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CHAPTER ONE

AUGUST 1592



They put the heads of traitors on spikes over the gate of London Bridge.

“They boil ’em first,” said a woman’s voice from behind us in the jostling crowd. “And dip ’em in tar.”

“Oh, aye,” another voice answered her with ghoulish satisfaction. “Makes ’em last longer. They do say some of ’em have been up there ten years and more. Take care, then—”

That last part was to me, for I had stopped in the middle of the road, putting out a hand to clutch my brother by the arm. The two women pushed past, grumbling. People walked around Robin and me as we stood, looking up at the great stone gatehouse with a tower three stories tall rising over the arched entrance to the bridge. On the top of the tower, in the red-gold light just before sunset, we could see the long poles with the blackened heads. They had no faces anymore, but it was too easy to imagine the hollow eyes watching us, the empty mouths stretched open in silent warning.

“Rosalind?” Robin asked me, very quietly. “Will they do that to Father?”

“Of course not!” It was a relief to be angry, to let my anger set my feet moving again. “That’s for traitors. Father’s no traitor, Robin.”

“But he—”

“Peace, Robin!” The crowd was pressing in close on either side as we squeezed underneath the gate and onto the bridge, and it would not do to talk in public of what our father had done. Or of the evening I had been picking rosemary in the garden. I’d come into the kitchen, my hands full of the small, sweet-smelling leaves, and had heard voices. Peering into the hallway, I saw my father standing at the open front door. Outside, holding a lantern, was Thomas Chapman, the sheriff.

“’Tis late for a visit, Tom,” my father had said mildly.

“I have no choice in the matter, Master Archer.”

From where I stood, hesitating at the end of the long, dark passage, I could see other men behind the sheriff, men that I knew.

“You’ll let us in, Master Archer,” the sheriff said.

“Indeed,” my father answered, looking out at our friends and neighbors, come to tear our lives apart. “It seems I have no choice as well.”

No, it would not do to talk about it now.

I kept tight hold of the sack over my shoulder that held everything I owned in the world and took Robin by the hand. Normally this was a thing he would not allow, now that he was all of ten and disdained mothering by his older sister. But he did not let go, and swung his own sack with his other hand as we made our way across the bridge, wide as a street, with shops lining either side. The air was damp with the heat of late summer, and heavy with the stench of the River Thames below.

Apprentices were closing the stores for the night, clearing off the goods from the wooden shutters, hinged at the bottom, that could be let down into the street to form counters. But as I passed by a glove maker’s, my eye lingered on a white pair sewn with pansies. In an instant a boy Robin’s age, eager for one last sale, snatched the gloves up and held them out to me. “Very pretty, mistress, and soft as a kitten’s fur, just feel this now, and the height of the fashion…”

Shaking my head, I gripped Robin’s hand and walked on. It was true I had money in my purse, hanging from the girdle beneath my petticoats for safekeeping. But it was not for luxuries like new gloves. The Rosalind Archer of two weeks ago, daughter of a rich merchant, might have fancied such vanities. But the Rosalind Archer of today had different uses for her money.

There was another tall gatehouse to walk under at the far end of the bridge, and then we were in London itself.

This city, I thought, was bursting at its seams. The buildings crowded together, shoulder to shoulder: houses, taverns, inns with their bold wooden signs, fishmongers, the pavement before them slick and bright with blood and silver scales. Even the air was crammed full of noise. “Fish! Freshest fish!” bellowed the shopkeepers, and women with baskets on their arms argued shrilly over prices. Someone laughed and chattered to a companion in a language I had never heard. The breath in my nose was thick with smells—the filth of the river, horse dung in the street, meat cooking in the taverns, the sour tang of beer, and the strong, salty, rotten stink of fish.

I felt battered and shaken and breathless. My feet, of their own accord, faltered and stopped once more. How did anyone ever find their way in this maze, this din, this absurd mass of people? In my panic, all I wanted was to turn and run, back across the bridge, back down the country roads Robin and I had trudged so wearily, back to the village where I knew every house, every face, where I practically knew every sheep in the fields.

