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  Eavesdroppers

  
  




And much I thank thee of your comfort,

And of your courtesy,

And of your great kindness,

Under the green wood tree.

-Translated from A Lytell Geste of Robyn Hode










Betrayal.

Guy of Gisborne—Sir Guy of Gisborne now—had not visited Locksley in years. Not since Alys and Hob Fletcher were children. Now their cousin had returned on the eve of Hob and Robin of Locksley leaving for the Holy War to reclaim Jerusalem. Guy was there to talk to Alys’s parents about her future. Hob and Alys craned their necks to listen under the sill, their foreheads aglow from the glimmering fire light in the midst of the room. She’d been booted from the kitchen to let the adults speak, and only the fact that her older brother had been sent from the house as well calmed her indignation. Behind them stretched a carpet of green grasses leading up to acres of shorn sheaves of rye, streaked with highlights from the silver moon.

The cool grass pressed against her ankles in the waning glow of dusk. Alys plucked a few strands and strung them between her thumb and forefinger: one side raspy, the other smooth.

When she was a young girl, Da had snatched two verdant blades and positioned them between his hands before raising them to his lips. He’d blown and made a buzzing noise. Alys and Hob had rolled back, laughing. Da had called it playing the reeds. Though he had to tend the rye, manage the other villagers who farmed the Fletcher fields, and craft arrows, he always found time for Alys and Hob.

Now sixteen, Alys endured the sting of being barred from a conversation that concerned her fate. The rough side of the grass blade chafed her palm, and she grimaced.

“But without Alys,” Da’s voice, warm as the hearthstone on a winter’s day, drifted outside, “we won’t have enough hands for the fields, with Robert leaving on the morrow.”

Her parents, grandda, and Guy sat around the table in the middle of the kitchen. Their four shadows danced on the mud-brick wall; they looked ghoulish, darting with the flutter of the white-orange flames.

“I can talk with the sheriff,” Guy said. “Perhaps he will send her back to help with the harvest.” 

Alys mouthed: I don’t want to leave, Hob. She knew Ma hated that she still called her brother that. When Alys was little though, she never called him Robert, and she didn’t plan to start now.

Hob shook his head and pressed a calloused finger to his mouth.

Alys rolled her eyes. She hadn’t made a sound.

“It’s not a job for Alys we need,” Da said.

“She needs a husband,” Ma said. Normally, her voice made Alys think of the stream that cut between their land and the rest of Locksley village: cool, crisp, and refreshing. Tonight, however, her words sounded clipped and harsh, like ice floes cracking as winter gave way to spring.

Neither Da nor Grandda argued in Alys’s favor. Not this time.

“She’ll have a better chance,” Guy said with authority, “in the castle than in Locksley. My parents will not aid you if matters become difficult. My father would—” Guy’s voice dipped to a murmur, and Alys was unable to hear the end of his sentence. He picked up again, “—if he learned I’d even come here. The castle is her best chance for a future. Serving Maid Marian will place her before worthy suitors.”

Alys didn’t want to live in Nottingham Town; it was filthy and noisy, and there was no way she’d be able to continue practicing archery, playing soldier, and running through the fields of Locksley. How could Guy do this to her? He was the one who had trained her to fire a bow. He showed her and Hob how to ride a horse.

The day after Guy’s father had bought him his own pony, he’d ridden out to Locksley to visit. Guy called the pony Merlin, though Hob had suggested Barnaby. Merlin was brown with a white starburst on his face, and a white-gold mane and tail. When Alys asked if she could ride, Guy made a cradle with his hands, his fingers threaded together, and she’d put her foot in his palms to be hoisted onto the pony’s bare back. Her heart had almost ceased at the thrill. Never had she been so tall! Guy showed her how to weave her hands into his mane and promised next time there’d be a saddle, but Alys preferred the pony’s bare back. She had felt the soft, yet tickling, itching hair of the creature. Merlin’s breaths expanded his rib cage between her knees. The pony wore a rope for a bridle, and Guy walked ahead, leading the animal with Alys atop it. Hob tagged along, awaiting his turn and trying to convince Alys to dismount. It hadn’t taken many more visits before Alys rode on her own.

