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A long day.

The sun hung low on the horizon, casting long shadows that stretched towards the mouth of the cave. John stood there, as he always did, his voice animated as he discussed their plans with Ted and Stix. They were on the brink of another fishing expedition, having struck gold with their catches the day before, and the anticipation was palpable. A glint of determination sparkled in their eyes; they were ready to capitalise on their streak of good luck.

But then, amid their animated chatter, a shadow fell over John's shoulder. Robyn, with a seriousness that hung in the air like a storm cloud, approached him. Her voice, soft but charged with urgency, sliced through the conversation.

"John, can I have a word with you, please?" she asked.

John turned to her, his brows furrowing with concern. "Of course, you can. I always have time for you. How can I help?"

Robyn took a deep breath, her gaze unwavering. "I've spoken to the others, and they're up for it. We need to go to the place where we plan to intercept those carts. I need to see what we're up against, the terrain, and how we can turn it to our advantage. I know David's the planner and good at it, proven at Nottingham when he freed Tim. But there's no way he'll be well enough to help us in the near future. It's up to us. Are you up for a hike this morning?"

John's eyes widened as he contemplated the magnitude of the task at hand. "It'll take us all day to get there and back, maybe even longer. You realise that, right?"

"How far is it?" Robyn pressed.

"More than half a day's walk, at least each way," John explained, a note of gravity in his voice.

"Do you know the way?" Robyn inquired; determination etched into her features.

"Hell, yes," John replied without hesitation. "We've been out there several times, scouted the area, even watched them pass when they went north. Stix knows someone in the stables, so he knows when they are leaving and when they are likely to be back. But the return is an unknown, really. It's just when they're expected back, not an actual day. That's why we have to set up early and wait until they turn up. Not ideal, I know."

Robyn nodded, absorbing the information. "I know you said it's more than half a day away, but in which direction?"

"They come via Mansfield and head to Newark on the main road," John explained with a sense of purpose. "David picked out a good vantage point about a mile before the turnoff to Kirtlington. We looked at other options, but this is the most deserted and heavily wooded area. David said it benefited us."

Robyn's gaze never wavered as she decided. "Well, if you're up for a walk, let's get ready. If you fill the flasks, I'll get some food for the journey."

Robyn's fingers moved with purpose as she meticulously gathered the essentials they would need for their perilous journey. Burdening themselves with unnecessary items was not an option. The flickering candlelight in their dimly lit hideaway cast elongated shadows on the rugged walls, adding an aura of secrecy to their preparations. Each item she chose carried a significant purpose.

Scarlet busied herself with the task of assembling provisions. With painstaking care, she selected rations to sustain them through an unpredictable day ahead. The tantalising scent of dried meat and freshly baked bread filled the room, mingling with the earthy aroma of the cave.

"Scarlet," Robyn began, her voice low and urgent, "we may not return until the following day, possibly late. You mustn't worry. This is something we must do."

Robyn's eyes locked onto Scarlet's, an unspoken understanding passing between them. She continued, her tone hushed but resolute, "And please, do not speak of this to Tim. If he inquires, simply tell him we're venturing into the wilderness to seek more plentiful game, for the grip of winter is fast approaching."

As the words hung in the air, a sombre silence enveloped them, broken only by the crackling of the fire. Their journey, fraught with peril and uncertainty, was about to begin, and the weight of their secrets and responsibilities bore down upon them like an impending tempest.

Their journey was a painstaking exercise in secrecy, a deliberate effort to shroud their movements in the impenetrable depths of the forest. The decision to evade the roads and well-trodden tracks had slowed their progress considerably, but it was a necessary sacrifice to remain invisible to prying eyes.

Before fully committing to their journey, Robyn insisted on revisiting the nearby village. Her instincts nagged at her like a persistent whisper, urging her to check on the village one last time. Her heart raced as she scanned the depressing scene. Nature was already claiming her home. And now, the weight of their pending journey was pressing down on her with each passing moment. A quick visit to the letter drop left her with an empty heart and a deepening sense of foreboding.

