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Chapter One: Unrest in the Court
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The great hall of Nottingham Castle smelled of lies and lavender water, though Amelia Marian couldn't decide which scent was more cloying.

She stood near one of the narrow windows, as far from the throne's dais as propriety would allow, watching dust motes dance in the afternoon light. A jester made a pleasant enough show, but Amelia couldn’t focus, perhaps because Maid Pemberton droned on about the latest shipment of Flemish lace directly in her ear.

Amelia made appropriate sounds at appropriate intervals, a skill she'd perfected over years of mandatory attendance. Her mind, however, had wandered out the window to the stand of oaks visible beyond the castle walls.

The trees were turning now, their leaves caught between summer's green and autumn's gold. She could almost smell the earth, rich and dark after yesterday's rain. Her feet were firmly planted on the castle’s stone floor, but her heart wandered through Sherwood Forest, the feel of bark and moss under her fingers.

“Maid Marian, you simply must tell us what you think.”

Amelia blinked, focusing on Maid Pemberton's eager, powdered face. The woman's beauty mark had migrated since morning; it now perched precariously close to her left nostril. “I think,” Amelia said carefully, “that Flemish lace is vastly superior to Venetian.”

This sparked immediate debate among the assembled maids, most of whom were also in their twentieth year. Although Amelia still considered herself young, she'd learned long ago that people didn't want her opinion; they wanted validation of their own.

A ripple of movement at the hall's entrance drew her attention. Lords and ladies parted like water around a stone as Sheriff Vortigern strode through, his black cloak billowing behind him in a way that seemed calculated for maximum dramatic effect. Behind him trailed his retinue of guards, their armor catching the light from the high windows.

The casual chatter died. Even Maid Pemberton's impassioned defense of Flemish craftsmanship faded into silence.

Vortigern mounted the dais with the confidence of a man who'd never questioned his right to be there. Amelia shivered at the sight of him, as if his very presence brought a gust of winter wind along with it.

Although she did not like the man, she often found herself in his company unwittingly. In every conversation, she could spot him nearby. Often, she would turn a corner only to be face-to-face with him. It seemed as if he followed her during court gatherings. Thankfully, his status often occupied him with other duties, as it did now.

He was handsome in the way predators are handsome, all sharp angles and sharper eyes. Although he kept his hair longer, he wore the latest fashion in facial hair, a trimmed goatee. When he smiled, the light never caught his features. His eyes looked especially dark in the waning rays of the setting sun.

The shadows must enjoy his presence. Amelia pressed her lips together, working to avoid saying the thought aloud.

“Lords and ladies of the court,” Vortigern began, his voice carrying effortlessly through the echoing chamber. “I'm certain you've all heard the rather colorful rumors circulating through our fair city.”

Nervous laughter rippled through the crowd. Even her father, who stood near the dais, wrung his hands. Amelia stayed silent, watching, wanting to understand more than she reacted.

“Tales of vagrant thieves, midnight raids, and treasures nearly spirited away in the night.”

Amelia had heard the rumors and quite enjoyed the thought of those outlaws. What kind of people would so openly defy the Crown?

Vortigern's smile widened, but it looked stilted. A false laughter carried through his voice as he spoke again. “I assure you, such stories are greatly exaggerated. The royal treasury remains quite secure. No thief, however bold, has breached our defenses.”

He said it with such conviction that Amelia almost believed him. Almost.

But she'd spent six years in this court, and although she was barely twenty, she’d learned to read the spaces between words the way scholars read texts. And there, in the way Vortigern's left hand clenched briefly at his side, in the muscle that jumped in his jaw, in the fraction of a second too long he held his smile, she saw the truth. Something had happened. Something that worried him enough to address the court directly, which he never did unless necessary.

“Furthermore,” Vortigern continued, twisting his obsidian signet ring, “I've ordered increased patrols throughout the city and the surrounding forests. For your protection, naturally. These are uncertain times, and I would be remiss in my duties if I did not ensure the safety of every citizen of Nottingham.”

The forest. Of course. Amelia's fingers tightened on her skirts. He was going to flood her woods with his guards, trampling through the underbrush with their heavy boots and heavier hands, disturbing the deer, frightening the foxes, squashing her favorite mushrooms.

“I trust this puts to rest any concerns you may have harbored,” Vortigern said, spreading his hands magnanimously. “Now, let us speak no more of such unpleasant business. I believe Cook has prepared something special for this evening's feast.”

The court responded with appropriate enthusiasm, any tension breaking like a fever. Conversations resumed, laughter returned. Maid Pemberton reclaimed Amelia's attention with a tap on the shoulder, spouting new theories about who might have started such scandalous rumors.

But Amelia wasn't listening anymore. Vortigern descended from the dais, gripped the arm of his captain of the guard, and leaned in close to whisper something that made the man's face go pale. He glanced briefly toward the window that overlooked the eastern road.

The road that led to Sherwood Forest.

Something twisted in Amelia's chest, part intuition, part dread. Whatever happened, it wasn't over. Amelia guessed Vortigern's increased patrols had nothing to do with protection and everything to do with revenge.

“Mia?” 

Amelia turned to find her mother, Lady Marian, standing at her elbow, as if to pull her from the other maids.

Others often commented on the resemblance Amelia shared with her mother. She had that same heart-shaped face, blushing, rounded cheeks, and green eyes. Amelia wished she had also inherited her mother’s golden hair instead of the earthy brown locks that came from her father, but at least no one could tell the difference between them with her mother’s wimple firmly in place.

Something in her mother’s expression worried her. Amelia gave a slight curtsy to her friends and took to a vacant corner of the room, her mother in tow. “Is something the matter?”

Lady Marian glanced around to make sure no eavesdroppers stood nearby. “Mia, you must control your expressions while at court.”

Amelia absentmindedly touched the corner of her lip. “Did I do something wrong?”

Lady Marian came closer. “Anyone looking your way would notice that scowl. You seemed troubled by the sheriff's announcement.”

Dropping her hand, Amelia put on her best smile. Her mother wasn’t looking for the truth; she was ensuring Amelia could play her part as a courtesan. “Troubled? Not at all. There was a little stone in my shoe. I’ve removed it, but that discomfort must be the expression to which you’re referring.”

Lady Marian folded her arms as if unconvinced, so Amelia added to her lie. “I’m quite relieved the rumors were unfounded.”

“That could work,” her mother assured her, “although I doubt your father would fall for it. His outspoken opposition to Prince John has made his position as an earl precarious. The sheriff made it clear that the prince can easily strip him of his title. Your father’s held his tongue for now, but if you speak too freely, it could put us in danger.”

