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Prologue







Robin Hood




The rich are only rich because the poor are poor.

I squint my eyes to make out the vague shapes of Nottingham castle in the distance. Inside that castle sits the vilest of the rich, the head of the golden snake.

And someday I will slit his throat.

I look at the merchant who is forced on his knees in front of me. His excuses for being a greedy bastard is an old one. One we hear far too often. “I’m a hard worker. I deserve everything that I own.”

But he does not. He doesn’t work harder than all the people in Nottinghamshire who are starving. Some are not born with fortune and some are criminally underpaid, and I bet all of them work a lot harder than lazy merchants like him.

I’ve been sick of these people for far too long now. Done with friends of the sheriff, with people who think they deserve more than they need.

“Bandits,” the man hisses. “You have no right to my money. You are criminals!”

That word doesn’t mean a thing to me anymore. We’ve been marked as outlaws long before I became Robin Hood. And it is about time we make our move.
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Nobody ever had the time to teach me how life works. If they had, I would not be here right now.

The fabric that my assaulters pulled over my head smells of earth and stone. I can see nothing through it but the change of light. My feet hit an obstacle one or two times. I’m yanked forward by the rope that cuts into my wrists. Someone grabs my shoulders to prevent me from falling.

It all goes so fast I hardly have time to wonder where they are taking me or what they plan to do with me. Which is perhaps for the better.

I have a talent for getting in trouble. Not because I misbehave. Not usually. I have a talent for getting in trouble because I drift off and I don't pay attention.

Yet never before have I been dragged off my horse because I was not paying attention. That should not even be possible in Nottingham. Nothing interesting ever happens here, no matter how much I wish for it.




• • •




Apparently, I was wrong.

I have no idea how many people surround me. Judging by the sound, there must be more than two. Their voices fill the air merrily as the townsfolk’s do on the first sunny market of the year. And like the conversations on the market, their talk is about nothing, really. Not a clue about their identities or even their destination.

I don’t care about the fat rabbit you ate yesterday, I want to hiss at them, who are you? Why did you abduct me—and where on earth are we going?

I force myself to keep my mouth shut. Living in Nottingham has taught me that is the best thing to do at times. Even if it is not my greatest talent.

“In you go.” Two hands give me a slight push forward. The slip of my dress gets caught behind something close to the ground. A ripping sound follows, then I stumble forward through the bushes.

The shadows in my hood grow darker. There is a strange surface under my feet, harder than the earth we’ve been walking on for the past hours.

Are we inside?

“Sit.” A hand pushes my shoulder down. I dump to the ground in an all-but-elegant manner. It is as cold as the stones in my castle room, only it feels very different. I scrape my fingers over the rough surface. Rocks?

Despite the lack of comfort, I’m glad to be sitting down. My legs are tired and I would have tripped and fallen before too long.

Footsteps echo all around me. My fingers find the edges of the hood over my head. I hesitate. Will they stop me?

I must at least try.

I yank it off.

The surroundings bedazzle me for a moment. The room I’m in is made up of rock walls. Sunlight shines in through a hole in the stone roof, forming a bright spot right in front of me. The corners of the cave are left in shadows. To my right, there is an entrance, where bushes and plants peak in from the outside.

I count three people. Two men standing in front of me and a young woman sitting on a rock, fiddling with something in her hands.

“Welcome, your majesty,” someone says.

I cannot see who has spoken. They all look at me.

Your majesty? Who do they think I am?

“Well,” the man on the left brushes a hand through his red-brown hair. He is wearing a green tunic that has seen better days—as he lifts his arm, I see the fabric of one of his sleeves is ripped. “She doesn’t complain as much as I would have expected. Are we sure we took the right one?”

The other man, an exceptionally tall one, nods. The thickness of his eyebrows makes his frown intense. His clothes are alike, dark brown and slightly worn out.

“Who are you?” I blurt out. There is probably a strategy when it comes to talking to your enemies, and this is probably not it. But, as often happens in crucial moments, fog clouds my mind. “What do you want from me?”

They ignore me skillfully.

“Who’s gonna get her to talk?” the large man asks.

Excuse me? Wasn’t I talking just now?

“We’ll find a way.” The other grins at me. “Don’t you worry. We’ll convince you to talk about everything that we need to—”

“For someone to talk, it would require you to shut up for more than two seconds. Think you can do that?”

It is a deep and dark voice that speaks. A voice that suits this cave perfectly.

Behind the two men stands a woman. She seems to have appeared out of shadows and rock. The stone-cold look she gives me only reinforces the feeling that she’s part of this cave. She walks forward into the pool of daylight. It reflects on the black braids that hang over her shoulders and reveals her golden-brown skin.

