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      Sure enough, after the initial surge, the mob, resembling some obscene monster, backed away from the line, and the confidence that they had displayed began to be replaced with fear. The grim reality of swords versus clubs, of bottles versus shields and armour, began to sink in. You could see it in the face of the townsfolk; the sudden look of terror as they realized what was about to happen. Gerald was glad. They would retreat, and the already tense situation would be over. The troops would have stopped the mob, and things would return to normal. All that changed in an instant.

      As the crowd began to cautiously back away, the captain found his voice.

      "Kill them!" he screamed. "Kill them all!"

      Gerald looked up with horror at the captain’s orders, "My lord, the people are dispersing, we should hold the line!"

      Captain Walters had a wild look in his eyes. His fear had overcome him, and he looked down with rage at his sergeant.

      "Do as I say, Sergeant! Kill the stinking peasants!"

      Gerald heard a yell come from the soldiers, and suddenly the terror they had held in for so long was unleashed, and they surged forward. This was no organized manoeuvre, but a mad rush at the enemy, many of whom had turned their backs to run. It was too late to stop it. The captain was yelling and screaming incoherently at the men.

      The sergeant stepped forward, determined to stop the madness, but collapsed to the ground, his leg giving out beneath him. He sat, stunned for a moment, staring at the pool of blood forming around him. He’d been cut in the assault, but the numbleaf and adrenaline had prevented him from feeling it. Now, he was bleeding out, too weak to do anything but look on in horror as his life ebbed out of him.

      "How did I get here?" he wondered. "How did my life culminate in bleeding to death in this stinking street, of all places?"
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      THE sun was hot, and for what felt like the tenth time that morning, he removed his helmet to wipe the sweat from his brow, absently flinging the moisture from his hand. He cursed the heat yet again as the stink of the slums curled around his nostrils, causing him to gag. Even as he stood, someone emptied a chamber bucket from a second-storey window, the contents splattering to the ground. The waiting was agonizing, particularly with his old leg wound throbbing painfully. The men stood with their backs to him, waiting for the mob to appear, while beside him, the captain, Lord Walters, sat upon his steed surveying the street, as if it held some hidden secret. The line of men stretched across the road from the tavern on the right, to the general goods store on the left. The shopkeepers had already barricaded their doors by the time the troops had taken up their station, fearful of the coming bloodshed.

      It had been a harsh winter, and the last harvest had been one of the worst in years. The city was starving, and the poorer sections of town had risen up in protest. This morning, word had come from the Palace ordering the troops to prevent any rioting from making its way into the more prosperous areas of the capital, Wincaster.

      The soldiers stood with weapons drawn, relaxed but alert. Sergeant Matheson wiped the sweat from his forehead again. It was far too hot. Tempers would flare; there would be trouble, he could feel it in his bones.

      The captain, tired of watching the street, looked down at his sergeant.

      "Sergeant Matheson!" he yelled in an overly loud voice.

      The sergeant looked up at the lord and noticed he was nervous; the man’s eyes shifted back and forth. He was trying to sound confident, but the cracked voice betrayed his fear.

      "Have the soldiers move closer together!"

      Gerald Matheson had been a soldier almost his entire life. For more than twenty years he had served his country, mostly in the Northern Wars. Now, he was here, on the street, being told by an untried officer how to conduct his men.

      "Yes, my lord!" he replied back.

      He knew there was no use in arguing, so he gave the command and the soldiers moved together. After carrying out the manoeuvre, they did not entirely cover the width of the street, leaving their flanks exposed. Gerald had thought of forming a single line, but a shield wall needed men in a second rank to help support it. Here he was with only twenty men, stretched across the road in a sparse double line. A company was fifty soldiers on paper, but the realities were far different here in the capital. With the crown holding the purse strings, most were lucky to have thirty men. On top of that, with sick and wounded, his company could barely scrape together twenty at any one time. He looked up at the officer and knew that Lord Walters failed to grasp the danger of their situation.

      He glanced over at the far end of the line and immediately realized it was sloppy. He cursed under his breath, now he would have to walk over there to see to it himself. He wondered if he should take his numbleaf, but decided against it; better to be in discomfort and alert than to have his senses dulled. With the first step forward, his leg threatened to buckle as the unwelcome, but familiar shooting pain returned. He stopped to catch his breath as he examined the line, trying to hide his weakness. His hand instinctively sought out his belt pouch, and he withdrew a small, pale green leaf. The line was still facing forward; no one was watching him. He looked at the small leaf in his hand and was overcome with guilt knowing that each one cost him dearly. The bulk of his pay funded the relief he now sought. He was tempted to put it away, but he knew he would welcome the relief the leaf would bring. He popped it in his mouth, looking around conspiratorially, lest anyone see his actions.

      He quickly chewed the leaf, and as soon as the skin was broken, he felt the effects. The slightly minty taste enveloped his mouth and then the blessed numbness soaked into his limbs. His leg no longer pained him, but he knew his senses were dulled. He cursed the Norland blade that had wreaked so much damage. Looking back toward the line, he saw that Henderson was still out of place, and he began moving again, hobbling down the line to stand behind the man.

      “Henderson,” he said, “move forward, you're in a battle line, not a brothel.”

      The man moved forward, and the sergeant stared at him a moment.

      “Where’s your helmet man?” he yelled.

      Henderson looked back at him and blushed, “Left it in the brothel, Sergeant.”

      The soldiers around him laughed at the joke. The man had likely sold it for some coins to buy drink, but now the mistake could very well cost him his life. The laughter died down. They were good men, but inexperienced in combat, and he wondered, not for the first time today, if they would do their duty. He knew they were nervous; he must keep them occupied so they wouldn’t focus on their fears.

      In an undertone, he uttered, "All right lads, when you see the mob, I want you to spread out to your left. Never mind what his lordship says."

      The muttered response indicated they understood. He casually strolled over to the other end of the line and repeated the same command. Confident that everything was taken care of, he marched back to the captain and stood beside him. The officer’s horse, already skittish, shied away from him, while the rider tried to maintain control over his mount.

      "It’s cursed hot out here today Sergeant!" his lordship exclaimed, trying to sound calm.

      "Yes, my lord," he answered.

      The officer was nervous; he was trying too hard to appear nonchalant. For a captain who barely spoke to his social inferiors, he was positively chatty. Gerald had stood with officers behind a line before. Lord Fitzwilliam of Bodden had an easygoing attitude toward his men. His capacity to entrust his sergeants to carry out orders had inspired their loyalty, but that was the frontier. Here, in the cesspit of the kingdom, the quality of officers was limited to those who spent most of their time socializing with the elite rather than training.

