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England

Sherwood Forest

Night

Earlier

A foot soldier, separated from his patrol, has lost track of his whereabouts. The sun has set. The forest has lost its magic and the song of bird and become sullen and foreboding.

He has his sword and short sword in hand, prepared for what might be on him at any given moment.

He knew he was going to die.

The forest smelled of death.

The last time he had smelled that his best friend had died before his very eyes. Something had reached down from the thick clustered leaves above with thick claws and spiky hair and stabbed through his chest. The man had screamed horribly as he was pulled out of sight, the sound of his death terrifying.

He had sworn he would never tread Sherwood Forest at night again. 

That was before poverty forced him into service to the Sheriff of Nottingham. A plight that he promised he would leave as soon as he had enough for his wife and children. It hadn’t happened. And now he was threading through the dark woods, sure that death stalked him.

He couldn’t put a finger on why. He just knew it was out there.

Ahead, he saw a glow of light.

He sighed with relief.

Where there was light; there was no dark.

He rushed to reach the safety of the light.

That was a mistake.

Something grabbed him from behind and twisted him about.

He came face to face with a creature from hell. It eyes were as large as his head, but its teeth. They were as large as his hands.

He managed to thrust his short sword into the right eye, but before he could pluck it out, he was jerked forward and the huge creature engulfed his head with its jaws and crushed the life from him.
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The ancient Forest of Sherwood sprawls like a mythological beast, clutching at the lands for leagues in all four directions of the compass. Its trees are flung thickly about, some clasping great boulders in the clutches of their roots, others thrusting mighty crowns high into the clouds above, flaunting their earth beauty against the majesty of the setting sun.

There are rumors of strange creatures ranging throughout the darker depths, but are dismissed as merely rumors and nothing more by the privileged classes. But soldiers and the common man who travel them, they know better.

Sherwood is haunted. As is much of England these days. Things are loose on the land and in the skies that defy logic. That are fearful to behold and frightening to exist at all.

But these who travel through it now, fear little. They are nervous, but less fearful because they are many. But even so, they are wary of the slightest of movements or sounds. For there are not only scary things that  hide in the depths of the woods and above in the thickly clustered tree limbs and leaves, but there are also beings who can erupt from the most unlikely of places and drag a man to his death.

Tiny creatures sling themselves from one branch to the other as the sounds of traffic grow beneath them. A few chipmunks gather to look a moment at the armored men marching silently below, and then chatter angrily at them.

One soldier makes as if to fire an arrow at them, but is stayed by a Sergeant who shakes his head, putting a finger to his lips.

The chipmunks, sensing the dread and foreboding of the dark travelers below, leap away, making noises that alert various Jays and Night Birds causing them to be startled and leap into the air in a cloud of wings and calls of distress.

The Sergeant below scowls at the soldier who started all the commotion and makes a gesture across his throat. The soldier shudders and falls back, his eyes wide with fear now as the Sergeant makes his way forward quickly to speak to a very thin man who leads the soldiers ahead.

The thin man wears the robes of royalty, with a thick layer of net armor over the robes as well as gleaves and boots of armor that glisten in the approaching dark.

The thin man hears the Sergeant approaching and nods to him. The Sergeant speaks quickly and with a low voice, making motions towards the rear.

The soldier who frightened the chipmunks sees the gesture and drops his weapons to run. A moment later about twenty arrows fly into his back and he drops dead before the tramping feet of the other soldiers, who don't slow one bit, but actually step on him as they move forward, adding to the horror of that moment.

The Sergeant smiles, then makes a slight bow to the Sheriff and heads to the rear again, soldiers hiding glances from him as he travels past. This is a man to be feared, because he's ambitious. One who almost rivals the Sheriff in deeds of torture and death.

Sheriff Noddington, the man in the royal robes, pulls his cloak more tightly about him, adjusting it to keep out the crawling cold of the approaching night and the mist that begins to rise about him and his foot soldiers. 