She folds her arms and looks at the man in green. “Have you asked her?”

The man smiles and makes a mocking bow. “I thought I’d give you the honor.”

“How flattering.”

She looks me up and down. Her way of observing me makes me feel more like an object than a person. A present about which she is not all too excited.

“John,” she finally says, walking past me, “find out what we need to know.”

“Know what? What do you want from me?” The words trip out of my mouth.

Again, my questions are ignored.

The tall man walks closer to me. He towers over me, looking down with that dark frown. “Where does the sheriff keep his seal?”

“I don’t know,” I mutter. It is true, but somehow it sounds like a lie.

“Don’t toy with us,” the smaller man says, appearing next to his friend. “You do not want to anger Little John. John…care to put in some more pressure?”

At first, I think “Little John” ignores him. There is a short moment in which I wonder where I’ve heard that name before. If I can recall who he is, maybe I could make sense of why I’m here.

Suddenly John is holding a knife and moves quicker than I’d expect from someone his size. The edge is sharp and the tip feels cold against my throat. I try not to swallow, and curse all the times I’ve joked about death and bandits. Let the outlaws take me away from here, or, I’d rather die in a dungeon. I take it all back. I like living. And the longer I am here the more the stains and rips in their clothes and the fact that they took me to the woods feeds the realization of who I’m up against.

These are the poor. The angry poor people they talk about in the castle. People who will hate me simply for the fact that I have no lack of food or clothing.

And they’re holding a knife to my throat.

“So…” The smaller man winks at me, which is far more threatening with the knowledge that he must hate me. “You better tell the truth or suffer the consequences.”

“Allan.” The voice of the dark-braided woman sounds behind me. “Stop it.”

Allan smiles. He flicks away the hair in front of his face and walks past me, sticking his hands in the pockets of his ragged tunic.

Now that he is standing in front of me alone, Little John seems even taller. Little John. I’m sure I’ve heard the sheriff make a joke about that name. A cruel and anything-but-funny joke, most likely. I crack my head to recall it.

“You are the sheriff’s protege?” Little John asks

I’m pretty sure they knew that already. “Yes.” I try to move as little as possible while I talk. “But he doesn’t share anything with me. Sorry to disappoint.”

It would have been quite a bold statement to make with a knife at one’s throat, had my voice not been trembling so much.

Little John remains as apathetic as the rocks around him. “Where is the sheriff’s seal? Answer and we will let you go.”

Is anyone ever stupid enough to just believe that? “I don’t know.”

Little John lowers the knife, but doesn’t step back. He looks down at me with an indecisive frown.

“Are you very sure?” The female voice creeps from behind me. Her boots make a flat noise on the stone surface as she walks past me to halt next to Little John. The top of her head doesn’t reach past his shoulder.

Her lips curl up slowly, but there is no joy in that feline smile. “There is something you should know, princess. We are outlaws, so we are not bound by any rules if we want to make you speak.”

Outlaws. All of a sudden I remember what the sheriff had said about this “Little John.” A name suitable for an outlaw that was not even brave enough to be his own man. Only a scared follower of Robin Hood.

Robin Hood.

Oh God’s bones.

Robin Hood is infamous for killing merchants on their way to the castle. He shoots from trees and never misses, they say.

Even though I doubt the latter, I don’t fancy being his prisoner.

What if they need to get me to talk before he returns? In that case, they might be willing to take out worse measures than that one knife.

More curses soar through my mind.

I hope Robin Hood stays away on a very long and exceptionally difficult journey, one from which he will not return before the sheriff’s men find me

If they find me.

I push away the thought of soldiers searching this forest, finding the cave only after weeks. An empty cave, except for one dead, redheaded lady.

Lady Marian, who wishes she thought twice before going out riding all alone. Despite how badly she wanted to escape the castle.
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No matter how hard I try not to think of it, my mind makes up way too many ideas about how one could be tortured in a cave. I always thought of my imagination as a way to survive the grim days in the castle, but right now any ability to focus on reality would have been a lot more useful.

For now, Robin Hood’s helpers go with leaving me on the cold floor and paying extraordinarily little attention to me. They must be planning something. Perhaps they are waiting for their boss.

I think back to the moment I was pulled from my horse. It was right outside the town, and I usually do not go there alone, so they knew what they were doing. Perhaps they have a spy inside the castle. That’s what my friend Guy fears. I feel a wry smile forming, though I’m not sure if it reaches my lips. If only I could see Guy again to tell him that he was actually right.

