little dizzy, but my vision is clear again.”
I exited the tent, glancing around the camp. Most of the men were in motion, either stretching, practicing, or doing the daily chores. “How are we doing?” I asked as Much and Will caught up to me.  
“Good. I’ve taken the liberty of giving a few of the men a day or two off,” Much said. “The rest I had continue with a less exhilarant schedule. It’s good for them to stretch and do other such things.” 
Will snorted. “Never mind that you’re too lazy to do so yourself.” 
“You were right there with me Will Stutely,” Much accused. 
I walked away from my squabbling friends to join a few of the Merry Men in some warm up exercises. I then did some target practice, took a short run, and followed the mellow program for about two hours.  
I was eating my lunch—deer meat again, surprise, surprise, surprise—when Tom and Hob found me.
 I swallowed my food before speaking. “Tom, why are you up already, you could rip open that gash,” I scolded.
“Hello Robyn, we’re worried about Will Scarlet,” Hob said as he eased himself down onto a log next to me.
“He hasn’t woke up yet,” Tom added as he fell into a sitting position, grimacing slightly.  
I frowned thoughtfully as they dished out their lunch.  “If he doesn’t improve by nightfall I’ll try to contact Marian,” I said.
Hob nodded. “Good cause ‘e’s got a fever and it’s going up.”  
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
Tom shrugged. “Will and Much said not to worry you.” 
I frowned, pausing to study the blazing fire before I stood. I reached down to grab my bowl when Hob released a terrified scream. He sounded much like the village girls when they discovered a snake in their bed. 
(Not like Much or I had ever done that or experienced that scream before…)
“What?” I yelled bolting upright as Tom grabbed a bow and tossed it to me on pure reaction.  
I had it notched and tight, aiming into the trees, before Hob responded.  “ROBYN’S HURT!” he said, staring at my arm that had gotten injured the previous day.
I paled as I removed the arrow from the bow, loosened the string, and slipped the arrow back into my quiver. Now he’d done it.  
Instantly Much, Will Stutely, and about twenty of the Merry Men were at my side, practically swooning.  
“Everyone quiet down!” Much yelled. God Bless Much. “Or we won’t be able to hear if she’s is in any pain!” 
On second thought, curse him. 
I was all but carried into the injury tent where most of my men huddled by the door, pacing.
Much, Will Stutely, Hob, and Tom crowded around me. Apparently it would take all four of them to clean off the dried blood on my small gash. They accidentally reopened it, and blood poured out. Really, it looked a lot worse than it was. However, the four cads assumed the worst, and Will Stutely almost fainted.
Hob was the only half useful one. He carefully bandaged my arm while the rest of the men assigned blame.
The second Hob was finished I pushed them all away. “Get off me!” I ordered, storming out of the tent only to be mobbed by my waiting men. They hugged me and passed me around like I was a puppy.
Marian stormed into camp at that moment. She had a long, hearty laugh as she watched my men smother me in affection.
However, she nearly fell off her sweaty, gray mare when Much told her to stop laughing because I had been “Injured in battle.”
The Merry Men scattered after a few fierce roars were issued from Marian. She scuttled to my side and gently hugged me while patting my back. 
The muscles on my face spasmed before I shouted. “I’M NOT A DOG! I DON’T NEED TO BE REASSURED!”
“But you are a dog, Robyn. You’re like those cute little lapdogs the Queen keeps in her room,” Marian told me with wide blue eyes.
I resisted the urge to growl as my Merry Men nodded in agreement. I scowled at Hob, the loudmouth who started all of this, as Marian tugged on my sleeve and pulled me into the sick tent.  
“I’m glad you aren’t in a lot of pain,” Marian smiled as she released me.
“I’m glad you came. Will Scarlet was shot by a crossbow and he hasn’t woken up since,” I said as I pointed to his corner of the tent.  
Little John nodded to Marian and I, he had been sitting close to Scarlet but he stood and limped around the tent, trying to sooth his aching muscles.  
“What’s wrong with you, Little John?” Marian asked as she unabashedly picked up her skirts to walk around the fire, not that it mattered since I colored violently enough for her.  
“Some lady you are,” I grunted, Marian responded by elbowing me in the gut.
As I bent over, gasping and coughing, Little John smiled. “I’m fine Maid Marian, just a little stiff. I only pulled a few muscles.”  
Marian nodded and sniffed, accepting the explanation as she turned her attention to Will Scarlet.  
She touched his forehead and undid his bandages, rewrapping his wound in clean ones, before she frowned and studied his waxy complexion. “He’s got a fever, but his injury seems to be fine. It doesn’t smell infected anyway,” she logically pointed out. “I would keep bathing him in cool water. He really needs to sleep, but if he doesn’t wake up by tomorrow morning I would try to forcefully wake him. He’ll surely need to drink and eat by then.” 
“Thanks Marian,” I said, immensely relieved. Curing aliments was one of the few lady-like tasks Marian had attacked with vigor. Normally ladies only knew how to cure common things, but Marian’s mother had allowed Marian to further research medical subjects when it became painfully obvious that she would refuse to do other feminine activities like sewing. (Never mind that her stitches were always perfect.)
“No problem!” the shorter girl chirped before grinning slyly at me. “Mother is still upset that I was cheering on the outlaw, Robin Hood at the fair.”
“Still?” I asked, running my hand through my hair. “That was months ago! Why does she still have her underclothes in a wad about it?” 
Marian shrugged. “I’m not sure. She seems to think I’m madly in love with you. I wasn’t about to correct her and tell her that you were really a girl,” Marian explained. “But I do need to go. She gets suspicious if my afternoon rides take too long.”
“Try to keep out of trouble,” I said as we exited the tent.  
Marian sniffed. “Don’t I always?”
“Hardly,” I replied, smiling at my friend as she dragged herself up onto her poor mare.  
“Good luck Robyn, dear! Just a few more months until spring. Remember to call for me if Will Scarlet doesn’t improve,” she said before heeling her mare out of the camp. 
As she left some of my men started wondering when that poor mare would keel over dead due to stress brought on by Marian.
I smiled fondly until I noticed that many of the Merry Men were giving me wolfish smiles. Making up my mind, I tore back to the sick tent, barely making in the opening before they pounced. I swiftly kicked out Hob, Will Stutely, and Much, (Little John left on his own accord) and sighed with relief as I tied the tent flaps shut. 
I walked over to the warm coals where I lowered myself to the ground and wearily sighed.
I lounged around the tent for the better part of two hours when I heard Will Scarlet stir. I quickly untied the tent flaps and stuck my head outside long enough to shout. “Much, Hob, come here. Scarlet is waking up.”
I hurried over to Scarlet’s cot as he groaned and slowly opened his eyes.  
“Robyn?” he asked in a grating voice.
“Yes,” I smiled as Much, Hob, Little John, and Will Stutely all burst into the tent.  I raised my eyes at the extra men but shrugged as they crowded around him.
“What happened?” he asked, trying to sit up.
“Don’t move; you might reopen your side,” Much bossily instructed.  
“That does remind me though,” I said as I thoughtfully tapped my chin. “I never did hear the whole story.”  
Little John spoke up first. “I was with a group of five men, we were hunting as instructed. We had just bagged a few rabbits when suddenly about twenty horsemen ran into us.  We scattered, I ran back to the clearing where you were, Robyn, to warn you. Another man went on to tell Much, Will, and anyone else that was at the camp.”  