Amelia understood the consequences; she’d seen the court’s brutality before. Defiance of the sheriff appointed by the prince would bring nothing but misery upon their household. “I’ll try to be more careful.”

“You are right, though,” Mother said through a long breath. “Something is not adding up. The sheriff said no thief had breached our defenses. Not that no attempt was made. Interesting choice of words, don't you think?”

Amelia nodded. This past year, with Prince John suddenly taking the throne and appointing Vortigern as sheriff, there were too many lies and rumors to sort out the truth.

Before she could say more, a horn sounded—three sharp blasts signaling the evening meal. The court began its migration toward the dining hall, a rustling mass of silk and ambition.

Her father joined them from his place near the dais, offering an arm to his wife. Amelia fell back in step with the other maids and tried to focus on the trite conversation of her peers. But her mind had already fled, racing ahead through castle corridors and out into the deepening twilight, seeking the shelter of ancient trees and the truths hidden in their shadows.
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Chapter Two: The Forest of Thieves
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Ronan had tasted failure before, and it never got any sweeter.

He dropped from the low-hanging branch of an elm tree, landing in a crouch that sent a spray of fallen leaves skittering across the forest floor. Around him, the rest of his band emerged from the shadows. Will Scarlet wiped blood from a shallow cut on his arm. Much the Miller's son looked like he'd swallowed something sour. And Alan-a-Dale clutched his lute like it was the only thing keeping him upright.

The shadowed forest clearing they'd designated as their emergency meeting point sat thick with the darkness of the new moon, but peaceful in a way that mocked the night's spectacular failure. They'd been so close. Close enough that Ronan could still smell the metallic tang of the treasury's locks, could still feel the weight of gold that had never touched his fingers.

His muscles tensed as if on high alert, sweat beading on his brow. But he couldn’t let his men see him falter.

“Well,” Ronan said, fixing his short brown hair and wiping the grime from his face. “I'd say that went about as well as Much's attempt to serenade the farmer’s daughter.”

Despite the gloomy mood, a few stilted chuckles went through the group.

Even Much smiled as he flushed. “That was one time.”

“One time too many for that poor girl's ears,” Will interjected, gaining a few more laughs.

“At least we all made it out,” Alan added as the mood sobered again, his knuckles white around the lute's neck.

“Exactly.” Ronan swept his gaze across his men. Eleven faces, all accounted for, all breathing. “We're alive, we're free, and Vortigern's guards are probably still running in circles trying to figure out how we got past the east wall. I'd call that a victory of sorts.”

“A victory without any gold,” grumbled Will, but there was no real heat in it.

“Gold, we'll get another day.” Ronan's tone shifted from jest to something solid. “What we learned tonight is worth more than a few sacks of coin. We know the treasury's layout now. We know their patrol patterns. We know which guards take bribes and which ones are too loyal or too stupid to turn.”

He moved among them as he spoke, letting them see he wasn't defeated, that not even his bleeding knee would keep him from holding his head high. A leader's first duty was to his people's spirits, and right now, those spirits needed bolstering, not criticism.

“Get some rest. Tend your wounds. Tomorrow, we'll meet again and plan our next move.” He flashed them his best roguish grin. “And Much? Maybe leave the serenading to Alan.”

That earned real laughter, and Ronan watched the tension drain from his band like water from a cracked vessel. They dispersed into the forest in ones and twos, heading for their various camps and hideouts, until only one friend remained.

Little John unfolded himself from where he'd been leaning against a massive pine, his seven-foot frame making the already large tree look almost ordinary. He hadn't said a word during Ronan's speech, which meant he'd been thinking. Little John's silence felt more dangerous than his staff.

“Walk with me,” Ronan said quietly.

They moved deeper into Sherwood, where the trees grew so thick that even the twinkling stars barely penetrated. Here, the air smelled of sap and forest secrets. Ronan's boots made almost no sound on the carpet of leaves—a skill learned young and honed sharp.

“Do you want to tell me what happened in there?” Little John's voice was low and rumbly like distant thunder. “Because from where I was standing, everything was going according to plan. Then you froze. Called the retreat when we were thirty seconds from that gold.”

Ronan didn't answer immediately. He paused beside a stream, watching the water tumble over smooth stones. How could he explain something he didn't fully understand?

“There was a miscalculation,” he said finally.

John raised a brow. “Miscalculation? With you?”

Ronan crouched, trailing his fingers through the cold water. “You know the feeling I get in my gut when a guard's about to turn a corner? The way the air tastes different when someone's lying? The sense that tells me exactly where to step, which shadow to hide in, when to move and when to stay still?”

“Your gift,” Little John said simply. He was one of the few who knew about it, about the enhanced perception that had kept Ronan alive through a hundred close calls.

“It's never been wrong before.” Ronan stood, shaking water from his hand. “Never, John. I can read a room like you feel an oncoming rain. I can sense danger the way deer sense wolves. Tonight, in that treasury, every instinct I had was screaming at me that something was wrong. Not just wrong...twisted. Like someone had taken my senses and bent them sideways.”

Little John began to pace, brows furrowed. “How?”

Ronan kicked a few pine needles into the water. “I think the question is who.”

Little John paused his pacing. “The sheriff?”

Ronan couldn’t decide whether to shrug or nod. “It had to be, but I don't know how.” Frustration edged into his voice. “One moment, I knew exactly where every guard was, exactly how much time we had. The next, it was like looking at the world through warped glass. I couldn't trust what I was sensing anymore. Couldn't tell if the danger I felt was real or phantom. If I'd pushed forward...” He shook his head. “We'd either all be dead or in Vortigern's dungeons.”

Little John crossed his massive arms over his chest. The air stilled, nothing but the sound of crickets in the deepening night. “Magic?”

The word hung between them like smoke.

“Maybe,” Ronan admitted. “There are stories about Vortigern, whispers that he's more than just a cruel man with a fancy title. But magic that can interfere with my perception? That's new.”

“More like treacherous,” Little John added. “A risk to our plans.”

Ronan nodded slowly, his mind already racing ahead. If Vortigern had some kind of magical protection, they'd need to approach things differently. Smarter. They'd need information, a way to understand what they were up against.

“We'll figure it out,” he said, more to himself than to John. “We always do.”

“Aye.” Little John clapped him on the shoulder with a force that would have felled a smaller man. “But let’s not forget why we’re doing it. The people are suffering.”

Ronan shut his eyes to hide the pain. “You think I can forget? I wouldn’t have tried something so daring if they hadn’t...”

He couldn’t finish the sentence. The demons of his past reminded him all too often.

