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The point of the knife crossed his eyes. Finn squinched them shut. When he opened them, the knife hadn’t moved, still inches from his nose and glinting steely in the lantern-light.

Off to the side came a rummaging sound. Searching his pack, he guessed, but he didn’t move, didn’t shift his gaze, didn’t even try to focus beyond that knife tip.

They hadn’t killed him outright. He’d find out soon enough what they wanted.

His pack thudded to the planks. The searcher moved back a few feet, heavy on the creaking boards of the stable’s loft. “Got it.”

Time to protest. “Hey, wait!”

A kick to his foot came with “Shut yer trap,” and Finn obeyed.

Coins clinked. They counted his haul from the market. He’d not taken all he could; he didn’t want the Town Watch actively seeking a greedy cut-purse. Those coins were enough to pay for good grub and a bed in the dry. Best of his haul was hidden elsewhere.

He’d expected Nottingham’s thieves to spot him as he worked through the jostling Market Day crowd. He hadn’t expected to wake with a knife in his eyes.

The coins were poured into a purse, which gave a solid chunk as it was hefted and tied.

“What now, Boss?”

“Now we talk. Sit `im up.”

As soon as the knife retreated, Finn sat up, avoiding a rough jerk.

Boss meant Boss Donal, the man who ran the thieves in Nottingham. He tossed a few coins to the captain of the Town Watch. That allowed his men to take what they wanted on Market Day. Finn’s arrival here shouldn’t have changed that agreement.

He knew how these deals worked. Market Day was fair game for thieves. `Twas the other thefts that the Watch would want stopped. Merchants and wealthy guildsmen, barons and earls, they were untouchable. The master craftsmen and guildsmen who hadn’t paid their tithes as well as any visitors who didn’t stay in the castle, they would pay in stolen coins and gold chains and jewels.

Thieves who came from outside Nottingham would upset this tidy little deal. That was Finn, not part of the boss’ gang, an outsider who owed nothing to no one. Or so they would think.

He should be honored, for the boss himself had come to confront Finn. He hadn’t alerted the Watch. He hadn’t sicced his gang on Finn, to drive him out. No, he stood here, looming over Finn ... which meant he had a deal of his own to work with a strange thief.

And that meant the Watch protected something that Boss Donal wanted.

Just as Finn had expected.

The only question was whether the Watch would peg to Finn before he accomplished the theft Boss Donal wanted.

He leaned elbows on his crossed knees and looked up, squinting at the lantern-light. Boss Donal was well-fed, with grizzled beard and hair. Black eyes watched Finn steadily. He had brought two men, the knife and the searcher. He reckoned more men waited below. Knife-man was lean and sharp, like his blade. He had a grin that anticipated trouble for Finn. Searcher had stepped behind the boss, keeping his face out of the light.

Searcher was the man who had followed Finn through the Market. Not long into his saunter along the booth-lined street, he’d picked up the man, lean and hungry-looking. He must not have counted all of Finn’s haul, though, because he didn’t know Finn had hidden more coins, hidden them very well indeed.

He let none of that show on his face. He needed to look scared, but he settled for his best scowl, black brows drawn down, a pushed-out lip that asked for a fist to teach it a lesson.

“Nothin’ to say?” the boss asked, all friendly-like with the odds in his favor.

“Waiting on you to say it,” Finn retorted. Knife-man didn’t like that. He reached to cuff Finn.

“Leave off, Halse. He ain’t our enemy. Could be our friend.”

Finn moved, and Halse reached—and Donal snapped at him again.

“I’d stand up,” Finn offered.

“Ya going to give the boss trouble?” Searcher asked.

“Don’t like starting out down. Three to one ain’t good odds.”

“Ya a gambling man?”

“What thief ain’t?” He stood since they hadn’t ordered him to stay down. Up, he had an inch or two on the boss, so he stayed a little hunched and kept his knees springy. This wasn’t the time to lord it over Boss Donal. “What do you want? You want me gone, is that it?”

Donal grinned. A long-ago punch had lost him a front tooth and another had mashed his nose, flattening his face, but his dark eyes looked clear. Not a drinking man, then, unlike Searcher and no doubt two or three others in the gang. “Ya in a hurry to leave Nott’nham?”

“You want me gone, I’ll go.” This was the crucial point. Donal shouldn’t ever think that Finn was eager to join his gang.

“Not so hasty, not so hasty. I got a feelin’ ya got more talents than cut-purse. Ya ain’t a scrawny traveller.”

Finn shrugged. “I do well enough.”

“Ya stick to the big towns since ya left Ireland?”

He shrugged again. “Heading for London. You give the word, I’ll be on my way. I’ll need some of those coins you took.”

“Say ya earn `em back.”