      He stood still and waited as the sun grew hotter. Noon was approaching, and his right leg began to ache again. Had the numbleaf worn off already? Each time he sought relief with the remedy, it was less effective, and now he could barely get a morning out of a single leaf. He hobbled back and forth behind the men to try to hide his unease, knowing the pain would return shortly. He had reached the end of the line and turned, beginning to retrace his steps when he heard a noise in the distance. He stopped to listen; a dull roar echoed through the streets.

      "Shields!" he yelled as he made his way back to the captain. "They're approaching, my lord!"

      "Steady men," the officer yelled, rather unnecessarily. The soldiers stood at the ready, shields to the front, swords held up, braced to receive the enemy. Gerald would have hoped to form a proper shield wall with their shields interlocked, but the men here had no such training.

      Two blocks down, a swarm of people rounded the corner. They strode confidently, brandishing clubs, daggers, and even broken bottles. There were old men, young men, women, even children in the crowd yelling and screaming. When they saw the soldiers lined up across the street, it was as if a tidal wave was released. The mob surged forward, increasing their speed. He saw the soldiers begin to shift.

      "Hold your positions!" he yelled.

      The last thing he needed was the soldiers to break and run. He drew his sword and walked behind the line, peering over his men’s shoulders to see the oncoming mass of humanity. It was the job of the sergeant to make sure soldiers didn't run from battle. In the North, he was confident that every man would do his duty, but here, there was not the same level of dedication.

      "Wilkins, lift up that sword!" Gerald yelled. "Smith, plant your feet properly, or you'll be knocked down."

      He distracted the men, made them think about what they were doing rather than focusing on the mob. The officer was yelling something, but he didn't give a damn.

      "Here they come, steady… steady… hold your ground!"

      The mob slowed, then stopped short of the line, jeering at the soldiers that barred their way. He couldn’t blame them. The king had been brutal in his suppression of past riots. The crowd was hungry and desperate, and he knew desperate people would do desperate things. Somewhere in the throng, yelling started; he watched people trying to gather the courage to attack.

      “Don’t do it,” he said under his breath, “don’t throw your lives away.”

      “What was that Sergeant?” said the captain.

      “Nothing, my lord, just keeping the men in line,” he lied.

      The noise in front grew more intense, and then suddenly, bottles and rocks were being thrown. Most hit the shields doing no damage, but Gerald saw the poor bloody fool Henderson take a hit to the head. The man collapsed like a rag doll, and then the anchor at the end of the line was gone. The yelling intensified. He knew it was only a moment before the crowd attacked. He moved as quickly as he could to Henderson’s position and dragged the fallen man back from the impending onslaught. A sudden primal scream emanated from the middle of the press of people, giving them the courage to surge forward. He stepped over Henderson’s body quickly, grabbing the man’s shield as he drew his own sword just in time.

      The rioters hit the wall like water breaking against rocks. A thunderous sound erupted as bodies slammed into the wall of soldiers. The line moved back at least a foot and a half, but it held. He knew that if they could only continue to hold, the crowd would give up. He didn't want to have to kill these people. He silently prayed for them to retreat, but they clawed and stabbed with their makeshift weapons. The soldiers occasionally struck back with their swords, but mostly they hid behind their shields, trying not to be hit themselves. During the war, a soldier who didn't fight back was considered cowardly. Here, he was thankful, for perhaps blood on both sides would be spared because of their inexperience.

      Sure enough, after the initial surge, the mob, resembling some obscene monster, backed away from the line, and the confidence that they had displayed began to be replaced with fear. The grim reality of swords versus clubs, of bottles versus shields and armour, began to sink in. You could see it in the face of the townsfolk; the sudden look of terror as they realized what was about to happen. Gerald was glad. They would retreat, and the already tense situation would be over. The troops would have stopped the mob, and things would return to normal. All that changed in an instant.

      As the crowd began to cautiously back away, the captain found his voice.

      "Kill them!" he screamed. "Kill them all!"

      Gerald looked up with horror at the captain’s orders, "My lord, the people are dispersing, we should hold the line!"

      Captain Walters had a wild look in his eyes. His fear had overcome him, and he looked down with rage at his sergeant.

      "Do as I say, Sergeant! Kill the stinking peasants!"

      Gerald heard a yell come from the soldiers, and suddenly the terror they had held in for so long was unleashed, and they surged forward. This was no organized manoeuvre, but a mad rush at the enemy, many of whom had turned their backs to run. It was too late to stop it. The captain was yelling and screaming incoherently at the men.

      The sergeant stepped forward, determined to stop the madness, but collapsed to the ground, his leg giving out beneath him. He sat, stunned for a moment, staring at the pool of blood forming around him. He’d been cut in the assault, but the numbleaf and adrenaline had prevented him from feeling it. Now, he was bleeding out, too weak to do anything but look on in horror as his life ebbed out of him.

      “How did I get here?” he wondered. “How did my life culminate in bleeding to death in this stinking street, of all places?”
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      It was a gorgeous, hot summer day, and a ten-year-old Gerald Matheson ran through the field with the energy of youth. Ahead, through the long grass, he saw Calum’s tail poking above the tall blades as he wandered left and right, hot on the trail of something. With the seeds planted, there was little else that needed to be done. He had taken their dog down to the stream at the far end of the woods to see if the fish were biting. The warm sun had soon caused him to drowse off, and now he must hurry back to the farm for dinner. He knew the woods would slow him down, so with youthful enthusiasm, he ran across the field that straddled the north end of the trees; the longer, but faster route back.

      He stopped to catch his breath, recognizing he would soon be within sight of the farm. Once he rounded the edge of the woods, the rest of the journey was all downhill. He called out to Calum, but the beast was ahead of him barking, no doubt tracking a hare or field mouse. Drawing a deep breath, he continued on his way, confident the dog would manage to catch up with him, as he always did. He slowed his pace to conserve his strength, finally clearing the long grass. Ahead the dog was standing in an open area, barking at something to the south. He slowed to a walking pace and began to look around cautiously. Was some creature lurking in the woods? Were there wolves about?

      Hearing the whinny of a horse made him gather that the farm must have some visitors. No doubt a patrol from Bodden was in the area, checking up on them. He cleared the northern edge of the woods and turned south, toward the farm, catching a whiff of something in the air - smoke. He gazed off to the south, suddenly freezing, paralyzed by the sight that befell his eyes. Off in the distance, his family’s farm was engulfed in flames.