“Yes, that was when Scarlet knocked me into the river,” I said.
Will Scarlet struggled to follow the conversation. He stared at me with hazy, blue eyes. The fever was probably still clouding his senses.
 “The last thing I saw was Scarlet getting shot,” I added.
Will Stutely nodded. “We ran to back everyone up as fast as we could, but there was some confusion about what happened to you. I thought the foresters already had you. No one really knew what had happened as we tried to establish your location. The foresters gained the upper hand in that time. They disarmed us faster then you can say “Much is fat” and next thing we know, we’re being marched out to Nottingham.”
Much frowned at Will before speaking, “They knew they hadn’t caught you, so they were going to use us as bait, I think. I’m not sure why they didn’t kill us though. They would need only one man really to lure you out.”
“I was one of the men that managed to escape. We heard you calling Robyn, but we didn’t know if you had been captured too so we tried to follow the sound. We were on your heels almost the entire way, until that devil of a horse took off like an arrow. Then we lost you for a while. We ran as fast as we could though, since we were easily able to recognize Crafty.  You know the rest,” Much shrugged.
“W-what happened to you, Robyn?” Will Scarlet asked as he kept his gaze fastened on our faces, ignoring Much, who inspected Scarlet’s wound.  
I shrugged. “The current was swift and the water was cold. After a couple of minutes I froze and sank to the bottom,” I explained.
Everyone stared at me with identical stares of horror. 
“What?” I asked.
“Did you drown? Then what in bonnie England are you doing here? Did you die, are you a ghost?” Will Stutely exploded.
“No. Crafty was on the bank and waded in to get me. He kicked me a few times before I responded enough to get above water again. He swam out of the river, taking me with,” I said with a lopsided smile as I rubbed my bruised sides while remembering his solid hooves. 
“Hallelujah!” Much yelled. “At last that horse was good for something!”  
My other men fiercely nodded.
Much then chased Hob, Little John, Will Stutely, and myself out of the tent. He claimed we were upsetting the patient.  
I swaggered around the camp for an hour before stopping to help make dinner. The sun set and darkness filtered into the woods as my men and I crowded around fires. The men on guard duty switched, and most of my band went to bed.  
I stood and stretched, about to enter my own hut when one of the scouts materialized at my side.  
“Robyn, erm, milady.  Someone on horseback approaches. We cannot confirm their identity. Your orders?” It was Ryan, my Merry Man from the archery contest.
I frowned. “It’s far too late for Marian to be riding here, her parents would never let her out of the castle after nightfall. But no forester would be stupid enough to search for us alone. Hold your fire and let them come here. They may pass right by us,” I decided.
 Ryan nodded and disappeared, taking up his post once again. I and huddled closer to the fire, waiting for news of the rider.
I was not disappointed when a frantic Maid Marian burst into the camp for the second time that day. A black cloak hid most of her body and her blond hair, and instead of her usual grey mare she rode a blood bay gelding. “Robyn, something awful has happened,” she said as she jumped off the horse, trembling and shivering. Tears were leaking out of the corners of her blue eyes. She was upset, and Marian was not easy to ruffle. 
“What is it?”
Marian reached out to clasp my forearm, tugging on me as though I could steady her. “King Richard has been captured, Robyn. He’s been taken as a hostage!” Marian started crying, sobs wracking her frame as she sunk to the ground.  
My mouth went dry and repeated Marian’s words in my mind. “How?” I managed to spit out, even though I felt as though I were talking through a mouth full of wood shavings.  
All of my men that were near us fell quiet, listening to Marian’s explanation.
“He was on his way home from the crusades,” Marian cried. “To protect himself he took on the guise of a kitchen servant, but he was discovered,” she hiccupped. “The Duke Leopold of Austria found him and handed him over to Henry IV of the Holy Roman Empire! He’s being ransomed for 150,000 marks!” 
Marian started sobbing again, beating her little fists on the forest floor.
I was as still as a stone statue. “King Richard?” I questioned in a dazed voice. Terror flooded my being as bile rose in my throat. 
“How on Earth will we get him back?” Will Stutely said, swallowing nervously. “Prince John would never pay for his brother’s release!”  
I narrowed my eyes and used several words, erm, sentences that would be extremely inappropriate for this book.  
My men stared at me with wide eyes as Marian quickly dismissed it—who do you think I learned it from anyway?  
“What’s wrong?” Will Scarlet, who was leaning against Much, asked as they exited the sick tent.
I collapsed on the ground in front of a fire, staring into the flames. As if in a dream I heard everyone’s voices filter out as Marian explained to the new arrivals what had happened to our beloved king. The air was filled with curses, prayers, and a little weeping.
I closed my eyes and massaged my forehead with my hands, feeling cold and numb.  
“My father said Prince John announced he’s going to increase taxes so he can raise the money to bail out King Richard. Although we all know it’s a lie. He’ll keep all of the money he gets,” Marian bitterly said.
I opened my eyes and turned around from my sitting position. “Then we’ll just have to get him out ourselves, won’t we?” I decided.  
The Merry Men stared at me. Later much told me I looked like a demon with black fire burning in my eyes.
“Hob, gather all the men who aren’t injured and go into the village, tonight. Explain to them what has happened and see what they’re willing to do to help us. Tell them that we will continue to give them as much as we can spare, but now the majority of the gold will be used to free King Richard,” I announced as I stood up, my cape curling around me as I strode though the camp.  
“Much, how’s your head?” I asked.
“Fine,” Much replied, keeping up with my brisk pace.  
“Good. Pick out a group of well rounded men. At dawn take them into Nottingham castle. Find out whatever you can about what’s going on,” I said before spinning around on my heels.  
 “Ryan, I want you to travel with a small band of men up and down the road to Nottingham. Find out how many people travel on it. We’ve taken most of the winter off, but I intend to return to robbing with a vengeance,” I growled.
“Men, if you find anyone who is willing to join our cause bring them here. We need every body we can get,” I said before I jumped onto the lower branch of a tree. All forty men had assembled before me. Even the guards on guard duty had abandoned their posts. 
“Tonight men, a horrible tragedy has struck England. King Richard has been ransomed, and it is unlikely that Prince John will do anything about it.”
The camp was eerily still, I could only see big shadows while the small fires and the hand held torches flickered in the cold wind. “But, we will do something about it! We, the rouges of Sherwood Forest, will take the money we steal from the rich, and use it to deliver our King!” I shouted as my men cheered loudly. “They may have taken our King, we may be ruled by a tyrant, we have already lost everything, and we might be declared thieves, but never will we lose our hope or loyalty!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. I was drowned out by the shouts of my men.  
I paused, waiting for them to settle down before speaking again. “Tonight men, we will band together for a reason that is far bigger than the temporary, unfair taxation of our villages. We rise tonight to become outlaws, fugitives who will seek to save the country of England, who seek to bring back our rightful King, are you with me?”
 The responding roar was deafening.
 
