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Chapter One
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IF THERE WAS ONE THING Alan A'Dayle liked more than having a naked woman in his arms, it was having two naked women in his arms. The beauties were as different as they could possibly be, and he liked it that way. As a connoisseur of the feminine form, he was attracted to every type. As long as curves were present, he had no complaints. 

In his left arm, he held a voluptuous cinnamon-haired goddess. Alan's ample armful was well-endowed and soft in the middle. She was at least ten years older than him—possibly forty—but he didn't care. Alan liked older women.

In his right arm, he held a slender blonde cherub. Alan's willowy armful was blessed with a disproportionate bosom. She was at least ten years younger than him—possibly twenty—but he didn't care. Alan liked younger women. 

“So... ladies...” A caddish smile consumed his face as he addressed his playful paramours, whose fingers caressed every inch of Alan's exposed body. “How do you two know each other?”

The older woman lifted her head and grinned. Without the tiniest trace of shame in her voice, she confessed, “Sylvie's my daughter.”

“What?” Alan's throat squeaked. “Your daughter? Really?” 

“Stepdaughter,” Sylvie quickly corrected her. “If she was my mother by blood, that would be odd.”

“It's still odd, love,” Alan said. He hoped he didn't offend them. He didn't want to give his beauties a reason to bolt. 

“I don't think it's odd,” the stepmother argued. “I never raised the girl. We aren't related. Who cares?” 

“So... basically...” Alan gave his neck a nervous scratch. “If your husband returned, he'd find me in bed with his wife and his daughter?”

“Aye,” Sylvie answered. “He'd probably kill you.”

“And he'd make you suffer first,” the stepmother nonchalantly added. 

Alan tried to recall the older woman's name, but he couldn't. Asking for a reminder was obviously out of the question. “Well, it's worth the risk,” Alan claimed. “After all, how many men get to lay with two of the most beautiful women in the world?”

“And you're one of the handsomest men in the world!” Sylvie's returned compliment was met with doubt. While he wasn't without appeal, Alan A'Dayle was hardly the most conventionally handsome man in the world. His blue eyes were wide-set and eerily pale, and his front teeth were so crooked, they were practically inverted.  

“I absolutely love your hair,” Sylvie's mother cooed as she plowed a hand through his wavy brown locks. When Alan leaned over to steal a kiss, she moaned against his lips. 

“And I love your body,” the daughter competed for his attention. The young beauty dappled kisses across his spindly arm, from his wrist to his shoulder.  “It's very...”

When she didn't finish her compliment, one of Alan's eyebrows shot up. “It's very... what?” he encouraged her to complete her thought.

“It's very... skinny?” 

“You'll have to work on your flattery, love,” Alan said.

Her lips fell into an exaggerated pout. “Sorry.”

Alan didn't mind her shoddy compliment. He kissed her anyway. 

As the women took turns combing his hair and sampling his lips, the bedroom door flew open, and a third woman tiptoed to the end of the bed. Alan was so engrossed in affection, he didn't bother to greet the interrupter.

“Ahem.” The tawny-skinned woman crossed her arms and cleared her throat, but she failed to capture Alan's attention. When her gaze drifted to the bundle of feet and toes at the bed's end, her nostrils were flared by disgust. Her friend's adventures in sex had become quite commonplace. Nothing surprised her anymore. “Alan?”

Alan squeezed in a reply between kisses. “Go away, Touka.” 

“Yeah... I can't do that,” Touka answered with a shrug. “You asked me to be your lookout, remember?” 

Sylvie had reclaimed Alan's mouth from her stepmother, so it took him a moment to answer. “Aye.” 

“Well, your lookout has news for you,” Touka continued. “The husband has returned.” 

Alan suddenly shot up in bed. “Are you sure?” 

“I wouldn't be standing here if I wasn't absolutely sure, Alan.” Touka chuckled nervously. “Unless loads of men have a key to the cottage, it has to be him.”

“I'm sure it is him,” the stepmother replied. Her lips were parted by a yawn, as if her infidelity was of little consequence. “And he'll want to greet me with a kiss, so... it'd be wise for us to vacate the bed.”

When Alan leapt from the covers, Touka averted her eyes from his dangly bits. “Good lord, Alan!” she exclaimed. “I did not need to see that!” 

“Sorry!” Alan murmured the apology as he stumbled across the room to reclaim his clothes. As he hopped into his breeches, he almost lost his balance. “Describe this husband to me. Should I be afraid?”

“I didn't get a good look at him,” Touka responded with a shrug. “Sorry.”

