

    
        
          Gold in the Clouds

        

        
        
          Hayden Thorne

        

        
          Published by Hayden Thorne, 2018.

        

    


GOLD IN THE CLOUDS

*

Copyright © 2018 Hayden Thorne

Cover art © Hayden Thorne

*

First edition © 2013

Second edition © 2018

*

Written by Hayden Thorne

*

This story within is a work of fiction. All events, institutions, themes, persons, characters, and plots are completely fictional inventions of the author. Any resemblance to people living or deceased, actual places, or events is purely coincidental and entirely unintentional.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping, or by any information storage retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the author.



  	
	    
	      Also by Hayden Thorne

	    

      
	    
          
	      Arcana Europa

          
        
          
	          Guardian Angel

          
        
          
	          The Flowers of St. Aloysius

          
        
          
	          Hell-Knights

          
        
          
	          Children of Hyacinth

          
        
          
	          The Amaranth Maze

          
        
          
	          A Murder of Crows

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Curiosities

          
        
          
	          Dollhouse

          
        
          
	          Automata

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Dolores

          
        
          
	          Ambrose

          
        
          
	          Echoes in the Glass

          
        
          
	          A Dirge for St. Monica

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Ghosts and Tea

          
        
          
	          The Ghosts of St. Grimald Priory

          
        
          
	          Agnes of Haywood Hall

          
        
          
	          A Most Unearthly Rival

          
        
          
	          The Haunted Inkwell

          
        
          
	          The House of Creeping Dolls

          
        
          
	          The Heart of Ameinias

          
        
          
	          Ada and the Singing Skull

          
        
          
	          The Dubious Commode

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Grotesqueries

          
        
          
	          A Castle for Rowena

          
        
          
	          The Rusted Lily

          
        
          
	          Primavera

          
        
          
	          The House of Ash

          
        
          
	          Nightshade's Emporium

          
        
          
	          Voices in the Briars

          
        
          
	          The Perfect Rochester

          
        
          
	          Compline

          
        
          
	          The Twilight Lover

          
        
          
	          Doppelgänger

          
        
          
	          The Shadow Groom

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Masks

          
        
          
	          Masks: The Original Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Curse of Arachnaman

          
        
          
	          Mimi Attacks!

          
        
          
	          Dr. Morbid's Castle of Blood

          
        
          
	          The Porcelain Carnival

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Renfred's Masquerade

          
        
          
	          Rose and Spindle

          
        
          
	          Gold in the Clouds

          
        
          
	          Helleville

          
        
          
	          Icarus in Flight

          
        
          
	          Arabesque

          
        
          
	          Banshee

          
        
          
	          Wollstone

          
        
          
	          The Glass Minstrel

          
        
          
	          Henning

          
        
          
	          The Twilight Gods

          
        
          
	          The Book of Lost Princes

          
        
          
	          The Winter Garden and Other Stories

          
        
          
	          Desmond and Garrick

          
        
          
	          The Cecilian Blue-Collar Chronicles

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Hayden Thorne’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Hayden Thorne

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Sign up for Hayden Thorne's Mailing List

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


The dreaded moment came at the very moment Blythe dreaded the most, and he only had one weapon in his dreadfully measly arsenal: an insult. Turning away from the voice, he pulled his blankets over his head and groaned, “I don’t do girls’ work, Molly. Go away.”

Unfortunately, Molly was nothing if not tenacious, and to add insult to injury, she was also every bit a morning sort. A very early morning sort, at that. 

“Oh, you’re always such a grumpy puss,” she said—or more like sang. To Blythe’s thickly fogged mind, his sister’s voice sounded as though it was flinging itself up and down the scales with impunity and with no other purpose than to make Blythe want to disembowel himself twice over.

“I’m trying to sleep like the rest of the world. Go away.”

“There’s no place for me to go to, you little silly thing,” Molly replied, her cheerful singsong adding even more weight to the fact that she took far too much delight in treating her youngest brother like a five-year-old. Or, in this instance, a five-year-old she’d just forced into a lifetime of indentured servitude, his sentence set to begin that very morning. 

