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Chapter One.
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Visitors.

Robyn and her friends walked carefully into the cave. They took careful, quiet footsteps in the dark. Suddenly, they heard an unexpected voice. The suddenness of it in the silence sent shivers down Robyn's spine, her heart pounding like a drum in her chest. She had been on high alert ever since they discovered the deserted cave, but nothing could have prepared her for this.

"Stop!" The voice, erupted from behind them, the urgency and fear in his tone electrifying the air. Robyn spun around, her hand instinctively reaching for the hilt of her knife. Her eyes locked onto Simon, his face contorted in terror, and she could see his breathless exhales forming misty clouds in the dim light.

“What the hell Simon, you scared the hell out of me.

"Don't go in there, it's a trap," he implored, his words resonating with a dire warning. Panic welled up within Robyn as she tried to process the gravity of his words, a sense of dread gripping her like a vice. Every second counted, but it felt like an eternity as she struggled to regain her composure.

"Now, follow me," Simon commanded, his voice cutting through the confusion and the indecision that had momentarily paralyzed Robyn. The urgency in his voice galvanised her into action.

"Go, go, everyone go, follow Simon," she urged in a half whisper, her voice quivering with anxiety. "Now!" Her words brooking no argument.

The group retreated hastily, retracing their steps deeper into the cavern, their footsteps echoing louder than before. It wasn't until they reached a point beyond the hidden passageway, where the darkness seemed to consume them, that Simon finally came to a halt and lit a torch.

"The others are down here," he gasped, sweat glistening on his forehead, his eyes wild with fear. "Follow me. They'll explain everything."

Robyn stood there, utterly bewildered, her mind a chaotic whirlwind of questions. What had just happened? What was this trap Simon had warned them about? Had the relentless Newark guard somehow caught up with them so quickly? The walls of the cavern seemed to close in around her as her head swam with uncertainty, and yet, answers remained frustratingly out of reach, leaving her drowning in a sea of apprehension.

Simon, leading them past the cavern's foreboding expanse and down a labyrinth of passages that none of them had ever ventured through before. The group followed the torchlight, their shadows dancing wildly on the cave walls, as they plunged deeper into the subterranean darkness. Each step they took was laden with mystery, the air thick with intrigue and foreboding. With every footstep they took, their tension mounted, anticipation building as the promise of an explanation beckoned them forward. As they drew closer, hushed voices began to seep into their ears, revealing a large cave room bathed in the soft, flickering glow of two torches held by David and Tim. 

There, in the room, the motley assembly of their group came into view. Tim and David stood as sentinels, their expressions a mix of relief and concern. The girls, their faces etched with a blend of weariness and determination, sat huddled with the children, trying their best to keep the little ones happy and distracted with a story, spun from the vivid recollections of their past, stories told to them by their mothers long ago.

Robyn, her patience frayed by the uncertainty that had plagued their journey, could no longer contain her mounting frustration. "Somebody tell me what the hell is going on, please," she demanded, her voice echoing off the cave walls, reverberating with the anxiety that had taken root in her heart.

Simon, having led them to this mysterious gathering, stepped forward to provide an explanation. "I was searching for a hiding place," he began, his words heavy with a sense of urgency, "and I stumbled upon everyone here." He paused briefly, casting a furtive glance toward Tim and David. "I'll let David explain further."

“As I sat on the bench outside, savouring a meagre breakfast, the tranquillity of the morning seemed almost deceptive. Tammy appeared carrying a pail of fresh goat's milk from the goat stall. Her cheerful greeting momentarily drew my attention away from the plate before me. It was a simple "good morning," a fleeting distraction, I thought nothing of at the time. Out of the corner of my eye, as I watched Tammy as she went into the cave, two figures materialised on the horizon. Panic surged within me like a tidal wave. I abandoned my meal and darted back into the cave. The hope that they hadn't spotted me was a fragile hope I clung to. I alerted Tim and the girls. We extinguished the flames and torches that plunged us into darkness. We retreated deeper into the back of the cavern. It scared the hell out of the children. We prayed they would pass us by. However, we were out of luck. The voices of the unwelcome visitors reverberated at the cave's entrance, like a sinister omen, compelling us to retreat further into the depths. As they probed the caves with relentless determination, our very existence, we knew, hung by a thread. We took the route beyond the blind rocky outcrop, the hidden passage, the one that had initially eluded me just a few days prior, while looking for somewhere to smoke the meat I brought back. Placing my trust in instinct to find the other entrance and a desperate hope to find an alternate escape route, one beyond the vast cavern. Two days ago, I had dismissed the possibility of anything beyond the great void, treating it like yet another dead end. My priorities had been elsewhere. This time, however, I was more alert, my senses honed by fear and necessity. We uncovered a narrow path to the left, cunningly concealed by deceptive dimensions, which had likely caused me to overlook it initially. Then, a glimmer of hope emerged when Bobby stumbled upon the entrance to this hidden recess of the cave, an inconspicuous crevice that had managed to elude the scrutiny of all who had passed by. We initially thought it was the path to the other entrance, but no, so it became our sanctuary, a place where we might find refuge, confident that it would remain undiscovered. For hours, our pursuers scoured the cave in search of any trace of us, but they never discerned the secret entrance to the wider cave system. They must have suspected we were nearby, yet they ultimately abandoned their relentless quest, leaving us in tense silence as they retreated from our sanctuary, their presence lingering as an unsettling spectre in the shadows.”

