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Will you hear a tale of Robin Hood,

Will Scarlet, and Little John?

Now listen awhile, it will make you smile,

As before it hath many a one. 


“Robin Hood and the Peddlers”

Folk ballad
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Chapter One
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You, Scarlet—you are always moody here.


The Foresters: Robin Hood and Maid Marian 

Alfred, Lord Tennyson
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Near Melton Mowbray England 

Autumn, 1199



Will Scarlet hated trees. Any trees. 

Woods. Holts. And Sherwood Forest, most of anything. 

Although Sherwood lurked at the end of a long day’s ride to the northwest, Charnwood Forest taunted him with its resemblance. The stink of rotting leaves crawled into his nose. Noises like chattering goblins sounded through the ever-moving branches. Even at noontide, details hid within clusters of shadow. 

A shiver skimmed up his back. Crouched in the ferns, he glanced to see if the other dozen men working for Sheriff Finch noticed his nerves, but they remained intent on their task. 

“God grant me leave from this hell pit,” he muttered, crossing himself. 

Sinking a knee-guard into the loam, he leaned forward along the road to Nottingham. Four warhorses slowly approached. Streaks of sunshine burnished the mail of the foremost riders. One’s lax posture suggested a light sleep, while another carelessly held the reins of his plodding mount. Slender-bodied horses followed, bearing riders in stately dress and the crest of the Earl of Whitstowe. 

Will’s superior, Roger of Carlisle, stepped from the cover of brush. The nearest horses snorted and shied. Riders jerked to attention, raising flattop shields and unsheathing swords.

The earl’s foremost guard, a gaunt man with ruddy cheeks, raised a gloved hand. “Who goes? Away now, man.”

“No.” Carlisle crossed thick arms across his chest. The boiled leather he wore made his stout body appear even more formidable. “I shall speak to Lord Whitstowe.”

The earl himself nudged his horse forward. “What’s the meaning of this?”

“I am Roger of Carlisle. I represent the Sheriff of Nottingham, Peter Finch.”

Lord Whitstowe pushed back the hood of his embroidered surcoat. “My party has not reached the Nottinghamshire boundary. What business have you here?”

“Milord, you hold lands in both shires. Your obligation to King John is to protect these forests from poachers and itinerants.”

Whitstowe’s face darkened. “You lark about in the road and dare remind me of my duty to His Majesty?”

“I do, milord, on behalf of the sheriff, because you’ve failed to obey that duty.”

Holding his balance, Will flexed his feet. Reputation held Whitstowe to be a man with sense as good as his breeding, but with a history of defying royal edicts regarding quitrents and armies. He deemed a number of royal demands wasteful and, on that excuse, disregarded them. 

Hiding in trees usually meant trouble. But perhaps dealing with stubborn nobles required Carlisle’s dramatic methods—forcing an audience in the road like a highwayman. A recollection of the wage Will stood to earn smoothed his sudden unease. 

The second of the two lead sentries guided his warhorse between Carlisle and the nobleman. “You dare speak to Lord Whitstowe thus? Show respect, man!”

“Settle your temper, Hendon.” 

“Milord, I will not,” said Hendon. “His insolence cannot be borne. You there, clear out of the way!”

Carlisle grinned. “You clear out. I have matters to discuss with your liege, gelding.”

“Knave!” 

Hendon hoisted his massive sword and charged. 

Carlisle’s men jumped from their cover and rushed the procession. Cries and scorns slit the air as the two factions brought to blows. Horses reared high. Arrows flew. A masterful shot pierced the neck of the first, ruddy-faced guard, dropping him dead at the hooves of the earl’s horse. 

Will watched in mute horror. He should move. He should fight. How could he know which side to take if he hardly understood what sparked the fray? 

A scream ripped through the impassive trees.

A woman? By the best!

Before he could deliberate, he leapt from his scrubby cover. No woman deserved to be caught out when men met with flaying swords. 

He trained in on the echo of her distress and sped through a tangle of bodies and armaments. When he faced one of Lord Whitstowe’s men, he lunged. Fully a hand taller, the challenger pivoted and swung his sword. The long blade caught Will on the left arm, imbedding in muscle and leather-lined mail. Pain surged at his shoulder. He cursed, twisted, and set the other man off kilter. 

Despite the torture of his injury, he gripped the sword with both hands. Again he lunged, pushing and attacking. The demand for survival and that ancient need to aid a woman in distress inflamed his assault. His physical responses slowed, but his mental acuity quickened. He waited for any misstep. When the man briefly exposed his neck, Will hacked through flesh with a sickening chop of steel. 

The soldier gurgled and paled. Will wrenched his blade free. Blood coated his gloves. 

He spat, turning in time to behold another slaying. One more treacherous. 

Hendon, the earl’s guard whose charge had sparked the fight, pulled his liege to the ground. He bared the nobleman’s throat. The single slice of a dagger ended Whitstowe’s life. 

Stance relaxed, weapons lowered, Roger of Carlisle looked on. A grin stretched the weathered skin of his face as he witnessed the execution.

They are in league?

When Will met Carlisle’s eyes, a cold sluice of understanding slid down his back. Treason. A plot. And he was stuck in its midst.

Another scream sprouted goosebumps on his neck. 

He wheeled from the duplicitous butchery to find a woman in blue seized by two of Carlisle’s men. Bloodstains discolored their hands and tunics. The woman thrashed, whipping her head free of attempts to stifle her hysterics. 

