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To the ancient bards, balladeers, wandering minstrels, and storytellers 
who kept Robin Hood alive.
And to those who live in ways inspired by his spirit today.
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This is probably not your Robin Hood
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The Robin Hood most people know, with King Richard and Prince John, was actually a fiction popularized by a contemporary of Shakespeare's named Anthony Munday.  His plays about Robin Hood were as popular as Old Will's stuff.  Munday's plays went on to spawn tales by Alexandre Dumas, Sir Walter Scott, and just about every movie you've ever seen about Sherwood's favorite son.

But there are older stories about the real Robin Hood.  And his tales were passed down verbally through ballads spoken around the fire in taverns and pubs dating back to the 1200s.  You'll find Robin's name on the ancient rolls of court cases and prison sentences starting in 1225, during the reign of King Henry III.  This is the Robin Hood you will discover on the pages that follow.

This book was written to honor the history of a poor man who was not noble born.  And to honor those who kept him alive in the only way they could:  by speaking his story.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The castle burned.  Flames licked the sky.  The soot roiled like angry storm clouds.  The cries of men and women drifted across the field, begging for mercy or a swift death.

Neither would be theirs.

"Such a shame they could not get out in time," said a man.  He sat on a tall, dark horse.  He flicked back his cloak, revealing an embroidered coat of arms on a black tabard.  The sight was so terrifying, it caused a serf to cower and scamper away.  Philip Marc, the High Sheriff of Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire and the Royal Forests, smiled benevolently, allowing him to escape.  Survivors would spread the truth of what happened to those who resisted him.  "They should not have hesitated when asked to swear allegiance."  He turned to the gentleman seated on the horse beside him.  "Sir Guy, you are sure the locks shall hold?"

"I set them myself, Sheriff," Guy of Gisborne replied, bowing.

"You shall be rewarded handsomely for your loyalty."  The Sheriff tilted his head back to behold the spectacle better, freeing a shock of blonde hair from the corner of his chainmail hood.  "Those who will not join us are against us, and we must rip the insurgence from the roots before it becomes a pernicious weed that chokes the good and faithful citizens of our land."

Guy placed his fist upon his heart, taking the Sheriff's pronouncement as a command.

The Sheriff of Nottingham's face contorted from contentment to contempt.  "I told them all they needed to do was pay one-hundred pounds to enjoy the king's peace.  I warned them.  But they refused.  This is all their doing."  Philip Marc's face twitched and twisted with some unspoken inner argument.  His eyes flashed.  But slowly, he won his internal struggle.  Everything calmed.  He sat, quiet once more.  Then he yawned.  Then scratched his elbow.  He heaved a sigh as the tower continued to blaze and the screams did not abate.  Bored, he turned his horse away.  "I am to bed.  Ensure this burns until morning and there are no survivors.  Just as we promised."  

And with those words, he struck his heels into the side of his mount and left.

Sir Guy of Gisborne regarded the retreating form of the Sheriff Philip Marc.  He thought to himself how wise and strong a leader he now followed, a man who understood human nature and would bring their land back from the brink of ruin, a man who would finally quell the peasants' unrest and remind them they were but one step above the worms.  Some minstrels had been filling their ears and minds with nonsense, Guy reflected, but the Sheriff of Nottingham would remind them the royal family answered only to the heavens.  The barons and their mindless followers may have descended into chaos rebelling against King John, may have even written Philip Marc's removal into the Magna Carta, but they should grovel at the feet of those who loyally served King Henry III.

He lifted his midnight eyes towards the castle and settled in his saddle for the long, cold hours ahead.  The flames struck the wooden rooftop and it collapsed like wisps of tinder.  

Guy smiled.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The point of the plowshare struck a root.  The oak handles slipped out of Robin's callused grip.  

The nag stopped and looked at him as if to say, "Is it not time to call it a day?"

Robin wiped his brow with the back of his sleeve, the coarse tunic scraping his dusty skin.  His black curls matted to his forehead.  He caught his breath and then, with a mixture of love and resentment, dug the wooden shoe back into the earth.  

