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            And so it begins…

          

        

      

    

    
       

       

      Fitz looked out the window and saw below, on the practice grounds, his daughter trying to swing a sword. Gerald joined him at the window.  

      “It seems we have a budding warrior, my lord,” said Gerald. 

      “Mmm,” the baron replied, thinking deeply. “I wonder if we might encourage her a bit?” 

      “Encourage her, my lord? You want your daughter to be a warrior?” 

      “Why not,” he turned to face Gerald. “I daresay she has the determination.” 

      “Isn’t that a little dangerous?” 

      “My dear Sergeant,” the baron said after a brief pause, “I think it’s apparent by now, that if Beverly wants to learn to fight, she’s going to do it with or without us. I'd rather she learn to fight properly.” 

      Gerald saw the look of resolve on his lord's face, and he knew how this was going to end, but he had to play his part. “And how, my lord, are we to proceed in this manner?” he asked, knowing full well the answer. 

      “I think it's best,” said the baron, “that you ‘discover’ her training, and offer a few tips, don’t you? She has to think it’s her idea.” 

      Gerald sighed, “Very well, my lord, I shall see to it at once.” 

      “Thank you, Gerald,” said Fitz, then added, “Oh, and Gerald?” 

      “Yes, my lord?” 

      “Train her properly, real training, not pretend.” 

      He was about to object but saw the look on the baron’s face. He swallowed his pride, “Yes, my lord.” 

      And so Gerald Matheson, the Sergeant-at-Arms of Bodden Keep marched down to begin training his newest protégé, a seven-year-old girl.
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      The wind howled in from the west, driving the snow into great sheets of white, blocking everything from view. The horses struggled to make their way through the deep drifts, forcing the riders to slow their pace. Ahead, periodically, they spotted the Keep, its beacon lit to guide them home. Another gust swirled around them, temporarily stealing the scene from view. The leader, encrusted in snow and weighed down with the responsibility for his men, pushed on. “Almost home,” he yelled, but his voice was carried away by the relentless squalls that stole the very words from his lips.

      The wind died down revealing the welcoming gates of Bodden before them. He looked behind him to see his men strung out in a single line, following his trail through the deep snow. The horses were breathing heavily, and he felt the cold seeping through his thick clothes. This was no time to be outside, but even in these severe conditions, the land must be protected. They had come across the raiders by accident, stumbling into them in the worst weather they had seen for years. It had been a quick and bloody encounter, with the enemy fleeing, leaving behind two dead and carrying off three more wounded. Now the patrol struggled to make it back without freezing to death. One of their own, Jack Anderson, had taken a brutal cut to the arm, and now he slouched in his saddle, tied in place with some straps that they managed to cobble together.

      The gate drew slowly closer, and it seemed that winter threw its last gasp at them with a massive crosswind that threatened to blow them off their horses before they reached home. Sergeant Gerald Matheson, the leader of the frozen group, clung to his saddle, his hands growing more numb by the moment. Just a little further, he thought, and they would be safely within the walls.

      They passed through the gate, and suddenly the wind dropped. Almost like magic, the sky cleared as if portending some great event. He knew the weather here could be fickle; he had served for years in Bodden and had seen clear skies turn dark with little warning.

      He dropped to the ground, taking a moment to shake the snow from his cloak. Ice crusted his thin beard, and he rubbed it, trying to warm his face. He stroked his horse’s neck absently as he watched his men trail in behind him, two of them carrying Anderson to the surgeon. They had worked hard today, in harsh conditions to protect this land; now they deserved a rest. With no thought to his own respite, he led his horse to the stables. The stable boys came to take everyone’s mounts, but he insisted on taking care of his horse himself; he owed his life to this creature, the least he could do was look after it.

      It was late, and darkness was just starting to fall as he made his way into the great hall after tending to his mount. He saw Sir Randolph standing by the fire, sipping a cup of wine, and nodded his welcome.

      “Sergeant,” the knight said, “how went the patrol?”

      “We ran into some raiders, but we managed to drive them off,” Gerald replied. “I doubt that particular bunch will trouble us again, but Anderson took a hit.”

      “How bad?” the knight asked.

      “I’m afraid he won’t be able to swing a sword again," Gerald paused. Bodden was chronically undermanned, and even the loss of this one man would have far-reaching ramifications. He needed to find the baron. "I must report to Fitz, is he in the map room?”

      Sir Randolph held up his hand to halt him and walked over, stopping to fill a second cup along the way. He handed it to Gerald. “I’m afraid,” he said solemnly, “that the baron is otherwise engaged.”

      Gerald took the cup, looking Sir Randolph in the eye. “The child?” he asked.

      Everyone knew that Lady Evelyn Fitzwilliam was due any day now; he could only assume she was delivering this evening.

      Sir Randolph smiled, but there was a sadness in his eyes. “The child lives,” he said, “but Lady Evelyn will likely not see morning.”

      Gerald grew silent; it had been only three years since the loss of his own family, and he knew the pain that Baron Fitzwilliam must be going through.

      

      Outside the master’s bedchamber, the wind was howling and shrieking, but the shutters kept it at bay. Candles dimly lit the room while Baron Fitzwilliam mopped the forehead of the pale woman lying in the bed.

      “I’m sorry, Richard,” said Lady Evelyn, “I failed to give you a son.”

      Baron Fitzwilliam’s eyes teared up. “You have failed no one, my love. You have given me a daughter.”

      “But a daughter cannot inherit. You must remarry and have a son.”

      “Nonsense. I never wanted the title in the first place. If my brother hadn’t died, I’d still be a soldier. I shall never remarry; our daughter will carry on the name.” He noticed her strength draining, her face growing paler by the moment.

      “But the family name?” she whispered.

      “Will remain in safe hands,” he finished. “I promise you, our daughter will grow up to be the mistress of this Keep, and she shall remember the great love her mother had for her.”

      “What shall we call her?” he asked, desperate to keep her with him, if only for another moment.

      She smiled briefly, “Beverly, after my grandmother.”

      Her eyes closed. He saw her take one more breath and then lie still. Outside, as if recognizing the solemness of the occasion, the wind died down. Lady Evelyn Fitzwilliam, the Baroness of Bodden, was dead.