Distracted by their writhing quarry, the pair did not see Will’s advance. He sliced the calf of one man—a man who, minutes before, had hidden with Will in the roadside bushes, both in the employ of Sheriff Finch. 

The second man hauled the woman in front of his body. A blade pressed to her neck calmed her struggles. “Stay where you are, Scarlet, or I’ll kill this comely prize.”

Will sheathed his sword and held his gloves face-up. 

“’Tis no dodge,” he said. “I killed one of the earl’s men, same as you.” He stepped closer. “She’ll be reward enough for both of us.” 

The man blinked—a moment of hesitation. From a fold at his waist, Will retrieved an anlace and leapt. He drove the petite dagger up and into the soft flesh beneath his opponent’s chin.

Only then did Will look at the woman. She knelt, her eyes downcast. An outmoded, saffron-colored cowl covered her head and draped around her face. Will frowned.

But...I arrested her in Nottingham.

Plots and double crosses teased just beyond his understanding. He felt like the only reveler left without a partner at the beginning of a dance. 

He touched her. Screaming again, she pitched and drove her shoulder into his gut. The unexpected assault upset his balance. He hit the ground. Breath heaved from his lungs. The woman landed astride his torso and slammed a fist into his ear. He grunted when another flailing fist connected with his wounded shoulder. Catching hold of her slender waist, he flipped her away.

Carlisle’s shouts to his men banished thought. Only instinct remained. Will claimed the woman’s wrists and dragged her to the nearest horse. The agony of his injury made him clumsy, but dread pumped strength into every movement. 

“Let me go!”

“Without lies,” he said, “I mean you no harm.”

He propelled the woman and her entangling skirts into the saddle and mounted behind her. Dark, curled hair made untidy by rough treatment poked from the cowl. She smelled of damp leaves, sunshine...and vinegar? 

Will gouged the horse with his heels and made their escape.
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THE HORSE CHARGED AND wove through Charnwood Forest. Leaves and twigs scored Meg’s face. She burrowed her head against her captor’s chest, which was covered in leather and chainmail. Balancing in opposition to quick cuts and jumps, he shielded her from the worst of the battering branches. For whatever moments of flight remained, her safety atop that breakneck mount depended on his skill—no matter whether he proved a champion or a villain.

No fate could match the woe she had nearly suffered. Faring against a lone opponent worried her less that being wrenched between two grasping male beasts.

When the horse began to tire, the man pulled the reins. 

Meg emerged from the shelter of his body. “Why did we stop?”

“The horse is easily traced.” Exertion roughened his voice to a gravely rasp. 

Suddenly aware of her position on the stranger’s lap, she pushed to loosen his firm hold. “What will you do to me?”

“Calm yourself. I mean you no bale.” His breathing regained a more regular cadence. “With mine, your account will establish the circumstances of the ambush. I’ll not be held answerable for that morass.”

Meg rubbed a thumb against her lower lip. He must have given the attack a great deal of consideration, studying facts while navigating the forested terrain. By contrast, the wild ride had concealed her logic in a mist of dread. She swallowed the mineral taste of fear and collected her scattered reason. 

He swung from the horse and pulled her to the safety of still, sure earth. “Will you help me, woman?” 

She kept her head bowed. Her captor had brought low two men, perhaps more. To save himself from hanging, he would protect her. 

The lie came easily, as all lies did.

“I will.”

“Good.”

She could not see his reaction. In truth, she had not seen a moment of the carnage on the road—nor anything else for five long years. 

But the truth mattered not. As long as he believed her testimony valuable, he might keep her from harm. Lord Whitstowe and his knights would lay hold of them soon. She only needed to disguise her impairment until their arrival. 

Straightening her skirts, she ran a hand over the alms-bag at her waist. She smiled to herself, reassured, for she could always resort to other means if her deception failed.

“Where shall we go?” she asked.

He did not answer.

“At least tell me your name, good man.”

“I’m called Will Scarlet.”

Again she waited, resisting the urge to fidget. He must be watching her, and she hated the sensation of a prying gaze on her person. Eyes tenaciously downcast, she could do nothing but suffer the examination and imagine the worst. Apprehension blossomed into spite.

“Will Scarlet,” she said. “That’s an unusual name.”

“You’ve not heard of me?”

At last, a glimmer of emotion peeked through. He was...surprised?

“Should I have?” she asked.

“We waste time,” he said sharply. “Anyone can catch us out in this clearing.”

Navigating Charnwood’s uneven terrain required her entire notice. Breaks in Scarlet’s steady gait helped her anticipate logs and brush. Scuffing through the autumn leaves, his footfalls became her guide, even as she grew resentful of his sure-footed grace.

Brambles snagged her skirts again. She stumbled and tripped.

“Keep up.” 

“I’m exhausted.”

“Keep up, or I’ll abandon you to the sheriff’s men.”

A shiver dusted her skin. “But you’re one of them, I know. You were not among Whitstowe’s party, and that man you killed—he knew your name.”

He stopped short. Even near enough to touch, he revealed little. The insulating leather he wore concealed any body heat. He hovered within her awareness but not near enough. 

“For the moment,” he said, “accept that I’ve renounced my association.”

“I appreciate what you’ve wrought on my behalf. I prefer to stay in your keeping.”

“Then do as I say. And I’ve no more need for your questions.”

Banking her defiance, nurturing her dislike, she nodded. “I understand.”

He turned and resumed their trudge. Meg stumbled nearly as often as she stepped. Without great success, she attempted to solve the basic problems of poise and motion. 