“Yes, you do—your bed. Now will you please go away? I’m sleeping!”

“No, you’re not. You’re talking to me and being your usual grumpy, silly little puss thing.”

Blythe felt his bed sink under her weight as she took it on herself to sit on one edge. Slithering further under the warm blankets, he retorted, “Good God, Molly, leave me alone! I don’t want to go!”

Molly had the audacity to heave a deep sigh. “Blythe, if you want to eat and to have a roof over your head, you’ll have to make certain sacrifices. You need to work.”

“But I don’t want to sell bread! That’s a girl’s job! It was yours! Why do I have to do it?”

Selling homemade bread door-to-door was—and had always been—girl’s work, largely because it was Molly’s job. In fact, she’d been doing exactly that for seven years straight since she turned fifteen. Unfortunately she’d recently begun to experiment with cake recipes and had apparently hit on a good one, and after having her creation tested on her hapless brothers and a handful of willing neighbors, she’d decided to retire from bread-selling to devote more time to realizing her dream, which was to make a name for herself as a baker. That, of course, meant passing on the early morning tradition to a boy who despised waking up any time before eight o’clock, preferably nine. 

Albert, the oldest son in the Midwinter family, was already up to his ears with woodwork, thanks to his talent with the chisel and whatever other insane tool he used in his trade, and barely had time for leisure activities beyond wooing apple-cheeked girls and drinking ale with friends every other week. Or so he’d say, anyway. So the thankless, humiliating job of selling Molly’s daily loaves door-to-door fell on Blythe’s thin, narrow shoulders. Threats of running away or somehow being abducted, enslaved, ravished, or killed (sometimes a combination of all four) in the course of his fulfilling his duties fell on deaf ears, with Molly either rolling her eyes, pinching his cheeks, or plain ignoring him despite Blythe’s best attempts at looking pathetic. By the time he’d exhausted himself trying, Blythe was convinced that his sister simply wasn’t born with a heart because somewhere along the line, their parents did something to displease the gods and were duly punished for it. 

That day was supposed to be his first day taking over his sister’s work, and he bitterly wished he’d made good his threat of stumbling and falling head first down the town well and its poisonous green water. 

“Bertie and I started work at fifteen, and after seven years from me and four for him, look where all this hard work and sacrifice have taken us.”

“Pfft. A one-room cottage with a fireplace that peppers our food with soot and no marriage prospects for either of you.”

“I haven’t gone far enough to feel good about settling down. I want to be secure of my future first before committing myself to having a dozen mouths to feed.” Molly paused. “As for Bertie, I’m not in any position to speak for him.”

As though in answer, a loud, obnoxious fart broke into the hushed conversation. Blythe, now truly and fully awake, stared wide-eyed at the cocooning darkness offered by his blankets. “What on earth was that?” he stammered.

“That was Bertie. He does that all the time. That’s all I hear when I wake up before dawn, and you two are still asleep.”

“What—you mean to say that all this time, I’ve been breathing in his fumes in my sleep?”

“That would be a ‘yes’, yes.”

Blythe finally flung the covers off him, and he sat bolt upright, glaring at Molly, who regarded him with what could only be called sincere surprise. “And you let him poison me in my sleep?” he practically wailed, horrified and nauseated. 

She didn’t even flinch. “I don’t think I have the capacity to do something about his arse without seriously damaging him.”

“How long has he been murdering me slowly in my sleep?” Blythe glanced at his brother’s sleeping form. 

Bertie’s bed stood a mere three feet away from his, a fact that only deepened Blythe’s horror. The closeness couldn’t be helped, what with the Midwinter children’s too-limited cottage space, which they’d inherited from their poor, dead parents. The cottage was, literally, just four walls and a ceiling, with no attic space and no rooms. One end of the open area was dedicated to the kitchen and the dining room, and the other end was where the beds were set. What little space was there in the oven and hearth area was always used up by piles of firewood needed for baking and cooking. Even washing themselves was a bit of an adventure, and the Midwinter siblings had nothing but a large oval tin tub that had to be dragged near the fire and filled with water. Ensuring privacy was always a bit of an art form that varied according to the bather’s mood. 