Alan spun in Sylvie's direction and repeated the question. “Should I be afraid?” 

“Probably. My dad's old, but he's pretty strong.” 

“Uhh... umm... uhhh...” Alan chewed on his lip. He scoured his mind for a solution to the husband problem. If the footsteps ascending the stairs were any indication, he had little time to spare. He plucked Sylvie from the bed, carried her to the wardrobe, and hissed, “Hide!” 

“Alright. But can I have something to wear?” Sylvie asked as she slipped into the wardrobe. “It's drafty in here.”

Touka shrugged off her coat and tossed it to the girl, who closed the wardrobe's door with a sigh. 

“Hide the evidence!” As he whispered the order to Touka, Alan pointed at the ladies' clothes that were strewn around the room. He finished donning his shirt as Touka shoved the dresses and petticoats under the bed. 

“What should we do about her?” Touka asked, pointing at Sylvie's stepmother. 

“Don't worry about her. She's part of the plan!” Alan tugged the blankets over the woman's bare shoulders. When her nakedness was concealed, he reached into the pocket of his coat and pulled out a pair of spectacles. His vision was perfect, but he never went anywhere without them. According to Alan, no one mistrusted a man in spectacles. “Everyone play along... alright?”

Touka nodded. Sylvie's response was muffled by the surprisingly soundproof wardrobe. The stepmother yawned again. 

When the bedroom door flew open, Alan's eyelashes fluttered, as if he'd been punched below the belt. Sylvie's father was a hulk of a man. He was tall, broad, bald, and his thick forearms were covered in curly white hair. He was considerably older than his wife, at least by twenty years. As soon as he saw Alan and Touka, deeper wrinkles appeared in his forehead. 

“Hello, Abraham!” the woman greeted her husband in a sickly sweet voice. “You're home early. Did you have a nice day at work?” 

“No. The new foreman's a bastard,” Abraham brusquely replied before thrusting a thumb in Alan's direction. “Who the hell is this?”

“I'm a doctor, sir.” Alan forced a smile as he offered a hand to the husband. He secretly hoped his hand would be rejected, if only because Abraham reeked. He smelled like a rotten egg that had been left in the sun too long. “I'm Dr. A'Dayle. Your wife was feeling a bit under the weather, so I'm here to check on her.” 

“Oi. Hello, doctor.” Abraham gave Alan's hand a hard, firm shake. His grip was so strong, a few of Alan's knuckles audibly popped.  

“My, my! That's quite a grip you have, sir!” Alan chuckled. “If I didn't know any better, I would think you were trying to crush my hand!”

“Sorry.” As he muttered an apology, Abraham turned to Touka. “Who's this?”

“I'm an herbalist,” Touka quickly replied. “I work with the doctor.” 

“Aye.” Finally, Abraham's gaze settled on his wife. “So, what's wrong with Mary?” 

“Mary!” Alan shouted, a bit overzealously. At long last, he relearned the stepmother's name. “Mary's stomach was a bit unsettled, but I'm sure it's nothing to be concerned about.” 

“Are you sure?” Abraham grumbled. “She ain't with child, is she? 'Cause I don't need no baby!”

“How could I be pregnant?” Mary shrilled. “You barely share my bed!” 

“How can I share your bed when I'm workin' all the time?” Abraham fired back at her. 

“This has nothing to do with work!” Mary cried. “I don't need you in my bed. I don't want you in my bed! You're a terrible husband!”

“What? Why?” 

“Because you don't care about me! The romance is dead!” Mary exclaimed. “Why don't you ever bring me flowers or... or compliment me?”

As he listened to their row, Alan pushed his spectacles to the bridge of his nose. “W-well...” the faux doctor cut in, “as I said, Mary was experiencing some nausea, so—”

Abraham interrupted with a snort. “Oh? She seems well enough to me.”

“And I'm hardly surprised. My tincture works wonders!” Alan slipped a small bottle from the pocket of his coat. “Would you care to buy a bottle?” 

Abraham sneered at Alan's bottle. “What's innit?” he mumbled.

His question was answered by Alan's smiling herbalist. Touka chimed in, “I'm afraid I can't tell you. The concoction is my secret.”

“So you can't tell me nuffin?” Abraham slurred. “I don't wanna buy it if I dunno what it is!” 

“If I reveal the ingredients of my potion, everyone will try to copy it,” Touka told him. “I can only say, with absolute confidence, this unique blend of herbs is guaranteed to blast away any and all unrest of the stomach. If your wife keeps taking it, her health will be restored overnight!”