 



Chapter 8
Princes and Friars
 
We stayed up almost the entire night that evening, planning out the remainder of our winter months. After that fateful day in January we picked up robbing again. The stupid Lords and Ladies weren’t expecting it since we had barely robbed anyone in over three months. Because of this we made a killing in February since they were stupid and brought more gold than usual. 
The winter months slowly strolled by. February was bitterly cold with loads of snow and March came in like a lion and went out like a lion. April was more tender hearted, and in the first week it brought us mild temperatures that we greatly enjoyed.  
 
 
“Robyn, look out for that fallen log,” Much instructed.
I grunted with ill concealed impatience. “I’m blindfolded, Much, I cannot see the log to begin with.” 
I felt someone rest a hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay Robyn,” Will Scarlet said in his silky smooth voice. “I’ll tell you when something is coming up.”
I heard either Much or Will Stutely make some kind of negative grunt or quack as Little John came up on my other side. (It could only be Little John, for only he stomps that loudly.) 
My men halted and I was yanked to a stop before helping hands fumbled with the knot on my blindfold.
“Sorry. Tom tied it too tight,” I heard Will Stutely apologize before he removed the blindfold. 
I eagerly blinked in the sunlight, gazing around our fully completed campsite. (I had been sleeping strictly out of the camp for the past two weeks due to orders from Much and Will Stutely. They wouldn’t let me back in until they finished everything.)
The sunlight sparkled on the bubbling surface of the small waterfall. The river lazy flowed exactly halfway through our camp, successfully dividing it.  The natural wall of trees still surrounded our camp, and over sixty huts dotted the landscape. There was one giant table that could sit at least thirty people, and there were ten major fire pits.  (One per every six huts.) Near the edge of the wall of trees was a dirt area that had a small hut filled with numerous weapons, and targets were hung on several of the trees.
Three dogs roamed around the camp, and I could spot five lounging cats who had been given to us by the townspeople to control the rat population. Crafty was fenced in with wooden posts, a small pony was housed with him. (Yet another reject from Huntingdon Castle.) The pony was far too small to ride since its back barely reached my elbow, but it was perfect for clearing land as well as any other farm work that Crafty refused to do. Large rocks had been rolled by the river bed, making seats for either talking or fishing. 
The ‘best’ feature of the camp, by far, was the large, wooden sign that was shoved into the ground just a few feet away from me. It read “Welcome to the camp of Robin Hood, winner of the Golden Arrow. Sheriffs beware.” 
Sure enough, the golden arrow was tacked onto the sign. I’m not sure how it survived the winter, but I’m sure Much and Hob had a hand in it.
I laughed with delight as my men gave me a tour, eagerly tripping over each other as they showed off. It was Much who proudly showed me my own shack, it was larger than everyone else’s (never mind that I was the smallest.) and it housed a makeshift bed as well as a cracked mirror which Maid Marian had supposedly supplied. There were hooks on the wall for my numerous disguises, and a dress that had been added to the collection.  
“Thank you!” I laughed as I reached out to hugged my friends.  
“Isn’t it grand Robyn? This is a fortress!” Hob said before whooping. Most of the Merry Men (there was now fifty seven.) joined in erupting laughter.  
“Let’s take today off, please Robyn?” Will Stutely said.
“All right.  We’ve been working rather hard lately, it’s good to have a holiday every now and then,” I consented with a chuckle.  
My men broke out into cheers as they scattered, each going off to do their own preferred activity. I craned my neck to see over the sea of shoulders, looking for Will Stutely and Much.  I still had to have a little ‘talk’ with them about that sign.
“Well Robyn what do you want to do this afternoon?” Little John asked as he stretched, a grin plastered on his face.
“And please, don’t let it have anything to do with archery,” Will Scarlet added with a yawn.  
I grumbled before giving up looking for my two runaway men, they had obviously decided to sneak off before I could find them. “I’m going to brush Crafty,” I decided, ambling off in the direction of his pen.
Will Scarlet fell off of the rock he was sitting on and Little John tripped and nearly fell. “On your own free will?” Little John asked as he and Scarlet scurried after me.  
“Indeed,” I said as I hopped the wooden fence and walked over to Crafty and the pony. They both greeted me, the pony with a nicker and Crafty with sneer.  
“Don’t worry Robyn, if he looks like he’ll try to take a bite out of you me and Scarlet will stop him,” Little John confidently promised as Will Scarlet studied the devious horse with respect.
“I think he and I are just about friends,” I said as I patted Crafty’s thick neck before rubbing the pony’s forehead.  
“You did say just about,” Will Scarlet drawled.
I frowned while gazing at the little dapple gray pony. She was excessively fat with a silky white mane and tail and a gray blue dapple coat. “We need to name her,” I said as one of the cats approached us, wrapping its tail around Little John’s leg.  
“What’s wrong with calling her the pony,” Little John asked as he tried to shoo the cat away. 
“It’s not right. We need to name the dogs and cats too,” I added as I started brushing Crafty.
“Marian said the dogs have names,” Will volunteered.
I smirked, Marian had given us some dogs from her father’s kennel. The poor man was being robbed blind by his own daughter and she had him convinced it was a group of bandits. “Oh, what are they?”
“She said the black one was Mangy Flea Bag and the spotted one is Demon Spawn,” Scarlet uncomfortably replied.
I laughed. “Yes, usually the range of Maid Marian’s animals tend to be along the colorful side. I don’t even want to know what that girl calls her poor mare.”  
“Probably Nearly Dead,” Little John snorted as he pushed the cat away with the toe of his boot.  
“For heaven’s sake Little John,” I said as I rolled my eyes and walked over to the cream colored cat. “It’s a cat, not a monster,” I said as I picked it up. Instantly the cat started purring, ignoring Crafty, who was eyeing it rather jealously.  
I thoughtfully frowned as I leaned up against the fence, my two best friends behind me. “I wonder where that girl is now anyway. She hasn’t been around to bug me recently, and usually around this time of the month she gets angry for no reason.”  
“And she takes it out on you by chasing you with a sword,” Will Scarlet snorted. He too had seen Marian’s strange and mysterious ways of exercising her aggression. I must give him credit though, he held in his laughter until I was up in a tree while Marian threw acorns at me.  
Little John and Will Scarlet began snickering at the very thought as I frowned and set the cat down. I was about to walk back over to Crafty and the pony when Maid Marian burst into the camp on Nearly Dead.  The poor mare was heaving and stumbling while Marian shouted gibberish.  
“Robyn! Where in bloody Sherwood is Robyn?” her mouth was obviously loose once again.  
“I’m over here,” I yelled, hefting myself over the wooden fence.  
Marian turned and heeled her horse forward, bringing the mare to a halt mere inches away from me. She leaped off Nearly Dead and tossed the reins to Little John, who was usually Marian’s stable boy. He obediently took the reins and walked the trembling mare through the camp, waiting for her to cool down before he let her drink.  
“What’s wrong Maid Marian?” I asked in a teasing voice as I leaned calmly up against a fence with Will Scarlet at my side. 
“Prince John is coming to Nottingham!” Marian blurted.
My mouth dropped open and I stared at Marian. “What?” I stammered.
Marian nodded, before her lips pulled down into a dirty scowl. “Apparently the Sheriff of Nottingham is such a strong supporter of Prince John that the Prince has decided to come visit his stout devotee.”
“PJ is coming here?” I asked, feeling my eyes practically pop out of my head. The fact that Scarlet spared only the barest trace of a snicker for Prince John’s acronym meant he was just as shocked as I was.
Marian nodded. “At first I was surprised. I mean surely he has heard of you, Robyn, and it would be idiotic to come down the road and straight into your hands. But, according to Father the Prince is also coming because he wants to capture you.”  
I was astounded to say the least. “What are we going to do? Surely Prince John will have better guards than the bumbling Sheriff,” I said as I sunk to the floor.  
Will Scarlet was warming up to the idea. “Robyn, this is perfect! With the Prince here more lords and ladies will be visiting which also means more robbing!”
I glared up at him. “I hate to be a prophet of doom and gloom, but Will, the Prince is of royal blood! He will have an army with him.”
“Oh pish posh!” Marian said, flapping her hand. “He’s Prince John, a brainless cad who cares only about his taxes. Besides, all of the good men were off with King Richard on the crusades.”  
“Yes they were! In case you haven’t noticed King Richard is just about the only one to not return!” I pointed out.
“That’s not true,” Marian countered. “Most of the Knights are camped out across Europe, waiting for the money to set King Richard free. After all, they cannot move until he gives the order.”  
I grunted, still not fully convinced.
“This is the perfect way to make the extra gold Robyn,” Will Scarlet said as he knelt next to me. “It’s going to make our job ten times easier, we just have to become more clever.”  
I looked at him with blank eyes, internally wondering if he had been hit in the head too many times when fighting with cudgels against Little John.
Little John, who had heard Marian loudly proclaim PJ’s movements, spoke as he walked past with Nearly Dead. “Robyn, with him here you can finally extract revenge on him. Remember all the starving villagers?”
I felt a light go on in my eyes as a smile curled across my lips.  “Maybe it’s time we meet this temporary monarch of ours,” I sweetly said.
Little John and Will Scarlet exchanged dark smirks while Marian proudly nodded.  “I knew you would catch on,” she said with a smug grin. 
 
