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			For Gary. 

			The forever hero in my real-life story. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			England, 1347

			“I think Aras would be a fine name for our son,” Merick said. 

			Melanie rolled her eyes. Her dour expression thankfully went unnoticed by her companion as they both lay upon their backs looking up at the blue sky. “Perhaps we should be joined in matrimony before we name the children we are to have, my lord.”

			Merick rolled onto his side and propped himself up on an elbow. “We are betrothed,” he reminded her. 

			“Aye, that we are.” 

			“And I think a fall wedding would be grand.” 

			Melanie closed her eyes and stifled a sigh. She was besieged by guilt, for what sensible maiden would not leap at the chance to wed with such a loving, kind, and thoughtful man as Merick de Balan? It was true he was a second son, but his family was a noble one, and her inevitable in-laws were actually quite likeable. His family could also boast of several fine holdings, one of which Melanie was certain would be bestowed upon her and Merick when they finally wed. She should be resigned to the idea of wedding him by now, but even that word resigned plagued her many a sleepless night. 

			“Rest later, my love. For now, Father and Mother await us to discuss our pending nuptials.”

			Melanie sat up quickly, having forgotten that her own parents were even now probably arriving at Balan Castle for a weekend of wedding planning. Melanie had arrived earlier with two of her father’s men-at-arms as her escort, preferring to ride her own mare and not to sit in the cart with her mother. “Gracious, Merick! I fear I had forgotten for a moment.” 

			Merick was not displeased with her response, for he was certain the love of his life had found his company so agreeable that the reason for this weekend had slipped her mind. Though it was not a rare occasion for their families to come together. Over the years, they had spent many weekends at each other’s estates, for they bordered alongside the other. The young couple had practically grown up side-by-side and had been betrothed in childhood by their eager parents. Melanie was Gordon and Fiona Worth’s only child, whereas Merick had an older brother who had also been betrothed at an early age to a neighboring estate’s young heiress. 

			Merick rose to his feet and brushed the grass from his breeches. He reached down to offer Melanie his hand when he saw her attempting to stand. As he raised her up, he pulled her closely to his chest and dipped his head low to seek her sweet rosy lips for a kiss. Melanie demurely turned her head, and Merick’s lips fell upon her cheek instead. 

			“Please, Merick, someone may be watching.”

			It was now Merick’s turn to roll his eyes, for always had Melanie played the chaste and virtuous maiden with him. It was a rare occasion indeed when he was allowed to take any liberties with her no matter how small, despite their betrothal. In the past, he could explain away her hesitance by her youth and inexperience, but lately, Merick felt what could only be described as indifference from Melanie. He could not fail to notice how distant she became whenever he mentioned their upcoming marriage or the children he wished them to have.

			Melanie started to descend the rolling green hill they’d rested upon, and Merick took a few quick strides to catch up beside her. He felt slightly appeased when she tucked her dainty hand in the crook of his arm.

			“Might we go around the village, Merick?” Melanie asked him softly, with a touch of trepidation in her voice. Her steps slowed as they reached the bottom of the hill and began walking toward the roadway. From there, they could see the outskirts of the small village ahead, and no doubt Melanie did not wish to witness a repeat of that morning’s unfortunate events. 

			The village wasn’t a large one. However, it could boast of the finest alehouse for miles around. Young men from neighboring estates took great delight in overindulging themselves, much to the dismay of the poor villagers and anyone else the drunkards lay their sights upon. This morning, although it had only been scant hours past the break of dawn, a group of rowdy youths had already gathered in and around the alehouse. It had been unfortunate that just as Melanie and Merick had been trying to pass by unnoticed, a tussle had broken out, and one of the young men had been thrown right into Merick. Merick, slim and lacking in strength, had fallen to his knees from the blow. Taking great offense, he had risen to his impressive height of six foot three and towered over the miscreant. It had not taken long, however, for the other fellow to notice the lack of confidence behind Merick’s threatening anger, and it had not gone well for him. Merick had been lucky to avoid a sound thrashing but had to bear the brunt of a bruised ego when Melanie stepped forth and begged for his life. What began as a pleasant stroll had turned into an ugly and embarrassing scene. The two had quickly gone on their way amidst a riot of cajoling and lewd suggestions aimed at them both. 