His father was an honest yeoman, a freeman, owner of his own farm.  But as the plow hit a rock, jarring Robin's arms in their sockets again, he could not help but think how much better it would have been to have been born a knight or a lord.  At this point, he was ready to run away and take holy orders.  At least at the end of a barley harvest, the monks had a cellar full of ale.

Though only May, the day was as warm as deep summer.  He glanced over at his friend, Much.  Much's father needed the family ass for work at the mill, so Much hitched his crude plow to himself and pulled it behind.  A sheen of sweat covered his moon-shaped face.  

The two men had known each other since childhood.  Neither had traveled far beyond their humble village in Barnsdale.  For a share of the harvest, Much helped in the field, as much as the workload at his father's mill allowed.  But more and more, there was less and less wheat to grind and, more and more, less food from the small Hood farm.

"Robin!  Much!"  A worn voice wavered across the field.  "Your supper will be getting cold!"

"Coming, father!" Robin shouted back.  

Much gave Robin a relieved smile and put down his plow.  He trotted off towards the mud and thatch house, grateful to be done.

Robin jammed his plow into the furrow and unhitched the mare.  

There was a peace.  

He was exhausted, sore, bone weary... but as he gazed up at the softening skies, there was a quiet.  

He knew of no other way to find the stillness between work's end and the start of the evening aside from a backbreaking day.  

His father welcomed Much, motioning him through the low doorframe and then shuffling in behind.  

A pang struck Robin in the pit of his stomach and the peace was gone.  

His father was already forty-three years old, far too old to sustain the work needed to keep the farm thriving.  Illness struck in February, and his stooped gait spoke of the unwelcome, lingering weakness.  

Robin led the horse to a gentle brook beside the animal's pen.  He would bring the nag inside the house for the night, but it was safe enough during the day to allow her to graze and roll in the dust.  Besides, sunlight allowed any thief to get a good gander at the beast and Robin was sure that would deter anyone more than a fear of the law.

Robin patted the horse's withers as she drank her fill.  "Good girl."  

"ROBIN!" his father called again.

His fragile voice caused the fear in Robin's stomach to uncurl like a snake and slither through his chest.  The farm was too much for just one man, even with help.  And here he was, already eighteen, without a wife, much less a son, to join him in the fields.  Would his father's line die out with him?  Would Adam Hood's farm and all they had worked for be lost to a landlord?  Would no one but a miller's son named Much remember the family Hood? 

Robin leaned against the crude fencing.  He crossed his arms and gazed at the other buildings dotting their village:  Much's mill; the recently completed chapel dedicated to Saint Mary; the slate-roofed, open-air market pavilion; and the small homes that were as familiar to him as his own.

Everything was still.  

Everyone had gone in for their evening meal.

It was safe.  

Robin pulled a single silver coin from a pouch tied to his belt.  

The penny was warm in the palm of his hand.  He had discovered it in the road, no doubt lost by a traveling merchant so rich, he did not even notice it was gone.  

But this precious, round disk could make everything better.

Robin held it tight, squeezing a prayer of protection and goodwill into the metal, before reverently putting it back.

He walked the horse to its pen.  His father had already filled the manger with the animal's supper.  Robin cursed, wondering what the exertion would cost his father's health.

He had to make things better.

Robin paused to pick up firewood from their meager pile.  Even the sparse stack seemed an accusation of his failure.  By royal decree, they were not allowed to take much from the forest, they had to buy it from a woodcutter.  Perhaps if he secretly brought more in, his father wouldn't feel the compulsion to steal out to the trees to gather more or try to split the logs on his own.  Adam could only make it through two or three pieces before he needed to rest.

The unwanted image of finding his father lying in the field, clutching his left arm, flashed in Robin's mind.  

The cold, hollow memory of wondering if his father was dead.  

The desperation as he clasped his father to his chest, calling for help.  

The days of bleedings and tonics and prayers and holy relics, the midwives and doctors and priests.  The sickly grey tinge that came to his father's skin, the hacking cough that never lessened, and the weakness that refused to leave.  The debts Robin piled up, their entire flock of sheep he sold to pay anyone who could save his father's life.  The fruitless diagnoses of unbalanced humors, leaks between his heart and lungs, past sins, and the devil.  

