
[image: image]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Mischief of a Faerie


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

An Outlaws of Wild Sherwood Story


[image: ]


by

Edie Roones and M.A. Lee

[image: Logo

Description automatically generated with low confidence]

Contents

Mischief of a Faerie


An Outlaws of Wild Sherwood Story

Mischief of a Faerie

Thank You!

Please write a review.

Titles by Edie Roones

Fiction by M.A. Lee













	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Mischief of a Faerie


[image: ]


Arthur laid the brace of hares on the work board beside the carrots his ma chopped.

She startled then dropped her knife and whirled. “Arthur! You’re back!” She grabbed his much-higher shoulders and tiptoed to brush a kiss at his reddish beard. “You’ve avoided us for over a fortnight! How long will you stay?”

“Just for a bit this afternoon.”

He didn’t explain his absence. No need for Ma to know about the sprain that laid him up for days.

She grazed a hand over the hare, ruffing up the soft fur. “You brought us supper!”

“Anyone asks,” he reminded, “be sure to tell them these are conies, not hares. I don’t want the forest rangers looking for me.”

In the dim light of the hearth fire, he studied her face. She had hollows in her cheeks and dark shadows under her eyes. Her neck looked narrow and long. Not even that tatty shawl hid her thin frame. She needed fattening up, his ma did. The winter was half over, and she looked thinner than last month. She would be bones by May Day. Like as not, she gave most of her food to his sister or his granda, claiming they needed it more than she did. He needed to bring them meat more often.

Gil Whitehand had provided meat for their table while Arthur tended an ankle swollen thicker than his boot. He had cursed the mischance that rolled his foot over a thick root and fretted about his ma and granda and sister. Four mouths to feed when he included his own.

His family needed a steady man to provide. They shouldn’t depend solely on him, not when accident or arrest could so easily remove him.

“You must stay to supper.”

Arthur lifted his head, but he didn’t hear anyone else in the hut. He had watched outside before he came in. The moon was early rising today. The sun would soon track to the horizon. He had a few hours of daylight left. Tonight, if he left late, the full moon would guide his way. He could stay a little while.

Lingering was an indulgence. No telling when a nosy guard would come by. Their posts were in the town, not outside the walls, but that didn’t stop them wandering around. And rangers used the same trails that Arthur did when prowling through the forest.

“Can’t stay that long, Ma. Where is Granda?”

“He went into Nottingham for the market. He carved a few things and hoped to sell them.”

“You think he’ll get anything for them?”

“He may.”

For once, she didn’t sound doubtful. A dozen things, though, could interfere with Granda coming home with any coins at all.

His ma sniffled. “Your granda will be proud to know you’re hunting in the king’s forest.”

He hunched a shoulder. “Don’t shout it to the world, Ma. I’m poaching, and you know it. I don’t want to lose a hand.”

At the Autumn festival, a stray word about poaching had tossed Arthur out of his home and into the forest, barely ahead of the town guards. He’d lived rough all winter, avoiding the sheriff’s rangers and rarely creeping into town.

He lived off what he caught, snared hares or stone-pelted squirrels, with the extra brought to his family. Hazelnuts stretched out his food. He craved green growing things, yet winter still had its talons dug into the land.

“You got enough wood? I can chop some.”

She flushed. “You don’t need to. After that last storm, we pulled plenty of dead wood out of the forest. Do stay for supper, Arthur. I want my son at my table again. Two hares will be enough for all of us. We have these carrots. And I found some old apples. We’ll have a savory stew.”

“Found them, did you?” His ma flushed again. Even as he wondered at that darkened color in her pale face, he shook his head. “No, can’t stay that long. Besides, these are for you three.”

“Four now. Clannis had her baby. You have to see the little one. They’re sleeping now, but they will wake soon. These hares will help her recover her strength faster.”

“Boy or girl?”

“Boy. With the biggest feet and longest little toes. He’ll be a tall one. And a shock of black hair when every one of us is red.”

A flash of temper rushed over Arthur. He struggled to keep Ma and Granda and Clannis in meat. A baby created more problems. 

“Did Clannis name the da yet?”

“Not her. She claims that he promised to come before Spring. Until then, she’ll keep him secret.”

“A pa should know about his son. He shouldn’t just abandon her and the babe.”

“Clannis never said he abandoned her.”

“She cried enough, though, when she figured out she was having a baby.”

His sister had told them very little about the man who must be the father. She hadn’t stepped out with many men, ignoring the youths who loitered around their mud-daubed wattle hut. Pa’s death two winters before had left them in straits. Without Pa and Arthur, with Granda weakened by a withered leg and not likely to regain strength, Ma had struggled to hold the little family together.

Then Clannis fell into her trouble. Last spring she hied off at every chance and came back smiling. By Midsummer, though, she shut her mouth and wouldn’t talk. By September, the family knew she was expecting. Not once in her pregnancy had she said anything about the man responsible.

