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Chapter One
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Kyle had finally completed the task of plowing the last five acres of his eighty-acre farm. It had consumed more than a month of his time to plow and sow his crops. Once he had stored his pair of oxen and plow away, Kyle would set off with his wheelbarrow filled with barely feed to scatter the seeds on the newly plowed land. He was well aware that it would be nearly nightfall by the time he returned to his humble one-room dwelling after completing the planting.

Following that, he would experience a period of calm for a couple of months until the autumn harvest. In terms of animals, he possessed a pair of oxen, six hens, a rooster, and four hogs with a dozen piglets. Once the piglets grew to a sufficient size, he would vend most of them and retain a few for his own consumption. These, along with the profits from his grain yield, were his sole means of income.

Although not a significant sum of money, it would suffice to cover his tax obligations, buy some equipment, and acquire a few articles of clothing. His requirements were uncomplicated, as he had no spouse or offspring. His parents were a distant recollection and, in any event, his birthplace was located on the opposite side of the globe.

His modest agricultural land was situated a considerable distance, spanning over ten kilometres, from the nearest small settlement. If one were to categorize the fifteen residences, post office a general store, and a two-story, six-room hotel with a dining establishment and bar on its ground floor, as a town, then that is what it could be called. The town was surrounded by approximately fifty small farms, which also contributed to the population of the church and a small, single-room school located at one end of the sole road that ran through the centre of the town.

At the opposite side of the street, stood a tiny police precinct. The station housed four mounted federal officers, with three regularly patrolling the area. Their main focus was to catch cattle rustlers, inebriated individuals, and swindlers. The fourth officer remained stationed in the town, ensuring peace and serving as a swift response team in case of any nearby incidents.

The village stood as the final settlement within the nation, nearly a thousand kilometres away from the hub of its population. It was situated on a tiny islet amidst the barren, arid plains that extended nearly to the metropolises.

Kyle acquired this compact farmland from the authorities since the previous proprietors had ultimately surrendered, deserting the property and heading back to the distant metropolis. It was enclosed by a small creek that flowed freely for most of the year. The exterior boundary was situated two kilometres away from the nation's border, and the surrounding countryside was rugged and stony.

Although Kyle enjoyed his seclusion, he would venture into town once a month for a meal prepared by someone else and a couple of beers. However, during these rare outings, he couldn't help but overhear the conversations around him, including discussions about the distant war the country was embroiled in. Despite its small scale and minimal impact, the war seemed to be a popular topic among the townspeople. But for Kyle, who had no interest in politics or foreign affairs, it held little significance.

Based on his observations, he concluded that in times of war, it was often the common soldiers and civilians who bore the brunt of the consequences, while the politicians and aristocrats reaped the rewards. He witnessed brave widows of fallen soldiers struggling to provide for their surviving children, as well as disabled veterans who had lost a limb and were forced into poverty.

Kyle was gathering his seed grain, using his handcrafted wooden shovel to scoop it into his home crafted wheelbarrow. He was hidden from sight, not within the sight of the yard, barn, or modest dwelling. The granary was situated near the forest that encircled the farmhouse.

Kyle paused in his actions, his attention drawn to the sound of a horse's whinny. His senses heightened, his gaze scanning for any signs of activity as ingrained habits took over. Hunched down, he peered cautiously around the edge of the modest grain storage building.

Nine cavalrymen formed three lines of three, with the officer positioned at the end of the first line. Kyle quickly identified the troopers' attire and the horse's gear, a sight he was all too familiar with after dedicating five years to the regiment.

Cautiously, Kyle sneaked towards the edge of the forest, clutching his wooden shovel in his grip. He strategically positioned himself behind the granary, using it as a shield between him and the farmyard. With a swift yet silent movement, he found a vantage point to observe the situation. While some of the troopers remained on their horses, they spread out around the farmyard, ready for any unexpected movements. Five of them dismounted and began scouring the buildings for any signs of intruders. The officer, alone on his horse, leisurely lit a cigar, calmly surveying the scene.

The squealing of pigs betrayed the fact they had been found, as well as shouts of joy as the trooper searching his house found his one jar of home brew. His small wagon was found, the oxen hitched up to it. The pigs and chickens were quickly killed and tossed into the wagon. Troopers set fire to all his buildings, mounted and rode off toward the town in the distance. Kyle could see smoke on the horizon where the town was. The war had come from a new direction. There was nothing to stop this army coming from Kyle’s mother country.

Well, almost.

Kyle ventured a kilometre from his home, deep into the thick forest. In a small open space, he discovered a compact shed. After unlocking its door, Kyle retrieved the contents within. He retrieved a durable, spacious backpack and a lengthy, weatherproof item. After securing the waterproof item to the top of the backpack, Kyle hoisted the weighty pack onto his shoulders with a grunt.

Kyle set off on his journey to the town ten kilometres away, determined to make the pack sit more comfortably by adjusting the straps. As he walked, a plan began to take shape in his mind. It was not a plan driven by vengefulness, but one of righteousness and recompense. Despite his anger, Kyle understood that acting impulsively would only lead to his demise, and he refused to let these innocent people suffer any further.

