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Chapter 1 – Mottle
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“Keth has seen thirteen summers,” my mum announced as she gave me a shove towards the shafts of the cart.

It was late afternoon and we had just finished harvesting the last field belonging to our village of Mottle. The final load of wheat, tied in golden bundles, was piled high on our village cart.

The tradition was that this last load was hauled home by the young men of Mottle, although my mum had whispered to me that this only became a tradition when Mottle became too poor to own a horse. 

Gannett, Stropper, and Taggle, who were all a few years older than me, had already taken up position between the shafts. Gannett, tall and lanky, was in the lead. Behind him slouched Stropper, scrawny and sour. He drummed his fingers on the shafts. Taggle was last of the three. He was short and the shafts of the cart rose above his shoulders.

My position would be behind Taggle. I was about his height so we would look like two headless bodies tugging the cart along. Of course, that assumed I would be allowed to pull the cart.

I plodded towards the front of the wagon. This was going to be embarrassing, mostly for me, and I resented it.

Scour, the village elder, bent double with age and scuttling like an enraged spider, ran in front of me and whacked his bone-tipped stick across the shafts. The ringing thwack made the three lads already in position jump. Scour’s stick blocked me from taking my place. 

“I don’t think Keth is ready this year,” Scour said. His head was bald and pink except for the clumps of white hair that grew out of his ears. Mum said he had been old and bad-tempered when she was a little girl, and his temper had only grown worse.

“Keth has seen thirteen summers, Scour,” Mum said. “You’re not the only one who can count or who can remember our traditions.”

“Cheeky young scamp,” Scour said. This was aimed at my mum, whose red hair was now streaked with gray.

“Keth’s a bit small for his age,” Chivel said. He was a thin, stooped, saggy-faced man who tried to keep the peace. “Perhaps Keth could do it next year, Ailsa.”

“All the kids are small for their age because none of them ever gets enough to eat,” Mum said, “and this isn’t about size, is it, Scour?”

“True,” Scour said. “Keth has not shown the responsibility expected from him to deserve his place between the shafts.”

I was annoyed by the way these grownups were talking about me as though I was not there. I was standing right in front of them. I decided to remind them I could speak too.

“If the greatest honor you can achieve in Mottle is dragging a cart then we’re the saddest village in the kingdom and, to be honest, I don’t need it.” 

Scour’s jaw dropped, displaying his two remaining stumps of teeth. His pink scalp turned red then purple as the outrage built up in him.

“Did you hear that?” Scour ranted. “He has dishonored his mother.”

“No, he hasn’t,” Mum said, loud enough for the whole village to hear.

“He has dishonored the village of Mottle.” Scour ignored her. “He has dishonored our traditions.”

I turned and walked to the back of the cart. Every day, I managed to do something to upset Scour, and most of the time, I did not mean to. This was why he was bellyaching about me being irresponsible.

“The weather’s starting to turn bad,” Chivel said. “We should get this wheat stored before it rains.”

We were in the top field of the village. We all looked down the valley and saw where gray clouds had formed. The breeze was picking up and bringing them our way.

All arguments stopped. Once harvested wheat gets wet, you have hard work trying to dry it, and if you don’t do it properly then it can go rotten.

The lads hauled on the shafts, and the cart rolled forwards. The track from the top field sloped down to the river so we kids hung off the back of the cart and dragged our feet in the dust to stop it running out of control. The last thing we needed was to be in such a rush to keep the wheat dry that we sent the whole load careering into the water.

At the bottom of the field, the track turned left and ran beside the river. We dropped off the back of the cart and ran along behind it. The wind was getting up, and the rain clouds were scurrying across the sky towards us. The young men strained between the shafts and the old men and the women hauled on the sides of the cart and pushed it from behind. The cart bounced and jolted along the rutted track, and the sheaves of wheat crackled and rustled.

I trotted along beside Arky. He was a summer younger than me and my best friend. His face was pitted all over with small craters. His mum said he had a lucky face because he had caught the pox when he was a baby, and it had marked him but not killed him.

“Faster,” Scour shouted, hobbling along and waving his stick in the air.

“We’d be home already if Scour hadn’t made such a fuss about me hauling the cart,” I said.

“Are you upset about it?” Arky said.

