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The Man in My Hood

The first thing Robin noticed was the laughter.

This was unusual. Roadside robberies in Nottinghamshire were not, as a rule, occasions for laughter. They were occasions for weeping, threats, the counting of coins with shaking hands, and — in the more creative cases — the invocation of saints who had no particular interest in fiscal matters. Laughter was not part of the established form.

And yet.

Robin edged forward through the undergrowth at the road’s margin, moving with the practiced quiet of a man who had spent eleven years ensuring that other people did not hear him coming. Through the gap between two elm trunks, the scene assembled itself: a royal tax collector’s wagon — identifiable by the green livery, the iron-banded strongboxes stacked three high in the cart bed, and the expression of a man who has realized, too late, that today is not going to go the way he planned. Beside the wagon, six guards with their swords sensibly sheathed. And in the road before all of them, standing with an ease that Robin recognized as the particular posture of someone who had done this before and found it went better when you were relaxed about it, was—

Robin stopped.

He looked again.

He counted to three, the way he had been taught, so as not to make decisions based on insufficient information.

The man in the road was wearing Robin’s hood.

Not a similar hood. Not a hood in the approximate style of the one Robin wore, or a hood that a charitable observer might describe as reminiscent of Robin’s. His hood. Lincoln green, worn soft at the left shoulder from the friction of a quiver strap, with the particular mend at the hem that Robin’s mother had made twenty years ago and which had never quite lain flat. The man wearing it stood with his back to Robin, apparently engaged in explaining something to the tax collector that the tax collector found both alarming and, despite himself, moderately entertaining.

“The thing is,” the man in Robin’s hood was saying, in a voice that was Robin’s voice in the way that a very good painting is a face — recognizable in every particular, and yet somehow more vivid than the original — “I don’t actually need all of it. Just the portion that represents the illegal tithe on winter grain. The legal taxes you may keep. I’m a thief, not a revolutionary.”

One of the guards laughed. He appeared immediately surprised at himself. The tax collector, a man named Burley who had done this job for nineteen years and had the bearing of someone who had submitted a complaint to God and was still waiting on a response, looked at the laughing guard with an expression that communicated, with some precision, how useful he found this.

“There are six of you,” Burley said.

“I know,” said the man in Robin’s hood pleasantly. “I counted them too. It’s a good number. Very authoritative. The thing is, Meredith—”

The tax collector blinked. “How do you know my name?”

“You signed the receipt. Beautiful handwriting, by the way. Most men in your position write like they’re trying to settle a legal dispute with the parchment.”

Burley looked at him for a long moment. Then he looked at his guards, who were, Robin was unsettled to notice, not drawing their swords.

“Robin Hood,” Burley said, in the tone of a man who has prepared for this possibility.

“The very same.”

“We’ve been briefed about you.”

“I would expect nothing less.

“The briefing said you were taller.”

There was a brief pause. “I’m standing in a rut,” said the man.

♦  ♦  ♦
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THE CROWD OF VILLAGERS who had gathered at the roadside — because there were always villagers; Robin had long since stopped being surprised by this, since any sufficiently dramatic situation in rural Nottinghamshire would attract an audience within four minutes regardless of the hour, the weather, or the stated wishes of the participants — the crowd of villagers were following the proceedings with the concentrated attention of people who would be telling this story for the rest of the week.

Robin, still in the undergrowth, did a careful survey. Seventeen, possibly eighteen people. Two children had climbed a fence post for a better view. An older woman in the back had brought bread, on the basis that if you were going to stand around watching something, you might as well eat.

The man in his hood finished explaining his position to the tax collector, accepted the key to the second strongbox with the gracious air of someone receiving a gift they had specifically requested, and turned to address the assembled villagers.

Robin got his first clear look at the man’s face.

He had been prepared for a resemblance. He had not been prepared for — this. The angle of the jaw, the line of the nose, the particular set of the eyes that Robin’s oldest friend had once described as “suspiciously innocent, like a man who knows where the body is and has committed to never mentioning it.” The face was his. It was completely, entirely, in every detail that Robin could assess from thirty paces, his.

The impostor held up a fistful of coins.

