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Jake sneezed hard into his hand: blood
mixed with snot in his palm. In a moment the heavy rain had washed
it away.

‘Vous êtes chiens et
démons,’ shouted the old woman tugging at his left stirrup. She
shouted some other words in a harsh raw voice, and shook her fist
at Jake. Rain-water streamed down the gullies of her face like a
waterfall of tears.

‘I don’t speak your
stupid French,’ he shouted down at her in English. His horse moved
skittishly under him and he pulled back on the reins to stop it.
The old woman tugged at his left leg.

‘Get off, crone!’ Jake
shouted.

Burnell, the tall man-at-arms,
dismounted and strode towards her. With his studded leather gloves
he smashed her hard across the face, drawing blood, knocking out
her last teeth to leave her sprawling with a splash in the mud.
Burnell sat on her stomach, drew a dagger and held it to the old
woman’s throat.

‘Now then you old
witch,’ said Burnell, ‘Tell us where they’ve hidden the food or I
kill you right now.’

Jake turned away as Burnell hit the
woman again. He heard the pig-like squeal of her last breath
escaping as he cut her throat. Jake clenched his jaw; he hated this
war.

Jake sneezed again, and again. He held
his nose with one hand, but he lost his grip on the reins as his
horse snorted and stamped in annoyance, and another sneeze burst
from his sore nostrils. Damn you, you old nag, thought Jake, I know
you’re hungry too; be patient. He hadn’t given the horse a name; he
hadn’t thought it worthwhile as they died so quickly from lack of
fodder.

Jake managed to get his sneezing under
control. The other men in the small foraging party led by Sir
Robert hunted through the houses, sheds and barns. Sir Robert had
taken what was left of his small retinue, three men-at-arms and six
archers including Jake, and left the main army two days ago under
cover of night. He had said that the villages in the hills might
have food, and perhaps some manor house that may offer chance for
pillage. But each village they encountered had been like this one:
empty of people and devoid of provisions. The crone now lying dead
in the mud was the only living person they’d encountered so
far.
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