      Baron Fitzwilliam walked over to the midwife, gently removing the baby from her arms, gazing at the infant through tear-stained eyes. The baby looked up at him, squirming in its wrappings. “You,” he said, his voice breaking with emotion, “are Lady Beverly Evelyn Fitzwilliam, and your mother was the most wonderful woman in the kingdom. I promise you that I will do everything in my power to make you happy, and one day, when you're older, you will rule Bodden, I will see to it. On your mother’s honour, I pledge to give you the life you deserve.”
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      Baron Richard Fitzwilliam rode through the gate, followed by his soldiers. They had been patrolling the countryside on the lookout for raiders, which were common this time of year. He dismounted, and while he would normally tend to his own horse, today he handed it off to the stable hand, his mind already working on the next task he had in his busy day. Walking across the courtyard, he heard a familiar cry, “Papa!” He turned just in time to see his daughter, red-haired like her mother, charging across the courtyard without a care in the world, her arms held out, waiting for the embrace of her father. Fitzwilliam grinned, it was hard to keep a stern expression where his daughter was concerned, and so he knelt down, waiting for her hug. She jumped into his arms, and he held her tight, standing up to spin her legs through the air. He held her close, not wanting to let her go, enjoying the moment and forgetting all his troubles. He looked down at her, and she smiled back at him. “Well, what have we here?” he said to her. “Lady Beverly Fitzwilliam, I do believe.”

      She laughed, and the sound was like magic. He was enjoying the moment immeasurably when he caught sight of his sergeant nearby. Still clutching his child, he turned to face him.

      “My lord,” the man said, “did you get a chance to check in on the Claytons?”

      “Yes, Gerald,” the baron replied, still wearing a smile, “they’re fine, though why they wanted to farm way out there is beyond me.”

      “It’s the dirt,” Gerald explained.

      “The dirt?”

      “Yes, it’s very fertile, excellent for growing crops. Far better than what we have here.”

      Fitz looked thoughtful for a moment while holding on to his daughter. “You were a farmer once; just how good is this dirt?”

      “It’s very good, actually. It’s near a river, and the runoff brings all the good soil to the area.”

      The baron looked around at the outer Keep. The village was growing, and soon he would need to expand the outer wall, to ensure the people’s safety. Perhaps they could put this dirt to good use. “How difficult would it be to move the soil?” he asked suddenly.

      Gerald was taken aback by the unexpected turn of conversation. “Move the soil?” he asked incredulously.

      “Yes, it’s just soil, we should be able to dig it up and move it. It would be much better to have the farms nearer to the Keep, keeping the farmers safe. How many have been killed by raiders in the last five years?”

      “Too many,” Gerald answered, "and we have few enough as it is. As you know, it's hard to convince them to come out to the frontier when it's so dangerous."

      “Precisely! We’ll need to mark out some areas. We’ll give each farmer a plot and then draft some people to start hauling the soil while we build the houses.”

      Though taken by surprise, Sergeant Matheson reacted quickly, setting his mind to this new task. “We’ll need to build some more wagons first."

      "How long will that take?" the baron asked.

      "We only have the one wagon maker, so it’ll take at least a year, and then we’ll have to relocate people in the spring before the crops are planted."

      "So we're looking at spring of '41 for the great soil move?"

      "Aye, my lord," Gerald agreed.

      The baron continued moving towards the Keep, his daughter still tucked securely under his arm, while Gerald followed along. She played with her father's beard and moustache as they walked, a chuckle escaping from him. They made their way up to the top of the Keep. The baron referred to this as his map room, for a large map was spread out across the table in the centre of the room, weighed down by various rocks. He sat Beverly in a chair by the window, and then he and Gerald turned back to the map to start discussing their plans.

      Not content to sit idly by, Beverly walked over to the table, peeking over its top. The map had always enthralled her, and now she watched with great excitement as Gerald and her father discussed things beyond her comprehension. She could just see the edge of the map, but from her angle it was indecipherable. She began pushing her chair towards the table.

      The baron turned around at the sound of the chair scraping along the floor. “What’s this?” he said, smiling in amusement. “Does someone want to see what we’re doing?”

      “Yes, Papa,” she chimed in.

      Gerald lifted the chair and brought it to the table, then picked Beverly up and placed her standing on the chair. “How’s that?” he asked.

      The young girl smiled brightly, “Thank you, Gerald.”

      He tried to correct her, “Thank you, Sergeant.”

      It was Fitz’s turn for a correction, “Don’t be silly, Gerald. You might be a sergeant to the men, but you’re like family to us. Let her call you by your name; I can’t see it would do any harm. It’s not as if she’s one of the troops.”

      “Very well,” said Gerald, resigned to his fate. He turned to Beverly, “You’re most welcome, m’lady,” he said with an exaggerated bow.

      Beverly, now with a better view, began casting her eyes about, seeing the room from a whole new perspective. "Papa, I can see out the window from up here!"

      Fitz understood her sense of wonder; one of the reasons he liked this room so much was the location. Here he was, at the top of the Keep, and by opening the shutters, he beheld the whole barony. The vista was magnificent, and on a day like today, the fresh air and light breeze brought a pleasant scent to the room.

      Fitz walked over to the west window and gazed out upon the land, his land. “Ah, the fresh smell of roses, it so reminds me of Evelyn. She always loved roses, you know.”

      Gerald walked over to the window, to stand beside him. “She would have been proud of you, my lord. You always do what’s needed for the people. Not too many lords would be willing to haul dirt.”

      The baron kept gazing out the window. “You know, Gerald, I’ve always believed in the nobility, but not the way most believe in it.”

      “What do you mean, my lord?”

      “Well, most people, most nobles, believe it’s the right of the nobility to be served by the people.” He detected a look of confusion on his sergeant’s face.

      “Isn’t that how it works?” Gerald asked.

      “No, at least it shouldn’t be. Nobility bestows the duty of the noble to look after the people. It’s their obligation. Do you understand?”

      A small voice chimed in from the table, “Yes, Papa, the nobles must look after the commoners.”

      Fitz smiled at his daughter, “That’s right, my dear, remember, we serve the people. Oh, we’re in charge, but if we lose the support of the people, we are nothing.”

      Gerald wondered at the keen mind of the baron. He would never consider himself a scholar, but he had learned so much from his mentor.

      “There are many in the capital that would disagree with you,” Gerald warned.

      “Hah!” the baron snorted. “I dare say you’re right. But we know better, don’t we, Beverly?”

      “Yes, Papa,” she chimed in again.

      “Anyway,” he continued, “I digress; let’s get back to this map. I was thinking the north field might be the place to start.”

