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Dav flexed his fingers, splaying them wide, to stop their curl into a fist. The old method didn’t prevent his mounting frustration. He tried to slow his breathing, control the assaulting chaos of his thoughts. Before he started a wrestling bout, he worked for complete calm. Skill helped him win a bout more than brawn did.

Yet he wasn’t in a bout now. All the ways his father had taught him to tamp down his anger weren’t working. The information Mistress Rawdon told him tackled and pinned him to the ground worse than any of his opponents for the past year.

He breathed noisily through his nose. His jaw hurt from gritting his teeth. Finally, he interrupted her flow about Edrys’ housekeeping to ask, “When did Edrys marry him?”

“Midsummer. Oh, she looked fine, with flowers woven together for a crown atop her head. You ought to have seen her. Impressed even the captain, she did.”

Midsummer. Five months ago. Two months after Dav had left to make quick coins by wrestling through the spring festivals and summer markets and harvest fairs.

He had two purses full of coins now, enough to set up the life he and Edrys had planned when they cuddled together against winter chill. All winter, whenever he stole time from the brewery, they had talked of marriage. She had vowed to wait. She claimed—he hissed through his gritted teeth.

He should have listened to his friend Much. Love blinded him.

Dav could roar his frustration and disappointment to Much and not frighten him. His friend depended more on his big heart than his slight body. He would listen to Dav. No one else dared to stay around while he roared.

Much, though, had hied off last winter, when the mill was confiscated for taxes and sold to one of the sheriff’s cronies.

He’d never missed his friend more than this moment.

He should hie off himself. He had coin enough to set up his own brewery. Maybe not here in Nottingham. He wouldn’t be known as the man Edrys had rejected for a slope-shouldered carpenter.

“Edrys will want to see you,” Mistress Rawdon said.

Dav snorted and pushed back from the table.

“Indeed she will, David. She’s not happy.”

A half-dozen crude words popped to his mind, but none made it to his tongue. Shaking his head, he rose, towering over Edrys’ mother.

“I’ll have her sent for. Sit you down, and I’ll make a quick fry-up for you. You look like you’ve been traveling for days.”

He had, but the miles hadn’t counted because Edrys had waited at the end of them.

Only she hadn’t waited.

In the past, Dav would have lingered in the hopes of a few words with his love before he headed back to the brewery. God’s wounds, he’d endured enough tirades from Master Brewer for his lateness after deliveries.

“Do sit you down,” she implored. “I tell you, she is not happy.”

He didn’t intend to take up with a married woman. Dav turned for the door then stopped, for light feet ran for the hut.

“She’s here,” Mistress Rawdon exclaimed unnecessarily.

The door flung open. A rounded figure paused on the threshold. The bright light of late autumn burned behind the dark form. Then she rushed inside and flung herself at him. “Davie! Davie! You came back!”

He gathered Edrys close, desire and habit coinciding to betray him. He bent to bury his nose in her dark curls. She trembled against him, and he tightened his embrace, bracing her against his stolid body. On so many occasions he had held her close, dreaming of the day he would shield her from all trouble. He inhaled deeply, drawing her scent into him, touch and sight, sound and scent melding into a semblance of his dream.

Then the odor of freshly sawn wood mixed with her scent—and he remembered the dream was gone.

He gently set her from him. “I hear you are married.”

Edrys scrunched up her nose. “Who told you?”

Dav nodded at Mistress Rawdon.

She whirled on her mother. “Ma! I told you that I wanted to tell him. I wanted to explain!”

“No explanation necessary,” he said heavily. “You’re a prize, Edrys, make no mistake. Any man would be proud to have you as wife.” He bit back a dozen recriminations that would merely anger him. “Who did you marry?”

“Fugol the carpenter. Davie, you were gone so long, and me with never a word of you.”

“Two months—.”

“You can’t say that to me. I won’t let you. You were gone and never sent word.”

“Couldn’t.”

“That’s a lie! The tinker told me that he saw you at several festivals. He saw you in York at May Day, kissing a girl.”

“On May Day I was at Thetford.”

“I didn’t know that.” She pouted prettily as she looked up at him. “You forgot all about me.”

“I didn’t. I was following our plans.”