Scarlet muttered useless orders. Pick up your feet. Mind that branch. With each brusque sentence, she studied his words. Edgy impatience could not disguise the melody of cultured speech. No matter his posturing, he was no brute. A vice of fear loosened in her chest. Mindless men could behave as animals, but she might appeal to one accustomed to reason and rules.

Apparently tired of issuing orders without results, Scarlet lapsed into silence. Meg’s isolation returned. It galled her that she was so lonely for companionship, craving even the random commands of her murderous companion.

And she missed Ada. What an irritating turn of events.

Only the sounds of snapping branches and halting steps intruded on the heavy quiet of the wide woods. But then...the menacing rush of a river. 

Fear snaked a crooked path through her insides. She held no fear greater than drowning. The thought of sliding below the surface, losing the thump of earth beneath her feet, clutching at a liquid void... Only one terrible sense would remain. She would learn the river’s taste as it filled her mouth.

Meg grasped at the nearest means of support: Scarlet’s upper arm. He cried out and yanked her cowl. Her skull snapped back, dragged by his grip on a handful of cloth and hair. 

“Let go!”

His gravelly voice hissed near her ear. “You first.”

She did, and he flung her away. Disoriented, she landed on her knees with a splash. That touch of water shot panic through her heart, but no—it was the river’s edge, not the river itself. Mud slid between her fingers. With an exhausted gesture of good sense, she shoved the alms-bag behind her back, keeping it dry. 

“Your arm,” she said. “Is it injured? I didn’t intend to cause you more hurt.” When silence answered, she sat on her heels and turned to Scarlet. “Hello?”

“Telling you shouldn’t have been necessary.” 

Anxiety crumpled her weary body. He was farther downriver than she had guessed. Pain laced his words. How much of that stench had been his blood?

“This wound should be obvious to anyone who can see,” he said. “But you cannot see, can you?”

Trees creaking, birds singing—the river’s vigor hid every noise in the forest. All that remained was the sound of her pumping blood.

“No,” she said quietly. “I cannot.” 
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We cannot bid our dim eyes see

Things as bright as ever;

Nor tell our friends, though friends from youth,

That they’ll forsake us never...


“Robin Hood, An Outlaw” 

By Leigh Hunt
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Will scowled. Disbelief and anger warred for supremacy, with utter foolishness tagging closely behind. He had been determined to outrun Carlisle and the earl’s traitorous men, all the while loathing his return to woodsy exile. That he dragged a blind woman through those same woods had escaped him entirely.

Whiling away a few years as the guest of various nobles had softened his skills, true, but this error was unconscionable. He stood little chance of escaping blame for Whitstowe’s murder if he failed to detect something so obvious.

Failure inevitably led him to thoughts of his uncle. Robin, Earl of Loxley, the famed outlaw Robin Hood, would have handled matters differently. To start, he would not have crouched at the roadside, ready to do the sheriff’s bidding.

Will’s injury throbbed. What manner of devilish day had he yet to endure? 

He trudged along the bank to stand over the woman. Water seeped into the ruined soles of his boots. “What is your name?”

“Now you think to ask.”

Rubbing the stubble along his jaw, he wanted to shake her until she answered plainly. He yanked her up.

“In lieu of manners, you’ll have to make do with my rescue,” he said. “What is your name?”

She removed her skewed cowl and shook a tousled plait of dark, waist-length hair dampened by river water. Her face was long and thin. Graceful lips turned upward at the corners, giving her the appearance of smiling. 

But what she had to smile about, he had no idea. 

“I am Meg,” she said at last.

“Nothing more? Where do you come from, then?”

“First Keyworth. Near Broughton, at present.”

He studied her face, now unfettered by the cowl, and wondered again at his shoddy judgement. Eerily silver, her eyes shifted constantly and focused on nothing distinct. He found no soul in those icy depths. 

“A fine witness you would’ve been,” he said. “When did you intend to tell me?”

“I had no such intention.”

“I suppose you awaited an opportunity to make your escape?”

“Or a rescue,” she said. “Earl Whitstowe and his son offered me aid. Surely they’ll send a search party.”

Her woad gown was wet, filthy, and easily older than either her or Will. An alms-bag hung from the inward flare of her waist. He almost pitied the disheveled wench, but no amount of pity ebbed his frustrations. 

“You wait in vain,” he said. “The earl is dead.”

“You lie.”

“Why would I?”

Her dark brows pulled together. She seemed to absorb the question, testing it for truthfulness. “I can’t think of a reason.”

“And I can’t think of a reason to escort a blind witness through the forest.”

“But my home is miles from here!”

A twitch of chivalry grated his conscience, taunting him with images of the poor woman in six hours’ time, wet and stranded in the evening chill. Already the air cooled his skin, or was that the onset of a fever? The quicker he abandoned his burdensome obligation, the quicker he could tend his arm.

But where would he go? None of his acquaintances would offer lodging to one of Nottingham’s men. Will’s work for the sheriff had alienated his few remaining friendships.

And as for Marian, he refused to ask her for help—not after his promise. Especially not with Robin likely to return from Châlus any day now.

Will simply needed to be gone.

“My apologies, miss.”

“Please! I can tend your injury.” 

She reached forward, searching for him. Will took hold of her arms; some maddening part of him cringed at the prospect of seeing her fall again. 

“You are a physic? A healer?”

She pressed her lips into a line as thin as thread. “Of sorts. My sister helped me.”

“Helped?”

“Helps. If I doubted she yet lives, I wouldn’t be stranded here.”

Suspicions sounded a heralding call. With his thumbnail, he picked at the old scar on his palm. “Where is she?”