The initial hours of their journey were deceptively easy, the forest embracing them with open arms. But as they ventured further north, the forest's secrets began to reveal themselves. Detours became their unwelcome companions as they weaved through the dense undergrowth, avoiding villages and settlements at all costs.

Near a sprawling village, an unexpected obstacle emerged. They found themselves trapped for over an hour, ensnared in an area where locals gathered firewood. Panic surged through them as they retreated, silently retracing their steps and daring to cross the perilous road in their quest for safety. It was a heart-pounding game of cat and mouse, and each passing minute weighed them down with the knowledge that discovery meant ruin. Any strangers seen in the area would foster suspicion that may come back and haunt them.

Throughout their arduous journey, they encountered others who had ventured into the forest. The agony of waiting in the shadows, praying that these interlopers would pass without noticing them, strained their nerves to the breaking point. Robyn's mind raced with the realisation that they would need to chart a different course on their return, even if it meant a longer and more treacherous path. To be seen now was to become vulnerable, their faces etched into the memories of those who might later betray them for a handsome reward.

As they drew closer to their elusive goal, the forest became an even more formidable adversary. The trees pressed in, their branches forming a tangled canopy that blocked out all but the feeblest rays of daylight. The once-open spaces between the trees seemed to vanish, and a claustrophobic dread settled upon Robyn. It was the first time in her life that she had felt the forest close in around her, suffocating and oppressive.

Robyn understood, with growing admiration, why David had chosen this remote and unforgiving terrain. Here, any attempt to track or follow them would be a fool's errand. The forest was their ally, their shield, and their greatest weapon in their daring mission. As they pressed deeper into this untamed wilderness, they were keenly aware that their fate was bound to the heart of the forest, where the echoes of civilisation faded, and the pursuit of justice seemed increasingly futile.

The sun had already arched its way high into the sky, casting long shadows through the dense canopy by the time they arrived at the spot on the road that David had carefully selected. As they approached, Robyn couldn't help but notice the deceptive appearance of the road. It seemed almost pristine, a stark contrast to the surrounding wilderness, as if the remnants of the old world still clung stubbornly to its surface. Yet, this apparent desolation only deepened their sense of unease, for the absence of travellers was conspicuous, and the forest watched their every move with a silent, knowing gaze.

The road stretched ahead of them, flanked on both sides by a verdant carpet of grass that extended for at least twenty feet before yielding to the encroaching forest. This wide expanse of open ground presented a formidable challenge. To reach the road without being detected was a daunting task, one that required the utmost caution.

Robyn, her curiosity insatiable, seized the opportunity to investigate the road from a different perspective. She ventured down to the road's edge, her heart pounding with the risk of exposure. Kneeling, she scraped away the layers of mud and soil that concealed the road's true nature. Her fingers brushed against a smooth, black surface hidden beneath, a poignant reminder of the world that once was, now buried beneath the weight of time and decay.

Turning her gaze eastward, Robyn's sharp eyes caught a significant detail that would shape their strategy. The road, or rather the space between the tightly packed trees on either side, gradually narrowed ahead, culminating in a sharp bend. It was as if the forest itself conspired to create the perfect location for their ambush.

Returning to the tree line, Robyn's voice was hushed but charged with anticipation as she conveyed her findings to John. "What do you think, John? That bend where the road narrows, it seems like the ideal spot. Let's check it out."

Their hearts raced as they contemplated the possibilities that lay ahead. The road, once a lifeline of civilisation, was now a battleground, and the forest that had concealed them so far would soon become their ally in a daring confrontation that would change the course of their lives.

As they approached the point where the trees began to close in on the road, John raised his hand with a commanding gesture, halting Robyn in her tracks. He scaled a small rise with a calculated determination, his eyes scanning the road stretching behind them. His breath caught as the realisation dawned.

"Look," John whispered, his voice barely audible over the rustling leaves and the distant hum of nature. "From this slight incline, it gives us an excellent vantage point. We can see down the road for almost a mile. Having someone here watching is going to make all the difference."

Robyn nodded in agreement; her eyes gleaming with newfound optimism. "Well spotted. Now we need to find the best place for the ambush."

