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            On The Ramparts

          

        

      

    

    
      THE CLOAK BILLOWED out in the wind behind Ma’reygar. He felt the stiff, cool breeze blowing in from the north. A slight scent of roast pork carried on the breeze, making his mouth water a little. His staff dangled from his hand but he kept his grip tight about it. He felt his calloused fingers find the deeply embedded ruts there. Those ruts he’d worn in there. In the middle distance he heard the babble of laughter drifting upwards. If only they knew he was here, they wouldn’t think to laugh. They’d grab for the hilts of their swords without a second’s delay.

      He stood up on the battlements of Ilsnare Palace. It had been easy to get inside, to get into. A few mind hexes and the odd paralysing curse and he’d got right up here. And now he was inside there was nothing they could do to stop him. He was too far away for the Council to do anything to stop him even. Before they caught an idea of what had gone on, what he’d done, he would be far away and the curse would be impossible to overturn.

      He stared along the ramparts, picking out the pair of guards dawdling about up there, talking among themselves. They both wore swords at their hips, and a crossbow dangling off their shoulders. In the flicker of light from the burning torches hanging off the sides of the ramparts, he could make out the faint lines of expression on their faces. Their crooked smiles, their matted eyes and the few worry lines in their foreheads. Neither of them saw him, neither of them even so much as glanced in his direction.

      It was almost too easy.

      Ma’reygar kept to the shadows. He brushed his gloved hand along the stone wall as he approached them, mumbling the hex beneath his breath. This hex would keep him hidden till a counter hex was uttered. They would never even see him. All they might register would be a slight waver of the clean air about them, and then it would be too late for them too.

      He stood only a matter of steps from the two guards now. The two of them continued to chatter away between themselves, making some joke about their boss, a man called Herimyre, Captain of the Royal Guards. They might joke but if Herimyre had been there he would’ve sensed there was a mage in their midst. He might have had a chance of saving the two of them.

      But he wasn’t there.

      And so Ma’reygar could cast the killing curse without a moment’s hesitation.

      One of the men dropped dead. Stone-cold dead, grasping his throat. His skin turned pale and his eyes lolled back in their sockets. All that marked his fall was a tiny groan which escaped his slightly parted lips and then the slump of meat wrapped in cloth as he dropped onto the stone of the rampart.

      Ma’reygar turned his attention to the other guard.

      The other one was on his knees, doubled over. His shoulders rose and fall with the exertion of his breathing, as the fire crackled away in his chest, burning him from the inside.

      Ma’reygar approached him, crouched down, and reached for the man. He seized hold of his hair in his fist and yanked his head back so that he could look into his face. “Where’s the king?” Ma’reygar said, his voice gruff through his gritted teeth.

      The guard stared at him with wide eyes. His lips trembled as he tried to speak. And then Ma’reygar saw that the guard’s hand, shivering almost uncontrollably, was making its way down to his belt, to the hilt of his sword. The loyalty of some of these guards was beyond belief.

      The differing resistance to magic, though, was to be expected.

      Ma’reygar supposed this guard had some magical blood in his line, somewhere a long way back. A shame that no one had noticed it, never thought to teach him to fully understand it. He might have been able to fight back. But the very fact that he had the blood in his veins was just enough for him to resist these few of his dying seconds.

      Ma’reygar could make it easy for him. Mutter the killing curse a second time. Better for him to end this here right now, to put the man out of his misery. Summon a fresh torrent of flames to burn within the man.

      But, no, he would cause the man to suffer. Just a little. He deserved it. He was as guilty as the rest.

      He was allied with those that had taken her from him.

      Ma’reygar reached for his own belt and unclasped the buckle keeping his dagger in place. He slipped it out of its sheath with the lightest scraping of the blade against the leather holder. He breathed in deep, savouring that rich, earthy scent. He could almost taste that dank earth in his mouth. He could almost certainly hear that snickering sound of giant spider fangs scraping, one against the other.