“The illegal tithe on winter grain,” he said cheerfully, “collected from this county in the last six months, reduced here to its most portable form. Shortly to be returned, in smaller portions, to the villages from which it was taken. In the meantime—” he reached into the strongbox and produced a smaller purse, which he tossed in a high arc to the woman in the back with the bread. She caught it with the reflexes of someone who had spent decades catching things thrown without warning. “that’s for Elderwick. The village lost two ploughs to the harvest levy. Probably won’t cover both, but it should cover one.”

Silence. Then, from somewhere in the crowd, a sound that built like weather: slowly at first, then inevitable.

“Hurrah for Robin Hood!”

The cheer went up and Robin’s face went somewhere complicated. He watched the crowd — his crowd, the people of his county, the people whose cause had defined the last decade of his life — cheer for a man he had never met, who was wearing his face, standing in his road, performing a version of his work that was, he was deeply irritated to notice, going rather well.

The impostor turned to the guards, who had still not drawn their swords.

“I’d recommend against the pursuit,” he said pleasantly. “Not because I’d win — I’d absolutely win, but I try to be modest about these things — but because your horses aren’t fresh and the forest is, and you’ll want to be back in Nottingham before dark in order to file your report in time for the morning administration. Which, if you don’t file it by morning, means an emergency hearing, which means the Alderman, and none of us want the Alderman.”

He was, Robin noticed with increasing displeasure, entirely correct about the Alderman.

The impostor began to turn toward the forest.

And then he stopped.

He had, in the course of turning, faced the precise gap between the two elm trunks through which Robin was watching.

He looked directly at Robin.

He smiled.

It was, Robin would later reflect, deeply unsettling to see his own smile directed at him from the outside. He had always thought of it as a reasonably ordinary smile. He was now less certain.

The impostor crossed the road in six steps. He held out his hand. Robin, too surprised to do otherwise, extended his own.

The man pressed something into his palm — parchment, folded small and flat — and leaned close enough that only Robin could hear.

“Better luck next time, me,” he said.

Then he was gone.

Into the trees, into the green, as if the forest had simply accepted him. Robin stood at the road’s edge and listened to the sound of his own name being cheered by people who were looking in entirely the wrong direction.

♦  ♦  ♦
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BURLEY, THE TAX COLLECTOR, took the sight of two identical Robin Hoods with remarkable composure, right up until the moment he didn’t.

He had time to say, “Wait. There are—” before his eyes rolled back and he sat down heavily in the road. His assistant, a young man named Pip who had been hired three weeks ago and was already regretting it, looked at his employer on the ground, looked at the gap in the trees where the impostor had disappeared, looked at Robin standing at the road’s edge with a piece of folded parchment in his hand, and made the reasonable decision to run away. He was very fast about it. Robin watched him go with a certain amount of respect for the efficiency.

The guards were looking at Robin.

Robin was looking at the guards.

The crowd of villagers had gone quiet in the way that crowds go quiet when something has shifted and no one is quite sure what the correct response is yet.

“He went into the forest,” said one of the guards, with the careful neutrality of someone taking no official position on recent events.

“Yes,” said Robin.

“And you came out of the forest.”

“Also yes.”

The guard looked at him for a long moment. Robin had the distinct impression of a man performing extensive internal arithmetic and not liking where it was taking him.

“Right,” said the guard. He turned to his colleagues. “Help Mr. Burley up.”

Robin unfolded the parchment.

It was a receipt. A standard collector’s receipt for grain tithe, made out in the correct legal format, signed by the correct official, stamped with the correct seal — and counter-signed, in the lower left corner, in an ink that Robin recognized as his own preferred formulation, with a signature that was his.

He had never signed this receipt. He had never seen this receipt. He had, to the best of his knowledge, been in Sherwood Forest on the date printed at the top of it, moving a cache of stolen silver, and he had a precise memory of the afternoon because Little John had dropped two bars on his foot and the resulting conversation had been memorable.

He looked up. The crowd was still watching him.

“Well,” said the woman with the bread, in the tone of someone choosing her words carefully, “which one gave us the money?”

“The other one,” Robin said.

A pause.

“Is it still Robin Hood’s money if a different Robin Hood gives it?” said one of the children on the fence post. It was an excellent question. Robin did not have a good answer for it.

“He’s the real one,” said another guard, pointing at Robin without any particular confidence. “Probably.”