 
 
The next day I set out at dawn for Nottingham. I slinked through the forest, wearing a disguise, avoiding the areas that would be guarded by my Merry Men. I was going by myself so the last thing I wanted was a big mouthed scout tattling to Much or Will Stutely, the mother hens.
Coming out of the forest I frowned as I followed the river. It was swollen and overflowing since all the snow had melted. The water was cold and brisk, and it looked like it was about chest level.  
My frown deepened as I gazed up and down the river. From the direction I was coming at there wasn’t a bridge.  I wasn’t about to wade through the water and give every person I met from there on a nice flash show, so I would have to walk back into Sherwood to find the nearest bridge.  
I had just made this assumption when I saw a fat friar waddle up the road.  He was shorter then I, portly, and had brown cropped hair and sparkling brown eyes.  He had a tough look to him in spite of his brown habit, and he grinned broadly at me before shouting. “Greetings stranger! What brings you to Nottingham?” he asked.
I was tempted to swear under my breath, I couldn’t exactly disappear into the forest with him standing there. “I’m going to see the wares,” I shortly said, my good mood of escaping scouts and mother hens swiftly turning rotten. I must feel sorry for the Friar though, he had been pleasant enough and I had bitten his head off.
“Ah yes, Nottingham is always bustling with merchants in the early spring,” he nodded. Apparently he hadn’t learned his lesson.
“Yes,” I barked as I surveyed the river bank while grunting after looking down at my clothes. “Are there any bridges close to here?”
He shook his head. “No, the flooding waters from the melted snow took out the bridge that was here.”  
I grumbled under my breath, digging my shoe into the ground while the monk looked curiously at me.
“Do you require some sort of assistance? the Friar asked.
My mind whirled before I turned with a smirk.  “Yes, carry me across the river,” I ordered.  
The Friar blinked. “What?” he asked, his smile quickly turning into a grumpy look.  
“Carry me across the river!” I said, carefully pronouncing each syllable as I did my best to sound like a stuck up merchant.  
The Friar glared. “Why?”  he demanded with a scowl, perhaps the smile thing was a front? 
“Because I said so,” I said like a pouting child.
The Friar let off a few phrases that reminded me of Maid Marian. Man of God indeed. He studied me with narrowed eyes and I rolled my eyes before notching an arrow in my bow and trailing it onto his portly belly.  
“Or else,” I threatened. I think he knew that even if I was the worst shot in the world I could not miss his giant bulk at this close of a distance.  
“Fine,” he barked.  “But only if you carry me back across on your way back,” he said.
“Deal,” I said as I removed the arrow and slipped it back into my quiver. I hopped on the Friar’s back, being careful to touch him as little as possible, and the short man quickly waded in.  The steadily trickling water reached his belly, but the large man was easily able to make it across.
              As soon as he exited the water I jumped off, shaking what little part of my legs had gotten wet before I swiftly walked toward Nottingham. “Thank you,” I called over my shoulder.
“Remember our deal!” he yelled back.  
“Yes, of course,” I shouted back, planning to go home another way. After all I would not want to explain to the Friar why I was a girl after leaving the water.  
Nottingham was only a few minutes walk from river, and I quickly walked inside with a large group of farmers who were bringing a herd of sheep into the market. Once inside the castle I gazed around the entrance before finding the notice board.
I sneered with disgust as I noticed out of all the wanted posters, I was the least recognizable. I shrugged before moving on, looking for news of Prince John’s arrival. Nothing was formally posted, however, I had a feeling that if I wandered around long enough I was bound to hear some tidbits of juicy gossip from the commoners.  
I visited the blacksmith’s shop first. There I over heard two men talking about Prince John.  
“E’s coming in two weeks,” a tall, gruff man who was holding the reins of a large draft horse explained.
“Great,” the blacksmith grumbled as he picked up a hoof of the giant horse. “That means more taxes.”
I could no longer remain without drawing attention to myself, since I didn’t have a horse, so I moved on to a weapons stall where I bought several bow strings before asking some questions.
“Say, is it true that Prince John is coming here, to Nottingham?” I asked the archer who was running the stall.  
“Yes,” he tersely said. “The Sheriff has been bellyaching and hollering about cleaning up the castle all week,” he said as he wiped his nose on his sleeve.  
I was mildly repulsed but I kept it to myself. “I bet. What do you think the Prince is coming here for?” I asked.
The archer shrugged. “Who knows? He claims it’s to visit the Sheriff, but most people reckon it’s to capture Robin Hood. The Sheriff’s apprentice has been working on capturing them for months with nothing to show for it.”
The Sheriff’s apprentice? Who was that?  
Another customer appeared behind me and I nodded before moving on, slowly working the streets of Nottingham.  
I visited the market and talked with many of the farmers from surrounding lands, and I spoke with several merchants, a tanner, and a cobbler. They all had similar news to report, mainly that Prince John was coming in two weeks with a giant guard, and that he was taking the route that went through a part of Sherwood Forest. He was supposedly coming to bless the Sheriff, but they all thought he was really coming to capture me.  
Upon collecting all of this information I worked my way back toward the castle door I had entered. In doing so I nearly knocked into the Sheriff. Thankfully he didn’t recognize me, instead he merely glanced my way before sneering. “Watch where you’re going, boy,” he said as his entourage leered at me. In the pack I recognized the sharp minded steward who recorded the names at the archery contest. I knew he was too smart to be a mere servant!
I stuck my tongue out at Sheriff’s back when he was a safe distance away, and several peasant girls who had been watching me giggled. I winked at them before disappearing into the crowd, leaving Nottingham.
My body moved automatically as I stewed over my findings. Could my band of fifty seven Merry Men possibly go up against Prince John’s honor guard? Would we survive? Does Prince John really scream like a girl as the tanner claimed? Would that archer ever wash his snotty clothes?  
My ponderings were brought to a halt when I reached the river. I was about to run into Sherwood when I heard the pretend happy Friar.  
“There you are, I was not sure if you would stick to our bargain,” he said as he waddled out.  
“Dear Friar, can we simply take a nearby bridge?” I pitifully asked.
“There are none,” he flatly said, I was about to contradict him when I smartly closed my mouth, knowing that if I said something it would raise suspicions.  
I balked. “I cannot,” I said.  
The Friar frowned. “We made a deal!” 
“I lied?” I asked as I slightly cringed. The Friar’s face turned stormy and I trained my bow on him once more. “I won’t,” I solidly said.
“You would go back on your word to a man of God?” he asked.
 “You don’t understand.  Please, call off the deal,” I begged, I really couldn’t let this man know I was a girl. After all, what on earth do you think he would tell God? 
The Friar narrowed his eyes and sized me up as he took a step closer to me. “You would not dare shoot a Friar.”
I trembled as I fumbled in my cape for my horn. In desperation I brought it to my lips and blew before I flew away. The quick Friar grabbed my arm and halted my flight.  “You will take me across!” he thundered.
Suddenly the ground started to pound as a great thudding filled our ears.  A minute later about forty of my Merry Men stormed to my side, Will Scarlet and Little John leading them.
Much and Will Stutely gave me outraged looks after glancing at the Friar. I could tell that as soon as they got me home I was in for the lecture of a life time.  
“What seems to be the problem here?” Will Scarlet asked as he glanced back and forth between the Friar and I. He was trying to assess the situation and figure out how much trouble I had gotten myself into.
The Friar turned to me. “You are Robin Hood?” he asked. I nodded. “Oh. You’re still taking me across the river,” he barked.  
“One of my men will take you,” I volunteered. Little John gave me an odd look before nodding and stepping forward.
“No,” the Friar insisted. “We made a bargain that you would take me back across the river!”
My men frowned and Will Stutely opened his large mouth. “See here Friar.  Robin Hood could not possibly carry you. You’re a bit too large for his slender build. Little John here will take you across,” he said as he lightly scowled at the Friar before shifting his gaze to me.  
I shrugged as I exchanged looks with Will Stutely, and there was a scuffle as the Friar burst toward me. Little John intercepted him, but not before the stout man was able to push me, sending me sprawling into the river.  
I had fallen in, landing on my butt in the shallower water. In my sitting position the water flowed up to my shoulders. Chattering slightly I had to fight back several howls while panic broke out across my men. The Friar look thoroughly satisfied and Will Scarlet and Little John stared at me with wide eyes as Will Stutely and Much screamed like little girls.  
“Alright, he’s wet, nothing to see, move along!” Hob said as he and Little John started pushing the laughing Friar away. 
“What is it with men and pushing me in rivers?” I stormed as I shook my fist before rising as the Friar was escorted away. To my utter horror he turned around one last time to gloat, pausing before his eyes widened to comic proportions. Of course, the water made my clothes stick to me, making my feminine body fairly obvious.
 