Ronan pulled himself together. He couldn’t dwell on his grief. Not in front of his men, not even Little John. “If anything, this motivates me all the more. That sheriff will never see what hit him.”

Little John's laugh echoed through the trees, rich and full, and despite everything—the failure, the mystery, the threat—Ronan grinned. They'd been in worse situations before.

Either way, they'd figure it out together.

As they turned back toward camp with only their memory to light their way, Ronan couldn't shake the sensation of that twisted impression in the treasury. Like invisible hands had reached into his mind and rearranged the furniture of his senses. Ronan felt violated in a way that steel and fists couldn’t touch.

Vortigern had secrets. Terrifying ones.

Then again, Ronan wasn’t good at leaving secrets alone.
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Chapter Three: Vision in the Woods
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The morning mist clung to Sherwood Forest like gossamer veils, turning the world soft and dreamlike. Amelia breathed deeply, savoring the scent of damp earth and peeling bark. So much better than the nauseating perfumes of court. Beside her, Gwen, her ladies’ maid, hummed softly, her plain skirts swishing through the undergrowth.

More than a servant, Amelia thought of Gwen as her best friend. She was the first person Amelia told all her secrets to, and she wasn’t afraid to run off into the woods together, as they did now.

“It's almost sinful, isn't it?” Gwen said, tilting her face toward a shaft of golden sunlight breaking through the canopy. “How beautiful it is out here.”

A smile played at Amelia’s lips. This was the only place she felt truly alive. “If appreciating beauty is sinful, then I'm damned beyond redemption.” She pushed aside a low-hanging branch, revealing a small clearing carpeted with wildflowers. “I'd spend every day in these woods if I could.”

“Your mother would have my head,” Gwen noted with a lilt in her voice and a twinkle in her eyes.

“Mother would have both our heads for sneaking out without a proper escort.” Amelia grinned.

They'd been doing this for years. Slipping away from the manor at dawn when the guards were tired and inattentive, trading silk slippers for sturdy boots, letting the forest swallow them whole.

Gwen plucked a purple wildflower, twirling it between her fingers. “How was your time at court?”

Amelia's smile faded. “Worrisome. It appears my father’s position is precarious. He’s been too opposed to the prince, so we need to be careful.” She paused as a squirrel skittered up a tree. “Mother didn't say it outright, but I could hear the strain in her voice. If Father loses the earldom, then we’ll have nothing.”

“And no marriage prospects, either,” Gwen added quietly.

Gwen had a way of pinpointing the true nature of Amelia’s problems. If she couldn’t marry a nobleman, her already limited freedom would shrink to nothing. Then she'd be shipped off to whoever could best preserve what remained of her family's status. The thought sat in her stomach like a stone.

“Let's not think about that now,” Amelia said, forcing brightness into her voice. “We have at least another hour before—”

Voices cut through her sentence. Rough and male, carrying through the trees.

Amelia's hand shot out, gripping Gwen's arm. They froze, straining to hear. The voices were drawing closer, accompanied by the heavy tread of boots and the clink of armor.

“Behind the tall grass,” Amelia whispered.

They dove into the brush, pressing themselves against a tree’s rough bark. Amelia's heart hammered against her ribs as the sounds grew louder, clearer.

“—want every inch of this cursed forest searched.” That voice she knew. Cold, precise, and dangerous. Sheriff Vortigern.

Through the gaps in the undergrowth, Amelia saw a dozen soldiers in the sheriff's liver, trampling through the delicate ecosystem of the forest floor with all the grace of drunken oxen. And at their center, Vortigern himself, his black cloak stark against the morning mist.

“Look for anything,” he commanded, his voice as piercing as broken glass. “Disturbed earth, hidden caches, signs of camp. These thieves are using Sherwood as their base, and I will find where they hide.”

The soldiers spread out, poking at bushes with their swords, overturning logs, destroying in minutes what nature had spent seasons creating. Amelia bit her lip hard. This was her forest they were violating. Her sanctuary they were trampling.

Beside her, Gwen's breathing had gone shallow and quick. Panicked.

Amelia squeezed her friend's hand, willing her to stay calm. If they could wait until the soldiers moved on, all would be well.

A branch cracked beneath Gwen's foot.

The sound was small, insignificant really, but in the stillness of the forest it might as well have been a trumpet blast. Every head turned toward their hiding place.

“There!” one of the soldiers shouted.

Time seemed to slow. Vortigern's eyes narrowed. He gestured to his men as Gwen's face turned white with terror.

“Run,” Amelia breathed.

Gwen didn't need to be told twice. She bolted like a startled deer, her slight frame allowing her to slip between trees and under branches with desperate speed. Two soldiers gave chase, but Gwen had grown up in these woods. She'd lose them easily enough.

Amelia tried to follow, but her skirts caught on a bramble. She ripped the fabric free, but the delay allowed three soldiers to form a semicircle around her, blocking every escape route.

Her mind raced. She was alone, caught, with no good explanation for why the Earl of Huntingdon's daughter was wandering Sherwood Forest at dawn without escort.

Then Vortigern himself appeared, and Amelia's stomach dropped.

“Well,” he said, his cold eyes taking in her disheveled appearance, the dirt on her dress, the leaves in her hair. She held back a shudder. “Maid Marian. What an unexpected pleasure.”

Amelia's mother had taught her many things about court life, but perhaps the most valuable was this: when caught in an impossible situation, lean into it with confidence. Never let them see you rattled.

She rose to her full height with all the dignity she could muster, brushing leaves from her vestment. “Sheriff Vortigern. I could say the same of you, though I confess your presence is rather less pleasant than mine.”

His lips twitched ever so slightly. Good. She'd surprised him.

“You're far from home, Maid Marian. And without proper escort.” His tone suggested a serious transgression. “These woods are full of wild beasts.”

“So I'm learning.” Amelia gestured to his soldiers, who still had their weapons half-drawn. “Though I must say, the wildlife seems less threatening than I'd anticipated.”

Was she pushing too far? Probably. But showing fear now would be worse.

Vortigern studied her for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then, slowly, he smiled. It was the smile of a cat who'd cornered a mouse and was deciding whether to play with it or simply eat it. The idea made her sick.

“Allow me to escort you back to Nottingham,” he said, extending his arm in a mockery of courtly manners. “I would hate for any... misfortune to befall you.”

The threat was clear. Decline, and he'd make things difficult.

“How gallant,” Amelia said, placing her hand lightly on his sleeve. “My father will be grateful for your care.”

They set off through the forest, Vortigern's soldiers trailing behind him like dark shadows. He walked slowly, seemingly in no hurry, asking idle questions about her family and her health. Amelia answered with perfect politeness, all while her mind screamed at her to run, to fight, to do anything but play this game.