David hesitated as he took a drink of water, then continued. “Yesterday, Scarlet's relentless determination led her to the elusive back entrance. She navigated through the forest until she finally emerged from the canopy of trees. There, she recognised the landscape, spotting the unmistakable gorse-covered hill. She told me she bore a flickering hope briefly that they had gone. Yet, her optimism was short-lived. A plume of smoke rising into the sky caught her attention, the glimmer of hope dashed. Let her tell you what she saw.” 

Scarlett spoke softly, but clearly. “I knew I had to investigate further. So I climbed the hill with care, using the thick scrub to shroud my movements, but when I peered over the edge, the view was obscured by that rocky terrain around the cave entrance. They had set up their camp further to the village side: guess it was, so we would have to come out into the open to see them. Anyway, knowing I needed to get closer, thus meaning I would have to get down to the meadow. I knew it was a calculated risk, but that was why I was there in the first place. I crawled down the opposite side, away from them, in case they had someone near the cave watching. It brought me closer, still shadowed by the ferns and bracken, stopping just short of the meadow. My view widened dramatically, confirming my fears. They were still there and looked like they were planning to stay, encamped in the meadow as if they were setting up home there. Their audaciousness knew no bounds. A slaughtered sheep lay on a makeshift spit over a crackling fire, the Savoury scent of roasting meat filling the air. It was an unmistakable message—they were waiting, waiting for us to reveal ourselves.”

Scarlett went quiet. Her mind raced as she finished, the smell of the sheep cooking and food. That was what confused her somewhat. The larder in the cave. Reflecting on her brief foray into the cave days before. It was a scene of chaos and violation, evidence that their sanctuary had been compromised. The intruders had clearly deduced that they were not alone. Oddly, however, they hadn't thoroughly plundered the larder, save for cruelly toppling the buckets of water and seizing the freshly baked bread Tim had lovingly prepared that morning. 

David added as an afterthought. “Despite the ransacking they perpetrated in the cave, we didn’t go hungry. The bucket of milk that Tammy was still carrying, went with them as they retreated deeper into the cave, and the smoked meat tucked away in the new larder, meet meant to last them through winter, offered a lifeline. Scarlet had even managed to scavenge several water skins during her clandestine exploration of the cave, carrying as many as she could back to safety. Scarlett, in her vigilant watch over our unwanted guests, had thoughtfully replenished the dwindling water supply from the spring on the hill.”

Scarlett drifted off into her own thoughts again. But now, as she thought about her foray to investigate their captors and what she had gazed upon, the ominous campsite she had seen below. The odds were stacked against them, and the pressing question loomed like a storm cloud—how would they survive this relentless pursuit? She hoped Robyn had the answers.

Robyn's voice quivered with a mix of anxiety and determination as she pressed for more information. "How many of them are there?" she inquired; her eyes locked on the uncertain horizon.

David hesitated before responding, his brow furrowing in concern. "I had only seen two," he admitted, "but Scarlet spotted four of them camped out in the meadow."

Robyn's mind raced as she tried to piece together this troubling puzzle. "Are they guards?" she questioned; her voice tinged with a sense of urgency.

David shook his head, a grim expression settling on his face. "She says not, but they're armed to the teeth," he explained, a sense of foreboding hanging heavily in the air. "Two with crossbows, two with longbows."

A spark of realisation flickered in Robyn's eyes. "Our weapons? The ones we left behind in the cave?" she asked, her voice laced with worry.

David shook his head. "No, we have all the bows from the cave," he confirmed.

John, who had been listening intently, couldn't contain his anger any longer. "Bloody bounty hunters," he interjected, his voice dripping with disdain.

Robyn's resolve solidified in the face of this unsettling revelation. "Okay," she declared, her tone firm, "I need to see this for myself."

John, ever the protector, immediately voiced his concerns. "You can't go by yourself," he insisted, his voice quivering with worry.

Robyn, however, was resolute. "Do as I say," she countered, her words leaving no room for argument. "I'll only look, that's all. I can move faster alone, and I'll be back in about an hour or two."

John couldn't hide his unease. "I don't like it," he protested, his voice tinged with frustration.