      They migrated back to the table and began discussing the situation in more detail. Beverly watched them, as they examined the map and talked. Her eyes fell on some wooden figures. Bodden Keep had been attacked on numerous occasions and kept a fairly substantial number of troops. The baron had found it expedient to represent these troops with wooden figures, which he would then place on the map when giving orders. Now these figures fell into the eye-line of Beverly, and she was spellbound. She looked up at her father as if she was guilty of something, but he was busy pointing at the map. She reached across and grabbed a soldier, holding it up to the light to see it better. It was supposed to represent a knight, though the carving was somewhat crude. She detected the likeness of a horse and decided it was interesting.

      Gerald was deep in discussion, “…and then the north wall could be extended, but we’d need another sally port.”

      “I thought about that,” the baron continued, “but the problem is the amount of stone we’d need.” He took a breath to continue with his discourse and was interrupted by a strange sound. They looked across the table to see Beverly, playing with the knight, making horse noises as she galloped it across the table.

      “I think,” said Gerald, in the sudden silence, “that it’s time your daughter learned to ride.”

      “So it is,” the baron agreed. “Well, that’s enough planning for one day. Come along, my young dumpling,” he said picking her up, “it’s time we get you on your very own horse.”

      Gerald followed them down to the stables where the stable master suggested a pony for Beverly. Some time was spent selecting tack, and Gerald watched as the baron, with great care and patience, led her around while she sat in the saddle.

      He had only gone a few steps when the stable master interjected, “My lord, she must ride side saddle.”

      The baron stopped the pony and looked at Beverly, then back at the stable master. Gerald saw his lord wrestling with the problem. At last, Fitz turned back to Beverly and asked, “How would you like to sit? Like this?” he lifted her off, placing her back on the saddle sideways. “Or like this?” he returned her to her previous position.

      “Like this, just like you, Papa,” she quickly answered.

      “But that’s no way for a lady to sit, my lord,” the stable master protested.

      “This,” he said, turning politely on the man, “is no ordinary lady. She is the Lady of Bodden Keep and if she wants to ride like a man, so be it.”

      Gerald smiled. This wouldn’t be the last time the baron would be at odds with his servants where his daughter was concerned, of that he was sure.
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      Beverly grew accustomed to the saddle rather quickly, and now it was common that when the baron left the Keep on horseback, she tagged along on her pony. It was Gerald's duty, as Sergeant-at-Arms, to look after the safety of the baron and his family, and so, whenever Beverly rode out with her father, an extra contingent of soldiers followed.

      Bodden had a variety of soldiers within its walls, far more than usual for a Keep of its size. It was an important stronghold on the border; the guardian against the raiders that came from the north. There were the usual footmen, mostly armed with spears, but some with swords and shields. Then there were the archers, whom the baron prized. Most used a regular bow, but a small number of them were armed with longbows that would pierce the breastplate of a heavily armoured knight. Lastly, were the horsemen, of which there were two types; soldiers of common birth, armed with swords, shields and mail, and the knights, who were a mixed blessing.

      Of the knights that came to Bodden, some were outstanding, particularly the ones that the baron had trained, but more often than not, they were sent by the king with little training and no discipline. Most of them resented Gerald, for the baron had made it clear to all that his Sergeant-at-Arms was to be obeyed as if the baron himself had given the orders. This didn’t sit well with the spoiled nobility of Merceria, they knew full-well that Gerald was a commoner; worse, he was a farmer.

      On this day Gerald had decided to assign two new knights to the escort. The baron was riding out to examine the grounds where the great ‘earth move’ was going to take place. Beverly was trotting along beside him, with two knights, Sir Barston and Sir Leyland, filing dutifully behind.

      As they headed out the gate, Beverly turned in her saddle. “Good-bye, Gerald,” she shouted, waving her hand.

      The two knights, witnessing this, turned in their seats to look at him. “Yes,” said Sir Barston, “good-bye, Gerald.” Both men snickered.

      They were suddenly jolted forward as their horses halted. Baron Fitzwilliam had stopped his mount and the smile on his face from watching his young daughter suddenly turned into a scowl.

      Beverly looked up at him, “Did I do something wrong, Papa?”

      He smiled down at her, “No my dear, you did nothing wrong at all.”

      “Then what’s wrong?” she innocently asked.

      He looked down at her, leaning slightly in his saddle so that he could talk in a softer voice. “In an army, my dear, it’s important to maintain discipline and the chain of command. A soldier must always respect their leader, and when someone fails in that respect, they need to be reminded. Do you understand what I mean?”

      “Yes, Father, I shouldn’t call the sergeant by his name.”

      “No, you misunderstand, my dear,” he said kindly. “You may call him Gerald whenever you like, just as I may. But the men under his command…” he pointed to the two knights who were oblivious to what was coming, “must treat him with respect.”

      “If I was a soldier, would I have to do that too?” she asked.

      He thought about that carefully before answering. “When performing your duty, yes. But at home, in the Keep, he is a friend, and you should call him by his name.”

      “One day I’m going to be a soldier,” she stated.

      He looked at her in surprise. “Indeed?”

      He heard a snicker coming from one of the knights.

      “Do you find something humorous, Sir Barston?”

      Sir Barston, not being the brightest of knights, decided to speak frankly. Gerald stood by, waiting to see the man sink himself with his own words. “Well, my lord, the idea's quite funny, don’t you see?”

      The baron was not amused, and his face displayed his displeasure. He was a fair man, however, and believed it best to give the knight the opportunity to speak his mind.

      “I mean,” Sir Barston continued, laughing in between talking, “a female knight? I’ve never heard of such a thing, it’s absolutely preposterous!”

      The baron turned his horse around carefully and rode up beside the man. As he moved, he looked over to Beverly, “My dear,” he said, “would you be so kind as to ride over to the sergeant, and wait there?”

      “Yes Papa,” she said, guiding her pony back through the gate. As she rode past Sir Leyland, she looked up at him and stuck out her tongue. The young knight hadn’t a clue how to handle it and just sat there with a stunned look on his face. She rode over to where Gerald was standing and turned her pony skillfully to face the same direction as he.

      “Saxnor’s balls, Papa’s about to give it to them,” she said.

      Gerald looked at her in surprise. “Such language, from one so small,” he scolded.

      She returned the look, “It’s the same language that you and Papa use, isn’t it?” she asked with her innocent eyes.

      He coughed to cover up a laugh, “I suppose it is,” he admitted, “though it seems strange coming from one so-”

      “Female?” she interrupted.

      “No,” he corrected, “I was going to say from one so young. I’ve certainly seen my fair share of cursing women over the years, take Cook for instance.” The cook’s penchant for cursing was legendary.