Focus, I urge myself. There is no use in my mind rambling on about this. I need to do something.

“They will send a search party after me,” I break the silence. “You better not wait too long. If you let me go now, I swear no one will come after you.”

Allan looks up from the dice game he and Little John are playing. “They’re already after us, every single day, princess. They haven’t found us by now, so I’m not worried.”

“You overestimate your importance to them,” I bluff.

Allan laughs. He gets up and walks toward me. “Sweet Lady Marian, have you realized who we are?”

“You’re Robin Hood’s outlaws.” I curl up the corner of my mouth. “I know. But being an outlaw is nothing special. Do you think the sheriff really cares about Robin Hood’s men? Having taken Guy of Gisborne’s fiancée however... imagine how many soldiers will be sent for that.”

I hope my lie is as convincing as it sounds to me. In fact, the sheriff cares a lot about these bandits. If cursing outlaws and sending more soldiers to look for them counts as “caring.”

Allan grins briefly. He raises his chin and his chest swells as he shouts. “Oi, Robin. Have you heard that?”

I frown. Except for him, Little John, and me, there is nobody here at the moment.

Especially not the fearsome Robin Hood.

“No, I only heard you shouting.” The leaves in the entrance rustle as the black-braided woman appears.

She leans in with a gloved hand on the rocks that form the side of the entrance. The fingers of her other hand tap on the bow that she’s holding. A quiver with brown-feathered arrows hangs over her shoulder. In combination with her brown clothes and her dark green cloak, it makes her seem as though a part of the forest just walked in.

Wait, my mind interrupts. Did he just call her Robin?

Allan laughs again and I realize I must have missed what the woman said.

She nods my way, keeping her eyes on Allan and Little John. “Has she told you what we need to know?”

“No.”

She raises a black eyebrow. “Any particular reason you stopped trying?”

“She’ll get bored of playing brave little princess. Bet she won’t last more than one night in our home.”

She sighs, then looks at me for the first time since she has entered and comes closer. Right in front of me, she sinks to one knee. “Where does the sheriff keep his seal?”

“How would I know? I dislike him as much as you do.” I blow at a red curl that is hanging in front of my face.

“Oh, you do?” She brings her face closer to mine.

I hesitate.

“If you hate him, surely you won’t mind telling us, would you?”

She raises her hand and gently pushes the strand of hair behind my ear. With so little distance between us I can count the dark freckles on her bronze skin. The feline smile returns, then she jumps up.

“We are not the barbarians you think we are.” She paces around me slowly, the flat sound of feet on stone underlining every single word. “We don’t torture, but if you ever want to leave, you might consider telling us what we want to know.” In front of me, she stops. “After all, we are on the same side, aren’t we?”

Allan chuckles. She turns to him and takes him by the shoulder. They disappear into the shadows in the back corner of the cave.

Panic flares in my chest at the thought that they might actually leave me here if I don’t give them the answer. I would starve. Or maybe be eaten by whatever wild animal comes along as the night falls.

“I truly don’t know where he keeps his seal,” I shout into the shadows where they disappeared. “Do you think they tell me? I’m as much a friend to the sheriff as Robin Hood.”

A soft laughter from deep within the cave is my only answer.

The ground is cold, hard, and uneven. I reckon that the edge of rock digging into my upper leg will not grow softer the coming hours. Or days. Or weeks. The idea makes me feel sick.

What now? I have sweettalked guards into leaving me alone or letting me into forbidden parts of the castle, but this is different. I doubt that Robin Hood’s helpers will cower at the thought of me telling the sheriff lies about them. They will probably laugh, the dark woman with the feline smirk and eyes of stone leading them.

Perhaps because she is Robin Hood.




• • •




It is hard to count hours or even minutes in a gloomy cave. Every sound makes me jump. The harder I try not to think of all that can be hiding in a dark forest, the more possible danger come to mind. Wolves, bears, foxes. Outlaws. Even if they will at some point believe I don’t know the whereabouts of the seal, they probably won’t simply bring me back to Nottingham.

I have no clue how long it has been when Allan and the dark-haired woman come back. Little John seems to have disappeared effortlessly, which is quite admirable considering his size.

“Go tell the rest our plan,” the woman says.

Allan grins as though he can think of nothing that would entertain him more and disappears.

The woman approaches me. Quickly I push my palms to the rough ground and try to get up. She clicks her tongue and places her boot on my knee. Just hard enough to make sure I stop moving.

“Don’t try to escape. We are no monsters, but we will have your hands and feet tied if that seems necessary.” She tilts her head, looking down on me. Her eyes are dark like the shadows in this cave. “You will stay here as long as you do not talk.”