      He felt the freezing cold of the blade in his hand, passing right through its well-bandaged handle. He had had to wrap as much cloth about it as he could, to keep the chill from freezing his hand right off. And still he wore gloves whenever he handled it. The blade always seemed to get colder whenever it sensed death nearby, or the prospect of a life which it was soon to end.

      Ma’reygar watched the guard’s hand shudder on its way to the sword hilt, before growing uncontrollable. Yes, the fire was truly taking its hold on the man now. In a matter of minutes the man would be dead.

      But Ma’reygar hadn’t time to waste.

      And if he left the man alive, to live out his final shuddering moments of life, there was no telling what he might do. He might raise the alarm. He might bring Herimyre to bear on all this, and Herimyre was the only one who could possibly stop him now.

      In a single, swift movement which betrayed the appearance of his old bones, Ma’reygar lurched forward and grabbed hold of the guard, spinning him round so he held him tight around the chest, and so that the blade tickled the man’s throat.

      He watched its dull grey, razor-sharp edge sink into the surface of the man’s skin, a smear of blood appear on the blade. “Tell me where the king is,” Ma’reygar said, his voice steady and cool.

      He felt the man shuddering in his hold, his whole body seeming to enter some kind of a frenzy. Then, through his chattering teeth, the man got out, “In his chamber . . . he’s in his chamber.” And then, with a strength that belied his induced fever, he craned his neck round, his whole head shaking uncontrollably, and met Ma’reygar eye. “That . . . that blade, what is it? I’ve never felt anything so cold.”

      Ma’reygar kept his hand impossibly still, the blade still at the man’s throat. And he continued to look him right in the eye now sure that he saw some magical blood in there somewhere, still fighting hard against the curse.

      Against the flames.

      It was a pity the man had to die. If someone had unearthed him, told him of his potential, then he never would’ve joined the Royal Guards, never would’ve got himself on the wrong side of Ma’reygar’s grudge.

      But that was all so much speculation now.

      As Ma’reygar stuck the blade into the supple skin, slipping it in behind the man’s windpipe, he said, in a gentle, almost fatherly voice, “This dagger. It’s called the Webbing Blade.”

      He withdrew the blade from the man’s neck, and let the guard fall away from him, into a heap alongside the other one.

      Dead.

      He wiped the Webbing Blade carefully with the hem of his cloak and then headed on along the ramparts, to the king’s chamber, to finally get his justice.
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            Bringing In The Yield

          

        

      

    

    
      LOUSON DORF BROUGHT his scythe soaring, making it whistle as it displaced the air, and felt the slight, satisfying tremor as the blade caught the stalk and sliced it in two. He watched the stalk as it fell and then landed at his feet with a slight rustle.

      Right on top of all the other stalks there.

      The sun beat down on him from above, baking him out here. He felt the sweat dampening his hair beneath his straw hat and he reached up to wipe the thin layer away with his index finger. He could smell the dust rising all around him as the other labourers worked the fields, chopping down the corn, ‘bringing in the yield’ as they referred to it around here.

      He could stare right to the horizon, to where the fields slanted downwards with the curvature of the land, and he could still make out the labourers, not much more than blurry dots, all of them in constant motion, with their own scythes, slicing away, just bringing in the yield as busy as he was.

      Today was Midsummer’s Day and the last concerted effort to bring the yield in, to ship it off to market so they could all get some money to put bread in their own mouths.

      Their crops went all the way to the capital, to Ilsnare, where it would feed all the rich folks that lived there, all the rich folks that charged them taxes, those taxes that got Capital Road built and Hnet Eaemur’s little daughter Calli sent along it to a medicine woman. And then later it’d paid for her to get patched up by the medicine woman.

      There was no doubt in Lou’s mind that what they did was good, honest work, and they got their recompense for it rightly. And although they might not have the finest things, and although some days it seemed like their budget might not stretch to an extra flask of ginger ale, he supposed himself to be happy.

