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“GOT YA!” THE GUARD crowed his triumph, but Tod twisted in his grasp. He aimed a fist where it would hurt. The boy’s punch wasn’t hard, but the big man flinched. Tod jerked away, and his tunic tore. He staggered but quickly caught his feet and darted into Nottingham’s market day crowd.

“Hi ya! Stop that imp!”

Tod dodged away from a farmer, slithered between two foresters, and bounced off a hand cart, spilling early-season apples to the mud. The apple seller shook his fist.

He saw two guards ahead, talking to a brown-robed clerk in scarlet stockings. They heard the shout and spotted his guilty dash. The men shifted position to block the street.

Tod gambled and dove under a passing wagon. The mud softened his fall but slicked under his feet as he scrambled out the other side. He came up between two market booths and bear-walked to reach the building behind them. There he crouched, panting like a dog.

Where to run? Where to go? His ma and sisters were gone, smuggled away in a cart three days after his pa’s arrest for stealing, when they all realized no one would help his pa. The sheriff’s captain had confiscated their wagon and the cob, along with all their possessions, from the Golden Arrow inn. They were homeless. Pa faced charges for stealing, and the guards had harassed Tod’s sisters for the fifth time.

Tod had remained in Nottingham while his ma and sisters escaped. He had vowed to help his pa, no matter what his punishment. Pa hadn’t robbed anyone. They earned that coin with their minstrel act.

He had hung around the keep’s entrance, hoping to catch a glimpse of his pa or discover when the annual assize would occur. The guards hadn’t liked him hanging around the keep’s gate and ran him off—until they guessed that he knew where his ma and sisters had gone, bound for another town where his ma had people.

His family had come for the big market day. They intended to make coins with his sisters’ songs, his pa’s fire-breathing, his ma’s juggling. Tod did tumbling. They’d made the coins, a pouch full, and planned to leave with the dawn. Then the captain came with his accusation of theft. The guards arrested Pa. And the harassment began with the next dawn.

For a week he had run free on the streets. He encountered urchins, slippery eels with no more protection than Tod himself had. The host at the Golden Arrow had already risked himself, finding a way to get Ma and Else and Frenny out of Nottingham. He knew no one else.

Tumbling had saved him ever since they began chasing him this morning. The guards wanted to catch him, and the only reason he could figure was to discover the location of the coins they had earned or to discover where his pretty sisters were hidden.

Pressed against the wall of the building, Tod shoved a knuckle in his mouth to smother a sob. He was a big boy, Pa said, no longer a little boy who cried. He earned good coin with his tumbling. He’d helped Ma and Else and Frenny escape. He’d promised he would lie low until Pa came to the assize court. That thrice-bedamned captain had no reason to charge Pa. Every coin in that pouch they’d earned. God’s Grace that Ma kept the bulk of their earnings, and the coins they’d taken off Pa were just takings since noon.

The double-stacked barrels obscured his view of the street. They also hid him, giving a few minutes of safety. As soon as the cooper moved one of the barrels, though, Tod would be exposed.

He shoved his knuckle deeper as another sob threatened.

The salty smell of frying pork tempted his stomach to growling. Market talk was the same here as anywhere. He used to like hearing the noise, the hawking, the bargaining, the gossip. He didn’t like it now. He listened for the guards. He surely hadn’t escaped them so easily.

Maybe he should creep away, using the space between the booths and the building to escape.

Then he heard “Where’s the boy? Did you see the boy? Scrawny bag of bones. Red hair. Little thief. Where did he go? Which way? You sure?”

The questions drifted away.

Tod wanted to peek over the barrels, but his red hair was a banner. His stocking cap, knitted by ma, was in their wagon, lost to him now. He began to squirm from behind the barrels. He bumped one, and the one on top teetered. He held his breath. It settled. Breathing again, he crawled out of his hiding place.

Where to go? He began to crawl behind the booths to reach a different lane.

Then one of the shielding barrels was lifted away. “Here now. What’s this? It’s that boy!”

Tod didn’t wait to see if the guards were close. He pushed up and ran into the crowd. And into a guard’s back.

As he rebounded, the guard whipped around, prepared to cuff him. Then the man saw his banner-red hair. “Here! Here he is!.”

Tod ran, back the way he’d come. He passed the apple seller trying to wipe mud off his apples. He slipped between two couples and slithered past a stout merchant.

He got tangled trying to get around a passel of youths. They had a May game of pushing and tugging him, swinging him round before passing him off to a mate. He’d get one arm free only to have it snagged when they spun him another way.

One youth missed his catch. Tod sprawled across a booth.

Fingers tangled in his hair, holding him in place. “Get on with you” came a woman’s hard voice. “Pestering folk. The guards are coming. You won’t like how they pester you.”

The youths catcalled and shouted insults, but they retreated.