Robin swatted away a blood-hungry horsefly.

He stepped inside.  

The fire in the center of the dirt-floored room crackled low.  A pang of guilt was added to the worry.  Robin had been so busy in the fields, he had not been out to hunt, and his father had made do with what he could find with forest greens and mushrooms.  Much was seated beside the embers, so excited for his bowl of thin soup.  Robin's father set another on a stool for Robin.  

Adam did not pour a bowl for himself.  

Robin's stomach gnawed with hunger.

They had played this game before.  

His father was frightened his son did not have enough to eat.

Robin was frightened if he ate all his share, his father would die.

Robin placed the wood down by the wall.

"I'll bring in the horse before dark," said Robin, watching jealously as Much attacked his food.  "I'm going to find some pigeons or rabbits before sunset."

Adam eyed him with knowing suspicion.  He nudged the soup Robin's direction.  "The light will be gone soon.  Have some supper."

"I'll be back before sundown," Robin replied, grabbing his bow and arrow and dashing towards the door.

"But your supper!" his father cried after him.  He could not continue the sentence.  He began hacking like his lungs wanted to expel themselves from his chest.

Robin called back as he stepped outside.  "Finish it so it doesn't go to waste!"

"Goodbye, Robin!" Much shouted cheerily.

Robin strode across the tall grass towards the tree line of the forest.  He did not pause for his father's reply.  The rasping cough followed him into the woods.  

But at least the edge of his worry softened, knowing his father's stomach would be filled.  When Robin went out for the hunt, there was no need to stretch their soup in fear of hungry days.  They would eat well.  

Robin fitted the string to his bow.  

He would make sure they ate well.  

He had to.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Robin woke to the mare blowing hot air in his face.  He pushed the horse's head aside as he peeled his crusty eyes open.  It was early.  Barely light.  The rooster had not even crowed.  But suddenly he remembered what day it was, and he leaped out of bed.  

He tried to move around the cottage without waking his father, whose breath came in rattling wheezes.  Any sleep was a gift.  

The horse followed him, bumping his shoulder softly for her morning meal.  He led her to the stream where he could scrub his face and armpits while she drank.  He filled her manger and left her to graze in her pen, giving her a parting pat.  "Watch out for father while I'm gone."

He changed into his best tunic outdoors, trying not to create any noise, but by the time he returned, his father had risen and he was puttering around the room.

Robin tried to hide his excitement as he gathered his things.  "I shall be back before sundown."

Adam smiled, noting Robin's fresh face.  "May Games?"

Robin nodded, trying not to give away all of his hopes and dreams for the day.  It would be too much weight to carry if he were to shoulder his father's expectations on top of everything else.

Adam motioned to Robin's bow, his voice full of guessing.  "Do you have plans to enter the archery tournament?"

"No," said Robin, too quickly.  He tried to recover, his fingers fumbling as he crossed the quiver's strap across his chest.  "Safety on the road... and such..."

"Well, you should take your knife, too," Adam said with a wink, taking the blade off the table and handing it to Robin.  "For better safety."

Robin looped it on his belt.  "May I bring you anything?  Will you be all right here on your own?"

Adam dismissed his concerns.  "I shall enjoy a quiet day of rest, perhaps gather some food from the forest to celebrate your adventures when you return.  Much will be by for supper and conversation.  No need to hurry home!  I require only stories of your wonderful day."

"I will bring them to you, father," he said, distracted.  He stood at the door, hoping he had not forgotten anything.

Adam shuffled over and rested his hands on Robin proudly, then placed a kiss atop Robin's black curls and sent him off.  "Good luck!  Have great fun!"

"I shall," said Robin, feeling vaguely guilty.  He managed a small, weak smile, the unspoken secret caught behind his lips.  He nodded and then ducked out of the short door towards the dirt road.

His father followed and waved until Robin disappeared from sight.  "Remember everything for me!"

As soon as Robin crested the hill and headed down into the hollow, he paused.  He checked the small pouch at his waist to make sure the precious penny had not fallen out somewhere between the house and road.  

