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Once upon a time, a seventeen year old girl decided to try her hand at writing a retelling of the legend of Robin Hood, only to become entangled in the world she had created for a solid eight years. Once upon a time, that same girl did an internet search on how to self-publish and immediately did exactly that with her first Robin Hood book, Lucy’s Legend: A Robin Hood Story.

For those of you who might have read the original, THANK YOU. That young girl is still floored that anyone reads her books at all. For those of you who have no idea what I’m talking about, let me explain...

When I started self-publishing I did so under the name Amanda Grace. The series I lovingly refer to as the OG Robin Hood series, five books in total, were all under that name. Lucy’s Legend is the one that started it all. Only the second complete novel young me had ever written, it was my first foray into publishing and I most definitely would not be where I am today without it.

Eventually I switched over to writing under Mandi Grace, but I left my old books behind me for several years. The sequel Robin Hood series (Return to Sherwood) was my only Mandi Grace work. And then one day I decided to move all of my books under one name—and while doing so, revisit and rewrite the old ones to give them a more polished story and brand new covers. This is what you hold in your hand today.

Rewriting Lucy’s Legend and turning it into the Legend of the Thief was an interesting, sometimes frustrating, always magical adventure. It was emotional and nostalgic to revisit my beginnings; it was horrifying to see how truly atrocious my writing used to be; it was liberating to accept young me and her work and be at peace with it. The whole crazy experience was filmed and is on my YouTube channel if you desire to watch the highs and lows of rewriting a book nearly a decade after its first conception.

This new Legend of the Thief is twice as big as the one seventeen year old me wrote and, I hope, twice as good.
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to the seventeen year old with a dream.

to Lucy’s Legend.
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Prologue
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MARI-LU DANCED ON her toes, reaching up to grasp Aunt Lucy’s hand and tug imploringly. “Please, Auntie Lucy, please?”

Aunt Lucy, graceful as always to Mari-Lu’s young eyes, lifted a wrinkled hand and placed it on Mari-Lu’s small head. There were seventy years that spanned the gap between little Mari-Lu and her great-grandmother—the woman everyone in Nottinghamshire referred to as their Aunt Lucy, though she was actually an aunt to only a few. Mari-Lu had adopted the name, as it was far easier to say than ‘great-grandmother Lucy.’

“Please!” Mari-Lu let her big blue eyes—so reminiscent of Aunt Lucy’s old ones—get as wide and innocent as she dared, her seven-year-old heart skipping a few beats as she waited for Aunt Lucy to agree to her request.

Not far from the imploring child and her great-grandmother was the mother of the young one, Marian, wife of Robin—not THE Robin Hood, of course, but rather his grandson.

Marian sat in the soft green grass with her back to an aged, smooth stone carved with an inscription. The inscribed stone stood straight and proud in the center of an old meadow, and it was there that Marian had brought her daughter to hear Aunt Lucy’s story.   Aunt Lucy lowered herself to a fallen log and Mari-Lu perched at her feet, still holding her hand and imploring. Marian could remember when she was a child, not so long ago, and would beg Aunt Lucy in the same fashion, entreating her to tell the story one more time. Of all the members of the original gang who had sequestered in Sherwood Forest and fought the good fight all those years ago—the ones who had lived long enough for Marian to know them anyway—Aunt Lucy was the best story teller.

That may have been part of the reason Aunt Lucy was the keeper of the family history and the one who entertained the village children with stories of the great Robin Hood and the days of Sherwood, though she rarely told the entire tale in one sitting.

“Please, please, please!”

Finally, the graceful Aunt Lucy spoke through the little girl’s pleas, her voice gentle, “What do you want to know?”

At last being given the invitation she wanted, Mari-Lu scrambled into Aunt Lucy’s lap. “The whole story!”

“It’s a long one,” Aunt Lucy warned.

Mari-Lu had heard pieces of the story before; anyone who lived in Nottinghamshire had heard Aunt Lucy telling her tales. You could not escape such things so close to the very places Robin Hood had lived, where his story was born. Robin Hood himself had enjoyed spinning tales of his youth until his death four years prior. But the entire story? That would be a rare treat indeed. Even Marian leaned forward to hear what Aunt Lucy might say.

Aunt Lucy brushed a lock of little Mari-Lu’s brown hair out of her eyes, and Mari-Lu reached up to mirror the movement with Aunt Lucy’s grey hair. Her face was wrinkled and weathered compared to the vibrant glow of youth of Mari-Lu’s, her skin thin and papery where Mari-Lu’s was soft and supple. Yet Marian knew that the elderly Aunt Lucy had once been a strong young woman whose heart and courage had been tested to the fullest extent.

“Please, Aunt Lucy,” Marian could handle the suspense no more than her daughter could. “Tell her your story.”

“But where do I begin?” Aunt Lucy smiled, her gentle voice carrying across the empty meadow. “This tale does not begin with me.”

As Aunt Lucy opened her mouth to speak further, the story transported Marian to memories of her childhood and hearing the tales from Aunt Lucy and Robin Hood, and even great-uncle Mark when he’d been in a story-telling mood. Her daughter hadn’t known the original members of the gang, and would grow up with only memories of Aunt Lucy, which saddened Marian. They had all been remarkable in their own ways, and she was eager for her daughter to hear their stories.

Mari-Lu stared transfixed at Aunt Lucy’s face, as arrested by the story as any child could be.

“See, this story begins not with me, but in the village of Wetherby a few miles outside of the city of Nottingham, with a girl named Marian.”

Mari-Lu clapped her hands. “My mama!”