How could Guy try to rip her from freedom after he’d been the one to teach her what it was? How could he expect her to enclose herself in stone walls, courtly customs, and a maidservant’s life?

“We’re eternally grateful for you and your kindness, Sir Guy,” Ma said.

“I’ll come for Alys the day after tomorrow.” A chair scraped against the wooden floor. The other chairs echoed Guy’s.

Alys reached for her brother’s hand and squeezed hard. She glanced around at the cleared rye fields that abutted her family’s three-room farmhouse and drew in a slow, deep breath. The Locksley air smelled sweet, and Alys needed to trap the aroma of a sunbaked harvest forever.

A tug on her arm. Hob was on his feet. “Move away from the window,” he hissed.

Alys stood and followed. They ran to the middle of the field where they wouldn’t be overheard or have to meet Guy again that night. 

I don’t want to see Guy again, ever. Alys sat next to Hob and crisscrossed her legs, creating a valley with her skirt. She plucked a few fallen rye stalks and dropped them in. “Can I march with you tomorrow?”

Hob scoffed. “Alys, you’re a decent shot, but I don’t think Robin or the king would welcome me bringing my sister to war.”

Alys gave Hob a playful shove. “I could follow the army to help cook and clean.”

Hob scowled and rubbed his shoulder. “You’re a dreadful cook. Wouldn’t do to poison Robin.”

“I am not a dreadful cook. I’m… a fair cook who has never poisoned anyone on purpose or by accident. And what would Ma say if she heard you refer to him as Robin instead of his lordship?”

“Robin says to call him Robin.”

“That doesn’t mean you should. He acts like your friend, and you follow him to take up arms. Do you… do you even believe in it? That you need to crush the infidel Turks?”

Hob picked at a broken stalk. “No. Do you?” He tossed the stalk in with the ones Alys had gathered. “But I don’t want to be a peasant, either.”

“I don’t get to go to war, so it doesn’t matter whether I believe in it. But why don’t you want to be a farmer? Few rye stalks have ever stabbed a man.”

Hob shook his head. “Hunger will kill a man. If I go to the Holy Land, to battle for God and country in Jerusalem, Alys, I can come back distinguished. Honored. You’ve seen me with a bow. You’ve watched me with a sword. A spear.”

“Take care, brother. You sound prideful, and that’s a sin.” She shoved his shoulder again, lighter this time, and he rolled back onto the broken stalks, chuckling. “I loathe that you can leave for war and find your honor, and I must marry a man to get mine. And even then, mine would be mostly reliant on a husband’s.”

“We cannot play heroes together forever. Life isn’t like that.”

Alys looked back at the house. The door opened and Guy stepped out like he owned not merely the farmhouse, but the entire village. Soon he would. The new sheriff had already appointed Guy to run Locksley in Robin’s absence. Alys watched him stride over to his gelding, ease the reins from a tree, and mount the horse. He was taller than the last time she’d seen him, but it’d been years. His shoulders were broader, too, and Alys wondered if she could still out-shoot him with a bow and arrow. 

Guy is only trying to help. Alys pushed aside the thought, along with the knowledge that her cousin was a decent sort of man. At least if Hob had to go to the Holy Land, and Alys had to go to Nottingham Town, their parents and Grandda would be all right. Guy would look after them. 

At least she hoped Guy would watch after her family. Trying to help or not, she didn’t think he was doing a great job of looking after her, taking her away from home like this. But if both Alys’s parents and Grandda wanted to send her away to the castle, Alys knew there was little she might do to protest.

Hob and Alys stretched out on their backs and stared at the stars as they peeked out. 

I wonder if they’ll look the same in the Holy Land. It would take Hob almost six months to get there. Alys looked over at her brother; he had the Fletcher nose: long, pointed, and too large for his head. His eyes were close together, like hers, and both of them had slim, long faces. When they were little, sometimes they would go with Grandda to the market in Town. People who didn’t know them mistook Alys for a lad because she looked so much like Hob. Once, Ma had shorn her hair short because Alys kept getting it tangled and refused to let Ma comb out the knots—at first glimpse, even the villagers in Locksley confused her for her brother.