It was still there.

A quiet voice within warned him it was wasteful spending it on such a gamble.  But the opportunity?  He glanced back towards the land he and his father worked so hard to coax a bounty from every season, an earth which was becoming harsher and stingier in her returns.  If he won, it would mean an end to all their debts.

He patted the coin in the drawstring bag.  

It was worth the chance.  

And he continued on his way.

As he neared the festival grounds, the travelers on the road thickened.  Happy voices filled the air as the excitement built.  

"Off to the games, too?" asked a man as Robin passed.

"See you there!" Robin replied, adding speed to his steps.

"Fine, strong bow!  Is that made of yew?" teased a buxom girl as Robin jogged past.

Robin tucked his chin down and kept running.

"I'll be watching for you in the tournament, young archer!" called an elderly gentleman tottering along with a cane.  He took off his hat and spun it overhead as if to speed Robin along. 

A rosy-cheeked child skipped and danced, asking her parents if they were almost there.  In the distance, there were roars from the competitions, cheers and groans.  

The road bent.  

And Robin turned the corner.  

Revealed, stretched out as far as he could see, were the May Games.

Snapping pennants and bright tents littered the grassy field.  Pipes and drums mixed with the voices of the revelers.  Merry vendors called out, inviting Robin to taste their wares.  The colors and scents and sounds swirled into happiness.

He played with the coin.  All this could be his.  He could spend his penny and have such memories, memories of delights that would last his lifetime.  He could rest on his deathbed and think of the one May Games day when the world was his.

But with great will, he steeled his focus.  He narrowed his sight and blocked out all temptation.  It could all be his if he won.  He told himself it would all be his if he won.  But first, he was here for one reason and one reason only.  He squared his shoulders and walked towards the far end of the field.

As he neared the gathered men, he reminded himself that he had cured his own yew bows made from the Barnsdale trees since he was a beardless lad.  He fletched his own arrows.  His equipment was strong and true.  Any fault would lie only in his skill, and he had stolen out to the woods to train every day since he found the penny.  

He had practiced.  

He was prepared.  

He was ready.

It did not calm the pounding beat of his heart.

He fingered the penny once more.  He had watched the archery tournament since he was small.  Now it was his chance to join the line.  It would cost his entire windfall to enter, but the winner would win a purse of half the fees collected.  And this year, as if it was a sign from the heavens, the Sheriff of Nottingham had offered up one arrow of pure gold and one of silver to the two best archers at the tournament.

If he won just second place, he could trade the silver arrow for food and medicine for his father, never mind the fortune gold would bring.

After all, he was only a year older than King Henry, he told himself.  And if a man his age could fight the French and oversee an entire nation, it was not unreasonable to consider that a man of his age could win a game.

He looked down.  

His hands were trembling.

A friar in a coarse, brown robe was collecting the entry fee.  He waddled up to each of the contenders and held open his bag.  "Come on, lads!  For a good cause!  Half to God!  Half to ye!  Absolve yourself of half your sins with your entry fee!  And the other half?  Well, show the lads your skills, and they won't goad you into sinning again!  HEE HEE!"

Robin clutched his single coin tight in his fist.  Was he sure he could win?  Was he sure he was not squandering money that could put food on his father's table?  He thought of his father's gaunt face, his hollowed cheeks and sunken eyes.  A penny would never be enough to fill out his flesh.  Robin regarded the clinking bag of coins in the friar's palm, and bravely stepped forward.

"Good lad!" the friar announced as he held the bag out for Robin to drop in his coin.  "Saints preserve you and blessings upon your bow.  With an arm as strong as yours, you'll get your penny back soon enough!"  The friar lifted the bag.  "Who would challenge this brute and give him a run for this money!"  

Robin stepped aside to join the throng of other archers, realizing the friar paid the same blessings and praise upon all who put their coin in the purse.  He tried to distract himself by pulling out the string out from his quiver and notching it onto his small bow.  He prayed it did not break and ruin everything.

"ROBIN!" cried a voice.

Robin turned around and saw a mop of bright red hair.  A familiar face jumped up and down over the throng of people.