      The thatched roof of the house was burning furiously, while a group of men overran the homestead. Two held torches while they walked along the barn and used them to set fire to the roof. A third man stood nearby, holding the reins of the horses, while a fourth had his sword drawn, ready for action.

      Gerald’s eyes went wild, for on the ground were two bodies, and he knew in an instant they were his parents. He was frozen with fear, watching in horror as the barn lit up in flames.

      Calum growled, running forward towards the men, but Gerald, looking on with horror, could only watch as the dog bore down on the attackers. The man with the sword turned at the sound, waiting, while Calum closed the distance. He struck the beast down with a single swing. All Gerald heard was a sudden yelp, and then Calum too was among the dead. The man by the horses yelled, and suddenly Gerald was snapped out of his trance.

      “Over there,” the man yelled, pointing at Gerald, “get him!”

      The two men carrying the torches threw them into the barn on the way to their horses. The warrior with the sword started jogging directly towards the young lad.

      Gerald turned and ran in panic. He heard the sounds of horses behind him. Cursing, he changed direction, crashing into the woods. He knew the forest well, recognized all the paths and obstructions; using the forest for cover was his only chance to survive. Through the dense underbrush he went, feeling the sting of branches as they whipped across his face, but his fear drove him. In his haste to escape, he had not been paying attention, and now he found himself in an unfamiliar part of the woods. He cast his eyes about, looking for identifiable landmarks and found none.

      Closing his eyes, he tried to fight the panic for the second time this day; this was no time to lose his head. He opened his eyes and looked about, his sight resting on a broken branch. I must arm myself, he thought. He had visions of fighting off his pursuers but quickly came to the conclusion that he would be severely outmatched.

      He realized sprinting as fast as he could was not the solution. He struggled to steady his breath, to lessen his chance of detection. What should he do? Where should he go? He closed his eyes again and concentrated on taking controlled breaths.

      “Think it through,” he thought, “I’ve got raiders looking for me, they have to be from Norland. Where will I be safe? Bodden Keep, it’s my only chance.”

      With his plan formulated, he plunged back into the undergrowth heading south towards Bodden, aware it would be a long journey, but he felt it was his only hope. He headed further south, no longer sure of the distance travelled. The light was beginning to fade, and he needed to find some shelter. The sounds of pursuit had long since faded, but he was aware he could not go back. Completely exhausted from his flight, he finally halted, confident that they would not find him; but now the challenge was to survive the night.

      Off in the distance, he thought he heard the faint sound of running water, so he made his way toward it. Sure enough, he came across a small stream, and he knelt, thankful for this small mercy. After drinking his fill, he sat down and surveyed the area. There was a large tree that had long ago fallen; its trunk supported on one end by its upturned roots, the other sprawled across the ground. Nearby, were some smaller, younger trees, and he began to break off their branches. Laying these across the fallen tree’s trunk, he formed a small shelter. It wouldn’t keep him dry if it rained, but it just might hide him from wild animals. Walking around, picking up more branches from the ground, he spotted some mushrooms. He had always hated how his mother had made him help in the kitchen, but now, he thanked her, for he knew these mushrooms were safe to eat. Once washed off in the stream, he hungrily devoured them. All that was left to do this horrible night was to crawl into his makeshift shelter and fall into a fitful sleep.

      

      The early sunrise spread through the forest, the sun’s rays striking Gerald’s face through a gap in the sticks, waking him. Crawling out of the shelter, he looked to the south as he drank thirstily from the stream. He remembered there was a stream near Bodden and hoped this was the same one. He stayed close to the water’s edge as he walked, keeping an eye out for more mushrooms.

      He came across a parchberry bush along the stream. Once again, he was thankful for his mother’s knowledge of the land, for she had warned him against eating them. He smiled at the memory. They were not poisonous, she had said, but they would fill him up, not leaving room for dinner. Gathering a small number and tossing them into his mouth, he quickly realized how they got their name. They absorbed all the moisture from his mouth, leaving him feeling as if he had a mouth full of wool. He spat them out in disgust and kept moving.

      The sun was now nearing its height, and he stopped to rest, sitting on a rock that jutted out into the stream. Off in the distance he heard a snort and froze, straining his ears to hear more. Sure enough, another snort came his way and then he heard the sound of something moving through water. He ran to the water’s edge, ducking behind a tree, watching and listening carefully.

      Horses could be heard long before he saw them. There were six men in the group, all warriors. The leader was wearing a chain hauberk. As they drew even with him, he saw the coat of arms of Bodden upon the man’s saddle. Gerald staggered out from the trees.

      “My lord!” he cried out. He heard the rasp of steel as two of the men drew their swords.

      “Hold,” the leader said, raising his hand in the air.

      The horses stopped, and the man looked down at him, “Are you the Matheson boy?”

      Gerald was bewildered and stood, mute, looking at the man.

      “We’ve been looking for you; we saw the smoke from the farm yesterday. It’s all right. I’m Lord Richard Fitzwilliam, one of the baron’s sons.” He held out his hand and used his fingers to beckon him forward.

      Gerald moved closer and looked up. The lord before him was young, not much older than Gerald himself, but the finely made armour he wore had seen battle. He sat upon his horse with the ease of someone bred to the saddle. Gerald looked to the other horsemen, and witnessed their instant obedience; this was a man that commanded respect. As Lord Richard offered his hand, the frightened boy met his gaze and recognized the kindness in his eyes. Richard pulled him up to his horse, and he took up a seat behind the lord.

      “You’re lucky we found you, there are all sorts of nasty things in these woods.”

      “My parents,” Gerald sputtered, “they were killed by raiders.”

      “We know. We’ve been there.”

      “We need to bury them,” Gerald blurted out, “we can’t leave them to the animals.”

      Richard Fitzwilliam looked to the horseman on his left, then began to turn his horse around.

      “Very well, we’ll return to the road and make our way back to the Matheson farm. You’re lucky to be alive, boy. What’s your name?”

      “Gerald, Gerald Matheson.”

      “Well, Gerald Matheson, let’s go give your parents a proper burial, shall we?”

      One of the men with him spoke up, “Is that a good idea, Lord? There may still be raiders in the area.”

      “The choice is mine, Sir Walter. The Matheson’s were loyal tenants. I know my father would like them seen to.”