Foolish. Impossible. Oh, the village was still there, the houses and the fields and no doubt the sheep as well. But there would be no returning, either for Robin or for me. And hadn’t I learned in these past weeks that the men and women I had grown up among were as much strangers to me as the people pushing past us in this unfamiliar street?

I took a breath to steady myself. We had nowhere to return to. But we did have somewhere to go. We had come to this overwhelming city for a reason—to find our father. And when we did, it would not matter that we were strangers here, that we were lost. Because when we found him, then we would be home.

“Rosalind,” Robin said impatiently, dropping my hand. “Why dost thou stand there? We must…” I could not hear the rest of his sentence as he pushed his way forward into the crowd. In a heartbeat he was lost to my sight.

Lost to me.

Fighting down a spike of panic, I shoved my way after him, looking everywhere for a tall, skinny boy with a crop of brown curls and a green doublet with striped sleeves. I saw nothing. “Mind thyself!” someone said impatiently, and I was pushed to one side. I was not tall enough to see over the heads of the people before me. Where had he gone? Peering frantically left and right, I walked straight into the person in front of me and all but broke my nose on the back of his skull.


“Rosalind!” Robin complained, rubbing his head. “Canst not watch where thou’rt walking?”

“Robin!” I could have shaken him for giving me such a fright. “Art mad? Stay close to me!” And I seized hold of his sleeve.

My brother’s jaw tightened, and his face took on the stubborn look I knew, to my sorrow, very well. It was a look that went with his old complaint: Let me be. I need not obey thee. Thou’rt not my mother.

Well, I may not have been his mother, but I was the closest thing he had to one, since our mother had not lived two hours after his birth. I had raised him from a swaddled babe, and he might have given me some gratitude, if not obedience. But I knew better than to expect it.

Now he twitched his sleeve free of my grasp and scowled at me. “God’s teeth, thou’rt worse than a mother hen,” he grumbled. “Thou’rt not my nurse.”

“Then do not act as if thou needst one,” I snapped. “We’ve no time to waste traipsing about London.”

“’Twas thou standing like a stone in the street,” Robin pointed out. “I was not the one idling away our time.”

“Thou dost not even know the way.”

“Nor dost thou!”

Saints preserve me from little brothers, I thought, and turned my attention to a woman walking past. Her hair, dark as a Spaniard’s, was tucked under an elegant velvet hat. “Pray, mistress,” I said to her. She didn’t even turn her head to look at us. “Pray, sir—” I tried a little louder with a man striding by on our other side, in the long gown of a scholar. He glanced aside, sniffed, and walked quicker.

“What needst thou, lass?” someone asked kindly.

But the kindness didn’t stop me from turning with a rebuke sharp on my tongue. The woman who’d spoken was clearly a servant, in a plain, patched gown, fish tails poking out of the basket over her arm. How dared she use the familiar “thou” to me, as if she were my equal?

Then I bit back the words on their way out of my mouth and saw myself as I must look to her: unwashed and footsore, dusty from the road, curls of brown hair straggling down beneath my coif, lost in a strange town without a man or maid to attend me. In truth, I did not appear to be someone that even a servant should address with a respectful “you.”

So I swallowed my hard words and my pride along with them, although the taste was bitter in my mouth, and answered civilly, “We are looking for Chancery Lane.”

“Ah, well then, thou hast a fair bit of walking still to do.” She pointed up the hill before us, into the heart of London. “Dost see the crossroads ahead? Turn west there and walk along Westcheape and Watling, through Ludgate. Then thou’lt be in Fleet Street, and thou must turn right into Chancery.” I blinked in confusion at the unfamiliar names, and she smiled. “Never fear, lass, thou’lt find thy way.”

I was not so sure of that, but I thanked her, and Robin and I set out through London.

We left the fish markets behind as we turned west, and we made our way among the crowds, keeping near the houses and shops as carts and wagons clattered down the center of the street. This time Robin kept close to me. “Is all London like this?” he asked.