But what choice did she have? No matter how much her stomach churned with worry, she needed to pretend.

She continued to search for escape, finding it in the moment of her deepest desperation. Two of the guards held back, leaving just enough room for her to run.

The forest had always been her refuge, but instead, she found pain. As soon as she left the path, her foot caught on a raised root. It happened quickly, but Amelia swore the branches guided her fall. Instead of hitting the ground, she tumbled forward until a final step caused her to grab onto the wrinkled bark of her favorite tree—a massive oak often noted as the oldest in the forest.

The moment her palm touched the trunk, the world tilted.

She was no longer in Sherwood, but the great hall of Huntingdon Manor, watching Gwen stumble through the doors, her dress torn, her face flushed from running. Amelia’s father, tall and proud, widened his eyes with understanding.

“What happened?” His voice was tight with fear as he approached Gwen. “Where is Mia?”

“The sheriff,” Gwen gasped. “He caught us in the forest. Maid Marian stayed behind. I think he has her.”

Her father's face went purple with rage. He left Gwen and strode to the wall where his sword hung, a relic from his younger days when he'd been a warrior before becoming a politician.

“Maid Marian?”

Amelia snapped back to reality with a gasp. Vortigern followed her, his hand on her elbow, his expression somewhere between concerned and suspicious.

“Are you quite alright? That frightful tumble left you very pale.”

“I...” Amelia's throat ached as she tried to swallow. What had she seen? A vision? A hallucination? She'd heard stories of seers, of people who could glimpse other times and places, but she'd never believed them.

It felt so real.

And if her gut was correct, her father was about to do something monumentally foolish. A sword fight would give Vortigern exactly the excuse he needed to strip away what little remained of their family's power.

“I'm feeling rather faint,” Amelia said, which wasn't entirely a lie. Her hands were shaking. “I should return home immediately.”

“Of course.” But Vortigern's pace didn't quicken. If anything, he slowed further. “Though I confess, I'm curious what brought you to the forest so early. And in such informal attire.”

She sensed the way he prodded for information, looking for anything to use against her family.

Amelia made a split-second decision. It might be foolish, but her father's rage-filled face flashed through her mind, and she knew her instincts weren’t lying. She was running out of time.

She stopped walking and turned to face Vortigern fully, doing her best to pout her lips and speak in a breathy, sensual tone. “Forgive my manners. Thank you for following me as I fell. It was quite a gallant gesture.”

The upwards twitch in the corner of his mouth told her this was the correct tactic. She'd seen him staring at her before. Noticed the way he hovered near her at events. 

He tipped his head. “I consider it a great pleasure.”

“I've noticed you at court.” She dropped her gaze, then looked up at him, fluttering her lashes, a trick she'd seen other maids use to devastating effect. “A man of your stature and accomplishments is very desirable. I thought perhaps, away from prying eyes, we might have the opportunity to speak more freely.”

Bile threatened to surface as she finished her words. It was sickening to play this role. But Vortigern stepped all the nearer, a hunger in his sharp eyes. She’d given him the slightest bait, and he’d taken it.

She turned to the side, stretching her neck and brushing her collarbone. “I see now I've been foolish. I should return home before my absence is noted.” She faced him again, touching his arm lightly, letting her fingers linger. “Perhaps we might continue this conversation another time? When I'm not quite so disheveled?”

He raised a hand, one finger over his mouth and the other on his chin. His eyes roved her body as if he were weighing his options.

Then he covered her hand with his own. “I would be honored, Maid Marian. Perhaps at the next ball?”

Amelia didn’t want to make any promises, but she couldn’t have him following her home. Not if whatever she had seen turned out as real as she’d pictured it.

Playing dumb would do the trick. “I would promise to save my dance card, but I’m afraid if my family saw us arriving home together when I’m in this state,” she gestured to her torn dress, “well, they might not take kindly to the idea.”

Vortigern placed his cold, hard lips on the hand he held. It took all of her willpower not to snatch that hand away and run. She bit her tongue to keep from screaming out.

His gaze locked on hers, and she surprised herself by keeping her head high. “I’ll look forward to the harvest ball, then. Will you be able to find your way home?”

She curtsied. “You're too kind, my lord. And yes, I’m quite familiar with these paths.”

He released her with a slight bow, and Amelia forced herself to walk away slowly, gracefully, as if she hadn't a care in the world. Only when she was certain she was out of sight did she gather her skirts and run.

She barely made it beyond the manor’s gate when her father came out, sword brandished. 

“I’m unharmed,” Amelia shouted, holding her hands up.

Her father didn’t believe her at first, his bloodshot eyes searching wildly for Vortigern. Mother rushed out, placing a tentative hand on his back. He spun, only lowering his sword when he noticed his wife’s hunched and trembling figure. 

Amelia ran to him as he lowered his arms. “I’m alright, Father. I promise.”

Gwen came out as well, her hands clenched and head bowed as she addressed the Earl. “I’ve prepared tea.”

The three women spoke soothing words as they helped him inside, not daring to relax until the sword sat safely back in its place on the wall.

Once her father took to his chambers, Amelia excused herself to change her dress. Her skin prickled as she replayed the morning’s events in her mind.

What exactly had happened when she touched that tree? And would it happen again?
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Chapter Four: The Sharpest Weapon
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The clash of steel on steel rang through the clearing as Will and Much sparred, their practice swords catching the waning sun. It would be full dark soon, a time to wrap up the worries of the day. Ronan perched nearby on a fallen log, supposedly evaluating their form but mostly using the rhythmic combat to help him think.

Three days since the failed treasury heist. Three days of turning the problem over in his mind like a puzzle box with no solution. Vortigern had done something—that much was clear. But what? How did it work? And more importantly, how could they counter it?

“Your stance is too wide, Much,” Ronan called out. “You're stable but slow. Will could gut you in the time it takes you to pivot.”

Much adjusted and promptly got disarmed for his trouble.

“Or that could happen,” Ronan added with a grin.

Around the clearing, the rest of his band was similarly occupied. Alan tuned his lute in the shade. Little John beheaded a straw dummy with his staff. Others practiced their aim or reviewed the layout of Nottingham's streets. They needed to stay sharp, stay ready, even if Ronan didn't yet know what they were preparing for.

A whistle cut through the forest sounds. Three short bursts, two long. The warning signal.

Every man froze.

Ronan was on his feet before the echo faded, his enhanced perception immediately reaching out like invisible fingers, searching for the source of danger. There. Movement to the north. Soldiers, lots of them. The acrid smell of torch smoke. Vortigern's band was close. Too close.