While walking, Kyle witnessed columns of smoke ascending to the heavens as additional farmlands were set ablaze. In his thoughts, Kyle envisioned the brutal looting and destruction that was likely taking place in those areas. He had borne witness to enough of such atrocities in his past, including the slaughter of innocent children. This was undoubtedly a campaign of ethnic cleansing, driven by the king's covetous desire for this territory.

Kyle noticed some movement in the tall grass and stopped. He turned his head only far enough to keep that area in his peripheral vision. His eyes scanning all around for more movement.

“You have the choice to stay hidden,” Kyle said. “I walk away and you are on your own. Or, you can come out and then we are two.”

As Kyle prepared to depart, a figure suddenly rose before him. Standing tall and slender, the individual appeared no more than eighteen years of age, if not younger. In one hand, he held a bare blade, while the other gripped its accompanying sheath.

“If you are planning on killing me with that big knife,” Kyle said as he began to walk away. “You better hurry up about it, before I starve to death waiting for you.”

After a brief moment, Kyle caught the sound of approaching footsteps and the distinct clink of metal against wood as the sword was returned to its sheath.

“Where’d you get the knife kid,” Kyle said as he walked. He didn’t turn around.

“This is not a knife!” The kid yelled. “This is my father’s sword and his father’s before him.”

Glancing behind him, Kyle caught sight of the towering adolescent. His expression was one of outrage, his grip on the sword causing his knuckles to pale.

Kyle let out a tired sigh, swivelled his head to the front, and continued on his journey. As the sun began to dip below the horizon, Kyle veered off the path and ventured into the nearby woods. After trekking two hundred meters, he stumbled upon a small clearing and finally came to a halt. With a grunt of relief, Kyle let his pack fall to the ground and hastily constructed a fire pit. Observing his actions, the adolescent proceeded to gather firewood.

A lively blaze soon crackled before them. Kyle reached into his bag, retrieved a small pot, poured in some water from his canteen and a handful of coffee grounds, and set it atop the flames to simmer. He tossed a piece of beef jerky towards the young one, and another for himself. Then he sat and gnawed on the tough meat while keeping an eye on the bubbling pot.

As the sun descended, the two were enveloped in darkness, the faint glow of their small fire illuminating their faces. As the water in the pot began to bubble and steam, Kyle rummaged through his bag once more, retrieving a set of sturdy work gloves and two metal mugs. With the gloves shielding his hands, he carefully poured two servings of coffee and passed one to the young boy.

“Kyle,” he said. “And you?”

“Clive,” the teenager said.

Clive let out a string of expletives as the scalding hot coffee singed his taste buds upon the first sip. Kyle's lips curved into a smirk, stifling the laughter he could feel bubbling up inside.

“How old?” Kyle asked.

Seventeen,” Clive answered.

“Your old man a rich land owner, maybe an aristocrat?” Kyle asked. “Pretty fancy little stick you have there.”

“My father and grandfather were sergeants at arms to the great lord,” Clive spat out.

“Ah, I see,” Kyle said.

Unlatching two blankets, one from each side of his pack, he tossed one at Clive.

“Gonna be chilly tonight,” Kyle said. “Been a long day.”

After savouring the last drop of coffee, Kyle casually tossed the remaining contents onto the crackling flames. With a snug blanket wrapped around his shoulders, he reclined and quickly drifted off into a peaceful slumber.

As the sun rose, Kyle offered a second cup of coffee and a strip of dried meat to the boy. It seemed he had not rested much, as he abruptly awoke to find Kyle observing him from the other side of the dwindling flames.

As the sun slowly peeked above the horizon, Kyle extinguished the dying fire. He stowed away the cups in his bag, secured his blanket to the side and heaved the pack onto his back with a grunt. Without uttering a single word, he trudged towards the road, with Clive frantically hurrying after him.

Kyle showed no sense of urgency as he made his way towards the town, knowing exactly what awaited him there. Clive, to his credit, wrapped the blanket around his shoulders and held onto his sword tightly. They walked in silence, with Clive noticing that Kyle seemed oblivious to his surroundings. However, his perception changed when Kyle suddenly grabbed him by the collar and forcefully dragged him towards the tree line, before shoving him down once they reached it.

Five cavalry troopers rode out from the forest, their laughter and playful banter revealing their carefree attitudes. However, their demeanour changed when they encountered the hidden pair. Kyle stood in silence, while Clive noticed a long and broad sword had mysteriously materialized in Kyle's hand.

Kyle quietly walked quickly toward the five troopers. Every step a slither more than a step. Three meters from the last trooper, Kyle exploded into action. In less than two minutes, three horses and five troopers were down, dead.

Clive remained motionless, unable to react as he witnessed the swift and lethal assault. Before he could even register what was happening, it was over. He observed as Kyle forcefully tore the tunic off one of the soldiers, then proceeded to methodically turn over each one and stab the remaining one who was still alive. The scene was both shocking and mesmerizing to Clive.