Their search led them forward, the forest's embrace growing tighter as they pressed on. A hundred yards ahead, the road revealed its perfect disguise. It wound gracefully around a gentle bend before taking a steep ascent. John's finger pointed to the ideal location with precision.

"If we could block the road here," he noted, "it would be out of sight until they came around the bend."

Robyn's brow furrowed with practical wisdom; her voice tinged with caution. "But we can't simply block the road in anticipation of their arrival. We don't have the luxury of knowing exactly when they'll pass. There are bound to be others along this road, and if we tip our hand too soon, someone else might see us. We'd be in deep trouble. We need a way to block it only when they are in sight, coming down the road. Our watch point here gives us a window of ten to fifteen minutes, at best. We must find a quick and discreet method to obstruct the path without revealing our presence."

She paused, her eyes scanning the surroundings for potential threats. "And not only that, but we must also assign a lookout to watch the other direction. We cannot afford to be caught off guard by unforeseen arrivals from that end, either. Every detail matters, and every possible problem must be addressed. Failure is not an option, and getting caught is the gravest danger we face."

John absorbed her words with a nod of acknowledgement, his determination unwavering. "I see what you mean."

Robyn pointed toward the next rise in the landscape, a beacon of possibility. "Let's ascend to the top of that next rise. We need to gauge how far we can see in the direction of Newark. Our strategy and our execution needs to be flawless, for the road ahead is fraught with peril and uncertainty."

From the commanding height of the rise, the road ahead unfurled like a treacherous ribbon, its contours curving gently to the left. The treeline, however, offered a comforting buffer, keeping the secrets of the forest at bay, yet tantalisingly close to the road's edge. Robyn's keen eyes surveyed the landscape, absorbing the intricate details that would be their allies in this high-stakes game.

Robyn scaled a towering Scots pine, her fingers gripping the rough bark with determination. She ascended only halfway, but from that vantage point alone, the world stretched out before her in panoramic splendour. The vista was nothing short of breathtaking.

"Brilliant," she whispered to herself, her breath misting in the crisp forest air.

She descended with the calm confidence of someone who had found a crucial piece of the puzzle. "That works. From up there, I can see for miles. Having a lookout there will be an absolute necessity."

John's hopes were rekindled, his voice tinged with a glimmer of optimism. "So, if we have a lookout on the rise looking east and one up that tree, we will still have eight for the ambush. That should be enough, won't it?"

Robyn's gaze held a mixture of resolve and doubt. "I hope so, but we also need to find a swift and discreet way to block the road."

John contemplated for a moment before offering a suggestion. "What about cutting down a tree?"

Robyn nodded in agreement. "Yes, that could work. But it would have to be pre-cut most of the way in advance. Remember, we have only ten minutes to execute the plan. The tree would have to be readied with a saw, not an axe. We can't afford to alert them to the telltale sound of someone wielding an axe. It would put them on guard, or at the very least, make them suspicious."

John's face reflected both determination and concern. "Where would we get a saw, though? They're expensive, and most people use axes."

Robyn leaned in, her voice a whisper laced with conviction. "That's not a problem. In my father's workshop, there's a two-man saw that we can use. But I understand that using it efficiently isn't easy, especially if you've never done it before. We'll have to practise extensively before we make our way up here. We can't afford to leave anything to chance. Precision and timing will be our greatest weapons in this endeavour."

With the weight of their mission hanging heavy in the air, Robyn and John returned to the lookout point that John had identified. Robyn meticulously cleared away the underbrush, creating a makeshift nest amidst the foliage, and settled down, her brow furrowed in thought.

"The vantage point here is undeniably advantageous," she began, her voice filled with determination. "The only challenge is that we won't know if the approaching carts are the ones we're waiting for until they're much closer. It could easily be any other trio of carts. We need someone positioned down there, close enough to confirm that they're the right ones."

Robyn's gaze flitted down the road again, her mind racing as John's expectant eyes bore into her. The weight of her thoughts was almost palpable, but she pressed on.