“Ah, Robin, how should I know? Father used to speak of it….” When Father came home from selling his woolin London, he’d have money in his purse and gifts for Robin and me: lace for my petticoat, buckles for Robin’s shoes, sweet gingerbread. He’d sweep us both up in a hug to crush our ribs, declaring that he’d missed us terribly, that he’d wept for grief every night. And then he’d laugh and tell how he had been to the playhouse to watch Tamburlaine with the grand swordfights or seen the famous bear, Tom of Lincoln, triumph over five dogs at the baiting.

He had never talked about crowds that seemed to use up all the air, or streets that twisted like a maze, or heads on spikes over London Bridge.


I hurried Robin along as the light began to fade, not even sparing much of a glance for the huge stone bulk of St. Paul’s Cathedral as we passed by. I’d no wish to be out on the streets after nightfall. We must reach Chancery Lane before dark. There, I thought with gratitude and relief, would be refuge and safety and some sort of peace. All things that had been sorely lacking since the night Sheriff Chapman had come to our door.

When we did arrive at last, I saw that Chancery Lane was a quieter street than the ones we had just walked through. The houses looked freshly plastered and prosperous. “Which is it?” Robin asked.

“I know no more than thee. We must ask again.”

“Hurry, then.” Before I could put out a hand to stop him, Robin had darted away to a tavern, where a group of young men stood talking and laughing under the hanging sign.

I would not have chosen to ask the way of men gathered outside a tavern door. But Robin was already speaking to one of them as I approached.

“Do you know the house of John Eastfield?” he asked.

“Eastfield?” The man who answered had a thick country accent. “Na, there be no Eastfields here.” Someone in the group sniggered, as if it were a joke.

“But—’tis Chancery Lane? Our father said—”


“John Eastfield is a friend of my father,” I said with dignity. They were trying to have a joke with us, it seemed. No doubt they would think it amusing to misdirect strangers. “He has lived in this street these past five years.”

“Aye, that he has. But he lives here no more.”

It was a second man who spoke, wearing apprentice’s blue. I had never seen eyes like his before, a sharp light gray, so pale that they seemed almost no color at all. They went oddly with his thick black brows and hair.

“Has the family moved?” I asked, uncertain.

“Aye, moved into prison.”

Oh, sweet saints…

“The law came for them just last week. Papists, the lot of them. Wife and children, too.” All the men in the crowd were staring at us now.

“Papists?” I gasped. I knew I must seem horrified, and my real shock made the act convincing. “How dreadful! My father had some business with the man, but he never thought….” My voice died under the pressure of the bright interest in the watching eyes. And after all, why should I explain myself to them? “Come,” I told Robin. There was low laughter behind us as we turned.

Run. My heart was thumping a command to my blood. Run. They’ve guessed. They know—

But my head overruled the order. There might still be a chance that these men did not know our secret. In that case, running would be the worst thing we could do.

“Stay a moment—”

I turned, fear clutching at my throat. Beside me, Robin clenched his fists. But how could we fight anyone, a ten-year-old boy and his sister?

It was the pale-eyed apprentice, with a friendly look on his face. “Pay no heed to them,” he said, jerking his head back toward his friends. “You are strangers in town?”

Why did he want to know? But even in my panic, I could see nothing but kindly interest in his face. I nodded warily.

“Where dost wish to go?”

My head spun. I had not thought beyond reaching Chancery Lane and the refuge there. But that refuge had been a false hope, and now it was gone. Where did we wish to go?

“The George Inn,” I said at random, naming a place my father had sometimes stayed.

“That’s not so hard. Seest the apothecary on the corner?” He pointed to the sign with the Turk’s head, swinging slightly in the wind. “Turn there and walk east to Ludgate. Thou’lt see the George near there.”

The frantic rhythm of my heartbeat was beginning to ease. He did not know the truth. But why was there a smile playing at one corner of his mouth, as if there were something secretly amusing about an apothecary and an inn?

“I thank you, friend,” I said, giving him the formal “you” without thinking, as if that could keep him at a distance. But I did not let myself walk more quickly than usual, and I hissed at Robin to stay close, as we took our way in the direction he had told us.

The apothecary’s apprentices were closing the shutters for the night as we turned the corner and found ourselves in a narrow alley lined with houses rather than shops. Overhead the upper stories of the buildings stuck out, each overlapping the one below, so that neighbors might have leaned out of their attic windows to shake hands in greeting.