I thought about it. “I’m more upset that my mum is upset.” 

I was not that bothered about hauling the cart because I had more important things to think about. They were dangerous things, so dangerous that I would not even tell Arky about them.

For the last two years, I had danced the spring dance and the harvest dance, and it was a matter of life and death. When Prince Dorian came to power ten summers ago, he had announced that anyone caught doing these dances would be executed.

The track swung away from the river and we entered our village. We hurried the cart through the cluster of huts where we lived and into the village square.

“Stop,” yelled Scour.

Men and women strained to bring the cart to a halt before it crashed into the one stone building in the village, our barn. 

Scour lifted the timber bar that held the barn doors shut. The men formed a chain between the cart and the barn and unloaded the bundles of wheat. The first drops of rain began to fall as the last of the wheat was stored, and Scour shut the barn doors, dropping the bar back into place.

“A good harvest,” Scour said, and he gave a rare smile.

“Be nice if Prince Dorian’s grain collector lets us keep some of it,” our neighbor Meg said, with her arms folded. She had a thatch of gray hair and kept a small clay pipe clenched between her teeth. Whatever she smoked, it always smelled foul.

“It’s still a good harvest, whatever happens,” Scour said. 

He hobbled across the square to his own hut, the elder’s hut, which was the largest in the village. He turned at the entrance to his hut and rested on his stick.

“Someone needs to be keeping an eye on the cows,” he said.

“I’ll do it,” I volunteered.

“Good lad,” Scour said. “Keep it up and next year you’ll be between the shafts of the cart.”

I did my best to hide my total lack of enthusiasm at this prospect.
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Our village had six cows: Myrtle, Parsley, Rosemary, Sage, Thyme and Willow, as well as a bad-tempered elderly bull called His Lordship. The cows were placid creatures and easy to keep an eye on. During the day, they grazed close to the village but at night they were shut in a wooden pen on one side of the village square, to keep them safe from wolves. His Lordship had his own field, and no wolf had ever been foolish enough to attack him.

We also had hens that were kept in a small wooden shed attached to the cattle pen, but as long as they were fed, they tended to look after themselves.

I walked the cows along a track through the wood that emerged into a grassy clearing. Scour had told a story of how a manor house had stood here once, but the villagers, including his great grandfather, had burned it down and chased away the lord. A few traces of the house remained; some stones marked the outline of the walls and there was a depression where the hearth had been. Grass had long since taken over, and it provided good grazing.

The rain was heavier now and in the clearing, I had no shelter from it. I slapped the cows on their haunches and chivvied them until they had taken up a position between myself and where the track from the village entered the clearing. If anyone came from the village, I would be warned of their approach and I could stop dancing before they saw me.

I took a deep breath, ready to start the dance. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. Was I being watched? I surveyed the edges of the clearing. It would be turning dark soon; perhaps a wolf made bold with hunger was already prowling.

The sooner you do the harvest dance, the sooner you can drive the cows back to the village, I told myself.

I held my arms out, either side of me, and danced: kick, step, cross and stamp; kick step, cross and stamp. As I stamped my feet, mist seemed to rise up from the ground.

I stopped. I was sure I had heard a rustle in the trees at the edge of the clearing.

Rosemary trotted over to where the sound had come from. She would not have done that if it was a wolf.

“Who’s there?” I called out.

“Just us,” Arky said. He emerged from where he had been concealed in the trees, followed by Gumber and Jenna.

Rosemary nuzzled Gumber and he petted her. He was three summers younger than me and he was a bit slow on the uptake but the cows loved him. When he was little, Gumber had assumed His Lordship, the village bull, would be just as affectionate as the cows and he now had a permanently squashed nose and twisted lips to show for that mistake.

“What are you up to, Keth?” Jenna called as they made their way across the clearing to join me. Jenna was Gumber’s little sister. She was always with him and she did the thinking for him; she was so smart she often did the thinking for all of us. Her mother plaited her hair and it was always pulled tightly back, so you noticed how much forehead she had.

“I wanted to be alone,” I said.

“We thought we could be alone with you,” Arky said.

“All of us alone together, like we always are,” Gumber said.

“Were you dancing just now?” Jenna said. She had this way of getting straight to the point.

“Might have been,” I said.