Abraham snatched the bottle from Alan's hand and sniffed its contents. “Smells like grape juice,” he said.

He wasn't wrong. It was grape juice. “Grapes are indeed an ingredient,” Touka said. “One of many, many ingredients.” 

Abraham took a tiny swig. “It tastes like grape juice,” he croaked.

“The grape juice is added to make the taste more pleasant,” Touka explained. “Without the excess of grapes, the herbs would be undrinkable.”

Doctor A'Dayle suddenly spoke up. “Touka's a genius. She can even make medicine taste delightful.” 

“And this'll make my wife feel better?” 

Touka answered his question with an emphatic nod. “Indeed. When she wakes up tomorrow, Mary's sick stomach will be a forgotten memory.”

“You know...” Abraham gave the bottle a loving caress. “I don't know how it's possible, but even I feel a bit better after drinking this!” 

“I'm not surprised. Most people find their health improved by my potions.” In the corner of her eye, Touka could see the grin on Alan's lips. She hoped her friend appreciated her attempts to save his skin. 

“How much is it?” Abraham was already dipping a hand into the pocket of his foul-smelling breeches. 

“It's negotiable,” Touka replied. 

Abraham held out a half-dozen corroded coins. “Will this buy it?”

“I'll give you a discount.” Touka perused the money in Abraham's filthy palm. A grin spread across her lips as she claimed a silver coin. “Doctor A'Dayle, should we offer him the other potion?” 

Alan looked puzzled. “Huh?” 

“It's our special potion for lovers who've lost their spark!” Touka exclaimed. She pulled a pinkish vial from her satchel and presented it to the husband. “If you both take a swig of this, you won't be able to keep your hands off of each other!” 

Abraham snatched the vial from Touka's fingers. With a renewed sparkle in his eyes, he asked, “How much?” 

“Three coppers should do it.” Touka claimed the coins from Abraham's outstretched hand. “It's been a pleasure doing business with you, sir. Truly.” 

“And now we should take our leave,” Alan added with a bow. As he shuffled to the door, he winked at Mary. “Farewell!”

As soon as he was free, Alan raced down the stairs and exploded through the cottage's front door. Touka could barely keep up.

“Why are you running?” his partner hissed. “Won't it look suspicious if you run?”

“Perhaps.” Alan shrugged. “But I'd rather not be in the immediate vicinity when he realizes his wife's naked.”

“Or when he finds his half-naked daughter hiding in the wardrobe,” Touka added. “She's wearing my coat, by the way. You owe me a coat! And you owe me a favor!” Her expression was suddenly transformed by disgust. “By the way, Alan... I can't believe you were sleeping with a mother and her daughter! You've reached a new low, I swear.”

“Nah. I reached the lowest low when I shagged the triplets in Dorchester,” Alan objected. “Also... it was a daughter and her stepmother. That's practically normal, innit?”
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“PARDON ME, SIR! MIGHT you spare a moment of your time?” Touka called to an elderly passerby. The cane in his hand made him a perfect target. Alan and Touka had a stall in Edinburgh's marketplace, where they were attempting to sell their magical concoctions. So far, sales had been slow. 

As the old man toddled to Touka's stall, he stroked his snow white beard. “What is it, young lady?” 

“I noticed you have a limp, sir,” Touka said. “What if I could make that limp go away... forever?” 

“I'd say you're full of rubbish, most likely.”

“Oh, but I'm not!” Touka reached into her satchel and pulled out a small, glass jar. “This very special ointment will heal your weary bones. It'll restore the spring in your step. It'll make you feel like a brand new man!”

Alan's lips formed a grin as he listened to his partner's persistent pitch. Touka had been his accomplice for the last six months. Until she came into his life, he had never met a woman with a tongue as silver as his.

“That's quite a claim, young lady,” the old man said. “Do you have any proof?”

“You can sample it, if you'd like.” Touka swiped a bit of ointment from her jar and rubbed it on his arm. It was mostly made from clay, but the power of suggestion worked wonders.

“How's it supposed to feel?” her target asked.

“Warm.” 

“Hmmm...” He expectantly studied the gray goop on his arm. “I don't feel any different. Not really.”

“You have to give it a moment,” Touka told him. “Eventually, you'll feel a pleasant warmth flowing through your body.”

“I do kind of feel... tingly.”

“That's the ointment!” Touka closed the jar and held it out to him. “Since you're trying to get rid of a limp, you'll have to rub it on your legs to feel the full effect of it.”

When he took the jar from her hand, she had to suppress a victorious shrill. “How long will it take to work?” he asked.