Robyn's gaze bore into his with unwavering determination. "So, live with it," she retorted, her tone unwavering. "I know what I'm doing. Stay here. I won't return before dark. I need to understand their tactics, how they've set up their night guard. I repeat, stay here. Don't come looking for me. I'll be back before the first light," she asserted, snatching a torch and heading off into the looming darkness, leaving behind a tense silence as she ventured into the unknown.

John couldn’t help but notice she started off saying, she would be an hour, then by dark, finishing by saying she would be back by dawn. But he refrained from saying anything. He knew it would be pointless arguing with her and worrying the others would be disruptive. So as Robyn put it. He would live with it.
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The Bounty Hunters.

––––––––
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STANLEY, THE SEASONED bounty hunter, sat in the dimly lit tavern in Nottingham, his self-assured demeanour unshakable. He fancied himself and his crew as the very best in the unforgiving trade of capturing outlaws. His track record spoke volumes, having apprehended over fifty fugitives and delivered an additional eleven in a lifeless state. The weight of their bounties hung heavy in the air as they gathered around the worn table, plotting their next move.

At his side were his trusted comrades: Fredrick, a former guard in Rotherham, whose loyalty was unwavering; James of Cottom, a grizzled mercenary with a reputation for ruthlessness; and Charles, the ex-poacher, turned unparalleled tracker, renowned for his uncanny ability to pursue anything or anyone through the most treacherous terrain.

As they sat sipping their drinks, their ears perked up at the raucous commotion emanating from a nearby table. It was a rival crew of bounty hunters, their spirits dampened. They had lost their prize, David of Doncaster, who had escaped their clutches just a few miles from Nottingham a fortnight prior. Though, in truth, there had been only two of them at the time. Doday, a hulking behemoth with jet-black skin and a cantankerous disposition, had been incapacitated, nursing a grievous knife wound sustained in a violent brawl at another alehouse a week earlier. He revelled in their rival's ineptitude, knowing that Charles, often hailed as the "bloodhound," would pick up the trail with relentless determination. Time, in his experienced eyes, held no dominion over Charles's uncanny tracking skills.

Stanley leaned in, his voice a low, conspiratorial whisper. "Charles, did you hear that? They lost David of Doncaster just miles away from here. Are you up for a hunt tomorrow?" His words held a hint of inquiry, though deep down, he knew the answer well.

Charles's eyes gleamed with the prospect of the hunt. "You bet I am," he replied, a spark of excitement igniting in his gaze. "He won't be alone, and that means a handsome payday."

Stanley nodded conformation in agreement, his mind already at work. "That's what I was thinking, but the trail is old now. Do you think there's a chance this late in the game?"

Charles leaned back; his confidence unwavering. "We can try. Even if that particular trail is gone, you know as well as me, these outlaws always stay close to what they know. There will be other tracks. I just have to find them, and I will. You know me."

A fleeting smile crossed Stanley's face. "I do," he acknowledged, his faith in Charles unshaken. "I know you can do it." The tension in the room seemed to swell, for they were on the brink of yet another perilous adventure, their destiny entwined with the pursuit of elusive outlaws. The game was on, and a payday awaited them.

The following morning, the intrepid band of hunters set forth on their quest, the anticipation of their quarry's trail hanging heavy in the crisp morning air. After only two hours of trekking, they stumbled upon signs of a recent campsite, a mere stone's throw from Nottingham's hustle and bustle. Charles, the relentless tracker, felt a surge of certainty that this was precisely where they had lost their prey. His keen eyes locked onto faint but discernible traces, guiding him on the elusive path. He was hot on the trail, his senses heightened by the challenge, but then, just as they plunged into the thick forest, the tracks inexplicably vanished into thin air. Charles's brow furrowed, and he muttered to himself, "Someone has cleared up after themselves."

His voice carried the undertone of determination as he raised his voice, calling out to the elusive prey. "I will find you; you can't hide from me," he declared, a challenge issued to the unseen adversary.

Stanley, his heart pounding with anticipation, leaned in. "What happened?" he inquired, his voice taut with suspense.

Charles shook his head, his expression a mix of frustration and intrigue. "Nothing left to follow," he admitted. "Someone was clever enough to cover their tracks. We are dealing with a smart one here. But that just confirms my belief that they are not far away. Why else would they be so careful? What else is around here?"

Fredrick, the ever-observant member of the crew, interjected, "There's that village, the one the Nottingham guard burnt down when they rounded everyone up. Then they marched them off to Nottingham. The Sheriff even tried to hang two of them, but someone freed them both, only to be killed as they escaped. Still bloodied the Sheriff's nose, though."

Stanley seized upon the notion, his mind whirring with possibilities. "An empty village," he mused aloud. "A good place to start. It's only five miles away. Let's check it out. We have nothing to lose. If nothing else, we can use it as a base while we scour the area."

With renewed determination, the group set their course for the enigmatic village, the promise of answers and the tantalising scent of a challenge beckoning them forward.