"I've got it," she declared, her voice infused with newfound clarity. "As I mentioned, we need someone positioned down there to confirm they're the right carts. Then we'll have someone halfway between here and there to relay the message. Here's how I see it: The first person, close enough to make out the carts as they round the corner, will fire an arrow into a tree near the second person, situated halfway between. When that second person sees the arrow hit the tree, they'll send an arrow into this tree here, and the one here will send an arrow into the tree we're going to cut down. The two by that tree will then finish cutting it, blocking the road. Once the tree is down, they'll take cover behind it and wait for my signal. After the carts have passed, the person here and two others will close the back door, preventing them from turning around. Then we give them only one warning to throw down their crossbows, or we open fire."

John contemplated the plan, his expression a mixture of acknowledgement and concern. "I can see a couple of possible problems. With two down the road this side and one on the lookout the other way toward Newark, we'll be reduced to seven against what could be ten guards. The other issue is who among us is skilled enough to make those shots accurately over that distance, aside from you and David? Ted and Grady are the next two best in our group after David, but I'm not sure they're capable of it."

Robyn's resolve remained steadfast. "Both Danny and Tom have my father's longbows, which are more than capable of firing the necessary distance. I'll train them in distance shots; after all, they only have to hit a tree, not a moving target. I prefer using them because they're young and fit. They'll be able to return here faster than most, even if they have to slip back into the forest to avoid detection. They should be back here before the carts reach this point."

John raised another crucial concern. "What if there's someone else coming from the opposite direction at the same time?"

Robyn's answer was swift and decisive. "The lookout up there will need to delay them. It should be either Grady or Ted, someone capable of firing a warning shot into a tree here to alert us to an approaching threat. I'll provide them with one of my father's best longbows, one that can reach that distance. Ted makes the most sense; he has the strength, composure, and a willingness to shoot to kill if necessary."

John nodded in agreement. "That's a sound choice. And what if the guards don't lay down their crossbows?"

Robyn's voice held a note of reluctance. "You know the answer to that. I don't want to kill anyone, so if we can get away with wounding them, I'd prefer it."

John completed her thought. "And if they do lay them down, we'll tie them up and move them and their carts into the forest, giving us more time to make our escape."

As they delved into the intricacies of their plan, the gravity of their impending actions settled upon them like a shroud. Every detail, every contingency, was scrutinised and weighed, for failure was not an option, and the price of discovery was immeasurable. The road ahead was fraught with danger, but their determination to see it through was unwavering.

As the weight of their audacious plan hung heavily in the air, Robyn sought a moment of respite, allowing her mind to churn with possibilities while she savoured a meagre meal and took a cautious sip of water. The forest around them seemed to hold its breath, as if aware of the gravity of their impending actions.

And then, amidst the silence, Robyn's voice broke through with newfound inspiration. "I've just had another thought," she began, her eyes gleaming with intensity. "We should position the carts on the other side of the road, where it's downhill. After we're done, we'll send the horses back west and set them free. We'll need to be meticulous, leaving no trace from that point onward. We'll travel half a mile east through the forest, then turn south and cross this road back into the forest, ultimately making our way back to the cave. It'll be a long journey, but if they think we're headed west with the horses, we'll stand a better chance of escaping. The horses are likely to disappear at some point, too tempting for anyone who stumbles upon them. No obvious owners, just free horses. The guards will probably think they've gone into Mansfield or even further north. Another thought – during the process of tying them up, if we can manage to drop a hint like 'hurry up, we want to get to Mansfield before dark,' it should reinforce the illusion of our westward journey. What do you think?"

John, filled with admiration for Robyn's planning skills, couldn't help but offer a playful jab. "I think you might be a better planner than David, but don't you dare tell him I said that."

Robyn, her mind ablaze with determination, continued to dissect their strategy. "I know we won't be back before dark, but I want to stay a little longer and keep running it through my mind until I'm completely satisfied. You don't mind, do you?"

John's loyalty and commitment were unwavering. "Hell no. Let's hash it all out while we're here. If we identify any potential issues, we'll have a better chance of resolving them. If we end up having to camp somewhere on the way back, so be it. I don't mind."