At that moment, Kyle began to wipe the blood from his blade with the tunic of the lifeless man. He gestured to Clive, beckoning him closer. As Clive approached, he noticed the crimson stains on Kyle's face and hands. The crimson spray splattered across his shoulder, a gruesome reminder of the violence that had occurred. As Clive surveyed the corpses and their brutal wounds, he couldn't contain the urge to retch, emptying the contents of his stomach onto the ground.

Kyle offered Clive a canteen he had retrieved from the saddle of one of the deceased horses. He was simultaneously enjoying a biscuit he had discovered in a saddle pouch.

“Grab those two horses kid,” Kyle said to Clive. “We need to get out of here fast.”

As Clive approached the two horses who were peacefully grazing, he averted his gaze from the destruction that surrounded him. Kyle was rummaging through the corpses and equipment of both humans and animals, scavenging anything he deemed useful for their journey.

Clive returned with the two horses.

“Should have kept a couple of more horses alive,” Kyle said. “Oh well. We’ll load all this junk on the two we have. Walking a little farther won’t kill us.”

“Where, how?” Clive stuttered.

“I wasn’t always a farmer kid,” Kyle said. “You have any training?”

“A little,” Clive said. “Mostly unarmed combat and sticks.”

“Well,” Kyle said. “Time to enhance your skill set. Starting tonight."

As the sun set, they set up camp deep in the forest for the second night in a row. Only a short distance of less than two kilometres separated them from the town. The scent of burning wood and the fiery glow of the town's fires could be easily perceived against the darkening sky.

That evening's dinner was slightly more satisfying as the jerky was accompanied by the biscuits that Kyle had procured from the fallen soldiers. After the meal, Kyle had Clive practice sword techniques with him, without uttering a word, simply nodding his head in approval. Then, he wrapped himself in his blankets and drifted off to sleep, leaving a puzzled Clive to ponder the events of the night.

As the sun began to rise, Kyle hit the road once again. The horses were loaded up with all their gear, including Clive's trusty sword. The closer they got to the town, the more overpowering the scent became. The pungent aroma of burning wood permeated the air, with a subtle hint of smoky, grilled pork lingering beneath it.

Human forms, both male and female, became visible along the edges of the path. As they drew nearer, the bodies inched closer to the road, until the two men had to maneuver around heaps of corpses strewn across the pavement. Clive's stomach had long since expelled its contents, and now he didn't even retch as they stumbled upon the lifeless figures.

The majority of the fires had gone out, though numerous still lingered. The entire town lay in ruins, with structures decimated and looted. Clothing, furniture, and other insignificant possessions were carelessly discarded on the streets.

Several individuals had been brutally tortured and then strung up on lamp poles by their necks. One unfortunate soul had been mercilessly crucified, yet somehow remained alive. Kyle examined the man with a hardened gaze, knowing that even if he managed to survive, he would never walk, use his hands, or speak again. Retrieving a dagger he had scavenged from a soldier, Kyle ended the man's suffering by slitting his throat.

Kyle sorted through heaps of discarded items, occasionally plucking a coat, shirt, pair of pants, or blanket and tossing each one onto a growing pile. Clive simply stood amidst the chaos, surveying the destruction. Content with the quality and quantity of goods accumulated, Kyle brought the horses over and loaded them up with the items. Taking hold of the reins for both horses, Kyle set off down the road leading out of town.

“What are you doing!” Clive yelled after him. “We need to bury the dead!”

“Make your day kid,” Kyle said. “They’re dead, they don’t care.”

Kyle paid no attention to his surroundings as he continued walking, fixated on his path. After a brief moment of reflection, Clive hastened to catch up to him.

“This is what war looks like kid,” Kyle said after about an hour.

From time to time, they would stumble upon corpses along the roadside or encounter a desolated farmstead. To Clive's dismay, he came to the realization that the once heart-wrenching sight no longer evoked a reaction from him.

“Right now the troopers are looting everything they can get their hands on,” Kyle explained. “Later on, they will start to get picky and only want quality goods. Better for us. We should be able to obtain some food soon. The troopers will not get all the live stock, and start to leave grain etc behind. That will help our food situation some.”

“Have you done this type of thing often?” Clive asked.

“Not for a long time kid,” Kyle said. “How do you think your grandfather and father got the money for your farm kid? The lucky ones, like them, and me, survive and can buy themselves another life.”

Kyle stumbled upon a small path and veered off the main thoroughfare. Gradually, they left behind the bustling areas and entered a more secluded setting. The farms gradually diminished in size, but none were left untouched. However, they managed to salvage a plump chicken from one of them, which would provide sustenance for the next two evenings.

Kyle abruptly halted in his steps as they reached an unmistakable opening in the forest after a few days.

“Take the horses into the trees,” Kyle said quietly.

He approached the horse with determination, gripping his formidable blade and freeing it from its sheath

“Stay there until I call for you,” Kyle said.

As Kyle crept along the edge of the forest, his body hunched and low to the ground. Eventually, his figure disappeared from view. Clive, who had been waiting for over an hour, spotted movement amongst the trees and quickly drew his sword. Suddenly, a fair-haired youth was pushed out from the closest cluster of trees.