Molly, being the only girl, was saved by her gender because it ensured that her bed would be situated by the wall opposite from the one against which Bertie’s bed was set, segregated from her brothers’ by two large, ancient chests, which contained all of their clean clothes. She had lots of breathing room, while Blythe...? He felt bile churn in his belly. 

Molly just clucked and rolled her eyes at him before standing up. “I think you can safely guess. Now come along, you cranky imp. Your breakfast is ready, and there’s a nice fire going.”

“What’s the point of going about my day now that my lungs have been blackened by Bertie’s rancid blasts?”

As though in answer, another fetid explosion sounded from Bertie’s bed, and Bertie even had the audacity to groan, curse in his sleep, and then turn under the covers. 

“Oh, shut up, Bertie,” Blythe retorted as he rolled out of his bed and fled the scene, planting himself before the bright fire Molly had started. Given the god-awful hour of his rising and its accompanying chill, Blythe found the fire a great deal more comforting than he cared to admit. Hugging himself tightly while doing little hops on each bare foot, he nevertheless felt resentful for being forced into work that he never thought he’d ever do, being—yes—a boy. 

Glowering and sulking before the fireplace, he watched his sister move surprisingly quickly as she prepared the loaves of bread Blythe needed to peddle that morning. 

Molly had spent the previous afternoon and evening baking till she had a baker’s dozen—the number being less a cheeky play on terms and more a necessary loaf count because she’d always sold between ten to thirteen loaves each day. Her task in the evening, once the bread had all cooled down, was to carefully wrap each in cheap paper and secure it with string. The following morning would be spent filling up two enormous baskets with the loaves. It didn’t cause her too much trouble to get them all to fit, for she never used loaf pans and simply baked them as round loaves. 

And perhaps another—and more logical—reason for her daily bread count was the fact that the wood-fired oven her great-grandfather had built into the cottage was large enough for thirteen bread rounds of ten inches in diameter. The oven had always been regarded as an odd thing for a one-room cottage, but Great-grandfather Midwinter decided that, somewhere down the line, his family would produce a talented baker. Before Molly fell in love with baking, the oven had been used only for food meant for family consumption. 

In the past, the process of baking and so on would be repeated on her return home from a morning spent peddling loaves. Now, however, with the promise of increased income from her cake sales, Molly found it necessary to remain home all day in order to bake the bread as well as perfect her cake recipe before taking the next and most crucial step, which meant subjecting the world to her newest work of oven art. What was even more unfortunate to Blythe was the too-real possibility that he might be recruited to go out during the midday to sell those infernal cakes—yes, even after he’d already suffered the tedium and indignity of selling bread in the early morning hours. Was his sister really that cruel? He certainly wouldn’t put it past her, considering what he was now forced to do. 

Blythe nearly soiled his nightshirt when the thought crossed his mind. The dark looks aimed at his sister now gone, he felt his blood freeze as he continued to watch her fill up the baskets. 

“Molly,” he said at length once he found his voice. “How are you planning to sell your cakes?”

Molly paused and glanced up, blinking. “Why, a stall, of course—on market day.”

“Stall? What stall? When did we start owning a stall in the market?”

“Not yet, of course, but we will once we earn enough from our new recipe to afford a table there.” Molly grinned at her brother—a bright, blinding grin that was characteristic of her boundless optimism. It was also the kind of grin that weathered Blythe’s defenses despite his best efforts at hardening himself against it. Rather than scowl, he could only manage an eye twitch followed by a resigned sigh.

“And in the meantime...”

“Oh—dear Mrs. Pugsley was kind enough to give us some table space at her stall for a small fee.” Molly went back to filling the baskets, humming to herself. 

Blythe turned that thought over in his head. “But Mrs. Pugsley sells potions for gout and constipation!” he spluttered. 

“I know. Isn’t she a darling? She’s so accommodating. She said her customers would love the cakes, and she promised to press them into buying.”