      She chuckled, then turned back to watch the performance in front of them.

      The baron, now beside Sir Barston, was looking the knight's horse up and down. “Your horse looks particularly well-groomed, Sir Barston,” he said in a friendly tone.

      The knight, confused by this turnabout in the baron’s tone merely said, “Thank you, my lord?”

      “What type of brush do you use?” the baron asked.

      “Brush, my lord?”

      “To brush your horse, what type of brush do you use?”

      “I don’t know, my lord,” Sir Barston looked confused. “I don’t brush my horse.”

      Gerald knew where this was going and turned his head slightly to speak to Beverly, still keeping his eye on the drama unfolding before him.

      “Watch this closely, Beverly,” he said, “you’ll learn an important lesson.

      Baron Richard Fitzwilliam was a soldier’s soldier. He believed that if a man looked after his horse, the horse would serve him well in battle. The mere thought that a knight, who relied on his steed far more than an ordinary soldier, should not even know how to brush his horse, was unconscionable.

      “Dismount, Sir Barston,” the baron said evenly, “you too, Sir Leyland.”

      The two knights dismounted. The baron called over to his sergeant, “Sergeant, would you be so kind as to come and take these two away?”

      “Yes, my lord,” he responded and walked over, ready to march the knights away.

      “No, not those two,” he said looking at the knights. “I’d like you to walk these two magnificent beasts back to the stable, please. At least I know YOU understand how to treat a horse.”

      Gerald kept a straight face as the baron added, “And when you return we’ll discuss extra duties for these two…” he paused as if deciding on the best words to pick, “soldiers.”

      Gerald walked the horses back to the stables and handed them over to the stable boys.

      He marched back to the baron, deciding it was best to play this as professionally as possible. Walking up directly in front of the baron, he stood to attention. “Horses returned, my lord,” he said in an official tone.

      The twinkle in the baron’s eye told him that Fitz had appreciated the performance. “I believe Sir Barston here, has something he wants to say to you, Sergeant.” He looked at the older knight with a stern countenance. Sir Barston still looked confused. It was a wonder, thought the baron, that these rich nobles’ sons didn’t seem to grasp even the basic aspects of life. By and large, they were incredibly stupid, or lazy, or, in this case, both.

      “Sir Barston here,” the baron continued, beginning to relish this tactic, “has decided that he’d like to learn more about looking after his horse. Would you kindly see to it that any spare time he might have be put to just such a purpose? Perhaps start with the basics, you know, mucking out the stables and such?”

      “It would be my pleasure, my lord,” Gerald replied, “and what of Sir Leyland?”

      “Oh I think his horse skills are quite adequate,” the baron said. Then, as Sir Leyland began to relax, he added, “He’s volunteered to lend his strength to cleaning out the waste pit. I think you’ll find that our intrepid engineer is overseeing that operation. I’m sure he’ll appreciate the extra help.”

      Beverly watched the entire exchange, absorbing it all. The baron observed them head off, each in their separate directions, and then turned to Beverly, “Come along, my dear, we still have to ride out.”

      “My lord,” Gerald burst out, “you cannot go without an escort.”

      “Oh, very well. Go and get your horse, Gerald.”

      He ran over to the stables, rushing to saddle up his horse and returned shortly, out of breath, but ready to go.

      “We’ll need another guard, my lord,” he said.

      “Just how many guards do you think we need, Gerald?” he asked.

      “At least two, my lord.”

      The baron looked around the courtyard, then turned his horse, riding over to the smith, who was oiling some weapons. “Master Grady,” he said, “pass me that sword and scabbard there,” pointing to a short sword.

      The smith passed it up to him, and he rode back to where Gerald and Beverly were waiting. He pulled his charger up beside Beverly and leaned toward her. “Put your arms up, my dear,” he said, and as she did so, he took the scabbard and buckled it around her waist.

      “There,” he said at last, “now we have two guards, Gerald and Beverly.”

      They rode off through the gate, Beverly’s grin bigger than it had ever been before.
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      The great soil move, as it came to be known, started in the spring of '41. The baron had gone to extraordinary measures to carefully and meticulously plan the entire operation, keeping everybody busy throughout the past two years. It had taken some work to convince the farmers of the whole idea. Fearful of losing their land, the baron had guaranteed them title to the new plots, and so when the day finally arrived, they were eager to begin. With the wagons built and houses constructed, all that was left to do was move the soil. There were more wagons than horses, so the plan was for the horses to travel back and forth, dropping off empty wagons, and then picking up the ones full of dirt. In this manner, they would move things much faster.

      All the manpower they could muster was on hand, with several men standing by to run messages. Sergeant Matheson was his voice and ears, for even the baron was not able to be in two places at once. Beverly spent her time riding everywhere, racing with the wind on her fleet little pony. It was hot, and the work was gruelling, but aside from small, easily solved problems, the operation went smoothly.

      It was late afternoon one day as Gerald returned to the land around the Keep. He had just come from the Clayton's where the next shipment of soil had been loaded into wagons. They were merely waiting for the horses to return to complete the last trip of the day. Beverly was riding up and down the rows of farmers, watching them work. She saw Gerald approaching and trotted toward him then stopped. Something had caught her attention on the ridgeline to the north. He cast his eyes in the direction she was looking and saw a glint of light reflected off of something.

      He instantly knew what it was and spurred his horse into a gallop. “Alarm, alarm,” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “We’re under attack! Back to the Keep!”

      He pushed his horse to the limit, riding straight for Beverly. She was looking northward when the raiders came into view. There were two dozen of them, and they charged over the hill like a small swarm of ants. The workers, spurred on by Gerald’s warning, were rushing to the safety of the Keep. He saw Beverly, small as she was, spur her pony and start galloping for the gate, but he realized the raiders were going to get to her first.

      Beverly looked over her shoulder and saw the horsemen approaching; her pony, fitting for a six-year-old, was far too small to outrun a raider. She stopped her mount, turning it sideways to the attackers, and then drew her sword clumsily. The weight in her hands felt cumbersome, and she had no clue how to use it, but she was determined to show no fear. The horsemen got closer, several breaking off to attack the other tenants, while four of them headed straight towards Beverly, who sat calmly waiting with her sword in front of her. They laughed in amusement as they got closer, soon surrounding her, taunting the small child. It was great sport for them, to tease a young girl so easily, but they lost their focus, forgetting that things were happening around them.