      

      Riding on the back of the horse, Gerald was surprised that it took them so little time to return to his farm. Thinking back to the previous day, he came to the conclusion that in his fear, he had indeed lost his way, going in circles in his haste to escape the raiders. His first view of the farm was devastating. Looking around, it was obvious that the raiders had disappeared, but their destruction could be keenly seen. The house and the barn were both smouldering ashes; the livestock either gone or burned as well.

      They buried his parents behind the ruins of the house. Lord Richard Fitzwilliam was kind enough to say some words over their graves. Gerald noticed that that the knights who accompanied the lord were not impressed by his thoroughness. They grumbled as they gave poor Calum a grave, but they did as they were commanded. As the afternoon wore on, they finished their task then began the trip back to Bodden.

      “What’s going to happen to me?” asked Gerald.

      “My father will find something for you to do, perhaps work in the kitchen?”

      “That’s woman’s work,” said Sir Walter, “better to put him to work in the fields."

      “He’s a bit young for field work,” said Richard, “perhaps we’ll put him into the stables. You ever looked after a horse Gerald?”

      “Yes, Lord. We had a plough horse at the farm.”

      “Well, there you have it then, we’ll put you in the stables. They’ll look after you.”
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      It was late in the summer, and the stables always needed constant attention. Horses came and went at all hours of the day and night, leaving Gerald constantly tired. In addition to mucking out the stalls, he had to saddle and unsaddle the horses when needed. Just when he finished one, another would require his attention. It seemed to go on forever, and his muscles ached with the strain. He finished with the shovel and sat down on a small stool by the entrance, a cool evening breeze evaporating the sweat from him.

      “Are you hungry?” a voice asked.

      He looked up to see a young woman with long brown hair tied neatly behind her back, her dress covered by a white apron. She was holding a small wooden platter on which sat some bread and small pieces of meat.

      “Is that for me?” he asked in disbelief.

      “Cook sent me to bring you some food. She said you hadn't eaten all day.”

      He looked at her face, her brown eyes staring back.

      “I’m Gerald,” he said at last.

      “I know, I’ve seen you around. I’m Meredith; I work in the kitchen.” She stepped closer, holding out the platter, “There’s some pork and bread here if you like.”

      He took the plate, keeping his gaze on her all the while. There was something mesmerizing about her eyes as if they were drawing him in.

      “Thank you,” he said, but for some reason, he felt awkward. He looked down at his platter and gently took a piece of meat, popping it in his mouth. It was a rare thing, the food still hot and moist.

      Meredith giggled, and he looked at her, mad that she was mocking him, but then he saw the smile on her face and realized the silliness of it. He smiled back at her.

      “Delicious,” he said, “do you want some?”

      She stepped closer and took hold of a small piece of bread, lifting it carefully with two fingers. Gerald watched her nibble at it, gently biting the piece as if it were a fine delicacy.

      “It’s just bread,” he said, laughing, “it won’t bite you.”

      “I know, I’m making it last.”

      The moment was interrupted by a call from the kitchen, “Meredith, get your arse back here, there’s work to be done.”

      “When you're done, bring the platter to the kitchen,” she said, turning to leave.

      “Will I see you again?” he asked.

      She turned back to smile at him, “Definitely.”

      He watched her leave to return to her duties, forgetting how tired he was. His thoughts were soon interrupted by the appearance of Lord Richard Fitzwilliam. The young man had returned from patrol and came through the gate with six soldiers. Gerald popped another piece of meat in his mouth and set the plate down, knowing he would be far too busy to eat now. Lord Richard dismounted quickly, and Gerald ran over to take the reins. Usually, the lord liked to look after his mount himself, an act his men thought was absurd, but today he seemed agitated.

      “Can I take your horse, Lord?” Gerald asked.

      Lord Richard looked to the gate, ignoring his stable hand. “Get that gate closed and man the walls.” The soldiers in the Keep started running to their posts as a horn sounded.

      “Get yourself to the cellars, Gerald,” he said, “the Keep is under attack.”

      “I can fight,” pleaded Gerald, “give me a sword, Lord, and I’ll show you.”

      “No, Gerald, you’re only thirteen. Your time to man the walls will come, but not today. Get to the cellars and make sure the kitchen staff are safe. You’re far more use to us protecting the women and children. Can you do that for me?”

      Gerald looked up at the lord, a surge of pride flowing through him.

      “You can count on me, Lord,” he said.

      “Good lad,” said Lord Richard, “now hurry up, they’ll be here at any moment.”

      He made his way into the Keep, but as he was about to descend the steps to the cellar, he heard sounds from above. The stairwell here was circular and extended from the cellar to the top of the Keep. Curious, he made his way upward, eager to see what was happening. The door at the top was open, and he peered from the stairs, trying to remain hidden. He spotted a group of soldiers standing by the north wall of the Keep. They had baskets with stones in them, and there were some archers, occasionally loosing off an arrow or two. Off in the distance, he heard sounds, drawing him out from his hiding place. He crept up to the battlements to see the view and gaped.

      There were hundreds of men swarming over the ground, with some carrying ladders as arrows whistled passed them. Off in the distance, he noticed someone riding an impressive black horse, his cape streaming behind him as he galloped across the battlefield, followed by a group of horsemen. There was a banner bearer, but he couldn’t make out the flag. This was more than raiders, he thought, this was a Norland Army, come from the north to take Bodden. He heard yelling to his right and shifted his gaze. He recognized Lord Richard, magnificent in his chainmail, shouting to the men on the roof.

      “Get those stones over here; they’re hitting the wall. Sir Henry, take five men and reinforce the gatehouse.” He grabbed the knight, “You must stop them, if Bodden falls, the whole kingdom will be open to them.”

      Sir Henry rushed past with a group of men and Gerald jumped out of the way.

      “You,” yelled Lord Richard, and Gerald looked up to see the lord looking directly at him, “this is no place for you boy, get below to the cellar!”

      He turned in fear and ran down the steps.

      

      Sitting in the damp cellar, Gerald felt the cold seeping through his clothes as he listened to the sounds of fighting echoing through the Keep. The baron had begun the construction of an outer wall, but it wasn’t yet complete, giving the enemy easy access to the inner yard. By the sounds he heard above, the fighting was in the Keep itself. Gerald tried to judge the action but to little effect; he had never been in a battle before and couldn’t tell what the noises portended. Huddled by the door, nervous sweat dripping from his brow, he felt a hand touch his forearm and looked to see Meredith.

      “It’s all right, you know. The baron will protect us. Besides, we’re in a keep, what could go wrong?” she said innocently.

      He felt his heart nearly leaping out of his chest. He wanted to tell her plenty could go wrong, but as he looked, he saw the fear on her face, and he wanted to make her feel safe.