"WILL!" Robin yelled back.  "WILL SCARLOCKE!"

Will elbowed his way through the crowd to Robin's side.  He threw his freckled arms around Robin, clapping him on the back.  "How goes it, coz?"

Robin was not sure if he was relieved or anxious to have this distraction from the coming trial.  "What are you doing here?"

"Father gave me the day off."  He placed his hand aside his pale, thin mouth and whispered, "Rumor has it there are fair maids looking for a dance."  He waited for Robin's response, but Robin said nothing.  Instead, Robin fiddled with a pair of gloves and swayed, nervously peeking at the men surrounding them as if sizing them up.  Realization dawned.  "Are you entered in the archery tournament?"

Robin's eyes shifted.  "Yes?"

Will's jaw dropped and he gave a low whistle.  "Where'd you come up with the funds?  That's a lot of ale you could have bought."  He pointed over to the tents and gave Robin a nudge.  "I bet the friar would give you back your entry if you changed your mind.  Think of it, cousin of mine!  Ladies.  And ale.  For both of us!"

"I just had a chance.  I decided to take it.  Just... to try.  Once."

Will shook his head in mock disappointment.  "Well, each man must do what each man must do.  I will cheer loudly from the sidelines for you.  And don't you worry, cousin.  I shall make sure to find you a proper wench with a bosom ample enough in size to catch all your tears when you lose."  Will cupped his fingers in front of his chest.  "Will these be big enough?"  He held out his hands further.  "No, we're gonna need bigger.  Enormous!  There will be so many tears!  Massive tears!  All that coin.  Gone!"

Robin stared furiously at the ground, trying to pretend he did not know Will as a group of girls walked by, giggling with scandal at the bawdy pantomime.

"I'm not with him," Robin tried to explain to the maidens.

Will laughed.  "Relax, coz!" He opened his arms out wide like the entire world was at their feet.  "It is the May Games!"

The friar cinched the bag closed and a great cheer rose from the throng.  Robin realized that for a moment, his nervousness had been forgotten.  His cousin danced away, but Will paused to give Robin a knowing salute.  Robin wondered if that had been Will's plan all along.  He smiled as his cousin caught up with the girls.

"Follow me, boys!" said the friar, giving the entrants a friendly wave.  "Let us march down to the field!  Show off your arms to all the lovely lasses looking upon you!"  The friar gave the crowd a wink as the men paraded down the green.  Robin's face warmed as soft, feminine whispers and giggles followed his footsteps.  He had not practiced this part in his training.

Finally, the friar stopped them.  A line had been marked in the grass with a rope.  He pointed.  "Split yourselves!  Stand behind!  Twelve men at a time!  May your arrows fly true and strike the heart of your quarry:  those round, villainous straw targets at the far end of the field.  Slay them with a kill shot!  Now, men, I leave you here to face your fates as I join the May Games court!  God bless your every draw!"

Pipes and drums struck up a tune and the entire assembly exploded into cheers.  A distant procession made their way through the masses.  Excited, the friar toddled off toward a canopy made of leafy boughs and stood, waiting, beside empty chairs festooned with flowers.  Robin strained on his tiptoes to see the festival's court.  From the gathering, a woman stepped forward.

And time stood still.

Robin could not breathe.

She was tall and willowy.  Her dress was fine, but not rich.  Her unblemished skin was kissed with freckles where a man might dream to rest his lips.  Her hair was red like fire.  The more superstitious might say it was the mark of a witch, the curse of Judas.  But if it was a curse, let him be damned to hell.

"And the Queen of May!" said the fat friar, lifting a crown of hawthorn.  "The beautiful Maid Marian Leaford!"

The girl bent her knees, but still the friar had to stand on his tiptoes to place the wreath on her head.  The crowd laughed as, drunkenly, he lost his balance and their soon-to-be queen had to catch him.  As she righted him, he planted the circlet on her braided mane with one hand and patted it into place.

But the mirth was lost on Robin.  Instead, he only saw her gentle ministrations to a fool unworthy of her touch.