Robin Hood — the real one, definitely, with documentary evidence of this fact that he could produce if pressed — stood in the Nottingham road in the afternoon light and held a receipt he had never signed and tried to decide what expression to make. The crowd watched him with the polite uncertainty of people who would very much like to go home but feel that leaving at this specific moment would be rude.

He settled on a calm that he did not entirely feel.

“Go home,” he said. “All of you. The money is real regardless of who gave it.”

They went, in twos and threes, with the backward-glancing quality of people who wanted to discuss what they had just seen but were not sure how to begin. The woman with the bread nodded at him before she left, which was something.

♦  ♦  ♦
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ROBIN DID NOT MOVE for a while after the road had cleared. The guards had collected Burley and departed in the direction of Nottingham with the subdued efficiency of people who had already decided how they were going to write this up and were committed to a version of events that would require the minimum follow-up questions.

The forest was quiet around him. It had the specific quality of quiet that Sherwood got when something had happened in it that the forest considered worth noting.

He crouched down at the place in the road where the man had stood. The dust was unremarkable — bootprints, the kind left by light, well-made shoes, the sort Robin himself favored, which was not comforting. But just at the edge of the print, where the toe had twisted slightly on the turn toward the trees: a smear of something that was not dust.

It shimmered. Faintly. The way that heat shimmer comes off summer stones, except that the afternoon was cool and the light was indirect and Robin had spent enough time in Sherwood to know the difference between the things that shimmered for ordinary reasons and the things that shimmered for other ones.

He pulled a folded cloth from his belt pouch — the kind he carried for bandaging, generally — and pressed it carefully against the shimmer. When he lifted it, the cloth had taken up a faint luminescence, like moonlight trapped in linen. It smelled of something old. Not unpleasant, precisely. Old parchment. Warm metal. And something beneath those things that Robin didn’t have a word for, the way that certain rooms in very old buildings sometimes smell of the people who used to occupy them, as though presence, too, leaves a residue.

He folded the cloth with care and put it away.

Then he sat in the empty road and looked at the forged receipt for a while.

His seal. His signature. His preferred ink. His forest. His name, his face, his voice, and — he would find this out later, in pieces, with increasing frequency — his reputation, his legend, and apparently his habit of standing in ruts to seem taller.

He thought about the crowd that had cheered. He thought about the woman with the bread, who had caught a purse thrown by a man who was not him and thanked the right name regardless. He thought about the guards who had not drawn their swords, and whether that was fear or calculation or some combination of the two, and whether it mattered.

He thought, most precisely, about the man’s face in the moment before the smile. The split second before recognition, before performance, before whatever he was maintaining slid back into place. The flash of something behind the eyes that had looked, for just that instant, less like confidence and more like a man who had been a very long time underground and had not yet fully adjusted to the light.

He stood up. Brushed the road dust from his knees. Pocketed the receipt.

He was Robin Hood. He had the documentation to prove it, which was more than most people could say. He had a forest, a band of highly competent men who would believe him about this, a woman he trusted with his life, and eleven years of experience navigating situations that were not supposed to be possible.

He turned back toward the trees.

Ahead, invisible in the green, a voice that was his voice had taken his name into a forest he had always thought was his, and the forest had accepted it without apparent argument.

This would, he thought, require a conversation.

❖

ROBBIN’ HOOD

Book One: The Stolen Shadow

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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The Forest Hides a Lie

He told it straight, which was the only way he knew. He sat in the firelight of the main camp with his Merry Men arranged around him in their habitual positions — Much to his left, closest; Will Scarlet across the fire where the shadows moved; Little John standing at the edge of the light because Little John could never fully commit to sitting down at the beginning of a conversation, preferring to keep his options open — and he told them what had happened on the Nottingham road without embellishment, omission, or the narrative adjustments that a less honest man might have applied.

He said: a man wearing my face and my hood stopped a tax collector’s wagon, gave money to a village, and used my name to do it.

He said: I watched from the trees. I did not intervene.

He said: he knew I was there. He gave me a receipt I never signed and told me better luck next time.

He put the folded cloth with the shimmer on the log between them and the folded receipt beside it.

He said: I believe someone is deliberately impersonating me, with some degree of preparation and at least one detail I don’t yet understand.

Then he waited.

Much said, with absolute and immediate conviction: “I believe you.”

This was, as noted, touching. It was also unhelpful in the specific way that unconditional support is always slightly unhelpful, because it required no interrogation of the facts and therefore produced no new information. Robin thanked him.

