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  Somewhere in England, the Year 1599



One


INTRODUCING WILL SPARROW,

NOT YET THIRTEEN BUT ALONE AND

ON THE ROAD TO NOWHERE



 

WILL SPARROW was a liar and a thief, and hungry, so when he saw the chance to steal a cold rabbit pie from the inn’s kitchen and blame it on the dog, he took it—both the chance and the pie. But the innkeeper would have none of it: “And how did the wee dog open the door, scrabble onto the table, and fetch the pie out of the kitchen, all the while sitting on Mistress Grubb’s lap having his ears scratched, I would like to know?” He grabbed Will by the shoulders and shook him. Pie-crust crumbs fell like snow.

“Ye have stolen your last meal, boy. I paid too high a price for you,” the innkeeper said with a spray of spittle. “Free drink for your lout of a father. I could easily hire me two boys for what he costs me in ale.” Will struggled to escape, but the innkeeper held on tighter. “No, boy, you be liar and thief and not worth your keep. I mean to send you to the city. Sell you for a climbing boy.”

Will’s heart thumped. A chimney sweep? “Nay,” he said, still struggling. “Ne’er!”

“Aye, boy. There always be a market for such,” the innkeeper continued. “Them don’t last long. They lungs go.”

Will kicked his captor in the knee and, shoving the table aside, turned for the door, but the innkeeper stuck out a booted foot, sending Will tumbling to the ground.

“You be off with the carter in the morning,” he said, lifting Will by the collar of his shirt.

Although Will struggled and kicked and tried to bite the innkeeper’s large and leathery arm, he could not escape and was locked in the stable—without his boots, lest he run. But it is difficult to keep a wiry, clever, sad, and angry lad locked up, and Will worked on the boards of the stable, making first a mousehole, and then a hole a weasel might fit through, and finally a hole large enough for a small but determined boy. He wrapped a blanket, prickly with horsehair and straw but not too tattered for warmth, around his shoulders. Exhaling loudly, he squeezed through the hole and ran into the night.

In the deepening dark, the boy could not see the road ahead, so he ran with his arms outstretched and waving wildly, lest he collide with a tree or a wagon or some unknown frightful thing. Such motions made running difficult and slow, but no one could follow him in the dark, so he ran.

Finally his arms and shoulders, not to mention his legs and feet, grew so tired and ached so fiercely that he had to take the risk and stop. Where he was he did not know. On the road or off, he did not know. The darkness and the strangeness frightened him, and his heart beat like a tambour. He moved forward until he felt something—a tree stump, he guessed—by which he could rest without fear of being overrun by a cart or trampled by a horse. Lying down, he snuggled into the blanket, his back against the stump, for that way he felt less lonesome and forlorn.

The night was full of sounds. Leaves rustled and whispered, the wind moaned, branches creaked and snapped. Will could not sleep. He lay imagining the innkeeper catching him, his father finding him, or—worse—trolls and goblins, ogres and elves and evil dwarfs, come out of the forest to bedevil him. When he heard the direful hooting of an owl, he pulled the blanket over his head. Finally, comforted by the familiar smell of horse, he slept.

Dawn comes early in summer, so before long he woke to the sound of a cockcrow and opened his eyes. Fie upon it! In the dark he had doubled back and was now not an hour’s walk from where he’d started. He smiled a sour smile. Leastwise the innkeeper would not be looking for him here, so near to the inn.

He rubbed his eyes, washed his face, and drank deeply from a stream running warm and shallow. “You, Will Sparrow,” he said to his face shimmering in the water, “are a sorry excuse for a runabout. Now you must start again.”

When folk heard his name, they smiled at first, it being a fitting name for one so small and brown, but then, thinking “Sparrow? Sparrow?” some would remember his father, the drunken fool who sold his only son for ale, and would turn away in disgust. So Will ran, from the innkeeper and the carter, from his ale-sodden father, from the disapproving faces of folk, from his very life.

Will’s stomach was empty, his head fuzzy, his legs heavy. He could go no more until he fed them all. Slowly he picked his way along the road, careful to keep the hedgerow between himself and anyone’s eyes. It being late summer, he found a thorny thicket of blackberries, shiny and plump and smelling of sunshine, which he picked until his hands were purple and ate until his belly threatened to give them all up.

He wiped his hands on his breeches and stretched. While he ate, the road had grown busy with travelers in fancy cloaks and threadbare linen, carts and coaches and hay wagons, horses and sheep, merchants and beggars. Even with the shelter of the hedgerow, Will thought himself too easily seen and found. But where might he go? To his right was ploughland, golden with ripened grain, and to his left deep forest. In the forest he might be hidden from sight, but it was a dark and evil place, filled with demons and beasts and men who lived like beasts.

