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Sunset washed over the farmstead, bathing the fields and copses in an orange glow. The spring planting was finished and Violet leaned on the fencepost outside the cottage she shared with her new husband, enjoying the cooling air and the fresh smells. They kept bees behind the farmhouse, a small windmill, a few chickens in the yard, a pigpen and one ox to pull the plow. The fields were small but yielded good grain and vegetables. Right now she surveyed the kitchen garden - rows of freshly turned dirt, with a few sprouts pointing through from crop planted only a few days earlier. 


She wore simple clothes: a plain brown bodice over a white chemise; an ankle-length blue skirt over white cloth undergarments. She stared down at her palms, calloused and earth-stained despite having just washed, and smirked. A farmer's hands. 

Violet was a pretty girl of twenty summers: long auburn hair tied in a ponytail around a smallish face. Her nose bridge was high and noble, some said, and her lips full and red. She had lovely long eyelashes around deep eyes; a wash of delicate freckles across her pale, full cheeks; tall and buxom, many a villager had wanted her hand. She had often fantasized about marrying a squire or minor knight - or at least a merchant. But here in the countryside, she'd always been destined to marry a farmer, like her mother and grandmother before. At least she'd chosen a good one. She admired his tall, athletic form as he approached from the far field at the edge of the woods, and remembered what it had been like to have him thrusting between her thighs the night before.


Madric was a handsome man and a good farmer. His parents had died when he was only fourteen summers and an only child and an orphan, he'd been forced to manage the small holding single-handedly. Now twenty-two, he was successful in what small terms of success the smallfolk measure themselves by: he'd sold the land he’d kept in Lyford and moved out to Cropswood to start over with a new wife and a larger farm. He'd been wanted by many a local girl, looking for a decent mate - a good provider and father. But when he was ready to settle down he'd chosen the comely Violet and all the village agreed they were a fine match and they'd someday raise beautiful children.

Violet touched her belly. She'd had a bout of morning sickness every day for a week now and her blood had not come on time. She was sure that Madric would be well pleased with the news but intended to wait a few more days before telling him, just in case. Her husband arrived, shovel in hand and leaned it on the rickety fence before taking his young wife in his arms. She tousled his curly brown hair and kissed him on the cheek.


‘I buried the swine out by the edge of the woods. It was old so hopefully, none of the others will take sick.'


‘They've looked healthy enough these past few days.’ Violet kissed him again. ‘I've started a stew for dinner.’

‘Aye then, let's not wait.’ The young farmer answered and went to fetch some water to wash with.

Inside Violet crossed the small front room of the two-room cottage to the stove where her stew bubbled away in a large pot. She picked up the ladle and tasted it - shredded hare, leeks, and herbs and spices, lard, diced carrots and yams. Out of the open shutters of the window, she could see her husband pass the pigpen on his way to the well. He smiled and waved at her as he always did, then turned to the well and began to draw the bucket.


In the pale light of dusk, Violet spied movement past the fields. Across a sea of grain, tall grasses and wildflowers small helmeted heads bobbed toward the farmhouse from the wood's edge. She wondered if perhaps some young boys were playing soldier with their mothers' pots and pans for helmets until she spied the long olive green pointed ears protruding beneath them.


‘Madric!’ She called in warning, ‘Goblins!’

The farmer looked up, across the fields and dropped the bucket back into the well. ‘My sword!’ He shouted as he dashed back around to the front of the house.

All able-bodied men of the shire kept weapons so they could be called for militia service in defense of the county. Madric's hung above the mantelpiece as a point of pride and Violet had it ready to hand to him as he burst through the door. He rushed out with the sword in both hands. He had no armor of his own for such expensive equipment was issued by the local lord in times of need. Goblins seldom strayed near the farms of the and a big angry farmer with a sword should be enough to scare them off.


There were three of them. Their skin was a mottled grey-green with warts and calluses over tight, sinewy muscles. Their arms were long and apelike, their legs noticeably short and bowed, their backs stooped and their noses flat; gnarled yellow canines grinned cruelly from wide, slathering mouths. They wore animal furs and leather loincloths, poorly made boots and mismatched pieces of armor pilfered from tombs and graves of warriors past. Two carried rusty weapons and the third, a simple stick and hide bow that would be the envy of no self-respecting archer. They were the basest of human cousins, making nothing and surviving on hunted rodents and plunder from raids on other tribes or the murder of travelers.