“Stay here!” Kyle said.

He shoved the kid again, hard enough for him to fall on his face.

“He tries to run, kill him,” Kyle said to Clive.

He hurried away once more. The kid forcefully propelled himself onto his backside, pressing his spine against a nearby tree, while Clive menacingly aimed his sword in his direction.

After a span of ten minutes, a chaotic uproar erupted from afar. Shrill cries, a momentary clash of metal against metal, followed by another wave of agonizing screams. And then, an eerie silence fell upon the surroundings.

“Clive! Get your butts down here!” Clive heard Kyle yell. “Bring the kid and the horses.”

Clive gestured for the kid to rise and took hold of the reins of the horses. He then motioned for the kid to move towards the direction where Kyle's voice could be heard. The lad was familiar with the path and soon they arrived at a desolate farm, with Kyle standing up after covering a lifeless body with a blanket.

“Sorry about you mom and sister kid,” Kyle said. “Got here to late to save them.”

Kyle tore a tunic off a fallen soldier and proceeded to cleanse his blade. As he surveyed the area, the farmhouse structures appeared to be in satisfactory condition. Shattered panes, scattered merchandise, and five lifeless soldiers littered the yard.

Kyle entered the home and after a few moments, he emerged once again.

“Grab whatever you need kid,” Kyle said. “We have to get out of here before they come looking for these troopers.”

Kyle was occupied with collecting weapons from the troopers. He swiftly removed the chain mail from their bodies and proceeded to equip four of the recently acquired horses with packs containing clothing, armour, and weapons.

With the newfound ability to ride rather than trek on foot, Kyle procured a hatchet he stumbled upon and fastened it onto the steed he had chosen as his own.

With tears streaming down his face, the kid emerged from the house, his arms burdened with garments and covers. Kyle directed Clive to assist in loading the belongings onto a horse, while he himself entered the dwelling.

He hastily gathered dishes, cookware, kitchen supplies, and cutlery, carrying them out and unloading them next to a steed. Then, he reentered the dwelling, emerging with his arms brimming with provisions. After another trip, he returned sporting additional sustenance. He assisted Clive in loading the supplies, before mounting the chosen horse.

“Come on kid,” Kyle said, not unkindly. “We have to go. Your family is dead and us dying is not going to help them.”

Kyle took hold of the reins of two horses and ventured into the dense forest, following a barely visible trail through the towering trees. Clive and the youngster swiftly mounted their horses, clutching onto extra sets of reins, and galloped after him.

“Any more people living out this way?” Kyle asked.

“Just old man Johnston,” the kid said. “Half a day further down this path"

Amidst the silence of the forest, Kyle let out a low grunt as they continued on. The only audible noises were that of the wind whispering through the treetops, the rhythmic clatter of horses' hooves, and the persistent buzz of insects. The mildness of the spring day hinted at the imminent arrival of scorching summer weather.

As the setting sun began to dip below the horizon, they stumbled upon a perfect location for setting up camp. Nestled beside a babbling brook was a quaint open space, ideal for their needs. Kyle directed the two younger companions to tend to the horses while he took charge of preparing a pit for a fire and igniting it.

As the coffee pot began to heat up over the fire, Kyle scoured the surrounding area for suitable branches. After finding three sturdy tree limbs, he swiftly trimmed them to match his shoulder height and tossed them aside near the fire pit. By the time he returned, the two lads had arrived, using ropes they had procured from the nearby town to construct a makeshift pen for the horses. Joining Kyle by the fire, they plopped down beside it. With a gesture, Kyle directed their attention to the three poles he had gathered.

“Shape them into training staves,” Kyle said. “Show the kid how to do it Clive. What’s your name kid?”

“Donny,” the kid said.

“How old are you? And do you have any weapons training?” Kyle asked.

“Sixteen sir,” Donny said. “Don’t know nothing about weapons sir. We was just farmers sir.”

“Not a sir kid,” Kyle said. “Just a poor assed farmer like you. Clive has had some training. He will show you what to do. You don’t learn how to fight you will be dead by the end of the month.”

After the dinner, Kyle cocooned himself in his coverings and dozed off within seconds.
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“Old man Johnston know you kid?” Kyle asked the next morning.

For a duration of ten minutes, he kept a vigilant eye on the small cabin. Although smoke was emanating from the chimney there were no indications of activity or individuals in the vicinity.

“Yes,” Donny said.

“Good, then,” Kyle said. “Ride in nice and slow kid. He might be a bit skittish.”

Kyle and Clive, accompanied by their steeds, remained concealed amongst the foliage while Donny proceeded towards the small cottage.

“Mr. Johnston, Mr. Johnston!” Donny yelled out as he rode into the yard. “Are you here sir?”

No answer could be heard from either the cabin or the yard. Clive glanced at Kyle and observed a slight grin appear on his face.

“Stay put Donny!” A male voice yelled. “That big galoot and the kid with him, better get their scrawny asses out in the open before I perforate his ass!”