The abandoned village lay before them, a haunting testament to the turmoil that had once engulfed this forsaken place. Stanley's keen eyes scanned the desolation, the eerie silence echoing through the forlorn streets. It was a chilling sight, one that sent shivers down his spine, even as he found a glimmer of hope in the houses still standing, untouched by the merciless flames.

"James," Stanley commanded, his voice resolute, "find a suitable place to stable the horses. I'm going to investigate those two houses by the square. Meet me back there. Charles, your keen eyes have guided us well so far. Look for any signs of tracks coming in or out of the village."

James nodded and swiftly led the horses away, the animals a stark contrast to the ominous silence that hung over the village. 

Stanley made his way to the first of the two houses by the square, determined to uncover any clues that might lie within. Meanwhile, James ventured toward the other, each step echoing in the deserted streets as they carried out their grim task.

In due course, they reconvened, their expressions a mix of determination and uncertainty. Stanley surveyed their surroundings before addressing James. "Either of these houses will have to do," he announced, his voice carrying the weight of their situation. "Two of us in one, and two in the other. What do you say?"

James, ever pragmatic, considered their limited options. "Better than sleeping under the stars," he remarked, his voice tinged with relief.

Stanley nodded, his eyes reflecting the steely resolve that had carried them through countless challenges before. "Too damned right." Somewhere to rest out of the elements that they did not have to pay for was always a win in his eyes.

Their search for supplies had left them with meagre findings, a stark reminder of the village's desolation. As they scoured the area, their attention was suddenly drawn to the sombre, neglected cemetery. Fredrick, always vigilant, pointed out an open grave, a grim discovery that sent shivers down their spines. Beside the yawning pit lay a decaying body, an unsettling sight that begged countless questions.

Stanley's mind whirled with speculation as he voiced his thoughts aloud. "What do you think happened here?" he pondered, the uncertainty of their surroundings pressing upon him.

Fredrick, ever pragmatic, offered a possible explanation. "The guard, I expect," he suggested, his voice tinged with resignation. "Who else? I reckon they were searching for their not-so-hanged prisoners. Who else would dig up a grave and leave the body exposed like this? It seems they were after confirmation."

Stanley probed further; his curiosity was insatiable. "Tell me more about this hanging that wasn't and the people who tried to rescue them."

Fredrick's narrative began to take shape as he recalled the minstrel's song that had piqued their interest. "All I know is what we overheard the minstrel say," he began. "James and I were in the alehouse on East Street. The minstrel sang a ballad about two daring archers who had brazenly snatched two prisoners from the Sheriff's gallows, right under his very nose. It happened about seven or eight weeks ago." 

He continued, his voice laden with intrigue, "As we listened, we were drawn closer to the storytellers. It seems this group was incredibly organised. They set fire to Nottingham stables, sending the panicked horses stampeding through the gate as a diversion to distract the guards, allowing them to free the two condemned men. The story goes that these two men were cut down with single arrows, slicing through the hangmen's ropes."

Stanley pressed for more details, a relentless thirst for information in his eyes. "How many of them were there?" he probed, the urgency in his voice undeniable.

Fredrick hesitated, as if reluctant to divulge too much. "The two archers who cut the ropes, I believe," he began cautiously, "there were at least two others keeping the guards occupied as well, and one more who successfully led the prisoners to safety." 

Stanley's persistence intensified as he pushed for more. "Come on, Fredrick, it's like trying to squeeze blood from a stone with you. I need every detail you've got." The mystery surrounding this daring escape and the fate of the not-so-hanged prisoners had ignited a fire of curiosity within him, and he was determined to unravel the enigma that lay before them.

James leaned in, ready to shed light on the daring escape that had captured their intrigue. "I'll tell you," he began, his voice laced with a hint of scepticism. "When the horses stampeded through the gate and the fire drew the guard's attention, the Sheriff ordered the bulk of his men to douse the flames. This left just four guards stationed on the parapet above the gate and one solitary figure on the execution scaffold."

He continued; his tone marked by incredulity. "Now, these two archers allegedly fired arrows from the forest's edge to cut the ropes. But let's be realistic, over that kind of distance. I have my doubts. Don't get me wrong; I'm sure they cut the ropes, but it was likely from a much closer vantage point. I overheard one man arguing that he was there, and it was from two hundred feet away. Even that seems questionable to me. Two archers of that calibre in such close proximity? It's doubtful. What most people seem to agree on is that there were additional archers providing cover on either side of the gate."

James elaborated on the chaos that ensued during the rescue. "Two guards met their end on the parapet. That much I'm certain of," he stated. "But there were three individuals who climbed onto the gallows to free the condemned men. One of them was described as a giant of a man, though some claim he was shot by a guard, but not severely, as he managed to escape. Another guard suffered an injury when one of the bowmen pinned him to the gallows with an arrow through his hand. Everyone seems to have their own version of events, but this is the most I could glean from the various accounts."

