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​The mistake, Jack admitted as he ran along the forest path, the rangers pounding close behind, was separating from Much and Dickon and Jimsie. Together, they could have fought off the rangers and guards.

He didn’t want to kill them. Robin had stressed no lethal force. Guards and rangers might mysteriously vanish, never seen again, but their blood wouldn’t be on the outlaws’ hands.

With how close the rangers were, he doubted he would get a shot off before they were on him, certainly not one that aimed for a non-killing shot.

“Stop! Stop!” a ranger shouted.

Jack ignored him and ran on.

His bad luck to veer to the left while his mates ran to the right. The four guards had split off to follow them while the three rangers kept to his heels. Their odds were better, three against four. Alone, his odds were one against three.

His bad luck that guards had hidden in the merchant’s wagon, ready to spring their trap when the outlaws demanded that the merchant stand and deliver.

Jack veered onto a narrower trail, one tracked out by animals. That forced the rangers to chase him in a line. He heard them stumbling as they ran too close on each other’s heels.

He needed to get well ahead of them. His bad luck that he’d chosen a linen shirt this morning, before Much enlisted him for the planned robbery. He hadn’t thought anything about wearing clothes that blended into the forest cover.

His longbow tangled in a bush. He slowed to jerk it free. When the branches released his bow, he nearly overbalanced. He dared a glance at the rangers. He’d lost the few yards he’d gained.

More bad luck.

He should have expected it. The last year had found him abandoned by so-called friends, evicted from his home, rejected by the woman who’d sworn to love him. In the space of a month he had to leave Nottingham. The other outcasts in Sherwood Forest welcomed him and invited him into their adventures, the best of which was the Abbey robbery at Candlemas.

That, though, had been another close call.

Along with the rangers a fortnight ago, who nearly caught him and Dickon as they packed home the meat of a freshly-killed buck.

Third time, he realized. Did I push my luck too far?

At least the guards hadn’t had dogs. Once out of sight, he couldn’t be tracked.

He veered onto another path. He didn’t dare double-back. He followed the trail as it wound beneath great oaks, the old growth of deep into Sherwood. He hadn’t seen any trail markings on the last path, and this one looked very unfamiliar.

The land climbed steeply. Jack’s legs burned as he forced himself up the trail. Here was his chance to get ahead.

He gained the crest and paused. The rangers weren’t even halfway up the hill. Blackthorn grew thickly on the descending slope. The white flowers competed with the tiny green leaves just unfurling. Butterflies fluttered about, avoiding the spiky thorns as they sought nectar.

Those white flowers could hide his white linen shirt.

The trail didn’t turn downward, deer and little animals turning away from the mass of blackthorn hedges with their pointed defenses.

That might keep the rangers off his trail as well.

Jack winced at the thought of thorns, then he started down the hill. He glanced back and spied the first ranger. Hurrying his pace, he sought a break between the blackthorn bushes. Birds that had nested in the protection of the hedges darted out and sped to the protection of the trees towering overhead.

Shouts. “Stop, you! Stand where you are!”

“Dammit all, he’s getting away.” The rangers argued.

Jack ignored them. He slid a foot on old leaves and loose dirt. The longbow pressed into flowers. Butterflies lifted, and bees, swirling up, hunted who had disturbed them. He used the bow’s bracing on thickly massed stems to regain his balance then headed on.

Then an arrow flew past his shoulder.

Jack sidestepped into a bush. Pointy thorns pricked through his linen shirt. He jerked free and hurried.
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