      “You’re right. We should probably get some rest. We’re likely to be down here for some time. Besides, once the battle is over I’m sure everyone’s going to want to eat, then you’ll be busy.”

      She sat down next to him, laying her back against the wall. She started to doze off, slowly leaning toward him so that her head finally rested on his shoulder. Gerald wasn’t sure what to do so he sat still, afraid to move, lest he disturb her sleep.

      He must have nodded off, for when he opened his eyes again, everyone had moved. Meredith was now talking to the cook on the far side of the room. He stretched his legs, trying to get the stiffness out of them, listening carefully. The sounds of battle had died down, and the silence unnerved him. He heard footsteps approaching, not the measured footsteps he would expect, but rather, the frantic footfall of someone in a hurry. They came closer and then the door flew open.

      The man in the doorway looked massive to Gerald. He was wearing leather armour of some sort, with a fur collar and shoulders. A one-handed axe dripping with gore entered the room before him, and Gerald noticed he had long knife sheathed on his belt.

      His sudden appearance stunned the entire room, freezing them all. The man took a quick glance around, then moved toward Meredith, a lecherous smile crossing his face. He strode past Gerald, either oblivious to the young lad on the floor or did not see him as a threat. The cook stepped forward, placing herself between the intruder and the girl, but she was pushed aside heavily, flung against the wall, sinking to the floor. Meredith screamed; the sound awoke Gerald from his inertia. The intruder grabbed Meredith’s wrist, forcing her to her knees by twisting her arm painfully.

      Gerald jumped to his feet, fear driving him into action. Hidden from the man’s gaze, he moved swiftly, stepping forward and grasping the handle of the man’s knife. The Norlander whipped around, backhanding the boy; the force of the blow spinning him around and sending him crashing to the floor.

      Thinking the opposition defeated, the brute turned his attention back to Meredith, but it was his undoing. Gerald had taken the sheathed knife from the enemy’s belt while he took the blow. Now, he rose to his feet again, anger overtaking reason. He roared a challenge and struck, his untrained arm guiding the knife through the air in a side strike. It penetrated the man’s left forearm, cutting deeply. Gerald took a step backward as the man howled and turned on him, releasing his grip on the girl. Gerald saw the gleaming axe arcing for his head, but he had succeeded in his mission to divert the attention back to himself. He had nowhere to go but to step back, where he tripped on a pile of baskets. As he fell to the floor, the light above him was blocked out by the huge man, who cast a foreboding shadow over him.

      The axe was raised, ready to deliver an overhead strike, but Meredith jumped on the man’s back, screaming. She wrapped her legs around his waist putting her hands over his face, trying to gouge his eyes out with her nails. He staggered, trying to free himself of his unexpected burden. His foot caught on the uneven floor, and he tumbled forward toward where Gerald lay. Gerald couldn’t move in time. He was only able to hold the knife in front of him hoping to defend himself. The crushing weight of the two bodies as they fell forward knocked the wind out of him. The intruder let out a groan, and then stopped moving. The blade had struck true, and Gerald had been lucky; when the man impaled himself, it drove the knife handle into the floor, narrowly missing the young lad. The weight of the body crushed him against the stone floor, and the room started to swirl.

      He felt a tugging as the body was dragged off of him. Lord Richard was there with a guard, and together they hauled the body from him.

      “Are you all right?”

      Gerald gasped, trying to get his breath, “Just had the wind knocked from me, my lord,” he said.

      “He saved us,” Meredith gushed.

      Gerald looked at her, he had reacted with instinct, but now that it was over, he felt light-headed, and the room was still spinning. He tried to sit up but merely flopped to the side.

      “Easy there,” said Lord Richard. “Sutton, go and fetch the surgeon. No wait, we’ll take him there directly. Grab his feet.”

      He felt himself being lifted by the armpits while someone carried his feet. The whole room swam before him and then went black.

      

      Gerald awoke sometime later in a bed that was soft and comfortable, completely unlike his own in the stables. He heard voices talking, but they were quiet as if muffled by something.

      “It’s remarkable,” said a voice that he recognized as Lord Richard.

      “Nonsense,” said Baron Edward, his brother, “the boy was lucky.”

      “He stood in the face of fear, that’s something not easily taught.”

      “Ridiculous, send him back to the stables.”

      “He’s wasted in the stables. I see something in him, Edward, a spirit if you will. There are grown men that would have run from that fight. Something about him tells me he’d make a good warrior.”

      “Complete and utter nonsense. You’re a dreamer, Richard, this is the real world.”

      “Still,” said Lord Richard, “I’m going to give him a chance.”

      “It’s your decision, Brother. You’re the one who will be responsible for training him.”

      There was a silence, and Gerald shifted his head to better listen. He opened his eyes to see a well-furnished room and wondered, for a moment, if he had died and gone to the Afterlife.

      “He’s awake,” said a voice beside him, and he turned to see Meredith. She was sitting in a chair near the window, and as he watched, she rose and strode toward him.

      “Where am I?” he asked, still trying to focus.

      “You’re in one of the guest rooms in the Keep. Lord Richard had you brought here to recover. You hit your head when the Norlander fell on you. You’re quite the hero you know, you saved us… and me.” She leaned over him and placed a kiss on his forehead. “You’ll always be my hero,” she said in a quiet voice.

      She was smiling at him, and it felt infectious. He was suddenly aware that he, also, was smiling like an idiot, but he didn’t care. He heard the door open then looked over to see Lord Richard with his elder brother, the baron.

      “Well,” said Baron Edward, “you had us all worried there for a while.” He turned to his brother, “Richard, now that he’s recovered, let’s get him back to work, shall we? We can’t have him lingering around here.”

      Edward turned, leaving the room, no doubt a busy man. Lord Richard remained, walking over to the bed.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “A little light-headed,” Gerald answered. “What happened? Who was the man that I killed, my lord?”

      Lord Richard sat on the foot of the bed, “He was a Norlander. A small group of them used ladders to get in from the east wall while we were busy fighting on the north. We were hunting them down, but he managed to evade us. It’s a lucky thing you were there. You saved the women from… well, let’s just say you saved their lives.”

      Gerald tried to sit up while speaking, “I must get back to work, Lord, the baron said-”

      “Never mind what my brother said, he’s only been the baron for a few months, he’s just overcompensating. You need some rest, you took a nasty wound.”

      “I just banged my head.”