“Rosalind?” Robin said before we’d gone a yard.

“Keep walking.” We must look normal. We must seem as if we had somewhere to go.

“But what will we do? They’re gone!”

As if I did not know it. John Eastfield and his family would have helped us. They would have sheltered us and fed us and taken us to our father.

A memory ran through my mind: Father, talking to me in the garden, shortly after I’d turned ten. “Thou’rt old enough now to know somewhat of our danger,” he’d said. The garden was walled, no one in it but ourselves. Joan, our maidservant, was singing in the kitchen, too occupied with the sound of her own voice to listen for ours. Yet he kept his voice low. Walls have chinks. I’d learned very young that anyone might be listening.

“If aught happens to me, there are friends who will help thee,” he’d said. And he’d named them and made me repeat the names. The Masons the next village over. The Eyres in the market town. John Eastfield and his family, away to the south, on Chancery Lane in London.

I had not dared to go to the Masons. They were too close to our own village, and too well known as friends of our father. The Eyres had hidden us for two nights but feared to keep us longer. People knew what my father had done; anyone found harboring his children would fall under suspicion as well.

The Eastfields had been my last hope. Now who would take us in?

“Rosalind!”

“Lower thy voice!” My own was shaking. “We must…we must go to an inn, that is all, Robin. And tomorrow we’ll see Father. He’ll tell us what to do.”

If there was no one to take us in, we would have to find work of some sort. I had money in my purse, but not enough to keep us forever, and in any case it was money I had meant to help our father, not spend on our own needs.

Robin was old enough to hire out as an apprentice. And I…well, I could at the very worst find a servant’s place. My lip curled a little at the thought of brushing clothes and scrubbing floors. But I would do it, if need be. If it was the only way to help our father.

Robin let out his breath at my words. “Aye, Father will know.” He was frightened, too, I realized. I should not have spoken so sharply to him. “Which way, then?” he asked.

A very good question. The street had narrowed so that the upper stories of the houses almost blocked out what little light there was. We’d left the crowds behind. Except for a pig rooting through the garbage that filled the gutter, Robin and I were alone.

I looked ahead, trying to see Ludgate or the old city wall, but did not succeed. Robin smirked. “Thou dost not know the way?”

“Well, at Ludgate we can ask again.” But surely we should have reached the gate by now. I began to wonder if we’d gone the wrong way.

“Art lost, then?”

I turned, my heart giving a sudden painful jolt under my ribs. There behind us was the apprentice who’d given us directions. Now his smile was broader and there was another man with him, one eye drooping in a squint that gave him an evil leer.

I took a step backward. “No, I thank you. All’s well.”

“I told thee to turn at the surgeon’s. Didst not attend?”

“No, you told us—” I faltered, looking at those pale eyes. “Robin, run,” I whispered.

But I’d left it too late. Even as I spun around to flee, his hand grasped my arm and yanked, and I fell sprawling to the muddy street. I heard Robin cry out, with rage or maybe pain, I couldn’t tell. The hand on my arm pulled me up, but I could not find my balance to resist as he dragged me, stumbling, half falling, into a gap between two houses.

He threw me down on my back and was kneeling beside me, one hand pinning my shoulder to the ground, the other fumbling at my skirts. Behind him I could see that the man with the squint had hold of Robin, one hand over his mouth, the other twisting an arm cruelly behind his back. “Why all this fuss, then?” the apprentice panted, his cheeks flushed red. His hot, damp breath in my face was sour, with a smell of stale wine, and his pale eyes were at once clouded and shining, like thick, murky glass. “Why dost wander the streets alone, speaking to men, shameless, if thou dost not want—”


He stopped. My skirts were above my knees, his hand groping up my bare leg. “What’s this?” A slow grin spread over his face. “There’s more here—” His hand closed around the heavy purse that hung from my girdle and wrenched it free.

“No!” I shrieked. Shock and terror had stolen my tongue until that moment, but that he should take my money—our money—money I needed, if I were ever to help my father—was enough to move me to action.