“With your lousy eyesight,” Kyle yelled. “You’d be lucky to hit your barn let alone me, you old coot!”

With a swift kick, Kyle spurred his steed and rode into the yard. Emerging from the nearby forest, a middle-aged man with thinning hair and a bushy white beard strode forward, wielding a crossbow in hand. As he advanced, he deftly removed a bolt from the weapon's string, revealing a quiver of arrows fastened to his waist. In addition to a sword strapped across his back, he also sported a dagger on the opposite side of his quiver.

Kyle lowered himself onto the ground and approached Johnston, who he then embraced in a tight hug.

“Been a day or two,” Kyle said.

“Ya,” Johnston said. “Didn’t know you were out here.”

“Wasn’t,” Kyle responded. “My place is down by the border. This is Clive. His people are dead. So are Donnies.”

“Shit,” Johnston said. “Good people Donnies people. Didn’t see no smoke from their way.”

“Got ‘em before they could burn the place,” Kyle said. “Only had two ponies before this.”

“Who are they?” Johnston asked.

“Neighbours next door.” Kyle said.

“Ah,” Johnston said. “Our old employers.”

Kyle shrugged his shoulders.

“Looks like a full invasion Gunther,” Kyle said. “Your little crossbow ain't gonna help much.”

“Neither are these two kids and you,” Gunther said. “I don’t care if you have that big assed sword of yours along.”

“Done alright so far,” Kyle said. “But ya, I get ya. Not wanting to start a battle Gunther, just survive.”

“Any more of the old gang around?” Gunther asked.

“Dunno,” Kyle said. “I left right after you did. Wasn’t any around me at least.”

“We should have a couple of days,” Gunther said. “I know a spot further in that will be fine for a while. Make a good initial base anyway. Bound to be more survivors around.”

Gunther slaughtered one of his hogs and the four of them indulged in a hearty meal that evening. As the two men caught up on their activities over the past few years, they reminisced about old times. When the younger men eventually dozed off, Kyle and Gunther poured themselves some coffee and ventured outside, strolling towards the barn. The rest of the night was spent discussing strategies for surviving the upcoming summer and potentially the harsh winter ahead. It was not going to be a walk in the park.

They would not be pursued, not yet. The pair of assaults initiated by Kyle would be chalked up as the last stand of the nearly non-existent federal police. The present moment called for strategizing, honing skills, and gathering intelligence.

After a span of two days, the quartet ventured deeper into the forest atop their steeds, bearing a heavy load of equipment. By noon, the path they were following had vanished, prompting them to rely on animal trails that cut through the dense foliage. Any traces they left behind would soon dissipate, rendering them practically untraceable.

After three days, they stumbled upon an idyllic location - a spacious glade adorned with a meandering brook. Downstream, beavers had constructed a dam, and schools of fish could be spotted swimming in its depths. Along the banks of the stream and the beaver's barrier, there were evident hoof marks left by sizeable ungulates.

In the initial stages, a makeshift enclosure made of rope was erected, followed by temporary shelters for resting. Subsequently, trees were cut down and a sturdier corral crafted using logs. This process ensured a lasting and secure enclosure for the animals.

Each evening, Gunther would instruct the two young boys with the poles. Every night, Kyle would retire to bed early and be absent each morning when the rest awoke. It wasn't until a whole week had passed that Kyle showed up at camp again, accompanied by two unfamiliar individuals - a woman in her thirties and a teenage girl. They appeared disheveled and alarmingly thin.

The evening brought with it a ravenous hunger for the women, who devoured the merger meal they were given. It was evident that they had been traveling for an extended period of time. Seeking warmth and shelter, they crowded together beneath a lento. The mother would drift into brief slumbers, only to be jolted awake repeatedly throughout the night. Eventually, she succumbed to exhaustion, collapsing into an unconscious state.

Kyle was squatted down on the steam bed scrubbing pots. The woman came and stood beside him.

“Do what you want with me,” she said. “But you go near my daughter and I swear to God I will kill you.”

Kyle glanced back at her and the pairing knife in her hands. With a sigh, he returned to scouring his pots.

“Well,” he said. “You are probably a good looking woman underneath all that dirt and grime. But I don’t have time for that stuff. If you and your daughter would help around camp, that would be enough. Oh ya, might have to keep an eye out on the two kids. Kids will be kids you know.”

Kyle finished cleaning his pots and began to gather them together before making his way back to camp. As he walked, the woman observed him intently. Kyle wasted no time in crafting a new lento for himself, having gifted his previous one to the family.

“Gotta pile of clothing over there,” Gunther said to the woman later that day. “No dresses, just men’s stuff. But still...clean and better than your gear anyway.”

The mother summoned her daughter and together they approached the heap of garments, guarded by a small shelter. They combed through the articles, selecting ones that were suitable for their sizes.

The family proceeded towards the stream, with the mother and daughter taking turns to protect each other from the male presence at the camp. After bathing and changing, they returned with their previous attire in tow. The two women then began tending to their lengthy locks.