“But you weren’t,” Arky said. “It’s cold and wet, and we should get home before the wolves start prowling.” He looked uncomfortable.

“How do you know the steps?” Jenna said.

“My dad taught me,” I said.

“But he’s dead,” Gumber said with great honesty and no tact.

“I’ve seen thirteen summers and Dorian came to take our land ten years ago,” I said. “My dad taught me the steps of the spring dance and the harvest dance as soon as I’d learned to walk.”

“What were the dances like?” Arky said. He was just too young to remember.

All I remembered were fragments, like pictures from a dream. 

“At harvest time all the villagers danced,” I said. “Everyone linked up, arm in arm, until the whole village became this huge laughing chain weaving in and out of the huts, and Scour headed the chain, throwing his stick in the air and catching it.”

“Did you dance?” Jenna said.

“In a kid’s chain,” I said. “I was between Stropper and Taggle, and then my dad whisked me up and put me on his shoulders.”

“Was the spring dance the same as the harvest dance?” Arky said.

“Different,” I said, sorting through my memories. “The harvest dance was just one evening and it took place in the village but the spring dance went on for several days out in the fields, after we’d finished sewing the seed. My dad said it scared the birds away and stopped them eating all the seed.”

I had a picture in my mind of a windy spring morning when I was two. The village top field had been cut into stiff, straight ridges of dark earth that came up to my waist. Large black birds had settled among the ridges and pecked at the seed we had planted. My dad and I and the other villagers spread out around the edges of the field. Scour raised his stick, and we danced. The birds took flight in a big black cloud that headed over to the other side of the river.

“Teach us the harvest dance,” Gumber said.

I snapped back into the present.

“We could all be executed,” Arky said, taking a step back.

If I’d opened my mouth to speak, I would have said Arky was right, and we should all go home, and I would have done the dance another day or maybe not at all. Instead, I moved my feet: kick, step, cross and stamp; kick, step, cross and stamp.

Gumber moved behind me. I glanced over my shoulder; he was following my steps. “It’s easy, Jenna,” he laughed.

Jenna watched our feet go kick, step, cross and stamp. As though in a trance she moved beside Gumber and began dancing the steps.

Mist seemed to detach itself from the trees and float across the ground towards us.

Arky looked as though he was going to burst into tears. Rain streamed down his pock- marked face while tendrils of mist seemed to prod at him like fingers. For a moment, he stood still then he moved beside me and joined in the steps.

Without even thinking about it, Arky and I linked arms, shoulder to shoulder. Jenna and Gumber linked up with Arky and with me in the lead, we became a chain dancing in a circle around the ruined manor.

I was in a trance until the loud mooing of the cows broke through. I looked at them as they parted like a curtain to reveal a figure, watching us. I stopped dancing, Arky stumbled into me, and all four of us toppled over still linked as a chain. The figure walked towards us through the mist and rain.

With a mixture of relief and alarm, I recognized the figure was my mum. I was in big trouble but it was a trouble I understood. Mum’s face was framed by the dripping hanks of her gray and red hair. She stood over us. Her eyes glowed and flicked from left to right. She looked alert, excited, and a little scary.

“We’ll never do it again,” I blurted out. “We promise.”

“Glance sharp out of the corner of your eye, Keth,” Mum said, smiling at me.

I did. For an instant, the mist was a face with holes for eyes and a gaping mouth then it became just whirling mist.

“You can’t leave the dance unfinished,” Mum said. “It won’t do to upset our friends.”

“Friends?” I shivered.

“Up you all get and on with the dance,” Mum said.

We struggled to our feet, slipping on the slick wet grass, damp and shaken.

Mum danced the steps: kick, step, cross and stamp. Our feet moved without our thinking about it. We linked arms again with Mum leading the chain and me next. I felt her warmth and confidence flowing through me and the dance became joyful. We danced three whole circuits of the ruined manor before we stopped, breathless and laughing. The mist had faded.

Mum gathered us all together in a huddle.

“None of us must ever speak about this,” she said. “If word of this got out, we would all be killed by Prince Dorian.”

We nodded, and each of us promised to be silent.

“We’d better get the cows back to the village,” Mum said.

It had turned dusk, and the light was draining from the sky. 

“I’m glad the mist has gone,” I said.

“What mist?” Arky said.