“You, boy,” someone called, and without stopping to see who called or who was meant, Will hitched up his breeches and his courage and ran into the woods. Brambles tore at his legs, branches whipped his face and tugged at his hair, but fear drove him on, away from the inn and toward he knew not what.

Was he running east or west? Toward a town or away? Was the innkeeper still looking for him? Had he sent the carter to fetch Will back? And his father—did his father care enough to search for him? Was the man too codswalloped to follow? Or had he lost his chance at free ale when Will ran, which would leave him sober and storming? Will shivered at the thought. Being sober enraged his father, as did honking geese, beggars, bill collectors, and Will himself.

The innkeeper had been no easier than Will’s father, but at the inn Will was fed somewhat regularly and many an extra sausage found its way under his shirt and into his belly, so he had stayed while wet spring turned to high summer. He slept in the stable behind the inn and each morning turned the spit on which joints of meat roasted, scoured the pots the mutton stew simmered in, and gathered up the rushes befouled with bones, grease, and piss, until that pilfered rabbit pie undid him.

He ran all morning, eager to put as much distance as possible between himself and the inn. By midafternoon the day was so bright that streaks of sunshine found their way even through the trees. He would have to hide until evening. He found a small hollow to curl into, pulled the blanket over himself for cover, and fell soundly asleep.

He awoke not long after to whistles and shouts. “I am certain he went this way,” a rumbly voice called.

Will froze.

“I will go this way and you that. He cannot get away,” said a scratchy voice.

Will crouched lower under the branches. How could they have found him so easily?

“Come, boy. Come out,” Rumbly Voice said.

Scratchy Voice shouted in triumph, “There he is! I see him! Come out. You cannot get away.”

Will looked about for an escape. He would not be taken so easily, not end up a climbing boy and die sooty and coughing in a chimney.

“Come on, boy. Be not afeared,” Scratchy Voice said.

As he dove into the brambles, Will heard a soft nickering. “Good boy,” said Rumbly Voice. “I have a carrot for ye.”

Will stopped and peeked through the bushes. A horse was poking its way toward two men. One of them slipped a halter over the horse’s neck and patted its rump. “Good boy, good. No one will hurt ye,” the man rumbled. Will could hear the sound of carrot crunching. “Come, we will take ye home.”

The two men and the horse turned and walked away.

Will slapped his head. A horse. It was a horse they were after and not him at all! He was dizzy with relief but did envy the horse the carrot, the gentle words, and the home. Will himself had no prospect for any of those. He turned back for his blanket and then walked on.

It appeared to Will as if the woods went on forever, even to the edge of the earth where there were monsters and dragons. He shivered but walked ahead. There was nothing for him behind.


Two


OF HOW WILL MOURNED

A LOST BUTTON, A BLANKET,

AND A MOTHER



 

AFTERNOON BECAME gentle dusk. Will filled his belly with berries and dreamed of warm porridge and buttered bread. As he sat for a moment’s rest, he heard a scuffling sort of noise. Was it the horse come back? Or had the men returned for him?

The scuffling grew louder and proved to be a deer, eating her way through the forest. Will caught his breath, and the deer cocked her head and twirled her long, rabbitlike ears. In the last rays of light, her reddish-brown coat gleamed. Will stared at her. She was well muscled and a bit plump. If I could catch her, I could eat her, he thought. If I could catch her and skin her and butcher her and gather wood and build a fire and roast her until juicy, I could eat her. He made a sound between a sigh and a snort—there was little chance of all that. The deer twitched her tail once and was gone. Will picked another handful of berries and resumed his journey.

Berries. He was sick of berries, but he had not seen a cottage to plunder nor a chicken to steal, not even a poacher or a charcoal burner who might be wheedled out of a bit of bread or cheese. Walking became tiring, then tedious, then a torment, and he began searching for something to distract him. “I am the famed highwayman Gamaliel Ratsey,” he roared, settling the blanket over his shoulders as if it were a cape, “taking what I want and wanting what I take. I care for no one but myself and nothing but my belly!”

He pulled the blanket over his face. “A dangerous outlaw I be, lurking here in the woods, waiting for unwary travelers to pillage and skewer.” But the thought frightened him, there alone in the darkening evening, and he looked carefully around before wrapping the blanket about him like—well, a blanket, and curling up to sleep.

He woke to find he had slept away the cover of darkness but not the pangs of a belly empty once again. As he trudged through the morning, the woods thinned into thickets, then hedges, then a road lined with avenues of trees—hawthorn, birch, alder, ash, apple. Apple? Apples! Will saw no one to stop him, so he scampered up the closest tree. It was heavy with apples, speckled and freckled and more green than red but there for the taking, so Will took them. Like Ratsey, he thought, I care for no one but myself and nothing but my belly. He liked the sound of that, so he said it aloud, but not too loud, lest he be heard and caught: “I care for no one but myself and nothing but my belly!”