‘Get away from here!’ the big farmer hollered, brandishing his blade. 

The goblins moved further apart, as though getting ready for a fight. The braver ones were known to stand their ground but quickly lost heart when steel clashed or when one of their comrades fell. The goblin on the left loaded an arrow. Madric stepped toward the middle one and raised his sword in an intimidating feint that caused all three to step back. One of them called out in its high pitched, guttural language and suddenly Violet's heart was in her throat and her legs felt wobbly. 

From the tall grass of the fallow field more of the vile creatures sprang to their feet and charged forward. Madric knew he had to make a quick impression and lunged at the goblin with the bow. It loosed an arrow but he closed too fast for it to aim and the shaft buried itself in the thatch roof of the farmhouse. His sword came crashing down across the creature's boiled leather breastplate and cut a deep gash from shoulder to hip. As the goblin fell he turned on the other two and they circled him fearfully. The goblins in the field suddenly stopped and aimed their crude bows. Six arrows flew at the farmhouse, one catching Madric in the shoulder, the others lodging in window frames or skittering off the stone walls of the cottage. 

Violet felt a strange exhilaration as her husband staggered from the arrow. The fight was making her hot. He recovered enough to take a swing at another of the goblins and his heavy blade crashed through its weak attempt at parrying and crushed a bloody swathe through its collarbone and into the neck. But his swing was slow and clumsy and his wound too severe. The next goblin easily sidestepped and then suddenly, the others were upon him, clubbing him to the ground and binding him with ropes. Heedless of her own safety, Violet charged forward and fell upon him, but strong bony hands pulled her from Madric's bound and wriggling form and dragged her struggling and kicking back toward the house. 
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‘What kind of work is it you do again?' Lord Tarrant asked gruffly, hair blowing through his thick white mustache and making it momentarily leap from his lip.


Valgir hated speaking to nobles. He was comfortable around military men and the lord of Laversby was certainly an accomplished if aging knight. Yet the sellsword was merely a commoner, a man without a master, a vagabond really, having no ties to any particular shire and knew that he was little better than a thief in the eyes of knights and esquires. He was used to speaking to sergeants and captains but seldom had cause to address men of position face to face.


‘I can train your men...’ he stammered.

‘They’re already trained,’ Tarrant scoffed.

Valgir had waited three days for an audience with the landlord, then all morning in line under summer showers for his turn to speak. Lord Tarrant Laversgard, for whose family the town was named, was a busy man, who disliked his duty to hold court twice a week. The supplicants before the rogue had been a farmer complaining his neighbor had moved a stone field marker, a baker who'd been accused of mixing sawdust in his dough to make it go further and a traveling fortune teller who'd been brought by the villagers for swindling the locals. After that it had become increasingly bizarre: a middle-aged crofter who beseeched his lord for an exorbitant loan to buy a new ox yoke, a comely young woman who said she'd fallen pregnant to a centaur and needed a job to raise the offspring, and a quiet old farmer who'd spoken so close with the lord listening intently that nobody in the small castle's large hall had heard a word that had passed between them. That man had been sent to a back room. 


The busy morning had not put his lordship in much of a mood and so he was being curt with the young sellsword offering his services. He had enough armed men but not enough time.

“So what can you do that they can’t?’ Tarrant demanded.

‘The two lads at the palisade were half asleep,’ Valgir noted. ‘I had to actually rouse them to get directions to the tavern, but nobody stopped an armed man walking through the town gate.’

‘Asleep?’ The landlord looked indignant.

‘Half asleep then, but certainly not on duty. Your night watchmen spend half their time whoring, I’ve seen them at the brothel myself.’

By now some of the townsfolk in the hall were murmuring agreement or chuckling along. Valgir went on. ‘And the armory door in the castle keep was open when I passed it this morning. Anyone could walk in. The crossbows were rusted, the bowstrings rotted, and there's a pile of old mail that your grandfather's men probably wore back in the day but would serve no current soldiers on the battlefield. If your men fight even twice as well as they look after their equipment
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