“You should start to feel better overnight. But you'll have to keep using it for two weeks to see the most improvement.”

One of the man's liver-spotted hands slipped into the pocket of his tatty coat. “How much does it cost?” 

“Six coppers.” 

“If it'll really work, that'd be a bargain.” As he dropped the coins into Touka's outstretched hand, he added, “I'm starting to feel the tingle quite a lot now.”

“Good.” She secretly felt a guilty pinch in her heart as she accepted his money. No matter how many times she swindled coins from honest people, it never got easier. “Good. I'm glad to hear it.” 

As the old gentleman toddled away, Alan gave his accomplice a congratulatory pat on the back. “Well done, Tuck!” he exclaimed. “He didn't seem like the sort who'd fall for it, but you got 'im in the end!”

Alan sometimes shortened her name to Tuck. According to him, “Touka” was too foreign. While it was almost certainly a foreign name, Touka was raised in an orphanage and her origins were a mystery. Some people thought she was from the Far East, while others thought she was Moorish. With her brown skin, exotic eyes and curly black hair, she was most likely a combination of both. 

“You didn't think he'd fall for it? Really?” Touka shook her head at Alan's naivete. “I hate to say it, but older men are the easiest to trick.”

“I'm older than you,” Alan pointed out. “By ten years, at least. Are you going to trick me, Touka?”

“I don't mean older than me. I meant old. Elderly!” Touka explained. “I thought that'd be obvious.” 

Turning away from Touka, Alan located his next target. In the stall beside them, there was a man in full armor, browsing a selection of swords. “You!” Alan called to the armored shopper. “You there! Sir! I have something I think you'll like!”

The man's armor clinked as he shuffled to Alan's stall. “Oh? What is it?”

“Might you be heading into battle soon?” Alan asked. “Will there be bloodshed in your immediate future?”

“Aye,” the man replied. “There's always bloodshed in me future.”

“Well, have I got a deal for you!” Alan reached into his doublet's front pocket and pulled out a small green gem. 

“I ain't interested in jewels.”

When the armored man started to turn away, Alan reeled him back in. “But wait! This isn't just any old jewel! This is the chrysoprase worn by Alexander the Great!”

“What that bloody hell is crystal praise?” the armored man asked.

Alan's explanation was preceded by a sigh. “Not crystal praise. Chrysoprase! This was Alexander the Great's lucky gem, sir! When he wore it on his belt, he never lost a battle. But when he did lose, his chrysoprase was missing. Well... it's been recovered, and it's right here in my hand!”

“Bollocks,” the armored man snorted.

“No, it's not bollocks. It's absolutely true!” Alan insisted. “With this lucky talisman, the resounding success of Alexander the Great could be yours!” 

“I don't really believe in lucky talismans, but...” With a pinched brow, the armored man eyed the sparkly green crystal in Alan's palm. “What have I got to lose, eh? How much are you sellin' this for?”

“Three gold.” Before his buyer could protest, Alan added, “I know it sounds like a lot, but bear in mind... this crystal touched the hands of a legend!”

“Alright.” The armored man dropped three coins on the counter and claimed his crystal from Alan. “This better bloody work! I could use a little luck, truth be told.”

Touka was slack-jawed as their buyer clinked away. “No way...” she whispered to herself. “I can't believe he was that gullible!”

“I believe it.” Alan's lips were transformed by a self-satisfied smirk as he searched the nearby stalls for trusting faces. “It's human nature to want to believe something can help you. That's why so many people believe in God, even though it's rubbish. There's no imaginary man that's got your back.”

“I believe in God,” Touka reminded him as she kissed the cross that dangled from her neck. 

“Pffft!” Alan scoffed. “You better not start preaching to me, Friar Tuck.” 

“I don't intend to. You're welcome to believe or disbelieve whatever you want, Alan.” Touka's gaze was pulled in the direction of a middle-aged, well-dressed woman. She looked more like a noble than a peasant, which made her the perfect target for Touka's next sale. “Pardon me, madam!” she tried to call her over. “Might you spare a minute?”

The woman's arms crossed as she forced herself to approach Touka's stall. “What is it?” she hissed.

Undaunted by the woman's hateful reply, Touka pitched her product with pride. “Would you like to buy a sample of Touka Townsend's Terrific Eye and Wrinkle Cream?”

“Are you trying to say I have wrinkles?” the woman shrilled. “Are you insulting me, young lady?”