			Merick had no wish to be humiliated again, and Melanie’s gentle suggestion was quickly taken to heart. He led her off the roadway and onto a trail through the forest around the village. It wasn’t that he was afraid of facing the alehouse troublemakers, for he was no coward. It was just that it was better not to place his beloved in the way of danger, he assured himself. When Balan Castle came into view, Melanie breathed a sigh of relief. She had been tense and slightly wary as they walked along the overgrown pathway through the forest. The trouble this morning might have been more easily forgotten if it had just been a chance happening, but it had been going on for as long as Melanie could remember.

			As children, when they’d had the misfortune of running into boys roaming together from other nearby holdings, Merick had always seemed to be the unfortunate butt of their many pranks and jokes. Plagued endlessly and mercilessly, it had almost always fallen to Merick’s older brother Desmond and even to Melanie to put an end to the teasing. Melanie had tussled and scraped her way through many a weekend in the company of her betrothed, giving the bullies an impressive show of her strength and skills. But over the years, the boys had grown bigger and stronger, while Melanie, after her thirteenth year, had stopped growing except for gaining inevitable womanly curves. It had become harder and harder to wrestle the boys away from Merick, and she had grown more and more reliant upon Desmond’s help.

			As they approached the thick wooden doors of the castle, they were suddenly thrown wide as Desmond stepped outside. The sight of him, so big and broad, had always made Melanie feel irresistibly drawn to him, despite the fact he would soon be her brother-in-law. 

			Seeing his younger brother and Melanie brought a feeling of relief to Desmond, as he had only just heard of the trouble they had encountered in the village that morning. A servant had seen the incident and had quickly relayed the story to Lady de Balan’s maid, who in turn eventually relayed the tale to her mistress. Lady de Balan had gone straight to Desmond and appealed to him to seek out his younger brother and Melanie and bring them home safely.

			“Merick, I was just coming to find you,” Desmond said to the pair. “Melanie.” He dipped his head in greeting to his soon-to-be sister-in-law.

			Melanie blushed prettily as she smiled at him in response. Where she was glad for Desmond’s presence, Merick was not.

			“What do you want, Desmond? Didn’t Mother tell you Melanie and I would be enjoying a stroll this morning?” Merick snapped at his brother.

			Desmond ignored Merick’s tone, for he well knew how his brother hated it when he had to be rescued. Fortunately for Desmond, the truth supplied him with a convenient excuse. “I only wanted to tell you that Melanie’s parents have just arrived and are now settling into their rooms.” His easy smile hid any deception Merick might have suspected.

			~*~

			Mollified by Desmond’s explanation, Merick gruffly thanked his brother and led Melanie inside. Melanie hurried off to greet her parents while Merick climbed the stairs to the solar to seek out his mother. As he expected, Alaine was seated before the large window bent over her needlepoint. She raised her head as she heard Merick’s approach.

			“Mother,” he greeted her, bending to kiss her cheek.

			“Hello, darling. Did you meet up with Desmond?” Alaine asked casually.

			Merick sat down awkwardly beside her, his large size out of place on the dainty chair. “Do you mean did Desmond once again snatch me from the jaws of danger?”

			“Oh, don’t be so melodramatic, dear. You know your brother cares only for your welfare.”

			“Aye, though I wish he would stop being so overly concerned and let me take care of my own problems. My word, Mother, I can handle myself quite well, you know.”

			Alaine lifted her gaze from her work and looked pointedly into her son’s eyes. “The way I heard it told, Melanie had to beg for your life.”

			Merick rose angrily to his feet. “If I’d had my bow, it would have been a different story!”

			“I’m sure you are the finest archer in the land, my dear,” Alaine assured him.

			“Though I had not thought I’d need to bring a bow and quiver of arrows along when I took my betrothed for a simple stroll,” Merick said spitefully.

			“Unfortunately, my son, there is no such thing as a simple stroll any longer. Not since that cursed alehouse was erected in the village.”

			Merick began to pace. “I vow, Mother, if it’s the last thing I do, I’ll see that wretched place burned to the ground and all the vagabonds it caters to run out of town.”

			“Ah, that would be a pleasant sight.” Alaine sighed.

			Before Merick could continue with his plans for revenge, a knock sounded on the open door. “Excuse me, my lady,” the young servant said. “Lord de Balan asks if you would please join him and your guests in the hall for the midday meal.”

			“Gracious, is it that time already? Come, Merick. Let us enjoy a meal before going over the details of your nuptials.” 

			Merick offered his mother his arm and escorted her to the hall, where their guests had just taken their seats at the raised table. He seated himself between Melanie and her mother, Lady Fiona. 

			“Greetings, my lady, my lord,” he said, inclining his head toward his future in-laws.