Aunt Lucy laughed and so did Marian. Mari-Lu might have heard pieces of the story before, but she was only seven after all, and the passage of time was not a concept with which she was familiar.

“No, sweet child, your father’s grandmother. The wife of a legend. But I am getting ahead of myself. When this story begins, Marian and the great Robin Hood were only children. Neither was great. They were ordinary children, much like yourself, who loved to splash in the stream that ran past the village of Wetherby and on into Sherwood Forest. Marian loved to braid flowers in her hair and Robin loved to skip stones across the stream.”

“I like those things, too!” Mari-Lu giggled.

Aunt Lucy smiled, resting her aged hand atop Mari-Lu’s head once more, her faded blue eyes smiling down into the young ones whose color reflected what her own might have been in youth. “Robin and Marian were never alone. Robin’s faithful servant and dearest friend Much was always with them, as well as Marian’s little brother Mark.”

Hearing Aunt Lucy speak of Uncle Mark brought a moment of sadness to Marian. Aunt Lucy was the last living member of the gang and that was a tragedy.

Many among the first generation of their chosen family had died before Marian was born, and others before she was old enough to remember them. Of those she could recall with fond memories, Uncle Mark was one she remembered the best apart from Aunt Lucy and Robin Hood himself. Marian had been eight when Uncle Mark died though she still could vividly picture his twinkling eyes and the sound of his boisterous laugh. She could still recall how Uncle Mark used to interrupt Aunt Lucy’s stories to add what he thought were more relevant details and it had always made Marian laugh.

Robin Hood himself had always listened to Aunt Lucy’s stories with the utmost attention, never interrupting or adding anecdotes, though when Aunt Lucy wasn’t telling the tale, he was more than happy to tell it himself. The flavor of each of their accounts reflected their own view of what their lives had been like when they were young and Marian appreciated all of it.

Robin Hood she had the most memories with, as did every young person in Nottinghamshire. Robin Hood and Aunt Lucy were staples in every childhood, not only for their storytelling abilities but also because they had both always made a point of caring for the poor in Nottingham and the surrounding villages even after the events of the story Aunt Lucy was now telling.

But Mari-Lu could only vaguely remember Robin Hood, and knew nothing of the rest of the Sherwood gang. They would always exist for her only in Aunt Lucy’s stories, which made today even more momentous in Marian’s eyes.

“Robin was the only child of the Earl of Locksley, and Marian was the eldest of the two children of Sir Godfrey, Sheriff of Nottingham. Everyone who knew them as children believed they were destined to be together. The Earl—Sir Edward—and Sir Godfrey had always thought of themselves as brothers, so close was their friendship in their youth. Though he was the Sheriff and the castle of Nottingham belonged to him, Sir Godfrey preferred to live in the village of Wetherby just a few miles outside of the city, raising his children where he himself had grown up. He spent time in the castle for business however, and the four children—Marian, Mark, Robin, and Much—spent a great deal of time there themselves.”

Aunt Lucy dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, and Mari-Lu leaned closer to hear her. “They discovered many secret passages and entrances, places that were dark and small where they could play without being disturbed. The children were adventurous and loved finding new secrets in the castle, and many years later those secrets were used to save lives.”

The melodic voice stopped, and Marian glanced at Aunt Lucy. Her eyes were closed now as she stroked Mari-Lu’s hair. Mari-Lu’s eyes remained glued to Aunt Lucy’s face, waiting with anticipation for whatever would come next.

“I never knew her personally.” Aunt Lucy’s voice was soft and reverent when she spoke. “But I imagine she might have been a lot like you,” she opened her eyes and smiled down at Mari-Lu. Mari-Lu grinned back up at her.

“Do you know we named you after her?” Marian asked her daughter. Mari-Lu’s head swung around to see her mother.

“My name isn’t Marian, mama, yours is!” Mari-Lu laughed.

“Yes, but the Mari in Mari-Lu is for Marian. The Lu, if you’ll notice, is for Lucy. You were named for two of the greatest women Nottinghamshire—and perhaps all of England—has ever known. One a martyr, the other an unsung hero.”

“Nonsense,” Aunt Lucy laughed. “I am neither, so you must be referring to Marian in regard to both.”

“She’ll see soon enough if you’ll finish your story,” Marian replied.

“I’m Marian and Lucy,” Mari-Lu giggled.

Marian knew her daughter wasn’t old enough yet to fully understand what it meant to carry on the names and heritage of Marian and Lucy. Marian herself was proud to carry the name of Robin Hood’s beloved wife. Names meant a great deal in their chosen family.

Aunt Lucy began again, and Marian found herself transported back into the story of Robin Hood. How many times had Marian sat at Aunt Lucy’s knee and listened to her tell this tale? A story of love and hate, of sorrow and joy, of death and life.

“... Marian loved everyone so deeply and passionately. She loved her country. She loved her brother Mark. But most of all, she loved her father. And she was everything to Sir Godfrey. Though her mother had died giving birth to her brother Mark, happiness and peace had ruled Marian’s childhood. The laughter of Marian, Mark, Robin, and Much as they explored Nottingham castle or made their own castles in the mud on the banks of the stream, warmed the hearts of all who knew them. They were happy and carefree, as children ought to be. Yet as Marian drew near womanhood, shadows began to obscure her sun...”
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Chapter 1


[image: ]


MARIAN LISTENED TO her father and the Earl of Locksley arguing the merits of the king’s intention to march to Jerusalem in a Holy Crusade. Her father, Sir Godfrey, staunchly defended the king, while the Earl proposed it was folly. Marian wondered if either would hear her own opinion on the matter.