Their shared resolve fuelled their actions. Robyn, eager to refine their plan, requested, "Can we pace out the distance between the Scots pine and the nearest tree to the one we want to drop?"

John's response was swift and affirmative. "Yes, go for it."

Robyn meticulously paced out the distances, each step filled with measured purpose and a growing sense of urgency. She marked the path from the westerly lookout Scots pine to the imposing standing dead tree they intended to bring down – a distance of precisely one hundred and eighty paces. It was a journey fraught with meaning, a journey that would soon determine their fate.

Next, Robyn strode the distance between the targeted tree and the first lookout point on the rise. One hundred and sixty-one paces were etched into the earth, each step an investment in their meticulous planning. From the vantage point on the rise, she cast her gaze upon the next crucial position – a tree that mirrored the distance but nestled well within the cover of the forest, granting a clear line-of-sight back to her. One hundred and sixty-nine paces marked the space between them.

The furthest distance of all, where Danny would stand sentinel, awaited Robyn's judgment. She paced out the two hundred and four steps, her mind racing with the weight of their impending actions. She glanced down the road, a seemingly endless stretch leading to the critical corner where the carts would first come into view. Doubt gnawed at her, and she contemplated the necessity of placing a third person further down the road.

Robyn turned to John; her voice laced with uncertainty. "John, from here, how far down the road do you think it would be possible to be absolutely sure that the carts are being driven by the Newark guards?"

John's response was measured and confident. "As they come around the corner, it's not that far away. They'll be wearing their armour, which should be easy enough to make out from here, I would have thought."

Calculating the distances and time in her mind, Robyn summarised their plan. "So, in total, from confirming these are the right three carts, we'll have seven hundred yards, plus an additional hundred yards before the tree. We should have plenty of time to bring the tree down. They won't be travelling that fast, likely at a walking pace if they're fully loaded. We'll have at least ten minutes, I expect."

With the day waning and the impending darkness casting its shadow, John proposed a sensible course of action. "It's getting late. We have less than three hours until dark. Let's find a place to camp back in the trees for the night and set out in the morning."

Robyn concurred, recognising the wisdom in the idea. "I think you're right. If I come up with anything tonight, I can examine it with fresh eyes in the morning."

Their campsite was soon established, sheltered deep within the forest, far from prying eyes on the road. John took charge of building a fire, while Robyn ventured out in search of sustenance. She returned before twilight with two plump squirrels in hand.

"Will these do?" she inquired.

John's approval was evident as he accepted one of the squirrels. "They look more than sufficient. Pass me one, and I'll start preparing it. The fire is ready."

As they worked together to skin and cook their evening meal, they spoke of their plans. Once their hunger was satisfied, they settled in for the night; the forest enveloping them in its protective embrace, as the darkness closed in around them. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two.
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Why are they not back?

Ten long days had passed since the captain of the guard had departed, and his absence gnawed at Alexander's sanity like a relentless beast. The unease that had settled over him was far from pleasant; it was a maddening torment. Each day without a word from the captain fuelled his anxiety.

He paced the confines of his office; the walls closing in around him as he wrestled with a gnawing sense of dread. The situation was dire, and he couldn't ignore it any longer. Alexander knew he had to uncover the truth behind the captain's prolonged absence.

Sending someone else to investigate Newark was an option, but he couldn't shake the fear that they might not return either. No, the responsibility rested squarely on his shoulders. He had to go himself.

The ghostly echoes of deserters from Nottingham's early days haunted his thoughts. Men who had originally hailed from Newark had disappeared, lured back to their hometown by the siren call of family and familiarity. But this situation was different, more urgent. Alexander could feel the fragile threads of control slipping through his fingers.

With twelve guards deployed with the tax collectors and others accompanying the captain to Newark, coupled with the tragic loss of two guards on the day of the fair, the once-robust guard contingent had dwindled to a mere dozen. The remaining guards were far from pleased with the extra workload they had been burdened with to compensate for their absent comrades. The strain was beginning to show, and the grumbling discontent filled the air.