			“Greetings, my boy,” said Lord Gordon Worth, as his wife smiled sweetly at Merick.

			Merick lifted his cup to his lips as he basked in the warm glow of his loving in-laws. To them, he was no awkward young man who needed endless rescuing. In their eyes, he was perfection. His manners and charm rivaled the awe of the fiercest of knights. He had nothing to prove when he was in their presence. His great love and affection for their only daughter impressed them far more than any brave deeds he would ever display on the field of battle.

			Merick’s peaceful moment was interrupted by the late arrival of Desmond. His brother strutted forth through the great hall amidst the boisterous calls of his fellow knights and the sighs of young ladies. Desmond took his seat between his father and Lord Worth and reached directly for the ale with one hand and a hunk of bread with his other. “Greetings.” His voice was muffled, his mouth overflowing with a large bite of food.

			“Desmond, dear, must you shove food into your mouth so?” Alaine gently chastised her oldest son. “Can’t you be more mannerly, like your brother?”

			“Mother, please,” both boys groaned.

			After the meal was finished, the families gathered in the de Balan’s spacious drawing room to make wedding plans. Each set of parents was determined the date would be set in the early fall. It just being the middle of spring right now would allow more than enough time for preparations. 

			“We could make the announcement after the tournament,” Lord Worth suggested. Neighboring estates took turns holding the July tournament, this year the task falling to the de Balan’s.

			“Yes. What a fine idea, my lord,” Alaine agreed.

			“Merick, son,” Victor de Balan said, noting his son’s tense expression. “This year, we shall make the archery contest a grand competition, just like the favored joust. And I’ve no doubt in my mind as to who shall be the victor.” 

			Melanie clapped her hands together in glee. “Oh, Merick! Your father is right. You are the best archer in all of England. I know you are.” Her eyes shined in sudden adoration toward her betrothed. Finally, she thought, Merick would have the chance to prove to everyone, especially those bullies, that he was a worthy opponent. Perhaps then the teasing might finally end, and they could live their lives in peace.

			Merick worried slightly there could still be a chance he might not win the contest, for there were no guarantees. But then he looked at his love, his sweet Melanie. The eyes she’d turned on him were so full of admiration that all doubt fled his mind. At last, his betrothed regarded him with something other than pity or embarrassment. Merick became thoughtful for a moment, imagining the moment of glory that he, himself, might finally attain—just like Desmond, who had always been the shining star of the annual games. He and Melanie would stand together above the crowd in the high wooden daises, and his father would make the announcement of their wedding date. Merick would take Melanie’s hand in his and wave to the loudly cheering crowd. 

			After everyone had agreed the wedding would be announced at the tournament, the parents got down to the business of agreeing upon the wedding gifts each would bestow upon the pair. As expected, Merick’s parents would give them one of their several holdings. The small but elegant Castle Hadley, just north of Balan Castle, would be home to the new couple. Melanie’s parents would fill the stables with six thoroughbred horses and give them a herd of cattle to roam the several acres of fields.

			Thrilled with the generosity of both of their parents, Melanie and Merick hugged and kissed them with affection. They asked to be excused and hurried off to stroll together in the gardens to discuss the happy future awaiting them. Melanie was so caught up in the excitement of the moment, she forgot any misgivings she’d had in the past about marrying Merick. 

			They took a seat amongst the roses, and Merick took her hand in his. He looked into her bright blue eyes and admired the beauty of his betrothed. Her hair hung loose to her hips in long blonde waves. Her dress was a flattering green and cut low, showing off the generous curves of her lovely body. She was still very young and innocent, having not yet seen her eighteenth birthday that would fall in autumn. Merick couldn’t wait until they were finally joined in matrimony so he may finally sample her charms. 

			Where Melanie was fair, Merick was dark. His curling, raven black hair just brushed his shoulders, which were broad despite his thin stature. His eyes were dark brown, and when he smiled, he appeared boyishly handsome despite being twenty-and-one. 

			“Do you think the competition will be fierce at the archery contest?” Merick asked, the slight hitch in his voice betraying his nervousness.

			Melanie couldn’t help but feel annoyed about Merick’s fear. His father had done him a great service by glorifying a game in which Merick excelled, but instead of feeling gratitude, Merick was again wrapped up in his insecurities. “I’m sure you will be fine,” she said dryly.