As Kyle dozed off, he rested on his back near the beaver pond on a beautiful, sun-drenched day. His arms were comfortably tucked under his head, but as he heard her approaching, he was already awake, anticipating her arrival. With a subtle throat clearing, she signalled her presence and he slowly opened one eye to gaze at her.

Her visage bore traces of dust and dirt from their journey, her locks, though not lustrous, were neatly arranged and plaited at the back of her head. The uppermost buttons of her attire were unfastened, granting a glimpse of concealed décolletage. The trousers hugged her figure alluringly as she stood barefoot, unflinching under his scrutiny, emanating an air of pride.

Tough girl, Kyle thought.

“What can I do for ya?” Kyle asked.

Her nostrils crinkled with disdain.

“If it would be alright with you sir,” she said. “My daughter and I will start diner.”

Despite her harsh tone, there was a subtle undertone of gentleness in her voice.

“Make your day,” Kyle said. “Then I don’t have to cook.”

“And Gunther tries to poison us every time he cooks!” Kyle yelled so Gunther could hear.

As Gunther continued to split logs, he couldn't resist the urge to give him a rude hand gesture.

Amusement flickered through Kyle as he glanced at the woman, her head framed by the warm rays of the sun. In her prime, she was undoubtedly a beauty, Kyle mused.

“Anything else?” He asked.

“No sir, thank you sir,” she replied and stalked away.

Realizing his gaze upon her, she haughtily lifted her head and stormed off, commanding her daughter to fetch water. She rummaged through the bags, gathering ingredients for their evening meal.

Kyle reclined with his hands supporting his head, drifting back into slumber. He couldn't justify wasting such a beautiful day. He must have been completely at ease. Suddenly, a gentle tap on his right foot disrupted his peace.

“Get your lazy ass up,” Gunther said. “Lady said you snooze you loose and if your food gets cold it ain’t her fault. Feisty one her. Right up your alley.”

“Like I need that shit right now Gunther,” Kyle said as he stood up.

Together, the two men strode towards the blazing fire pit. With her daughter's assistance, the woman forcefully scooped spoonfuls of stew onto plates and brusquely handed them to the men.

“Thanks ya ma-am,” Kyle said, startling the woman.

Gunther whispered a comparable phrase as they both folded their legs, took a seat, and delved into their meal.

“Way better than the crap you make Kyle,” Gunther said after a mouth full.

“Got that right,” Clive said.

Ducking his head, Donny avoided Kyle's intense gaze. He skillfully avoided making eye contact and acted as if he was oblivious to what was being said. Gunther couldn't help but laugh. The two men carried on with their meal, seemingly disinterested in the woman and her daughter.

After a brief period of calm, the family remained cautious around the elder men, particularly Kyle. He could empathize with their hesitation, knowing he would also fear a towering figure wielding a colossal blade if he was in their shoes.

After two days, Kyle had already departed from the camp, unnoticed by the others who were still asleep. His steed and weapons were also nowhere to be seen. This was a familiar occurrence for the rest of the camp, as Kyle was known for his short stays of only a day or two. However, the woman continued to scan the surroundings, hoping to catch a glimpse of him.

As the sun began to set, Kyle returned to the camp with his horse in tow. Proudly draped over the saddle was a magnificent buck deer. Making his way to the far end of the camp, Kyle reached a wooden pole that had been strung between two trees and unceremoniously dropped the deer to the ground beneath it. Leading his horse along, he then proceeded to the corral where he carefully removed the saddle, tended to the horse's grooming, and finally set it free to roam.

As he returned to the warmth of the fire, he reached for a mug and attempted to grab the pot of coffee, but the woman swiftly slapped his hand away. Quickly wrapping a scrap of sturdy fabric around her own hand, she poured him a steaming cup of coffee. Kyle gave a nod of acknowledgement before settling into his usual spot by the fire.

“Something smells good,” he said.

The woman let out a frustrated sigh and continued on. Kyle beamed.

“That deer ain’t gonna skin itself!” He yelled.

Donny and Clive quickly made their way to the scene. Without wasting any time, they hoisted the deer upside down on the poles and began tending to it. Gunther joined them and gratefully accepted a cup of coffee from the woman.

“Rule is,” Gunther said. “Kyle kills it, the boys skin it, I butcher it. Now, you cook it.”

The lady let out another huff, muttering indistinctly as she continued to stir the cauldron. Her gaze bore into the smirking men, who only laughed harder. Her daughter approached and whispered to her, causing the woman to abruptly stand and stride away with her head held high.

The men couldn't help but laugh even louder, causing the daughter to shoot them a sharp glare. This only added to their amusement. As they struggled to contain their amusement, they finally succumbed and burst into laughter. The daughter, miffed and indignant, rose and trailed after her mother. Inspiring more laughter from the two men.

“Don’t pay to piss a woman off buddy,” Gunther said as they finally stopped laughing. “Was married long enough to figure that out.”

The remark did not go unnoticed by the mother and daughter, who were returning with pails of water grasped firmly in their palms

“Ya,” was all that Kyle said in response.