      Or near enough to it not to care all that much.

      But he had no reason to think about such deep matters as happiness, really, he had to get his portion of corn in before the sunset. If he failed to do it by then they’d have to turn in. There was no option these days. The cursed animals. Their ragged undead corpses would spring up from wherever they hid from the sun during the day, and they would come hunting.

      Anyone caught out in the fields after dark would be killed.

      Or left for dead.

      Lou held his hand up to shade his eyes from the beating sun, and judged, by the position of the sun in the sky, that it was getting on for about half four in the afternoon. He had another hour or so to bring his yield in. Old Man Junth knew how it was for the working hands, the lean winter and all. He was a fair boss. And so he paid out a winter’s supplement.

      But if Lou’s yield came in under weight then he’d be the one that’d get it docked from his wages. And, despite everything else, he just couldn’t afford to lose out on so much as a grung. There was a hard winter just around the corner, rolling in, like there always was, and he had to stock up.

      Work would be hard to come by in the coming months what with all the yield brought in, and no planting to be done till the next spring. There were other jobs, protection, serving as a skuller: going out of house during the night to beat back the cursed animals, to prevent them overrunning the village, but he’d never been all that good at that fighting stuff. He never could handle a crossbow, let alone a bow. And he was even worse with a sword. And he just couldn’t so much as get started with anything bigger: a mace or an axe, his tender, slightly doughy muscles just wouldn’t allow it.

      Doughy, and he was barely out of his teens. No, one thing was for certain, he was a farmer. That was what he’d been born to be and that was what he’d be till the day he died. All he needed was a farm of his own, then he’d be able to support his family, then there wouldn’t be any need to worry. He’d be the one doing all the hiring and the paying of wages. He’d be the one who got to dock wages from his workers if they brought in a light yield.

      Lou whipped off his straw hat, wiped his sweat into his hair, smelling the biting saltiness of it, and then fanned himself with his hat just a few seconds before replacing it on his head.

      He rolled his sleeves up to above the joint of his elbow and really got to reaping. He swung the scythe hard through the air.

      Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.

      Over and over again. His muscles drew tighter. His sweat made the handle slippery. And he tasted the corn dust hanging in the air, like a rough mist. When he looked around him he saw the hundreds of others, all of them swinging away just like him.

      Bringing in the yield.
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      Before too long, the sun dipped down on the horizon, the very bottom of it touching the very furthest trees. Lou lost himself in that peachy glow just a little while, and then he crouched down, gathered up his stalks in his arms, holding them tight to his chest, before joining the rest of the farmers on their way to the weighing tent where, just like every year, Old Man Junth would plonk their yield on his big set of scales.

      Just like everyone else, Lou eyed the horizon, watching the sun gradually dip downwards. In a matter of an hour or so the animals would be here, to ravage the land. And by the time they came they would need to be gone.

      Long gone.

      He peered over the ragged figures, working hands just like him, all of them stooped men with battered straw hats shoved down upon their heads. Their trouser legs were tattered and torn, covered in the sallow corn dust. Their shirts were untucked and soaked in sweat. The stench of body odour was overwhelming. Lou caught a whiff of just about everything in that crowd. That was the smell that he always thought of as a hard day’s work well done.

      He looked back over his shoulder to the field. Well, this year they truly had brought in the yield. The whole field was flattened, reduced to roots and churned up earth. It looked like the whole field had been stampeded by a herd of cattle. But it had just been men. Men like him. Their tread wasn’t all that light after all.

      One by one they shuffled forward in the queue, entering the darkened interior of the tent.

      Lou looked over the tarpaulin, saw that it had once been blue and white stripes but had long ago faded in the sun. He wondered if one of Old Man Junth’s sons had got it second-hand off some merchant from Ilsnare—it looked just like something the King of Ilsnare himself might spread out for one of those famous festivals of his, the ones that Lou heard about.