She was, after all, a woman. Today was her sixteenth birthday, in fact.

It was dusk, and Marian was ready for the day to be over. She wanted more than anything at that moment to have the Earl and his son leave so that her father would stop frowning. The crease in his brow was a sorry sight to end a birthday with, and the stress of the arguing men wasn’t much better. The two men were sitting beside the hearth, the light of the fire reflected in their passionate eyes. Fourteen-year-old Mark was sitting nearby, hanging onto the conversation and nodding or agreeing with everything their father had to say. Robin was leaning against the door frame, silhouetted by the setting sun behind him which Marian could see through the open door. The oranges and reds painted behind Robin and beyond the rooftops of the other houses in Wetherby reflected the irritated atmosphere of the room.

“Our king isn’t named ‘the Lion-Heart’ for nothing,” Sir Godfrey said.

“It’s not our place to invade Jerusalem and claim it,” the Earl countered.

“I think he’s brave!” Mark said.

“I think it’s glorious,” Robin added from the doorway.

“I still believe it is folly,” the Earl said, shaking his head at his son. “What will we do with Prince John at our head in the king’s absence?”

“He won’t be in charge,” Sir Godfrey countered. “I believe the King is naming William Longchamps his regent...”

Robin pushed away from the door frame as Sir Godfrey and the Earl got into a more heated debate, walking across the room to grab Marian’s hands and pull her toward the door.

“Let them discuss the boring details,” he quipped, shutting the door on the debate and the enthusiastic audience the two men had in the form of Mark. “I’d rather not hear them.”

“Oh, Robin, how can you talk so? Your father is truly worried.”

“And yours doesn’t care.”

“That’s not it at all. He just trusts the king’s judgment.”

“And you? I know you have an opinion on the matter.”

“I think men are too quick to go to war.”

“Come on, Marian! Leave the gravity to them,” Robin gestured toward the house they had just left. He took her hand and pulled her down the dirt path that led out of the village. Once beyond the houses, he grabbed her shoulders and pointed her toward the setting sun and the vibrant colors accompanying it. “There. Enjoy that beautiful sight.”

Marian remained pensive despite his best efforts.

“Kiss me, Marian, love.”

“Robin!” Marian swatted at his arm and he jumped backwards out of her reach with a laugh. But he sobered almost immediately. “I plan to join the king, you know.”

“Would your father allow it?”

“I don’t need his permission. I can make my own decisions.”

“Yet I wish you wouldn’t join the Crusades. Why would you want to go?”

“For the glory of it!” Robin grabbed her hands again, his eyes bright with an emotion Marian did not like.

“For the war of it,” Marian countered, pulling her hands free of his grasp. “That’s all you men think about. War, and riches.”

“We men have three loves,” Robin winked. “We also love women.” Robin grabbed her hands once more, and Marian didn’t pull away. “I, though, I only have one love.”

Robin lifted Marian’s hands to his lips for a moment. “Wait for me, Marian?”

Marian lifted her chin “I’ll do no such thing, Robin of Locksley.”

“My heart is always yours, Marian my love.” Robin lifted her hand and kissed it once more. Then he looked up and winked. “Wish me luck!”

Then he set off into the night toward his own home in the village of Locksley, not bothering to wait for his father.

“Oh, Robin.”

Sir Godfrey and the Earl were still in a heated discussion inside the house, with Mark undoubtedly having his wild imagination fed with ideas of war and glory.

Marian went inside, sat at her father’s feet, and listened with forbearance to his discussion with the Earl until the latter finally left. Mark came to sit beside her with a mischievous grin once the Earl was gone.

“What did you and Robin talk about?”
“We spoke of nothing important, Mark. It doesn’t matter.”
“Did he not tell you then?”

“Tell me what?”

“He’s joining the king on his Crusade!” Mark’s face was alight with excitement, but Marian heard her father sigh and glanced up at him. He was watching Mark, his eyes filled with intensity.

“Isn’t it marvelous?” Mark went on, “I wanted to go with him, but he wouldn’t let me. He actually had the gall to say I was too young and insist I stay here. I’m not that much younger than he is! We are only four years apart!”

“Only four years,” Marian rolled her eyes. “I am grateful Robin had the sense to tell you not to go. But I wish he would not go himself.”

“I think that is unavoidable,” Sir Godfrey said. “Sir Edward believes he will leave soon.”

“I wish he wouldn’t.”

“Oh, Marian!” Mark shook his head. “You should be proud of your Robin.”

“He isn’t my Robin,” Marian snapped. “And how can I be proud that he is eager to run off and kill people? I do not believe in what he is doing.”

“But you support the king, don’t you?” Mark demanded.

“I suppose,” Marian sighed.

“You’re just worried about Robin,” Mark said. “Don’t worry, sister dearest, he will come back to you.”

“I didn’t say I wanted him to come back to me.”

↞↠

“It would be three years before Marian would meet Robin again,” Aunt Lucy said. Mari-Lu watched her, hanging on every word. “He made good on his intentions and left that night with his manservant and childhood friend Much. He joined the Crusades, and became quite the expert swordsman and archer. He gained much fame among the soldiers and even became a trusted friend to King Richard the Lion-Heart...in England, however, things did not go as smoothly...”