“Maybe I should disguise myself,” Alys said.

“No,” Hob said right away. “That’s a worse plan than coming with me as you are. You’d be arrested. You know what falls upon girls who dress as youths.”

“It’d be worth it.”

“Why? At least if you’re in Town, you can return for each harvest. Besides, it’s war, not a game.”

“You know I can shoot as well as—or better—than you.” Alys turned and braced herself up on one elbow.

“And what happens if the line breaks? And the Saracens run at you brandishing swords? It’s not enough, Alys. Besides, if the king’s men discovered you, you’d be hanged… if you were lucky.”

Alys dropped back onto the ground with a groan. “That’s the worst law ever. Who cares what I wear?”

Hob sighed. “I don’t. You know I’d let you do whatever you choose. But I’m not in charge.”

They observed the skies in silence until the late summer night chilled their faces. When they were certain Guy had left, they rose and made their way back home. Alys kicked stubborn rye stalks, so they broke and buckled to the earth, like subjects bowing before their liege lord.
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Hastily I will prepare, said the knight,

Over the salty sea,

And see where Christ was quick and dead,

On the mount of Calvary.

-Translated from A Lytell Geste of Robyn Hode










Inside, Da and Grandda had already retired to bed; Grandda snored in the adjacent chamber, and Hob shuffled off to join them. The men bedded down in one room, and Alys and Ma shared the room on the other side of the kitchen. Ma was still cleaning the kitchen, which smelled of pottage and sun-warmed herbs: rosemary, sage, and thyme. She was a slim but strong woman. She pushed the rag over the bench like she was trying to bore through the wood. Alys was the image of her ma, only younger. Taking up another tattered remnant to help wash, Alys dipped it in a pail of water on the floor.

“I don’t want to go to Town, Ma.” No point in being timid as Guy was coming for her in two days’ time.

“Alys, not tonight. Please.” Ma scoured the kettle since Alys was tending to the table. She gathered scraps for the hogs at Robin’s manor house. Robin always shared pork with his peasants, so they shared scraps when they were able to spare them.

“But Ma.” Alys stood up straight, scrubbing abandoned. “You need me here.”

“You should be someone’s bride by now.” 

Alys wrinkled her nose.

“Why do you not wish to wed?”

“Why don’t I desire a husband? A man to order me where to go, what to do, how to think?”

“It is not always like that. Look at your Da and me.”

Alys started to clean again.

“It is a girl’s best chance, a suitable marriage.”

Alys scrubbed harder. 

There must be some speck of dirt I haven’t discovered yet.

“And Maid Marian cannot be bride to all the eligible suitors in Nottingham.”

“That doesn’t mean they will favor me instead, Ma. We aren’t the only two women of marriageable age.” Alys dropped the rag in the bucket, wrung it out, and pushed it over the board with greater force. She wondered how to explain to her ma that she’d never noticed a man except to wonder at his prowess with a bow or his seat on a horse as measured against herself.

“But you will be there—your life will be exciting, Alys. You should be in the castle. It is what is due to our family.”

“Your family forgot who we were when you married Da.” Alys knew as soon as she heard those words in her own voice, she shouldn’t have said it. Even in the disappearing light of the fading fire, Ma looked like someone had smacked her. Alys wanted to atone, but the words withered on her tongue, replaced by a sour taste.

Ma rinsed her rag and returned to cleaning the kettle. “Sir Guy hasn’t neglected us. He’s not yet married…”

“I am not marrying Guy.” Guy, who wished to take Alys away from her family. From the farm. From Locksley. Guy, who would rather have a bride who preferred to be married. Who wanted to be a lady. Someone who would boss around the servants who kept house. Alys learned how to manage the house but she’d rather do anything else. No, not anything else—be a warrior, like Hob, fight for honor and truth and justice.

“If he proposes, you will. You can’t afford to reject a man like Guy.”

Alys chucked the rag into the wash bucket and tore out of the kitchen. She heard Ma call after her, but let her name roll off her back. That night, Alys wished they didn’t share a room. She wished there was space around the hearth for the wool blanket and mass of hay that formed her bed.