The two men fell into a sudden silence. The mother observed Gunther's intense gaze fixed on the crackling flames while Kyle's eyes were drawn towards the endless expanse of the sky. They remained in their respective states for what felt like an eternity. But just as the stillness began to weigh heavily upon them, Gunther's attention was abruptly diverted by something in the distance, causing him to turn and mutter a curse under his breath.

With a swift movement, he rose to his feet and began to angrily shout at the young lads. They had initiated a playful game of chasing each other, their hands stained with blood.

Gunther grabbed his knives and headed toward them.

Kyle started laughing.

“What,” he said addressing the mother. “We are human beings just like you are ma-am. We laugh, we cry. We love and were loved. We are not monsters ma-am.”

He flung the remnants of his coffee into the flames, set his mug on a boulder, and strode towards the pen. Resting his elbows on the highest beam, he gazed at the equines for a moment before joining the rest in dressing the fresh kill. In no time, the quartet were merrily bantering and chuckling.

“Excuse me sir,” the daughter asked from behind him. “Mother says supper is ready and can you come to eat, or should I bring it here for you.”

“I am not a sir,” Kyle said. “What is your name?”

“Linda,” she said.

“Well Linda, I am Kyle, not sir,” he said. “If you lead the way Linda, I will follow. We must hurry before those hungry boys get there and eat all that good food your mother cooked for us.”

Both of them shared a small laugh as they made their way towards the bonfire. Linda's mother gave Kyle a sharp look as they approached, still giggling. Kyle lowered his arms by his sides, palms facing outward.

“I surrender ma-am” he said. “Didn’t mean to upset you ma-am. If it is your pleasure ma-am? A cup of coffee and plate of food?”

Once again, she silenced herself and turned away from him while he remained seated. This time, Kyle refrained from laughing, but a smile graced his lips. Linda couldn't hold back a giggle at the sight, but quickly masked her expression when her mother shot her a disapproving look. The atmosphere at supper that evening was jovial, with everyone except her mother participating in lighthearted banter. Though her eyes occasionally sparkled with amusement, her mouth remained stoic.

A single remark uttered by Donny regarding his father led to the woman rising from her seat and hastening away. Linda promptly pursued her.

Clive and Donny snatched their fishing rods and strolled towards the beaver pond. The two seasoned men exchanged glances and Gunther nonchalantly shrugged his shoulders.

“I’ll do it,” Gunther said as he stood. “You’d like to scare them to death, you big galoot.”

Gunther approached the mother and daughter, beckoning them to return to the warmth of the fire. Kyle had prepared steaming mugs of coffee for their arrival.

“Twenty came for Clive’s family,” Kyle said. “Wasn’t much of a fight, two old men against twenty, but they made them pay. Donny’s family were not so lucky. They were just farmers. They would have got Donny too, but he was collecting firewood when the troopers arrived. But he watched them rape, then kill his mother and sister. They killed his dad right off.”

“Our experience ma-am,” Gunther said. “If you don’t talk about it, it will haunt you and eventually destroy you ma-am. Linda has already taken the first step.”

“They came at daybreak,” the mother said after a minute. “Father was milking the cow and they got him in the barn. They dragged Linda and I out to the barn.

“There were ten of them. Each of them shared Linda and I. Then they killed father.”

“Mom went wild then,” Linda said. “She grabbed a pitch fork and before any of the soldiers knew what was happening, she had killed them all.”

“Then we ran,” Linda said. “And ran until you found us.”

Kyle and Gunther exchanged glances, each locked in a mutual gaze.

“Who are you ma-am?” Kyle asked.

“Laura,” she said, sitting tall, her back straight. “My father was Earl Mashter. My husband was Earl Kline.”

“Well my lady,” Kyle said. “Things have not turned out so well for you. They call me Kyle, I am not a sir, just a broke assed farmer. But it could have been worse, they are not leaving many alive. What about your retainers my lady, where were they?”

“With the enemy,” Linda said. “They were the ones who raped mother.”

Both men swore.

“Look my lady,” Kyle said. “We have no ill intentions towards you and your family. All we are trying to do is survive here ma-am. If all of us work together, then maybe we can and maybe we can try and link up with others at some point.”

“You both were in our army?” Laura asked.

She saw Kyle look away.

“No my lady,” Gunther said. “We were professional soldiers ma-am. Hired soldiers ma-am.”

“Oh,” Laura said. “I can assure you, we can pay you both very well.”

“Not necessary ma-am,” Kyle said.

He rose to his feet and strode towards the enclosures. Gunther followed closely behind. Together, they mounted their steeds, slung weapons over their shoulders, and rode back to the warmth of the campfire. Kyle flung two sheathed swords at the women's feet.

“I will assume both of you have training,” Kyle said. “More than a little in my lady’s case. Keep these with you from now on.”

As the men made their way out of the camp at a steady pace, the young ones scampered back to the safety of their home. As they entered, their eyes fell upon Laura, who was unsheathing a sword and testing its weight with a series of fluid swings. Assuming a stance of a skilled sword fighter, she began her rigorous training routine.

“My mother is Laura,” Linda said. “Countess of Highwoods.”