Little John said, after a long pause in which he appeared to be conducting some internal deliberation of significant weight: “How tall was he?”

Robin considered. “About my height.”

Little John’s expression did the thing it did when he was trying to be fair to an argument he didn’t like. “And the face.”

“Mine.”

“You’re certain.”

“I am certain that I know my own face, John.”

“Men don’t always.” This was delivered in the tone of someone making what he considered a reasonable philosophical point. “You see yourself in water, mostly. The image moves. And you’ve been under strain lately. The business with the mill, and then the matter of the Alderman’s grain store —”

“I am not imagining a duplicate of my own face,” Robin said.

Little John looked at the shimmer-cloth. He looked at the receipt. He looked at Robin with the expression of a man who believed his friend completely and was struggling with what that meant. “All right,” he said finally. “Then it’s very strange.”

“Yes,” said Robin. “That is precisely what it is.”

Will Scarlet had said nothing yet. He had the particular quality of silence that meant he was making a decision about how to say something he had already decided to say. Robin had known Will for six years and had learned to wait it out.

“I don’t think you’re lying,” Will said at last.

“Thank you.”

“I think you might be exaggerating.”

Robin looked at him.

“Someone takes a swing at the tax collectors, the crowd cheers, and suddenly he looks exactly like you? Memory is a strange thing. Especially when you’re standing thirty yards back in poor light.”

“The light was fine. It was mid-afternoon.”

“And the voice.” Will gestured, the kind of gesture that means I’m not arguing, I’m just noting. “Voices carry. They bounce off trees. What you heard might have—”

“He spoke to me,” Robin said. “From six inches. I have the receipt in my hand.”

Will looked at the receipt. He looked at Robin. He shrugged, which was not agreement and was not disbelief but was the particular position Will Scarlet took when he was reserving judgment in a way that managed to feel like skepticism anyway.

Marian, who had been sitting at the far edge of the firelight with the shimmer-cloth unfolded across her knees and her attention entirely elsewhere, said: “Has anyone been in the Alderman’s records recently? I want to know if there have been other incidents.”

Everyone looked at her. She looked up.

“That’s where we should start,” she said simply. Then she looked down again at the cloth, and her expression was the one that Robin had learned meant she had already started.

♦  ♦  ♦
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THE RUMOURS CAME IN the next morning with the dew, the way rumours always do in forests: from everywhere at once, carried by people who claimed to have heard them from other people, in a chain of attribution that unravelled completely if you tried to follow it back to its source.

Much brought the first one, returning from a pre-dawn supply run to the village of Hathwick with flour, three dried fish, and the intelligence that the people of Hathwick were talking about Robin Hood.

“They’re always talking about Robin Hood,” Little John said.

“Differently,” said Much. He set down the flour. He had the look of a man who was choosing his words with more care than usual. “They’re saying he’s back.”

Robin, who was eating an apple with the deliberate calm of someone who had decided to eat an apple before engaging with whatever this morning was going to bring, looked up. “I have not been away.”

“I know that. They mean—” Much paused. “They mean he’s back. More like himself. More... decisive, they said. Somebody’s cousin was on the road yesterday and saw the whole thing. He said Robin Hood—”

“The other Robin Hood,” Robin said.

“Yes. The, the other one. He said the other Robin Hood was taller.”

There was a pause.

“He was standing in a rut,” Robin said.

Much nodded seriously. “I believe you,” he said. “But the cousin didn’t know that.”

Will Scarlet, arriving from the direction of the water with wet hands and a sharp expression, said: “I heard it too. Down by the mill ford. Three separate people.” He looked at Robin in a way that was not quite apology and not quite vindication. “They said the same things. Decisive. Magnetic.” He stopped. Started again. “Somehow taller.”

Robin set down the apple core with great precision.

“They also said,” Will continued, not unkindly, “that he was more generous than usual. Gave away more of the take. Didn’t keep any for the band.”

This landed in the quiet around the fire. Robin had standard practice on distributions: a third to the village most directly affected, a third to the broader need fund, a third retained for operational costs, which mostly meant arrows, boot leather, and the occasional bribe. It was a system he had refined over years and had never found anyone willing to argue with publicly, though Will Scarlet argued with it privately on a regular basis on the grounds that the operational costs were too conservatively estimated.