I thrashed against his hand, kicking wildly. He was still staring at the purse he now held, astonished at its weight. One of my feet caught him in the ribs, and the other, more by luck than by planning, squarely between his legs. He doubled over, clutching himself and letting out a short, startled moan. I scrambled to my feet just as the man holding Robin let him go and darted forward to seize the purse from his companion’s unresisting fingers.

“Run!” I shouted to Robin.

In fact, I do not think they chased us. The man with the squint may have been satisfied with what he’d already gained; the man I had kicked was not likely to chase anything. But at the time I did not think of that, or even look behind me to see if anyone was following. I only ran blindly, around corners, down more narrow side streets, through squares and alleys, ducking and pushing through crowds, hardly noticing whether Robin was with me. I felt as if those pale eyes were just behind me, that rough hand reaching out for me, that mocking voice in my ear. Art lost, then?

When at last I had to stop for want of breath, we were in another narrow, winding street; I had no notion which one. But it was fairly full of people, even in the gathering darkness. It seemed safe.

My knees wouldn’t hold me. I sat down abruptly by the side of the road, not caring how filthy the ground was or what would become of my already stained skirts.

Robin crouched beside me. His skinny face was pinched with remorse. “Rosalind? Art hurt? I am sorry, I could not….”

He was sorry. My little brother, four years younger, was sorry he could not save me from two grown men, each easily twice his size. A sob came from somewhere near my heart. How could Robin protect me? He was only a boy. He should be swimming in the river back home, or planning ways to disrupt Master Crabbe’s lessons in Latin grammar, or running races with the friends who wouldn’t talk to him now that they knew the truth of what he was. He should not be trying to save me from men who wanted—who wanted—

And now our money was gone. The friends we’d hoped to find had been taken. We were lost in London. Robin could not keep me safe, and neither could Father. No one would help us.

Wooden cartwheels and horse’s hooves passed us by. Feet in buckled shoes or high boots or wooden clogs walked indifferently along. No doubt their owners saw worse things every day than a bedraggled girl crying by the roadside and her brother patting her shoulder in awkward comfort.








CHAPTER TWO

AUGUST 1592



But after a time I had to be done crying at last, and dry my face on my sleeve, and take stock of myself. Robin and I were sitting in a dark and dirty street, in front of a small draper’s shop, the shutters now closed tightly for the night. My shoulder ached, and I was sore and stiff on hip and elbow where I’d landed on the cobblestones, but other than that I was not hurt. I brushed helplessly at the muddy patches on my skirts, to no effect. I would just have to be filthy until I found a way to be clean again.

“Rosalind?” Robin was still peering at me anxiously. “Art hurt? That man?”

“Do not speak of it.”

“But he—”

“Do not speak of it!” Although I had stopped crying, my voice still frayed around the edges, and sympathy from my pest of a little brother was likely to start the tears again. I did not want to talk about the man with the pale gray eyes; I did not want to think about him. Frantically I cast about for something else to occupy my thoughts. “Thy sack, Robin,” I demanded. “Where is it?”

“I—” Robin looked down, as if startled, at his empty hands.

“Didst drop it?”

“Thou didst as well!”

I realized he was right; my sack was gone also. In it had been the few things I’d managed to save from home—an ivory comb, my scissors, a packet of needles and thread, a coral necklace, a warm winter cloak with a fur-lined hood. Well, it would be some little time before I’d be needing that, at least.

“’Twas not my fault,” Robin said, a little angrily.

“No,” I agreed with a sigh. “Never mind it. Art hurt? Thine arm?”

“No.” He rubbed at his arm gingerly. “’Tis nothing. I’m fine.”

“Dost still have the purse I gave thee?”

Robin’s eyes widened with eagerness. “Yes! I have it here!”

“Do not take it out!” Robin’s hand dropped away from his belt, where our second purse hung, hidden inside his loose breeches. It did not hold much, not nearly as much as the one I had carried. But I’d thought it wise to give him a few shillings in case we were separated. I was not even sure it would be enough for a night at the cheapest inn. But it would keep us from begging for a day or two.

Tears welled up again, and I tipped my head back and squeezed my eyes shut tight to keep them from overflowing.

Robin tugged at my arm. “Rosalind?”