      He could only imagine the songs in the air, the pluck of strings, the shrill notes of the flutes and the beating of the cattle hide drums. And then the food. Sometimes he would lie awake just thinking of it, his mouth watering and his nostrils flaring with those imaginings of his.

      The crackling of a hog over an open fire, an apple stuffed in its mouth, its skin bronzed and flaked. The seasoned potatoes, and the mounds of tarts with their trickling honey icing.

      It was enough to turn his stomach inside out.

      As he shuffled further forward in the queue, he heard the neighing of the horses on the other side of the tent. Those horses would pull the carts along the country lanes, take them back to their towns as fast as they could.

      He caught sight of a broad-chested man wearing a close-fitting black tunic open in a v-neck at his throat, exposing his wiry charcoal-coloured hair. He carried a sword down at his waist and a crossbow strung over his shoulder, both weapons ready to be produced at a moment’s notice.

      A skuller.

      These were the men who roamed the lands at night taking care of the cursed animals, making sure that the rural folk didn’t get mauled in their beds. These men kept them safe. But still, something about them sent a shiver round the collar of Lou’s tunic.

      Or maybe it was just the light summer evening breeze catching his perspiring skin.

      Lou stood at the tent flap now, and he could make out the murky inside of the tent. There wasn’t all that much in it. By squinting he could just about make out the cobbled-together wooden table, and the current working hand in there right now, his back to Lou.

      Lou tried to get a glimpse past him, to the scale, trying to mentally compare his yield with the man’s own. They looked pretty similar. Probably half a pound difference here or there, but pretty much the same.

      And then, as he heard the muttered word, and the chink of a purse of grung being given over to the working hand, Lou caught a glimpse of the man at the table. The man who would be in charge of weighing Lou’s yield, deciding whether or not he’d brought in enough to be granted his full payment.

      Just liked he’d feared. It wasn’t Old Man Junth at all.

      It was his son, Herbert.
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      LOU’S TROUBLES with Herbert Junth had started all the way back at the beginning of the growing season. Like all the men in his village, he’d caught the horse-drawn cart, hours before dawn, and gone out to work Old Man Junth’s fields. He had been working Old Man Junth’s fields for several years now, ever since he’d got done with school, or too bored with it, he couldn’t remember which it was now.

      This year, though, things had been different.

      Lou had noticed the change right away. They’d barrelled along the rutted lane. He remembered staring off the back of the cart at the dust rising off the path, and hearing the rocks bouncing off the underside. He also remembered being pressed up against the side of the cart by a fellow working hand beside him.

      He had smelled the man’s oniony breath from his morning broth, and that mingled with the sour milky taste still in his mouth, all Lou had managed that morning as he’d rushed out of the sleeping house where his ma and pa, and little sis, Syre, hadn’t even noticed him leaving.

      His ma worked in the village as a medicine woman, selling her herbs about the village. She had been the one who had first told Hnet Eaemur that there was nothing she could do for his daughter, and why he’d had to leave the village to go out and seek help.

      His pa worked about town as a carpenter. He helped people fix up their houses: fit new rafters, patch up leaking roofs, and sometimes, when someone had had a bumper year, help them build a house for their children to move into. He didn’t get paid enough. Not enough for Lou not to have to supplement the household income as much as he could.

      One thing that made Old Man Junth a good prospect was that he paid fair. No, better than fair, he paid well. And the winter’s supplement was beyond a blessing. Old Man Junth had been a working hand too, when he’d started out, and so Lou guessed he still knew just what it was like.

      Which was much less than could be said for his son, Herbert.

      Lou’s little sis, Syre was much cleverer than he was. She had a big pile of books and everyday she crossed a bunch of fields to get to a nearby village where there was a wise woman, a woman that’d once worked in the renowned Ilsnare University. Syre used words that Lou just couldn’t understand sometimes. He always had to tell her to slow down.