↞↠

A young Lucy, only fifteen years of age leaned against the smooth stone of a windowsill, staring up at the night sky. She could hear laughter rising from the streets below, could hear a dog howling in the distance. She enjoyed living in London, but her favorite thing was being out in nature with Friar Tuck. He would take her wandering through the woods to teach her about the various plants and herbs; those were the days she could climb trees and splash in streams. If her parents went with her she would practice her sword work with her father, or have an archery contest with her mother. Here at court, however, she had to be prim and proper, always. Sometimes she felt she had two selves—the one in the forest, and the one at court. But both Lucys had one thing in common: they loved watching the stars.

Behind her, Lucy’s mother was sewing by the hearth. Friar Tuck, a withered grey monk with a bald head, sat near her mother, reading by the light of the fire. Her father was on the other side of the manor having dinner with Longchamps tonight. Lucy had never met any royalty herself, but her father was an acquaintance with many powerful people in court, and William Longchamps was almost royalty after all, given he was now the King’s Regent while King Richard was off on his Crusade.

“Come away from the window, love, you’ll get cold,” Lucy’s mother said.

Lucy reluctantly pulled herself away from her favorite view and moved to sit at Friar Tuck’s knee. “Will you read to us, Friar Tuck?”

Friar Tuck cleared his throat, and then began to read from the book in his hand. It was a passage of Scripture that he had painstakingly transcribed himself, translating it from Latin into French, the language of the nobility he spent his days with, including Lucy’s family.

Suddenly the door crashed open and smashed into the wall with a loud bang. “We have to leave!”

Lucy’s mother dropped her sewing as Lucy’s father ran into the room.

“What is going on?” Friar Tuck asked.

“Assassins! They’ve killed Longchamps, and others, they’re coming for me!”

“Who is coming for you?” Lucy’s mother demanded, hurrying to her husband and trying to calm him.

“Prince John most likely. I don’t know. But there are assassins in the manor killing anyone who has been opposing Prince John’s attempts to gain power in court. He’s coming for me.”

“What do we do?” Lucy asked, her heart beating wildly in her chest.

Her father looked at her for a moment and seemed to consider, then he strode forward, grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her roughly toward Friar Tuck. “Get her out of here. Keep her in hiding. Don’t let her whereabouts be known.”

“What will you do?” Friar Tuck asked.

“Give the assassins someone to follow. Now run from here!”

Lucy tried to dart forward to hug her father and beg him to stay, but her mother grabbed her. “No! He’s right...if there are killers in the manor, we need to flee.”
“I’ll lead the way,” Friar Tuck said as Lucy’s father ran from the room. It was the last Lucy ever saw of him.
The flight to Friar Tuck’s humble abode in the forest outside of London was a quiet one, filled only with the sobs of Lucy’s mother. Lucy herself was far too confused to know what to feel. It had all happened so fast.

News reached them the next morning that William Longchamps was indeed dead, as well as several other nobles including Lucy’s father. Poison, old age, many things were publicly claimed to be the cause, but Lucy knew what her father had said. Prince John had sent assassins.

It was only a week after her father’s death that her mother succumbed to her grief and died.

Lucy remained with Friar Tuck, orphaned and alone and unsure how the world had come to this at all.

↞↠

“That’s awful!” Mari-Lu cried, staring up at Aunt Lucy with wide eyes.

“Yes, it was,” Aunt Lucy agreed. “And things only continued to get worse. Over the course of six months after Prince John’s rise to power, taxes rose steadily. Prince John, and his local Sheriffs, claimed this was because King Richard was so caught up in the Holy War and needed funds. In the meantime, any standing armies still in England were ‘reorganized’ as Prince John called it, and he slowly replaced any Sheriffs and other nobles not loyal to himself with those more willing to do his bidding...”
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“THIS IS GETTING ridiculous!” Mark grumbled, looking over the meager fare Marian had brought home from the market.

“We have far more than most people, so don’t complain!”

“Someone has to start doing something.”

“We can start by taking some of this food to Widow Mary and the others in Wetherby and Nottingham who don’t have enough food.”

“That is not what I meant,” Mark sighed. But he agreed it was a good idea, and so share their food, they did.

As the taxes increased, the poverty did as well, and with it the unrest. Prince John’s idea of keeping the peace was executing anyone who spoke against him or his new taxes and laws. One such person who chose to speak out was Robin’s own father, the Earl of Locksley. And for his courage, he was executed, leaving Robin the Earl.

Marian clung to her father’s arm, watching as the servants of Locksley manor quietly shoveled dirt onto the grave of Robin’s father. The funeral had been simple and quiet, despite his place among the nobility, because he’d been executed as a traitor.

Sir Godfrey’s tears flowed freely, and he sagged into Marian who did her best to hold him upright.

“This is wrong,” Mark said quietly from Marian’s other side.

Marian agreed; it was wrong, on so many levels. Starting with the fact that Robin should have been here to be with his family and his father. He might not have been able to prevent it, but he could have supported Sir Godfrey—could have supported Marian—in the grief over the Earl’s death. But Robin was still on the Crusades with the king, so Sir Godfrey, Marian, and Mark were left to be devastated and grieve alone.

Marian grabbed Mark’s hand, though she still had her other arm wrapped around her father’s waist to hold him up. Mark squeezed her fingers, and Marian knew she’d do whatever she had to in order to prevent her family from suffering the same fate as Robin’s father. She couldn’t stop Prince John and his loyal supporters from causing suffering to the rest of England, perhaps, but she could protect the two people she cared about. And she could protect herself; Robin might have abandoned them, but she decided that day that she didn’t need him.