Finn’s eyebrows shot up. “Doing what?”

“A bit of lock-picking.” The boss’s expression didn’t change. It was Halse’s face, all satisfied smirk, that gave warning of a dangerous job.

“And how do you know I can pick a lock?”

“Well now, a certain craftsman’s coffer were opened while he was engaged with his new bride. I’d have that coffer opened again.”

“To steal more? I can give you the coin purse that I found.”

“Nay, keep that purse,” he offered grandly, “payment in advance.”

“You want the chain returned? It’s nigh on worthless. Made of brass.”

“All the more reason to toss it back. First thing, tomorrow night.”

Finn shook his head. “Not on, Boss. Full moon.”

“Then we’ll discover how good a sneak you are.”

“This ain’t the job you want, is it?”

“Call it a test.”

Ah. A bigger fish waited, enough to feed them all. Or it was the leash that kept the boss chained.

And Finn was here for that.

He managed to sigh and look unhappy. “How big of a lock?”

A snake gleamed in Boss Donal’s close-mouthed smile.
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Years past, back when Ireland was safe for them, Finn and his cousin spent hours on a riverbank, catching fish with the barest of lures, a squiggly worm or a black beetle at the end of a long string. They tickled the water with their bait and never reckoned what their catch would be.

Hours on that riverback had taught patience.

That lesson served Finn well throughout the next day. Boss Donal had trooped them back to a tavern deep in the narrow byways of Nottingham. Watching him were two bruisers, Knuckles and Bones he named them, for their sole job looked to be as guards. They had searched him a second time when they reached the boss’s lair. Finn drowsed away the day off in a corner while men came and went, reporting snippets to their master.

Late in the day out went Mallek, the man who’d searched Finn’s pack. He returned at sunset. Not long after, Halse fetched Finn to have supper with the boss. The meal was meager, a cabbage pottage with stale husks of bread that had to be dipped in the broth to soften. Not the best fare and not the best tavern, for not even the Town Watch ventured in.

As a half-pint boy carried supper away, Knuckles and Bones rooted themselves on either side of Finn while the boss had a whispered conversation with a white-haired man called Eobert. Then the boss sent the scrawny man off.

His piggy eyes focused on Finn. “How long ya been over here?”

“In Nottingham? Long enough to look around a bit and catch excitement about a wedding.”

“Aye, we spied ya quick enough,” Mallek gloated.

“How long ya been here in England?”

“I came over in early spring.” The beer redeemed the pottage, Finn reckoned, home-brew that likely kept the tavern in business.

“Things too hot fer ya at home?”

“A dust-up between m’lord and his neighbor. I needed well out of it. Then there was a pot of trouble in Dublin. I came over to visit a cousin or two then to see great London. Rich pickings there, I hear.”

“Where’s yer cousin?”

“Now I was thinking he was in York, but no one knew of him. The other one, he’s in Coventry, if he’s still there and not moved on.”

“He works like ya?”

Finn grinned. “Thief, you mean? Nay. That one sells ponies. I reckon I’ll find him easier than I find that minstrel troupe.”

“Minstrel, is he? Ya know an Irishman by name of Alan?”

He tilted his head. “Here in Nottingham? I don’t know anyone here. My cousin, he does the drumming and such. Winters in York then travels with the fairs.”

And then came the uncomfortable question. “Where’s the brass chain you stole?”

The switched topic was meant to shove Finn onto a back foot. He swallowed his beer and kept hold of the pewter mug. It would be a harder impact than his fist. “Not with me.”

Donal snorted. “I know that, man. It weren’t on ya when Bones searched ya an’ it ain’t in yer pack. Where’s it?”

“I ain’t a fool. It was too recognizable to keep on me.”

“Where then?”

“Easy to get to, as long as no one’s looking. In the Lady’s Chapel.”

“St. Mary’s Church,” and the boss turned to give an order.

“Nay, not there. Your men will never find it even if they go to the right church. They’ll never think to look where I put it.”

“In the alms box?”

“I told you, I ain’t a fool. Put it in there, and the priest will find it immediately. It’s elsewhere.”

Donal leaned over the table. Behind him, the two big grunts crackled their knuckles. Halse grinned from his corner. “Where’s it?”

“In the Lady’s Chapel at St. Nic’s.”

“Ya looking fer trouble?” Halse asked. “That’s Robin Hood’s Church. His men may be there.”

Finn’s eyes flashed to the man before he could hide his reaction. He didn’t know the rumors in Nottingham, but he knew that was a flat lie. St. Mary’s in Edwinstone had Robin’s loyalty. To cover himself, he let his gaze drift to the other men, Halse and Mallek, a withered man who hobbled, and the grunts who looked like they played a version of knucklebones in dark all
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