He loaded apples onto his blanket and slid carefully down from the tree. Slinging the blanket over his shoulder, he took a large bite of an apple, which crackled and spewed sweet juice. Too bad trees did not also bear cheese, he thought. Or chickens. Or almond tarts.

The forest had thinned enough to offer little cover, and walking on the road would be easier and gentler on his bare feet. It would be worth the risk, he decided. Not knowing the direction he had come from, he did not know whither he should go. Finally he shrugged and turned to his left, where the road led over a hill and down, munching as he walked.

As the afternoon wore on, a summer rain, blustery and heavy, began. Hooded shepherds drove soggy sheep through the meadows, and laborers hurriedly gathered grain ere it was ruined in the wet.

The rain meant there were fewer people about to notice him, but Will grew sodden and sorry, and he finally looked for refuge. In a field of lean, tired-faced cattle was what appeared to be a cowshed, near to tumbling down but offering at least walls and a roof.

The floor of the shed was carpeted with old straw, which smelled strongly of cow and horse and rat. The straw was damp with what Will hoped was only rain, but mostly the shed was dry, and he would be off the road there and hidden. Hanging from a nail on the wall was a canvas sack, which he took down and filled with his apples. He pulled off his wet shirt and wrung it out. The button was gone from the collar. It must have happened when the innkeeper grabbed him. Will mourned the button—not everyone had a shirt with a button. He pictured the button bouncing onto the floor of the inn and into a crack, never to be seen again. Or mayhap picked up by a visitor, who put it into the pouch at his waist with a prayer of thanks to whatever saint had sent him so fine a thing as a button.

He sighed as he hung the shirt from the nail to dry and, spreading his blanket on a pile of straw, lay down to sleep, soothed by the rhythm of the rain on the roof.

Awakened after minutes or hours, he did not know which, Will heard the sound of someone coming into the shed. He jumped up, shouting, “Avaunt ye! Go away! I have a sword!” and prepared to hurl apples at the intruder, but a sudden glimmer of moonlight peeping through the cracks in the walls showed him it was a woman. The innkeeper would not have sent a woman after him, Will thought, so he dropped the apples back into the sack, though he stood still and wary.

“Quite a palace you have here, boy,” the woman said. “I have in mind to share it, an it please you. It be raining fit for Noah out there.” She did not wait for his agreement but threw herself onto a pile of straw. “Who might you be and what do you here?”

Will said nothing but backed up and held tightly to his sack of apples.

“Skittish, are you, boy? I mean you no harm.”

Still Will did not answer.

“Nay, do not leave me in silence,” the strange woman said. “I am wet and tired and would have some amusement. You had best talk to me, or I will tousle your hair and tickle your toes and generally bedevil you as I did my brothers.” She laughed loudly. “I be Nell Liftpurse.”

“Liftpurse? You be a nipper!” Will said, startled into responding. And he held tighter to his sack.

“Some say nipper. Some say pickpocket. I say I do but take advantage of opportunities . . . and I be most nimble.” She lifted her hand and waggled her fingers. Her hand was marked with a T, branded into the flesh. T for thief, no matter what she said, thought Will. He himself was too clever and too slippery to be caught ever again. He was Will Sparrow, liar and thief. Still, he looked at his own hand holding the sack and rubbed it gently.

“Now tell me,” Nell Liftpurse said, “who be you and what do you in a cowshed?”

Unwilling to be tickled or tousled, Will, with a grimace of reluctance, finally told her his name. Then he gulped. What if she had been sent to find him? Or mayhap she would later meet someone who sought him? Here he was, telling his name to strangers in cowsheds. Some poor runaway he was! He shook his head. He had spoken already, so “I be on an errand for my father,” he told her, “and, like you, found shelter from the rain.” It sounded convincing enough. “My father be, uhh, sheriff, aye, sheriff of this county, very rich and very powerful, and I be his most treasured son.”

The rain still pelted down, and Will was in no hurry to be on the road again, so he dropped onto the straw and put his sack of apples behind his head like a pillow. Wrapped in the blanket, he studied Nell Liftpurse. Even in the poor light, she looked a colorful person: plump red face, white teeth, sky-blue kirtle under a bodice of buttercup yellow, and fine reddish hair peeping out from beneath a soggy green hat. And boots, sturdy boots of heavy leather. Will’s bare feet tingled at the sight of those boots as she pulled them off and wiggled her toes with an “Aaah.” Mayhap she would fall asleep, and the boots could find their way onto his feet and out the door and her all unaware. Will Sparrow, clever and slippery, liar and thief, would have those boots.

Nell threw the boots behind her, leaned over, and thumped Will on the knee. “Where you goin’ to?”