The impostor had given it all away. And the crowd had loved him for it.

Robin thought, with some care, about the implications of this. The generosity was either a genuine position — the impostor believed in it — or it was a calculated performance designed to build a reputation that outshone the original. He did not know yet which it was, and he recognized that not knowing was going to cost him.

Marian appeared from the direction of the camp’s small library — a half-cave lined with oilcloth-wrapped books that she had spent three years accumulating and which Robin privately considered the single most important strategic asset they possessed — carrying a volume and a folded piece of correspondence.

“There have been three other incidents,” she said, sitting down and opening the correspondence without preamble. “In the last two months. A toll collector near Birchwood, a minor noble’s tax agent in the east of the county, and a grain shipment intended for the Sheriff’s household. All attributed to Robin Hood. All on dates when we were elsewhere and can account for it.”

Silence.

“Two months,” Robin said.

“At least.” She looked up. “We may have missed earlier ones. He’s been careful. The incidents before yesterday were smaller. Lower profile. He’s been building.”

“Building to what?” Little John said.

Nobody answered, because nobody knew yet. But the word sat in the camp like smoke from a fire that hadn’t quite gone out: building.

♦  ♦  ♦
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THE SECOND INCIDENT — the first one they witnessed directly, as opposed to hearing about afterward — came four days later.

They had been watching the roads more carefully since the Hathwick conversation, running a loose surveillance of the routes most likely to carry taxable goods toward Nottingham. It was not comfortable work. Sherwood in late autumn had a patience to it that was easy to mistake for emptiness, all bare branch and grey sky and the soft percussion of water finding its way through root-thick ground. But it was not empty. It watched.

Little John spotted the disturbance first: movement through the trees to the north, the kind that meant a large group moving with intent. He gave the signal and they settled.

The estate of Lord Pemwick sat at the forest’s edge: a middling noble with a large appetite, a small conscience, and a productive arrangement with three local grain merchants that had made him considerably wealthier over the past decade while making the farmers who supplied those merchants considerably less so. Robin had assessed Pemwick twice as a potential target. He had not yet moved against him, partly because the timing had not been right and partly because one of those farmers was currently serving as an intermediary in a more complex operation that would have been disrupted.

Someone had not waited.

He came over Pemwick’s wall at the eastern corner with six men behind him — not the tax-collector’s theatrical confidence, this time, but something more purposeful, less performed. They moved through the estate grounds with a knowledge of the layout that suggested preparation. There was shouting from inside for perhaps four minutes. Then quiet. Then the gates opened from within and he walked out carrying two strongboxes with the ease of a man for whom strongboxes were not a significant obstacle.

Behind him, Pemwick’s house steward was standing in the courtyard with the specific expression of someone who has just been very efficiently robbed and is still processing the sequence of events that led to this outcome.

“I would recommend against sending to the Sheriff,” the impostor called back, without turning around. His voice carried through the autumn air with complete clarity. Robin’s voice. Carrying from twenty yards further away than it had any right to. “He’ll want to see the books, and your books, if I’ve read them correctly, would not survive that scrutiny. This is, in a way, a favour.”

He turned then, at the gate, and looked out toward the treeline.

He could not have seen them. Robin was certain of this: they were still, well-hidden, the light behind them. But the impostor looked at the specific section of forest in which Robin was crouched and let a beat pass before he turned away.

The six men divided the strongboxes between them and moved south along the road. No detour to a village. No calling the locals over to divide the proceeds. The money went with them, all of it, into the grey afternoon.

Robin had not moved. He was aware of Little John beside him, of Much just behind, of Will further along the treeline. He did not look at any of them.

He was thinking about the house steward’s face. The man had been frightened, yes. But there was something else in it: the particular look of a person who has been robbed by someone with a moral argument and is not entirely sure they disagree with the argument, even as they resent the methodology. Robin had seen that look before. He had, on occasion, caused that look.

The impostor had caused it more efficiently.

“He kept it,” Much said quietly, from behind. Not accusatory. Factual. Troubled.

“Yes,” said Robin.

“All of it.”

“All of it.”

Little John shifted. A twig snapped under his boot, quietly, the way things did when Little John was trying to be careful. “Pemwick’s corrupt. The money wasn’t clean.”

“No.”

“So where does it go?”