Sleep was as unwelcome as the next dawn. Alys prayed to God to suspend time, to stop the war or send her instead, to stop Hob from leaving, to stop Guy from delivering her to the castle. Alys closed her eyes and knew God would answer none of her pleas.

* * *

The sun had no right to shine the day Alys said her farewell to Hob. It had no right to glint off the point of his spear, or on the lighter strands of his hair. Or on the blades of the other men lined up to march with Robin south to Portsmouth and onto a ship bound for places Alys could only imagine. Coal-black clouds should have coated the sky. Better still if the heavens had opened, and torrents fell to the earth; storms might have prevented Hob’s departure.

Although Hob was older than Alys, they had never perceived that difference. Alys wasn’t sure if that meant Hob was too childish or she wasn’t childish enough, but it’d never mattered. They’d found joy playing hide and seek on the farm or in the village, sitting with Da as he fashioned arrows, and recounting tales that dated all the way back to before William of Normandy claimed the throne.

Alys pulled Hob close and held fast. “Don’t you dare perish or forget your way home.”

He gave her a one-armed hug since he perched his spear on the opposite shoulder. Hob had already said farewell to their parents and Grandda, but they had to go to Nottingham Town today for the market. Hob lifted her with his free arm, and Alys could feel his smile against the side of her head. “I don’t aim to.” He set Alys back down on the ground.

The village green was full of peasants-turned-soldiers. They seemed out of place, surrounded by the kirk, smithy, bakehouse, and wisewoman’s cottage. In the distance, sparrow song lilted on the breeze.

“And bring me something back.”

“What would you have me bring?”

“Saracen arrows. Or a bow, if you can manage.” They’d heard from Da that the arrow tips were different—narrower but still able to pierce armor—and that the bows were shorter and lighter, but still powerful. Alys always thought her da’s arrows were both graceful and powerful, but that didn’t stem her curiosity to learn how archery worked elsewhere in the world.

“Any other demands?” Hob adjusted his spear, so the point caught the sunlight again.

Alys’s smile dimmed. “Yes. One more. Don’t kill anybody unless you have to.”

He shuffled his weight from one foot to the other. “Robin said the Pope himself absolves us of slaughtering any Saracens in order to recover Jerusalem.”

Alys tried not to imagine her brother on the battleground. She struggled not to see Saracen soldiers surrounding him with their curved sabers, slender-barbed arrows, and shortened bows. Hob pushing his spear through them. Or blood—anyone’s blood—splattered on golden sand. Alys pictured herself in Hob’s place and believed she’d always had more soldier in her than he did. “It should be me going. You know I’m a better shot than you.”

“Alys…” Hob put distance between them. 

Alys almost swooned under a swell of panic. 

Don’t leave. Not yet. She stepped closer to her brother and hugged him again. “Try to stay out of the worst of it then.” 

“I’m marching to war, not a fair.” Hob sounded agitated. He almost never became impatient with her. “I don’t doubt I’ll have to fight.” He tightened his grasp on the spear, and the point rotated out of the sun’s rays.

Around them, other men said goodbye to kinfolk, friends, and animals. Their voices were like the flutter of rustling leaves. The sour aroma of yeast was in the air, wafting from the chimneys and windows of the alehouse and bakehouse.

“War is going to transform you, and I demand my brother back, not someone else.”

“Everything changes, Alys.”

“No, it doesn’t. Our family has lived here for generations. We’ve farmed this land for generations. Were it not for the king, were it not for our lord’s crusade for honor and prestige—”

“A minute ago, you declared you would rather go than me. And do not speak of Robin in that disparaging way. I’m proud to fight for our family, for Nottingham, for England, for… for Christendom.” He sounded like he was struggling to recite a speech. Alys figured these were Robin’s words, regurgitated like bile.

She sucked her teeth. “I would declare anything to keep you in England. Besides, you know I’m right. As for Robin…”

“Come on, you always admired him.”

“Not anymore. Not after taking you away.”

Hob rested a hand on her shoulder. “Would you rather I served another? At least he’ll look out for us. He’s my best chance of coming back home.”