			Merick couldn’t help but notice the flash of irritation cross Melanie’s face. He had done it again. Why hadn’t he learned by now that his beloved could not tolerate his want of confidence? Merick stood and made an excuse that he needed to check on something at the stables before quickly leaving Melanie alone in the garden. He could not stand being near her when he knew how distasteful his presence had become to her. 

			Melanie sighed as she watched him go. The excitement of the last hour suddenly disappeared, and she once again confronted the reality of having Merick for her lord husband for the rest of her life.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The days and weeks flew by quickly as spring gave way to the hot, dry months of summer. At the week’s end, the much-anticipated tournament would begin and continue for two exciting days. Merick had spent every day practicing with his bow and felt confident his skill was unmatched. 

			Melanie had made preparations of her own, readying herself for her upcoming wedding and life at Hadley Castle. She had almost made peace with the thought of becoming Lady de Balan. Seeing her betrothed only three times since the late spring weekend she’d spent at Balan Castle had helped to make her fate easier to bear. Each time they’d met, Merick had been in the archery field and had a determined air about him. He’d spared her only a perfunctory greeting, almost ignoring her presence, so deep was his concentration. Melanie had found his treatment of her perversely attractive. He usually smothered her with attention during their visits, and she’d secretly likened him to a needy child.

			As the weekend of the tournament finally arrived, Melanie could hardly contain her excitement as she and her parents arrived at Balan Castle. They would be staying in the castle as guests, as would a few others. Spectators and competitors alike were already beginning to set up their tents in the softly rolling fields that surrounded the area. Men practiced swordplay while merchants, preparing to use the event to peddle their wares, erected booths. 

			Melanie had watched the activities going on through her window high above the castle grounds. She had then dressed for supper and awaited her parents before joining the others in the great hall below. The meal was grand, with over eight courses being served, and didn’t end until late in the evening. Afterward, Melanie turned down Merick’s offer of a stroll in the garden, opting instead to retire early so she may be well rested for the tournament set to begin tomorrow morning. As she lay in her bed, she found that although she was tired, she was also restless. In two short days, Merick’s father would announce their wedding date to all. It wasn’t like it would be a great surprise, for everyone in the land knew she and Merick had been betrothed as children. She sighed and rolled over. 

			Desmond’s betrothed had arrived today. His wedding had been announced at the beginning of summer. It was set to take place a month before hers and Merick’s. Beatrice Madeon, Desmond’s bride to be, had arrived in all her splendor. Though spending only the weekend at Balan Castle, she’d had her servants pack a cart high with her trunks and bags. Beatrice, being one year older than Melanie, had been matched with the de Balan’s older son, whereas Melanie had been betrothed to the younger. The soon to be sisters-in-law were polite to each other but had never been close. Beatrice seemed to take cruel delight in extolling the virtues of her betrothed while laughing over the ineptness of Merick. She was, however, always clever enough to only show her sharp tongue whenever she and Melanie were alone. When others were in the room, Beatrice became the epitome of sweetness, and Desmond and his parents were of the assumption she could do no wrong.

			Melanie rose early the morning of the tournament and dressed in haste. She knew the games would not begin until the de Balans had taken to the stands, as they were the hosts, but she wanted to be well on her way before Beatrice awoke. She crept out of her room and padded past Beatrice’s door before hurrying to the stairway. Once below, she headed straight for the kitchens, hoping Cook would be awake and busy preparing breakfast. She was greeted by the sweet smell of baked bread and fresh summer fruit, piled high on trays upon the wooden table, ready to be served to the guests when they awoke. Cook smiled at Melanie indulgently when she saw her reach for the soft, fresh bread.

			“You’re up early this morning, my lady.”

			Melanie didn’t sit down on the stool before her to eat, being in too much of a hurry this morning for idle chatter. “Aye. Have you seen any others about yet?”

			“Nay, only yourself.” 

			Melanie was about to say it would be a long while yet before Princess Beatrice made an appearance, but bit her tongue. She picked up an apple and bid Cook farewell as she left the room. Outside, the day that greeted her was cloudless and warm. Melanie was glad she’d opted to wear only a light cloak over her dress. She could always shed it later at her seat in the stands as the day grew warmer. 

			Where the castle was silent, the yard was bustling with activity. Lads were readying horses, which had been boarded in the de Balan stables, while young men sat sharpening swords. Melanie wound her way around visiting knights noisily boasting of their skills before passing beneath the portcullis. There was a huge field set aside for the tournament. High stands had been erected to witness the joust and gave view to the archery field. 