“I know not. Ada’s been gone these two weeks.”

Ada. That was her name. During the ambush, he had mistaken Meg for that brazen cheat at the Nottingham market. But closer inspection revealed differences. Meg was thinner in both form and face, with an angular chin and that quirking, smiling mouth. And those glassy eyes. 

Had Will required a more convincing reason to forsake his burden, he found one. 

He had arrested her sister.

In untangled their fingers, he untangled their destinies. “Consider our ride all the gallantry I can muster today.”

“You’ve shone no gallantry!” Her cheeks colored with uneven splotches of pink. “You thought to use me, that I might hold Finch’s hangman at bay.”

Will bit back a protest. He had not flown into the fray to pursue selfish ends. How could he explain those moments of confusion by the roadside? Ally and villain had intertwined in a gruesome dance, exchanging places, until her terror had cut through the confusion. With the purest part of himself, with the most honest of intentions, he had rescued her—the opposite of his behavior toward her sister. He could no more understand his primal motives for one than he could excuse his greedy designs for the other. Saving Meg had been his most selfless act since leaving Marian. 

But he possessed no more selflessness.

“I’m going,” he said. 

“And you’ll bleed a trail for anyone to follow.”

“Even a blind woman?”

Outward signs of anger faded at his taunt. Her smile was cold and controlled. “Those brutes will find a dead man or one too weak to defend himself.”

“On God’s half, woman, I’m not helping you! I cannot. The odd one out takes the blame, and everyone but me knew what awaited Whitstowe.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Believe it. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have risked rescuing you.” His chills doubled, leaving him breathless and dizzy. He glanced at his mangled shoulder. “I am beset with difficulties and have no need of another. Your family has caused me enough misery.” 

Sightless eyes widened. “What of my family? What do you know?”

Will railed against saints, devils, and his own careless tongue. But deserting a furious woman would be easier than turning his back on a pleading one. 

“Your sister—Ada, was it? I arrested her in Nottingham.”

“You bastard!”

“Perhaps,” he said. “Such a pity no man of quality dared save your skin. You had none but me.”

“I’ll slit your throat!”

“I await the attempt, if you can find me.” 

He turned and took a step toward freedom. The heels of two feminine hands drove into his upper back. He pitched face-first into the leaves. Pain exploded in his shoulder. Meg landed on his back and drove his mouth into the mud. He shrugged free of her weight and turning his fouled face to the sky, but she attacked anew. 

“Found you, wastrel,” she said with a snarl. 

“For grace, woman.” Will rolled until he pinned her down. “Enough.” 

“Hardly.” She snatched a hand between their bodies, grabbed his bullocks, and twisted hard.

“Foul bitch!” He crushed his elbow into the muscle of her upper arm. Her hand spasmed, freeing him. “I say again—enough.”

She calmed, but harsh breaths shoved her breasts against his armor. With a grim smirk, she bucked her hips. Arched her back. Wiggled. 

He inhaled. “What manner of woman are you?”

“One you enjoy pinning,” she said with a laugh. “Either prick me with that rod of yours or release me.” 

Will jumped free as if burned by fire. He would have eyed a snake with less wariness. “If you reach between my legs again with less than friendly intentions, I’ll cut off your hand.”

“Unwise, Scarlet, because I’d still have hold of your bullocks.” Sitting up, she delicately arranged her muddy skirts. Her voice was sweet, nearly careless. “Regardless of who murdered the earl, if he is dead, you’ve killed the sheriff’s men. You are a wounded, hunted man. No one will take you in.”

He wanted to protest. He wanted to recite an impressive list of good families—maybe his own family—ready to welcome him in a time of need. He wanted to prove her wrong. 

But he could not. 

All he could do was walk away.

***
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ADA OPENED HER EYES to complete darkness. She circled her gaze in search of any flicker of light. Blackness swirled without limit, a reminder of her most panicked fear: losing her sight, as Meg had lost hers.

Then, a shadow. She found the barest difference between a wall and the gloom along the floor. As her eyes adjusted to the black, she sucked in thankful gulps of air.

Stiff, weak, she crawled along the cold dirt to the opposing wall. She outlined the contours of her confines. The cell barely allowed room enough to stand. Cracks between the bricks wept a dank wetness.

In the two weeks since being arrested by the sheriff’s men—Will Scarlet and that ogre, Carlisle—she should have been fined, hanged, or released. But unknown captors still held her, moving her from location to location. 

Would Meg find a way to locate her? Perhaps she would enlist the aid of Lord Whitstowe. And if the earl refused, she could seek Asher ha-Rophe or his son, Jacob. Maybe even Hugo. 

No, Meg would never ask Hugo Brooker for anything. 

More worrying was the possibility that she would not bother conducting any search. After all, she had yet to forgive Ada. 

Footsteps sounded along a corridor, muffled by thick walls. The cell door swung open with a fantastic creak. Torchlight flooded into the dim space. Ada blinked furiously. 

Anger and fatigue stayed her caution. “I need food,” she said sharply.

“And I need answers.”

She could not tell which of the four silhouetted men had spoken. His curt sentence reverberated in the tiny space, quiet but unchallenged.

“Who are you to hold me?”

“I’m Peter Finch, High Sheriff of Nottinghamshire.” The man stepped through the squat doorway. “What are you called?”

“Ada, my lord sheriff.”

“Now, Ada, you will answer my inquiries.”

Scrutinizing her foe, she searched for any obvious physical marker, but an inexplicable plainness defined Finch. His mundane features formed a common appearance. He was of medium height and build. His hair, neither long nor short, was an ordinary shade of brown.