“No! Not at all, miss! Your face is absolutely flawless... but you don't want wrinkles, do you?” Touka continued. “Women are too often judged by their beauty, and time is cruel to us. Before the fine lines find their way to your face, you should protect your skin!” Touka presented the fake cosmetic to her potential buyer. The fancy white bottle had a tiny bow around its neck. Presentation was important. “If you apply this cream every night before bed, it will preserve your beauty for another decade or so!”

“How do I know this isn't a scam?” 

“Because I'm living proof! I'm forty years old, but people say I look twenty,” Touka blatantly lied.

“Really?” the woman gasped. “You are forty?” 

“Indeed.” Touka was so certain she would have a sale, she placed the bottle in the woman's hand. “I don't often own up to my age, but—”

“Give it to me!” the woman interrupted. “How much do you want for it?” 

“Six coppers.”

She was already fishing the necessary money from her reticule. “And I must apply this on a nightly basis?” 

“Indeed. You can even put a bit more on your problem areas in the morning.” Touka pointed below her eyes. “A few months ago, I had wrinkles under my eyes. Using this cream, I smoothed my skin in a matter of days.” 

“Can I buy two bottles?” the woman asked. 

“Of course.” Touka battled a grin as she laid a second bottle on the table. “That'll be twelve coppers.”

The woman tossed her money on the table, claimed her cosmetics, and rushed away from the stall so quickly, Touka looked dazed. 

“She must be eager to try it,” Alan spoke up.

“Or... she was embarrassed to buy it?” Touka suggested with a shrug. “Either way, we have our money, so I guess it doesn't matter.” 

Touka's half of the table was a mess, and Alan was a perfectionist. As he rearranged her bottles and vials, he broached a sensitive topic. “So... I hear there's a constable that's been askin' about us.”

“Oh?” Touka's eyelashes fluttered uncomfortably. Officers of the law were her least favorite people in the world. 

“Aye. He's been calling us charlatans,” Alan said. “Apparently, you sold a bottle of Touka Townsend's Terrific Eye and Wrinkle Cream to his wife, and when it didn't work, he started investigating. He realized it was just grapes and crushed mint leaves.”

“Uh oh.”

“Uh oh is right,” Alan sighed. “Apparently, he's been gathering a list of other fraudulent sales we've made.” 

“And you're just now telling me this?” Touka's fist pounded the table, rattling the bottles that were on display. 

“I just found out about him yesterday,” Alan explained. “Anyway, I was thinking it might be time to pack up our goods and change towns.”

“But I like Edinburgh!” Touka whined. “The people are gullible, the castle's nice, and I like men in kilts!”

“Well... we might not have a choice.” Alan was thirsty, so he took a swig from one of their bottles. It was supposed to be a potion for rashes, but like many of their products, it was pure grape juice. 

“Where would you want to go?” Touka asked with a pout. They had been in Edinburgh so long, it was difficult to imagine a change of scenery.

“I don't know.” Alan drained the bottle of its last drops and pitched it over his shoulder. “I don't have a particular destination in mind, but... I hear Nottingham's nice this time of year.”
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“WELL, WE FINALLY MADE it to nasty old Nottingham, where the wine is cheap and the whores are plentiful!” Alan A'Dayle exclaimed as they approached the city.

“Really?” Judging from the crease on her brow, Touka didn't believe him.

“I have no idea. I'm being optimistic. When you say something out loud and you believe it's true, more often than not, it becomes your reality.” Alan turned his nose skyward and sniffed three times. “My god... it smells like horse shite.”

“That I can believe!” Touka exclaimed as she halted their rickety wagon by a puddle of stagnant water. “Although... I think I'd describe the scent of Nottingham as a combination of horse shit and dead fish.”

“Sounds lovely,” Alan gave his companion a cheeky grin. “Now... where's the nearest pub? I'm absolutely starving!”

“Starving for drinks, more like,” Touka added with a roll of her eyes. She climbed down from the driver's seat, unhitched the horses, and led them to the local livery stable. Alan hovered behind her, keeping an eye on their wagon. He didn't want any thieves to steal their wares—even if their “wares” mostly consisted of fake potions, creams and tonics.

“Can you blame a man for wanting a few drinks? After our long, harrowing journey, I think I deserve a bit of rum.”

“A bit of rum?” Touka repeated with a roll of her eyes. “I doubt you'll be able to limit yourself to a bit. At the end of the day, if you can walk without stumbling, I'll be surprised.” 