“It’s just rain, Keth,” Jenna said.

I didn’t argue but I knew what I had seen, and it frightened me.
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That evening, after we had finished our supper – a thin vegetable gruel with berries and stale bread – Mum and I stood in the entrance to our hut. The rain had passed and the night was mild. The sky was clear and we saw the splinter, a narrow golden rip that ran the length of the sky. You never saw it during the day but at night, if it was not covered by clouds, it spilled a little drizzle of light onto the ground and made the outlines of the huts stand out.

“What was the face I saw in the mist, Mum?” I asked.

“Best come inside, love,” she said, glancing around the silent village.

We moved back inside the hut and she pulled the sacking across the entrance and the window. The room was lit by the glow from our cooking fire in the center of the room. The smoke from the charred sticks of wood curled up to the ceiling and reminded me of the tendrils of mist.

“You saw a wraith,” Mum said. “The gift of seeing them runs in my side of the family. You inherited it, along with your red hair.” She smiled. Unlike other mums, my mum still had all her own teeth.

“The others didn’t even see the mist,” I said.

“We can catch a glimpse of things that other folk don’t even know are there,” Mum said. “Mind, we don’t talk about it because no one would believe us.”

Mum was right. I imagined explaining to Scour that I saw things that he could not. That would earn me a hard whack from his stick.

“Do you dance, Mum?” I said.

“Twice every year,” she said. “Once when we finish sowing the crop and once when we finish harvesting it.” 

“I wish you’d invited me,” I said, feeling a twinge of resentment. “The dance had more fun in it when you joined us.”

“I wasn’t sure you danced,” Mum said, “but I half suspected it; that’s why I came to the clearing. How long have you been doing it?”

“For a couple of years now, after ploughing and harvesting,” I said. “I was a bit surprised I still remembered the steps.”

“Some dances don’t like to be forgotten,” Mum said. “Have Arky, Gumber and Jenna danced before?”

“I think this was their first time,” I said. “They followed me. I didn’t mean to teach them the dance but it just happened.”

“The dances are like that,” Mum said.

A stick snapped in the fire and I jumped at its sharp retort. I was getting a bit spooked by the way Mum kept talking about the dances as though they were living things.

Something else was nagging at me; I had seen a bit of mist the last time I danced the spring dance but not before, and I had never seen a face in the mist until this afternoon.

“How come I saw a face and so much mist this time?” I said.

“You’re growing into a man, Keth, and your gift is quickening,” Mum said.

“Just like going between the shafts of the cart.” I said, feeling a bit gloomy. It wasn’t that I minded growing up, it was just I wanted more control over it. All these things were happening to me, without me having any say in them.

“We should get some sleep,” Mum said. “We’ll have hard work tomorrow.”

I kissed Mum goodnight then I hung up a piece of cloth to separate the corner of the hut where I slept from the rest of the room. We had only begun doing that since last winter. It was another part of growing up.

I lay awake for a long while, thinking. Why had I begun dancing two years ago? 

I had thought the answer was simple. Ten years ago, Prince Dorian arrived in our land and claimed it as his own. My dad and the other men in the village not too old to fight joined a large army to persuade Dorian that he was mistaken. Now, we only had old men and young men in the village; all the men who would have been between them in age never came back from the battle with Prince Dorian, except for my dad, and he only came back to die.

I was now old enough to want my revenge on the Prince. My doing the dances that the Prince had banned was my first small act of rebellion. I’d thought I was in charge of the dances, but now I wondered if the dances were controlling me.

It was a comfort to hear my mum’s gentle snoring from the other side of the cloth. 
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Chapter 2 – The Grain Collector
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For the three days following our completing the harvest, the weather was fine and everyone in the village worked hard, threshing the wheat. 

In the center of the village square was a flat surface of paved stones laid out in a circle, with limestone mortar filling the cracks between the stones. The wheat was carried from the barn and laid out flat on the stones. Gumber was in charge of walking our cows in pairs, round and round in a circle on the stones, crushing the wheat with their hooves. This separated the grains from the stalks.

The women of the village tossed the mixture of grain and stalks into the air while the men beat blankets to create a breeze. The heavier grain fell straight back down but the lighter stalks blew a little way away. We kids were responsible for scooping up the grain and putting it in sacks while the men raked up the stalks to use as feed for the cows over the winter.