Tod tried to stand straight, but those entangled fingers weren’t letting him go.

“In here,” the woman said.

“Lemme go.”

“In here,” the woman insisted. “The guards are coming. Crawl over.”

She gave him a tug and then a haul, and he was up and over the booth.

“Under this,” and she pushed him down.

He found himself under the booth bench, crouched against the outer wall with a dark drape offering cover from her side.

“Stay there,” she hissed.

Then he didn’t know what she did, just that she bustled away to rummage in something.

The pork smell filled his nostrils. His mouth watered. His stomach complained of emptiness at the lovely smell of fresh bread.

“Where is he?” The guards still followed him. “Which way did he run? That red-headed boy?”

The questions neared, and Tod held his breath. Then they moved on. He breathed again and waited in the close darkness. For the first time in days he felt safe. He could see the woman’s clogs, wood farm clogs, the toes tipped with mud.

The drape lifted. She handed him something. Then she straightened and twitched the drape into place.

It was bread. Two slices. With a slab of ham between them. He bit into the offering. It was half-gone before his head caught up to his stomach. He slowed down and savored it.

With his head working again, he heard the conversation above him. Guards, and him separated from them by two thin boards.

He lost his appetite. It pummeled him when he heard the voice. “Caught `im earlier.”

“They said you helped the boy.” That was a different man.

“Wastrels, the lot of them, apprentices off their masters’ leash and up to no good.” The woman’s complaint sounded like all the old crones who’d ever harangued Tod. “ `Course, I helped the boy away from them. Not half their size. You need to talk to these apprentices. They’re always tumbling someone.”

“You making a complaint?”

“Not this time. Don’t want to make it official.”

“Where did the boy go?”

“I didn’t see. I wanted him gone. Those `prentices left him laying out over my booth. He knocked my loaves. Here, you look hungry. Sausage roll? Just a bit to buy two.”

“They said you had a hand on the boy.”

“Only long enough to keep him from knocking everything to the mud. I have pasties. That’s a bit for one.”

Coins jangled.

“Where did he go when you released him?”

“Like I said, I didn’t see. I had to fix what he messed up. I’ve a honey cake here. One bit.”

“How did you miss that red hair?”

“I’ve got my living to make, good sir. The last tax bit me hard. Melly?” she called. “You see where that red-headed scrap went?”

“Cross the way, wasn’t it, Huon? Aye, cross the way. He was keeping away from those `prentices. They’re a right menace to good folk. Tell your captain, good sir.”

A voice from the booth’s other side agreed and asked for the captain to come. The man wanted to make an official complaint. “Why, just last market day—.”

“I’ll be on my way,” the guard said.

Tod’s stomach settled. He nibbled at the bread. He heard the Melly woman hawking her seeds and dried herbs. The woman kept standing before the drape, blocking his escape. Two customers bought pasties and a sweet bun while he finished the ham and bread. Belly bulging, he smothered a belch. He wanted to curl up and sleep—but the market wasn’t safe.

He tapped the toe of her wood clog.

She shifted her foot. She started talking to a couple interested in a whole honey cake.

Tod waited until the couple left then rapped her shoe again.

She knelt. “Be still. He’s watching.” She pulled out a basket beside him, taking away some of the yeasty smell, then she straightened.

Tod played finger-twiddles to pass the time, but it was no fun without his sisters.

The drape lifted. She tossed something at him. “This will hide that foxy head of yours.” Then she was back to her business.

The something was a stiff felt cap, shaped and sewn to fit snugly on his head. It smelled of lavender and rosemary. He tugged it on and fingered around the brim. The cap hid most of his curly red hair.

The women were helping him, not just hiding him. Tears pricked his eyes.

“I’ll go now,” the other woman said.

“You’re a wonder, Melly.”

“Say that when I’ve found him. Golden Arrow, you said?”

“Likeliest place.”

Were they going to fetch the host? The man had already done enough. And he wouldn’t be happy to discover that Tod hadn’t left with his ma and sisters. But he couldn’t abandon Pa, and there wasn’t room for him in that cart. Removing his thin body had ensured Ma and Frenny and Else stayed hidden.

The next time the drape twitched aside, the woman tossed in a tunic, better than his, too big. He cinched the neckties tight so it didn’t hang off his shoulder. In smoothing it into place, he discovered a thicker band around the bottom edge. Shifting around to put the edge into a shaft of light that came through a tear in the drape, he saw an embroidered edging in a color slightly different from the tunic. He made out a hound, several hounds running. He couldn’t see more than that.

The woman drew back the drape. She had crouched, and he had his first good look at her, the silver-white hair, her rounded face, and rosy cheeks. “Your tunic,” she demanded.

”You’re helping me. Why?”

“Fair play.”

“You can’t go the host
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