			Between the castle and the tournament grounds, several colorful tents had been erected. Melanie walked by, noticing the inhabitants were already busy preparing for the day’s events. Knights visiting from other castles sat silently as their servants saw to their care and comfort. A giant of a man sat shirtless, wearing only his breeches while his squire carefully shaved his face. He winked at Melanie as she passed by him, and she flushed bright red and turned her eyes down quickly. 

			“Melanie!” She heard her name being called. She turned toward the sound and saw Merick rushing up to greet her. He held her at arm’s length while Melanie smiled up at him.

			“Why are you up and about so early?” he asked her, concern etched in his features.

			“I’m just anxious for the tournament to begin, my lord.” She had no wish to tell Merick she was avoiding Beatrice. 

			“I had trouble sleeping in as well,” Merick admitted. He tucked her hand beneath his arm and began leading her away, not liking the way the shirtless knight was staring at them. “Have your parents risen yet?” 

			“Nay, I do not believe so.” She wasn’t certain, for she’d been in such a rush to leave the castle that morn.

			Merick wanted some privacy with Melanie, as they’d yet to spend any time alone together since her arrival. He steered her away from the field and walked toward the forest trail. The path was silent except for the sounds of small creatures scurrying around the forest floor or rustling in the treetops. They walked on, enjoying the peaceful surroundings, knowing the area would soon be filled with sounds of swords clashing and people cheering. Merick led them to a clearing, which overlooked a small pond. The sun danced upon the surface of the water, making it sparkle like diamonds.

			“Oh, how pretty,” Melanie exclaimed.

			Merick smiled as he led her over to sit on a smooth rock face that jutted out toward the water like a wide bench. “Careful not to wet your dress,” he said.

			Melanie tucked the fabric under her legs, her feet dangling toward the small pool, as Merick slid over to sit closely beside her. The rock did not allow for much space, and Melanie could not shift over to give him more room. She felt suddenly uncomfortable at their proximity and wondered what Merick might be up to bringing her here to this place. Merick reached for her hand as they sat quietly together. 

			Melanie looked at the water and the surrounding forest, the birds in the trees, anywhere but at her betrothed. Since her arrival, she had only seen Merick in the great hall to take their meals or in passing at the castle. She was disappointed that he had failed to stir in her the same excitement he had created when she’d seen him practicing for the games. Then he had been all sweaty and aloof, barely sparing her a glance. What was wrong with her that she would care to be with such a man, Melanie wondered? Perhaps she only craved that which she did not have or that which was hard to get? She had never worried about finding a mate, for it was known to her from the time she could walk that she and Merick would be married. Every woman craved a home and a family with the man she loved, and Melanie had always been assured these things. She did love Merick. She was certain of it. But they had grown up so closely, almost as though they were siblings, and she feared she loved him as a sister loved a brother.

			“Shall we sit together in the stands today?” Merick asked.

			“Of course,” she replied, for it would be expected of her to sit with her betrothed when he was not participating in the games. The archery contests would be played late in the afternoon today, eliminating contenders until the last game on the morrow. Until then, they would watch the others compete from their seats, sheltered safely above the field. 

			Desmond would be upon the field. 

			That was the reason Melanie was so quick to elude Beatrice this morning, for she had no wish to listen to her boast of Desmond’s merit. Not while Merick sat watching the tournament with the ladies. She would seek Beatrice out when it came time for Merick to show his skill with the bow and arrow.

			“Does something amuse you, my dear?”

			Melanie blushed slightly for having been caught thinking about the look on Beatrice’s face when Merick beat everyone at the archery contest. It was almost always Desmond who won honors each year and came out victorious at the end of the tournament. There was no doubt, Melanie thought, that this year’s games would end the same way. Only this time, Merick would also be a champion. 

			“I’m just thinking about the archery contest,” Melanie said innocently.

			Merick smiled confidently, he too anxiously awaiting his moment of triumph.

			Their shared moment of anticipation of Merick’s glory was interrupted by a voice from behind the trees. “Well, if it isn’t the lord’s son lounging about while others prepare themselves for the tournament.” 

			“Aye, don’t you know, Sam, that Merick fears the battlefield, even if ‘tis but a game?” said another voice. 

			Merick quickly slid from the rock onto the ground beside him. “Who’s there?” he demanded, walking toward the sound of the voices.

			Elden and Sam Montrose, brothers from a neighboring estate, stepped into the clearing and stood before Merick. They regarded him with sneers and began to walk with calculated steps around him, looking him up and down. Merick was all too aware of the animosity aimed at him. He knew these young men, for they had plagued him endlessly throughout his years.