Stanley's curiosity drove him to dig deeper. "Any descriptions of these bowmen?" he inquired; his voice filled with urgency.

James shook his head. "They all had hooded capes and scarves concealing their faces, so no identifying features were visible," he lamented.

"So, we're looking at a group of eight to twelve individuals, including those responsible for setting fire to the stables and freeing the horses," Stanley summarised.

James and Fredrick nodded in agreement. "Sounds about right," they chimed in.

Stanley contemplated the puzzle before them. "The only large man I can think of fitting that description is John the shepherd, also known as 'Little John.' Last I heard, he was running with that slippery character, Stix the pickpocket. Both of them have rewards on their heads. One of the archers is likely David of Doncaster, but the identity of the other remains a mystery. I haven't seen any wanted posters for someone with David's skill in archery. Quite intriguing. Is Charles back yet?"

James shook his head. "Not yet," he replied.

Stanley swiftly delegated tasks, eager to make the most of their time. "James, go procure us something to eat, but head in the direction of the north road. Let's give Charles some space to uncover any tracks the other way. Fredrick, get a fire going in the larger of those two houses. I want to explore those farm buildings," he instructed, their mission far from over and the shadows of uncertainty deepening with each passing moment.

The passage of time dragged on, two long hours that felt like an eternity, before Charles returned to their makeshift camp, just in time for their meagre meal. The weight of anticipation hung heavy in the air as Stanley, his curiosity unquenchable, couldn't wait any longer.

"What did you find?" Stanley inquired, his voice a tense undercurrent of hope and apprehension.

Charles, his demeanour marked by the signs of his tireless investigation, finally spoke. "There have been recent activities on the old Melbourne track," he reported, his words hanging in the air like a looming storm. "And signs of movement across the grassy area where the trees thin. I plan to investigate it more thoroughly this afternoon. When I saw your fire, I knew you'd be eating, so I returned."

He continued, his voice marked by a note of caution. "I'd advise staying away from the mill, the river, and the bridge over there. There are signs of people being in that area as well. I'll check it out after I finish examining the other side of the village and the Melbourne track. It might take until tomorrow."

Stanley, though his impatience gnawed at him, understood the necessity of letting Charles carry out his meticulous work. The stakes were high, and the mysteries surrounding their predicament ran deep. They could ill afford hasty decisions. So, with a reluctant nod, Stanley acquiesced, allowing Charles to continue his methodical pursuit of answers, even as the tension in the air continued to build, casting a long shadow over their progress.

The following morning, Charles was up before the first hints of dawn had graced the horizon. Perched in the heart of the village square, he awaited the sunrise, a lone sentinel in the stillness of the early hours. He chewed on a stale piece of bread he had thought to bring with him, the silence around him amplifying every crunch. In the midst of his solitary vigil, he thought he heard a distant bleating, a sound that prickled his senses with intrigue. But as swiftly as it had come, the sound vanished into the ether, leaving him yearning for more. Charles yearned to hear it again, a second chance to discern its source, but the world around him remained stubbornly silent. He sat in patient anticipation for almost an hour, hoping for a return of the enigmatic sound, but his vigil was met with unrelenting silence.

Eventually, the need to press on compelled him to action. Charles embarked on a determined journey, commencing at the bridge and tracing the riverbank's winding path northward. He followed it faithfully, each step a deliberate exploration of their precarious surroundings. It led him to the bridge that connected with the distant Melbourne Road, where he crossed over, embarking on the return journey, following the river's opposite bank. Along this route, he encountered faint signs of human presence, a testament to recent activity, but they provided no clues to their direction.

However, it was when Charles ventured into the mill that his quest took a significant turn. Inside, the telltale evidence of human footprints greeted him in abundance, etched into the dust and dirt. A keen observer, Charles noted a crucial detail: a handful of these footprints lacked the overlay of rat or mouse tracks, suggesting they were relatively fresh. He could almost taste the excitement of his discovery, a glimmer of hope in the midst of uncertainty. Analysing the prints with a practiced eye, he counted them and gleaned insights about their potential owners. Deductions began to take shape in his mind. He estimated there were at least six individuals, and one of them sported heavy boots, a detail that would prove crucial in their quest for answers. Charles had a starting point now, a thread to follow into the void of their predicament. As he scrutinised the prints further, he couldn't help but feel a rising sense of determination, a resolute drive to uncover the truth that had eluded them so far.

Charles pressed deeper into the forest; his every step weighed down by the tension of the unknown. The footbridge, a well-worn path used by the villagers to gather firewood, marked the boundary between the known world and the uncharted wilderness. It wasn't until he set foot on the other side that he encountered the first promising sign: a clear and distinct footprint imprinted in the earth, heading off the beaten track and into the heart of the forest. With each stride, Charles's sense of purpose grew stronger. A second print confirmed the path this elusive traveller had taken. He followed it diligently, and soon, more signs began to emerge—not well-defined tracks, but subtle hints pointing in the same direction. Broken branches and the occasional disturbed patch of earth provided the trail markers that gave him assurance.

