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Francis sat on top of his roof with his arms extended behind him after he had made his way through his wooden hatch in his bedroom ceiling. His father had inserted it into the roof for him years ago along with a little ladder to climb up. Francis spent most nights since it was inserted, watching the night sky and taking in the nocturnal ambience. He also enjoyed watching his village, Black Heath. He people watched; he smiled as he watched Oliver stealthily leave his house, slowly closing his front door before he crept two houses down along the pebbled path to see his mistress, Isabelle. Francis shook his head in bemusement as he marvelled that it was the fourth time in five days. Francis’ thoughts then turned to Oliver’s oblivious wife, Marie; he felt sympathy for her. How did she not know? Perhaps she did and she just accepted it. 

Francis shrugged away the thought as he turned his attention to something else; he spotted movement in the lake on the outskirts of his village. From his vantage point, he could see the whole village of Black Heath. His house was situated right in the middle of the village so all he had to do was a complete circular turn in order to see everything. If he completed a turn right now, he would see the small marketplace on his right which consisted of a bakers, a butchers–although he barely had any meat to sell–a tavern for people to drink away their worries and a blacksmiths. Behind him would be the village stables–it held six horses altogether and on his left would be the apothecary which was run by a pleasant old man named John. Staring back at him then were the houses of the village and beyond that was a lovely lake which he now had eyes on.

He stared at the person sat on a poolside rock with her feet dangling in the water. He had to squint to just about make out the long blonde hair of Lana. Or at least he thought it was Lana. He looked down to her naked midriff and that confirmed it; it was Lana. Francis smiled as he made out her supple and smooth skin of her stomach. He just wished he could find the courage to talk to her and not just say hello, really talk to her about deep and meaningful things. As he stared at her, he thought of all the times he had had chance to speak to her and had ruined them by being too shy. Each time he had barely muttered hello without even looking at her before quickly scurrying away. 

His mother had told him time and time again to look a girl straight in the eyes when talking to them and ask questions. He had failed miserably on both fronts. He was a coward. He suddenly remembered a conversation he had with his mother previously...

“Be brave, Francis. Have courage to look a girl in the eye and once they see your beautiful green eyes, they will be won over. Okay?” 

“Yes, mother.” 

“So, will you do it then? Talk to a girl and look them in the eye?”

Yes, mother. I promise.”

...The thought passed and as he continued to stare at Lana, he realised he needed to keep his promise. He needed to deliver on his promise to his mother. He shall talk to Lana. Starting now. 

Francis was about to get up and make his way to the lake to talk to Lana but in his peripheral vision, he spotted movement on his right. He glanced over and beyond the marketplace on the pathway leading to other villages; he saw a lot of movement.

What the hell?

He heard a lot of noise now as the shapes neared. Francis watched open-mouthed as he heard the clapping of horse’s hooves and bellowing of soldiers. He then saw the noise and gasped at the huge cluster of soldiers with smouldering fire torches in their hands. 

He gazed back to the village in a frozen stupor and saw people clamouring around frantically; he spotted Oliver running from his mistress’ house leaving an upset Isabelle in the doorway. He made his way to his marital home to grab his wife Marie before he ran back out in the direction of the stables.

Francis then realised that he needed to move. He got up and heard clamouring below him in his house so he opened his hatch about to go back down as he parents barged into his bedroom in a fluster. 

“No! You stay up there Francis! Lie flat on the roof and do not move. Just until this passes,” Francis’ father said sternly as he looked at him, pleading.

Francis glanced to his mother and she softly nodded. Shouting of soldiers reached the three of them; they were getting closer. 

What do they want? 

Francis peeked back to his father and softly nodded as he reluctantly closed the hatch. Francis bolted it shut.

A tear caught in his throat as he reluctantly lay flat, looking to the night sky. It looked so peaceful compared to what Francis could only imagine what was happening in his village. A barrage of shouting assaulted his eardrums and he slowly rolled onto his front to spy what was going on. His mouth dropped open as he spotted Isabelle, Oliver’s mistress being dragged out of her house by three soldiers with three outside waiting with torches of fire in hand. She wriggled and fought but it was fruitless. She swore and cursed but it fell on death ears, they just laughed at her as the one soldier tossed her to the floor. 

She looked up at them with frightened eyes as they circled her. One of the soldiers with the torches tossed it into her house without her seeing but a split second later, Isabelle turned as she heard the whooshing and crackling of the fire catching. She faced her house and her face broke into one of anguish as she jumped up and yelled in fury at the soldier stood in front of her who stopped her from reaching her burning house.

“Let me past, you animal!” Isabelle yelled as she was grasped by the soldier. “That's my house!”

“It won't be for long. Your house and this whole village will all soon be a charred mess.”

Isabelle stared at him in disgust before she hocked up and spat right in the face of the soldier before smiling as it dripped down his nose and mouth.

The soldier stared back in anger. “You shouldn't have done that. That was a bad choice.” The soldier wiped his face and then pushed Isabelle back to the floor as he pulled a knife out of his tunic. “You really shouldn't have done that.”

In one swift movement, the soldier slashed his knife all the way across her neck, piercing her jugular. Blood gushed out as Isabelle slumped forward. Her hands went to the slash but blood flowed through her fingers at a frightening pace. In a matter of seconds, she blacked out and was dead. 

Francis gasped as he watched on in horror. 

Why are they doing this? 

He heard movement behind and looked to see soldiers raiding the stables and leading the six horses that the village had along with them to the other pack of soldiers. They chortled as they stole them. 

Francis suddenly realised that Oliver and Marie clearly didn't get away on horses as all six were there. He hoped they got away on foot or were in hiding but his stomach dropped in dread and fear that they never did. 

He peered below him with a concerned frown as he thought of his mother and father. He knew right now, they would be hiding under the floorboards; another invention of his father's built for Francis. His father had laboriously dug out a trench underneath the house and once again used a hatch in order to access it.  A lump formed in his throat as he wished he was with them right now, he longed to see his mother's sweet face and hear her velvet voice. He longed to see his father's weathered face and hold his worn, calloused hands.

Francis shook it off; he would see them again. Taking a deep breath, he glanced back to the flaming house in front of him now, all of it engulfed with hot flames and dark smoke. The slain body of Isabelle lay outside still. 

He tried to peer past at the lake but his vision was blocked by the growing flames and the long tendrils of smoke, reaching ever higher. 

I  hope Lana is okay.

He nervously glanced round as he watched more soldiers wreak havoc in the marketplace. They destroyed and pulled down shop fronts, pulled off the window shutters as well as stealing anything that wasn’t nailed
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