* * * *
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BY THE TIME BLYTHE set out—or, rather, was chased out the door by a broom-wielding sister—it was past six in the morning. The early morning air was, indeed, quite chilly, but he brewed enough resentment in his belly to warm himself up considerably. In fact, he didn’t even need to bundle up for the trek around town. An old coat he’d inherited from Bertie was all he required. If Molly’s beloved wood-fired oven sprouted legs and talked, it would be him. 

Blythe didn’t walk to town right away, oh no. There was time enough for that despite Molly’s insistence that he needed to be wandering door-to-door in Upchurch by six-thirty at most. She’d claimed that people needed the bread for breakfast, but Blythe had doubts. People who could afford to buy entire loaves of bread were most likely ten times wealthier than they, and rich people meant idle people who wouldn’t dream of rising before noon. 

Rich people, of course, also had servants whose days were already halfway over by the time their masters dragged their useless backsides out of bed, but that was neither here nor there as far as Blythe was concerned. 

With that thought in mind, Blythe didn’t feel an ounce of guilt as he stood in the middle of the footpath leading into Upchurch, glaring at the misty scene before him. There was no room anywhere for guilt, anyway, seeing as how crippling humiliation had filled up every inch of space in him. He tried not to imagine the looks on his one and only friend’s face when he found that Blythe was now doomed to peddle bread all over town, carrying two large baskets to boot, instead of doing something more fitting for a fifteen-year-old boy.

Blythe wracked his brain. Somehow, he couldn’t come up with something he’d like to do as a fifteen-year-old boy, but that could easily be because of his nightmarish waking time and the annoyance that refused to abate. He sighed. The only thing he truly wanted to do was to remain in bed, unmolested by chattering sisters and flatulent brothers. 

Shaking his head, he forced his feet to move. Prospects were dreadful for penniless boys like him. 

Many a poem had been penned in praise of the dawn, a fact that Blythe couldn’t confirm because he’d never read one. Then again, with an education that didn’t amount to anything beyond reading, writing, and arithmetic, he wouldn’t recognize a poem (what it looked like on a page, perhaps) even if it were to come up to him, clamp its jaws around his nose, and tear it off with a couple of shakes. He’d heard someone read a poem out loud a couple of times before, and it was only in passing. What he’d heard made him wonder, though, as to how those things were written because when read out loud, nothing seemed to make sense beyond the fact that the words sounded the same at the end of each sentence. 

At any rate, none of the breathtaking beauties of dawn warmed his heart or lifted his spirits. The rising sun’s soft glow, the gentle hues of blue breaking up the pinks and golds and chasing away the night’s ebbing darkness, the light mist swaddling the quiet town and lending it a serenity that early morning risers would appreciate before the daily bustle began...

“Stupid morning,” Blythe grumbled, making a face at the sky as he finally crossed the borders of Upchurch. It was about a quarter of a mile of walking from the Midwinter cottage, and then there were those labyrinthine streets connecting houses in the town proper. Blythe forced the reminder of what lay ahead out of his head lest he were to break down right then and there and collapse in an apoplectic fit.

He approached the first house and knocked. As he waited, he suddenly realized how heavy his enormous baskets were. Setting them down on each side, he cursed softly as he massaged each arm, wrist, and shoulder. 

At length the door opened, and a bleary-eyed servant peered out. Blythe was at a loss all of a sudden, now that the reality of his predicament finally impressed itself on him. 

“Yes? What do you want?” the servant demanded, blinking and knuckling away sleep. She was an elderly woman who apparently had been up for a while now, given the fact that she’d put on her uniform, which looked to be a fairly elaborate ensemble. 

“Good morning, ma’am. Would you be interested in buying a loaf of bread?” Blythe wondered if he sounded persuasive enough.

The servant frowned at him. Then she squinted and looked him up and down. “Why, you’re not Molly!”

“No, ma’am. Molly’s my sister.”

“Where is she?”

“At home. I’m taking her place.”

“Why?”

“It’s a long story. So are you interested in buying a loaf?” Blythe stifled a heavy sigh and picked up a basket to show her. 