      Anyway, when the cart had pulled up onto Old Man Junth’s estate, Lou had felt funny.

      Just funny.

      An odd feeling he’d just never got before. Never coming to work for Old Man Junth. The only way he could think to describe it was that he knew that something was different. Everything seemed so quiet, almost deathly.

      And then when he’d looked over to the path ahead he’d seen him. Herbert Junth, standing there waiting for them. He had his hands on his hips and a grimace spread all across his face. He wore nice clothes—clothes his daddy had clearly bought him. And once the cart came to a stop Herbert had barked at them, like a master would bark at his dogs, and what was worse was that all of them, every last one of the working hands, had jumped to it, bounced right down off that cart, eager to obey.

      All except for Lou who’d skulked back, sat on the edge of the cart just a second, trying to position that odd feeling he was having, before going off to join all the rest. But that small act of defiance hadn’t escaped Herbert Junth.

      He’d spotted it right off.

      And Lou recalled him uncoiling that whip from his belt, and then letting it loose so that it lay on the ground like a snake waiting to bite.

      Lou had stared at it there, wondering just what it was for. And then he’d found out.

      Herbert Junth had snatched his hand back, brought that whip up into the air with almost impossible speed, and then slashed the thing through the air.

      Lou could still feel his cheek aching from where it struck him. The mark had bled for an hour or more, but he’d kept his hand pressed to it while he worked, not wanting to get whipped again.

      Pretty soon he heard off other working hands that Old Man Junth had got ill over the winter and that he was pretty much bedridden—dying, some said. The upshot of thing was that the farm had passed into the hands of Herbert Junth, his eldest son.

      And it soon became plain that Herbert didn’t think much to the benevolent hand his daddy had used to run his farm.

      He believed in fear. Cold and hard.
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      Lou held his hand to his cheek, feeling the welt there, the scarred skin. Although the pain had long since faded, the memory was still there. The rusty taste of blood in his mouth was still there. The smell of blood still there. That smart lash of the whip still there. And those piggy eyes of Herbert Junth’s were still there, almost brandished into the back of his skull.

      Herbert Junth dismissed the previous working hand and called the next forward.

      It took Lou just a second to realise that it was him. That he was the next in line.

      He shuffled forward into the tent. The whole place smelled stale, sun-baked tarpaulin, and he saw, over behind the table, the stacks of corn there, the pair of working hands putting it into piles, sorting it through, getting it ready to send off to the capital, Ilsnare.

      Herbert Junth sat at the table jotting in a ledger with a quill. There was the huge set of scales beside him, the brass weights on the other side for ballast, to be measured against. And then, with a final flourish of the quill, Herbert looked up from the ledger.

      Lou felt a cold wave pass over him. It was like that sensation he got after working in the sun all day, what he liked to call ‘being sun-baked,’ only this time he knew it had nothing at all to do with the sun.

      He shifted up to the table.

      If Herbert recognised Lou then he hid it well. He just gestured to the scales, for Lou to place his yield down there so it could be measured. Lou allowed the load to fall from his arms and onto the scale. He listened to the slight snicks and catches of the mechanism of the scales. He held his breath, but stopped short of puffing out his cheeks. He didn’t want to show how desperate he really was. How much he needed this winter’s supplement.

      Herbert Junth squinted at the balance, those piggy eyes of his pinging from one of the scales to the next. Slowly the scales found their balance, with the yield outweighing the brass weights.

      Lou had a sudden pang in his chest. Thinking about it, Lou had most likely outweighed the working hand before. He had done more than his fair share. And then, with a tickling sensation at the back of his throat, he realised that he wouldn’t have to deal with Herbert till next springtime once he got his wages.

      This would be the end for a year.

      Although he had managed to avoid further whippings himself, his fellow working hands just hadn’t been so lucky. Some of them had lash marks all across their backs, some across their chests, others had their legs covered in lacerations, growing into a crusty line of chaffed skin. Lou couldn’t wait to go about the winter, helping out his pa.