“Is that your great plan?” I ask through gritted teeth. “Robin Hood?”

She solely smiles. “So you got that figured out, Lady Marian.”

My title sounds different on her lips. Much more colorful than I’ve ever heard it. Like a game about to begin.

“It is not about you. It is about that sheriff of yours.” She releases my knee and crosses her arms in front of her chest. “Believe me when I say I would enjoy killing that man slowly. But we must play a clever game, and that is where you come in.” She circles around me. Despite her almost nonchalant way of moving, I have no doubt at all that she will floor me in a heartbeat if I try to get up again. “You say you hate him too, but you do not really hate the sheriff. So let me tell you what it is like to hate him.”

She leaves a pause, in which I could have answered. I might have, if my head didn’t feel shaken and confused. So she is Robin Hood. It doesn’t make sense. I’ve heard so many people talk about him. Him. Masculine. Man. How could they never have found out?

Robin’s voice cuts through the air as she continues. “The sheriff and I are old friends. He bought me from a slave trader and considered me his pet Saracen. Someone to torture for the hell of it. But he loves his possessions, so when I escaped him, he was determined to find me back.

“I was lost and hunted, and I became Robin Hood. Hood. A nickname for the girl that always wore a hood to hide her Saracen face. The sheriff made me Robin Hood, and I swore to make him regret it. Because he decided what my life was going to be. And nobody should make that decision for you.

“So, princess.” She stands still and smiles lazily. “Tell me if you have a better reason to hate the cunt. Maybe I’ll believe you, but it would have to be a good story. Because I don’t doubt for a second that you know more than you are letting on.”

I hate the way she looks at me. Like a child.

The worst part is that I open my mouth but cannot think of anything sensible to say. Nothing that will convince her that I have every reason to hate him. If I told her the truth, I would still sound like a whiny noble girl. Without moving her lips, she tells me that my reasons for hating the sheriff aren't valid.

She could never understand the nausea I feel when I see the man.
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Robin leaves me alone. I get the feeling she’s waiting to see what I will do now that I’ve heard her story.

Not much later, the others return. They all ignore me until I feel I might as well be just another rock in this damp cave.

It must have been late in the afternoon when we got here. By now the cave is getting dark and it is hard to make out anything but the small campfire.

Little John carelessly throws a blanket my way. It is too light to keep me warm and it feels rough against my skin. As I wrap it around my shoulders my neck starts to itch. Certain fabrics have always made my skin irritated and red. I suspect this will be one of them.

How am I supposed to sleep here? I glance at the silhouettes around the fire. Maybe that’s their plan. Drive me mad by ignoring me.

They make it look easy to escape, but Robin Hood is famous for his traps in the forest. Guy has never succeeded to make it to his lair, so there is no way I will be able to just walk out.

Or is there?

Maybe their nonchalance is the weakness of these bandits.

And just because it seems impossible, doesn’t mean I will not try. I just keep waiting for my moment.

As I sit with the stiff blanket wrapped around me, I hear footsteps and see one of the silhouettes getting up. The process repeats itself until the four bandits have disappeared and the fire is left alone, burning solemnly.

Carefully I get on my hands and knees and crawl toward the flames. With every movement, my knees scrape against the rock.

Once I reach the flames I wait for a bit. My eyes sting from the smoke and I close them as I listen to the muffled voices. They sound faint, as from deep within the cave.

Far enough.

I curse the blanket as I get up and it rustles. It drops to my ankles and I wait. A cold wind howls through the cave. It seems to blow right through my skin and makes my bones shiver.

I wait. No footsteps and no change in the faraway voices. Warily I move one foot, then another. I place them on the ground as softly as I can. Still, the sound of my shoes on stone echoes through the darkness.

I halt and listen again. When I’m sure I’ve not alarmed anyone, I bend over and slip out of my shoes.

The rock feels like ice against the soles of my feet. I clench my teeth to keep myself from cursing.

I move through the cave toward the entrance, where the shadows are slightly less dark. With every step I place my toes first, searching for a spot that doesn’t feel like it rips open my bare feet.

Finally, I’m there. The wind on my face feels stronger and it smells of wood and leaves instead of old, wet rock and the cold depths of the earth.

I stretch out my fingers to push aside the plants. Behind the bushes the shadows of trees tower over me. I recall Guy talking about wild animals in the forest. Only savages take their chances to live amongst them.

I’m starting to suspect he doesn’t know what he’s talking about. He must have lied all the times he told the sheriff they almost captured him. If they still think Robin is a “him,” that means they have never even gotten close.

I take a deep breath and straighten my back.

