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Chapter 1
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“FINE.” GERD GATHERED the children around him. “We’re heading off the trail here. Laketown isn’t going to be safe. Come this way.”

Fer turned the oxen off of the path, deeper into the woods, the children taking the lead in front of her, and Gerd settling in behind, doing his best to cover up their tracks. It wouldn’t stop a trained tracker, but why would the army behind them change directions when Laketown lay further south? The sounds of the invading army’s war drums were too close for comfort regardless, and it left Fer and Gerd uneasy.

Soon enough, they were deep into the woods and climbing towards the foothills. Fer found a rocky outcropping that would offer them some natural shelter to start with, and stopped her family there.

“This seems as good a place as any,” she said. Gerd considered it, walking around and even climbing up onto the rocks.

“We aren’t that far from the road. The army is large, and they are going to be far afield of the road when they come. I’m not sure this is far enough.”

Fer gritted her teeth together. She just wanted to be safe. To be away. She kicked at the ground, but started the oxen moving again.

“It is a good spot though, Fer. If we don’t find anything better, once the army does come through, we’ll return here. If nothing else, it will give us something to start with right?”

Fer was not terribly happy to leave the spot behind, but she agreed at least that it wasn’t far enough away to feel safe. They had to keep going. As if in response to that decision, Gerd held out his hands in warning, indicating to everyone to duck down low. The children fussed about for a moment, unsure of what was going on, but they did as they were indicated and crouched down with Fer and Gerd. Fer heard the leaves crackling then, as someone stepped on them nearby. Fer didn’t have a good sense of how far away they were or even how many there were, but the rocks offered some protection, at least from being casually observed. That was the best they were going to get.

Gerd drew a knife out of his boot. It wasn’t a long knife, and wasn’t the kind of blade one would want if it came to close quarters, but like so many other things, it was the tool he had for the situation. He stayed crouched down, watching for movement, and keeping the knife close by.

The leaf crunching continued, though it seemed almost random in its progress, which made Fer feel like it wasn’t a person. It would start, take a couple of steps and then stop. It was far enough away she wasn’t certain that anything would see them too well anyway, but she stayed crouched anyway. Curiosity nagged at her. She wanted to know what they were up against - man or animal. That just wouldn’t do to give up their cover though.

Gin fell over, falling onto leaves and giggling like it was a game. Fer frowned and tried to get Utik to cover the girl’s mouth, but it was no good, Gin was just going to laugh now. Gerd nervously stood up, and Fer went to hold and protect the children. Once Gerd showed himself, whatever it was scampered away. Fer could hear that much at least and Gerd’s posture immediately relaxed.

“Gin!” he hissed at her, whirling about.

“She’s just a kid, Gerd. Remember that.” Fer stood up between Gerd and Gin, holding the girl behind her back.

“I know. Just... we need to be more careful. Okay, let’s keep moving. Bears may not be the most ferocious creatures, but they are not to be underestimated either.”

Fer took the leads from the oxen and urged them on, and allowed Utik to help her with the task, even though the oxen really only needed to be told to start or to stop. Utik needed that kind of encouragement though, so she let him have it. Rand and Gin traipsed along with their father. Gin probably would have been singing at full volume if not for Gerd’s admonishment of her. Fer wished the girl could just be who she was supposed to be, and running in fear through the woods wasn’t that, for sure.

Fer watched the day star as it traversed the sky and headed toward fourth quarter. She didn’t like any place to stop and the sounds of the invading army persisted, even though they had traveled off the path for the entire day. Still, it would do no good to wander in the dark, unless they had a plan.

“We should probably stop and rest for the night,” she whispered to Gerd, hoping the children wouldn’t overhear. “We need to find some food, some water, and some shelter for the night. I’ve only got a couple of blankets to keep us warm. They didn’t do enough in front of Lord Ytt’s castle last night, and that was when we had a full belly from eating. Tonight we don’t have anything close to that.”

Gerd sighed.

“I suppose you’re right. Yeah, let’s stop here, and see what we can do.”

“I’ll set up the blankets again.”
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THEY SAID NOTHING MORE. Gerd wandered off into the darkening woods, trying to be as quiet as he could, and was soon out of sight. Fer busied herself with unpacking the blankets and wondering what they could use for shelter beyond them. They were still damp from the previous night’s use, and there was no telling how cold it might get. She hoped it would stay warm. They couldn’t even light a fire if they had the tools, since the army was so close. Their position would surely be given away. No, they had to stay in the dark, and they were going to need to come up with a better solution long term, if that’s what it was going to call for.

After setting out the two blankets, she enlisted the children to help her gather long branches and fern fronds. She used the branches to make a lean-to up against a stout tree, and then laid the fronds over the top of it to hopefully keep out any rain. It was simple, and would probably blow over in a stiff wind, but if it rained, and if the rain wasn’t too hard, it might keep them dry at least. Partially dry anyway.

Gerd returned after she was done setting up the small shelter, which was barely large enough for the children, let alone two adults. In his arms he had several strange fruit that Fer had never seen before, and a handful of berries.

“What are those?” Fer asked.

Gerd shrugged. “Melons. Never seen them before, but I tasted one by the tree where I found them. It’s good. Have some.”

“You tasted it already?”

“Yes. I wasn’t going to bring them back if they were poison.”

“If it was poison, you wouldn’t have come back at all.”

Gerd shrugged again. Fer took the fruit from him. They were about the size of Gerd’s head, with a knobby blue rind. One was already broken open where Gerd had taken his taste. The flesh inside was greenish-yellow, and it glistened, even in the coming dark, like it was glowing.

“It’s safe Fer. Have your fill with the kids and let’s get some rest.”

Fer broke off additional pieces and worked on distributing it around to the children. They looked at the fruit just like she had to begin with, but they ate it readily enough. She took a few cautious bites of her own and found the cool flesh was sweet like a melon, with an after-taste like a cucumber. In its center was a weave of seeds filled with water. Even after just a few bites, she realized how parched she had been. Fer had to admit that the fruit was a welcome bounty, but was amazed she never saw nor heard of anything like it in the valley.

They settled into Quall because it was the first place they came to with Lord Ytt’s army, now twenty years back. Quall was small, quiet, and the land was fertile despite years of war. Fer begged Gerd to break off from the army there, as they finally had a place to live. She never bothered seeing the rest of the valley because all she wanted was there, in town. Hiding in the woods was never part of the plan, but they had to adjust. The invading army wouldn’t take any quarter with them, just like when they were part of the invading army two decades before. She could only hope that the new invaders would take the bounty of Quall, of Lord Ytt’s castle, of the land surrounding the lake, and leave them alone in the woods.
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