      It would be a kind of paradise compared with what he’d had to go through this year with Herbert Junth.

      Herbert narrowed his eyes further, glancing between the yield and the weights on the other side. What was taking him so long? Herbert called out to one of the working hands behind him, and the working hand came across to collect Lou’s yield.

      Lou watched on with just a smudge of pride as the worker placed his yield down upon the others. That would go to the capital, and it would feed people. His work meant something. Then he turned his attention back to Herbert.

      Herbert reached across for his ledger, then reached for the quill. He dipped the quill in the pot of midnight-blue ink a couple of times and then wrote something inside the book.

      Lou stood there, staring at his yield over there on the pile, and waiting for his wages, and his winter’s supplement.

      Herbert finished writing then dipped his hand into his drawer, fishing out a purse tinkling with grung. The cloth of the bag had once been a light brown colour, but was now so faded that it had a slight green tinge to it.

      Herbert undid the string around the neck of the bag and tipped out the contents onto his ledger. With all the grung sitting in front of him, he slid off half of them to one side, cupping them into his hand, and then he dropped them back into the drawer. He replaced the remaining grung in the bag and then held it out in Lou’s direction without a word.

      Lou felt numb. His hands lost all feeling. It felt like his heart had turned to stone. The whole tent seemed to take on an eerie chill, and then, within himself, he felt a rage begin to pile up.

      When Lou didn’t take the purse, Herbert glanced up at him, then smirked. “You’re not going to take your wages, then?”

      Lou glared at him.

      Herbert’s smirk shrunk back on his lips and he scowled. “Is there a problem here?”

      “What about my winter’s supplement?”

      Herbert shook his head.

      “My yield was complete, I saw the scales.”

      Herbert’s scowl progressed into a snarl. “Yes, yes it was. Perfectly complete. And for that you’re to be congratulated. However, your dissent earlier in the season must be taken into account.” He closed one eye as if calculating the side of Lou’s face. “My rule is that if I can still see the scar then the lesson’s still to be learned.”

      “I’ve done everything,” Lou said. “Everything perfectly. I . . . I just don’t understand it. How can you be . . . be so cruel?”

      Lou regretted that word just as soon as he’d said it. Although he’d had the good fortune not to run across too many truly evil-willed people in his life, the few times he had done he had learned that it never helped matters to insult them.

      Herbert barked out some order or other.

      Lou didn’t even hear it.

      And, with a resolute swiftness, the skuller who’d previously been outside tending to the carts, arrived in the tent. He drew his sword and held it down by his side. He stood ready and waiting, ready to keep Lou in order.

      Lou stared at the blade, the glint of the edge there, and he knew he would be no match for it. He turned back to the table, examined the paltry pouch there, his wages. He stooped over and snatched it up, then stuffed it into the pocket of his trousers. As he made his way out of the tent flap, back out into the looming evening sky, he heard Herbert call out after him.

      “And if you show up for work next season I’ll have you hung, drawn and quartered by way of example to the other working hands.”

      Lou felt that rage in his stomach twist and grow, the heat of it get almost too much to bear. And the worst part was that he knew he could do nothing. Absolutely nothing.

      All was lost.

      Next season he would have to find another farmer willing to take him on. But next season seemed impossibly far away for the time being. The biggest struggle would be even getting through the coming winter.

      Without his winter’s supplement his family would starve.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Several Grung Short

          

        

      

    

    
      THE RIDE BACK to his village, Endmere, was a long and solitary one. All around Lou the other working hands buzzed with conversation, with their winter plans, with what they wished to do with their winter supplements. He could smell brandy wine thick in the air, taste the tang of it at the back of his throat every time he breathed in. He just bowed his head into his chest, scratching his forehead against the rough cloth of his tunic, and he listened to his heart beating, tried to lose himself to its steady rhythm.