As I step into the night, I try to think of how heroic my return will be—if I return—and not of whatever lingers in the shadows behind the trees.

After my third step I breathe out. Relax, Marian. I try to recall the way here. I think I remember we turned left before we got into the cave, so I should go right.

The moment I start to walk, a voice rolls through the air like thunder.

“If you wanted a better bed, you could have just said so.”

I jump at the sound. For a moment I consider making a run for it, but it is far too late. The outlaws know their forest. They would catch me within seconds.

It is Allan who walks toward me, still laughing at his own joke. He grabs my arm and I can think of nothing better than to look at him angrily.

“Seems you won, Robin.”

“I also bet she would run,” a high female voice protests.

“You’re right, Meg. And here John and I thought she wouldn’t dare go out of the cave,” Allan says.

“Typical. After all those years with us, you still think women are helpless.” Robin’s face appears close to us. The night makes her eyes look black.

“I don’t think women are helpless,” Allan protests. “Only princesses.”

“You know our guest isn’t an actual princess, right?” Robin pushes him away. Her long fingers form a strong grip around my arm. “Let’s go home, love.”

She leads me back into the cave. I have no clue how they move so silently through the forest. I sound as though I crack at least three twigs and hit a pile of leaves with every step.

Back inside, Robin pushes me to the ground. “Now that we have established there is no way out, maybe you want to talk?”

I shiver as a breeze howls through the cave.

“Even if I could tell you anything…” I wrap my arms around myself. “The sheriff is not as stupid as you seem to think. The seal will be heavily guarded, probably in his personal rooms. You cannot break in there with four people.”

“We could,” Robin says, without a hint of doubt. “But do you seriously think we are the only ones? Do you know so little of your friend the sheriff that—”

“He’s not my friend,” I snap. I know they won’t believe me and probably won’t even care, but it makes me sick to be called his friend.

Robin ignores my outburst. “…that you would believe he outlawed no more than four people that want revenge? We are with more than you can count.”

I hate the way she talks. The way she assumes facts about me that she can’t possibly know. The sheriff’s friend. Protest springs in my throat.

“You know nothing about me,” I snarl.

Allan picks up a lyre that glitters in the faint light. “Sharp tongue, this princess. Feisty. You must like that, don’t you, Robin?”

Robin smirks. “Yes, absolutely my type.”

Allan accompanies his mocking chuckle with a tone of his lyre. “You don't have a type. You like anyone that looks at you longingly for a second.”

“That's why I'm so busy.” Robin leans forward. She plants her elbows on her knees and looks at me. “Plus, it provides me with useful knowledge. For example, that our Lady Marian is engaged to Guy of Gisborne. Has been for a while, actually. Rumor has it the sheriff doesn't approve, and that's why they aren't married yet. He thinks Marian is too valuable to marry off to his nephew.”

“Valuable...” Allan repeats.

“Valuable indeed.” Robin leans with her chin in the palm of her hand. Her eyes flick over me. “Maybe more valuable than a seal.”

God’s death. I do not want to face the sheriff if he has to trade with Robin Hood in order to save me. Especially not if Robin Hood turns out to be an inferior creature, also known as a woman.
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Somehow, I survive the night, even though—after lying on it for hours—the stone had settled in my bones. I feel as though I’m one with the solid rock, and that it will be a miracle if I ever manage to get up.

“Morning.” Allan comes from the back of the cave, a lyre under his arm and a smile on his face that is way too broad for the situation.

I never liked people who are so unnaturally happy in the morning. When my guards act like that I can tell myself that they are just being polite, but Allan does not seem to have a reason to act like a young bird ready to fly away.

Except for annoying me. And I guess that is exactly his purpose.

“Sleep well?” He takes a branch and pokes into the smoldering remains of last night’s fire.

I try not to show the agony on my face as I sit up slowly. I’m too cold and stiff and sulky to move more than that.“Today is a big day,” Allan continues. “Do you know why?”

“You finally learned to shut up until the sun has properly risen?” Robin walks in. She sounds as jolly as I feel, but contrary to me she moves quickly. Before Allan’s fingers can hit the strings she plucks the lyre out of his hands. “Don’t even think about it.”

Allan pouts. “You know you like it when I play for you.”

“You know I don’t.”

He shrugs. “Do you want to tell our princess why today is a big day?”

“Not really.” Robin sits down without looking at me. She grabs Allan’s branch and starts poking the fire more aggressively. “But if she has half a brain she already knows.”

I probably do. Today, they want to sell me to the sheriff.

“Do we have any backup?” Allan asks.