Robin had been wondering the same thing. The impostor was building something. The question was whether the something was principled — a more aggressive redistribution strategy, perhaps, one that Robin’s more cautious approach had never attempted — or whether it was simply accumulation wearing the costume of principle.

He did not know. He found that he very much wanted to know.

“We follow,” Will said, from the far end.

Robin shook his head. “Not yet. He knew we were there.” He paused. “Again.”

Another silence. Then Will said, in a different tone: “How does he know where we are?”

No one answered that one either. But it was, Robin thought, the right question.

♦  ♦  ♦
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THAT EVENING, WITH the fire down to coals and Much asleep and Little John on watch and Will somewhere thinking the private thoughts he kept private even from people who had known him for years, Robin found Marian at the edge of camp with the shimmer-cloth spread flat on a piece of bark before her and a candle burning despite the hour.

She was not doing anything to the cloth. She was looking at it.

This was, he had learned, different from studying. Studying meant the book was open, the pen was moving, the questions were generating themselves in audible sequence. Looking meant she had passed through the stage of questions and was now in a deeper place, where the questions had collapsed into something that wasn’t yet a word.

He sat down beside her and waited.

The cloth shimmered. It had been doing this consistently for four days now, which was itself significant: the shimmer had not faded, had not changed in quality or intensity, had not responded to changes in light or temperature or the proximity of the fire. It simply continued, steady and faint as something alive.

“What is it?” he asked.

She was quiet for another moment. Not the quiet of someone who doesn’t know. The quiet of someone who does know and is deciding how to say it.

“It’s very old,” she said. “Much older than it should be.”

“Should be for what?”

“For something that was left behind today, in a road, by a living man.” She picked up the cloth carefully, holding it by the edges, and tilted it toward the candle. The shimmer caught the light and did something that light normally did not do, which was refract not outward but inward, as though it were pulling illumination toward itself rather than dispersing it. “This isn’t the residue of a glamour. A glamour fades in hours. This is something else.”

“What else?”

She set the cloth back down. She looked at it for a moment longer. Then she looked at him, which she had not done yet in this conversation, and her expression had something careful in it — the carefulness of someone who is about to say a thing they are not fully certain of, and who finds uncertainty uncomfortable enough to flag it explicitly.

“I’ve only read about this kind of residue. It’s described in two texts that I know of, both very old, both considered primarily theoretical. The kind of documents that scholars argue about in comfortable rooms without expecting the arguments to ever become practical.”

Robin waited.

“It’s associated,” she said slowly, “with a class of old magic that wasn’t about changing how things looked. It was about changing what things were. What they—” she paused, searching for the right word, and he could see her rejecting three or four of them before she found one that would do. “What they meant. To the world.”

The fire had burned down to a thin line of red at the coals’ edge. In the treeline, something moved — a night bird, most likely, or the wind finding a gap in the canopy. Robin had lived in this forest long enough to know the difference between the sounds it made for ordinary reasons and the sounds it made for others, and this was ordinary.

“You think someone is using old magic,” he said.

“I think,” she said carefully, “that someone has access to something that shouldn’t be accessible. Or shouldn’t be, by any account I’ve read.” She folded the cloth again, this time along its original creases, with the precision of someone making a decision to table a conversation temporarily rather than resolve it. “I want to read more before I say more. There are documents I know of that I haven’t been able to get to. I’d need access to a specific archive.”

“Which archive?”

She looked at him with a calm that was doing a great deal of work. “The one the nobles use. In Nottingham.”

Robin nodded slowly. “The one we’ve discussed entering twice and decided against both times.”

“That one, yes.”

He looked at the cloth. He looked at her. Outside the camp, somewhere in the middle distance, a rumour was moving through the county on foot and by word of mouth, carrying his name to places he hadn’t been and attaching it to things he hadn’t done, and tomorrow there would be more of them.

“All right,” he said. “The archive.”

She nodded. She began to close the candle’s hood.

“Marian.”

She stopped.

“How much more do you know than you’re saying?”

The candle’s hood hung between her fingers. She considered the question with the seriousness it deserved, which he had always appreciated about her: she never insulted him by pretending a question was easier than it was.

“Enough to be worried,” she said. “Not enough to be useful. Yet.”

She closed the hood. The light went out. Around them, the forest settled into its nighttime self: darker, quieter, and patient in the way that very old things are patient, having learned that most situations eventually become clear if you simply wait long enough.