Had he been dressed in silks and layers of embroidered finery, he would have passed as a nobleman. Dressed in an apron and covered with grimy sweat, he would have looked the part of a blacksmith. But clad in nondescript black garments, he blended only with the shadows.

Finch squatted within arm’s reach. Ada edged away, pressing her back to the wall. Weakness and hunger sapped her strength. She wanted water, clean air, food. Freedom.

“You tried to sell counterfeit emeralds to a merchant in my city,” Finch said. “And I wager you’ve succeeded in other markets.” 

He sounded lazy, almost tired, but Ada recognized the truth. He used his bland appearance and calm demeanor to dull his opponents’ wits—in this case, hers.

“I want you to tell me the origins of those imitations.” He pitched his voice lower, a man whose patience was thinning. “The nature of your captivity will depend on your cooperation.”

Her mind swirled through and around a host of inappropriate replies. She could not refuse him, but neither could she reveal Meg’s role in the plot. 

Or could she?

Ada blinked, trying to find a way free of the hypnotic cadence of his words. Weakly, she said, “I’m hungry.”

Finch snapped his fingers. Two men stepped through the small door and took hold of Ada’s arms and ankles, pinning her. Terror lodged in her throat. A third guard jammed his torch into a sconce. The flames cast a wobbly pattern across damp walls. 

Rational thought rejected the scene as too strange, too impossible to be real. She willed her nightmare to end, but nothing altered. No manner of wail or wish expelled those brutal men or flung away their hands. 

Finch removed a dagger from his belt. Jewels glinted on its handle, the hectic torchlight scattering colors around the cell. He drew the weapon nearer. The threat of that blade pressed on Ada’s mind until her entire world reflected in its gleam.

“These are real emeralds, Ada, my dear.” He lifted the dagger’s handle to the light. The green gems lit with a clear fire. He softly slid the cool metal along her bare sole. “And you try my patience.”

“Please, I’ll tell you.”

“Yes.” He smiled as if sharing a jest, the most emotion he had yet displayed. “If you want bandages, you’ll tell me everything.”

Before the words registered, the dagger sliced Ada’s foot. She screamed. From heel to toe, hot blood rushed past disoriented nerves. Pinned by the unflinching guards, she thrashed and kicked to no avail. Tears drenched her cheeks. 

Finch wiped the knife along the hem of her dress. His blandness transformed into resolve. “Talk.” 

Her panting sobs bubbled into the air. “My father was an alchemist. He made the imitations. When he died, he left them to sell if I needed to.”

“Are there more? Can you make more?”

Even through the pain, she recognized much. There would be no trial, no fine. And Meg was in terrible danger.

“I can,” she said, still gasping. “But the process takes time. You must secure a supply of Cyprian copper. It has to be Cyprian.”

“You’ll have it.”

Ada suppressed the hysterical hiccup of laughter. He had not blinked. He had not asked for an explanation. He had merely consented.

The sheriff stood and tossed a ball of linen strips into her lap. “You’ll cooperate, unless you want a matching wound on your other foot.”

Ada bowed her head and nodded. Her pride balked, and again she thought of Meg—always relenting, always dipping her eyes when a lie demanded it.

How do you do it?

Finch nodded for the guards to release her. “Until you buy your freedom by providing that recipe, consider this your home.”

The men withdrew after depositing food, a blanket, and a chamber pot. A key grated in the lock, trapping in the darkness once again. 

Hurry, Meg. 

But memories of Hugo forced her to alter the plea. 

Please hurry—if you’re coming at all. 
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And Scarlet he was flying a-foot,

Fast over stock and stone,

For the proud sheriff with seven score men

Fast after him is gone.


“Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne”

Folk ballad
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Meg struck a tree with outstretched hands and flinched. Kneeling, she rummaged amongst the leaf-strewn forest floor and found a branch as long as a half-grown child. She made short work of its leaves and twigs to form a crude walking stick. She turned into the black woods and cursed Will Scarlet with every faltering step. 

Such human fickleness! He had risked his life to save her, only to abandon her to the whim of the woodlands. He seemed distraught about the ambush, but he admitted to working for the sheriff and arresting Ada. So many contradictions.

An unpleasant guilt trudged with her through the forest. She should have known such a fate awaited her and her sister. No swindle, no matter how clever, could go unpunished forever. But two years of successes had lulled them into complacence. 

Worse still, even if Meg managed to secure Ada’s release, they would need to rely on selling fertilizers once again, not forged emeralds. The gemstones traded for more gold than did the potash. Without that gold, Meg would need to abandon her experiments. Ada would likely get married, eager for a better life—or at least a life of her own.

Meg’s jaw stiffened. Hers had been a fool’s errand from the start, and now she was lost in Charnwood, miles from home. Aiding her deceitful sister made as little sense as forgiving her, but she loathed the idea of losing Ada. Her only family. Her only company.

Distracted thoughts proved hazardous when she kicked a rock. She grimaced, then swallowed her frustration like unripe fruit—bitter but vital. She played at eliciting sympathy from gullible people, but she would not succumb to genuine self-pity. Not again. That way led to madness.

She knelt and massaged her aching toe. With perceptive fingers, she found the palm-sized rock and flung it into the woods to gauge its character. A rustle of leaves and squawking birds split the forest calm. Another rustle followed. And another.

She straightened. “Who—?”

Large hands clamped onto her face and around her arms, smothering. 

Scarlet?