“Sam’s coming.” Judging from Robins tone she will enjoy Sam’s company as much as she enjoys mine. Perhaps it is not personal.

“Only Sam?”

“And a few of his. We don’t need an army to face the sheriff as long as we have her.”

There is no denying it anymore. We are going to see the sheriff and he is not going to be happy with me.

To state it mildly.

I wonder what punishment he will give me for getting myself captured.




• • •




After a breakfast of plain bread Meg and John join us and we head out. The forest looks a lot friendlier than it did tonight. A concert of twittering comes from the trees, but as I look up, I don’t spot any birds.

“Still blind to the forest,” Robin scoffs as she passes by. She looks over her shoulder, searching me up and down. “You have no idea where to look, love.”

“Maybe that is because I had very little chance to look, since you brought me here with a hood pulled over my head.”

“Oh,” Allan exclaims behind me. “So good of you to remind us. Meg, the hood?”

The last thing I see is Robin’s feline smile that apparently means something different every time she uses it. Now it speaks of sadistic joy and disinterest at the same time. It lingers before my eyes as the hood over my head reduces my world to dark blurs and vague shapes.

“Follow the sound of my voice,” Allan sings.

I stop walking, planting my feet in the earth as strongly as possible. My breathing is lowered to the bare minimum, to escape the smell of old cloth.

“We have a busy schedule, princess, we can’t hang around all day.”

The ground next to my feet trembles and a large hand grabs my shoulder.

“No need for that, John,” Allan. “She could just follow my voice.”

I think I prefer Little John guiding me through the forest by my shoulders. He doesn’t seem the kind of person who would find it extremely funny to see me trip or bump into a tree.

It can’t have been more than twenty-four hours since they took me from Nottingham, but I feel like I’m getting the hang of these “outlaws.” Allan is the joker, Robin the leader, evidently, Meg seems to be her loyal sidekick and John is a man of few words.

Getting to know them might prove useful, later. I’ll need something to appease the sheriff if he loses his seal for me.




5







The first thing I learn about the ally “Sam” and his companions are their voices. They’re all around. I, of course, only see the inside of my hood. We take a short break when we meet them, in which my hands are unbound and someone pushes a flask into them. I only manage to get one sip past the hood into my mouth before we leave again.

As we walk, I try to imagine how the trade will go. Did they already alert Nottingham? In that case, I imagine Guy is pacing up and down the sheriff’s room right now, trying to work his way around the bargain. The sheriff will be shouting at him and blaming anything and everything for what happened.

“We cannot go too near all at once,” a clear voice says. There is some familiarity in the strong sound of it that I can’t quite place.

“That was the plan,” Robin answers. “As you were told.”

“Ithizaz…” The man that spoke first sighs.

Confused I turn my head in his direction.

“Sumayl,” Robin says sharply.

Are they using nicknames? I wonder what Robin and this man are to each other.

“Stick to the plan,” Robin commands. “You have all heard it.”

“Please, Ithizaz.” The clear voice is starting to lose its patience. “Don’t be like that. Think for once.”

“The time for thinking is done, Sam. Now it is time to act. My crew, with me.” At that command, two large hands appear on my shoulders. Their weight feels somewhat familiar. John.

“Spread out,” the clear voice commands. “Remember, as soon as we are inside, we stick to the walls. It’s market day. Some people will know us; use their stands to hide behind.”

I can’t hear the rest of the plan, for John leads me up a path of pebbles. The sound of stones beneath our feet drowns out the voices. I’ve walked the path to the castle gates often enough to recognize the sound of those stones.

We are here.

Then we stand still.

“We are expected.” To my surprise the serious tone is coming from Allan. “We have made arrangements with the sheriff of Nottingham himself. This prisoner is to be transported to him, didn’t he tell you?”

Someone, probably a guard, snorts at that last question and I can’t help but scoff either. Does he seriously think the sheriff converses with his guards?

I duck away from John’s hands, which are leisurely laying on my shoulders. My knees crash into the stones and I hiss. Quickly I roll over.

“I’m Lady Marian,” I shout. “And these are Robin Hood’s outlaws. Get Guy of Gisborne!”

I must admit; in my head it sounded a lot more heroic and a lot less painful to create a distraction. But the message must have gotten through. Somewhere above my head a guard calls out for backup. Shouts and the sounds of feet against the gravel echo around me. I make use of the moment to get rid of the cloth over my head.

They haven’t bothered to bind my hands again. Another sign of how incapable they think I am. I feel grateful and offended at the same time.

The sun stings. For a few heartbeats, all I can do is let my eyes get used to the light. The wind cools my face, bringing the smell of food and spices from the marketplace and a hint of horse dung from the stables.