She retrieved the blade lying at her feet, unsheathed it, and followed her mother into training. Though her form was lacking finesse, she persisted.

“Well shit,” Gunther said a little while later.

They were walking the horses now. Both men had been quiet so far.

“A flippen countess,” Gunther said sarcastically. “Just what we needed.”

Kyle remained silent, his head simply nodding in acknowledgement as he brought the horse to a halt. The two horses began to graze while the two men gazed down upon the valley spread out beneath them. Although they were concealed within the tree line, their vantage point provided a clear view of the two cavalry units maneuvering in the distance.

“Doubt they will come up here,” Kyle said. “Nothing up here for them. I been watching them all week.”

“Ya,” Gunther said. “Hamilton will be taking them further in soon. Bigger towns more loot. You fight against her old man?”

“Long ago and far away,” Kyle said. “Young, dumb, rookie pikeman.”

“I didn’t know you were a pikeman,” Gunther said. “Makes sense, big guy like you.”

“Ya, my dad was some pissed when I joined,” Kyle said.

“I’ll bet,” Gunther replied. “He could have got you a commission in any regiment you wanted.”

“Just wanted away from him Gunther,” Kyle said.

Silent once more, the two men observed the horsemen below. Eventually, they quietly pivoted and made their way back to their encampment.
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“Wow,” Clive said. “You should have seen Her Grace. She can do things with that sword my grandfather could not even do. Linda is not far behind.”

At sundown, Kyle and Gunther rode back to the camp. Laura shot them a scowl and angrily dumped their stew onto their plates. She was upset because they were tardy for dinner. In response, she stuck her tongue out at them while they chuckled. Both Laura and Linda carried swords on their backs, which did not go unnoticed by the two warriors.

As was his usual routine, Kyle dozed off quickly just an hour after finishing dinner.

Laura woke up the next morning and headed towards the trees, where she spotted Kyle making dance like movements slowly by the beaver pond. She quickly finished her morning routine and observed him from the edge of the forest. His movements were elegant and unhurried, a sight she was familiar with. Kyle, a skilled swordsman, was performing his warm-up exercises.

To her surprise, he completed the routine and then proceeded to the pond, splashing water on himself before putting on his shirt and heading back to camp. As he returned, he picked up the coffee pot from the fire pit and went to the nearby stream to clean it and refill it with fresh water. Laura was waiting for him and reached out her hand to take the pot.

“Making coffee is my job,” she said. “Making fire is yours.”

Kyle chuckled and handed her the pot.

“Kind of hard to make coffee when there is no fire,” he said, as he grabbed some kindling breaking it into smaller pieces.

“What would you do if we were not here?” Kyle asked.

“I didn’t say I didn’t know how to make a fire,” Laura said. “Just that it was your job to make the fire.”

“Of course Your Grace,” Kyle said going to his knees before her and grovelling. “Right away Your Grace. Please don’t punish me Your Grace.”

Laura's jaw dropped as she gazed at him, her eyes wide with surprise. Kyle rose to his feet and chuckled. Grabbing a larger stick, he prodded the dying embers of the evening fire and arranged them together. Then, he added kindling and began gently blowing on the coals, coaxing them to life. Soon enough, the kindling crackled and burst into flame, filling the air with warmth and light.

“Get a good look did you?” Kyle asked.

“What???” Laura said flustered. “I saw you down by the beaver pond briefly

“No,” Kyle said. “At my ass just now as I was bent over starting the fire.”

Kyle lifted his gaze to meet hers, noticing the crimson hue of her cheeks and the evident fluster in her demeanour.

“Why!” She blurted. “I never!!!”

With an air of annoyance, she hurried to the brook, clutching two empty pots in her grasp. The sound of Kyle's mirth echoed behind her, causing her cheeks to flush even redder.

“You’ve got a nice ass too!” He yelled back at her.

After returning to the fire, her anger had greatly subsided, yet she still cast furious looks at Kyle whenever her gaze fell upon him, only to find him grinning in return. The fire crackled warmly, the coffee pot starting to hiss as Gunther neared the flames.

“Morning,” he mumbled as he came forward nodding his head at Laura as he accepted the cup of coffee she handed to him. “Oh thank god!!!” He took a deep drink of the hot brew.

“Her Grace was commenting on my out standing form this morning Gunther,” Kyle said nonchalantly. “Her Grace was most impressed with my fire starting skills a little later...or was it my rear end that impressed her...so hard to remember things sometimes.”

“You!!!” Laura slammed her foot down onto the earth and brandished a clenched hand in his direction.

“Oh my,” Gunther said. “Her Grace, really should button up some more buttons on her shirt before she makes gestures like that. She is almost coming out of the shirt she is.”

Laura glanced at her outfit and hastily adjusted her shirt. This prompted both men to erupt in laughter, which only fuelled Laura's annoyance. In a huff, she bolted towards the serene pond. Although their snickers persisted, they were now muffled.

“You two!” Linda said. “Mother has no idea how to relate to you.”

Linda poured herself a cup of coffee.

“Why no Your Grace,” Gunther mumbled. “We





































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