      “Oh, you did more than that.” He unbuttoned the shirt that Gerald was wearing and showed him the massive bruising on his chest. “You were lucky. The surgeon says it was amazing you didn’t break any bones. No, you’ll stay here until I say so.”

      Richard looked knowingly at Meredith then back to Gerald, “I think it’s wise if we have someone to keep a close watch on you. Can you think of anyone who would be willing to do that?”

      He looked back to Meredith, who was smiling and nodding.

      “Very well, it’s decided. I’ll leave you to rest under the watchful eye of Meredith here, and I’ll get Cook to send up some broth for you. Probably best if you don’t eat too much solid food for a few days.”

      “Lord?” said Gerald, not quite comprehending.

      Lord Richard smiled as he explained, “You’re bruised all over, Gerald, and what goes in, invariably comes out, if you know what I mean. It might be uncomfortable for you to, well, eliminate your waste.”

      “Eliminate my what?” he asked.

      “You know, shit,” he said, turning red. “Honestly, you really should try to increase your vocabulary.”

      “My what, Lord?”

      “Never mind.”

      Lord Richard sat a moment longer, watching as Meredith took a damp cloth to wipe Gerald’s brow.

      “I think we might move you out of the stables, Gerald. It’s time you learned some other skills. What do you say about learning to fight, become a soldier?”

      “I would love that, my lord,” said Gerald, “but I don’t have a sword.”

      “Don’t worry about that, Gerald, I’ll see to it you’re fitted out. Maybe I’ll even train you myself, no sense in someone else mucking it up.”

      Gerald didn’t know what to say; he was suddenly overcome with emotion and fought hard to hold it down. Ever since the death of his parents, he had lived in Bodden. Lord Richard had looked out for him, despite his brother’s opposition. He felt an overwhelming sense of duty to repay the kindness, to become the best soldier he could.
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      It was early morning, and Gerald rolled over in his bed. Beside him, Meredith, heavy with child, rested comfortably. He sat up quietly, trying to make as little noise as possible; he had early guard duty and must be ready before the sun rose. Meredith stirred as he dropped his legs over the side of the bed.

      “Are you off to work?” she said, sleepily.

      “Yes, Fitz has me in charge of the early watch,” he whispered. “You should go back to sleep, my love.”

      She smiled at him in the dim light, “I shan’t sleep much with this baby of yours inside me. She kicks like a horse.”

      He placed his hand upon her stomach, “There, there, little one, stop troubling your mother.”

      As if by magic the baby stopped moving and Meredith sighed in relief, “Come back soon, we’ll miss you.”

      “Nothing but duty will keep me from you. I’ll bring some food back from Cook so you won’t have to prepare anything to eat. I’m sure she’ll insist on coming herself, she positively dotes on you.”

      “Well,” she replied, “it’s good to have someone dote on you. You should know, Lord Richard’s picked you as his favourite.”

      It was true; Lord Richard had taken it upon himself to train Gerald personally, just as he had promised after the attack. It had been three years, and Gerald was now a muscular sixteen-year-old who had filled out. He was in charge of a watch; an unheard of honour for someone so young. Even the soldiers seemed to respect him. He trained mercilessly, but always found time for his wife. They had been married barely two seasons, but already she was with child. Lord Richard was most congratulatory, unlike his brother, the baron, who was less so, “A wife makes a man weak,” he had proclaimed.

      Gerald had to disagree. A man who had something to fight for fought with a strength and vigour that was unmatched.

      He stood up, pulling his chain shirt over his head, and then leaned over the bed to kiss Meredith.

      “You be careful today, we don’t want you overdoing things, you need your rest.”

      Meredith disdainfully replied, “Oh for Saxnor’s sake, my mother was washing dishes the day I was born. The women in my family are strong.” Just as she finished her statement, the baby kicked, and she grimaced, “All right, maybe there’s some merit in resting.”

      “Can I get you anything on the way back from my shift?”

      “You could see about scrounging some of those spicy sausages from the kitchen,” she suggested.

      “Your wish is my command,” he declared, bowing deeply. “I shall raid the kitchen and bring back a bountiful supply of said sausages.”

      She laughed, and Gerald thought again how beautiful she looked, especially with a smile on her face.

      “Now, get to work young man, there’s guarding to be done.”

      “I am ever your servant,” he bowed, gallantly.

      He finished dressing and grabbed his sword and shield from the chair. He took one last look at Meredith, then left the room, ready to carry out his duties.

      Bodden Village surrounded the Keep that bore its name. Gerald had arranged lodgings over the Blue Swallow Tavern, due to its proximity to the Keep and the fact that its solid walls kept out much of the noise of the customers.

      With only a short walk to the guard house, he quickly relieved Sir Martin of the duty of watch commander. Usually, only the knights commanded the watch, but Gerald had been given the honour by Lord Richard. Being the younger brother of the present baron, he had the responsibility to look after the troops while Edward saw to the running of the barony. This arrangement worked well for the Keep as Lord Richard was much more of a military man than his brother.

      Gerald began his shift by checking on the sentries, making sure they were performing their duties, which consisted mainly of being on the lookout for raiders. It was a ritual that they grew tired of hearing, but Lord Richard had taught him that routine was the best way to ensure the proper performance of a soldier’s daily duties.

      Gerald was very dedicated to his position as a watch commander and made sure that he performed all duties with the utmost care. These included reading any orders left in the log book. While reading the watch book, he mentally thanked Lord Richard, or Fitz as he was always telling Gerald to call him, for he had insisted that Gerald learn to read and write. Baron Edward had thought the idea ludicrous.

      “Of what use are letters to a soldier,” he had asserted, but Fitz had insisted. It had allowed Gerald to assume the duties of watch commander when a position became available, and he was thankful for the increase in pay that came with it, particularly now, with a child on the way.

      Today’s log contained a note from Lord Richard instructing him to go and pay a visit to the baron at the end of his shift. He chuckled at the simplicity of the note. Only Fitz would write something like this down in the log, for the express purpose of ensuring the log was read. Other entries were typically along the line of ‘nothing of import’, ‘all quiet’, or even ‘nothing to report.’

      He was kept quite busy, and by noon he was surprised by Sir Andrew, who was ready to take the next watch. He handed over the log book, detailing all he had done since taking over from Sir Martin. Sir Andrew listened patiently but looked particularly bored by all the formality.

      On his way to the meeting, he remembered that the note had mentioned going to the map room. Gerald enjoyed the view from this room as it was the highest in the Keep, enabling a person to see the entire barony.