"Marian," Robin whispered, memorizing the taste of that name on his lips, the rumble of those words in his chest, and the warmth that spread through his veins at the sound of her laugh.

She whispered to the ladies beside her as the court took their seats, so unaware of him.  Something in his heart felt it might burst if some other man gained her favor, if she did not look his way.

Suddenly, the winner of last year's tournament stood to the side and raised his hat, dragging Robin's attention to the task at hand.  "Archers, ready!  On my mark, you will release!  May luck carry your arrows true!  Nock...  Draw...  LOOSE!"

Jarred back into the world, Robin realized the first line was already taking their shots.  Robin shuffled to take his place with the next.

Robin turned his body and warmed his bowstring, working it back and forth.  He noted the man beside him, a man who could have almost been his twin, except he was dressed in black and carried himself with the ease of a noble.  The man returned the appraising glance as Robin chose his arrow.

"Nock..."  

Nerves taut, Robin almost jumped.  He remembered not to rush, to stay focused, all that mattered was the target, not the others around him.  He placed his arrow on the string.

"Draw..."  

He inhaled, lifting his bow from the ground.  He pulled back to his anchor point.

"LOOSE!" shouted the winner, dropping his hat down.

Arrows sailed through the air.  Robin paused, and when he was ready, he released.  

The string of his bow twanged as his arrow took flight.  It happened so fast, he had no time to think.  It was in his hand.  He felt the shock of its release.  It was gone.  Where had it gone?

His arrow struck the center of the target.

A cheer rose from the multitude.  

The sight of it quivering in the braided straw made Robin feel as if he had already won.

"Step back, archers, and allow the next challengers to take your place!" the winner directed.

Robin shuffled back, his pulse pounding so loud he could hear it in his ears.  His attention flitted to the court beneath the bower.  Marian still laughed with her friends, but there was a moment when their eyes met, a moment when she gave him a congratulatory smile, a moment before she pulled away.  

It warmed him even more than striking the target.

"Excellent marksmanship," said the man dressed in black.

Robin dragged himself away from Marian, wanting nothing more than to be ready in case she cast her glance his way once again, but instead forced himself to say, "You, too."

"You should consider joining the Sheriff of Nottingham's archers," said the man with careful nonchalance.

"What?" asked Robin, his attention pulled back by the man's words.

"You have a natural talent.  You should put it to use.  Allow it to serve king and country," said the man.

It felt as if the heavens were shining on him.

Robin beamed as a foreign sense of pride swelled in his chest.  He had come down just to win a purse, but to be a mere shepherd and farmer and to have such words of praise shared with him by a competitor was almost too much.  "That... I... I had never considered such a possibility."

"The Sheriff is always needing skilled guards," said the other.  He leaned forward as if telling Robin a secret.  "In fact, I have been told he has men at these tournaments all over Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire scouting for talent just like yours."

"Really?" asked Robin, stunned.

"Think about it," said the other man.  "He pays six pennies a day for a good archer who can ride a horse.  I'd be happy to put in a word."

But their conversation was interrupted.  "We have a tie!  Many ties!  They must've all lit candles to Saint Sebastian this week!  God smiles down upon all these lads today!" announced the friar.  He pointed to Robin, his new friend in black, and a handful of other boys.  "Your bows have been blessed!  We go another round!  Back the target up fifty paces!"  

The pressure of the moment descended on Robin.  There were eyes, important eyes, on him.  It was not just a matter of a purse and a prize.  This could determine his entire future.  This could mean a better day for him and his father.  He wouldn't have to stay in the Sheriff's service long, just long enough to pay for his father's medicine and debts.  He contemplated the man beside him once again.  Was he one of the scouts?  Were his words an overture to something greater?

Robin realized he had been distracted while everyone around him had been preparing.  The winner from last year was already raising his hat.  "Nock..."  Robin scrambled to place his arrow on his string.  "Draw..."  He pulled back, rushed and harried.  "LOOSE!"

Robin knew it was not as good the moment the arrow left.  His string even snapped against his wrist, stinging with a harsh rebuke.  He cursed.  But once again, some heavenly power seemed to be on his side.  A stray wind must have aided him in the final stretch, for his arrow struck the center of the target.  