But no. Pressing close, the man was shorter and smelled foul. His voice was nasal. “Hold fast, miss. You need to come with us.” 

Surprise ceded to anger. For heaven’s love, she wanted to be a man—a brawny man with perfect vision and a pikestaff like a small tree. She would beat every brigand witless. 

Instead, she clipped the back of her captor’s calf with her heel. She heaved and struck. His lip split beneath her knuckles. The man yelped but held fast no matter how she wrestled. 

A second man with lean, bare fingers lashed her hands. Rough rope chewed the thin skin at her wrists. “There’s a good girl.” 

They released her body but held tight to the rope, tugging her like a leashed animal. “You have no right to detain me. I have done nothing!”

“We’ll let Hendon decide that, miss,” said the nasal one. 

Hendon? As a man-at-arms for Lord Whitstowe, he should be protecting her. 

If Scarlet was truthful and the earl was dead, Hendon must have played a role. Still, she could no more trust Scarlet’s tales than she trusted the twin boars pulling her through Charnwood Forest. 

“Let me go, please,” she said. “I can tell you which way Will Scarlet went.”

The second man laughed like a donkey’s bray. “You’re a helpful miss. But no need—we have him already.” 

***
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LASHED TO A TREE, WILL wondered why his reward for chivalrous deeds had been a spiteful, vicious day. Two or three hours yet remained before sunset, leaving plenty of time for a plague of locusts or a rain of frogs. At least the soldiers showed no intention of killing him. Not yet. 

He eyed Earl Whitstowe’s traitorous guard, Hendon, as the man stalked the clearing and ordered the others to prepare for nightfall. Another two soldiers continued upriver in search of Meg. Will had surrendered in hopes that she might be able to delve deeper into the forest. Her assault on his bullocks was no reason to wish her harm at the hands of these villains. 

Hendon stalked to the oak and knelt beside him. “Comfortable?”

“I assume you’re under orders to take me back to Nottingham.”

“Of course.” Hendon pulled a dagger from his waist and twirled it over his fingers, spun it, then caught it. “Otherwise I would’ve killed you already.”

“You would’ve tried,” Will said, smiling.

Hendon exhaled, almost a chuckle. “Where’d the girl go, Scarlet?”

“You sniff out that demon female.” He yawned and closed his eyes, leaning against tree bark. “She’s not my concern.” 

“But I can make her your concern.”

Something about Hendon’s stony voice set Will’s nerves alight. He peered at his captor. “How so?”

“I would hate to see anything happen to Lady Marian, not with her husband out of the country. And they have a son, am I right?” 

A mist flowed over Will’s skin, enshrouding him in outward composure. But fury surged. “If you harm his family, Robin will hunt you to the ends of Christendom.”

“Perhaps.” Hendon grinned at last, a dog baring his yellowed teeth. “But she’s rather vulnerable at Loxley Manor, is she not? I wonder which of us Loxley would hate more: me for destroying his family, or you, his dear nephew, for leaving them to die?”

Will yanked the ropes. The wound at his shoulder screeched in protest. His vision was cast in a haze of red. 

Hendon only widened his canine grin. “Does that hurt? Because I can make your imprisonment even less enjoyable.” He grabbed a blunt stick from the forest floor and jabbed it into Will’s wound. Wood splintered in the mangled flesh. 

He yelled as pain exploded, like dipping his arm in fire. Through clamped teeth he hissed, “Toss the stick away and we’ll talk.”

“Making demands of me? My, you have chops.” Hendon waved the piece of wood nearer to Will’s shoulder, teasing, before pitching it into fallen leaves. “Will Scarlet, man of legend—afraid of a twig. Next time I’ll use the dagger so you won’t lose face.”

“And if I cooperate?”

“Marian sleeps safely.”

“And if I kill you first?”

“Unlikely, but what does it matter? Carlisle will have as much fun pricking her, I’m sure. Think on it, Scarlet,” he said, standing and dusting leaves from his quilted leather breeches. “A few hours of light remain. We can still catch that witch before nightfall.”

Will closed his eyes as Hendon walked away. The biting tree bark, the pain in his arm—none of it mattered. Marian would suffer because of him. Young Robert was in danger. 

And Robin. 

He shuddered to think how his actions would appear. Will had abandoned Loxley Manor without explanation—a purposeful decision his uncle had yet to forgive. Robin would never know his motives for leaving, not if Will had breath left to honor his promise to Marian. 

But how would he explain taking service with the new sheriff? No excuses would make it right if harm came to their family. The rift between them would become a killing feud, and he would go to his grave by his uncle’s hand. Robin would forever believe Will had abandoned Loxley Manor for the worst, most selfish ends. 

Unacceptable. 

He pushed one heel against his shin. The damp sole of his boot stretched and bulged until the leather gave way at a patched seam. Iron caught the waning daylight and glinted a dull gray. Crunching forward while lifting his leg, he caught the sliver of metal in his teeth. He dropped it near his hip, then fought to loosen the ropes just enough to pick up the shard. 

Distant shouts roused Hendon’s attention. He and a second soldier grabbed their weapons and rushed into the woods. 

Will seized his opportunity. He quickly carved the iron shard into the hemp until the ropes relented. He leapt free of the tree and snatched his sword. Confronting the only remaining guard, he swung the blade down. The man dropped with a cry, gripping the mangled muscles at his hip.

Male voices emerged from the woods. The two soldiers who had broken from Hendon’s group dragged Meg between them. Ropes encircled her wrists. 

