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Thunder clapped, shuddering the world.

Brigit jerked upright on her pallet. Clammy sweat covered her. She shut her eyes, but flames flickered through the rainy blackness, lighting a jowled face, screaming faces beyond him.

She wiped her eyes, but memory kept flashing. The screams echoed. Highest of all was a tremoring pitch, unlike the coarse shouts and rough curses of the past.

Rain roared on the thin shingles overhead. Wind rattled the thin shed walls, and the rickety door bumped in its frame.

The storm had revived a memory thick with fear, casting away sleep.

Brigit rolled to her feet. Standing on her blanket, she fumbled for the little window in the back door. She had to stoop a little, but she rested her chin on the opening and inhaled the night air, thick with water. She breathed in rosemary from the big bush that crowded the back step.

As quickly as it had started, the deluge ended, leaving only dripping raindrops off the shed roof. The neighbor’s dog remained in its shelter. She breathed in the wet darkness and tried to cast away the dream scrambled with memory.

She knew what had caused it, that revived memory of a town last year, when Old Alderman Crouper blamed her for his missing coins. His daughter had found his missing purse even as the neighbors grabbed her to administer a rough justice.

Memories didn’t usually haunt her, not unless she faced a new trouble.

Her cousin’s husband, Harold, he was the new trouble. He complained morning and evening about her presence in the house. He groused when he ate the stew chunked with the rabbit Brigit had provided and when he broke the bread her work had earned and when he drank the ale her coin had bought. Cousin Wynnda’s defense of Brigit had ebbed to nearly nothing. She had tried, early days, but her husband had a heavy fist. Man of the house, he didn’t like Brigit, and he wanted her gone.

And Brigit would have gone, a fortnight ago, but he’d taken her coins, saying she owed him for the roof over her head and the food in her belly.

She would leave as soon as she retrieved her coins.

Wynnda knew where they were but wouldn’t tell her.

Fourteen extra days and counting Brigit had stayed. She kept to corners and added to the larder when she could, snaring small animals for the pot, earning a day’s labor from Ellen Best on Market Day, and washing up at the Golden Arrow Inn on Feast Days and Sundays.

The wind blew again, straining against the thin boards that enclosed the scullery space. Attached to the sturdier house, it barely sheltered its dry sink and pantry boards. Brigit had welcomed its feeble protection when first she arrived in Nottingham. A roof and walls was all she needed during these summer days. She wouldn’t be here when nights grew colder and longer.

Hopefully, she could convince her cousin to leave with her.

“Oh, woe is me,” she breathed into the wet air then chuckled at the lament.

With a bark the neighbor’s dog emerged.

Brigit closed the window and settled onto her pallet. A draft came through the ill-fitted door, bringing the rosemary scent, somehow stronger after the rain. She stuffed part of her blanket into the crack then lay down and resolutely shut her eyes.

Only to hear that curious tremoring sound, high and thin, here in the now and not a bad memory.

Her eyes popped open. She could see the planks and beams of the shed’s ceiling. She turned her head toward the inner room. Flickering light limned the doorway.

She didn’t hesitate. Brigit scrambled up, slid into her soft boots, and headed for the inner room. The door stuck when it rained. She shoved with her shoulder to unstick it.

A single candle lit the room, guttering from the draft that came in with Brigit. It illuminated her cousin, hunched at the table. She straightened and wiped her cheeks to dry the tears.

Mutely, Brigit fetched the flagon of ale from the scullery shelves, picked up two pewter mugs, and poured draughts for Wynnda and herself. Then she dropped into the chair opposite her cousin and slid over a mug.

Wynnda pushed her hair back and blinked at the mug. Her pale blue eyes had a dull cast. “I cannot—.”

“This is mine. Harold doesn’t know about it.”

Wordlessly, her cousin picked up the mug and drained it. Brigit poured another draught.

She drank that, too, but covered the mug when Brigit would have filled it a third time. “I need my wits about me.”

“`Strooth.” She leaned back and sipped her ale.

Wynnda sighed, heavy and slow. “It’s not easy, to realize how deep your mistakes are.”

Brigit stayed quiet. Mistakes littered her past, thick as fallen acorns in autumn. She’d learned to keep her head up and move on. Villages were too small; folk there didn’t easily welcome a too-tall woman traveling alone, dressed as a youth for safety. The last mistake, the one that got her named outlaw and driven out. That one had sent her far south to Nottingham, and that mistake hadn’t even been hers. But she didn’t regret that one.

Orphans had no time for regrets. They just had to move quickly. Her advice to her cousin was curt. “Leave.”

“This is my home!”

“Is it now? I don’t see your neighbors coming to help.”

“Harold’s a member of the town watch. He has a good position. He’s got friends, influential friends!” Hearing her voice rise, Wynnda glanced at the stairs. Her husband slept above, the door to the upper chamber still shut. Firmly she added, “I love him.”