Now the babe was here.

If Clannis didn’t eat hearty food, the precious little one would feed of her while she wasted away. Arthur barely met their needs now. How can I continue to do all for them? Honest, he couldn’t do more. Which meant someone else had to step up. That someone was the babe’s pa.

Arthur did have two clues about the man: a black-haired babe that showed signs of future height. Two clues, though, weren’t enough to locate the da and force him to shoulder some responsibility for Clannis and the baby.

A thin wail sounded from the loft. A rustling came. His sister cooed at her babe. Then the wailing stopped.

“She’ll be nursing him,” his ma hissed, as if Arthur didn’t understand the way of newborns.

He climbed to the loft where Clannis had her pallet.

His sister rested, half-leaning on the wall behind her, a tacked-up cloth between her and the wattle. The baby snuffled at her breast. When she saw him at the top of the ladder, a smile brightened her dull face, changing her from a drab to the bright sister he knew. “Arty! I didn’t know you were here.”

“Came by with some hares. Ma said you birthed the little one. Can I see him?”

“Come up. Sit with me, then I’ll let you hold him.”

He climbed the last rungs. Bending over to keep his head out of the thatch, he shuffled to her pallet then dropped down. “Don’t know nothing about holding babies. What if I drop him?”

“You won’t.”

The baby snorted and slurped. Clannis brushed a finger against his flabby cheek.

“How are you feeling?”

“Tired.” She quickly looked up. “Ma says it will get better soon. How are you? Living in that forest can’t be easy.”

“I’m hale and hearty.” He spread his arms, as if to say see? He watched the baby until his sister lifted him to her shoulder and patted his back. “What you going to call him?”

“John, after his da.”

“John,” he repeated heavily. Here was a third clue to find the father. “And where is this John? He should be here, Clannis, taking care of you and the babe.”

“He will be here, when it’s time.”

“And what time is that?” When she didn’t answer, Arthur’s eyes burned. “Is he in town?”

“Not exactly. I met him here, but he doesn’t live in Nottingham. He works on a farm.”

“Is he married?”

She snorted. “Not he.”

“He should be here,” he repeated. “He’s got a duty to you. To both of you.”

The little one gave a mighty burp. His sister removed him from her shoulder, wiped his mouth on a scrap of cloth, then lifted him toward Arthur. “Here, take him.”

His hands flashed up and away. “Not me.”

“I want John to have a good relationship with his uncle. He’ll likely see you much more than he sees his father.”

He didn’t argue any further. He didn’t point out that another man bringing food to the family would help them all. He let her persuade him to hold the infant.

Staring into that sleeping face, he burned with the need to force the da to step up. He needed to know where this man was. But Clannis wouldn’t speak until she was ready. She was that stubborn that she would stove up and say nary a word. 

When his mother called that his granda had come, Clannis wrapped the snoozing baby against her breast then followed Arthur down the ladder. Granda had stale bread and dried fruit pasties that he’d gotten from the bread-baker Ellen Best. His ma brewed a weak herbal tea, and they shared the unexpected bounty.

He stayed longer than he had intended. While the sun had dropped toward the horizon, it still cast bright light over this winter day. The moon, waning from full, had risen high. Tattered clouds blew across the blue heavens, heralding a change of weather for the next day.

He picked up his stave as he left. It was the one good weapon he had, with metal tips at both ends.

Once there had been an ax-blade. That had disappeared long before his da started teaching him how to fight with a quarterstaff. His da had learned his skill in King Richard’s army. He’d contracted a wasting sickness in that far land where he’d used the halberd. He brought stave and sickness home. When he died, all Arthur had wanted of his da was the stave.

The wind blew his hair and beard as he trudged to the abandoned hovel he’d been using over the winter. That shelter saved him when he’d laid up hurt, unable to do more than hobble. Soon, though, he must move. The broken-down hut was a known refuge along the forest verge. With the melting of snow and the warming of Spring, the rangers would start greater patrols. He would need to return to his first shelter, a ledge deeper in the forest.

He conceived a plan to find the babe’s da.

Neither Ma nor Granda would ever pester Clannis for the location of the babe’s father. Maybe, over the long months since September, they’d given up that question. Clannis always outlasted questions she didn’t want to answer. She had more patience than Arthur, older and hastier.

Stubborn girl.

He thumped the stave with each fall of his left foot. If he could find the father of little Jonno—.

The name struck him. He knew a John. He knew a Little John, one of Robin Hood’s men. Was he the father of Clannis’ son?

Arthur considered the clues: the name John, a shock of black hair, and the promise of future height.

Little John had long black hair and a silky black beard. He was a giant of a man.

Clannis had said she met her John in Nottingham and that he didn’t live in the town. He was unmarried, and he would come to see her at an appropriate time.

She had also said that Arthur
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