Will attacked. He kicked the taller man’s weapon into the air and caught it, leveling two blades at his bleary opponents. “You—drop it. Good. Now lie on the ground, both of you.” 

The shorter soldier sported a bloodied lip. His helmet was nowhere to be seen. At his right temple, a hunk of hair was missing. Had she inflicted the damage?

Will flicked his gaze to Meg, unable to suppress his approval. Long hair framed her face like a dark veil, and she flaunted that strange little smile. Slumped shoulders and a lowered chin suggested deference, but readiness coiled in her muscles. She balanced on the balls of her feet.

Unpredictable, dangerous—that much he knew. But Finch’s men believed her valuable. He wanted to know why. 

“Meg, are you injured at all?”

“No.”

“Staying here or coming with me?” 

He would drag her to Nottingham if he must, but he preferred her cooperation. Defending them both would be more difficult if he also had to watch his back. 

“I’ll stay with you.” 

As if accepting a dare, she offered her wrists. Will sliced through the ropes. 

***
[image: ]


ICY WATER SPLASHED and soaked her gown, weighing her skirts. Boots found traction on the slippery stones through force of will alone. Her fight for air became a losing battle, but on she ran through the shallows. 

At some point, Scarlet had abandoned his leather gauntlets. Bare fingers enveloped hers. Abruptly, he wrestled her into a clump of forest shrubbery and pinned her. “Hendon’s right behind us.”

A parade of heartbeats passed before he eased his grip. His thigh settled between hers. She shifted, a startling awareness streaking through her limbs. “Did you have to manhandle me?”

“They would’ve seen us. And I cannot fight them.”

“Your arm?”

“’Tis foul.”

“May I touch it?” 

He stilled. His hair tickled her forehead when he nodded. “Do what you must.”

She traced the wound, striving for gentleness. The gash was relatively shallow but longer than her palm, extending from his collarbone to the thick muscle of his upper arm. Splinters of ruined mail and shards of wood were embedded in his flesh. Warm fluid slicked his skin. He hissed despite her caution.

“You won’t be conscious in an hour,” she said. “Already, you have a fever.”

The sound of snapping branches and rough steps interrupted. She held still, imagining herself a rabbit. What that made the man sprawled on top of her—she could not decide. 

“Surrender, Scarlet, or we’ll ravish the girl.”

Hendon. 

“I assume you have eyes,” she whispered, her lips pressed against the coarse stubble of Scarlet’s jaw. “Eyes that work?”

“Yes.”

“Then your choice of hiding places disappoints me.”

“You choose next time,” he said gruffly.

“Can you handle your sword?”

His hair fell across her face again, teasing her with their intimacy. “I said I cannot fight, woman. I am...blast, but I’m dizzy.”

“I said nothing of fighting. Can you stab? And be my eyes?”

“I don’t understand.”

She loosened the laces of her alms-bag and retrieved the small copper vial it contained. “No thinking, Scarlet. Follow my lead.”

She shoved the hard wall of his body until he relented and rolled away. They stood side by side. She groped for his bare hand and clasped it tightly. The frustrating tremor in her limbs eased, ushering a return of clear thought. 

Strange, that rush of calm—simply holding his hand. Hours earlier, she would have fought the Devil’s own army for the right to gut him. 

And she might again. 

As soon as they killed Hendon. 
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Chapter Four
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No, no; it can never be—

I’ll not believe she so could cheat our eyes,

To make us think, while we all look’d on her,

We only saw a weak and timorous hare.


Continuation of Ben Jonson’s Sad Shepherd

By F. G. Waldron
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“Good fellows, you lack manners,” Meg said. “If you wish a turn, I ask that you wait.”

Hendon snickered and so did his accomplice. “We don’t need your permission, strumpet.”

“A fair estimation. But tell me, do you mean to imprison this man or kill him?”

“He murdered Whitstowe,” Hendon said. “We’re taking him to Nottingham.”

Scarlet tensed. “You did him treason, butcher!”

She placed a hand on his abdomen, stilling his surge of candid anger. He had told the truth. The earl was dead. That left Meg for their sport and Scarlet her only ally. Fever ravaged his body, adding urgency to her gambit.

“Why to Nottingham?” she asked. “Surely the earl’s son will want this man hanged at Bainbridge Castle.”

“I’m not going to hang!”

“Quiet, Scarlet,” Hendon said. “How would you know what he wants?”

“Why else would I ride with Whitstowe’s party?” She smiled, keeping her eyes low. “His son and I were well...acquainted. You’ll be rewarded if you return me to his safe keeping.”

“Whore.”

She shrugged. “All the better for you, I should think.” Sliding her hand down Scarlet’s body, she reached his groin and offered a quick squeeze. “But this one will prove a calmer prisoner if you allow us another moment alone.”

“Come here, woman.” 

Hendon sheathed his sword. Breathless impatience colored his command. Both sounds encouraged her, for now she had his full attention.

Scarlet’s grip tightened around her waist. His wounded arm was surprisingly strong. “Don’t, Meg.”

“I must.” She clenched the copper vial and smiled. “They outnumber you, although I doubt their swords are larger.” 

Hendon ripped her from Scarlet and into hard, unkind arms. The soldier clamped his mouth on hers. The sour tang of it balled her stomach. She fought the instinctive need to cry out, to fight and kick. Instead, focusing on her dodge, she submitted to Hendon’s brutal hold. She reveled in the game—the chance to bring low those who underestimated her. She returned his rough kiss, enthusiastically wetting his lips with her tongue.

But when a greedy hand clutched her breast, her tolerance splintered. 