It was late in the afternoon of the third day after the harvest when we finished threshing the final batch of grain. All the bending and lifting had left me so sore that I was hobbling around like Scour.

“KWAA, KWAA, KWAA.” The air was split by the raucous cackling of ravens.

I straightened up and watched as a swarm of them flew into the village square. Every year these miserable flying rats heralded the arrival of the grain collector on the following day.

The ravens settled on the roof of the barn making macabre silhouettes, with the setting sun behind them. The biggest raven, sleek and fat, flew down to the stone circle where we had threshed the wheat and pecked at the one or two grains we had missed. 

“They always seem to know when to arrive,” Chivel said.

“When the ravens call, the grain collector will not be far behind,” Scour said. “I think he will be here tomorrow morning.”

Scour made it sound like a piece of ancient wisdom handed down from father to son over hundreds of years, but actually the grain collector had only been coming since Prince Dorian had taken over our land ten years ago.

“Last year he took so much of our grain, we almost starved over the winter,” Mum said.

“Every year he takes more,” Meg said, puffing hard on her pipe and sending up little clouds of smoke.

I had edged my way behind the raven that was pecking around our stone circle. I picked up a stone, weighed it in my hand then tossed it. My aim was good. At the last moment, the raven hopped to one side and the stone hit the spot where it had stood. It turned and eyed me balefully.

The ravens took off from the roof of the barn with a great creaking of wings. The raven I’d tossed a stone at launched itself straight at my face. Its beak was like the blade of a knife. I ducked and fell over backwards. The blast of air from its wings struck my face as it flew over me.

“You shouldn’t have thrown that stone at it, Keth,” Mum scolded me.

“Why don’t we hide some of our grain from the grain collector?” Jenna said.

“Behave yourself, girl,” Jenna’s mum snapped.

It was normally my job to ask the questions people wanted to remain unspoken. I already knew the answer to this one because I’d asked my mum years ago.

“They tried that in the village of Ratcheth,” Scour said. “The ravens found the grain and pecked out the eyes of all the villagers.”
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Next morning we woke to a drizzling rain; the kind that soaks its way through your clothes without you noticing it. Mum and I joined the other villagers waiting in the village square for the arrival of the grain collector. People stood around in little groups, muttering and looking worried. No one raised their voice.

Scour and Chivel sat on the wall of the dead garden, looking washed out and faded as though they had been stacked there for burning. 

The dead garden was on the opposite side of the square to the cattle pens. In spite of its name, it was the most colorful place in the village. It was a piece of ground enclosed by a waist-high, dry-stone wall. When a villager died, their body was burned and the ashes were sprinkled in the dead garden. At the moment, white, yellow, and pink flowers, growing as tall as the wall, were blooming.

Gannett, Stropper, and Taggle didn’t sit but stood looking serious, with their shoulders hunched and scuffing their feet in the dirt. A few years before I would have been able to provoke a playful scrap with them, especially Taggle, the youngest of the three, but now they were adult, solemn and miserable. 

My mum stood with Meg, they were talking in low murmurs. They had their arms folded and lips pursed.

No one was doing anything or going anywhere until the grain collector had been. He took a count of everyone in the village and used that to calculate how much grain to leave us, so you had to be there.

Arky, Gumber, Jenna, and I were flicking pebbles against the wall of the barn, seeing who could get their pebble closest to the wall. We did not talk about the dancing. I wondered if we ever would.

I was bored.

“Let’s go to the edge of the woods and run back and tell the villagers when we hear the grain collector’s cart approaching,” I said.

“What if we miss it, and we’re not in the village, and we don’t get counted?” Arky said.

“How do you miss a cart?” I said. “They’re big. They make a lot of noise. What do you think, Gumber?”

Gumber looked at Jenna to tell him what to think.

Jenna was no good at flicking pebbles so I knew she would be happy to do almost anything else.

“The cart isn’t going to sneak past us,” Jenna said. “Let’s do it.”

We slipped away from the village square and we were soon marching up the track leading to the town of Brackford, from where the cart was coming.
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When we reached the edge of the woods, we stopped. We sat down and waited, getting bored again, but in a different spot. 

“We could climb a tree,” I said.