      He thought back to previous years. Through all the years when he’d come home on the cart, like this, he’d been so happy, delighted that his labouring was done till springtime. But the best part of it, always the best part of it, was the knowledge that tucked deep in his trouser pocket was his winter’s supplement. The money that would get his family through. Allow them to survive another year.

      Now, though, everything was under threat.

      As he listened to the cart wheels clunk and skip over the rutted road, kicking up pebbles and hurling them against the wood, he did and redid the calculations in his head, somehow trying to make things work. But every time he got through with one calculation he came up with the same answer. His family would be doomed around the fourteenth month of the year.

      In Giddlemarch they would starve.

      A solid three months before he could get any work on a farm.

      The working hands left off the cart as they passed through the villages, and he forced himself to be cheery as he bid them goodbye, and agreed that they’d meet up the following year. Lou didn’t think to tell them that he would never be allowed to return to Old Man Junth’s farm.

      Not as long as Herbert Junth was in charge, in any case.

      He thought back to that skuller, the man there with that enormous sword of his, and that crossbow, seemingly primed to draw out and pierce a man’s heart in the beat of a crow’s wing. If he’d so much as taken a step forward, looked to threaten Herbert, the skuller would’ve taken him down. Of that he was sure.

      He thought back to the man’s cold, pallid complexion. That was the same for all skullers, being that they were men of the night, they worked in the night. And the moonlight wasn’t renown for giving men a tan. For other creatures, perhaps, but as far as man was concerned, they needed the warmth and light of the sun to live. And so, Lou supposed that was what had always bothered him about them. There was simply something intrinsically unnatural about them.

      The cart jerked about as it rounded the familiar bends which led to Endmere.

      Lou felt his body swaying with the motion. That knot of rage was still fixed in his stomach, and although it wasn’t glowing as much as it had been back in the tent, when he’d been confronted by Herbert and that skuller, it was still there. And that was enough. Never in his life had he felt so completely powerless. Impotent. That was what he was. His family was going to starve to death this winter and he could do nothing to save them.

      Only a couple of other working hands remained in the cart. They were both men from his village. Endmere was the last village on the route for this cart. The two men were best friends, and always had been. Their names were Eirk and Poels. They lived in neighbouring houses in the village and were always seen out and about together. Their wives too, Lou knew, were best friends.

      They were a few years older than him, in their late-forties, perhaps approaching their last yield, and they always returned from the winter with hearty bellies full with ale fat, which they’d lose, as they had now, by the end of the summer. They would go back home to drink away their winter supplements. Their sons and daughters were already working, providing for their families. It might even have been possible for the two of them not to bother working at all.

      And that sparked an idea for Lou.

      He slipped the two of them a sidelong glance. They had their arms wrapped around one another’s shoulders and they were belting out a lewd song, one which Lou always heard down the village ale house on full-moon nights.

      An emptied bottle of brandy wine lay upturned between the two of them, rolling about the cart with each turn in the road. Both had their eyes shut and could’ve been anywhere else.

      Lou wished that he could’ve shared just a tiny part of their joy.

      It was Poels that noticed Lou looking and he instantly broke out into a smile, and stumbled forward on his hands and knees towards him, holding out his hand, wanting Lou to join them in their singing.

      Lou had no intention of singing. But there was something they could help him with. And when else were they likely to be this jolly and conducive to being persuaded into something?

      Lou crawled his way over to the two of them. They sat propped up against the back wall of the cart, sitting back to back with the driver, who sat slumped with the reins draping from his fingers. A bump in the road caught Lou just as he was righting himself and he fell flat on his face, bumping his nose against the bottom of the cart.

      Poels and Eirk both let out a cheer, and then he felt their slightly drunken grip on his forearms, helping him to sit up there beside the two of them.

      “Young Louson!” Poels said, his eyes gleaming in the twilight glow. “Whatcha been
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