To adequately run and protect Nottingham, Alexander needed a force of at least a hundred well-trained men. He was nowhere near that number, and he harboured no illusions about recruiting sufficient reinforcements by hastily training local teenagers.

Adding to his woes, the guards who remained were teetering on the precipice of desertion themselves, their loyalty stretched thin by unpaid wages. A storm was brewing, and it was threatening to shatter the fragile peace he had managed to maintain.

In a bitter twist of irony, he found himself in need of the sheriff's permission to embark on a journey to Newark, the very place the captain had ventured without so much as a word to him, his superior. The captain had not only departed without consent but had also taken half of their already depleted troop with him. It was a bitter pill to swallow, a double insult to his authority. Alexander knew he had no choice but to seek the sheriff's permission, a prospect that filled him with a sense of bitter resignation.

Since the ill-fated fair, a dark cloud had settled over the sheriff's disposition, and Alexander bore the brunt of his resentment. The once-amicable relationship between them had soured to the point where Ivan hardly acknowledged Alexander's presence in the last few weeks. The tension was palpable, a thick fog of hostility that hung between them like an insurmountable wall. Alexander understood that approaching the sheriff required the utmost finesse, a delicate dance to avoid further stoking the flames of their strained rapport.

With that in mind, he resolved to choose the perfect moment, one where he could subtly plant the idea of his journey to Newark into Ivan's mind. The timing was everything, and he couldn't afford to make any missteps in this delicate dance of politics and power.

As the morning hours passed, Alexander meticulously planned his approach. He knew Ivan had a routine, a set of crucial tasks he attended to each morning, a time when he expected not to be disturbed. The afternoon would be his best opportunity to engage the sheriff, once he had eaten and accomplished his essential duties.

However, his carefully devised plans were abruptly disrupted when Ivan's summons reached him. It was not yet mid-morning, and the unexpected message filled him with trepidation. A foreboding sense of dread settled over Alexander as he followed the guard's lead, making his way to Ivan's imposing hall. Each step felt like a descent into an abyss of uncertainty, and the weight of anticipation bore down upon him.

As he ascended the steps to the grand entrance, he couldn't help but wonder about the nature of this abrupt summons. The guard escorted him inside and promptly departed, leaving Alexander alone in the cavernous hall. An oppressive silence hung in the air, and the unanswered question loomed large in his mind: What had he been summoned for, and what new accusation or blame would befall him now? The suffocating atmosphere of uncertainty gripped him, and he braced himself for whatever awaited within Ivan's hall.

Ivan stood before his desk, his clenched fists resting on its surface as he scrutinised what appeared to be a map. From his vantage point, Alexander couldn't discern the details, and uncertainty clawed at him. He cleared his throat, a subtle attempt to break the tension that hung in the room. He yearned to conclude this interaction quickly. A fleeting thought crossed his mind: Perhaps he should abandon this life entirely, escaping to a place free from the likes of Ivan. The sheriff had changed drastically since ascending to power in Newark, and the jovial companion of his youth had all but disappeared.

"Alexander, you're here. Don't just stand there," Ivan stated briskly, though not unkindly.

Alexander approached the desk where the map lay spread out, covering the expanse of Nottingham and its surrounding territories. Ivan's gaze remained fixed upon it; his focus unwavering.

"We must start generating income for this sheriffdom," Ivan declared, gesturing toward a marked area on the map labelled "Iron," situated south of Nottingham. "This used to be a functioning iron ore mine. I need you to find someone with the expertise to assess its potential. If there's a substantial reserve of iron ore remaining, it might be worthwhile to reopen it."

Alexander couldn't help but voice a practical concern. "And where will we find the miners to work it, assuming it's viable?"

Ivan, ever the strategist, responded with conviction. "Let's address one issue at a time. Building up Newark's trade took years, with key individuals generously compensated to ensure smooth operations. The same principle can apply here. Workers will become their concern. It's what they call delegation."