 



Chapter 9
Robbing Prince John
 
Much and Will Stutely leaped protectively in front of me, and Will Scarlet quickly put his green cloak over my soggy form.  
Will Scarlet put an arm around my shoulder, and Hob and Little John proceeded to throttle each other. The rest of my Merry Man gathered around Much and Will Stutely, loudly asking them what we were to do.
In the chaos, the friar worked his way back towards me. “That explains it,” he nodded. “I must apologize, for I had no idea,” he said with a rough smile. “I bet you have some story to tell.”
“You have no idea.”
“Friar Tuck,” he said, offering his hand.
“Robyn Smith,” I smiled as we shook hands.  
“Well Robyn, as a Friar I want to offer my services to you and your men. Even though I am a man of God I was a tough fighter in my day,” he wolfishly grinned.
“I have no doubt of that,” I dryly said as I pictured the short, fat friar shoving Little John aside like he was a puppy all so he could push me into the water. “Welcome, Friar Tuck, to my Merry Band,” I said with a big smile.  
 
 
 
Friar Tuck became a father figure to my band, as well as myself. He was easily our senior, being the age of our real fathers, and generally managed to keep the growing number of Merry Men in line. He took over teaching the new recruits to read and write, and he would also help us cook on many occasions. Although he usually stayed with us he did have his own parsonage that he would go off to from time to time. He also added a new tradition to our daily archery practice. Anyone who had the misfortune of performing badly would get smashed on the head by the good Friar Tuck. (It was Will Stutely’s idea and was heartily supported by all. I’ll never fully understand the violent tendencies of males.)
About a week and a half after I met Friar Tuck I was alone in camp, except for Will Scarlet and the animals. In three days Prince John was supposedly going to pass through Sherwood Forest, and I had decided to allow my men to visit their homes before we tried to rob the spoiled prince. Only Will Scarlet had refused, and he was snoozing near the campfire as I exited my hut, wearing a disguise.  
“And where do you think you’re going?” Will asked, his hat was tipped over his face, hiding his eyes, from his position on the ground.
“Home. I’m going to walk by my parent’s house,” I said. 
“Do you think that’s wise?” Will asked, never stirring from his position.  
I shrugged. “It’s not like their going to recognize me. After all this practice my male disguise is pretty solid.”
“Fine. Take Crafty with you then,” he ordered as he shifted into a more comfortable position.  
“Whatever for?” I snorted as I slipped on a floppy hat.  
“Protection,” Will yawned
I scrunched my nose “Why would I need protection?”  
“So if Much or Will Stutely happens to pass by you and I don’t get our hides tanned.”  
“I see your point, alright. I’ll ride Crafty,” I said as I walked toward the wooden fences. I carefully brushed and saddled the sneaky horse, who was relatively good for once. I slipped the bridle over his head and led Crafty out of the pen, latching the gate behind me. “I’ll be back before dusk,” I said as I swung up on the devious animal. 
Will’s only response was to snore. I shrugged before fixing my long, tan cape. I spun Crafty around and urged him through the woods at a quick walk. He broke into a brisk canter after a proper warm up. (Unlike Marian, I would not kill my horse from lack of appropriate exercise.)   
Half a mile away from my parent’s home I paused to fix my clothes. I was wearing a simple white shirt with black hose and my suede boots. My tan cape served me well in making my body look bulkier, and my floppy hat made a large shadow on my face which thankfully covered most of my features and allowed my hair to be tucked out of sight. 
Crafty obediently walked forward, swishing his black tail as we went. We came down the road at a slow walk. I craned my neck, looking for my parents. I wouldn’t talk to them, but I was hoping I would get a glance of them.  
I couldn’t spot my father, but my mother was sitting on a small chair, her face buried in her hands. A pile of laundry was next to her, as well as a bucket of water. She was obviously doing the washing.  
As we neared her I could hear some sort of sobbing noise. I pulled Crafty to a halt directly in front of the house. Both the horse and I watched my mother cry with confused looks.  
“What is the problem, Madame?” I asked, speaking with a deep accent while praying she wouldn’t recognize my voice in spite of my attempts to cloak it.
My mother looked up at me with red, swollen eyes. She wiped her nose on the sleeve of her dress and blinked in surprise as she looked up at me. “Oh, nothing good sir. I was just missing me daughter.”  
Now it was my turn to be astonished. “What do you mean?” I politely asked.  
My mother heaved a sigh. “About a year ago me daughter… left home, and I’ve never heard from ‘er since,” she teared up again as she told me the story. “She was a spirited gurl. But my ‘usband and I loved her so. I can’t help but think she must be dead.”  
I had to keep my jaw from dropping in surprise as Crafty impatiently stomped a hoof. I was horrified. I had forgotten entirely about letting my parents know I was alright. As far as they knew I could have been eaten by wolves! The only people, besides my Merry Men, who knew I was alive were Much’s parents, and they would never utter my name for fear of revealing too much.  
“And now I feel so bad. I could have been nicer to the poor gurl. She was blast tempered but honorable at least,” my mother said with dignity. “Worst part yet is we could have helped her. If my husband had showed up just one minute sooner...,” my mother continued to pour her heart out to me as I allowed shock to show on my face. She was thankfully too wrapped up in her story to notice.
But my father blamed himself?! I was the ninny who went and shot a forester! Not him! As my mother continued I found myself forcibly re-evaluating my parents.  
“Robyn, that was her name. She was a lovely girl. She had an eye for archery and a steady hand. Probably could beat Robin Hood hisself,” my mother sniffed. 
I blushed at her praise. Compliments were a rare thing from my parents, not to mention I didn’t know they knew just how good I was with a bow.
“I just wish we knew what happened to her,” my mother sighed.
“Madame, it sounds like you truly loved your daughter,” I kindly said.
My mother nodded and scrubbed her face.  “We did. We do,” she admitted before straightening up to look me in the eyes. “I’m sorry, sir. I’ve been holding babbling like an old woman. Forgive me,” she said as she looked at my nice, clean clothes.  
I nodded as I uncomfortably adjusted Crafty’s reins. I knew I had to do something. It was my own folly that had started this whole Robin Hood business, and I was a fool for forgetting my parents. I owed it to them to let them know that I, Robyn, was alive. As much as I hadn’t wanted to admit it, I had missed my parents. Why else would I ride past our home, hoping for a glance of them?  
“Madame, is it true that Prince John is coming to Nottingham in three days time?” I asked as I fingered the pouch and horn at my side that were hidden under my cape.  
My mother nodded.
I tossed a small bag of gold to her, taken from my pouch. “You will need it. He will surely raise taxes again once he arrives.”  
My mother took the gold with an astonished look. She looked at me, then Crafty, then my clothes, then back at me. “You, sir, are Robin Hood,” she said in a dazed voice.
I gave my best dashing smile as Crafty snorted and tossed his head. “How ever did you guess?”  
My mother eyed Crafty who was showing the whites of his eyes as he snorted. “They say you ride a demon horse,” she flatly said before turning back to me. “Thank you so much sir!” she said with a gruff smile.  
“No problem at all,” I said, tipping my hat as Crafty started walking away. I licked my lips, trying to find the best way to phrase my next sentence. “And Madame, don’t worry about your daughter. I assure you, she is quite safe,” I called behind me.
I figured she would maybe believe I had been taken in by Robin Hood himself, or perhaps protected by Maid Marian, who the villagers knew to be connected with Robin Hood. I figured wrong. 
Instead I nearly fell off my horse when I heard my mother mutter behind me.
“Oh Robyn. I told your father that only such a foolish gurl as you would try to save Much. Pah, and ‘e actually believed there was a man who could outshoot you.”
Clearly she had connected the dots. 
I cued Crafty into a canter, I didn’t want to be seen hanging around my mother any longer. It might look suspicious, not to mention my mother was perfectly able to manhandle me, and if I stuck in range much longer she would probably drag me off Crafty before making me work in her wretched garden.
The ride back to camp was pleasant. I was in good spirits, and sang my way back into camp. Will Scarlet hadn’t moved an inch, and he didn’t stir to see what the commotion was about. 
I untacked Crafty before I put him back in the pen with the pony. I was dancing back to my hut when Scarlet finally chose to speak.  
“What’s got you in a tizzy?” he yawned, remaining stationary.
I turned back to grin at him while I stripped off my hat and cape. “Nothing.”
“It was a good visit then I take it?” he said as he finally sat up to look at me.
“Best in the country,” I boasted. “I’m going to slip back into my clothes before I do some more target practice. Care to join me?”
“No, I don’t,” Scarlet said, settling back down. “But I’ll watch,” he assured me.
“Thanks Will,” I laughed.
“Don’t mention it,” Will said, shutting his blue eyes as I danced into my hut.
 