      He arrived in time to see the door open; Lord Richard was just leaving, and he looked angry. Richard stopped when he saw Gerald.

      “Take some advice, Gerald, refuse the offer,” he said, then stormed off without explanation.

      Confused, Gerald paused in the doorway, and then knocked on the door frame.

      “Ah, Gerald, come in,” commanded the baron. “I’ve been going over the accounts for the barony, and we need to produce more food. Your family were farmers, weren’t they?”

      “Yes, my lord,” he answered.

      “Ever thought about becoming a farmer again?”

      “I can’t say that I have, my lord,” he replied.

      “My brother tells me you’ve been doing well as a soldier,” the baron continued, “but a barony without food can’t last long. I’d like to make you an offer. You become a farmer, and I’ll give you the land and equipment to maintain it. You’ll have help to get started, of course, and the other farmers will teach you what you need to know.”

      Gerald looked at the baron in disbelief. Could this be some sort of trap?

      “I’m not sure I understand the offer, my lord.”

      “It’s simple. You would become my tenant, and a portion of the crop becomes the property of the barony, while the rest is yours to sell or use as you see fit.”

      It was an attractive offer; farmers could make a decent living, but it would be a lot of hard work. “How much would you take?” he enquired.

      “Ha,” exclaimed the baron, “a man that understands his duty, just what I like.”

      They spent some time going over the details, with Gerald insisting on getting it down in writing.

      

      Gerald left the room, the title to a farm securely in his pocket. He ran into Lord Richard as he descended the stairs.

      “Did you take my brother’s offer?” asked Fitz.

      “Yes, Lord, it was too good to ignore. Why?”

      “These are dangerous times, Gerald. The Norlanders are more frequent in their raids of late, and I believe it could be unsafe out there.”

      Gerald bristled, “I can take care of my family, Lord.”

      “My dear friend,” Lord Richard responded apologetically, “you mistake my intentions. I only wish the best for you and your family.”

      “Then command me to stay, Lord, and it shall be so.”

      “That is a decision you must make yourself.”

      “But you don’t agree with it?”

      “You are a good friend, Gerald, and we don’t always have to agree. Although I don’t like this situation, I will support you in whatever way I can. You may trust that I will always keep an eye on you, to keep you and your family safe.”

      Shame at his attitude suddenly overcame Gerald as he relaxed his stance, “I’m sorry, Lord, I thought-”

      “Don’t let it vex you. You’ve served me well these last few years; you deserve a life of your own. Now, come with me,” Richard commanded.

      “Where are we going?” asked Gerald.

      “Well, it wouldn’t be prudent for you to show up at home without some wine to celebrate. Let me give you a bottle of my finest.”

      Gerald made a face as he asked, “Wine, my lord? Couldn’t you make it ale?”

      “Hah!” exclaimed Fitz, “I should have known. So be it, a large jug of the finest ale. We have much to celebrate!”
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      The day was hot, and he was sweating profusely, but he knew he must bring in the harvest. He sliced with the scythe, causing yet another clump of wheat to fall under the blade. He bundled the cut wheat and carried it to the cart, then paused to catch his breath.

      Nearby, Sally, now four, sat and watched her father while playing with her straw doll. Her brown hair reminded him so much of his wife. He thought of Meredith, back at the house, no doubt preparing the mid-day meal.

      Gerald was a happy man. He worked long hours. The work was tough but satisfying. He always returned to the house with a smile on his face as his eyes met those of his wife. His thoughts drifted to the warmth of her body pressed against his, and he felt truly blessed.

      His thoughts were interrupted by Sally, who stood up and pointed to a distant spot, “Horses are coming, Daddy.”

      He looked past her to see a group of horsemen. He recognized Lord Richard leading, his distinctive coat of arms emblazoned on his surcoat, followed by a troop of six horsemen, no doubt just a patrol. At first, he could only make out Sir Rodney, but as the group drew closer, he recognized most of the other men.

      “Gerald, good to see you in fine spirits,” greeted Fitz.

      “My lord, it’s good to see you. Can I offer you a drink?”

      Lord Richard smiled at the friendly greeting, “A kindly offer, but I think we're all right.” He leaned down from his horse as he drew closer. “The truth is, this lot would drink your house dry,” he chuckled at his jest, but Gerald recognized a look of concern behind his eyes.

      “Well,” continued Lord Richard, “who do we have here?” He dismounted from his horse, his men stopping their forward motion, knowing what would come next. “Is this the fair maid, Sally?” he asked.

      Sally giggled and held her arms out for a hug. It was a ritual that they both enjoyed. Lord Richard always found time to stop and talk to Sally. He lifted her up in his arms.

      “My, you’re growing like a weed. I could swear you’ve grown a head taller in the last week alone.” He placed Sally onto his saddle, “How about you look after my horse while I talk to your father?”

      She smiled and began to stroke the horse's neck.

      “Gerald, I wonder if I might have a word with you,” he used a quieter voice to indicate the need for privacy, then began walking away from the horses.

      Gerald followed him as he got out of earshot of his men.

      “My brother, the baron, has, in his infinite wisdom, decided to reduce the patrols. I’m afraid they won’t be coming out this way as often. I told him it was a mistake, but he’s always been driven by cost, and he wants to maximize his profits, so he’s let some of the men go.”

      “Let them go? You mean he’s reducing the garrison?”

      “Precisely. I know it won’t take long for the Norlanders to get wind of it. You’ll have to be alert; there’s likely to be trouble. I’ll get a patrol out here as often as I can, but you’re a fair distance from the Keep.”

      “I understand, my lord,” said Gerald. “Don’t you worry about us, we can take care of ourselves.”

      “Glad to hear it, though I’d rather you were back safely in the Keep.”

      “But the baron needs the wheat,” stated Gerald, “not to mention the pigs I’ve fattened up for him.”

      “Well, we’ll have to have a feast at the Keep in your honour, and see how they turned out.”

      “You won’t be disappointed, Lord,” beamed Gerald.

      “I never am with you, Gerald, I never am,” he said, turning back to his men. “Now, I need to get my horse back before young Sally here, rides off with him.”

      He lifted her from the saddle and passed her to her father, “You’d better take her, Gerald, before I steal her away.”

      He smiled at his friend’s jest.

      “Aye, my lord,” he said, “then I’d have to explain the whole thing to her mother.”

      Fitz settled into his saddle and looked down at his protege, “Remember what I said, Gerald, don’t take any chances.”

      Gerald nodded as they rode off.

      “Horses are going?” asked Sally, looking at him.