“Scarlet!”

She pushed back and dashed the contents of the copper vial at Hendon’s face. He roared and flung her to the ground. Meg scrambled away from his shrieks. She feared another pair of coarse arms encircling her. 

But Scarlet dispatched them. The swift play of swords rang over the rush of blood in her ears. “Meg, wait! They’re dead. Meg!”

Arms encircled her, yes, but she gave herself over to relief. Scarlet held her. They trembled, panting, holding each other on the forest floor. 

He pulled away first. “Explain.”

An uncomfortable flush warmed her nape, like too much time spent in the sun. She retreated from the lap of the man who had imprisoned Ada. 

“I know you’re unwell,” she said. “But these thoughts of yours—a single word isn’t enough to help me read you.”

“What did you do to Hendon? Why’d he cry out?”

“Pain will do that.” She opened her hand and showed him the emptied copper vial. “Lye is exceedingly painful when it burns wet skin.”

“Wet?”

She kissed the air to demonstrate. “A means to an end.”

“Would you have used it on me?”

“Had you given me reason, yes.”

“Are you a witch?”

“Certainly not. Any soap-maker will agree that lye is the most dangerous part of their trade.” She placed a hand to his forehead. Fever flared beneath her skin. “We must seek shelter. And I have an idea to help your arm.”
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WILL GNAWED ON A STRIP of dried mutton. “You want to do what?”

He had tugged Meg through the surrounding holt to a patch of dry ground beneath an outcropping. After an arduous struggle with his tunic and mail, he sat bare-chested before a tiny fire. She slid delicate fingers over his skin. She pulled coils of warped metal and wood splinters from the gash. That she carried flint and a piece of dried meat in her bag...he could hardly muster a hint of surprise. 

But this—he could not accept what she proposed.

“I told you,” she said. “I’ll use the lye on your arm.”

“That man would yet scream if I hadn’t sliced him open.”

She nodded. “You did him a better end, actually.”

“You didn’t see his face!” Recalling the hideous, bubbling skin of Hendon’s mouth and his twisted grimace, Will shuddered. “And you want to do the same to me?”

“To help you.”

“How? How will this help me?”

“Lye will seal the wound and allay the bleeding. But more than that, when your body does not need to fight the fever, the wound will heal faster.” Her forthright explanation echoed quietly through around the outcropping, a sentence just short of death. 

The spiraling flames cast a flickering play of light across her intent face. While he enjoyed the candor of observing a woman without having to check his stare, he could not settle. He remembered her body struggling beneath his and how she had clenched his shaft. Her action had been to distract Hendon and his men, but Will shifted uncomfortably on his seat made of rock. 

“No, I don’t believe you,” he said at last. “You’re aggrieved because of your sister and because I left you by the river. Now you want revenge.”

“I did when you left me. Had the Devil provided me a club, I would’ve beaten you and fed you to his hounds.”

“You harbor those ill thoughts in your skull, woman?” 

She laughed like bell chimes. “You believed me a simple, infirmed girl made of all things sweetness?”

“Yes. And I would’ve agreed to a wager that you’re more naïve than your boldness implies. Now I’m not so sure.”

“Do you make such wagers often?”

“No,” he said. “Gambling is a harder means of living than swordsmanship.” 

“Good. Never wager on what you know of me.” 

“As ever I ate bread, you’re a madwoman.”

She pulled hard at an iron coil. “I’m not mad.” 

Will flinched. He could all but see anger in her sightless eyes. 

Saints be, none of it mattered. Hendon was dead, but Carlisle would take word of the successful ambush back to the sheriff. Marian was still in danger. If Meg was important enough for Finch’s men to threaten a nobleman’s family, she was still useful. Instead of offering the truth about Whitstowe’s murder, hoping to be believed, he would trade her for a pardon and a guarantee of Marian’s safety.

“And what do you want from me in return for this—well, I hesitate to call it a kindness.”

She tucked her bottom lip into her mouth. “Deliver me to a safe destination.”

“Your cabin?”

“No. My cabin is five miles distant, but Asher al-Rophe lives only a mile north of Asfordby. He and his son will see me home.”

“Jews?”

“My father’s friends, yes.” Her face turned to moonstone, hard and unreadable. “After the wrong you did Ada, I’ve no wish to prolong our association.”

He no more trusted her motives than she should trust his. But though he might be a fool to agree to her strange medicine, his wound throbbed. His chills would not abate. She might accidentally do him a sympathy if she settled on revenge and killed him. 

“Tell me more,” he said.

“The treatment will be painful, but you’ll not suffer as Hendon did.” She pulled a glass vial from her bag. “This is vinegar. When applied to the lye, it stops the burning.”

“How?”

“I—” She hesitated, frowning. A childish splash of satisfaction washed over him when she faltered. “I know not. No one does. But lye and vinegar counter each other.”

“And you carry them with you?”

“I make a habit of carrying items for many possible events.” She eased the last ring of steel from his shoulder and pressed a strip of her kirtle to the bleeding flesh. “How else would I protect myself?”

“At least that explains the smell.”

“What smell?”

“You. Your hair and clothes. You smell of vinegar.”

She scowled and withdrew, wrapping slender arms around her middle. “I have wolfsbane to ease the pain, but if you’d rather, I can toss it into the fire.”

Spiteful witch. 

But resignation and a sick helplessness smoothed his internal struggle. He only wanted to succumb to the lassitude stealing beneath his skin, lulling him despite the pain.

“I’ll see you to the Jew’s cabin,” he said, his
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