“Nowhere,” he said, tugging his mind away from her boots. “I be goin’ from.”

“A runner, are ye? Least little thing goes wrong and ye run.”

Will’s temper boiled over. He sat up and grabbed the bag of apples. “‘Little thing,’ you say? My father traded me to an innkeeper for beer. That be no little thing.” Will’s anger was mingled with an odd bit of pride: certes no other father in the world misprized his son so.

“My own daddy, he ne’er would have done as yours did,” Nell said, lying back in the straw. “We lost our land when the scurvy lord took it. He dammed the river, and the whole village disappeared beneath a lake he used for mock sea battles. We was eight and no mam, but ne’er did my daddy think to rid himself of us.” Nell frowned and was silent for a bit. “Your own father, you say? May turnips grow in his nose! Why, had I a son like you, a brave and bonny boy, I would ne’er treat him so.” She slammed her fist against the straw-strewn floor. “Were the man here,” she declared, “I would cuff him about his ears, I would.”

She panted in outrage for a moment and then asked, “What be in that sack you’re cuddling like a babe? ’Twouldn’t be someut to eat, would it?”

Will clutched his sack of apples. “Nay, ’tis nothing. Only the . . . the remains of . . . of . . . a cat. An old cat. I did pledge to my dear granny that I would bury her cat . . . er, in a sunny place. Aye, in a sunny place by a stream, and so I will.”

Nell still looked curiously at the sack, so Will added, “He do be starting to stink some.”

Nell shivered and waved him silent. His apples, Will thought, were safe.

Of a sudden there were voices calling in the field outside. Nell jumped up. “Do someone seek ye?” she asked.

Did they? Will shrugged, then nodded, then shrugged again. Was the innkeeper still on his trail? Or the carter?

“I aim to hide myself, boy,” Nell said, “burrow into that straw like a mole. You might do the same, and they will find no one here.” She gave him a small shove. “Go. God save ye, boy,” she said. She shook her head. “Traded for beer, the poor wee wretch.”

Will slipped into his shirt, still damp from the rain, and crouched in the corner, pulling great masses of straw over himself. He would hide just long enough for the voices to pass, and then, before Nell showed herself again, he would have her boots and be off. Will was grateful for her sympathy, but boots were boots.

Pieces of straw poked in his mouth and tickled his nose. A sneeze began, and grew, and grew. Will muffled it with his arm, but then came another and another. He wiped his soggy hand on his breeches and waited. Had he given himself away?

The voices outside came nearer, and Will heard someone say, “Mayhap the baggage is in the shed.” And the door swung open and shut.

Had they come in? Will’s heart pounded so loudly, he was certain it could be heard even to the next county. Belike he would be back at the inn before morning. His belly grumbled at the thought.

There came a shout from outside. “There she goes!”

And another: “Nellie, girl, we got you now. Nellie! Nell?”

“Blast it,” said the first voice. “Where has the she-devil gone?” and their voices grew fainter as they moved off.

Will was bewildered. Gone? She was gone? Was she not hiding in the straw? He stood up, brushing straw from his hair and his clothes and his mouth. He was alone. The men had not come in. She had run out. And they had called her Nell. They were after her all along and not him! Horses and thieves were worth following and recovering, but he was not, it appeared.

He looked around the shed. Nell was gone indeed, and so too were her boots. And his blanket and the sack of apples. Gone, the lying thief, the villainous harpy, may maggots build nests in her hair!

He opened the door and peered out. No one was there waiting for him, so he stepped outside. “Begone and stay gone, you baggage!” he shouted. “I hope my apples gripe your guts and rats eat your toes right through those fine boots!”

It appeared Will Sparrow was not the clever thief he thought himself, for he was left with no boots, no apples, no blanket. Outsmarted by a woman! Nell had acted kindly toward him and then stole what little he had, the foul and ugly toad. Fie upon it, he would not make that mistake again. He would speak to no one, listen to no one, and let no one get close enough to take what was his. I care for no one but myself, he thought, kicking at the straw-covered floor, and nothing but my belly. And boots.

Fie on Nell Liftpurse, the hag! Fie on all women! He had nothing good to say for them. His mother had run off when he was small enough still to need a mother. No more than five he was when she left, the selfish wretch. Will hated her and hoped she was grown ugly, crooked, and wartish.

His stepmother, the green-eyed Ysabo, who had appeared before his mother’s chair was cold, had left them soon after for the miller, who was pockmarked and stooped but had promised her two new dresses and fresh bread every week. She told Will so before she left, their last chicken under her arm.

He hated both of them but especially his mother, with her silver gilt hair and her soft laughter. Fie upon her! Thinking of his mother grizzled his liver, so he shut the memories away as if in a cupboard and locked them in.

Will felt the dawn chill on his face. It was time to go. The rain had stopped, and the fading
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