As he ventured further into the dense woods, Charles stumbled upon what appeared to be an old trail, its remnants revealed through sporadic signs of passage. It was a fragile connection to the elusive group they sought, but it bolstered his confidence that he was on the right path.

Three arduous miles later, he emerged from the depths of the forest into a breathtaking clearing, a meadow bathed in the soft light of the sun. There, nestled within the tranquil meadow, a pen housed a flock of sheep. The sight confirmed his suspicions. Without spotting any individuals, Charles retraced his steps, retracing the long and arduous journey back to the village.

Upon his return, his voice trembled with excitement as he addressed the others. "I'm certain I've found them," he declared, his words tinged with conviction. "Three miles from here, there's a clearing with a sheep pen in the middle. They must be close by. I didn't see anyone, but I thought it wiser to come back and get you, just in case they outnumber us."

Stanley weighed the information carefully, formulating a plan that balanced caution and strategy. "Alright, we'll eat and feed the horses in the barn. They'll be safe there," he directed. "Then we'll make our way through the trees and observe from a distance. With those two skilled bowmen likely among them, the element of surprise is our greatest ally. From now on, no more fires. We'll maintain a cold camp. We don't want them to be aware of our presence in the area." 

As the pivotal moment approached, Stanley orchestrated their strategy with precision. He dispatched Fredrick and James further along the meadow, positioning them to observe from a vantage point while Charles and he remained at the corner of the field. Their mission demanded relentless patience, and the hours ticked away as they maintained their vigilant watch. After an entire day of surveillance, they reluctantly retreated to the village, their observations yielding meagre results. They had glimpsed only a woman, several children, and a solitary man, who bore the possibility of being David of Doncaster. It seemed more like a family group than a menacing gang. The man, stationed outside what was likely a cave entrance, displayed signs of injury, evident in his pronounced limp.

Stanley summoned the group for a collective discussion, each member contributing their thoughts and insights. Then they paused to nourish themselves while Stanley's mind whirred with possibilities.

"Alright," he finally began, the weight of leadership heavy on his shoulders. "Based on our deliberations, I've made a decision. Given the limited threat we perceive, with David of Doncaster as the primary concern, we'll opt for a straightforward, two-pronged attack. Charles and I will approach from the corner of the field. Fredrick, James, you'll advance from the cave's blind side, positioned at the uppermost corner above our location. This way, they'll believe it's just the two of us. While Charles and I serve as a distraction, you, Fredrick and James, will emerge from your concealed position to neutralise any threats you encounter. From there, we should have a relatively unhindered path to the cave."

Stanley then emphasised a critical detail. "Make sure to bring torches, Fredrick," he instructed, his voice low and determined. "Keep them hidden until the moment we need them. We mustn't give away our advantage. Let's get some rest tonight, and remember, no fires."

The gravity of their impending confrontation hung heavily in the air as they settled into an uneasy sleep, their dreams filled with the uncertain promise of the next day's reckoning.

Day broke, and after a liquid breakfast they set off, arriving at the edge of the meadow as the sun rose over the forest. They secreted themselves in their designated positions. Stanley gave the signal by stepping out of the forest onto the lush grass. As they ventured further across the field, their hearts pounded in their chests, nerves on edge. The tension in the air could have been cut with a knife, each step a heart-thudding echo of anticipation. It was then, in the midst of their cautious approach, that Stanley felt a shiver of unease crawl down his spine. He thought the man stationed by the cave entrance had caught sight of them, for shortly after, a young girl scurried into the cave, her movements swift and furtive. The man's gaze had shifted, drawn inexorably to their presence, and he too hastened into the cave, disappearing from view with unsettling speed. Their senses on high alert. Stanley and Charles picked up their pace, an innate urgency gripping them. With Fredrick signalling an all-clear from his vantage point, they surged forward, racing toward the rocky outcrop that concealed their approach. Their breaths came in sharp bursts, hearts hammering in their chests, as they assembled at the cave entrance. With unsteady hands, they ignited their torches, the fiery illumination casting eerie shadows on the cave's ancient walls. Anticipation hung heavy in the air, an unspoken acknowledgment that they might soon face an adversary armed with a deadly longbow. Yet, as they cautiously ventured inside, the cave revealed itself to be eerily deserted. Their footsteps echoed in the hollow silence, a stark contrast to the tension that gripped them.

Their search of the cave yielded no results until James stumbled upon a small opening leading deeper into the rocky labyrinth. His voice pierced the quiet like a clarion call. "Through here!" he shouted, igniting a flicker of hope.