"We have yet another tie!" the friar called again.  

The friar pointed to only Robin and the man in black.  

"You anticipated nature well," said the archer in black.  "I imagine the Sheriff's people are quite interested in you now."

"Back up the target another fifty paces!" said the friar.

Everything was happening so fast.  Robin could barely keep up.

But then a young lady dressed in green, dark hair braided with daisies, skipped up to the friar's side and whispered in his ear.  

The friar held up a sober hand as he belched.  "Word just in from this gentle waiting woman.  Our fair queen has announced she shall bestow her favor upon any of these men who can shoot an arrow through her crown at over 200 yards!"

A gasp of delight rang out across the crowd as Marian stood, holding her hawthorn wreath aloft.  The friar took it from her and marched it down the field.  He placed it on the braided straw at the far end, framing the dead center of the target.  A mighty cheer then rose as the friar raised his hands in victory and toddled back to the viewing box.

This time, Robin could feel Marian's gaze upon him and the heat of her encouraging smile.  He did not dare look.  This was too important.  His entire future hung in the balance.  The target was so far away, it was almost impossible to see.  The drums beat.

The man in black let his arrow fly and it struck the target, perfectly centered in the middle of the wreath.  It was an incredible shot.  There was no way Robin could win.  His heart fell into his shoes.  

At least he had won the silver arrow, he tried to console himself.  

But the coveted prize now seemed tarnished.  He was about to lose the favor of both Marian and the Sheriff of Nottingham.  Neither would want him when the archer beside him had beaten him soundly and fair.

Robin stepped forward, taking his best arrow from his quiver.  

Carefully, he nocked it on his bowstring, resting the shaft on his thumb.  He closed his eyes, feeling the wind.  He tried not to think that he was about to come up second best in front of everyone at the fair.  He tried not to think about how for the rest of the Games, everyone would dismiss him as the one who lost.  He tried not to think of Marian placing the crown upon the man beside him.  

He pulled back his string.

He aimed.

And he let his arrow fly.  

He stared at it as it soared across the blue, cloudless sky.  An eternity passed as it hung in the air.  Another thousand years more before it made its descent.  He had no idea if he was on the mark or off.  He had no idea if he would be lauded a hero or laughed off the field.

"He has struck true!  This archer has struck true!  He has knocked aside the arrow of the Sheriff's own man!" declared the friar.

Robin gulped.  The man in black turned to him.  Though nothing had changed in his expression, his interest was strangely less appealing.  There was a threat to it.  It was the calculating look of a butcher eyeing livestock for fatness just before the slaughter.  "What's your name, lad?" he asked.

"Robert... that's my Christian name.  But people call me Robin," he replied, wetting his lips and almost wishing his arrow had not flown so well.  "Robert Hood... Robin... of Barnsdale."

"Robert Hode?"

"Hood."  He nervously released the string from his bow and wound it so it wouldn't get tangled.  He then placed everything in his large quiver.

"Right," said the archer, without another word.  He turned to walk away.

Robin called him back, offering out his hand.  "And yours?" 

The man seemed surprised.  "Guy.  Sir Guy of Gisborne.  I shall... remember your skill and speak with the Sheriff about you."  Guy clasped Robin's forearm, but almost as if he was using the opportunity to examine it for its strength.  "Don't wander off.  Allow me to buy you a congratulatory drink later."

The friar came waddling back with all the arrows and presented them to Robin.  Robin had no idea this was part of his purse, too.  To have an armful of fletched, iron-tipped arrows was a luxury beyond his dreams.  He and his father could hunt without fear.  He carefully put the precious tools away.

The friar then turned with the wreath and handed it outstretched in supplication to Maid Marian.  He then slapped Robin on the shoulder and ushered him toward the court.

"Come forward, lad!' said the friar.  "Come forward and receive your reward!"

Robin was frozen beneath the power of Marian's gaze.  His face burned.  His feet were clay.  His pulse beat its rhythm in his ears.  Maid Marian rose as slowly as a dream.  The corners of her mouth lifted with an amused smile.