Robin sat in the dark for a while after she had gone to sleep, turning the problem over in the way he did when the shape of it wasn’t yet apparent, looking for the edge of it, the place where it was thin enough to see through.

Somewhere south of the forest, his name was spending a night it hadn’t been given permission to spend.

He was going to want it back.

❖
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The Con Artist’s Calling Card

The plan, such as it was, rested on two assumptions: that the nobles of Nottinghamshire were not paying close enough attention to the faces of the merchant class, and that Marian could carry a conversation about taxation policy in four separate accents without mixing them up.

Both assumptions proved correct, though the second more narrowly than anyone would have liked.

Lord Aldous Vane was not a man who held banquets out of warmth or sociability. He held them because a man of his standing held banquets, and because banquets allowed for the kind of conversation that could not be committed to paper — the sort where obligations were incurred, alliances confirmed, and information extracted under cover of roasted fowl and sufficient wine. He hosted four per year, invited the same thirty-odd guests, and had not looked at a face he hadn’t already catalogued in a decade. This made him, in Marian’s assessment, an ideal target for infiltration, and in Robin’s assessment, a man who deserved whatever happened to him this evening on general principle.

The forged invitations had taken Marian two days. She had a gift for documentation that Robin had always considered faintly alarming and deeply useful: the ability to replicate a seal, match an ink formulation, and calibrate the exact weight of language that a particular class of person used when writing to another particular class of person. The invitations identified them as Edmund Greaves, a wool merchant of Lincolnshire with ambitions in the southern markets, and his wife Margaret, who had opinions.

“You understand,” Marian said, as they rode toward Vane’s estate in the last of the afternoon light, “that you are not Robin Hood this evening.”

“I am Edmund Greaves,” Robin said. “Wool merchant. Lincolnshire.”

“Edmund Greaves does not make quips.”

“Edmund Greaves might.”

“Edmund Greaves does not,” she said, with the serene finality of someone who had already written Edmund Greaves’ entire personality and was not accepting amendments. “Edmund Greaves is moderately prosperous, cautiously ambitious, and profoundly boring. He is interested in fleece weights and weather patterns and the navigability of roads in spring. He does not have opinions about philosophy, justice, or the moral obligations of the landed class. If anyone raises those topics, Edmund Greaves changes the subject to road maintenance.”

Robin considered this. “Edmund Greaves sounds exhausting to spend an evening with.”

“Edmund Greaves,” Marian said, “sounds like someone who will still be alive at the end of the evening. Which is the goal.”

She had dressed with the precision of someone deploying camouflage rather than making an entrance: a gown that was good enough to pass without being fine enough to invite inspection, her hair arranged in the manner of a woman who had taken care but not excessive care, her jewellery modest and consistent with the wife of a man who was doing well but not spectacularly. She looked entirely convincing. She always did. Robin had once asked her how, and she had said that the trick to appearing to belong somewhere was to be more interested in the room than in yourself, which was advice that Robin found easier to understand in principle than in practice.

He was wearing the clothes Much had acquired: a good wool coat, solid boots, a hat that he had already adjusted twice and that Marian had adjusted back both times. He looked, he thought, reasonably plausible. Marian looked at him with the expression of a woman who was prepared to work with what she had.

“Remember,” she said, as the estate gates came into view. “We are here to find evidence of the Sable Quill. We are not here to express opinions, extract justice, or be interesting. In, evidence, out.”

“In, evidence, out,” Robin agreed.

He said it with enough conviction that he almost believed it.

♦  ♦  ♦
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THE HALL WAS WARM WITH the particular warmth of a room that has been heated beyond comfort to compensate for the cold of the people in it. Thirty-two guests at a table long enough to require strategy: the significant guests near Vane at the head, the less significant graded away toward the foot by a seating logic that encoded the entire social hierarchy of the county in the placement of chairs. Edmund Greaves and his wife had been seated at the lower quarter, which was exactly right for their station and exactly where Marian had planned for them to be — close enough to hear, far enough not to be scrutinised.

Robin sat and assessed.

Vane was a man in his late fifties who wore his authority like a physical garment, something draped over the shoulders at birth and never questioned. He had the kind of face that had once been handsome and had settled, with age, into something more like impressive: carved, deliberate, the face of a man who had spent decades being agreed with. Beside him, two men in the dark robes of legal advisors bent at intervals to murmur; on his other side, a woman in deep blue who spoke rarely and listened with the attentiveness of someone whose listening was itself a form of work.