After they stowed their horses, checked into an inn and unloaded their merchandise, it took Alan less than two minutes to locate the nearest pub. He dragged a grumpy Touka through the establishment's wide double doors. As soon as she got her first glimpse of Nottingham's rowdiest rabble, her nose predictably wrinkled. All around, men were shouting, gambling, drinking—and if she wasn't mistaken, an especially drunk old chap was relieving himself in the corner. 

“You do realize I'm the only woman in here, right? Apart from the barmaids?” Touka asked. “I don't think this is the sort of place that's frequented by women. We have too much sense to subject ourselves to... this.” She pointed at a nearby table, where two intoxicated men were exchanging punches. Drunk as they were, their flying fists mostly missed each other's faces. 

“Don't look so glum, my lovely Tucky Tuck. Getting drinks isn't our only reason for being here. We're here to—” When Alan stopped in the middle of his sentence to order rum from a passing barmaid, Touka shook her head and sighed. 

“Are you sure about that, Alan? You're already searching for spirits.”

Ignoring his friend's remark, Alan finished his previous sentence. “We're here to gather information, and pubs are the perfect places for that.”

“What sort of information are you looking for?”

The barmaid quickly returned with Alan's rum. As he swigged from the bottle, his eyes scanned the room. “We're looking for Nottingham's major influencers. We need to find the most powerful people and get on their good side. That's the surest way to succeed in life.” 

“That's actually decent advice,” Touka said. When he offered her a swig of rum, she shook her head again. 

“Stay close and follow my lead.” Alan's bottle hovered near his lips as he made his way to a nearby table, where an older gentleman was eating alone. Compared to the pub's average patron, he was rather well-dressed. His modish attire was Alan's reason for targeting him. “Pardon me, sir. My friend and I just arrived in Nottingham and we have a few questions. Would you mind answering them for us?”

“I'll try.” Though he answered, the man didn't bother to look up from his plate.

Alan slid into the seat across from his mark. As he pulled Touka into the chair beside him, he asked, “What's your name, sir?”

“Mullen.” 

Alan watched him take a bite of the unidentifiable meat on his plate. “So, my question is this...” He paused, giving Mullen a moment to chew. “Who is the most powerful person in Nottingham right now?”

“That's easy. That'd be the Sheriff,” Mullen said. “Some might say it's Princess Ethanna, but they're wrong. She just sits in her castle all day, stuffing her face with tea and biscuits. The Sheriff's the man who's getting things done.”

Alan leaned a bit closer to Mullen. “What else can you tell me about this Sheriff?”

“Well, his name's Joseph Colbride. Before he was sheriff, his father was the sheriff, and before that, his father's father was the sheriff.” Mullen paused to take another bite. “Believe it or not, I'm old enough to remember them all, and if you ask me, Joseph's the best of the lot. Some people are afraid of him, but he's not so bad.”

“Why are people afraid of him?” The question was asked by Touka, whose fingers drummed the tabletop as her eyes floated around the room. The noisy crowd made her nervous. 

“Well, his father was cruel. They probably assume the same of him,” Mullen explained. “He takes tax collectin' very seriously, and he's been known to arrest people who can't pay. The poorest poor have a good reason to be afraid of him.” 

“So... your personal impression of the sheriff is positive?” Alan asked.

“Aye. I've never had a problem with him. He goes out of his way to buy my crops, so he's a good man in my book. He even pays extra for the best of the best. He wants his brother to be happy, I guess.”

Alan's eyebrow raised. “His brother?” 

“Aye. He's got a little brother named Kinlay.” Mullen nibbled his bread as he spoke. “He's a  crippled boy. He never leaves his bed. Not a lot of people know about him, to be honest.” 

“Hmm...” As Alan exchanged glances with Touka, he assumed she was thinking the same thing. A bedridden brother could be exploited. “Well... thank you for your time, sir. We'll let you eat your meal in peace now.” 

When Alan approached the next table, Touka silently followed. He sat across from two ginger twins, whose wide brown eyes made them look friendlier than most. “Hello, fine sirs! Do you mind if I sit here?” Alan asked.

“No. Not at all,” both twins simultaneously replied. 

One twin had a clean face, while the other twin had a face full of grime. The filthier twin grinned at Touka. She already had his attention, so she asked, “What's your name, sir?”

“Patrick.” His grin broadened as he studied her. “And this is the first time a beautiful woman's ever asked for my name. I feel flattered.”

“I'm Touka.” As soon as she offered her hand, she immediately regretted it. His hands were covered in mysterious muck, which he smeared on her fingers. Under the table, Touka wiped the sticky filth on her skirt. “If you prefer, you can call me Tuck.”