Sir Godfrey was less outspoken than the late earl had been, but it was not long before he was removed from his office as Sheriff of Nottingham and was replaced by a Sir John from London. Sharing the name of Prince John himself, which the good people of Nottingham soon refused to utter if they could help it, he was simply, horribly, the Sheriff of Nottingham. He took up residence in the castle in the city of Nottingham, while Sir Godfrey continued to live in Wetherby with Marian and Mark.

Though Sir Godfrey was grieved by the events taking place in Nottingham and the rest of England, he maintained hope that King Richard would return and set all to rights.

“Set all to rights?” Marian glared at her father across the table as the family was eating dinner. “The king can’t bring the Earl of Locksley back from the dead, or William Longchamps, or any of the other unfortunate victims of Prince John’s murders! This is what we get because the king—and even Robin—desired war above peace.”

“Robin is fighting for our king and country!” Mark objected.

“Marian, you simply do not understand these things,” Sir Godfrey said. “You think in such simple terms; war, peace. But what of duty? Honor? Fealty? King Richard is fighting to defend our faith in the Holy Land and you think less of him for it?”

Marian was quiet; she did think less of him for it, but her father would never agree with her. She had no desire to argue with him, but he was wrong; she did understand one thing quite clearly. Her people were in trouble.

↞↠

Aunt Lucy hugged Mari-Lu, her eyes closed and a wisp of a smile on her face. “Marian was so passionate. She wanted—she needed—to do something. Unlike her father, she could not sit back and be silent, to simply watch and wait and hope for the king’s return.”

Aunt Lucy’s voice grew soft as she continued, “The new Sheriff of Nottingham brought his own soldiers with him. Among these was a young lord named Sir Guy of Gisbourne. He was clever, hard, and ruthless. In short, he was exactly what the Sheriff of Nottingham needed. Taxes continued to rise, and the King grew ever more entrenched in the Crusades in the Holy Land.”

“What was he doing there?” Mari-Lu asked.

“That is another story,” Aunt Lucy laughed. “I will tell you that story someday, too. But for now, the people of England were suffering. Anyone who spoke against Prince John would be hung—usually on some false accusation or another. Prince John and his cronies never said they were killing people for supporting the king, but everyone knew the truth...”

↞↠

Marian clenched her teeth, willing herself not to shout at the new Sheriff, or better yet, punch his smug face.

The Sheriff was making rather a habit of inviting Sir Godfrey and his children to the castle for extravagant dinners. Marian was sure it was his way of rubbing their noses in his treachery. People were starving, and he sat there eating at a table filled with more food than they might see in a month. The good and beloved previous sheriff, Sir Godfrey, forced out of his position and then further forced to the indignity of sharing a table with his successor.

It was almost more than Marian could bear.

Beside her Mark was digging into the Sheriff’s feast with gusto, but Marian refused to eat. Across the table sat Sir Guy of Gisbourne, the Sheriff’s right hand.

Though many declared him to be handsome, Marian saw nothing in him. She preferred Robin’s blond hair to Gisbourne’s dark locks; Robin’s sky blue eyes over Gisbourne’s brown ones.    The young lord of Gisbourne always wore dark clothing and black leather, even his stallion was a beautiful black. He was stern, and Marian had never yet seen him smile. Contrasted to Robin’s easy manners and ready smile, Marian was disgusted with Sir Guy of Gisbourne.

“I think this was a productive night,” the Sheriff grinned, taking a long drink of his wine. “Marian, dear, have you enjoyed yourself?”

“You know perfectly well I have not,” Marian snapped.

At the end of the table, her father winced, giving her a sharp look. Marian did not care that her father feared the Sheriff; she was not going to be cowed by such a hateful man.

The Sheriff laughed. “You are the most entertaining company I have had since moving here, Lady Marian. I do believe everyone around here is too afraid to speak their minds.” He glanced around as though expecting to see trouble over his shoulder and then lowered his voice, “As if they all think something bad will happen...but not you.”

“You can kill me if you like. I will speak my mind.”

“Oh I have no desire to kill you. You are my favorite entertainment, Lady Marian. But I believe we’ve had enough for one evening. Don’t want to have too much of a good thing, after all. I’ll have my guards escort you home.”

The Sheriff rose and Gisbourne followed him. As soon as they had left the room, Sir Godfrey leaned forward. “Marian! Don’t anger him.”

“You heard him. I amuse him.”

“You are going to get yourself hurt. I won’t stand for it. I’ll not have you end up on the gallows like everyone else who speaks against him or Prince John. I need you to be safe.”
The door opened again and Sir Godfrey immediately stopped speaking as several of the Sheriff’s soldiers entered to escort Sir Godfrey and his children back to Wetherby. He was quiet the whole way back to the village, while the Sheriff’s soldiers accompanied them, but as soon as they were safely in their own home and alone, he began again.
“You have to be smart, Marian. What example are you setting for your brother that you talk back to such dangerous men? You could get yourself killed!”

“I am not afraid of him.”

“How many people have to be murdered for you to learn to fear Prince John’s men? Hmm?” Sir Godfrey took Marian’s hands in his own, his eyes imploring. “I need you to be safe, child. I cannot bear to lose you.”

Marian sighed. “I’ll try not to draw his attention so much.”   It wasn’t a promise Marian expected to be able to keep. The Sheriff always irritated her into voicing her opinions and she didn’t expect that to change simply because her father was worried about her.

The next day while Sir Godfrey was in Nottingham, Marian approached her brother Mark as he was practicing archery behind their house.

“Mark!” Marian grabbed his shoulders, startling her brother. “I need your help.”

“What do you need, sister of mine?”

“You have to be serious and you cannot laugh.”

“I am completely serious and I will not laugh.”