 
Three days later my lips moved in a silent, but pleading prayer. My men watched me with amused expressions while Hob poked Little John in the ribs.  
“Oi. Little John. What’s she doing?” he asked.
Little John grinned. “Her last rites.”  
Hob looked slightly disturbed as he watched me before turning back to Little John. “She could have Friar Tuck do them you know. Much more professional that way.”  
I stood shakily, stretching up as far as I could possibly muster. “Okay men, to your positions,” I said as I started climbing a tree.
A few moments ago a scout had reported that Prince John was traveling down our road. We divided the band up. Will Scarlet was leading the second division, which was scattered down the road.  
The plan was for me to jump onto the roof of Prince John’s carriage, as was custom. My men would keep the soldiers stationary while I introduced myself to the Prince and relieved him of some of his gold. Unfortunately we really had no idea how many soldiers Prince John had.  
I wiped my sweaty hands on my hose as I trembled on my familiar branch that reached out over the road. As I shivered I could see Will Scarlet across the way, giving me encouraging looks. I miserable stared at him before huddling up in a ball, trying to blend in with the branch. (Which isn’t so easy.) 
There was a thumping as the blasting of horns filled the forest. Did Prince John mean to announce his arrival to us? The music grew closer and I craned my neck to see heralds on horseback appear down the road. Behind them were three mounted knights and at least fifteen guards, all also on horses. A huge, golden, gaudy carriage rounded the bend. It took up nearly the entire road and it was pulled by six bay, panting horses. They reminded me of Nearly Dead with their tired expressions. Behind the garish carriage was about twenty guards mounted on horses and about ten foot soldiers.  
All of the men seemed to wear pampered, snobby expressions, not even the least intimidated at the thought of meeting up with me. Apparently the rumors about me being a cut throat with an army of the undead hadn’t reached him yet. (No, that never happened. But at one point Much was bandaged from head to toe because Will Stutely was teaching trainees how to bandage wounds. Much tore through the forest, trying to flee from the greenhorns at top speed, and ran into the Sheriff’s men, scaring them so badly that they took off to Nottingham Castle, their girly screams echoing through the forest.)  
My nervousness increased as the procession neared my branch. The knights and the guards passed underneath me without noticing my presence. Shuddering one last time I leaped off the branch and landed on the carriage, flattening myself against it for a moment before I jumped to my feet. “Halt, in the name of Robin Hood!” I bellowed as I fixed a notched arrow on one of the knights in the front.  
My men emerged from the forest, grim expressions on their faces as they took aim at the soldiers. All of the guards either screamed or whimpered and dropped their weapons. The carriage driver cringed from his position in front of me as the tired horses paused, grateful for the stop. 
Only one of the three knights appeared to be unafraid. He turned in his saddle and fixed his black eyes on me, giving me a glare that would have melted a man.  But, I am not a man. So instead I sent him a glare of equal fire until I knew Little John and Will Scarlet had their arrows trained on him. (Having those two covering me significantly decreases my cowardly ways.)
I then turned my attention to the carriage underneath me, more specifically the man in it.  
“What’s going on?” I heard a shrill voice demand as something pounded the roof of the carriage. I wolfishly grinned—my adrenaline kicking in—before I bent over and opened one of the carriage doors, flipped upside down, and swung inside.  
Prince John was a skinny, sticky sort of fellow. To me he did not seem to look like King Richard at all. As a matter of fact he bore a striking resemblance to the pig boy from my village. The crown was too big for him, and he had beady, sunken eyes. Upon seeing me he swore and covered his nose with a lace handkerchief as if I smelled bad. 
“Prince John, how good of you to come!” I said in a sing song voice as I narrowed my eyes and smirked at the trembling prince. “I’m Robin Hood, welcome to my humble road.”  
“Guards!” Prince John tittered.  
“Ah, ah, ah!”  I said as I tore a velvet shade off of the carriage windows.  “They are already being welcomed by my Merry Men.”  
Prince John stared outside his window, Much was leaning along side the carriage and he gave the pale prince a leer.  
“Oh my!” the Prince said. “Guards, attack them!” 
Much and I exchanged looks before shrugging. “They are currently oppressed,” I broadly grinned. “But do not worry. Your poor horses are about to die, so I will help you out and lighten the load,” I generously offered as I gazed around the well decorated carriage. “Much, strip the outside would you?” I asked. I could hear my childhood friend go to work and I grinned as I felt around the carriage for a hidden compartment.  I couldn’t find one so I turned to Prince John.  “If you’ll please stand for a moment, milord,” I mockingly said.  
PJ turned white. “No!” he squeaked.
“I can always make you move,” I said as I pulled a hunting knife out of my belt. “It makes no difference to me,” I added, running my thumb across the knife’s smooth surface.
The Prince pitifully moaned and threw himself across the aisle. “You ruffian!” he accused as I tore the cushion off the seat. Sure enough, under Prince John’s spot there was a small door which opened up into the entire seat, which was hallowed out and filled with gold. I whistled and instantly Little John was peering through the open carriage door.  
 “Little John, allow me to introduce you to Prince John,” I said as I handed him several bags of gold. The prince glared at us, his beady eyes calculating his escape. “Don’t worry,” I said. “We’ll let you go this time. But next time I suggest you leave the horn blowers at home,” I winked before leaping out of the carriage, holding several bags of gold. “Farewell!” I cried before I whistled again. Instantly my men disappeared into the foliage, leaving no trace, except for a wailing Prince John, of our robbery.  
Just inside the forest we all held still, holding our breath as we relied on our clothes and the trees to hide us. After several minutes of comforting Prince John, the entourage finally moved on, the knight with the burning eyes glaring into the forest as if he knew we were still there.  
We waited for another five minutes, to be sure they had left, before I made a series of whistles, telling the men to split up and meet back at the camp.  Yes, we might take precaution a bit too far, but we did not want a repeat of the incident with the Foresters.   
Will Scarlet and Little John attached themselves to me as we slunk through the forest. We were the first group back, and the pair wildly whooped with joy as I grinned from my sitting position on a log. (The adrenalin rush had left me a little knock kneed.)  
They were doing a makeshift dance around a lit fire when Friar Tuck found us.  
“So I take it the raid on Prince John was successful?” the friar asked as he waddled into camp with a smile.  
“Yes,” I said laughed.  
“Splendid! How many men did he have with him?” Friar Tuck asked as he stirred a simmering pot of stew that Hob had left over the fire to “boil lightly”. (It had burned.)  
“I would say about thirty five mounted guards, ten foot soldiers, three knights, and a bunch of heralds,” Scarlet estimated.  
Friar Tuck rolled his eyes. Even I could hear that blasted Prince from my parsonage. It’s a wonder he’s not deaf,” he grumbled as he looked disgustedly at the stew, which was a murky black while the scent of burnt meat drifted through the air. 
I heard some men running through a forest when I felt two explosions on my back.  
“Robyn!” Will Stutely and Much simultaneously yelled as they knocked me over in their excitement.  
“We did it!” Much proclaimed as he proudly thrust his fist into the air.  
“That we did!” Tom agreed as he entered the clearing behind them, a big grin stretched across his face.  
“Have you opened up the bags yet?” Will Stutely asked as Much threw his booty from the outside of the carriage near my feet. It was mostly velvet cloth and a few gaudy gems.  
“No,” I said as I sat down on a log. “We can being now,” I continued as Hob led another group of five Merry Men into the camp, all yelling and yodeling with joy.  
I dutifully reached for a bag when I realized that I was drowned out in the jubilance of the occasion. I smiled as I watched Hob, Tom, Will Stutely, and a new recruit called Gilbert join hands and run around the fire. Almost everyone had returned by now. The only ones who weren’t yelling or singing their heads off were the good Friar (who was still stirring the stew with a disturbed look at its contents) and myself.  
I opened the bag to examine our newfound treasure when my jaw dropped.  “Scarlet!” I yelled over the hubbub. A second later he was at my side.
“What is it?” he said as he eased himself onto my log.  
“How much is this worth?” I breathlessly asked him as I thrust a bag full of large, glittering gems onto his lap.  
His eyes grew big. “A lot,” he said as the Merry Men, who were at this point truly merry, continued to dance and sing.  
We exchanged similar looks before we grabbed remaining bags, eager to see what else we had gotten away with. By the end of the night we came to an agreement. Robbing Prince John had given us more money and gold than all of our previous robbing jobs put together.
“The prince is bloody rich,” Little John said as he reached in a bag and grabbed a fist full of precious gems, letting them trickle out of his hand like water.  
“And a liar,” Scarlet said as we crouched around the fire. There had been another loud round of singing when Scarlet and I explained what we had stolen, but now it was far past midnight and only the night guards, my two best friends, and I were awake. 
I ran my hand through my ever growing hair, a troubled feeling settling in my gut.  “This will be a good down payment on King Richard’s release, but I cannot believe that Prince John would hoard this much money and claim he needs more taxes to free his brother.” I stretched and I gazed up into the star filled sky.
“Perhaps we’ll be able to free King Richard by next year,” Little John said as I continued to look upward.
“No, the Prince’s funds might run out by then,” Will Scarlet argued.  
Little John snorted. “I doubt it. If this is what he carries around in his carriages then he must have loads more at his palace,” he flatly said.  
They continued to banter back and forth, glancing at me as I stood and walked over to the pen where I stroked Crafty and the pony. Crafty gave the smallest of neighs as the Pony wuffeled and thrust her silky muzzle into my hands. I pet both of their necks, mostly to keep Crafty from getting jealous.
“Robyn?” Will Scarlet’s voice brought me out of my daze. 
“Yes?” I asked, turning around. 
“We’re going to turn in,” he said jerking his thumb backwards to point at Little John.  
“Alright. I won’t be too much longer either,” I smiled.
“You did well today,” Will said as he walked forward and closed the distance between us, hugging me. I was a little surprised, but Little John was flabbergasted. In order to keep any…misunderstandings from occurring there was a pretty strict code when it came to touching me. Slugging me, throwing an arm across my shoulder, and ruffling my hair were all accepted. Hugging me was generally discouraged. Of course Much and Will Stutely occasionally broke these rules, but our friendship was more parental anyway.
“What did you do that for?” Little John fished mouthed to Scarlet.
“Do what?” Will innocently asked.
“You know what I mean!” 
“I haven’t the slightest idea as to what you’re talking about.”
The two proceeded to bicker like old women as they walked across the camp, their voices leaving my hearing range.  
I watched them go, a tight smile on my lips, before I sighed and rubbed my aching head. For some reason my stomach was upset and my head was throbbing while I felt a little colder than usual. Shrugging it off, I walked off to my own hut and threw myself on my bed when I reached it.  
 