Alys didn’t want to admit that Hob spoke true. Robin of Locksley was honorable and had always treated everyone in the village better than most lords treated their peasants. But he was still taking her brother away from all he knew and loved to travel thousands of miles and fight. And for what? “You could remain home. Farm the land.”

“I can’t leave with you angry at me for it.”

“Fine, then I won’t forgive you and you’ll have to remain.”

Hob dropped his chin and pressed his lips together. Alys knew it was no good; she’d never been able to hold a grudge against him for two days, let alone the months it would take for him to reach the Holy Land. The years, perhaps, to fight and win and return. Hob was correct; if he didn’t answer Robin’s call, he might have to fight for some other lord. Alys’s breath shuddered.

“Wait here,” she said, and turned away. Alys glanced over her shoulder and planted him to the earth with her gaze, like he might disappear at any moment. She ran to the head of the line, in the shadow of the kirk’s bell tower. There were about fifty men standing by to become soldiers, to follow Robin out of Locksley, out of England, out of Europe. Right now, they milled around like trees in a wood, standing in random clumps. But soon they would stand shoulder to shoulder, and eventually they would brace against the onslaught of another army. When she spotted Robin, she bowed and caught her breath. “My lord.”

“Alys Fletcher,” Robin said, a smile warming his tone. “Hob told me you requested to join our ranks. I’d welcome you if I could. Unless you want to follow, cook, and clean for us?” Robin wasn’t taller than most men, nor stronger than most, but his bearing made him stand out, somehow made him seem larger than all the others. Part of Alys wanted to cower, to show the deference she knew was due to him.

Instead, she straightened. “I request to go instead of my brother. To fight.” Despite what she’d said to Hob the night before, she had no desire to play maid to a company of soldiers—she didn’t even want to do so for Maid Marian. But she wasn’t ready to give up on Hob. 

He’d flay me if he knew what I just said. Alys eyed Robin. He always looked fit to pounce, but with a grin that might mask a joke or a trick. Like a fox. “We need him here.”

“Your brother already made a commitment. I’ve made a commitment. To the king. To bring fifty men from Locksley to the Holy Land.”

Alys clenched her jaw. “Then you owe me a pledge, too.” Robin didn’t owe her anything. He could banish her from Locksley if he wished, or he could have her shut up in the bowels of Nottingham Castle. But Hob was worth the risk.

Robin crossed his arms. Some men around them oohed and snickered and hailed her as a firebrand.

“Promise you’ll bring him back. Alive.” 

What a preposterous promise to demand of men marching to war. But Alys needed it, all the same. She trampled the truth down until it was so small that the thought seemed naught but a murky memory. “Hob isn’t just another field hand.” Alys took a deep breath. “My lord, he mended your hound’s leg when that cart struck the poor creature. He fished the river with you. He has been as perfect a companion as he has been a subject.” She followed each heavy breath in and out of her lungs while she waited for Robin to answer no. To call her impertinent. To banish her. To issue some unimagined punishment.

“We’re headed into war,” Robin said. “Such guarantees are not—”

Alys tightened her fists at her sides until her nails cut into the creases of her palms. “Promise me, my lord. Promise me that and I promise—I promise Maid Marian will wait for your return.” Alys knew Robin loved Maid Marian because Guy had told her once that the pair had pretended to marry when they were young. Marian, a couple of years older than Alys, was no doubt under pressure from her guardian, the crown, to wed.

Alys knew offering this oath to Robin was a risk. That youthful romance might not extend into the practicality of adulthood. Maybe Robin was like her and had no wish to marry anyone. After all, he’d not yet asked for Maid Marian’s hand. Maybe he was ruminating on an appropriate punishment for Alys’s boldness.

Then the slightest flicker of his expression told Alys that she had him. She’d been right: Robin pined for Marian. Robin asked, “And how would you keep your word?”