John grabs my arm and pulls me up as the guards move aside.

What the hell? Are they just going to let Robin Hood’s men walk through?

Only then do I see the tall figure behind them, clad in black leather and a white cloak. Guy gestures at the guards to stand down. His eyes meet mine.

“Let them through,” he commands, his voice low but piercing. “Make sure they do not harm Lady Marian.”

I have absolutely no faith that these guards will prevent the outlaws from hurting me. But Guy will. I watch as Allan and Meg go in first, passing Guy warily.

Robin’s arm brushes against mine as she passes. “Thanks for creating that distraction,” she whispers in my ear mockingly. “You are nothing if not predictable, my lady.”

She walks on as though she did not just cross over to enemy territory.

Oh, sard. Maybe she didn’t. Where are the other outlaws that came here with us? In the chaos that I created with my distraction they must have gone somewhere.

As John pushes me forward I try to make eye contact with Guy. I need to warn him of this trap.

“Where do we make the exchange?” Allan asks happily as he passes Guy. “Courtyard? Market square? Sheriff’s quarters?”

I prudently shake my head at the words market square, but Guy isn’t looking at me. He lifts a hand and gestures at the guards. Follow this particular gesture means. He has taught me some of the commands he uses for his guards.

“Not much of a talker, eh?” Allan almost runs to keep up with Guy. “You never were. Do you remember me? I used to work here.”

At this point I’m not sure if Allan is just being himself or if he is arranging another distraction. Guy chooses the best way to deal with him: pretend he isn’t there.

His white cloak waves behind him as he turns the corner. The street gets broader there and the guards spread out, their helmets blinking in the sun. They have encircled the outlaws now, they think. I’m pretty sure the man with the clear voice and his followers are already lying in wait at the market square.

Out of the corner of my eye I check to see if John is watching me—his eyes are focused on the guards around the others. I pray for Guy to catch my eye. Please, come on, you oaf.

We reach the market square, and I feel my muscles tense. Walk on, I urge Guy in my head, just anywhere but here.

We are almost there when Robin suddenly stands still. She spins around, the knife in her hand reflecting in the sun. I realize what she plans, the moment a cold point softly pushes into the flesh of my neck.

“Stop,” she says loudly. “Don’t lead us into your maze. This place will do perfectly fine.”

Guy stands still, his shoulders straight as always. He lifts up a hand and the guards stop as well. Slowly he looks over his shoulder.

If he’s surprised to see me in mortal danger, he doesn’t show it. He looks at Robin almost uninterested. “I do not have the seal here.”

Robin moves her face closer to mine. As far as I can see from that awkward angle, she studies the point of her knife. “Are you absolutely sure? How I would hate to have to kill this lady.”

I search for Guy’s eyes again. Please. I know he doesn’t want to look at me. He doesn’t want to show that he cares even the slightest about my wellbeing. But he should, because I’ve listened closely enough. And I can tell him exactly what Robin does and does not plan to do.

“It is said Robin Hood had her,” Guy says blankly. “Whichever one of you that is will be coming with me.”

Robin laughs sharply. “No, we will make the trade here. Why don’t you go and get the seal if you were stupid enough not to bring it?”

For the first time Guy’s eyes flick to mine. He asks me a question that lasts no more than a heartbeat. When he scans the crowd I nod my head at Robin. I make it an awkward movement that must look like I’ve got a muscle cramp, so nobody notices that I’m pointing out who Robin Hood is except Guy.

Hopefully.

As soon as I have Guy’s attention again I start moving my hands.

“Stand still,” Robin whispers in my ear. “Unless you fancy feeling my knife.”

I try to take a deep breath without moving. The steel in my neck is cold and I fight to keep my face straight.

As Allan starts to speak I’m grateful for his singsong voice this one time. He creates the distraction I need to gesture at Guy again.

“Do you remember me?” he asks. “I remember you. You haven’t changed a bit.”

I move my hands in front of my body, as though I’m just fumbling nervously. I spread my fingers towards the market stalls, spread out like he does when he indicates his men where the enemy is hiding.

If I remember correctly every finger stands for a hidden bandit. Not that I’m exactly sure how many bandits are hidden there, but my intention must be clear. A lot.

Guy turns to Allan before I’m sure if he understood. “I don’t know who you are,” he growls.

And, judging by the annoyed wrinkle between his eyebrows, he couldn’t care less, as long as Allan shuts up.

“Robin Hood.” Guy walks toward us. “Let go of Lady Marian and come with us to get your seal.”

Robin scoffs, her breath warm in my ear. “How stupid do you think I am?”