      Gerald rode straight past the first rider, slicing with his sword as he went. A deep cut appeared across the raider's lower back, and he screamed in pain, but Gerald didn’t pause. He continued directly into the next rider, turning to sideswipe the mount. His own warhorse was used to this tactic and kept its feet, snorting as it moved, but the raider's horse lost its footing, sliding to the ground, the rider flailing awkwardly as he landed. Gerald kicked his horse forward and thrust with his sword, feeling the point bury itself into the stunned-looking raider. “Run!” he yelled to Beverly, who then turned her pony and spurred the animal forward. He felt a slash across his own back and was thankful he had worn his chainmail today, for he would have a bruise, but no cut to his skin. Without looking, he swung out with a backhanded blow and felt the sword bite flesh. The third raider let out a scream, clutching his face.

      Turning his horse about, he spotted Beverly, still astride her pony, making her way to the gate of the Keep. Glancing left, he noticed another group of riders bearing down on the farmers who had been laying out stakes to mark the land. He spurred his horse forward, passing by Sir Barston who was on the ground dead, his skull crushed by a hoof. His well-trained horse responded instantly to his commands, and soon he was thundering down toward the farmers. Cutting in front of them, he placed himself between the villagers and the approaching attackers, attempting to draw their attention. They took the bait and angled toward him. He spurred his horse onward with the raiders in pursuit, leading them away from the farmers. Being familiar with the area, he made for a small copse of trees, ducking as he entered. The raiders followed, rewarding him with the sound of at least one rider being hit by a tree branch. Clearing the trees, he turned to surprise two riders who were using their arms to shield their faces from the stinging branches. It was a simple matter to dispatch them, so intent were they on their safety that they never expected an attack as they exited the grove.

      He picked his way back through the trees, returning to the original scene of the attack. The workers had all made it back to the Keep, leaving the attackers riding about in frustration, seeking revenge for their dead. They had expected to find something valuable, and Gerald laughed; all they had found was dirt. It didn’t take long for them to give up the search and leave, finally allowing him to ride back through the gates and report that the attackers had fled.

      The people inside the walls were relieved with this news, and the baron ordered the work to wait until the next day. Tonight, he announced, they would celebrate with spirits; the mood quickly turned festive. Fortunately, only one man had died, Sir Barston. They had been lucky, but he knew the baron would not count on that luck a second time. They couldn't afford to be surprised like this again.

      Gerald saw to his horse and then headed to the map room, where the baron was, no doubt, discussing the situation with his most trusted advisors. Taking the steps two at a time, he arrived at the door only to find a young Beverly, her ear pressed against it, listening.

      “What have we here?” he said, and she turned around, startled. “We can’t have people spying on us now, can we?” he chided.

      Beverly looked terrified. He reached forward, pushing the door open, holding out his other hand for hers. Never one to shirk responsibility, she placed her hand in his, and he led her into the room.

      Baron Fitzwilliam was standing at the map table along with Mason, the head archer, Tumly, the leader of the Bodden Foot, and Sir Garant, leader of his knights. “What have we here?” said the baron, turning at the sound of the door opening.

      “It appears, my lord,” said Gerald gravely, “that we have a spy.”

      The baron walked over to Beverly, looking down at her. “Have you been listening at the door?” he asked.

      “Yes, Father,” she said.

      “And what did you hear?” he asked in a stern voice.

      “Nothing, Father, I couldn’t hear a thing!”

      He stepped back and stared at her for a moment, stroking his beard with his fingers. “Well, we can’t have that can we.” He looked toward Gerald, who was still holding her hand. “Get her a chair, Gerald; she can’t hear a thing from the hallway.”

      Her face lit up as if by magic. Gerald dutifully grabbed a chair, bringing it over to the map table. The baron pointed to it, “Sit there and pay attention, my dear, these are important matters that we discuss.”

      She sat down, a diminutive figure amongst the large men, while they discussed what to do. Late into the evening they talked and planned, the baron making sure she was fed along with the others. Beverly was entranced with the proceedings, continuing to listen as the night grew darker and the candles were lit. They discussed what happened, why the raiders were here, where they had come from, who might be leading them. The conversation seemed to be going in circles.

      They were debating what to do to guard against future attacks, and the consensus appeared to be to increase their patrols, but they didn’t have enough horses.

      Sir Garant and Gerald were debating this very fact when a young voice spoke up.

      “What about a tower?” she said, navigating a small gap in the conversation.

      “A tower?” said Sir Garant. “What do you mean a tower? It would take months to build a tower.”

      Beverly stood in her seat as all eyes turned towards her. “Not a stone tower, a wooden one. Tall enough to see far away, on the hilltop here,” she said, pointing at the map.

      The baron was suddenly inspired. “By Saxnor’s beard, she’s right. We’d only need a few soldiers to man a tower. If we build a number of them, we’d see anybody coming from miles around. We can make simple observation towers, no defences, with a fire standing by to set them alight if we need to abandon them.”

      The room exploded into a cacophony of ideas, and soon the plans began to take shape.

      Baron Fitzwilliam looked over to his daughter, proud of her suggestion, only to see she had fallen asleep. She was lying, half on the table, one of the tiny wooden knights clutched in her hand. He could have called a servant and ordered them to take her to bed, but this was Fitz the Elder, and he liked to do things himself. “Keep them going, Gerald,” he said, “I’m going to put Lady Beverly to bed.” He picked her up carefully, carrying her in both arms and excused himself. They all watched him go, touched by his tenderness, and then, as soon as the door was closed, erupted into conversation again.

      He carried her down the stairs to her room and laid her on her bed. He tucked her in, looking at her sleeping face. On her bedside table was a portrait of her mother, and he gazed at her image longingly. “Oh Evelyn,” he thought out loud, “how proud you would be of your daughter.”

      “Papa?” the little girl's voice enquired, breaking his reverie.

      He turned to see the sleepy-eyed child before him. “Yes, my dear?”

      “Are they going to make the towers?”

      “Yes, Beverly, they are, and it’s all thanks to you.”

      “That’s nice,” she said, and then lapsed back to sleep.

      

      The next day the garrison rose early to get to work and, much to the baron’s surprise, Beverly was up with them. Bodden's engineer, a humourless man called Stevens, worked out the details of the towers with a little trial and error. Soon, a practical design was created, and the towers would go up quickly. The work, though relatively easy, was messy. The characteristic spring rains had come and turned the ground into a soggy quagmire. The baron was there through it all, insisting on helping raise the beams they would use for the towers. They elected to put a horseman and bowmen in each tower; the horseman’s job was to ride them to safety should an attack occur. The bowmen would stay in the tower, watching for trouble. By taking shifts, they would cover the area much more efficiently than running patrols.