“Any one you had in mind?” Arky asked, looking at the woods.

“The tallest one,” I said. “Then we can see the grain collector approaching.”

“You’d just see the tops of the other trees,” Jenna said.

I was the oldest kid there and it was my duty to take the lead. “I’ll climb the tree and you all wait below,” I said.

We found a tree with a wide trunk, next to the road. Arky and Gumber boosted me up; I got hold of the lowest branch and swung myself up.

Tree climbing is easy as long as you don’t look down. I swarmed up the tree. I only noticed how thin the branches were getting when one snapped beneath my feet. As I clung on, the tree moved in the breeze. I regained my foothold. The drizzle had made the branches slippery.

I looked around. I saw lots of green, with flashes of orange where the leaves were beginning to change color. I had a grand view of the other trees but little else. I looked down but I could not see the ground, just more leaves and branches.

“Are you okay, Keth?” A distant shout from down below reached me.

“Fine,” I shouted back.

A clamor of voices bubbled up from below.

“Did you hear that?” Arky said.

“Hear what?” Gumber said.

“Shut up and listen,” Arky said.

“Shut up yourself,” Gumber said.

“Shut up both of you,” Jenna said.

Their voices fell silent. I listened as well. I thought I heard a jangle of harness carried on the breeze.

Once more the voices rose up from below.

“They’re here,” Arky said.

“We’ve got to tell the village,” Jenna said.

I heard rapidly retreating footsteps as my comrades ran back to the village.

The smart move would have been to stay where I was. I can always spot a smart move by the way it occurs to me long after I’ve done something dumb. I decided to climb down the tree. This was when I remembered that getting up a tree is the easy part; getting down is when things get tricky.

The technical term for the quickest way to get down from a tree is falling. Initially, I tried to avoid using this technique but halfway down, I slipped from a branch. What saved me was that rather than a single, big, bone-breaking fall, I made a series of smaller falls, dropping from branch to branch, taking a thump from each one, but collecting no more than bruises and grazes.

I landed in a heap at the foot of the tree. I looked up, amazed at being alive and saw two soldiers pointing loaded bows at me.

I was lucky that my fall had numbed me so I was unable to make any sudden movement. 

I heard the plod of hooves and the creak of an approaching cart. I stared at the men. They didn’t stare back but darted glances around the wood.

“I fell out of a tree,” I said, wanting to be helpful. “It’s not an ambush.”

The word ambush seemed to make them even more jumpy, and they peered hard into the trees.

A procession came into view. It was headed by the grain collector, a hook-nosed man wearing a black woolen cloak, with a hood that fit tightly over his head. He sat astride a strutting black horse. Next came a high-sided wooden cart hauled by a huge, shaggy, gray horse. Sitting on the cart holding the reins was a gray-haired man dressed in a gray smock. On a rail at the back of the cart perched the ravens, each one eyeing me. Bringing up the rear were two guards, one fat and red-faced, the other thin and pale.

“Ambush,” one of the bowmen said.

The grain collector looked at me and scowled. As ambushes went, I was a disappointment.

“Welcome to the village of Mottle,” I said and smiled. I tried to stand up and bow but sat back down again, still dizzy from the fall.

“On your feet, Red,” the grain collector said.

I guessed he was referring to my red hair. I stood up, this time with more success.

“Mottle is famous for its rain and many different colored mosses,” I said, wanting to give him some local color. 

“Walk in front, Red,” the grain collector ordered. “In silence,” he added, before I could continue with my description of the village.
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I led the procession along the road to Mottle. When we arrived in the village square, Scour rolled his eyes at seeing me at its head. I cast a hard look at Arky, Gumber, and Jenna, who had just remembered they had left their comrade in the lurch. I ignored them and went over to stand by Mum and Meg.

The grain collector dismounted. He was tall with broad shoulders that tapered down to a narrow waist and long spindly legs. He wore black tights, which made his boney knees stand out, and black leather boots with sharp pointed toes. With his black hood fitted tight over his head, he looked just like one of his ravens. He swiveled his head slowly, examining us all.

Scour hobbled over to the barn door and pushed it open. The grain collector stalked over and peered inside.

“I trust this is all the grain and nothing has been hidden?” the grain collector said. He stared hard at each of us in turn, as though he saw right through to the back of our heads.