“Sir Guy comes tomorrow to bring me to the castle to serve as her handmaiden. I could… I’m clever enough to see that either she rejects her other suitors while you’re gone or that they reject her.” Alys felt like Robin’s heart was beating so loud and so hard that the pulse was tangible in the air, and as loud as the measured, heavy, grinding turn of the millstone. Could she stop Marian from marrying another? Alys was not certain. What else did she have that Robin would ever want? Da already supplied him with arrows, and the rye her family grew already fed the entire village. Alys owned nothing except her wits and her skill with a bow. If he would not lead her to the Holy Land as a warrior, she had no other currency with which to bargain. 

God forgive me for making a promise I might be unable to keep.

For a moment, Robin scratched at his chin where a short beard outlined his jaw. It seemed like the others had all disappeared, and it was just Robin and her in this field, bartering for Hob’s safety and Marian’s hand. The bleating sheep and singing birds were muted. The bell in the tower was still. Even the river had stopped running behind the kirkyard and orchard. What was Robin’s heart’s desire worth to him?

He thrust his hand out so fast that Alys jumped a little, fearful he might strike her for her presumptions. She heard the laughter of the villagers-turned-soldiers around her; the world moved and sounded and smelled again. Robin wasn’t trying to hit her; he was offering his agreement. Alys reached forward and shook. His grip was firm, but he didn’t crush her fingers. 

“You have my word, Alys Fletcher. I will do all in my power to see Hob home safe.”

“And you have mine, my lord. I will do all in my power to unite you and Maid Marian upon your return.”

Robin released her hand and turned back to the men.

Alys ran the length of the line to Hob and threw her arms around him. “Be careful.”

Hob’s face split into a smile. “Don’t fret, Alys. I’ll do my best to come home. I don’t think this war will take long anyway, with King Richard the Lionheart leading the charge.”

“It had better not.”

They hugged again.

“What was that about, anyway?” he asked.

Alys shook her head. “I wanted to find out how long it would take for word to reach us. You better write to me, Hob Fletcher.” Their Ma, having learned her letters, had taught them. In all of Locksley, aside from Robin and her ma, Hob and Alys were the only ones who had learned how to read and write, though the innkeeper knew his numbers.

“I could have told you that.”

One last hug, then Alys stepped back to watch him leave. She kept her eyes fixed to the back of her brother’s head until he mixed and melded with the others.

Alys would have stood under the morning sun until it warmed to midday and beyond if there weren’t chores to do at home. She longed to see the men leave the village, march toward Sherwood and the road that wove between its trees. Alys knew if she did that, she’d collapse in the nearby meadow and the whole day would go to her tears. 

Her path home, past the mill, was slow and dogged, each step dragging in the dirt and over the bridge, and then through the rushes on the floor once she reached home. Through the window, Alys spotted the villagers who helped work their fields, their heads bobbing as they collected the remnants of the year’s crop. 

Standing before the fire that warmed the room and the belly of the kettle, Alys would have thought the cold in her stomach would have dissipated. But she couldn’t shake the fear that if Hob returned to England, she wouldn’t recognize him.
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And when they came to Nottingham,

They walked in the street,

And with the proud sheriff, it was,

Soon again they [did] meet.

-Translated from A Lytell Geste of Robyn Hode



The morning after Hob left, Guy came to retrieve Alys from her family’s farm. She made no commotion about leaving this time, but packed her one spare dress and apron—wrapped around a fletched arrow—in a satchel, and met him in the kitchen. The air smelled of pottage, and it hooked into her like she was a fish in a barrel. There was no choice but to go with Guy, to keep her pledge to Robin, so he would uphold his vow to her. 

“Go ahead and say your farewells; I shall wait outside.” Guy avoided looking her in the eye. “There will be the chance to see your family each month if you please, when you have a day off from your duties.”

Alys nodded. To see her family more often would fill her heart, but she did this for Hob. A promise to Robin kept should yield a promise from him held aloft as well. After Guy stepped out of the farmhouse, she could see his silhouette against the early sun through the open window. Guy patted the nose of one of two horses. Alys crossed the kitchen, closed the shudders, and hugged her grandda first. Grandda had once been a brawny fellow, but age and decades of work had twisted his back.

“Don’t fret, Grandda, I will be here on occasion to help plant and reap.” 