“Tuck?” The cleaner twin cocked his head as he repeated the name. “That's an odd name for a lass.”

Touka had nothing else to say about her name, so she changed the subject. “My friend Alan and I just arrived in Nottingham, and we're curious. Who's the most popular person in this city?” 

“Oh, that'd be Robin!” the unnamed twin quickly replied. 

Patrick nodded in agreement. “Aye. My brother's right. There's no one more famous than Robin of Locksley.”

“She's a legend,” the other twin added.

“She's amazing.” 

“And gorgeous.”

“I think I'm in love with her.” 

As the twins took turns singing Robin's praises, Alan leaned across the table and requested, “Tell us more. Please.” 

“Robin lives deep in the woods with a bunch of blokes. Not many people have personally seen her, but everyone knows of her.” Patrick's eyes were dripping with admiration as he told the tale. “She got tired of the way things was and she decided to fight back. She robbed the princess and gave her money to all the townsfolk.”

“She handed out money in Huckwood first,” the second twin continued the story. “Since then, Robin's robbed two more fancy lords and distributed their wealth in Nottingham and Mapperly.” 

“Fascinating!” Alan exclaimed. “Robin sounds like a fascinating woman. I'd love to meet her.”

“Wouldn't we all.” Patrick heaved a dreamy sigh as he leaned back in his chair. “If I met her, I'd love to shake her hand.”

Touka winced at the memory of Patrick's hand touching hers. No one deserved a brush with his fingers. 

“She fights for the common folk,” Patrick went on. “Everyone loves her. Everyone thinks she's a—”

Patrick's voice was silenced by a nearby explosion of laughter. An ominous hush fell over the room as everyone turned to the boisterous guffaw. A few tables away, a broad, dark-haired man unsheathed his sword.

“That's Guy Bewley, one of the Sheriff's deputies,” Patrick whispered to Alan and Touka. “Avert your eyes. You wouldn't want him to catch you staring.”

Heeding Patrick's advice, Alan's gaze dropped to the floor. Like everyone else in the room, he continued to eavesdrop.

“I don't know why you're attacking me, Bewley!” squeaked the unfortunate fellow at the mercy of Guy's blade. “You're the one who owes money to me!”

“I know. And I'm not paying,” Guy croaked. His unwillingness to comply was demonstrated when he spat on the man's boots. “The more you keep demanding money, the more I want to kill you, Fellows.” 

“But you lost!” Fellows shrilled. “Lost! No honorable man refuses to pay his gambling debts!” 

“This man does!” Guy turned to his two cronies. His companions were Nottingham soldiers, and they were snickering at the deputy's display of dominance. “Besides, I'm not honorable. I'm an awful man. And I like being awful.”

“Would you kindly remove your sword from my neck, Bewley?” Fellows asked the question as politely as he could. “Why don't we sit down and try to be more sensible?”

“Why don't you shut your damn mouth?” Guy fired back at him.

As he listened to the row, Alan A'Dayle was shaking his head. Somehow, he knew it would end in tragedy.

“You're a brute!” Fellows declared. “You're all brutes! You sully the name of Nottingham's soldiers!” 

Guy didn't take kindly to being insulted. It was dangerous to insult him when he was sober, and it was even more dangerous to insult him when he wasn't. He shoved Fellows' face against the table, and in one fluid motion, he lopped off the man's head. When he heard a collective gasp from his spectators, a satisfied grin lifted the deputy's lips. He liked to be feared.

“Bloody hell!” Touka hissed. “Did he really just chop off a man's head in the middle of a crowded room?”

“Aye...” Patrick's teeth clenched as he watched Guy pitch the severed head across the room. When it bounced against the wall, the deputy's companions roared with laughter. “And he'll get away with it, too. The Sheriff and his men raise hell wherever they go, and no one tries to stop them.” 

“Deputy Guy is the worst,” the twin brother added. “That's another reason why everyone loves Robin. She's the only one who stands up to the devils.” 

Having seen and heard enough, Alan excused himself and motioned for Touka to follow. As they crossed the room, they kept their eyes on Guy Bewley, who picked up Fellows' head and tucked it under his arm. 

“This is madness...” Touka whispered. “Nottingham is madness. Are you sure you picked the right city?” 

“Aye. I picked the perfect city,” Alan assured her. “I already have a plan. I'm going to find Robin, and you're going to meet the Sheriff of Nottingham.” 

“You get to find Robin?” Touka disapprovingly stamped her foot. “Why am I saddled with the Sheriff?”