The woman continued to frown at him while ignoring the basket. “And how do I know that you’re telling the truth?”

Blythe muttered, “Oh, for God’s sake.” Tamping down his spiraling irritation, he pulled out a loaf and raised it. “Do you see this? No one within fifty miles of this wretched town wraps bread like this. No one except for my sister, though I’ve no idea why she even bothers if this thing ends up in people’s bellies all the same. Now aren’t you hungry for one?”

“A fine answer,” the woman retorted, squinting even more so that Blythe could see nothing but wrinkled slits for her eyes. “How would I know that you didn’t waylay the poor girl, stuff her body down an old well, and steal her baskets of bread?”

“Do I look like someone who’d overpower an adult woman, murder her, and get rid of her body?” Blythe pointed at himself. He was small for his age, thanks to several bouts of illnesses throughout his childhood as well as poor nutrition, and it was a fact that rankled and that he refused to talk about. Now, however, provided that unique opportunity to use it to his advantage. 

“A puny little creature like you can do some pretty amazing things when desperate enough.”

“Ma’am, I’m not so desperate as to murder someone over bread, but I’m fast reaching that point. Now are you buying or aren’t you? I haven’t got all day, you know.”

The old woman snorted and then shrugged. “Very well, then. I’ll take one loaf, and if I were to find out that I bought blood bread, I’ll make sure you swing for it, you rascal.”

Blythe’s eyes had glazed over by now as he handed her a loaf and received a few coins in return. “Fine, fine,” he said. “Whatever you say.” When the door finally slammed shut, he added, “I’m going to die of old age before I’m even done with this.” And his premature and utterly unnecessary death would be on Molly’s head. 
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Considering what Blythe endured on his first day of work—doing a girl’s job, at that—he’d expected Molly to feel, or at the very least express, empathy for his now shattered soul. But she didn’t, and it was all Blythe could do to dredge up a good deal of self-pity as he sat on a rickety stool, his bare feet submerged in a pail of water. He didn’t know what questions philosophers tended to ask, but he was quite sure that the most unanswered one ran along the lines of “Why was I ever born into this miserable world?”

“Now wasn’t that a most eye-opening experience, Blythe?” Molly gurgled as she hurried back and forth between the oven and the hearth, where a large pot sat, the stew in it bubbling and letting out a delicious, though too familiar, aroma. The Midwinter household indulged in stew three times a week, and Molly only knew one recipe for it.

“Yes, it was eye-opening,” he replied, glowering at a random point on the opposite wall. “I now know which houses to avoid.”

“Avoid? What do you mean? The folks in Upchurch are such lovely people.”

“Molly, they’re either cantankerous hags or saucy wenches who’re threatening to turn me into a grown man. And I’m not even counting masters or mistresses who called me a beggarly lout on his way to the gallows.”

Molly burst out laughing, and Blythe cringed. “You’re such a storyteller. Gallows? You? What on earth would make them say that? Why, I remember you being chased up a tree by Farmer Maul’s geese just last year. I’ve never ever heard of anyone—even children who’re younger than you—getting treed by geese.” 

That was a low blow. For his part, Blythe was absolutely terrified of Farmer Maul’s satanic flock, and he still had no idea why they came after him in a murderous rage the way they did. 

“Those so-called nice folks took one look at me, saw how poor I am, and decided I’m well on my way to a life of crime.”

Molly’s amusement didn’t abate. Her bright laughter subsided to wild giggles, and she walked up to Blythe and planted a kiss on top of his head. “You’re too funny for your own good,” she said before sailing off to tend to the stew. “But I suppose in that regard, we’re somewhat even.” She glanced over her shoulder to grin at him.

Blythe regarded her doubtfully. “How so?”

“They took one look at my rags and said that I was on my way to being a cheap prostitute. At the very least they bought some bread from me, and they eventually softened on their opinions once they got to know me better.”

“Cold comfort, that.”