They listened, their senses straining for any telltale sound, but the cave remained as silent as a tomb. Stanley's voice broke the stillness. "They can't have gone far," he declared, his tone resolute. "Find them. Check every opening. They must be in here somewhere."

Hours passed in relentless pursuit, torches casting long, flickering shadows as they combed every passage, every crevice. The cave's secrets remained elusive, slipping through their grasp like smoke. Frustration mounted as they reached the limits of their search, their breaths heavy with exertion.

Exasperated and running low on torchlight, Stanley reached a pivotal decision. "Everyone out," he commanded, the weight of their predicament pressing upon him. "We'll wait them out. They'll need food and water soon, especially with children. Gather whatever supplies you can from the main cave. We'll establish our camp within sight of the entrance, but far enough away to prevent any ambush. What do you say, a mutton feast tonight, boys?" 

The echoes of his words faded into the cavern's depths, the cave standing as an enigmatic fortress, harbouring the secrets of those who had eluded their grasp.
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Chapter Three.
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Lookout.

Robyn embarked on her circuitous route, a deliberate choice to ensure she remained concealed within the forest's protective embrace. She knew the sparse scrub on the hill wouldn't provide sufficient cover, not with their quarry camped behind the sheep pen. The forest offered her the opportunity to navigate along two full sides of the meadow while remaining hidden from prying eyes. Reaching the uppermost right-hand side of the paddock, she realised that she was still too distant to glean any significant details. Swiftly, she descended the treeline, ensuring she aligned herself with their camp. Although the distance remained a challenge, she could discern enough to confirm their adversary's tactical advantage. They were no ordinary outlaws; their discipline spoke of military training or guard experience. The realisation settled heavily upon her shoulders: they were under siege.

Robyn closed the remaining distance from the bottom of the field, closing in on the enemy's camp. As she drew nearer, she could catch fragments of their conversations, though much remained elusive. Then, just as dusk began to shroud the meadow, they kindled their fire, with two sentinels positioning themselves strategically behind the rocky outcrop. Another assumed a post within sight of the cave entrance, a longbow poised for action, while the fourth member remained by the fire, drifting into slumber. Clever, Robyn thought, her respect for their foes' tactical acumen begrudgingly growing.

Throughout the night, their vigil continued, one sentinel resting while the other remained alert. The one behind the rocky outcrop took over at the fire, the one by the fire moved to the goat pen, and the sentinel at the goat pen settled in for a much-needed rest behind the rocky outcrop. Robyn watched this choreography unfold with a growing sense of apprehension. After witnessing this pattern repeat itself twice, she retraced her steps, returning to the back entrance of the cave just as the first light of dawn began to paint the sky. There, waiting in the shadows, was John, his eyes filled with a mixture of concern and relief. The pieces of her plan were slowly falling into place.

Robyn's determination resonated in her voice as she spoke to John, cutting off his questions and urging him to follow her back to their group.

Gathering the others around her, Robyn shared the detailed account of what she had observed, her words painting a vivid picture of the enemy's cunning tactics. Her mind was already churning with plans and strategies, but first, there were immediate concerns to address.

She turned to Ted, Danny, and Tom; eyes filled with purpose as she enlisted their aid. "I need you three to go hunting," she began, her voice a steady command. "Cook everything away from the back cave entrance and bring it in when you're done." Turning to Simon and Bradley, she continued, "You two, fill up all the flasks we have with water. The children will be hungry and thirsty." Her directives were clear and practical, a testament to her leadership.

As the team began to disperse to carry out their assigned tasks, Robyn allowed herself a brief respite, seeking much-needed rest. Her slumber was interrupted by the tantalising aroma of food, though the camp remained relatively quiet. John, ever watchful, handed her a flask and a portion of rabbit.

"You should have slept longer," he remarked, concern etching his features. "You were out all night after our trek back. I'm surprised you didn't."

Robyn accepted the flask and food, her focus undeterred. "Thanks," she replied before delving into the meal. "But no, I needed to be up. We have to figure out how we're going to deal with these bounty hunters."

John voiced his agreement, his resolve unyielding. "I'm with you, girl. They're bad news, and they should be wiped out."

Robyn tempered his enthusiasm with a touch of practicality. "That's a bit excessive, John, but it's true we've encountered three such groups in less than two months."

John's explanation revealed the grim reality of their predicament. "It's easy work for ex-guards or soldiers. They band together and share the reward."

Robyn nodded, absorbing his insight. "We need to gather everyone and work out a plan," she reiterated. Her concern then shifted to Stix. "By the way, how is Stix today?"

"He's with the others," John responded. "You'll see. He's acting as if there was nothing wrong."

As the group gathered in the cave chamber, their faces etched with varying degrees of concern and determination, Robyn invited suggestions, her voice carrying a sense of urgency that hung in the air.

Tim, his voice calm and measured, spoke first. "Why not just wait them out?" he proposed. "Surely they'll grow bored once they see we're not coming out."