      At the baron’s insistence, they had left Beverly at the Keep, and she now took time to explore. She knew the entire place by heart, of course, but there were some areas where she wasn’t normally allowed to go and these, she discovered, were not guarded when all the men were out working. The most interesting one, to her mind, was the armoury. Here she discovered all manner of weapons, arranged in neat rows. Most were far too big for her to handle, but she could imagine heroic knights wielding these tools astride majestic horses. She was mesmerized by it all. The armoury was gated, of course, so she couldn’t touch anything, but she stood at the iron gate that blocked the door and looked on. It was then that she decided to pay a visit to the smith.

      Bodden had a number of smiths, but of these, only one was reckoned a master swordsmith. Old Grady, as he was called, had been with the barony for years. No one knew precisely how old he was, but he had served her uncle and when he died, her father after that. He was a dour man, constantly grumpy, but Beverly found him amusing. She wandered down to his smithy, drawn by the sounds of hammering.

      As she got closer, the hammering stopped, and she heard the telltale sound of quenching. She turned the corner to see him holding a red-hot blade in the water, his face turned toward his apprentice, yelling, as was normal. Grady’s apprentice was a man named Martin, but never was a man more ill-suited to his profession. Martin had originally been a farmer, and when his farm was destroyed in a raid, he was taken in by Grady as an apprentice. He had been at it for many years and yet he still hadn’t mastered the most rudimentary of tasks.

      She stepped into the room, looking at everything. There were half-finished blades on tables, spearheads sitting on the workbench, all manner of strange tongs and hammers hanging on the wall. This place was magical to her, and she loved seeing how everything worked.

      “Hello, m'lady,” Martin greeted her.

      Grady looked at her, but only grunted a greeting.

      “Hello, Martin,” said Beverly politely. “What are you working on today?”

      Grady snorted. “Nothing,” he blustered, “he can’t even manage to fire up the forge properly. He’s only been here six years, you’d think he’d of managed to learn something by now.”

      Beverly ignored the smith's bluster. She looked at a large set of tongs hanging from the wall. “Oh, those are large, what do you use them for?” she asked.

      To her surprise, it was Grady who stepped around from his workbench. “These,” he said, lifting them down from the wall, “are for shields. A sword is easy to hold in the forge, but a metal shield is quite unwieldy when you're pounding it with a hammer.”

      Beverly knew that Grady could be downright poetic when talking about his craft, so she spurred him on. “How do they work?” she asked.

      Sure enough, old Grady fell for the bait and soon he was talking at great lengths about how he forged shields. He was mainly a weaponsmith, of course, but had mastered the art of mail years ago. Once she had him talking about shields, it was a relatively simple matter to get him to switch topics, and soon the idea of armour came up.

      “So, you make the armour for the knights, don’t you?” she asked.

      “Actually,” he grumbled. He liked to sound like he was complaining, “Most knights bring their own armour with them. I just repair it. I haven’t made mail in a couple of years.”

      “Is it hard? Making mail?” she asked.

      “Time-consuming,” he answered. “Chainmail isn’t difficult, but the metal plates we cover it with these days require a different skill set. The breastplate is perhaps the most difficult; it has to be custom fitted, you see.”

      Beverly was fascinated, and now came to the question she really wanted the answer to. “How would you make armour for a woman?” she enquired.

      “A woman? Don’t make me laugh,” the smith roared.

      “What’s so funny?” she said, upset at his behaviour.

      “You can’t make armour for a woman,” he said, trying to catch his breath.

      “Why not?” she asked innocently.

      “Well…because,” he answered hesitantly.

      “Because why?” she pressed.

      “Because women aren’t built for combat, they're too…delicate.”

      Beverly made a sour face. Grady looked amused.

      “Sorry, my lady, but it just can’t happen. Women are all the wrong shape.”

      “But what about the legends,” she persisted, “or the Elves?”

      The old man smiled, “The legends were written years ago, long before we had metal like this to work with. And Elves? Trust me you don’t want to wear what the Elves call armour.”

      Disappointed by this news, she decided she had had enough. “Thank you anyway,” she said politely, “you’ve been most illuminating.”

      She left him, heading back into the Keep. So he wouldn’t make armour for a girl. She would have to figure out something else if she wanted to be a knight. It was then that it cemented into her mind. She would prove him wrong; she would become a knight, a valiant fighter, a beacon of justice, a warrior to be spoken of in years to come. Of course, first she had to learn how to use a sword.
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      The great movement of soil the year before had been successful, and with the planting of the season’s first crops, an even better harvest was expected this year. The new watchtowers had proved useful since their construction, not only to spot enemy raiders before they were too close, but to deter them from future attacks. On three occasions alarms had been sounded, giving the troops time to respond, preventing the raiders from coming any closer. Each time the baron sent out a group of horsemen to hunt them down, even leading one sortie himself.

      The Keep became a busy place during this time, for the farmers were now closer, and the village that existed within the outer bailey grew to accommodate the increased trade. Beverly enjoyed walking through the village. It was a comfortable place, where people knew each other, and she soon recognized many of the villagers by name.

      It was a particularly hot day, late in the summer when Beverly was walking once more through the streets. She stopped to look at some nice fabric and was discussing it with the shopkeeper when she heard a sound in the distance; a distinctive thud of wood hitting wood. Not quite able to discern what was making it, she left the dressmaker with a promise to return and followed the sound which led her around the corner and away from the shops.

      Here, was a group of boys, close to her own age. They were fighting with wooden swords, daring each other to attack, and then swinging wildly. She recognized some of them as the sons of soldiers, while others, she assumed, must be related to the villagers.

      Leaning against the wall, trying to look nonchalant, she watched them play fight. One of them would lunge forward, striking overhead with their sword. The other boy would then block the swing and do likewise. She was struck by the simplicity of their movements, having seen her father's soldiers in training. It was the responsibility of the Sergeant-at-Arms to keep the baron’s men in tip-top shape, and she was sure he would be disappointed by these lad's feeble attempts at fighting.

      She was trying to recall the drills she had witnessed the soldiers practise when a voice interrupted her thoughts.

      “What d’you think you’re looking at?” the tallest boy said.

      “Pardon?” she said, shaken from her reverie.

      “This fightings for boys, not girls,” the boy said. “Go tend to your sewing.”

      As the baron’s daughter, she was not used to being treated so rudely, but she didn’t want to go running off to get help. Something made her want to make a stand, and so she looked back at the boy without moving. “You’re doing it all wrong,” she told him.