“Just take their money, Blythe, and console yourself with the thought that you got them to part with their money—money that they could’ve used for something else.” Molly paused. “Of course, when I first started out, I used to think that they were all arrogant, miserable bastards, but even my opinion of them changed in time.”

Blythe pressed his mouth into a tight line as he stared narrowly at her. Then he glanced around the cottage in a tired and idle attempt at diverting himself until he felt good and ready to stand up and walk again. His gaze stopped on his shared sleeping space with Bertie, and his right eye twitched. He should do something about his nightly ordeal without inadvertently sending his brother to a surgeon for a very embarrassing procedure.

* * * *
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“THAT’S A TRAGEDY IF I’ve ever heard one. Why’d you agree to it?”

“Because Molly was on her way to nagging me to the grave.” Blythe paused. “Like your mama, in fact, though Molly’s proving to be a darker influence. And she’s younger than your mama, which means that I’m doomed to put up with her much longer than you have to put up with your mama.”

Jack snorted, tossing a pebble into the river, and the two boys watched it plop, the little ripples barely marking the smooth current. The trees that loomed behind them afforded them quite a bit of comfortable shade against the surprising warmth of the day. 

“I don’t envy you that, then,” Jack said after a moment of lazy silence. “Your sister’s younger and has more energy in her for nagging.”

“True, although, now that I think about it, your mama has all those years to her credit. I’m sure she’s a lot less forceful in the more obvious sense, but she’s likely more effective in that sly, clever way that older people are sly and clever.”

Blythe glanced at his friend, feeling a touch smug about his philosophical skills and halfway wishing that he could be as sharp as that when confronting his sister over unfair labor practices. Then again, he was forced to concede, the fact that he couldn’t was proof positive that Molly was an agent of the fiery depths and was gifted with unholy powers he could never hope to overcome.

For his part, Jack seemed to struggle with Blythe’s reasoning, and he sat in baffled silence for a moment, scrunching his face and picking his nose as he deliberated. Blythe tried not to roll his eyes at the mental struggle. Eventually Jack turned to frown at him, dusty, sunburnt face crinkling again, finger still buried in one nostril. 

“What was the question again?”

Blythe sighed and groped around for a small stone, which he tossed into the river. “Never mind,” he said.

The sound of rumbling carriage wheels broke through the lovely calm, and Blythe looked up to watch a handsome private coach being pulled by an even handsomer team of horses along the dirt road on the other side of the river. The liveried driver sat straight and proud, his nose high even as he guided the gleaming horses with skill and confidence.

“I’d love to have one of those,” Jack said in breathless tones.

“You’ll have to work for it.”

“I know. It’s not fair, I tell you.”

Blythe followed the coach’s progress till it vanished behind some trees and dense shrubbery. “I suppose you can always gamble for it.”

“I don’t have any money to gamble with, you oaf.”

Blythe tried not to roll his eyes again. “Sell something, then. One of your cows, for one thing.”

“Mama and I only have one cow,” Jack retorted. “I don’t think she’ll take to selling it. I mean, where will we get our milk?”

“Then find a job, you lazy dog!”

Jack let out a noise that sounded suspiciously like a fart, and he stumbled to his feet, brushing grass and dirt off his ragged trousers. “Dear God, you sound like Mama. Worse, you sound like a wife. I’m going home.”

Blythe shook his head as he watched Jack yawn and stretch his long, bony arms, twisting his torso and cracking his back when he did.

“A wife,” Blythe said. “That’s what you need, Jack. A wife. Preferably a rich one.”

Jack made a face and lightly slapped the top of Blythe’s head with an open hand. “Don’t be stupid. I’ll never marry. I’d rather go off on grand adventures and come back rich.”

“If so, then you’ll have dozens of girls running after you and your money.”

“Ha! They’ll never get a penny from me!”

Blythe grinned as he threw another stone in the river. “I doubt if your mama will be too happy about that. I’m sure she’ll be demanding grandchildren from you someday.”

“Bah! I’ll be the one bringing home the gold, not her! If she wants to stay on my good side, she’ll keep her nose out of my business and let me have my way!”