Henderson, ever pragmatic, countered, "More likely, they'll try to smoke us out. I'm surprised they haven't attempted it already."

David, who had a keen eye for potential dangers, interjected. "That's the last thing we want. That's how I found the hidden passage leading here. They could do the same—follow the smoke. Then we'd be screwed."

Bradley, offering a glimmer of hope, pointed out, "But with that enormous cavern, it's unlikely to work."

Robyn, her resolve unwavering, insisted, "We must avoid that scenario at all costs. We need to take the fight to them, to control the situation rather than being forced into a defensive position."

David, a strategist at heart, paused to contemplate their options. The intensity of his thoughts was palpable, and when he finally spoke, it was with conviction. "Yes Robyn, you are right. Taking the fight to them is our answer," he declared. "I'm convinced of it. But it depends on whether we're going to do this during the day or wait until dark."

Robyn, ever the pragmatic leader, saw the wisdom in exploring both avenues. "Why not consider suggestions for both scenarios?" she proposed. "We can weigh the pros and cons and determine which offers the safest outcome."

David addressed the challenges of each option. "Both have their problems," he warned. "In the dark, we won't be sure where they are, if they split up or have fallback positions. In daylight, we could be more exposed to them. We don't even know how good a shot they are, but if they are ex-professionals from the guard or mercenaries, they may be better than us."

Danny, expressing his preference, offered a straightforward perspective. "I prefer daylight," he stated. The group was faced with a critical decision, and the weight of their choices bore down upon them as they contemplated the best course of action to confront the looming threat of the bounty hunters.

A heavy silence hung in the cave chamber as they deliberated the details of their plan. After a short pause, Tom voiced his agreement, sharing his preference for taking action in the safety of daylight rather than under the shroud of darkness. Bradley and Simon soon echoed his sentiments.

Robyn, ever practical, directed her attention to David, her voice tinged with concern. "How well can you get around now, David?" she inquired, her worry for his safety evident.

David, displaying unwavering determination, reassured her. "Don't worry, I can get where I'm needed," he asserted.

With a consensus in favour of daylight as their chosen battleground, Robyn commenced their strategic discussion. She considered the composition of their group, counting the individuals skilled with longbows, including Scarlet, John, but excluding Stix, who was incapacitated. Robyn envisioned their approach, calculating their potential advantage.

"From the trees at the bottom of the meadow, we can hit the camp effectively," she explained. "However, we must also cover all possible escape routes to prevent any of them from fleeing and summoning reinforcements. They might be expecting only David, the children, and the girls in here, but we can use that to our advantage. Why else would they set up camp where they have?"

Robyn pondered their next move, inviting input from the group. "We need something to keep them focused on this entrance," she emphasised. "Any ideas?"

David suggested making an appearance at the cave entrance, but John promptly highlighted the potential danger of such a manoeuvre, given the unknown positions of the bounty hunters. Robyn concurred with John's assessment.

Ted proposed a strategy involving smoke to create the illusion of activity within the cave. David, recognising the merit of the plan, questioned how to prevent the smoke from dispersing in their direction. Bradley suggested setting a smoky fire inside the cave near the entrance, but Robyn raised concerns about the risks involved.

David then presented his plan: blocking the cave's back passage with mattresses and creating a smoky fire using Robyn's mattress filled with dry shavings. He intended to ignite it, cover the fire with green leaves, and use the remaining mattresses to block the passage at the back of the cave, forcing the smoke to exit through the front.

Robyn agreed to the plan. David was prepared for resistance to his plan, as it was her mattress that would be the source of the fire, but Robyn's readiness to proceed surprised him.

"Guess we have a plan then," David concluded. "As for how we engage them, it will depend on the outcome of this experiment. I'll allow time for you to get in position, say, two hours?"

Robyn nodded her agreement. "Simon, you know these caves better than most, so you'll be the fastest. Go with Robyn now; collect greenery from outside, as much and as varied as you can carry. But be back within the hour, okay?"

“Not a problem. I will take Henderson with me to help. With two of us, it will be faster.”

As they stepped outside, the group began to disperse. Each member assigned a specific task. Robyn swiftly moved to her designated position, anticipation coursing through her veins. Simon and Henderson set off to collect greenery, while David, John, and Bradley ventured toward the cave entrance. Bradley, well-acquainted with the cave's layout, served as their guide in the inky darkness. John, holding his staff ready for any potential threats, and David, prepared to arrange the mattresses, accompanied him.

For nearly an hour, David and John remained on high alert, listening intently for any signs of life within the cave's confines. Satisfied that it was indeed empty, they cautiously proceeded with their plan. Bradley, stationed at a discreet distance, watched the cave entrance vigilantly, his senses heightened. David dragged Robyn’s mattress to a position close to the entrance while John collected up the remaining ones ready to block the opening into the passage.
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