      The boy walked over to her, with the two others backing him up. “What would a girl know about fighting?” the youth accused.

      She stood up defiantly, “Obviously, more than you.”

      “What did you say?” the lad's face turned red. “Say it again, I dare you!”

      Clenching her first, she felt her anger rising, “I said, you’re doing it all wrong. Your strikes are too easy to block, and your attacks have no strength behind them.” She was quite prepared to get into a fight about this, so sure was she of her ideas. “Let me show you.”

      “No girl is going to show ME how to use a sword,” he shouted.

      She was sure he was about to hit her, saw him make a fist, but one of the other boys grabbed his arm and whispered something in his ear. The boy looked down as he listened, then looking back up at Beverly, his face paled.

      He growled something incomprehensible, and then turned around, “Come on,” he said, “we’ll go find some other place to practise our swordsmanship.”

      Beverly felt cheated. She had never practised with a sword, but her encounter with the raiders the year before had made her more concerned. She resolved to start practicing today, immediately in fact. She would show those boys how to use a sword!

      Making her way back to the Keep, she entered the practise yard. No one was here today. They were all out on guard duty or patrols, so she retrieved her sword and walked to the centre of the yard. She thought about all the times she had seen Gerald train the soldiers and decided to start with some basic drills. Taking up a stance, her right foot in front by about a foot’s length or so, she swung the sword from her right-hand side in a sweep and tried to step forward with her left foot, but found it awkward. She tried again, this time stepping forward with her right leg, but once again found the action clumsy. Getting frustrated, she tried swinging the sword in a backhanded motion, but the sword came loose in her grasp, clattering to the cobblestones. Embarrassed, she looked around sheepishly, but fortunately for her, no one was about, and so she picked it up and started again. She soon came to the realization that this was going to be more difficult than she had first thought.

      Baron Fitzwilliam was in the map room listening to Gerald, who was detailing the Keep's stores. Ever since the northern wars had begun, Bodden had been a prime target. It had already come under siege on three separate occasions, and the baron was determined to always have sufficient food stores to survive an extended siege if need be. The windows were open, letting in the sweet summer breeze and, as he listened, he moved toward the west window, the better to feel the breeze on his face. Gerald was going on about how many bushels of grain they would need to make up the shortfall when they were both startled by a rather loud clanging sound.

      Fitz looked out the window and saw below, on the practise grounds, his daughter trying to swing a sword. Gerald joined him at the window.

      “It appears we have a budding warrior, my lord,” said Gerald.

      “Mmm,” the baron replied, thinking deeply. “I wonder if we might encourage her a bit?”

      “Encourage her, my lord? You want your daughter to be a warrior?”

      “Why not,” he turned to face Gerald. “I daresay she has the determination.”

      “Isn’t that a little dangerous?”

      “My dear Sergeant,” the baron said after a brief pause, “I think it’s apparent by now, that if Beverly wants to learn to fight, she’s going to do it with or without us. I'd rather she learn to fight properly.”

      Gerald saw the look of resolve on his lord's face, and he knew how this was going to end, but he had to play his part. “And how, my lord, are we to proceed in this manner?” he asked, knowing full well the answer.

      “I think it's best,” said the baron, “that you ‘discover’ her training, and offer a few tips, don’t you? She has to think it’s her idea.”

      Gerald sighed, “Very well, my lord, I shall see to it at once.”

      “Thank you, Gerald,” said Fitz, then added, “Oh, and Gerald?”

      “Yes, my lord?”

      “Train her properly, real training, not pretend.”

      He was about to object but saw the look on the baron’s face. He swallowed his pride, “Yes, my lord.”

      And so Gerald Matheson, the Sergeant-at-Arms of Bodden Keep marched down to begin training his newest protege, a seven-year-old girl.

      Beverly tried stepping, then swinging, then stopped. Her right arm was getting sore, and she rubbed it. She would never get the hang of this; she would have to watch the soldiers practise tomorrow and learn the basics. Her frustration level was rising at her own inabilities when a voice interrupted her thoughts.

      “Every new recruit needs to start with a practise sword,” said Gerald walking toward her. He tossed her a wooden sword which she managed to catch. “Put away the other blade; you’ll learn to handle it when your arm toughens up.”

      She leaned the sword against the wall and gripped the practise weapon in her right hand. Gerald guided her out into the centre of the yard and stood beside her. “Now, stand with your feet even with one another, but about shoulder-width apart. When you swing from the right, take a step forward with your right foot.”

      “But I’ve been trying that,” she complained.

      “No, I’ve been watching you,” he said, remaining calm and professional. “You step and then swing, you need to do both at the same time. Your movement will put more weight into the swing.” To illustrate he carried out the movement himself. “You see? Now you try it.”

      It only took a moment for her to get the hang of it, and then he showed her how to do a backhand swing. Soon, she was stepping forward with a forward slash and then stepping again with a backhand swing. He returned her to the middle of the yard and stood in front of her with another wooden sword. “Now do it again,” he said, and as she swung, he blocked and stepped backwards, then blocked the backhand stroke, stepping back again.

      Before long they were going back and forth in the yard. First, she would attack six times, then he would counter-attack, and then it would be her turn to block. She was having a wonderful time, and he recognized the look of determination on her face that he had seen so often on the baron. She would have kept at practise for hours, he had no doubt, but he also knew her arms would be sore tomorrow, for she had to get them used to the effort. He finished up with some stretching exercises, warning her that her arms would hurt later.

      “So, recruit,” he said as they were finishing, “are you willing to return tomorrow for more training?”

      Beverly looked up at him and smiled, “Yes, please! I mean, yes, Sergeant.”

      “Excellent. We’ll meet here again tomorrow at the same time. We can’t really have the new recruits practicing with the regular soldiers, now can we? Take that practise sword with you and go see the swordsmith and get him to adjust the grip on it, you’ve got smaller hands. If he gives you any guff, you tell him the Sergeant-at-Arms sent you.”

      

      Gerald was surprised by Beverly’s determination for she practised every chance she got. If only, he thought, his actual recruits were as disciplined as she was. The summer wore on, and the training continued. Soon, he had her practicing different techniques, lower and higher thrusts and swings. She ate it up like a wolf among sheep. By the time the cooler air of autumn had arrived, she had progressed to a real sword, though only a short one. Gerald found the training not too tiresome, in fact, he hated to admit it, but he had fun. Her enthusiasm was inspiring, and he often found himself showing her tricks that he normally wouldn’t mention to trainees.
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      The patrol topped the rise and looked down into the valley before them. It was a cold morning with a mist that drifted into the recesses of the valley like a blanket, obscuring the area below. Baron Fitzwilliam rode up beside his sergeant, with the other riders just behind.