"And what is your name, gentle archer?" she asked, her voice like the music of water on river rocks.

"Robert.  Robin.  Of Barnsdale," he choked.

She took a leafy bough covered in yellow cowslip flowers from one of her courtly maids.  "Kneel, Robin of Barnsdale!"  He did and bowed, as if receiving divine benediction.  She touched one shoulder, then the next.  "I do hereby declare you the winner of our archery tournament."  She gave the bough back to her friend with joyful solemnity and raised the hawthorn wreath with both hands.  With great ceremony, she lowered it until it rested on his head.  "And so, I crown you the finest archer in our games.  Rise, newest member of the May court!"  She took the bough back from her friend, kissed it, then handed it to Robin.  "Receive this favor from your queen!"

He took the leafy scepter and clutched it to his chest.  He felt as if he had never understood happiness until this moment.

"And take the purse and golden arrow owed to you!" she continued.  

Robin had forgotten his original reason for entering in the first place.  The money had been chased from his mind completely.  But Maid Marian clutched the purse first to her heart, then touched the arrow to her lips, and finally passed them both to him.  The throng of watchers cheered lustily.

But just as the weight of his prizes were laid upon his palms, his arms filled with more than he could carry, just as he felt his soul might overflow or explode into a million stars, a cry called across the grassy field.  "Robin!  Robin!"

He turned.  

It was Much.  

He was supposed to be with Robin's father.

Much never ran.  

Robin's blood turned cold.  

Much stopped at Robin's side, gasping.  He bent over to catch his breath.  "You must come!  It’s your father!  Come!"

The whole world crashed down.  

The raucous noise of the crowd turned to a hum of concern and worry.  Robin looked back at Marian.  He was frozen, unable to move, laden with boughs and prizes, a crooked wreath, and the confused memory of a bliss that was just there.  How had the world changed so much in just an instant?  Hadn't he just won an archery tournament?  He could not figure out what he was supposed to do.

"Go," she directed him, her face serious and sure.  "Go to your father now."

The words cut through the shock.

Robin took off across the grassy expanse, dropping the flowery bough, ripping off the hawthorn circle and not bothering to see where it landed.  He tossed the golden arrow in his quiver, its value now meaningless.  Confused voices followed him.  All the celebration, all the colors and laughter, became a sea of chaos as he fought his way through.  He lost Much.  He did not care.  What had happened to his father while he had been here reveling in the May Games?  His long legs ate the road between the festival and his home, stretching as far and as fast as they could.

Smoke curled on the horizon as he neared the farm.  Robin doubled his pace.  He burst into the clearing.  There were horses.  And men.  The Sheriff's men.  The thatch on his father's house was on fire.  There was a single nobleman with blond hair and a black surcoat.  The Sheriff.  The actual High Sheriff of Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire, and the Royal Forests was in front of his father's house with all of his guards.

The Sheriff turned and dropped his cold, blue eyes on Robin as he approached.

Robin ran up to the man, falling to his knees in exhaustion.  "Please, sir," he begged, gasping as he pointed at his home.  "What is going on?  My father?"

"The man inside was caught poaching the king's deer," the Sheriff replied, calling out the crime loudly so all could hear.  "This outlaw's buildings and lands are claimed by the Sheriff of Nottingham in the name of King Henry III!"  The Sheriff shouted, his voice escalated.  "As is right and good, we take all the belongings of Adam Hood and shall turn them over to the crown where they may be given to those who abide by his laws!"

The world spun.  

The seriousness of the charges suddenly explained everything.

"Is he alive?" asked Robin, the ash catching in his throat.

"He's inside," replied the Sheriff with an uninterested sniff.  "If he can crawl out to the forest, he shall live to see another day."

Robin felt the weight of the purse he had just won, the prize he had hoped would turn their fortunes around.  His father had said he might make a meal to celebrate the May Games.  Was this what he had done?  If Robin had not hoarded his penny and gone to the archery tournament, would his father have been driven to hunt the king's deer that day?  Was he, Robin, responsible for what was happening?  Had reaching beyond his station to win fortune for the Hood family called down the wrath of God?
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