Sheriff Noddington has gathered his foot soldiers on four quadrants; east, west, south and north. He, himself, would lead the direct charge into Sherwood to scatter and demoralize the peasants who dwelled there in what they thought was security and peace. 

He had spies interspaced throughout Sherwood, paid in gold. Expensive, but the impoverished knew little honor when their families were starving, and he made sure of that, stealing what little they had and making sure that Robin Hood took the blame.

Robin Hood, curse him, even at the age of fifty was a man to be reckoned with. His eye was better than a dozen of his own archers put together, and he could just as easily string a dozen of them with one arrow, so powerful was his arm and bow.

The Sheriff was not angry because he lost the men; he could care less how many died. He would just conscript more helpless souls to serve him, making sure their families were held hostage until they had served his cause, which was usually until they died.

In a moment of self reflection as he pulled on his thick mustache and graying beard beneath his pointed chin, he considered that one day he might have to seek elsewhere for men to serve him, as many were fleeing Sherwood and the areas about it to other realms, such as faraway France and even the Grecian Islands, despite the Minotaurs and one eyed ogres that lived there and ate men and their horses.

Sometimes an uncertain death was more amenable to a man's vision of the future, than a certain one in the service of the Sheriff. He smiled at that thought. His fame was growing in Greater England and Southern France, and he wanted to build it even more. 

He also wondered sometimes what the world would have been like without magic and magical creatures. Perhaps in that world he would have had a political body to do his bidding, instead of having to resort to so much physical violence. Then he smiled. The thought of breaking a man's soul was extremely satisfying to him. He didn't know where that had first occurred in his consciousness, or life, he only knew it was what brought him the deepest and most lasting pleasure. The screams of horrified, terrified men pleading for their deaths, afraid of the next round of torture he had envisioned and ready for them. 

Which he always did! Always!

Hence the Strode Tower of Evil he kept in Noddington Castle for those of Robin's men and families. There he could have much pleasure in the quiet hours of the night, listening to the moans for death and release, as he plied his various devices upon their physical structures.

"Lord Sheriff." A rider burst into view and halted before him. "Word of the front."

The Sheriff nodded.

The rider knew better than to stop at that point. "Your Lordship, the four quadrants are in place and awaiting your command."

The Sheriff grinned. 

The rider backed off slightly, mistaking the evil grin for himself, until he realized where the Sheriff's thoughts were taking him.

"Your Lordship. Orders?"

The Sheriff pulled his blade from its sheath and struck the air a mighty blow. "For the King and England!"

He charged forward, soon followed by the hundreds of foot soldiers and riders he had gathered.

As they drove into the woods flaming arrows split the night with blasts of yellow and orange.

On four different quadrants hordes of foot soldiers and riders joined the foray, plunging recklessly into the woods, knowing that if they did not, the Sheriff would know and they would die a far worse death than what faced them now. For the Sheriff played not just with hot iron and knives, but with dark forces that drooled for the pleasure of eating a man's soul and demolishing his spirit.

Some did not believe in demons. They were wrong. They existed. Maybe not as the church ascribed them to be, but the beasts existed and they were another branch of servants that the Sheriff drew upon to do his dirty work.

Behind the soldiers in all columns crawled great beasts with six to eight legs. The Hyphons. Dreaded cousins of the dragon. They couldn't fly, but their claws were like razors, and none could stand against them in close battle and they were immune to any kind of fire.

The Hyphons all roared as one, their telepathic minds linked to Noddington, who urged them to put the fear of God into Robin Hood and his men.

King John, the old fool would think the Sheriff a mighty and cunning warrior after Robin's death and he would be a cinch to assume the throne once the old coot had passed away and been consigned to the hell he had come from. And once the old fool's metal had rusted and faded like the black of his mane of hair, and then the Sheriff would move against him and send the idiot's soul tumbling into the hell from which he had come.

Sheriff Noddington plunged into the woods, fearless and powerful in the certainty that he would survive this night, but not one of Robin's men would, nor Robin Wood himself. Of that he was certain.
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