“Did you win your bouts? How many coins did you make? Did you spend them all?”

Something bit his tongue, preventing him from answering her questions. “I won some, lost others,” he lied. He didn’t tell her about the heavy purses in the feedsack he’d adapted for traveling. He didn’t tell her about his bruises and sore muscles and the summer weeks he nursed hurt ribs yet still fought his matches and won the prizes.

“Then you didn’t earn enough to buy the brewery.”

Since he hadn’t planned to buy the one in Nottingham, he merely nodded his response to her.

She huffed and crossed her arms under her ample breasts and turned to speak to her mother. The sunlight shafting through the door struck her face ... and highlighted a purplish mark on her jawline. He knew those purplish marks, knew how long they kept that color. Someone had struck Edrys.

As he looked closely, he saw dotted fingerprints on her neck.

He grabbed her arm.

“Ow! That hurt. Let me go, Davie.”

He jerked up her sleeve, tearing it to the elbow. Another purplish bruise marked her forearm. “Who hit you?” She whimpered, and Dav’s hands jerked back. “Who beat you? Edrys, tell me.”

“Fugol. But he didn’t mean to. Davie, come back!”

Dav stormed away from the Rawdon’s rough cottage.

Finding Fugol’s carpentry shop was no great matter. It hadn’t moved in all the years he’d lived in Nottingham. The man had inherited the workshop from his father who inherited from his father, father to son for generations.

Fugol was bent over a plank, explaining joinery to his two apprentices. He straightened when Dav loomed into the shed then came forward a step, hand outstretched in fellowship.

Dav slapped the hand away, fisted the man’s tunic, and hustled him back against a beam. He slammed him into the roof support. Sawdust and straw sifted down from the loft. Fugol grunted and grabbed his hands. Other hands pawed at his back, trying to pry him off the carpenter.

He lifted the man then slammed him back again. “You hear me?” Dav roared. “You hear me, Fugol?”

“Let `im go! Let `im go!” The youths beat on his back.

The carpenter groaned.

The red mist ebbed. He opened his fists. Fugol slid to the ground. He groaned again. Dav looked down at the man while he fought anger. The apprentices slid around him and helped the man stand.

He took great heaving breaths to fight the rage. He hadn’t touched anyone in anger since he was a boy, when his father took him to task for fighting boys who were no match for him. He stepped back as the youths levered Fugol to his feet and propped him against the support beam.

The carpenter was struggling to breath. He might have cracked some ribs. He deserved to have the bruises he’d given Edrys, but Dav didn’t trust himself to know when to stop. Not yet. Maybe not ever. He took three more steps back.

The patter of light feet sounded then stopped abruptly. He knew Edrys stood there, come to defend her worthless husband.

“You’re not hurt,” Dav gritted. “You don’t know what hurt is. I ever catch another bruise on her, you’ll find out.”

“Wha—?”

“Your wife Edrys. You treat her with the respect she deserves. You don’t lay a hand on her again. You don’t—.”

“I never touched her,” Fugol whined.

“Shut up! You keep her safe. She married you; you protect her.”

“I never—.” Dav glared, and the man stopped. “I don’t know who did—.”

A rush, then Edrys swept past Dav to reach her husband. She patted his cheeks. “Where are you hurt? What did he do to you?” She whirled around. “If you’ve hurt him—.”

Dav turned on his heel and stalked out.

Sunset found him inside the Tinker’s Wife tavern, downing one pint without a breath. He knew better, but the second pint went down with the speed of the first.

Gil Whitehand inhaled sharply. “You slow down there, Dav.”

He thunked the empty tankard onto the single board. “Another.”

“Promise me you won’t inhale it.”

He grimaced.

“And sit down at a table. Get some pottage in you. Over there.” Gil pointed to spot in a corner, away from the cheery fire that tried to warm the room. “I’ll bring it to you.” He walked to the back door and hollered into the kitchen then came back before he poured out another pint. “I said sit down.”

Dav went. The anger was subsiding. Yet every time he thought about Edrys’ bruises, it fired up. “Why does she stay with him?” he muttered.

“What’s that?” Gil set the pint before him then edged it away, hand still on the pewter tankard. “What’s got you riled? You said it was your first day back. How did you find trouble so quick?”