“Because I'm good at charming women, and you're better at charming men.” Alan wrapped an arm around Touka's shoulders as he steered her from the pub. “No one can resist that beautiful face of yours, Tuck-Tuck. If the Sheriff doesn't fall in love with you, I'll be surprised.”
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Chapter Four
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WHEN THE SHERIFF OF Nottingham opened his eyes, he beheld the most beautiful face in the world. He couldn't believe his good fortune. She was actually his.

A flutter of inky lashes let him know she was awake.

“Robin...” As he whispered her name, Joseph leaned forward to sample her supple pink lips. “I love kissing you. Have I told you that before? Your lips are utterly divine. Needless to say, I'm glad we overcame our differences. I can't imagine a life where I don't get to hold you in my arms.” 

“I feel the same way, Joseph.” Robin slid her fingers along his broad, bare chest. “You're everything to me.”

“And you're everything to me.” Joseph's knuckles gently brushed her petal-soft cheek. Robin's skin was like silk, and it was his to touch. “Let's not argue again.”

“Never,” Robin vowed. 

“Imagine the reactions of our future children when we tell them our story!” Joseph chuckled. “I'll tell them: once upon a time, your mummy threatened to put and arrow through my eye.”

“And daddy arrested me,” Robin added with a chuckle. “Not once. Twice.” 

When Robin leaned over to lick his cheek, Joseph's nose puckered. “Robin, what are you doing?”

She didn't answer. Her tongue ceaselessly lapped his chin and nose. 

“Robin!” the sheriff shouted. “Robin? Why are you licking my face? I wouldn't say it's entirely unpleasant, but—”

Joseph's eyes snapped open. It took him a moment to realize what was happening.

He was having a dream. About Robin. His stomach bubbled with disgust as he replayed the dream's dialogue in his head. He was having a romantic dream about his most hated enemy. Was there any greater shame than that? 

A shaggy white terrier—his brother's new pet—had crawled across his chest as he slept. It was the dog's tongue, not Robin's, that feverishly lapped his face. Joseph was in a carriage bound for Nottingham. Apparently, the vehicle's gentle rocking had lulled him to sleep. 

“You hate her,” Joseph reminded himself as he stroked the terrier's fluffy head. “You hate Robin. You absolutely, positively cannot stomach that woman's existence. Therefore, you shouldn't be having dreams about her.” His head shook as he chided himself.

A few minutes later, the carriage stopped in front of Kinlay's cottage. Quivering with excitement, the dog dashed to the cottage's front door and pawed the wood, as if he knew his new best friend was within the house's walls. 

“Patience,” Joseph lectured the frantic canine as he unlocked the door. New scratch marks had him shaking his head. “You must have patience.” 

As soon as the door was open, the terrier dashed inside and leapt on Jed, Kinlay's aging caregiver. “And who might you be?” the old man placidly asked as he leaned down to scratch the dog's head.

“He doesn't have a name yet,” Joseph said. “I'm leaving that honor to Kinlay.”

“This new companion will make him very happy, I'm sure.” Jed grunted as he straightened his back. “Kinlay's wanted a dog for some time.”

“I know.” The terrier quickly lost interest in Jed and returned to Joseph's side. “How is my brother today?” 

“He's well. I've cleaned his clothes and scrubbed his chamber pot.” 

“Good.” Joseph felt a twitch in his jaw. Talking about chamber pots was never the most comfortable topic. 

“I hate to say it, but you might want to look for a new caregiver,” Jed reported with a frown. “I'm not getting any younger. My back aches, my hip is sore, and my hair's as white as this dog's.” When he turned his attention to the terrier, he was chewing a buckle on Joseph's boot. “Soon, I might need my own caregiver.” 

“I'll bear that in mind, Jed.” When Joseph offered his hand, Jed respectfully grasped it. “I appreciate everything you've done for my brother. Your help has been truly invaluable to us. If you need to quit, I'll certainly understand.” 

“Good. Your understanding means the world to me. I was afraid to disappoint you, my lord.” Jed bowed to the Lord of Locksley as he shuffled to the cottage's door. “Farewell.” 

“Everything's falling apart,” Joseph whispered to the terrier, who was watching him with doleful eyes. “Robin escaped, Marian left me, I might lose my job, and now Jed is abandoning me. You and Kinlay are the only good things in my life right now.” The dog whimpered sympathetically, as if he could understand Joseph's plight. 

Joseph tapped his brother's door and waited for the soft “come in.” Before any words were exchanged between brothers, the terrier scuttled into the room, leapt on Kinlay's bed, and vigorously lapped his nose. 
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