“You wanted this exchange. What do you think, that I’d invite your whole army of bandits in?” He stands still right in front of me. Usually, Guy is one to shy away from even the slightest touch, but now, the back of his hand brushes against my fingers.

“We are only four,” Robin answers. “We form no threat.”

Guy lifts his hand slightly and a cold, sharp edge caresses the tip of my fingers.

Carefully I wrap my hand around the knife. I’m afraid it will drop when he lets go.

Guy walks closer to Robin, to block her view of my hands. It may have looked normal, to those who didn’t know him—he was stepping closer to intimidate the slender Saracen girl. But anyone who really knew him would be alerted, now, as Guy usually prefers keeping his distance.

“Robin,” Allan shouts. His voice sharp, dropping all its usual musicality. “She has a knife.”

At that warning, everything happens in a blur. Robin wraps an arm around my throat and yanks me back, the hard muscles in her forearm cutting off my breath. Her other hand finds mine. As she grabs my fingers, the blade digs into my palm. I hiss and try to push her away.

During our struggle I hear the thunder of Guy’s voice carry across the square. “Bandits behind the stalls, grab them.”

Guards spread out and there is fighting all around us. Robin wrestles the knife out of my hand. She jabs it toward me just between my hip and my belly. The weapon pierces my gown and all but punctures my skin.

“Please, love,” she hisses, moderately out of breath. “Stop moving.” She increases the pressure on the arm around my throat and turns the knife she has in that hand. “I wouldn’t want to have to cut your pretty face.”

“You couldn’t care less,” I manage to croak.

In front of me Guy slams John into the ground, where he is held by two soldiers. Next he dives for Meg, but stops in his movement as he sees me.

“Guards!” He makes a gesture I don’t recognize. Robin pulls my neck closer, cutting of my breath completely in the process.

I don’t have long to think about suffocating. Robin shouts, then she is gone, the knife leaving a slash in my gown and a sharp pain in my upper leg.

I push my hand to the place where she cut me. Smears of blood creep in between the lines of my palm as I lift it.

“Are you okay?” Guy dashes toward me. The moment I nod he moves on to the soldiers that plucked Robin from my back. His hand seems unnaturally large as he grabs Robin by the throat.

His fist twists angrily as he closes his other hand around her throat as well. Robin makes a gasping sound.

“Now I’ve got you,” he spits in her face. Beads of sweat shine on the red skin of his forehead. Robin claws at his forearms. She lifts her knee up for a kick, but the impact doesn’t bother him.

Robin’s face is strained painfully, her eyes grow large. She fights to get away from Guy’s strangling hands.

The unsure guards let go of her, looking at each other, then at Guy. He doesn’t even notice. His stare is focused on Robin’s face, though I suspect he isn’t even seeing the young woman before him. He’s blinded by the rage that always looms under his surface.

“Guy!” I shout.

He quickly looks up, then ignores me. Before I consciously decide to do so, I’m sprinting. I grab his bicep, which is about as effective as trying to pull over a stone wall. Guy is the strongest man I’ve ever encountered, except maybe for Little John. But I have to do something. If I don’t, he will crush whatever is in his hands—Robin’s throat, in this case. Her eyes roll and her mouth moves desperately, like she’s coming up for air after a dive in the lake that went just a little too deep.

“Stop,” I shout in Guy’s ear. Right now, I can’t care less about how this looks. “Guy!” I reach over his arm to slap the side of his face.

Finally, he looks at me. I open my mouth to talk some sense into him, but the words are lost as I look over his shoulder. In the entrance between the market and courtyard lurks a familiar figure, cloaked in furs and a golden robe. His dark eyebrows are knitted together, emphasizing his bald head.

I curse in a soft voice. Guy lets go of Robin’s throat, somewhat confused. The woman gasps and the guards run forward to prevent her from escaping.

“Can’t I leave you alone for one minute?” the sheriff spits out as he reaches us. He brushes a hand over his hairless head and fluently points to the market square behind him, where Guy’s soldiers move around awkwardly. “You had I-don’t-know-how-many outlaws, and now you only have one girl.”

“This girl is Robin Hood,” Guy says hoarsely. “We’ve got their leader.”

“No she is not,” the sheriff hisses. “We need those bandits. All of them.”

“But she is—”

With a quick gesture the sheriff cuts Guy off. “She is not,” he warns. “Robin Hood is not a woman.” The warning in his voice is clear. The recognition on his face as well. He knows who Robin is. He knew all along.

Confused I look at Guy. He clenches his jaw. “Fine. Sorry to disappoint you.”
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