“Scatter,” Ronan commanded, his voice low but carrying. “Standard dispersal pattern. Don't head to any of the safe houses; they might be watched. Find your own shelter and wait for the all-clear.”

No one questioned him. They'd drilled for this. Within seconds, his men had melted into the forest in a dozen different directions, leaving no trace of their presence beyond some scuffed earth and the still-warm embers of their cook fire.

Ronan moved last, covering their tracks as best he could before selecting his own escape route. His senses mapped the soldiers' positions, a wide circle sweeping through the forest and tightening. Someone had given Vortigern good intelligence. Too good.

He ran, silent as shadow, his body moving on instinct through the familiar terrain. Left at the lightning-split oak, over the stream, past the badger's den. Behind him, the soldiers crashed through undergrowth, calling to one another.

His perception told him they hadn't spotted him yet, but they grew close. His men had made it out safely. But every direction Ronan turned, he sensed more guards. Vortigern had committed serious resources to this hunt. The small-town tax collectors they’d stolen from before had put them on a wanted list, but their attempt at the treasury had sparked a true manhunt.

Ronan skidded to a halt beside an ancient elm, his breathing controlled despite the sprint. Think! Where could he go that they wouldn't expect? The forest was compromised. The safe houses were too obvious. He needed somewhere Vortigern would never look.

The idea struck him with the force of revelation: the town itself. Specifically, the estates of Nottingham's nobility. Who would suspect a forest thief to hide in the lion's den?

It was insane. It was also perfect.

He changed direction, angling toward the edge of Sherwood where manicured gardens replaced wild undergrowth. His senses told him the soldiers were concentrating their search deeper in the forest. They must’ve assumed he'd run for cover, not toward civilization.

Fools.

The trees thinned, and suddenly he was looking at the back wall of an estate. Tall, ivy-covered stone with an ornamental gate that was more decorative than defensive. Beyond it lay formal gardens with rose bushes, sculpted hedges, and a small fountain. All the trappings of wealth and privilege when others suffered.

Ronan scaled the wall in seconds, dropping into the garden with barely a sound. His perception swept the area. The main house was to his left, large and imposing in the way of all noble homes. A few people were inside, doing ordinary noble and servant things. To his right, a small shed, probably for gardening tools. No immediate threats.

He moved toward the shed and almost made it inside when something stopped him.

Usually, his senses would detect anyone in the vicinity, but the shed's interior was blank to him. Not empty. Blank. Like a void in his awareness.

Before he could process this anomaly, the shed door creaked open.

Ronan's hand went to his knife, but he stopped mid-draw.

A young woman stood in the doorway, and for a moment, he forgot why he was there. She had brown hair escaping from a simple braid, pale skin, and eyes that seemed to hold entire forests in their depths. She was beautiful in a way that made his chest tighten, the kind of beauty that belonged in ballads.

Then he noticed the dagger in her hand pointed very steadily at his heart. He raised his hands, and they moved in a slow circle until she’d trapped him inside the shed.

“Move, and I'll scream,” she said, her voice low but firm. “Or I'll use this. Possibly both.”

Ronan stood defenseless, his mind racing. How had she gotten the drop on him? His perception had given him no warning. He should have sensed her presence, her intent, everything. But she'd been invisible to his gift, as blank as the shed itself.

“Easy,” he said, offering his most disarming smile. “I'm not here to hurt you.”

“Said the villain of the story.” She moved closer, holding the dagger with practiced ease. This wasn't some pampered noble who'd faint at the sight of blood. “You're trespassing.”

“Guilty as charged.” He gestured vaguely toward the wall. “Though in my defense, I'm running from men with significantly less pleasant intentions than observing your lovely garden.”

Her eyes narrowed. She wore a simple dress, practical rather than ornamental. Dirt smudged one sleeve. Had she been working in the shed?

“You're one of the forest thieves,” she said, and it wasn't a question. “The ones the sheriff is hunting.”

Ronan's smile didn't waver, but his mind was calculating escape routes, assessing threats. Although she pushed him deeper into the shed, the wall wasn't far. He could disarm her and be over it in seconds if needed. Although he hated to harm a lady.

“That depends on your definition of thief,” he said. “I prefer to think of myself as a wealth redistribution specialist.”

“How poetic.” Her tone was bone dry. “I'm sure the sheriff will appreciate the distinction when he's hanging you.”

She was quick-witted, he'd give her that. He couldn’t pinpoint her status. She didn’t fit the usual mold of vapid aristocrats, nor did she act like a servant.

“Look.” Ronan tried a different approach, lowering his hands slightly. “I genuinely mean you no harm. I need a place to hide for an hour, maybe less. The sheriff's men will move on, and I'll be out of your hair. You'll never even know I was here.”

She scoffed, the starlight catching in her eyes. “Except I know you're here. I'm currently quite aware of your presence.”

“Fair point.” He took a careful step sideways, angling himself toward the wall. “But you could forget. I'm very forgettable.”

“You're very something,” she muttered, shifting to keep the dagger trained on him. “But I don't think forgettable is it.”

Despite their circumstances, Ronan found himself enjoying this. When was the last time someone had surprised him? When was the last time his gift had failed so completely?

“I can be trusted,” he said, trying sincerity. “I know that's a tall order, given the circumstances, but—”

She cut him off, “Trust is the sharpest weapon.” There was something bitter in her voice. Something that spoke of experience. “And I've learned not to hand it to strangers with pretty words.”

Pretty words? He'd been accused of many things, but never that. Ronan opened his mouth to respond, but a shout from beyond the wall made them both freeze.

“Check the estates! He couldn't have gone far!”

The girl's eyes widened. She looked at Ronan, to the wall, then back at Ronan. His fate lay in her hands. He could try to escape, but if she alerted them now, his chances narrowed.

“Please,” Ronan said quietly, his tone softening. “I'm asking.”

For a long moment, she said nothing. The voices outside grew louder.

In one hasty movement, she kept her dagger up but closed the doors of the shed. “If you so much as breathe wrong, I will gut you and tell the sheriff you attacked me. They'll probably give me a medal.”

“Noted,” Ronan said, making himself small in the tight space that smelled of earth and herbs.

His mind began to process the situation. He'd expected the sheriff's men. He'd expected the need to hide.

What he didn’t expect was for his gift to fail, leaving him as blind as any common man. The absence wasn’t unsettling, though. Rather, that blank spot sent his mind spinning.

A wry smile tugged at his lips.