“I need you to teach me how to use a bow, and maybe a sword, too.”

“Marian! You hate warfare. Why would you want to know how to use weapons?”

“Because someone has to protect our people! Father is right, you know. A lot of innocent people are dying. The Sheriff, Gisbourne, Prince John...they all think they can kill anyone who opposes them. It isn’t right. Someone has to stop them.”

“And you think you are the one to do it?”

“Mark, have you seen the suffering, or are you completely blind?”

“I have seen it. You know I have. People are starving because the growing taxes mean they can’t buy food. Those who can’t pay the taxes at all are being thrown in prison. Good people are suffering for it. And the unjust murders...Sir Edward, the Earl. Does Robin even know yet that his father died defending our King? But what could we do, Marian?”

“I’ve been thinking about that. I think...” Marian hesitated. She knew her idea was reckless. It was the exact opposite of what she had promised her father. “I think we should stop the executions. With a jail break, or the executions themselves. I don’t know.”

“Marian!”

“I know, I know. But we could do it. You already know how to fight; you can teach me. And we know the castle better than anyone—every secret passage. We could do it. There’s a passage that goes directly to the dungeons, Mark. We could help people.”

“And do what with them? As soon as we fight back, we’re dead men. And if we manage to rescue someone, what then? They live here? They’ll be found!”

“I don’t know! I don’t have all the answers yet, but we have to do something. And you can start by simply teaching me. We’ll figure out what to do with our skills after that.”

“Father won’t like it.”

“We won’t tell him.”

“I don’t know...”

“You wanted to go to the Holy Land with Robin and fight for the King. Well, why don’t you want to defend the King here, in England? Defend his people, Mark.”

“So, what? We become crusaders in Nottingham? There are only two of us.”

“Mark, we have to do something!”

Mark sighed. “I’m going to regret this...but okay. Let’s do it.”

So Mark began to teach Marian everything he knew of the sword and the bow. Together they began to use the secrets of the castle to spy on the Sheriff and his men, to watch Gisbourne training soldiers in the courtyard beyond the castle wall. They learned to be stealthy and follow the Sheriff’s soldiers as they went about business in the streets of Nottingham.

↞↠

“Marian’s not being safe at all,” Mari-Lu said.

“No, she was not,” Aunt Lucy agreed. “Marian was not the sort to sit by and watch horrible things happen—if she could do something, she would. And so she did...”
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Chapter 3
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IN THE NORTH of England, a soldier was beating a man for his inability to pay Prince John’s outrageous taxes. The soldier’s hand came down again, striking the young man across the cheek and sending him sprawling into the dirt beside his daughter. Once more the hand raised and then came down on the child.

“You cannot pay the King’s tax?” the soldier taunted as the child fell beneath his blow. “You’ll regret your insolence.”

The young man struggled to rise, but the soldier’s boot connected with his face and he fell backward once more. The child was crying from the sting of the soldier’s blow, and the terror of watching her father being beaten.

“The King is fighting a Holy Crusade, or hadn’t you heard?” the soldier laughed. “And you won’t help your king and your country by paying for his war?” the soldier’s boot hit the man’s head again and he groaned.

The child looked on in horror.

As the soldier’s leg swung backward for another kick, an arrow sprouted in his leg. With a cry of pain he stumbled backward, and then another arrow hit his other leg and he fell. A hooded figure dashed forward, bringing the hilt of a sword crashing down on the soldier’s helmet, and he collapsed, unconscious.

Pulling back her hood, Lucy scooped up the child. “It’s okay, it’s okay. You’re safe, little one. Let me see your cheek. Did that hurt? Hold still, I have a salve that will take some of the sting off, I promise.”

Lucy pulled a small bottle from her belt and put a dab of liquid on her finger before spreading it on the little girl’s cheek. It was medicine of Friar Tuck’s making, concocted from the herbs he grew in the garden behind his little hovel in the forest outside of London.

The little girl’s tears were gone, and she watched Lucy with wide eyes. Lucy smiled at her, and then moved to inspect the man. His face was bleeding, but he was alive. She rolled him onto his back and he groaned, opening his eyes and staring wildly around.

“Easy. The soldier is unconscious for now. You’re safe. You’ll need to get far from here. Can you sit up?”

Lucy helped the man upright, and then pulled a small pouch off of her belt. “This is money, so you can pay for inns and provisions as you travel.”

“I can’t take your money!”

“You can. Take it, and take your daughter, and run. Go to Scotland, hide in the forest, do whatever you like but do it far away from here.”

Lucy pulled the man to his feet. For a moment he was unsteady, but as the little girl ran over and wrapped her arms around his waist, he seemed to gain his balance once more.

“What can I do to repay you, for saving me and my daughter?”

“Live,” Lucy said. She pulled her hood back over her head, backing away from the man and his little girl. “Please, get far away from here. Stay safe.”

Some distance from the farmhouse where she’d rescued the man was a wooded area and Lucy took off running toward it, not stopping until she was within the trees and out of sight of any prying eyes. She slowed her pace, and then leaned against a tree to catch her breath. She’d stashed her bag in these trees before rescuing the man and his daughter, and it took her several minutes of looking through the trees and bushes to find where she had placed it.

Pulling her quiver from her back, Lucy inspected her arrows. She would need to make more if she continued to leave them behind in her victims. She had intended to collect them, but every time she got involved in a fight like today, she seemed to forget everything she’d told herself she would do. Everything always happened so fast.

Lucy sat down, setting the quiver aside, and grabbed her pack to inspect its contents. She still had some bread and a few apples, but she would need to restock soon. Next to the food she had a small leather bound book, the parchment held between the covers carefully handwritten in a familiar script.