“Leave me be,” I whispered. We’d lost our home, we’d lost our friends, and now we’d lost our money, too. We’d hardly anything left.

“Rosalind!” Robin insisted.

Annoyance with my brother was such a comforting, familiar emotion. I turned to him, opening my eyes again. “What is’t! Why must thou—”

He pointed over my shoulder.

Behind me, the draper whose shop we were sitting in front of waved a broom. “Be off!” he commanded. “Or I’ll call the watch on you. Vagabonds, idle, wretched—”

Robin was on his feet, and I jumped up, too, and clutched at his shoulder, pulling him away before the angry shopkeeper could have the law on us. Safely around the corner, I stopped, hesitating, and looked back. The man did not seem to have followed, satisfied with having swept us away from his shop like trash into the gutter.

“Where will we go?” Robin asked me.


Must I always decide? I looked around helplessly.

“We’ve no money for an inn.”

As if I did not know it. But where, in this terrible city, could we find a safe place for the night, somewhere we would not be turned out by a shopkeeper or householder, somewhere the law would not take us in for vagabonds, to be flogged and branded and sent on our way, as if we had anywhere to go?

Something caught my eye. “There,” I said, pointing, and pulled Robin across the street with me. “Look, perhaps here.”

It could hardly even be called an alley, only a gap between two buildings, two feet wide at most and black as midnight. I hesitated, but then I heard a deep voice call out from around the corner, “Nine o’clock! Nine o’clock and all’s well!”

The watch! Terror-stricken, I pushed Robin into the tiny passage and shoved my way in after him. Nine o’clock was the time all decent citizens should be safely at home. We could not afford to be seen on the streets so late.

We stumbled forward, brushing the walls with our shoulders. Robin stopped, and I bumped into him.

“A dead end,” he whispered.

“Then we’ll stay here,” I whispered back. As good a place as any. I sat down with my back against a wall. Robin settled beside me.


“Rosalind?” he said after a few minutes.

“Aye.”

“I’m hungry.”

How could he think of his stomach? Mine roiled and twisted like a knot of snakes.

“In the morning, Robin. I’ll find thee some bread in the morning.”

After a time Robin’s slow, deep breathing told me that he slept. I shifted to put my arm around his shoulders, and without waking he turned and nestled into me so that his head rested on my lap. His warmth was a comfort against the damp chill of the stone wall at my back.

I was at least as tired as he was; we’d walked so far that day, eager to reach London. Then there had been that panicked run through the streets. And we’d not eaten since noon. I’d thought there would be food for us at the Eastfields. I’d thought there would be safety.

My eyes drifted shut, then snapped open again with a prickle of fear.

I’d crawled into this alley like a wounded animal going to earth in a cave, but there were still sounds from the city outside drifting into our dark refuge—laughter, a snatch of drunken song, a belated cart thumping its wooden wheels along the cobblestones. Who could be abroad so late and what were they doing? At any moment, I felt, something could invade our hiding place—the watch, an apprentice with strange, pale eyes. Or the men who’d arrested the Eastfields, somehow hunting us down…

How had the Eastfields been betrayed? Had they been known as friends of our father? Or had he—I flinched from the thought, but it would not be denied—had he spoken their names to an interrogator in prison? He would not willingly have betrayed them, but the queen’s agents had ways of forcing a man’s tongue. He may have had no choice.

Just as he’d had no choice the night he’d allowed Sheriff Chapman, along with the men he had pressed into service, into our house.

None of them had seen me. Before my father had stepped away from the door, I’d retreated silently into the garden, where Robin had been dawdling, throwing stones at the crows. He and I had slipped out the back gate and had hidden near the river.

What was happening in our house was as present to my mind as if I’d been there watching. Huddled silent in the bushes with my brother, crushing sprigs of rosemary in my hands, I imagined men I’d known since childhood tearing the covers off the beds, dumping out chests, raking through the ashes in the fireplace. Was it Hugh Forrester, the father of Robin’s friend Hal, who pried up the loose board near the hearth and found the silver chalice and patten hidden underneath? Was it Adam Chandler, who’d given me sweet plums and gingerbread when I was a little girl, who discovered the hidden closet upstairs, built alongside the chimney, just large enough to hold a man?