Love! Brigit wanted to snort. Love got you in gaol. But Wynnda didn’t have Brigit’s experiences. And Harold did have a fancy for his wife. Petite and curved, her hair the same white-gold as Brigit’s, she had an unpocked face and a cheerful smile. Wynnda drew eyes when she walked to Market. She stayed in when a bruise marked her, but otherwise, she had a range of fellow wives to gossip with.

She leaned forward and whispered, “If ever you want to leave, cousin, I’ll go with you. It’s easier when there’s two. We’re young. We can start over.” She leaned back, sipped more ale, then said, loud enough if Harold wanted to listen, “You’re my family, the only other Yotunn family I’ve got. Pa’s people are long gone. I’ll stay if you want me to.”

Her cousin wiped more tears. “You’re my only family, too, Brigit, now that Mam is dead. You and Harold. I don’t know how to be an orphan, not like you. I do want you to stay. You don’t need to start over again. I’ve seen you struggle. I don’t want that. You can stay.”

“Oh, and argue daily with your husband. Duck his fist morning and night. No thank you. You may want me here. He don’t.”

Wynnda sighed again. “That is truth. Harold misses that it’s not just us two. Ever you want to leave, Brigit, you go. You don’t wait on me. But I don’t want you to be alone.”

“I’ve got friends. Ellen and a couple of others.”

“The women at the forest camp?”

“They’re willing to help. They can help you.”

“I don’t need help. I’ve got Harold.”

When mistakes were bad enough, you took help where you found it. Brigit had never explained her mistakes to her cousin. No one needed to hear the worst of them. Her new friends in Sherwood hadn’t ever asked about her past. All they cared was that she was trustworthy. Once they figured that out, they offered a place whenever she needed it.

She’d take it, but she wanted to know Wynnda would also be safe—and she wasn’t safe in this house.

Town-raised, her cousin didn’t want to think about life on a freehold with its never-ending chores. She’d never settle to the rough life of a forest camp.

Brigit crossed her arms on the table and leaned closer. “Ellen and her friends will give help whenever you need it. But here’s my sticking point, Wynnda. I can’t leave, not when Harold still has my coins. Will you tell me where they are? Please?”

Wide-eyed, Wynnda shook her head, and Brigit sat back with a huff. Retrieving those coins came first, then she’d plan the next step. She wasn’t staying here, not if she could help it.

The neighbor’s rooster crowed. Dawn had crept in while they talked.

Wynnda jumped up and rushed to stir the fire and set water to boil. She nodded to the flagon. “You better hide that.”

Brigit carried it back into the scullery. She rolled up her pallet, shook out her blanket and rolled that, too.

Knocking came on the house door. She came back into the house. Wynnda had clasped a washrag to her mouth.

More knocking. “Ho, the house! It’s Leofwin!”

Wynnda flipped from scared to happy. She scurried to unbar the door.

As soon as the door opened, a big guard crowded in. “Hello, prettiness.”

Her cousin giggled. “I look a fright. I’m up be’times this morn.”

“Cooking?” He sniffed, but no bread was baking and no fruits simmered at the hearth. “You been up, so I should get something sweeter than your smile.”

“Oh, you!” She flapped the washrag at him. “Sit you down. Brigit will get you an ale.”

Even with her back turned, Brigit knew Leofwin cast a scowl her way. He always did.

In the town watch with Harold, the two men strolled about, acting like lords. A pair of bullies they were. From what she’d figured out in her weeks here, Leofwin instigated mischief then got Harold to deal with it.

From the moment of their first meeting, when Leofwin tried to land a sloppy kiss on her mouth, she made her dislike obvious. He couldn’t understand how two women could be so different when they looked so alike, all but in height. One time too many, he tried to order her around the way Harold did Wynnda. Brigit had given him the sharp edge of her tongue, and he took against her.

She crossed to the dry sink and poured from Harold’s stock of watered ale. When she set the drink before him, he wrapped a meaty fist around the mug and drained it. Then he plunked it down. “More,” he ordered.

But she had turned away. Wynnda hastened to serve him. “You crack the eggs, Brigit,” she ordered. “Here you go, Leofwin.”

“Ta. Here’s wishing I find a lass pretty as you.”

Wynnda giggled again as Brigit cracked an egg too hard. It spilled onto the bench. She scooped up the yolk and dropped it into the bowl. She took better care of the next eggs, but her mind wrapped around to her coins. Once she had them, she wouldn’t hesitate. Wynnda had made her choice. She’d gather her few things and be gone. She could visit on Market Days.

The door above opened, and Harold emerged, scratching at his belly.

She brought the eggs to Wynnda as he clattered down the stairs. She had to twitch her skirt away from the fire, then she stepped back, well back from a casual shove or swift fist as he crossed to the table to join his friend.

“Aught stirring?”

“Not yet.”

“Sergeant still grousing about?”

“Only when the captain can’t hear.”

Brigit slipped Harold’s mug before him then slid back. She kept her hands
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