Friar Tuck.

Lucy could feel the pricks of pain behind her eyes as tears threatened to fall, but she brushed them aside. She had taken one of Friar Tuck’s carefully translated passages of Scripture with her when she’d run away.

Not long after her parents’ deaths, Lucy had decided she couldn’t hide with Friar Tuck and let the world burn down around her. Her parents and so many others' lives were being ruined by Prince John and his followers, but Lucy knew she could do something about it. Her father and mother had instilled in her great knowledge and skill with the sword and bow, and she could make use of it. And so she did.

It was a lonely existence living on the run, looking for trouble, but Lucy had found the quiet life of a monk to be equally lonely. Living with Friar Tuck had been simple and familiar, and she knew he loved her deeply, but being so close to London only reminded her of her parents. She couldn’t stay and face those memories...

↞↠

“You ran away from home!” Mari-Lu stared up at Aunt Lucy’s face.

“I did.”

“How’d you know how to save that man and his daughter?”

“I was simply passing through when I saw the man being beaten and decided to do something about it. That was how I lived in those days, wandering from city to city, from farm to farm, stopping anything unjust that I witnessed but never staying long.”

“What happened next?”

↞↠

Marian let the fletching of the arrow sift through her fingers as she prepared to nock it to her bowstring. The sun was obscured by stormy clouds overhead as Marian cautiously raised her bow and squinted at the target Mark had set up for her some yards away. It wasn’t a great distance but Marian wasn’t a great shot so she didn’t question it. Mark watched her quietly while she eyed the target, and then let her arrow fly.

It hit its mark, though it wasn’t a bulls-eye. Marian grabbed another arrow, determined to improve.

“That’s better,” Mark commented.

Marian remembered when she first started training with Mark and she couldn’t even hit the targets he set up. The frustration she felt as he’d moved the targets closer and closer to her until she hit one spurred her on to keep trying harder. She wanted to be able to physically protect herself and her family, and the inability to accurately hit the target was hindering her.

Marian drew her bow back, feeling her arm and shoulder muscles respond to the pressure. She wore one of Mark’s bracers to protect her arm, until her own would be finished. She’d already visited a tanner in Nottingham to request he make some—he had been a little surprised at her request, but because she was the respected daughter of a nobleman, and more specifically the daughter of the beloved previous sheriff, he had complied and started working on them directly.

Marian was impatient with her training, but wise enough to know that her tutelage under Mark’s direction was progressing slowly, and until she was proficient they both agreed it would be wiser for him to do the actual rescuing of the innocent that they planned to do in Nottingham.

In the meantime, Marian sewed an outfit for Mark to wear as a disguise—a shirt and trousers of dark browns and greys so Mark would blend into the darkness of night, creating a hood and mask for him as well.

“You must always wear the mask and hood, Mark. Always. Never fight the Sheriff’s men if you are not in this disguise.”

“You worry too much, sister of mine.”

“Promise me you’ll do as I ask.”

“I promise.”

The Sheriff’s men roamed the streets of Nottingham and the surrounding villages, taking money and food in the name of the king’s taxes and arresting and beating up anyone they liked—whether they could pay the taxes or not. Word soon came from Prince John that debtors would be hanged.

The first time Marian walked through the market at Nottingham Square and noticed the freshly built gallows in the center of the market, she was horrified. That horror was amplified when the first body swung from it.

Not long after, while in the secret passageways in the castle, Marian heard the Sheriff suggest Gisbourne hang one of the citizens of Nottingham—not because he couldn’t pay his taxes or because he was loyal to the King or outspoken against the Sheriff or Prince John, or any of the other usual reasons. He was simply bothered by the man’s presence.

That night, Mark’s disguise was put to its first test.

“He wants it done tonight,” Marian told Mark. “He doesn’t want a public execution, because he doesn’t have a reason for this one. Not that any of the executions have valid reasons, but at least he can blame most on things like not paying taxes. He told Gisbourne this man bothered him and that was reason enough. He wants it done tonight so the people can’t object or try to stop it. It’s happening now, so I came home as soon as I could.”

“We’ll stop it, Marian, don’t worry,” Mark said.

“This is madness!” Sir Godfrey shook his head, watching Mark put on the hooded cloak and the mask that Marian had made to hide his face.

“They are going to execute James,” Mark said. “He’s done nothing wrong. You heard Marian; the Sheriff is bothered by him? What does that have to do with anything? We can’t let this happen, father.”

“Mark will be fine,” Marian said, wrapping her arms around her father’s shoulders. “Don’t worry. We’ve been practicing this.”

“I know. And I wish you had told me what you were up to before now, so I could have told you how foolish and stupid you are being. What happened to staying safe, Marian? To not putting your brother in harm’s way?”

“What happened to defending the weak and the innocent?” Marian retorted. Marian moved to her brother, straightening the mask on his face. “Be careful, Mark.”

“I will be. I’ll be home before dawn.”

When Mark reached Nottingham Square, James was already swinging; the two soldiers overseeing his execution were laughing to themselves as they watched him struggling to breathe.

“We’ll soon be in bed,” one said.

“And no one the wiser,” the other chuckled.

There was a flash of moonlight on metal and one soldier dropped to the ground, a sword in his neck. Mark pulled it out swiftly and caught the blow of the second soldier, who had withdrawn his own blade when he saw Mark.

“Who are you?” the soldier hissed.

