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A jester did a cartwheel before the viewing stand. His parti-colored tunic flashed brightly. Then he landed on his feet, beribboned cane still in his hands. He did two high kicks, red leg then green.

After a twirl and two more kicks, he tossed the cane into the air. It cartwheeled, green and gold ribbons flying. When he caught it, the gathered townsfolk shouted with glee and clapped.

Gilbert Whitehand ignored the jester. He strung his longbow then rested the butt end on the ground. He cast a hand back to touch his quiver, sliding upward until the fletching on the arrows brushed his skin.

He’d come well prepared for the competition. Two dozen arrows, fletched with feathers he’d chosen, shaped, then fitted into the shafts. Those were hazelwood, cut in the dawning, straight branches of old wood shaped into straight shafts that flew true. His trusty bow he’d carried for a decade, hardy yew wood, sturdy yet springy.

The bowstring was his only worry. He preferred tight-wrapped flax, but this morning he’d discovered the flax string had frayed after his last practice. He’d had to settle for silk. The bowstring felt smooth and soft. Surely it would last through the competition.

The jester had started a song, the lyrics well known and ribald. When the townsfolk took up the chorus, about a knight riding fast to his love, the man mounted his cane and galloped in a circle to the crowd’s laughter. He bent forward over the cane, and it knocked the down-curved beak of his grotesque mask.

He staggered and fell to the ground, and laughter roared. Jumping up, the jester appeared to stagger before he bowed to the targets, revealing his bi-colored arse, earning more laughter. Then he started up the song again, encouraging people to join in.

Gil glanced at the viewing stand where the honored guests waited for the competition to begin. The prize, a golden arrow, rested on a wide plank, slightly elevated above the platform. Lord Cherdley had wanted to examine the arrow, but Sheriff Maldeville had stopped him. Neither man watched the jester’s antics. Their conversation kept their attention.

Gil wished he could have heard that conversation. Unlike the rumors that had flown about Nottingham since the competition’s announcement at Easter, he didn’t believe the arrow was pure gold. It didn’t glisten in the afternoon sunshine the way pure gold should glisten.

He fanned his felt cap, pretending that the sunshine had warmed the day too much. All the while he looked around, hunting Robin Hood. He hoped the outlaw was disguised.

He didn’t think Robin Hood would miss this competition, a golden arrow to the best archer of the day. Surely he would want to add to his growing fame.

Gil had met Robin a few months before, through Much and Dav, but he’d never had a good look at the man. Younger than expected, Gil remembered, with fair hair in a clean-shaven face, but he couldn’t call up any other distinguishing features. Fair hair and clean shaven described several men in the surrounding crowd.

A shock of red hair, there near the viewing stand, that might be Will Scarlet, the rogue. The shining bald head of Dav lurked near him. Much, shorter and wiry, would be near his friend.

Guards mingled with the townsfolk. One of the taller men, black of hair and beard, could be Little John, but the crowd shifted too much to give him a good view. He spotted Sergeant Acwell and the dark-haired captain that sometimes came to the tavern.

A guard stepped from the crowd and shouted to the jester. He appeared not to hear and continued his antics with the cane. The man huffed and approached. The jester spotted him, exaggerated fear and scampered away, earning more laughter. He circled far around the open space to the target, staying steps ahead of the guard before he finally ran beside the viewing stand and disappeared toward the forest.

Gil ran his hand along the bowstring again as Abbot Petros climbed the steps to the viewing stand. He stood over the arrow to bless the competition and the prize arrow. Then the black-robed abbot took the empty chair beside blue-gowned Lord Cherdley. Abbot, earl, and sheriff would oversee this competition. The crowned May queen was not in evidence.

That was a second warning about this competition.

A captain of the guard came from beside the viewing stand and shouted for quiet. “Hear ye all. Last competition of this day is for the longbow, the true measure of the best of archers. The winner will receive yon golden arrow, to keep as trophy, a prize of great value.”

The crowd erupted.

Gil snorted. Great value. He thought the sheriff would consider the golden arrow a valuable prize when it caught the outlaw Robin Hood.

If the sheriff caught Robin Hood. Gil would like to ensure that Maldeville didn’t catch Robin.

The townsfolk had finally quieted enough for the captain to continue. “Rules of the competition are these: your own longbow, your own arrows, your own bowstring. Each archer will shoot in turn at yon targets.” He pointed to four haybales with attached white banners, each with a painted red bull’s eye in the center. “Those who shoot outside the bull’s eye will be eliminated. Thus the rounds continue until a winner is declared. Who will try for the golden arrow?”

Gil didn’t hesitate. Tucking his hat into his belt, he stepped forward. To either side of him, others also stepped out of the crowd.

Guards came out to line them up together. Gil snorted again at the distance, worthy of a crossbow, not a longbow.

The clean-shaven man to his right spat on the ground. “They think we can’t shoot?”