 



Chapter 10
Robin Hood No More
 
I should have taken more notice of my symptoms. Half a week later I came down with a vicious sickness. I had a high fever, a gargantuan headache, and it felt like a creature was eating away at my insides. My muscles often got cramped because of the positions I stayed in, and the only things that ever eased my pain were heat and massaging my sore muscles. For a while my men were frightened out of their minds that I was dying. They called for Friar Tuck and Marian, who both did their best and managed to wake me from my feverish dreams that had plagued me for two days. The sickness nearly took my life.
I was able to recover, but it took a while.
I was still sick a week later when my Merry Man were scavenging the forest for lords to rob and deer to kill while a few scouts headed into town. It was dusk and I was huddled near the campfire, praying for either deliverance from the sickness, or for a lightning bolt to strike me and kill me. Little John was practicing archery near by while a few scouts were walking around the edge of the camp, sending me nervous glances whenever a shriek of pain ripped out of my throat.
“Will this not end?” I moaned as I beat the ground with a fist. I had my back facing the fire, hoping to ease some of the cramped muscles.  
“Do you want me to knock you out again?” Little John asked. 
“Not yet,” I groaned.  
I heard someone walking and I felt the person sit down next to me. “Do you want me to get Marian again?” Will Scarlet asked as he bent over me and gently massaged the muscles in my lower back.  
“No, I think I’m getting better,” I said as I cringed.  
“Are you sure?” he asked as I started to relax under his touch.  
“Yes. This time three days ago I was ready to take my own life. Now I’m just praying for it,” I drearily sighed.  The only sounds in the air were my labored breathing, the cracks and snaps of the fire, and the solid thunks of arrows hitting a tree while Little John continued to practice.  
Scarlet eventually eased my pain enough that I could sit up and breathe a sigh of relief. I laid out on the mossy floor and Scarlet continued his ministrations, slowly easing the cramped muscles. I could feel Little John’s gaze on us when he paused his practicing.  There was something about his gaze that I couldn’t put my finger on. It was threatening, but not towards me.  
“I’m sorry, but I must take my leave. It’s my turn for sentry duty,” Will Scarlet said as he stood, brushing my back one last time.  
I mumbled, my face in the dirt and my mind incoherent. Scarlet slowly walked away, and I stayed motionless in my temporary yet comfortable position.  
The sun had all but set, but Little John stood near the archery range and was quiet for several minutes.  
“Robyn, would you mind shooting this target I’ve been practicing on?” he asked.  
“Little John, it’s dark. I cannot see a thing. I’m comfortable. I’m happy, and I’m painless. I’m not moving,” I said.
“Come now, Robyn. I just want to gauge my improvement. Please just fire once, your longbow and quiver are right by you,” he cajoled.  
“I’m not in the mood for games,” I said as I felt the pain start to come back.  
“Are you afraid you won’t beat me?” he questioned.
“Little John you are being ridiculous! I’m sick! Where have you been for the past week, Sir Brilliant?” I loudly said. “I can barely pull back the string right now, much less fire an arrow!” I had recovered a great amount of strength since I had woken up several days ago, but my muscles were still a little on the queasy side.  
“Robyn, come on! You never turn down a challenge,” Little John said.
“Yes I do. I never actually take on a challenge unless my idiotic men are around to make me do so!” I snapped as my head began to throb.
“Robyn—,” he started.
“Oh shut up!” I demanded as I sat up, quickly notched an arrow and released it in the direction of the stupid target that I could barely see in the stupid darkness. Before the arrow hit the tree I had fallen back to the ground, cursing Little John as pain wracked my arms that were protesting at the vigorous exercise they had just experienced.  
Little John walked by the fire and picked up a stick, setting the end on fire.  I thoroughly ignored him while he walked back to the practice area and inspected the target. He was quiet for a few minutes, and I was glad, thinking I had pacified him. However, he opened his mouth and dashed all my thoughts.  
“Robyn, I beat you,” he excitedly said.
“Good for you,” I grunted as I scooted as close to the fire as I could get before my clothes would start smoldering.  
“I really beat you Robyn!” he joyously said. “Do you know what this means?”
“You will leave me alone?” I said as I squeezed my eyes shut while the pain crept up my spine.  
“Don’t you remember your promise?” he questioned.
“No John! Right now I can’t even remember what I did yesterday!” I roared.  
“It means I’m the new head of the Merry Men.”  
My blood froze for a second before I reassured myself. Surely Little John was joking.  I mean he had made me shoot in the dark, from a sitting position, when I was half delirious with pain! No one would be able to make a clean shot. Plus I had made the desperate promise that anyone who could beat me at archery could lead the Merry Men just a few days after Little John’s arrival in my band. (I had been a mess when I uttered those words and tried to purposely lose against them. Will Stutely and Much brushed the whole matter away. Truthfully I had entirely forgotten it.)
“You are jesting,” I said as I lifted my head.
“I beat you Robyn. I am the leader of the Merry Men,” he said.  
For this I picked myself up off the ground. “It was an unfair contest, Little John.”  
“It was not,” he stubbornly said as I was thoroughly tempted to deck him in the face.  
Instead I made do with whirling around, grabbing my signature hat from where I was sitting, and stomping off to my hut. Little John followed me, talking the entire way.
“I’m the leader of the Merry Men, Robyn,” he repeated as Much and his band of scouts entered our camp. “You need to give me your hat and your cape.”  
I turned to the large man and gave him a heated glare before I continued off to my hut.  
Much ran up to us. “What did you just say Little John?” he lightly asked. Although his voice was sing-song his kind features were narrowed and distrustful.
“I beat Robyn in an archery contest, so I’m the leader,” Little John pompously said.  
Much said a few undignified words to let Little John know exactly what he thought of that. “You’re out of your mind Little John,” he argued as we neared my home.  “The Merry Men will always follow Robyn!”  
“I won the contest!” Little John thundered. “So I am the rightful leader!” 
“Robyn was joking about that. It was just her trying to slither out of being Robin Hood!” Much argued, waving a hand. “That was months ago!”
At this we had reached my cottage so I walked in and slammed the small, makeshift door behind me. I slid the bolt across the door, keeping my men out, before I let a few tears leak out of my eyes. I walked over to my pallet and slowly eased myself onto it, listening to the voices of my men outside.  
“You’re a liar Little John!” I heard Hob protest. “No one could beat Robyn, even if she is half sick and praying for death.”  
“I beat her! Go look for yourself,” Little John smugly reported. By this time almost all of the Merry Men had returned from their various activities. The camp was quite loud as everyone argued on my behalf. 
Several of the men walked up to the arguing group, attesting to Little John’s story.  