It had been empty, thankfully. That was the only touch of mercy about the whole business. The chalice and the patten to hold the wine and bread of the Mass were enough to prove that we were Catholics, but the empty closet did not prove that we harbored priests.

We had done so, of course. Ten that I could remember. Each had stayed with us a few days in secret and then moved on to other towns to say Mass and hear confession and lift the weight of sin from faithful souls. All those things that the laws of England now made crimes, and those who did them traitors. Traitors whose heads could be set over London Bridge.

Robin and I had stayed hidden until dark had truly fallen. Then we’d dared to creep out and make our way back into our own house.

It would have been too dangerous to light a candle. We’d groped over furniture that had been overturned or shoved into unfamiliar places. My hands were shaking as I tried to gather up the few things I could tell, by their feel, might be useful or valuable. Father kept his strong-box safely hidden in his bedroom and the key, of course, was with him. But an axe did the work as well. The crack as the metal blade bit deep into the wood made my heart leap up into my mouth as I knelt, stuffing handfuls of clinking coins into my purse. Somewhere outside, a dog barked. I told Robin we could risk no more time. We must go.

We’d walked all that night, slept the next day in a hedge, and reached the Eyres the following morning. They had fed and comforted us as best they could and sent us on our way, nearly two weary weeks of walking to reach London and the Eastfields and a new place to call home.

The city had grown silent. No more late revelers or tradesmen’s carts hurrying home. The sound of running feet made my heart thump, but they passed our cavelike alley without even slowing down.

I remembered my father, in the sunlit garden, making me repeat my lesson in flight and refuge. The Masons, the Eyres, the Eastfields. Then he’d reached out and suddenly taken me in his arms, all but crushing me.

“God keep thee safe, Rosalind,” he’d whispered into my hair. “And thy brother. God watch over thee.”

But there was no such thing as safety. And now the money that I had meant to help my father—to pay the fees for his food and drink and for a private cell and a bed, to keep the irons off his feet and hands—that money was gone.

“I’m sorry, Father,” I whispered. “I did my best. I truly did.”

The emptiness of waiting for an answer that could not come made me weep again for a while.

But at last my body’s exhaustion had its say and I could not keep my eyes open any longer, despite the fear that crept in and curled next to me, so that the three of us slept huddled together, my brother and myself and my dread of what might be waiting for us in the dark.

 

When I woke in the morning, Robin was gone.

I found myself lying on my side, my head resting on one arm. I sat up with a panicked gasp. It was late, the sun well risen, the bright morning light finding its way even into this narrow passage. How could I have slept so long? And where was Robin? How would I face my father if something had happened to my brother?

Then there was a patter of feet on the cobblestones and Robin appeared, slipping around the mouth of the tiny alley. He grinned to see me awake. In one hand he held a loaf of brown bread.


“Robin!” I all but shrieked, forgetting that the owners of the houses on either side might hear and be less than pleased to find two vagabonds on their property. “Where hast been? Do not leave me like that. I thought—”

Robin’s smile vanished, and he sat down beside me with a thump, ripping a chunk of bread off the loaf. “I told thee I was hungry,” he muttered around a bite.

I found that I was, too. I reached over and tore off a piece of the bread for myself—coarse and brown and burnt on the bottom, but still fresh and warm. After swallowing several bites, I felt I could forgive Robin for the fright he’d dealt me.

“’Tis good,” I said, and he looked a bit mollified. “How much didst pay for it?” I made up my mind I would not scold him even if he’d been cheated.

“Little.”

“No, how much? We must be careful of our money.”

Robin slid a sidelong glance at me, and I lowered the last bite of bread from my mouth. “Robin?”

“He had so much, Rosalind,” Robin said in a wheedling tone. “Dozens of loaves all laid out. He’ll hardly notice the loss. And he was fat, he could not run—”

“Thou stolst this?”

“But it was—”


“Robert Archer!” I was on my feet, furious. “Stealing! Hast no pride? Hast no sense? What if the baker had caught thee?”

Robin stood up
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