The ravens launched themselves into the air. We waited in silence, and the only sound was the flapping of their wings as they flew among the village huts. One by one, they returned to perch on the rail at the back of the cart.

“Are all the villagers present?” the grain collector asked.

“All of us, even the village idiot,” Scour said, flicking a glance in my direction.

“Remove eight sacks of grain from the barn and prop them up against the wall,” the grain collector said.

I leaped with joy. The grain collector was leaving us with most of our grain. We would not go hungry over the winter, and we would even have some grain spare to trade at Brackford Market. Mum put her hand on my shoulder to calm me down.

Scour pointed his stick at Gannett, Stropper, and Taggle. The three lads hurried into the barn, bumping into each other in their haste to bring out the eight sacks so they could be loaded on to the cart, and the grain collector would be on his way before he had a change of heart.

“What will we buy at the market?” Meg whispered. 

“Warm winter blankets,” Mum murmured.

“Chivel’s been talking about a new bull to replace His Lordship,” Meg whispered. She sucked on her pipe, making the bowl glow orange.

“I think he’s trying to give Scour a hint,” Mum murmured.

Meg giggled and coughed. Puffs of smoke leaked from her mouth.

In no time at all eight full sacks of grain leaned against the wall of the barn.

The grain collector smiled. It was a thin-lipped and cruel smile that did not reach his eyes; my heart sank.

“Now remove all the other sacks of grain and load them onto the cart,” he said.

We were being left with only eight sacks of grain to live on.

“Have mercy, sir,” Scour pleaded, “We won’t all survive the winter on so little.”

“You should let the weakest among you die so the rest can eat their share,” the grain collector said.

For a moment, I thought Scour would raise his stick at the grain collector; his knuckles were white as his hand clenched it. The bowmen notched arrows while the fat guard and the thin guard drew their cudgels.

We outnumbered them, but the moment passed. Scour sighed and ordered the men of the village to form a line from the barn to the cart. The sacks of grain were handed from man to man and tossed up on to the cart.

In a short while, the procession was ready to move off. The shaggy horse twitched its shoulders and the laden cart lurched forwards. We watched as our dreams of full stomachs and warm blankets retreated before our eyes.

The horse had left its own comment on the proceedings; a pile of steaming droppings. I scooped up a handful. The fat guard and the thin guard, walking behind the cart, were still in range. I hesitated. Which guard should I aim at? The fat one, I decided. He was a larger target. I drew back my arm, ready to throw.

My mum yanked my arm hard and the droppings fell from my hand. The fat guard turned to look back at us. Mum had her arm tight around my shoulder.

“Wave,” she whispered.

We waved at him and the guard stared at us, shook his head, then turned, and walked away.

“You’re an idiot sometimes, Keth,” Mum said in a fierce whisper.

“Yeah, well, if everyone else is so smart, why are we all going hungry?” I whispered back.

I wasn’t trying to be nasty but I was angry at the way we did nothing when we were being bullied. Someone takes away all the grain you’ve struggled all year to grow and you scarcely manage a murmur of complaint. 

“We’re all going to starve to death, sir.”

“Well spotted, humble peasant. You’re quite right.”

“Very good, sir, I was just checking, sir.”

Mum tugged at my sleeve, distracting me from my thoughts.

“Watch this,” Mum whispered.

She gave a small twitch of her right arm and a leather strap slipped from her sleeve into her hand. She picked a pebble out of her pocket with her left hand and placed it on the leather strap. 

“What are you up to?” I whispered. The guards were now out of throwing range.

Mum raised her right arm, whirled the leather strap three times above her head then flicked her wrist.

The pebble zinged through the air and a moment later the fat guard gave a distant bellow of pain and held his bum. He stared at us, his face crinkled up with suspicion. The strap had disappeared back down Mum’s sleeve and she had dropped her arm.

The thin guard said something and the fat guard shrugged. It couldn’t have been us; we were out of range; it must have been a wasp. They plodded on after the cart with the fat guard rubbing his bum.

“Where did you learn to do that, Mum?” I said, grinning at her.

“My brothers taught me,” she said with a gentle smile.

I remembered three huge laughing red-haired men who had visited us once when I was little and tossed me high into the air and caught me. All three of them had died fighting against Prince Dorian.