For a minute, Alys wished she could shelter in her grandda’s protective embrace forever. Ma may have shown her how to read and write, but every ounce of wit and sense she had came from Grandda. In this moment, she relived every evening by the hearth, listening to stories of his youth. Listening to how the world had changed, how the village had changed—and the ways it had remained the same over so many decades. A favorite of these tales was when he told her about his first wheelbarrow. Not because of the wheelbarrow itself. The story appealed to Alys because that had been a time of bountiful harvest that led to a village festival. “The wheelbarrow,” he’d say, “overflowed with so much rye I could have lost a house in it.” 

“I don’t worry about you, Alys.” Grandda’s voice was grizzled and gruff. “There’s no doubt in my mind you’ll manage.” He released her.

Alys wanted nothing more than to crawl back into another hug. But she had to say goodbye to her parents, too—and Guy was waiting. She hugged Da next. Da was a copy of his own father, but his hugs had not yet softened with time. He had hair like thatch: what remained on his head was golden with streaks of brown and stick straight. Deep-set, discerning eyes were warmed by the crinkles at the corners when he grinned. Alys waited until he let go so she could draw a whole breath again. “Save some arrows for me to fletch.” 

Da chortled. “Alys, how many hours do you think there are in a day that you’ll be able to help harvest and craft arrows? Will you tell your ma that you’ll help her cook and clean, too?”

Alys smiled. “If I could, I would shoot the sun and pin it to the sky to give us many days in one.” 

But Alys didn’t pledge to help with chores when she embraced Ma. She’d never liked them the way she’d enjoyed farming or crafting arrows. If asked, she would help, but she perceived her role as Maid Marian’s handmaiden would be chores all day long. Was it unjust to crave something different on her one day with her kin each month? 

“Maybe when you return, it will be with word of a suitor,” Ma said.

Alys sighed. “I would not anticipate such tidings.”

“I love you. I will always hope for you. Write to me, Alys. Through your letters, I wish to experience the castle.” 

With a smile, Alys pulled away and dragged her feet to the door. There, she turned. The light in the kitchen was gloomy and dusty. Alys knew that though she could return in a month, unlike Hob, she—and everything—would be different. Childhood had lived its days in this house and the neighboring fields, and now that was over. Her years of sporting and practicing archery with Hob and Guy were over. They were over before moving to the castle, but Alys didn’t realize it until it was time to leave behind the place that had nurtured those fond recollections.

On a shaky sigh, Alys stepped out into the blinding light. “I’m ready, Guy.” Ready as she’d ever be to leave behind her home. Ready as she’d ever be to leave behind Locksley.

Guy nodded and mounted his gelding. Alys mounted the mare; they steered the horses toward the road heading to Town. 

“What’s the castle like, Guy?”

“Tall,” he said. “Cold in some places, warm in those rooms with a fire.”

“Many people live and work there? You live there, right?”

“I did. I’ll be dividing my days between the castle and Locksley now, while Robin is in Jerusalem.”

“So you’re my liege lord now?” 

Not bad being a cousin of the lord.

Guy shook his head and snapped the reins. His horse nickered and trotted forward. Alys’s horse followed. “The sheriff will be your liege now. But we’ll see one another. I am at the castle most days. I’ll look in on you.” A curious smile—one Alys had not noticed before—stretched across his face. He wasn’t teasing her. Alys couldn’t guess what thoughts Guy entertained, but decided perhaps the sun was in his eyes.

“Thank you. I welcome your good will. Especially considering—well, you don’t have to.”

“I am my own man, Alys. My father’s will no longer dictates my actions.”

Alys smiled and laughed aloud. “They never did. You started visiting us since as far back as I can recall.”

“Yes, well, I had to practice bossing someone around.”

Alys spent the remainder of the ride to Town reliving her childhood once more, to commit it to memory, as though the castle might seize her earliest memories from her. 

* * *

She’d never ridden through Town. People jumped out of their way, pulled children out of the street. Some dipped their heads in deference to Guy. He became aloof, his face like a statue, frozen in stoic gravity. Alys couldn’t help but notice the poverty that plagued the townspeople. Children with no shoes. Beggars with palms open to the heavens. A one-legged man using the wall of a derelict building for support, daub crumbling between his fingers.