The conversation moved around the table in the way that conversation at such occasions always does: in channels, along established routes, with the occasional current that threatened to become interesting before being redirected into safer water. Robin heard: a dispute about grazing rights near the eastern manor; the price of timber relative to what it had been two years ago; something about the Sheriff that several people clearly had opinions on and that nobody was prepared to commit to in this particular room.

He heard his own name.

It arrived from three seats up, in the mouth of a man with a red face and a voice calibrated for rooms larger than the one he was currently in: “— say he’s become bolder. Two incidents this week alone. My cousin’s factor was on the road near Birchwood when—”

“The Sheriff will handle it,” said the woman in blue, without looking up from her plate.

“The Sheriff,” said the red-faced man, with the emphasis of someone who had extensive private views about the Sheriff and was exercising considerable restraint, “has been handling it for eleven years.”

A small silence in which several people found their cups suddenly very interesting.

“Well,” said the man beside Robin — a fabric merchant from Derbyshire named, according to his introduction, something that Robin had not fully caught — “I heard he’s changed. More ruthless. Took the whole of Pemwick’s strongbox, didn’t he, without leaving a coin for the village. Always seemed odd to me, the giving-it-back part. Never trusted a thief with a conscience.”

Robin, who was Edmund Greaves and therefore had no opinions about thieves or their consciences, ate a piece of salted fish.

“Different man, some say,” offered a woman across the table, in the careful tone of someone floating an idea they are prepared to immediately disavow if it proves unpopular. “I’ve heard it put about that the Hood operating now is not the same one as before. An impostor of some kind.”

Several people looked interested. Several looked skeptical. Robin looked at his fish.

Marian, without hesitation, said: “The roads between Chesterfield and here have been dreadful since the autumn rains. Edmund had to send back twice for a different axle. Is there any effort being made on the northern stretches?”

The conversation, obedient as a dog to a command, wheeled and followed her. Road maintenance occupied the table for seven minutes. By the end of them, two of the legal advisors had exchanged the look of men who had not been expecting to spend this evening discussing drainage, and Robin had eaten three courses while thinking entirely about something else.

Under the table, Marian pressed a folded paper into his hand.

He unfolded it in his lap. On it, in her smallest handwriting: — ‘study, second passage east of the hall, blue tapestry at the door. Vane will move the senior guests after the third remove. Twenty minutes while the room clears.’

Robin pocketed the note. He refreshed his wine. He waited.

♦  ♦  ♦
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SLIPPING A BANQUET was a skill Robin had not expected to need when he had embarked on a life of principled outlawry, and yet here he was, deploying it for the fourth time in as many years, moving through a nobleman’s corridor with the unhurried ease of a man who is going somewhere perfectly reasonable and would be happy to explain it to anyone who asked.

No one asked. The corridor was empty, the house staff occupied with the cleared removes and the setting of the next course. The blue tapestry was where Marian’s note had promised: a large and somewhat gloomy hunting scene featuring a stag that appeared to be actively embarrassed by the situation. Robin moved it aside, found the door, and went through.

The study was the room of a man who used it. Not a decorative room — not the kind of space assembled to indicate that the owner was the sort of person who read, without the owner necessarily reading. This room had been worked in: papers in stacked order on the desk, two candles burned low, an inkstand with three different formulations in the wells, a set of scales for measuring document seals. The bookshelves held, alongside the expected legal volumes and estate records, a collection of older documents in a variety of hands — things that had been acquired rather than inherited, assembled by someone with a specific interest.

Robin began at the desk.

The surface documents were mundane: estate accounts, a lease renewal, a letter from someone in the legal administration that was careful enough in its language to communicate its meaning only to someone who already knew what it was about. He set them aside and went to the drawers.

The second drawer held what he was looking for, though he did not know it yet when he pulled it open. The drawer contained a thin portfolio, unmarketed from the outside, closed with a simple cord. He untied the cord and spread the contents on the desk.

Six documents. Each one a scroll, each written in an ink that was different from the estate documents — sharper, less faded, with a slight iridescence to the letterforms that he noticed only because he was looking for it. They were legal in format: contracts, or instruments of some kind. At
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