The younger man on the left said nothing. He had a tight grip on his bow. Too tight. White knuckles bespoke nerves.

An argument began down the line, a guard and a woman. Gil leaned forward to watch.

The young woman wore Lincoln green, from felt cap to hose. Her loose tunic was overlong but richly embroidered. Her russet hair was braided with gold threads, and she wore fine leather boots. She gestured. Arms crossed, the guard shook his head. He said something rude from the way the woman gaped. The wizened man beside her shook his fist at the guard.

“Leave her be,” Gil called.

The older man beside him spat again then shouted, “Let her arrow be her proof!”

More archers shouted, the crowd joined in, and the captain had to roar to silence them. Then he turned to the viewing stand.

The earl and the sheriff consulted. The abbot leaned forward, wanting to speak, but Maldeville stood, forestalling him. “Who is this woman?”

“I am Lady Marianne, of d’Airsey Manor. My lord Cherdley, good Sheriff Maldeville, please let me compete.”

The townsfolk muttered.

“The competition is for the best longbowman,” the sheriff proclaimed. He started to sit, as if the matter was settled.

“The rules that came to d’Airsey Manor merely said archer, my good sir. As your captain so said.”

“That’s right,” Gil shouted. “He said best of archers.”

“Snaffle it, you,” said the man to his left.

“What? You scared she can outshoot you? Her arm won’t last the distance.”

“That’s no distance,” the man complained.

“The first round, maybe the second and third. You think she’ll survive a fourth or fifth round? You think you’ll survive that far?”

The man glared at Gil. He ignored the anger and leaned forward to shout another support of the young lady.

The captain turned from listening to the sheriff and shouted again to calm the crowd. He had to shout twice more before they subsided.

“Lady Marianne, your arrow will be your proof. Step forward. Your arrow will be first to the target.”

The young woman stepped forward. Gil watched, judging her preparation. She checked her arrow’s fletching before nocking it to the string. Then she carefully placed her feet and twisted a little to set them firmly on the ground. Practice ground behavior. He doubted she had ever shot an arrow in the field.

She drew back the string. A steady breath out, a strong one in—he could almost hear the voice of the old man who’d taught him to shoot. Then she released the string.

The arrow flew straight and true.

Into the bull’s eye of the first target.

Gil pumped his fist. “Proof!” The word echoed around the crowd.

The young lady turned and waved to the crowd. Her cheeks looked flushed.

He doubted that pride in herself would remain as the distance between archers and targets lengthened.

The wizened archer beside Lady Marianne went second, also centering his arrow. The next man missed and the next, a guard from the town. Gil glanced at the sheriff as the man’s arrow quivered in the white silk.

A boy collected the shot arrows and ran them back to the line as the next four archers took their places. Two advanced, two did not; then it was Gil’s group of four. He advanced, as did the older man. The young man missed the target entirely to the crowd’s shout of laughter. The fourth, his features obscured by a thick beard, struck full center. Four more shot; only one advanced. Then the last four took their turn. All hit the bull’s eye.

Four stout farmers came from the trees behind the viewing stand. The jester scampered behind them. When they lifted the hay bales, he pretended to lift one as well. He staggered as he hauled his imaginary hay bale back several feet.

The captain had paced out the distance. When he saw the jester, he threatened him. The jester dropped his act and ran into the crowd. People shifted aside to admit him then closed back, hiding that bright multi-colored tunic behind their drab clothes. The farmers had ignored the jester and returned to wherever they waited behind the viewing stand. The captain paced along the hay bales. He flicked one of the squares of banner silk into place then jogged back to the viewing stand.

The archers lined up again. Lady Marianne again shot first. Her arrow struck the bull’s eye and quivered but held.

Gil wondered which man was Robin Hood. The wizened old man would be a good disguise. He kept his back hunched, only straightening with effort after he drew back the bowstring. He aimed and shot quickly, beaming around as his arrow flew to the center.

Robin could be disguised as one of the three bearded archers. They set themselves quickly, aimed and shot quickly, like men who’d been in battle. The beards hid much of their features. Gil knew dyes that would darken hair until washed out. He didn’t think the clean-shaven older man was Robin. Or the scarred man who shot quickly then lowered his bow before the arrow reached the target. Robin definitely wasn’t the town guard, for his mates shouted encouragement then shouted glee when his arrow struck true.

The archers were ten now. The targets were again moved back.

The jester didn’t return.

After the third round, only seven remained. The lady, the old man, two bearded men, the clean-shaven man, the scarred man, and Gil. One bearded man cursed and stomped away when his arrow struck white. The guards groaned when their mate’s arrow missed the hay bale entirely.

Lady Marianne didn’t survive the fourth round. She missed bull’s eye by a hair’s breadth. The crowd groaned. Several shouted that the wind had moved the silk. She lifted her hand then gave a man’s bow to the crowd and then to the viewing stand.

The Earl of Cherdley stood
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