Mark didn’t respond, but he fought back. Every strike and parry meant more time that James swung, losing air and slowly dying. He relied on every lesson his father and the Earl had instilled in him as a child, every sparring session with Robin before he’d left England, and every session he’d had recently with Marian, letting his muscles relax into their memory of fighting as he struck and dodged and struck again.

It wasn’t long before Mark’s blade sliced into the soldier’s hand, and he dropped his sword. Mark swung his own blade deep into his enemy’s chest and then ran toward the gallows, cutting James free. He lay in Mark’s arms gasping for breath for several moments.

“Thank...you...”

Mark patted his shoulder. “Are you alright? Can you breathe?”

“My neck’ll be bruised no doubt,” James said, coughing slightly and rubbing his hand against his throat where the rope had been digging into his airway. “I think I’ll live, thanks to you.”

“Get far away from here,” Mark replied. “Away from Nottingham. I doubt you’ll be safe here.”

And with that, he ran back into the night.

The next day, news of the Hooded Rescuer filled the streets of Nottingham.

↞↠

“The Hooded Rescuer?” Mari-Lu asked.

“Yes,” Aunt Lucy said. “It seemed that before James had fled Nottingham, he had gone home and told his wife what had happened. She, in turn, had spread the word. Someone in Nottingham was opposing the Sheriff and saving the innocent. And because Mark had been wearing Marian’s disguise when he did it, his identity was unknown. So the people adopted a nickname for him—the Hooded Rescuer. The hope that sparked in the city because of that first rescue was palpable and Marian could not have been happier with their success.”

“Did she help save people, too?”

“Not yet. She was still learning to use weapons, because unlike Mark she hadn’t grown up knowing how to use them.”

“But your parents taught you,” Mari-Lu said.

“Yes, mine did. Not everyone’s parents are the same, Mari-Lu. Marian was starting from scratch, but she was a quick learner and she was determined to be proficient. She was convinced the people of Nottingham needed protecting, and she knew she could do it. Yet she was willing to protect them through Mark’s assistance until she could do it herself. A year after the king had gone on his Crusade and Robin had left, Marian and Mark had fallen into routine. She used the secret passageways to spy on the Sheriff and Gisbourne to learn about executions of innocents, and she brought that information to Mark. Together they rescued many people from the Sheriff’s grasp, all of whom had to flee Nottingham afterward.

Mari-Lu’s eyes were glued to Aunt Lucy’s face as the story unfolded.

“As the Sheriff and Gisbourne murdered and acted out their treacherous deeds, the Hooded Rescuer appeared more and more. Nearly every execution seemed to be foiled by the mysterious man in brown, and oh how it angered the Sheriff...”

↞↠

“I’m going to catch that little rat and hang him in Nottingham Square for all to see! I’ll hang him in his little disguise, too, so the people know exactly who I’ve killed,” the Sheriff grumbled.

“You’ll have to catch him first,” Marian responded.

The Sheriff had begun to send for Sir Godfrey more and more on one false pretense or another; sometimes for dinner, sometimes so he could merely shout in his face about all the things that were bothering him, such as the Hooded Rescuer whom the Sheriff was sure was in league with Sir Godfrey somehow or other, given that Sir Godfrey was the most prominent noble in Nottingham who still had the people’s respect.

During these visits, Gisbourne became quite fascinated by the beautiful Marian. The more he saw her the more he wanted to see her. He was watching her now, as the Sheriff turned toward her.

“I have a castle full of soldiers, I have Lord Gisbourne’s prestige as a warrior, I have my own wits. How can you think I won’t catch the traitor?”

“You don’t even know who he is,” Marian replied. “And a traitor, you call him? He’s defending the innocent against a tyrant. You have betrayed every ounce of humanity that may have once been inside you.”

Though Sir Godfrey remained silent and resigned in the face of the Sheriff’s many rants about the Hooded Rescuer and other things, Marian did not. Her fiery responses to the Sheriff’s accusations that Sir Godfrey must know who it was intrigued Gisbourne. Marian was unafraid, and he found that most fascinating.

The Sheriff always sent them home again, unbound but escorted by Gisbourne and a soldier or two. The Sheriff seemed to find as much enjoyment in these shouting sessions as he had once found amusement in Marian’s dinner conversations.

On their walks back to the village of Wetherby, Gisbourne would try to engage Marian in conversation. Her short replies only served to pique his interest further.

“Have you always lived in Wetherby?” Gisbourne asked.

“Yes.”

“Do you like it here?”

“Yes.”

“How old are you?”

Silence.

“Has your father always been sheriff?”

“Yes.” A short pause and then, “Until your precious Prince John threw him out.” The venom in Marian’s voice did not deter Gisbourne.

“You seem well respected here. You don’t by any chance happen to know which of your fellow villagers The Hooded Rescuer is, do you?”

Silence.

“The Sheriff is anxious to meet him.”

“Isn’t that nice.” Marian’s sarcasm made Gisbourne smile, which in turn made Marian even angrier. She came away from every encounter disliking Gisbourne more and more, while on his part he grew more intrigued and even fond of Marian with every passing day.

One day, after being escorted home by Gisbourne and left in peace at their doorstep, Mark crossed his arms. “It isn’t fair.”

“What?” Marian asked, watching Gisbourne’s silhouette retreat into the distance as he wandered back to Nottingham.

“You tell me I’m not allowed to speak to the Sheriff when he is shouting horrible things at our father. You tell me that you absolutely forbid it. But you get to yell at him?”

Marian glanced at her brother. Their father had already gone inside. He often needed space to recover from the Sheriff’s interrogations. Today the Sheriff had been particularly rude, and
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