“Where’s old Thom?”

“Not here. I’m running this for his wife. How long have you been back? And in a fight. I’ve never known you to fight outside of a wrestling match.”

“I was away.” His throat tightened up, not wanting to choke out more than a word.

Gil snorted. “Aye, I’ve got that. Haven’t seen you since spring. Where were you?”

“Around.”

The young man raised his eyebrows but didn’t pursue that question. “Who riled you up?”

“Fugol.”

“The carpenter?”

“Aye. He hurt—he left bruises on someone.”

“One of his apprentices? Now that’s a new one. He’s got a rough bark but no bite. They’ve never complained of his fists.”

“Not them. His wife.” He winced again, thinking of those bruises. Fugol must have grabbed Edrys around the throat, squeezed her arms, slapped her so hard her head whipped around. Dav started up.

Gil clamped a hand on his shoulder and pressed down. His strength surprised Dav, then it didn’t, for Gil had served as an archer for the king, drawing a longbow rather than the crossbows preferred by the local soldiers. “Sit. Wait. Calm down. Here, drink this. You don’t leave till I tell you.”

Dav drank. Gil plopped down on the bench opposite him and watched Dav through several swallows.

“Did you hit him?”

“No. Slammed him into a post.”

“He’ll feel that for days. You think he hit his wife?”

“She said—.” He stopped, recalling that she’d claimed he didn’t mean to. Maybe it was an accident. “She’s all bruised.”

“Could be Fugol wasn’t the one who did it.” At Dav’s dagger glance, Gil threw up his hands. “Just saying. It’s Edrys, ain’t it? The wife? Well, there’s rumors.”

“You can’t just—.”

“Keep your temper. I’m just saying. Look, I need to get back or they’ll be tapping the keg themselves. You talk to me before you hie off again. I’ve got that pallet you wanted in the back. You can find out more tomorrow, when your head ain’t so hot. Hear me?”

His throat had choked up again. He nodded. Gil rose and left him. He stopped halfway across the room, bent to speak to a man sitting alone, then headed back to his post behind the board.

The man rose, picked up his tankard, then turned toward Dav. He stopped at the table. “Join you?”

He looked up and recognized the sergeant that he’d befriended last winter. “Acwel. I’m not good company tonight.”

“Neither am I. Never are when we start the day with a hanging. Don’t have to say a word. Can you play Morris?”

Dav nodded. The sergeant pulled out a pouch. He unfolded a cloth with a square diagram and set it at an angle before he carefully smoothed it. Acwel never played Nine Men’s Morris with the diagram flat to a board. In past games with Dav, Acwel claimed the angle created a protection against evil. Against cheating, Dav reckoned and never protested the sergeant’s superstition.

“Black or white?”

Black went second. Dav wanted immediate distraction. “White.”

Soon the Morris men were on the cloth. They bent their heads to the game. He played recklessly at first, until Acwel scowled and tapped his temple. Gil sent a tavern wench to refill their tankards. Dav began to feel the ale, brewed by his former master. While he waited his turn, he debated leaving Nottingham for a new town or staying where he had friends. He wanted to talk to Much, but he doubted he would find him in Sherwood Forest, no matter what rumors claimed.

They played as the room emptied, as the tavern wench swept the floor, as Gil put out some of the lanterns.

Then a guard came running in. He pounded up to the table and interrupted the game. “Sergeant, sergeant! You got to come!”

“What is it, Earon?”

“Murder is what it is. Over at the carpenter’s.”

The sergeant looked over the board. He had two mills and the game’s advantage, having pounded Dav twice. With a sigh, he began gathering up the game pieces. “Which carpenter?”

“Fugol. He were stabbed, sergeant. His wife’s awailing, and his `prentices are swearing they know who did it.”

Dav had stilled at the name. He looked up at the sergeant. “You want I should come?”

“You? Have a hankering to be a guard, do you?”

“No, but—I had a bit of a toss-up with Fugol earlier.”

The sergeant stopped pouring the game pieces into his pouch. His dark eyes fastened on Dav. He looked at Dav’s big hands, squinted a little as if scouring for blood. “What time
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