			“Look, Sam, he’s not alone,” observed Elden, spying Melanie upon the rock. She had struggled ungainly to her feet, hampered by her long dress and the small surface she stood upon.

			“I asked you a question,” snarled Merick, turning the brothers’ attention back to him. Being only two of them, Merick felt certain he could handle them, for the Montrose brothers were both a good head shorter than himself. 

			But then two others stepped forth from the brush.

			Two rough young men from the village came to stand beside the brothers, and the cruel looks upon their faces showed they were of ill intent. Before Merick knew what they were about, they formed a crude circle around him and began to shove him back and forth.

			Melanie jumped from the stone and rushed forward, determined to put an end to the torment. She pushed her way around the men and stood in front of Merick.

			“Melanie, what are you doing?” demanded Merick.

			“You will leave him be! I will not have you manhandling my betrothed!” Melanie hissed, her eyes flashing angrily. 

			One of the village youths reached out and ran a dirty finger down her cheek. When Melanie slapped his hand away, he tipped back his head and laughed. “Oh, ho! What spirit you possess, my lady,” he said admiringly. “And what beauty. What do you see in a spineless boy such as he?” His fellow cohorts howled over the outrage on Merick’s face.

			“Touch her again, and I shall kill you,” Merick threatened.

			“What’s that, Lord Spineless? Touch her again?” asked Sam. He reached out and grabbed Melanie’s wrist in a painful grip, wrenching her away from Merick. 

			Melanie slammed into Sam’s chest. His thick arm wrapped around her waist while his hand still held her wrist captive. When Merick lunged to save her from Sam’s vile clutches, the others held him back. 

			“You will let me loose!” insisted Melanie, fear becoming evident in her voice.

			“Not before I taste your sweet, sweet lips, my lady,” Sam purred.

			Showing a burst of strength, Merick wrenched himself from his attackers and pulled Melanie free of Sam’s grip. He pushed her lightly aside. “Run, Melanie!” he told her. He swung his fist, but before it could connect with Sam’s jaw, the others were on him again. The village youths latched onto his arms, and Sam and Elden began taking turns punching Merick’s face and stomach.

			“Stop it! You’re killing him!” screamed Melanie, rushing forward to strike the brothers with her own small fists. 

			Elden grabbed Melanie by her shoulders, his fingers biting into her flesh, and forced her to look at Merick. “Look at him. He is nothing. He cannot even protect you!”

			Melanie gasped when she saw Merick, bent from the blows to his stomach, his face swollen and bloodied. Worst of all was the look of defeat on his face. She felt truly frightened in that instant, for she knew all hope was lost. He had given up and resigned them both to their fate.

			“Let us go,” Melanie begged, trying to gain compassion from Elden.

			“I think not, my lady. Too long have we awaited this moment,” Elden said.

			“Aye,” agreed Sam. “For always, Desmond rushes forward to save his precious brother, but not today. Today he is too busy preparing for the tournament. Nay, the Great Knight, will not be riding in to save the day.”

			“I think the lady asked you to let her go,” came a deep voice from behind them.

			Melanie turned her head to see who had appeared, as did the others whose curiosity was aroused. There, standing in the clearing, stood the huge knight Melanie had seen outside his tent. The one who had worn no shirt. He was now fully dressed in a tight leather jerkin and leggings. His thick arms were crossed, and his legs were braced far apart as though he prepared to do battle. So still and calm he stood, as though he had not just intruded onto a scene of mayhem. It appeared not to bother him he was outnumbered four to one. His black eyes stared challengingly at the men before him.

			“Run along,” sneered one of the youths from the village, dismissing the intrusion.

			The knight cocked his head and looked at the youth curiously. “Pardon? I seem not to have heard you correctly.”

			“Ye heard me jus’ fine!” the villager retorted. He released his grip on Merick’s arm and stepped forward, causing Merick to fall to his side. 

			Melanie tried to go to him, but Elden still held her tightly.

			“He said run along,” said the other youth from the village. He, too, released Merick and came up to stand alongside his friend.

			Sam took up a stance beside the other two, leaving only Elden, who refused to let go of Melanie.

			“Since there are only four of you, I’m willing to show mercy and let you leave. As long as you do it now,” the knight stated. 

			He had stressed the word “now” with deadly intent, and Melanie felt a shiver run down her spine. Who was this man, she wondered? And why would he be willing to risk his life for her
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