***
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Just before dusk, everyone met in the village square.

Scour spoke first. “I don’t see any point in us going to the market at Brackford,” he said. “We have nothing to trade. Every other village will be in the same position. No one will have any joy to share. We’re better off saving our energy for the long winter months ahead.”

I gaped in disbelief at what I was hearing. Market day at Brackford was the most exciting day of the year. People from all the surrounding villages gathered together and there were games and stalls and a cattle auction and best of all, there was a troupe of strolling players putting on plays that were so exciting you forgot you were hungry. The more miserable things were here in Mottle, the more important it was that we went to Brackford Market.

I was about to tell Scour to stop talking rot when my mum’s elbow dug sharply into my ribs and took my breath away. Only adults were allowed to speak at the meeting, even if they talked nonsense.

“I think you’re right, Scour,” Chivel said, and his saggy face drooped down even further.

“But I wanted to have an ale at the Flaming Cockerel,” Taggle said. He was the youngest adult and had only taken his place between the shafts of the cart two summers ago.

“The ale is so weak now you might as well drink water,” Stropper said.

“And we have no coin,” Gannett said, clinching the argument.

I was going to speak up and give Taggle a bit of support but Mum gave me a look that was as sharp as her elbows, and I shut up.

“How are your cousins doing, Meg, the ones from Bledger?” Mum asked Meg loudly.

“As well as can be expected. Mind, I’ve not spoken to them since last market day,” Meg replied.

People started thinking about all the folk who lived in the other villages, and who they only ever saw once a year at Brackford Market.

“You can’t go to a market with nothing to trade,” Scour said.

“We’re trading gossip,” Meg said.

“Swapping misery more like,” Scour said. “Where’s the use in that?”

“If no one goes to the market then the market will die,” Mum said.

“Maybe it’s for the best,” Scour said.

Mum looked sad and fell silent. Had Scour defeated her? Was I going to have to sneak off to the market by myself? 

No one spoke as the light began to fade and the midges buzzed about us.

Scour coughed, clearing his throat, ready to call the meeting closed.

“How long has the market being going?” Mum asked.

“My grandfather told me he went there as a child,” Scour said, “and he said that his grandfather said that he had been but a baby when he was taken to the first market at Brackford.”

I struggled to get my head around such a length of time. 

“Long time,” Mum said softly.

“Long time,” Meg echoed.

“Your grandfather’s grandfather was a baby,” Taggle said to Scour and shook his head in amazement. “The market has been going on so long it doesn’t seem right for us to be the ones to stop it.”

Scour poked his stick into the dirt and worried at his upper lip with his two remaining stumps of teeth. I watched as, inside Scour’s head, respect for ancient tradition battled with the need to snuff out any spark of joy from village life. 

“We have to go,” Scour said, and that was settled. Ancient tradition had won.

I grinned up at Mum. She was trying to keep her face respectful and composed but I saw the sly smile twitching at the corners of her lips.
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Chapter 3 – Brackford Market
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Market day at Brackford fell five days after our visit from the grain collector. Mum woke me an hour before dawn. I dressed quickly, putting on my woolen breeches, a cloth shirt that had so many patches it was more patch than shirt and a sheepskin jerkin. Last of all, I put on my prized possession, a pair of battered leather boots that had belonged to Taggle and a dozen village kids before him. He had outgrown them. They were still too big for me, but I padded them with straw and that made them warm as well. Mum and I ate breakfast together. I had just enough porridge in my bowl to remind me how hungry I was. 

We joined the other villagers and prepared to set off for Brackford. In previous years, we had dragged the village cart along with us, the young men taking it in turns to pull it. This year we left it behind as we had nothing to put in it and we’d be bringing nothing back.

We left our fields behind and followed the track into the woods. It was a fine morning, with the promise of sunshine later, but we marched in sullen silence. In previous years, we had sung songs but this year people lacked the enthusiasm, even for ‘The Turnip Song.’ I tried singing it but no one joined in and, worse, no one bothered to tell me to shut up.

At length we emerged from the woods. We









[image: ]
















[image: ]
















[image: ]

















[image: ]































[image: ]



































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
PPRENTICE '
Al FQ

7 Btk One of the
Nobody ¢
Fool Quartet





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