      “See anything, Gerald?” he asked.

      Gerald looked down into the valley, but didn’t speak. He was straining to catch a sound of something off in the distance, removing his helmet to make it easier. “Horses,” he finally said, “I can hear them down in the valley.”

      He replaced his helmet and continued his report, “I think they’re waiting for something, my lord, I heard movement. A wagon, maybe?”

      “Well,” said Fitz, “we’d best be getting a move on if we’re going to stop them.” He turned to his men, and commanded them, “In line, trotting forward, not too fast, and keep the line straight.”

      The horses were repositioned, forming a line with Baron Fitzwilliam and Gerald in the centre. They paused while the baron drew his sword, raising and lowering it to signal the advance. The line moved forward at a slow trot. The baron had started using these tactics years ago when he had discovered that the Norlanders who raided the area were ill-disciplined and feared formed cavalry. The line slowly advanced into the valley, the mist enveloping them, but proving to be thinner than expected.

      Fitz called the turn, and the right-hand side slowly sped up and began to move while the left shortened their pace and turned left, the result being the entire line pivoting on its centre. He ordered them to trot forward, and they stopped turning, the line now facing forty-five degrees from where they had begun. He heard a yell and instantly recognized a Norland accent. Expecting to see enemy raiders appear out of the mist, they were shocked to instead hear the clash of steel and screaming. Even more chilling was the fact that the screams were high-pitched, obviously from women and children!

      The baron heard it clearly and immediately ordered the charge; the whole line thundered forward into the mist.

      It was likely to be catastrophic, for they knew not what they were charging into, but someone was in trouble, and so they pushed onward. They drew closer to the sound of swordplay, and then suddenly, out of the mist, large shapes materialized. A wagon train, likely travelling merchants, had come under attack from the raiders.

      The Norlanders were riding around the wagons, using their spears to stab at the drivers, with a few having already jumped from their own horses onto the wagons, and at least one of the conveyances was on fire. The ground was littered with the dead, while one raider was trying to tear the clothes off of a woman who had been hiding under a cart.

      The line of horseman charged into the macabre scene, striking the raiders and washing them away like a wave at the beach, leaving only a few individual fights in the mist.

      Baron Fitzwilliam struck a foe down with an overhead swing to the enemy's head. The raider lurched sideways, falling from his horse. A spear stabbed at Fitz's back, glancing off the plate, and he backhanded the attacker with a low strike into the man's thigh. A new rider appeared, trying to stab at the baron's horse but he used his legs to manoeuvre the beast into a side step, turning to drive a thrust into the man’s stomach.

      Meanwhile, Gerald had reached one of the wagons, striking down a looter who had jumped from his horse to the wagon, remaining only long enough to watch him collapse. He heard screaming coming from inside, so he slashed the canvas tarp with his sword. Within, a raider, his blade dripping with blood, was standing over a woman’s body. Nearby a child screamed in terror, as the man stepped forward to finish the lad off. Gerald, with only a moment to think, climbed up on his saddle, balancing with both feet, and jumped.

      He hit the Norlander with his body and sent them both tumbling onto the floor of the wagon. Punching hard with the hilt of his sword, he felt the pommel strike the bastard's face, eliciting a bellow of pain. Gerald tried to raise his sword for a killing blow, but it became entangled in the canvas, and suddenly he was pushed off by the man beneath him. He fell back, straining to steady himself and his adversary unexpectedly jumped up, ignoring everything else, raising his sword to strike. Gerald managed to disentangle his sword just in time to thrust forward, driving the point of his blade into the raider's stomach. He felt blood gush over his hands as the weight of the body fell on top of him, the stinking smell of his victim's breath beside his face. He pushed the corpse to the side and sat up, looking around to see that the fighting was dying down. The conflict was nearing its end, with only small pockets of resistance left.

      The child was sitting at the edge of the wagon, pale and scared. Gerald wondered if perhaps the boy had been wounded. He looked to be in shock and Gerald, remembering when he had seen his own mother killed in front of his eyes, felt pity for the lad. He studied the boy; he looked well built for his age, not scrawny, and had steel grey eyes and dark brown hair, a rare combination. He wondered who the boy was, where he was from, but his questions went unanswered, for the child remained silent. The only clue to his identity was a leather necklace he wore with the name Aldwin on it.

      Fitz rode up to Gerald, "What do we have here?"

      "A survivor, Lord, but he's not talking."

      "We'll have to take him with us. We can't stay here; there may be more raiders about."

      "What about the others?"

      "There are no other survivors, Gerald. The Norlanders saw to that."

      Gerald looked at the boy and thought back to the day that Lord Richard had found him alone in the woods. "What will become of him?"

      "The stables? You did well there."

      "He looks stronger than I was at his age. How about the smithy? Saxnor knows Grady could use a new apprentice, and he can't possibly be as useless as Martin."

      

      Beverly often sat on the outer wall above the gatehouse waiting for her father's return. Seeing a young boy on the back of her father's horse, she knew something had happened, so she ran down the steps to get to the gatehouse before they arrived. The faces of the warriors wore a solemn look as they entered, and she stopped short. She watched her father lower the young boy from his horse, passing him to a knight.

      “What are we to do with him, Lord?” asked the man.

      “Take him to the smith,” the baron replied, “he needs a new apprentice.”

      They dragged the boy off, still with a blank expression on his face.

      The baron dismounted and servants rushed to take his horse. He peeled off his gloves and removed his helmet, then looked over to see Beverly watching him, concern written all over her face. He looked down at himself and realized he was covered in blood. “It’s all right, my dear,” he soothed, “none of this is mine.”

      She rushed over and hugged him briefly. “What happened, Papa?” she enquired.

      He recounted the tale of the morning's fight as she listened intently.

      “What will happen to the boy?” she asked.

      “I’ve handed him over to Old Man Grady. He’s been wanting a new apprentice for years.”

      “Is that wise, Father?” she asked, suddenly appearing older in his eyes.

      “The fact is he’s got no family to look after him and no prospects. The best thing I can do for him is to give him a roof over his head and a position. There’s little else I can do. Only time will tell if this young Aldwin will amount to anything.”

      Beverly nodded her head wisely. It would be interesting to see how Aldwin adapted to his new life.
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