A sudden movement just off to the right side of the road across from them caught Blythe’s attention, and he cackled as he gave Jack’s leg a sharp slap.

“Speaking of staying on one’s good side, it looks like you haven’t gotten that far with your mama.”

A plump, red-faced woman walked into view, her ragged gown and smock as well as her bonnet caked with road dust. On one hand she held a particularly large rolling pin, and from what Jack had told him, it was never used for baking.

“Jack Wicket!” she hollered, turning her head left and right. “Where are you, you no good lout?”

Jack stuck two fingers into his mouth and whistled—a shrill siren that always set Blythe’s teeth on edge and send nearby dogs howling. Mrs. Wicket stopped dead and caught sight of the two, and if her face was red then, it turned nearly black upon clapping eyes on her son.

“Jack! What the devil are you doing? Get your lazy, bony arse back home right this instant if you value your worthless hide!” she screeched, waving her rolling pin wildly in the air. “Didn’t I tell you to chop wood? Didn’t I? You’ve had all this time, and you never bothered to do one simple thing?”

For his part, Jack looked to be taking it all in stride. He stood silently for a moment, allowing his hysterical mother to unburden herself so passionately and convincingly, before turning and saluting Blythe.

“I’ll be dreaming of riches while she thrashes me,” he said and then strode off, hands in tattered pockets, and sang a vulgar drinking song. As to where and how he’d learned it, Blythe couldn’t even begin to guess.

* * * *
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“OH, AND HAVE YOU HEARD about that king who walked about in front of his subjects, all indecent and such?”

Blythe, whose eyes had long faded, shook his head and immediately regretted it when he realized that a negative response encouraged further talk. He didn’t mean to do it; it was nothing more than a mindless, automatic response to Mr. Ruffle’s incessant jabbering. The old man, apparently the eccentric master of the house whose door Blythe now rued knocking on, turned out to be a gossip. And while he was kind enough to purchase two loaves from Blythe, his generosity came at a high price, and he refused to let Blythe go, making Blythe add “courtesy to kindly old people” to his growing list of what not to do.

“Such a thing will never happen on our shores, you know. England’s far too superior for idiotic displays that corrupt the ignorant and the poor—and all decent, God-fearing souls.” Mr. Ruffle’s talk dissolved into an unintelligible string of muttered somethings, and Blythe perked up. Was he finally done?

“And what about those clever creatures in Bremen, eh? I heard they gave a band of thieves a damned good thrashing! I wouldn’t be surprised if those animals boast of bloodlines from England in the distant past.”

No. Apparently not. Now he’d fixated on non-human subjects of gossip. Blythe’s spirits sank even more at the too-real possibility of Mr. Ruffle taking an idle, meandering path to heroic inanimate objects whose bloodlines could be traced to venerable trees and rocks from England. 

A tear escaped Blythe’s right eye, and he swiped it away. For the next few agonizing moments, he ran his thoughts down the same lines as Jack’s usual daydreams, and he was soon lost in wonderful scenes involving riches that could easily buy him ten kingdoms. By the time Mr. Ruffle decided to let him go—that is, by the time the old man’s wife hollered for him from the depths of the house because he was holding up breakfast—Blythe had convinced himself that Jack Wicket’s methods of making life more palatable had something to them.

* * * *
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“WE SOLD ALL OUR CAKES,” Molly declared, barely able to contain her excitement so that her normal singsong manner of speaking had turned operatic. “And Mrs. Pugsley claims that they’ve cured poor Mr. Pex’s constipation. Isn’t that terribly exciting?”

Blythe eyed her from where he sat—again on the rickety stool, his feet soaking in water—and pursed his lips as he listened, incredulous. “I’m sure some of Mrs. Pugsley’s constipation potions had something to do with it. I hope she didn’t taint any of your cakes with drops of the stuff.”

“I thought about that at first,” Molly replied as she alternately baked and cooked, her energy remarkably high. “But Mrs. Pugsley assured me yesterday that the only potions she sold were for gout and disgusting skin sores, not constipation. Looks like we all made a mistake in thinking she did. At any rate, it’s terribly reassuring to hear that.”