The closer they got to the castle, the more serious Guy became, the more Alys realized that even the memories of her youth didn’t have a place here. This place was severe. This was where edicts were issued, where justice was carried out, and though she’d never met the sheriff, she thought he’d be like the castle itself: imposing and immovable.

They passed beneath a portcullis that reminded Alys of the teeth of some enormous beast, ready to snap down on those who tried to breach the gate without approval. After they dismounted, a squire received their horses. Alys tried to watch where he led them, but Guy told her not to dawdle. He guided her up the steps into the keep, the part of the castle where the wheels of authority turned. Alys was certain some invisible spirit had tightened a cinch around her breast, like she’d never be able to draw a deep breath in this place.

Torches in iron brackets along the walls replaced daylight. Between them alternated weapons, shields, and tapestries depicting battle. It felt like the castle might wage war. Alys wanted to rip one of those shields down and shelter under it. Her shoulders slouched as she followed Guy, eyes wide to take it all in. A pair of guards passed them, their chain-mail rattling like coins with each stride. They each gave Guy a nod, but ignored Alys; she spun to watch their retreat.

“Come on, Alys,” Guy said. “We haven’t all morning.”

She scurried to catch up behind him. Guy led her through what seemed like a maze of corridors and up a vast set of stone steps to a pair of doors. Oak studded with iron. Guy raised his arm and pounded on the door with the meat of his fist. From beyond the doors, a deep voice bid them to enter.

Guy opened the doors and stepped through. Alys couldn’t see around him.

“My lord.” Guy bowed his head and shuffled to the side. “My cousin, Alys Fletcher.”

The sheriff was tall, with a ring of hair around his skull, the top bald as a monk’s pate—except he didn’t wear the humble vestments of a monk. Ermine-trimmed leather draped him. His eyes were hard, and his lips formed a grim line as he pressed them together.

Beside her, Guy said, his voice a clenched-teeth whisper, “Curtsy.”

Alys felt her body obey, but her back was rigid, which made her anything but graceful. “M—my lord. I thank you for this position.”

The sheriff picked at his teeth with the tip of his tongue, then turned to spit a morsel onto the stone floor. Tall, thin windows, paned with flattened horn, stretched from knee to eye-height behind him. Though they weren’t shuttered, the light seemed unable to penetrate the severity of the chamber. It scarce touched him. Most of the light came from the fires burning in the grates at either end of the room. The sheriff leaned back against an immense table and studied Alys, then Guy. “Mouse of a thing, isn’t she?” He waved a hand in dismissal. “No matter. I’m certain she’ll learn to carry a few buckets of water up for Marian each morning.”

Alys straightened. “My lord, I am strong.”

When Guy swung his head around to glare at her, the whites of his eyes showed. He shushed her.

The sheriff chuckled. “Spirited too, to speak out of turn.” He pushed away from the table and strutted right up to Alys, within arm’s reach. He smelled of leather and wine. To Guy, he said, “Robin of Locksley has been too lenient with his peasants, it seems.” The sheriff turned back to Alys. “Disrespect me again, girl, and you’ll spend the night in the stocks.”

Alys felt dizzy. She bowed her head and closed her eyes, slid one hand into her satchel and clutched her spare gown wrapped around the arrow. She swallowed bile. 

What would he do if he knew I held an arrow? Few may bear arms in the castle. Guy was permitted because he was the master at arms. “Yes, my lord.”

“Good girl. Obedience to authority will carry you far.”

When Alys looked up, he had returned to his table to sit behind it and examine some parchments spread on its surface. One of them was a map. Of England? It looked like England. Guy had drawn it in the dirt for her once. She yearned to creep closer, to spy what else was on that table. She’d never seen so many parchments in one place before. But Guy moved in front of her and herded her into the corridor.

Then they were hurrying through another maze of weapon-lined passages. Alys wanted to ask Guy if the sheriff was always so curt. She wanted to ask Guy not to be cold with the families of Locksley like he was with her here. But she
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