      “Yes, Sally, the horses are going, but they’ll come back and visit again, don’t you worry.”

      

      It was dark outside when Gerald suddenly came awake. The wind was blowing, and he heard something crashing. Rising to his feet, careful not to wake Meredith, he walked over to the window, where he opened the shutters to gaze out the back of the house. In the dim moonlight, he noticed that part of the fence around the pigsty had come loose.

      He cursed as he quickly put some clothes on. Losing a pig was more than just annoying; it represented a substantial investment. He was counting on its sale to help fill his coffers for the winter months.

      He made his way round to the back of the house and looked over the fence. Sure enough, an animal had knocked down the cross beam and escaped, leaving the others in their pen. Now, he must hunt the creature down, or forgo the coins the beast would garner.

      Looking to the east, he made out a faint light on the horizon. Fair enough, he thought. The sun was starting to rise; it shouldn’t be too hard to find the wayward pig once morning broke. He quickly repaired the fence, then gathered some rope and grabbed a bite to eat while he waited for dawn.

      The trail was relatively easy to follow, so he soon found himself crossing the fields in pursuit. The creature must have been running, for the distance he had already travelled was impressive. The trail was lost shortly after heading into the woods. After making his way through the thick underbrush, he concluded that the cursed pig must have entered the stream. Walking up and down the banks, it took him some time to find where the creature had emerged on the other side. Finally, he came across the fugitive laying in the sun in an open glade.

      Creeping up on it slowly, he quickly realized that the care was unnecessary, for it was fast asleep. He slipped the rope around its neck, giving a silent prayer of thanks that he found the pig at last. Waking the animal, he was reminded that a stubborn pig is not easy to move. It was only by prodding its rear that he managed to get it moving at all.

      Now, his early morning search was becoming a half a day’s task. He had to travel back to the farm in small bursts. The pig was stubborn and reminded him of Sir Rodney in his temperament.

      It was close to noon as he rounded Riley Woods to see his house off in the distance. The pig took a moment to lay down in the sun again, and Gerald cursed once more. He looked longingly at the house, wishing he could just pick up the pig, and then noticed that something was wrong. There should be smoke coming from the chimney, as Meredith baked during the early day to avoid the heat. A sense of foreboding came over him, and he dropped the rope, abandoning the pig to the sun. Racing across the field, his lungs burning with the effort, he called out to Meredith, but there was no answer. Dread filled his heart.

      Rounding the corner of the house, he came to the front door in such a hurry that he almost tripped over what was there. Meredith lay in the doorway, a dark stain beneath her, her skirts lifted around her waist. Kneeling down to help her, he almost slipped on all the blood that covered the entranceway. They had slit her throat. He beheld the scene in horror, unable to fully comprehend what was in front of him, his mind refusing to acknowledge it. He lifted her head, trying desperately to call her back from the Afterlife, but it was too late.

      It felt like his heart had been ripped from his chest. Just breathing was an insurmountable effort. He crushed Meredith’s body in his arms, silent tears streaming down his cheeks, all thoughts gone from his mind. A sound from the long grass broke through his sorrow. He lay her down and ran toward it, hoping against hope that Sally was alive.

      The grass moved as he spread it to reveal his daughter, lying motionless in a pool of her own blood. She let out a whimper, and he realized she still lived, but as he went to lift her into his arms, he saw that her attackers had slit her belly, and even now the life ebbed out of her.

      She looked up at her father, her mouth moving, but then her eyes glazed over and her head flopped to the side before she spoke. Gerald stood for an eternity, staring in disbelief at the body of his only child, Sally. He raised his head to the sky and screamed in anguish as he fell to his knees, his beloved daughter cradled in his arms.

      So many thoughts tore through his mind; Fitz had warned him about raiders, why had he left them alone? Guilt surged through him and then, quite suddenly, he decided that he must make these murderers pay. Calmly he carried Sally inside the house and lay her gently in her bed. The raiders had ransacked the house, but he barely noticed.

      Fortunately, they had done a poor job, and he reached beneath the bed, pulling out his sword and scabbard. It had been four years since he had wielded it, but now he would feed the blade with the blood of the men responsible for the murder of his family.

      He lovingly placed Meredith on their bed, kissing her cheek for the last time. Turning from her final resting place, he drew his sword and left the house, intent on avenging their deaths. He knew he would not be returning home. He didn’t deserve to live, having failed to protect the only people who meant anything to him. He would sell his life to fuel the vengeance needed to bathe the enemy in blood.

      

      The murderers didn’t make any effort to hide their tracks as they left the devastation behind them, making their trail easy for Gerald to follow. With the sun sinking in the west and nightfall soon to be upon him, Gerald heard sounds of a camp in the distance. He scouted around the area, waiting for the darkness to come and hide his approach. Soon, the glow of their fires would tell him exactly where they were, and then they would all die.

      The first raider was an easy kill. Gerald’s blade penetrated his back as he was pissing against a tree. The last thing the man saw was a blade appear out of his stomach before he fell to the ground amongst his own piss and blood. His silent death allowed Gerald to move into the camp undetected. The rest of the attackers were sleeping on the ground in makeshift bedrolls. He stabbed down quickly, puncturing the first one’s throat, his victim’s eyes rolling open as he choked to death. Gerald took a step forward; his blade seeking yet another man’s death, but the raider had heard his companion choking and tried to roll out of the way. He screamed as the blade pierced his side, but was still able to fight. Gerald knew he had lost the element of surprise, but no longer cared. He would seek his death as he executed as many of them as he could.

      The remaining raiders ran toward him, yelling. He struck one down with a vicious overhand strike to the man’s head. He felt a blade hit his left arm and shook it off. He spotted a new blade coming from the right, and his training took over, blocking the swing, deflecting the blade to the ground, opening the attacker up to Gerald’s next manoeuvre. He raised his sword to slash at the man’s chest and felt the edge slice through bone, causing the man to stumble back, cursing.

      Gerald screamed fearlessly, rushing toward a group of three men. He swung at one who tried to avoid the blow by backpedalling and then tripped and fell to the ground. The second, much taller one, struck Gerald, and he felt the blow glance off of his shoulder. He ducked under the other’s arm, stepped forward and bashed with the hilt of his sword. Blood spurted across his hand as he felt the nose collapse beneath the strike. He slashed wildly to his left and the blade struck flesh again, but he couldn’t keep track of all the combatants. He felt something hit him from behind, knocking him to his knees and he struck out wildly, a different target yelling as he severed the fingers from their hand.

      Shouted orders swirled around him, but all
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