Of all the plans he made, for his own wit and trickery, nothing had blindsided him the way she did. He knew in that moment that no amount of scheming could erase this encounter. She was a puzzle, and he never could leave a puzzle unsolved. 
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Chapter Five: A Name Like a Promise
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The shed was smaller than Amelia had remembered. Or perhaps it was just that the forest thief took up more space than seemed physically possible. He'd wedged himself between a stack of clay pots and her mother's collection of dried herbs, managing somehow to look both alluring and absurd.

Amelia kept her back to the door, dagger still raised, listening to the soldiers' voices outside. They were close, too close.  Branches creaked and snapped as they marched through her mother's prized rose garden, their swords lashing at delicate blooms without care.

“Your friends have excellent gardening etiquette,” she whispered.

In the dim light filtering through the shed's single window, she saw him grin. “Not my friends. More like persistent admirers with terrible taste in hobbies.”

“How flattering for you.”

A smirk crossed his face, and the sight of a slight dimple made her stomach leap.

“I'm very popular.” He winked, casually folding his arms, his muscles defined under his tunic. “It's a burden.”

Despite everything—the hiding, the absurdity, the dagger in her hand—Amelia’s lips twitched. She shouldn't find him amusing. He was a criminal. A thief. Exactly the kind of person she should fear or, at minimum, report to the authorities.

And yet...

Outside, a soldier called, “Nothing in this garden! Move to the next estate!”

They both held their breath, waiting. The voices faded, boots crunching away on gravel paths. Amelia counted to fifty in her head before releasing the tension she had built in her shoulders.

“I think they're gone,” she said, though she didn't lower the dagger.

She could feel him looking through her. “Your counting is very thorough.”

What an odd compliment. Not sincere in tone, but probing. “I'm a thorough person.”

“I'm learning that.” He shifted slightly, and a clay pot teetered dangerously. He caught it with reflexes that were almost unnaturally quick. “Sorry. Your shed isn't exactly designed for refugees.”

“Most sheds aren't.”

She should tell him to leave now. The soldiers were gone, the danger had passed, and every second he remained put her family at risk. If anyone discovered she'd harbored one of the forest thieves, her father would undoubtedly be stripped of his title. He could even be accused of treason.

But she didn't tell him to leave. Not yet.

Instead, she studied him in the dimness. He was younger than she'd first thought, probably only a few years older than herself. His clothes were well-worn but not ragged, and there was an intelligence in his eyes that reminded her uncomfortably of her own reflection. The look of someone always calculating, always watching, always aware they were playing a dangerous game.

“You're staring,” he said.

She refused to let him rattle her. “I'm assessing whether you're going to murder me the moment I lower this dagger.”

The corner of his eyes crinkled, and Amelia swore she saw them brighten. “Fair. For what it's worth, I'm not.”

She wasn’t buying it. “That's exactly what someone planning to murder me would say.”

“Also fair.” He tilted his head, his eyes roaming her figure. “You're not what I expected.”

Such an absurd thing to say in this situation. Absurd, but also sweet. Amelia couldn’t hold back her desire to play along. “What did you expect?”

“I don't know. Screaming? Fainting? Calling for guards?” He gestured vaguely at her practical dress, her dirt-smudged hands. “Not someone who keeps a dagger in her garden shed and knows how to use it.”

The teasing in his tone made her want to tease him back. “I'm full of surprises.”

“Clearly.”

The silence stretched between them, not quite comfortable but not entirely hostile either. Amelia breathed deeply, catching the scent of pine. She became aware it was coming from him, and it made her yearn for Sherwood. She stood frozen, her skin prickling with the sudden awareness of his proximity. They stood close enough for her to feel his body heat, to react to his every movement.

He held her gaze, the moonlight catching on the lines of silver in his blue eyes. Even though they didn’t touch, his presence felt strong, like it could fill every corner of her mind.

She cleared her throat. “You should go.”

“Probably.” But he didn't move immediately. Instead, he studied her. Although Amelia couldn’t tell if it was curiosity or calculation. “Thank you. For not turning me in.”

She felt her cheeks warm. “Don't thank me yet. I still might.”

“But you won't.” He said it with such certainty it made her fists clench.

She held the dagger firm. “You're very confident for someone I could still gut.”

That smirk again. “You're very threatening for someone who saved my life.”

She tried not to let the glint in his eye charm her. There was something in his tone, his demeanor, in the way he looked at her that pulled her to him. She stood close, but wouldn’t mind being closer. It was strange because most men made her want to back away.

She thought of the sheriff walking her home and how desperately she wished she could run in the other direction.

But still, she was a lady. She couldn’t let him win her over so easily. “I didn't save your life. I delayed your capture.”

His brow raised in one quick movement. “I'll take what I can get.”

He started toward the door, coming so close their clothing brushed. Amelia remembered herself and stepped aside, finally lowering the dagger. He paused with his hand on the shed’s latch, glancing back at her. Her curiosity tumbled out before she could think any better.

“What's your name?”

He froze. For a second, something flickered across his face. Surprise maybe? Or wariness? Then that easy grin returned, though it didn't quite reach his eyes.

“Robin Hood,” he said. “People call me Robin Hood.”

She knew it well. So, this was the leader of the rebellion. As much as she wanted to hide it, meeting him impressed her all the more.

“Robin Hood,” she repeated, stalling once more. “Like the bird?”

He lingered as well. “Like the hood of a cloak. Robin Hood. Robbing the tax collectors, hiding in the forest. It's very literal.”

His warm, playful tone fluttered in her chest. “How convenient.”

“I thought so.” He opened the door a crack, peering out. “Coast is clear. Try to stay out of trouble, my lady.”

“I'm not your lady.”

“No,” he agreed, something unreadable in his tone. “I suppose you're not.”

Then he was gone, slipping over the wall with a fluid grace, leaving Amelia alone in the shed with a rapidly beating heart and far too many questions.

***
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“More tea, Maid Marian?”

Amelia blinked, realizing Maid Pemberton gestured to a servant hovering over her with the porcelain pot. Around the table, the other ladies of the court watched with various degrees of interest and poorly concealed judgment. Amelia felt like a stuffed prop. She believed she faked it well enough, but her spirit longed for the wilderness.

“Yes, thank you,” Amelia said, holding out her cup with what she hoped was an appropriate smile.

A week had passed since the incident in the shed, and Amelia could barely pretend everything was normal. Rumors of Robin Hood swirled around her as she attended court functions and listened to the other maids gossip. The memory of his presence seemed to consume her thoughts. 

Each time his name or antics came up in conversation, she couldn’t help but remember how he’d looked at her like she didn’t need to be anything other than herself.

“You seem distracted,” Maid Pemberton said as the servant poured. “Are you quite well?”