Blythe shrugged. “Maybe Mr. Pex was already on the mend when he—or whoever—bought your cake.”

Molly sighed as she raised the lid of the pot on the fire, peering inside and stirring the bubbling concoction, the smell of which made Blythe think even more of constipation cures. They were having soup that night—one of three nights of soup. At least, unlike the stews, Molly knew three different soup recipes to make, though Blythe often wished that those recipes didn’t involve the use of poisonous substances, judging from the nearly inedible quality of the stuff. That Molly’s talent in the kitchen seemed to have poured itself completely into her baking skills and not day-to-day cooking had always been a source of bafflement for Blythe. 

“You’re too negative for a boy your age. Mrs. Pugsley—who, you know, is an insatiable gossip—told me specifically that Mr. Pex had reached that point where he could barely walk, no doubt his overstuffed bowels pulling him down with their weight. Then Mrs. Pex bought my cake to soothe him, and within an hour, she came running back to the market, practically hysterical in her relief and excitement over the results. In fact, she says, now he can’t seem to stop!”

Blythe absorbed all this, doubt warring with mild nausea. “I suppose it’d be bad form for me to ask if you used certain magical ingredients to make this—uh—miracle happen.”

Molly froze at the question, her face now a study of intense philosophical warring within. It was all Blythe could do to wait patiently and allow his sister to sort it all out on her own. At length she blinked, her eyes resuming life, and she regarded her brother with a cryptic little smile. 

“I think you’re right. It is bad form to ask. Just satisfy yourself with the fact that certain special ingredients were used, and this is a secret recipe that I’ll be taking with me to the grave.”

It was no small wonder Molly could persuade people to buy things from her. Blythe knew that she was full of cow manure, and she’d used nothing but the same things that bakers used for cake, but he might as well humor her. “That’s good to know. Can’t afford to have rival bakers discover your special recipe.”

“You know, Blythe, I’m now wondering if I should alter my recipe for my bread to make it as miraculous as my cake. What do you think?”

All right, now she was taking things a bit too far. 

“I think it’s best to spare the poor, unsuspecting breakfast-eaters, Molly.” Now he dreaded to think what she used for her cakes. 

His sister fell silent for a moment, thinking, further alarming Blythe, though he took care not to show it. “Oh, I suppose. I think that I might need a special name for my special cakes. What do you think of ‘Miraculous Midwinter Mounds’?”

Molly as well have been consulting a pile of horse dung. Blythe, at that point, had already wandered off to magical, mythical lands, where he was the most-loved king in the history of forever. He’d just signed into law the prohibition of selling bread by younger brothers, the penalty being exile or death, depending on the severity of abuse done by heartless and hellbound family members.

Later that day, when the Midwinter siblings were enjoying a simple supper of questionable soup and a loaf of unsold bread, a knock on the door interrupted their easy conversation.

“Why, it’s Mrs. Pugsley!” Molly cried from her chair as Blythe pulled the door back some more and invited their guest inside.

“Oh, here’s little Blythe,” Mrs. Pugsley said as she stepped in, pausing to observe him in both surprise and pleasure. Her little gray eyes, practically vanishing under the ruddy, ample mounds of her cheeks when she grinned, moved up and down and sideways in quick, short spurts that reminded Blythe of skittish mice.

“Good evening, ma’am,” he said, a little embarrassed.

“Well, look at you! I haven’t seen you in a dog’s age, I think. I’ve only been able to talk to your sister when she’s out shopping. It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“What a darling, darling boy you’ve grown up to be. Why, I could eat you whole right now.”

“Lord, I hope not. I just turned fifteen. I’d like to go past twenty-one if I could.”

“But you don’t understand how terribly eatable you are,” Mrs. Pugsley insisted, laughing more heartily now, even taking each of Blythe’s cheeks and pinching them, almost making him howl in pain. “But there’s time enough for that. I’ve got some exciting news for dear Molly, and it can’t wait.”

With that, she gave Blythe’s cheeks another pinch before
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