“His arrow is closer to the center than Robyn’s,” Gilbert grudgingly said.  
“So?” Will Stutely spat. “We swore our allegiance to Robyn, not to Little John! Never mind the fact that the contest is completely unfair. Robyn was too sick to punch Much this morning. Much, men, Much.”
“Agreed. She’s obviously not well,” Ryan stated. 
Will Scarlet entered the fray. “My fellow Merry Men, do you not remember our beloved leader’s condition? A week ago we weren’t sure that she would live much longer! Just before I left for my lookout duty the poor girl was almost screaming in pain.”  
“Until you gave her that backrub,” Little John sneered. “She was feeling much better after that.”  
My main men were quiet as the Merry Men whispered to each other. I’m sure Much and Will Stutely were glaring at both Will Scarlet and Little John. Although they allowed each other to break that little code of hugging me, they jealously guarded that benefit for themselves.  
“Little John you are being rash! You pledged your loyalty to Robyn too, how can you want to overtake her?” Tom pleaded as several men walked away. “Please, take your comments back.”  
“I will not,” Little John growled.  
“Robyn is our leader. No one can replace her,” Will Stutely stubbornly said. “If we have to banish you, Little John, don’t think we won’t do it!”  
“Maid Marian herself will come and beat you out of the forest if you do anything to Robyn,” Much warned in a voice that said he wouldn’t be far behind the blonde lady.
The men who had previously walked away returned. “Little John is right,” Will Scarlet said. “He did beat her. But…,” he trailed off and I heard someone, Little John probably, whisper in his ear.
My heart slightly rebelled as I lay on my bed. I had lost.
“Little John is technically the rightful leader,” Will Scarlet concluded, suddenly not sounding so sorrowful.
I was outraged.
He was my right hand man! He and Little John were my best friends, and now they were both betraying me in one night?  
“No he isn’t!” Much growled.
“He beat Robyn,” Will Scarlet angrily said.  
“Let him fight her in a fair contest. Then we can declare a winner,” Will Stutely sneered.
The argument went on through the night. I drifted off to sleep as they continued to fight about what to do.  
Several hours later I woke up to a dull pain in my lower back. I gently eased off of my pallet and I removed the bolt to poke my head outside my door. It had to be around three in the morning. Only four men were on guard duty, everyone else had retired.  
I slunk back inside, bolting the door behind me before I lowered myself to the floor. The pain was livable, but my heart was deeply hurt. A few tears leaked out of my eyes before I sniffed and wiped them away. Little John, my right hand man, had declared himself the new leader. Did he think I was incapable? Was I unsuitable for the job? I was no fool, Although I might be the best archer I was probably one of weakest members of our band. Quite a few people could beat the stuffing out of me, and the only reason I survived is because they were always watching over me. And why did Will Scarlet suddenly switch sides?
Little John and Will Scarlet’s betrayal was like an arrow that tore apart my heart. They were my most trusted friends. Did they really find me detestable? Why would Little John want to unseat me?  I swallowed some cool air as I tried to calm myself. This time last year I would have been thankful to step down from my position of leader, but times had changed.
My mind was in a jumble for about half an hour as I wondered what I should do. After I shed a few more tears and had a couple of good sobs I glanced over at the hooks on the side of the wall which held up the clothes I used for my disguises. My eyes landed on a pretty, blue dress. I closed my eyes and thought for a few minutes before I stood, cringing with the slight pain. I silently changed into the dress, frowning as I stood in my cottage in the slightly foreign clothes. The feeling of the skirt around my legs was something I would have to get used to again, and I would have to learn the heavy under skirts since I had never worn them before. I looked at myself in the cracked mirror on my wall. 
My hair had grown out almost to my shoulders. I know Marian usually had some part of her hair pinned up, but I didn’t have any pins since I had never cared about looking like a girl before. I would have to go without. 
Marian had gotten this dress for me in the middle of winter, saying I might want to go into town disguised as noble girl sometime. My men had laughed it off and I had dubiously taken the heavy dress.  
I scowled slightly as I walked over to my pallet and took my cape and hat off the hooks. I slipped out of my cottage and walked across the small circle of six huts.  Little John’s was across from mine, but I had to be careful since Will Scarlet’s was directly next to mine and he slept lightly. In addition Much and Will Stutely’s huts were next to Scarlet’s, and they would stir if I moved a muscle in my own cottage.  
When I reached Little John’s hut I folded my cape and laid it in front of his door—the hat placed on top. I didn’t need to worry about waking him. Little John could sleep through a herd of sheep running about his hut.  
I crept toward the edge of the camp, keeping out of sight while the dreary eyed scouts walked around. Two of the dogs got up and followed me, whining slightly when I reached the horse pen. I patted their heads and ruffled their ears before I saddled Crafty.
Crafty seemed to know that he had to be quiet, and he watched me with a concerned look, or at least as concerned of a look as a deviant animal like him can muster, as the pony butted my side while I tried to tighten the girth. I patted the silky animal before I bridled Crafty and led him out of the pen.  
I mounted the black horse, sitting astride. Later I would ride sidesaddle when I neared Nottingham. Crafty slowly walked away, tension and excitement cracking in his movements.  
One of the dogs continued to follow me and sharply whined before barking.  I froze for the moment, afraid he would alert someone, but the camp remained silent. 
I turned Crafty around so I could get my last gaze of the camp. The cheerful fires were burning, and the camp looked dreamy and nostalgic in the starlight. I gently stroked Crafty, who was sneering at the dog. I stared at the camp, burning the image in my mind the way a thirsty man drinks water. I intended for it to be my last look at my Merry Men and our home.
I breathed in, drawing my shoulders back, and directed Crafty into the darkness of Sherwood. 
I would no longer by Robin Hood, the Bold and Brave Outlaw of Sherwood Forest.
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Robyn has left her band of Merry Men after losing an archery contest against Little John. Fleeing, Robyn runs to the last place her men would look: the courts of Prince John. Robyn successfully masks her identity until Little John and Will Scarlet locate her with Marian’s help. Unfortunately the Merry Men are found out, and the Sheriff makes plans to hang them. Robyn must save her men and find a way out of the locked Nottingham Castle, or she will lose her trusted partners to the noose.
The Merry Men aren’t the only friends Robyn is fighting for. Marian—Robyn’s childhood friend—will be unwillingly married to the persistent and violent Sir Guy of Gisborne if Robyn can’t stop the wedding.
Can Robyn save her men, her closest friend, and finally pay King Richard’s ransom? Robyn Hood: Fight for Freedom is the sequel to Robyn Hood: A Girl’s Tale.
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