Amelia forced her smile wider, hoping it would fool them. “Perfectly well. Just tired.”

“The excitement in town has everyone on edge,” Maid Weston chimed in from across the table. “All these rumors of thieves and midnight raids. Why, I heard they interrupted tax collections in several small towns and made off with the entire day’s treasury!”

“Surely not the entire treasury,” Amelia murmured.

“Well, a significant portion.” Maid Catherine leaned in conspiratorially. “And now the sheriff has soldiers combing every inch of Sherwood. It's only a matter of time before they catch these criminals.”

Amelia's fingers tightened on her teacup. The only thing worse than the memory of her encounter with Robin Hood was watching soldiers march through town toward the forest, destroying her sanctuary, all in pursuit of that blasted man who refused to vacate her thoughts.

She should support the court as the other maids around her did. Robin Hood and his men stole from Vortigern's tax collectors, but he returned money to the people. Families mysteriously found coins in their empty cupboards. Merchants whose “stolen” goods reappeared outside their shops. Children awoke to find food and warm clothes on their doorsteps. Was what they did really harmful?

“Maid Marian?”

She looked up to find everyone staring at her again. Most days, she minded her tongue. To have foolishly spoken her mind in this critical arena was unlike her. It was akin to a snapped thread in the center of her embroidery. She had to mend the flaw.

“I asked what you thought the sheriff should do with them?” Maid Weston said slowly. “When he catches them, I mean.”

What did she think? Amelia thought about Robin Hood's easy grin and quick wit, the intelligence in his eyes, and the way he'd moved with such unconscious grace. She thought about soldiers destroying her forest, about Vortigern's cold lips on her hand, about the growing desperation in Nottingham's streets as taxes climbed higher and higher.

“I think,” she said carefully, “that perhaps the sheriff's resources might be better spent addressing why people are desperate enough to turn to thievery in the first place.”

The silence that followed was deafening enough for Amelia to look away. Instead of fixing the problem, she managed to unravel the whole thing. If only keeping her opinion inside wasn’t so suffocating.

Maid Pemberton made a strangled sound. Maid Catherine's mouth opened and closed like a fish. Even the younger maids looked scandalized.

“Maid Marian,” Maid Pemberton said finally, her voice strained. “Surely you don't mean to suggest that criminals should go unpunished?”

Amelia caught herself, straightening her posture. “I mean to suggest that perhaps we should examine what drives people to crime.” She set down her teacup with more force than necessary. “But I'm just a silly girl. What do I know of such matters?”

She stood, offering a curtsy that was just barely appropriate. “If you'll excuse me, I'm suddenly feeling unwell.”

Amelia left before anyone could respond, her cheeks burning with a mixture of anger and loss of vanity. In her attempt to forget, all she'd accomplished was making herself more aware of how much she didn't fit into this world of tea parties and carefully calibrated words.

The forest was where she belonged. The forest, with its honest earth and ancient trees, where she could breathe without feeling like she was suffocating on propriety and expectations.

But the forest wasn't safe anymore. Not with Vortigern's men constantly on the lookout, searching for someone she'd helped hide. Someone she couldn't stop thinking about, no matter how hard she tried.

That evening, Amelia found Gwen in the sitting room, mending one of her mother's dresses.

“I need your help,” she said without preamble.

Gwen looked up, needle pausing mid-stitch. “That tone never precedes anything good.”

Amelia ignored the jab, needing to share her thoughts with someone who would understand. “I want to search the forest. Ourselves. Before the soldiers destroy it completely.”

“Search for what?”

Amelia hesitated. What was she searching for, really? Evidence of Robin Hood and his band? Proof they were the heroes the common folk whispered about? Or was she simply looking for an excuse to see him again?

“I want to know the truth,” she said finally. “About who these thieves are. What they're really doing.”

Gwen set down her needle, studying Amelia with a gaze that made her feel undressed. “This isn't about the forest.”

“It is.”

“And?”

“And I want to understand why someone would risk everything to steal from the sheriff's tax collectors. What if the stories are true and they’re helping people? Maybe that’s a pretty lie we tell ourselves to make rebellion seem noble.”

“Or maybe,” Gwen said quietly, “you want out of this stifling house. We could talk to your parents about a different trip. Perhaps to the seaside?”

Amelia raised a hand, stopping Gwen from speaking further. “That’s not it.”

“Amelia Marian,” Gwen rarely spoke to her so informally, only when she wanted to catch Amelia’s attention. “You've been distracted for days. I heard you argued politics at Maid Pemberton's tea party. You never do that. And now you want to go searching through the forest for evidence of people the sheriff is hunting?” Gwen stood, crossing her arms. “Either tell me the truth or find someone else to help you with this madness.”

Amelia sank onto the couch, all the fight draining out of her. “I met him. The thief. He hid in our garden shed when the soldiers came.”

Gwen’s eyes searched Amelia’s face for the truth. “And you didn't tell anyone?” she whispered.

“I couldn't.” Amelia looked over at her friend. “Gwen, he wasn't what I expected. He wasn't cruel or frightening. He was...a gentleman. And now all I can think about is Vortigern's men tearing apart the forest to find him. I need to know if he's worth protecting or if I'm a fool for even considering it.”

Gwen was quiet for a long moment. Then she sighed, the sound of someone accepting the inevitable. “When do we leave?”

Amelia already knew. The time when everyone would be the most distracted. “During the harvest festival.”
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Chapter Six: Masks and Motives
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The cloak was trying to strangle him.

Ronan tugged at the draped fabric for the third time in as many minutes, earning an exasperated look from Alan-a-Dale, who was securing his own mask—a simple affair that covered the upper half of his face, decorated with musical notes painted in gold.

“Stop fidgeting,” Alan muttered. “You look like a lord. Act like one.”

“Lords are uncomfortable on purpose,” Ronan said, but he dropped his hand. The tunic was exquisite, he'd give it that. Deep green silk with gold embroidery, fitted so precisely it might as well have been sewn onto him. Will had “acquired” it from a merchant who wouldn't miss it for a few days. Or ever, if they played their cards right. “How do they breathe in these things?”

“Very carefully and with a sense of superiority.” Alan adjusted the lute case on his back. “Remember, I'll be with the musicians. You'll have a short window during the harvest king and queen announcement before anyone notices you're gone.”

“Plenty of time.”

“For a normal person, maybe. For you, probably not.”

Ronan grinned behind his mask—a fox's face, clever and sharp, with gold details that caught the moonlight. “You wound me.”

“I speak truth.” Alan's expression sobered. “This is dangerous, Ronan. If Vortigern catches you in his private office, we’ll never see you again.”

Ronan tried to ease Alan’s worries by infusing confidence in his voice. “He won't catch me. That's the whole point of being good at this.”

Alan wasn’t convinced. “You choked at the treasury.”

“Because Vortigern’s hiding something.” Ronan's jaw tightened. “I need to know what it is, so we can defeat him safely.”

Alan nodded slowly, but his leg continued to shake as the carriage drove ever closer.

They approached Nottingham Castle from the main road, joining the stream of nobles arriving for the harvest masquerade. Torches blazed along the walls, and music drifted from the great hall. Fiddles and flutes played something bright and celebratory. The guards at the gate barely glanced at their stolen invitations, too busy managing the crowd to look closely.

Inside, the great hall had been transformed. Autumn decorations hung from every surface—wreaths of wheat and corn, branches laden with colorful leaves, garlands of late-blooming flowers. The nobles swirled across the floor in a kaleidoscope of colors and masks, their laughter echoing off the stone walls.

Ronan's perception swept the room automatically. Exits north, east, and south. Guards stationed by the main doors and the corridor leading to the private chambers. Servants moving through with trays of wine. And there, on the dais, Sheriff Vortigern himself, wearing a black mask to match his black soul. He watched the festivities with downturned lips, the expression of a man who found everything faintly boring.

“I'm heading to the musicians' gallery,” Alan said quietly. “Try not to get arrested.”

“No promises.”

Alan melted into the crowd, and Ronan positioned himself near a column, studying the layout. Vortigern's office was two floors up, accessible via the western staircase. He'd have to time it perfectly. Slip away during the announcement, search the office, and return before anyone noticed his absence.

Simple. Clean. Easy.

Then she walked in. Every thought in his head scattered like autumn leaves.

She wore a gown the color of treasure, shimmering gold in the torchlight as she moved. Her mask complemented his own attire, deep green and decorated with delicate leaf patterns that framed her face without hiding it, making her easy to recognize. Her brown hair was pinned up, revealing the elegant line of her neck, and when she smiled at something her companion said, a pang twisted in his chest.

The girl from the garden. His mysterious savior with the sharp tongue and sharper dagger.

What was she doing here? Unless—

No. No. He had talked himself out of it after their encounter. She couldn’t be one of the pampered nobles who attended court while their fellow citizens starved. Not someone who belonged to this world of silk and jewels and careful smiles.

But his eyes didn’t deceive him. She moved through the crowd with practiced ease, her posture perfect, her interactions polished in a way that spoke of years at court. A lady, then. Nobility.

The thought dropped into his gut like hard bread.

His perception, which had been tracking the room's occupants with its usual precision, went strangely quiet when he tried to focus on her. Just like in the shed. 

He could see her clearly, but his gift couldn't read her. Couldn't sense her intentions, her emotions, the subtle cues that told him everything about everyone else.

She was a blind spot. A beautiful, infuriating blind spot.

He should look away, should focus on the mission. But he tracked her movement across the room, watched her laugh at something an older woman said, noted the way she touched a pillar as she passed, a casual gesture that seemed oddly deliberate.

Then Vortigern moved.

The sheriff descended from the dais with predatory grace; his path aimed directly at the girl. Ronan's perception screamed warning. He'd seen that look on Vortigern's face before, right as he'd ordered someone arrested or worse.

The girl saw him coming. Her spine straightened, and she arranged her features into a pleasant mask that didn't reach her eyes. She was afraid, he realized. Or if not afraid, then deeply uncomfortable.

Vortigern stopped before her, offering a bow that felt too familiar. He said something Ronan couldn't hear over the music, and the girl's smile became fixed, brittle.

Don't do it, Ronan told himself. This isn't your problem. You have a mission. You have a job to do. Walking over there would be stupid, reckless, completely counter to every plan you've made.

As Vortigern extended his hand, a gold ring with a black stone caught the torchlight. Ronan wanted to slap it away.

The girl's eyes darted around the room, looking for an escape that didn't exist. Her arm rose toward Vortigern, mechanical and unwilling.

That one look unglued Ronan’s feet from the ground. He could no longer stand by and watch.

He crossed the floor in long strides, his mind frantically constructing a plausible excuse. He was a noble guest. He had every right to ask a lady to dance. This wasn't suspicious. This was completely normal behavior that wouldn't blow his cover at all.

“Forgive the interruption, my lord,” Ronan said, offering Vortigern a respectful nod before turning to the girl. His heart hammered against his ribs, but his voice stayed smooth. “I believe you promised me this dance, my lady?”

Her eyes widened behind her mask. Recognition, confusion, and something that might have been hope all flashed across her expressions in rapid succession.

“I—” she started.

“You did promise,” Ronan pressed gently, extending his hand. “Since I’ll only be here tonight.”

It was the flimsiest of lies. Vortigern would see through it in a heartbeat. But the girl—clever, quick, beautiful girl—caught on immediately.

“Of course,” she said, her voice steadier than her eyes. “I apologize, Sheriff. I'd quite forgotten my family’s dear friends came to visit for the festivities. May we dance later?”

Vortigern's expression darkened more than Ronan thought it could. For a long moment, he simply stared at Ronan, and Ronan desperately tried to read the man, to gauge the threat level. But just like with the girl, there was something off about Vortigern's presence. Something that made Ronan's gift stumble and skitter away.

“How unfortunate,” Vortigern said finally, his tone mild as poisoned honey. “Perhaps if you’re free for the next dance, Maid Marian?”

Maid Marian. So that was her name. It suited her somehow.

“Perhaps,” she said, placing her hand in Ronan's.

The moment their fingers touched, something surprising ran up Ronan's arm. Not painful, not quite pleasant, but intense. Like touching a storm cloud.

He led her onto the dance floor as the musicians—including Alan, bless him—started a new song. A basse danse, or low dance. That meant slow, stately, and hands touching as they crossed paths. The perfect excuse to keep her away from Vortigern.

This was a terrible idea. It would compromise everything. But as Ronan locked eyes with Marian's, he found he didn't particularly care.

“You're insane,” she breathed, as soon as they were close enough. “What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same question,” he replied, guiding her into the first turn. “Though I suppose you have a better excuse, given that you're apparently a lady and this is your natural habitat.”

They separated, and Ronan couldn’t help but be amused at her pinched lips.

“I’d rather be among the trees,” she whispered as their hands touched once more.

“Would you?” He raised an eyebrow behind his mask. “Because you seem remarkably comfortable here, Maid Marian.”

Her jaw tightened. “Comfort and preference are very different things.”

“Fair enough.” They spun past
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