He continued; his eyes still fixed on the map. "Similarly, we possess a vast timber resource, currently exploited by woodcutters who take what they need for fuel and construction. They're profiting from a resource now under my control. We can either increase their taxes or harness their expertise to sell processed timber to boats and shipbuilders along the coast, supplying timber to regions lacking their own forests or those exhausted by overuse. I don't want to strip the forest; I want to manage it as a sustainable crop. Cut and replant."

Alexander's concerns returned to the shortage of manpower. "Once again, the issue of available workers arises. Nottingham lacks the labour force willing to work for us."

Ivan offered a shrewd solution. "Those unable to pay their taxes will spend a year in the mines or processing timber. If they can afford the current taxes and we still require labour, we raise the taxes beyond their means. They'll be unable to pay the new amount, and thus we'll have the workforce we need. A win-win scenario, as they say."

Alexander couldn't hide his disdain for what Ivan referred to as the "unwashed" masses, a sentiment he held but found even the proposed actions excessively harsh. Echoes of the tactics perpetrated by the sheriff they deposed ten years earlier in Newark. The notion of subjecting their own people to such treatment left a bitter taste in his mouth. Yet, beyond the moral concerns, practical issues loomed large in his mind.

As Ivan laid out his plans for mining and timber exploitation, Alexander couldn't help but voice his apprehensions. "What you're proposing, it's brutal," he began. "It may well incite rebellion, even a riot. We're already down seventy men, and with the fair incident fresh in our minds, it's evident how vulnerable we are to a handful of outlaws. If their numbers swell, what then?"

Ivan appeared confident in his solution. "My brother is already sending more men. When the captain returns, he'll bring an additional thirty-five guards."

But Alexander saw the flaw in this plan. "The issue is when, not if. The captain should have returned a week ago, and our guards here have families in Newark. We've lost over thirty-two since our arrival, and now it seems we've lost another twelve, including the captain. The odds of getting those thirty-five men back are dwindling by the day."

The frustration and concern in Alexander's voice grew more pronounced as he continued. "The last twelve guards we have are already murmuring about this, and they believe I don't hear. They're worried about unpaid wages, which are long overdue. If we lose these last few, we may as well pack up and return to Newark." His words held a forceful finality, as he laid bare the grim reality of their situation.

As Alexander voiced his concerns, Ivan's calm demeanour dissolved into a fiery rage. His face reddened, and the atmosphere in the room grew tense, like a storm about to unleash its fury. Alexander steeled himself for the tirade he expected to follow.

"Guard!" Ivan's booming voice reverberated through the room, causing Alexander's heart to leap into his throat. He feared he had crossed a line, pushing the sheriff too far.

The guard arrived promptly; his stance was rigid as he awaited instructions. "Sir?" he replied, his voice echoing with urgency.

"Get me a scribe, now!" Ivan commanded, his tone leaving no room for dissent. "I'll have a letter for my brother drafted. You, personally, will take it to him, so you be back here within an hour. Now go!"

The guard wasted no time, swiftly exiting the room to carry out the sheriff's orders. Alexander followed him out, the tension in the air still palpable as if awaited Ivan's next command.

Upon Alexander's return an hour later, Ivan was ready to address him. "I've informed my brother that I want thirty-five men here immediately, plus the captain and the twelve who were with him, all within five days. I've also requested the return of the coin I sent the guard to collect. Furthermore, I've made it clear that I expect the thirty-two deserters back, along with an additional thirty-five men, within a month," Ivan declared firmly. "Now, you should select a guardsman to accompany you. I suggest one of mine; I can manage with just one for five days without disrupting the rosters too much. You should leave without delay." With that, Ivan turned his attention back to the map on his desk, his disposition once again composed, but the room still simmered with the tension of their exchange.
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Chapter Three
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Long way home.

As the first rays of dawn painted the sky with shades of pink and gold, both John and Robyn roused from their restless slumber. They moved with practised efficiency, packing up their belongings in the dim light of early morning. The weight of their impending journey hung heavily in the air.

With their supplies secured, they set out on the journey back to the cave. This time, they opted for a wider, more cautious path, skirting the areas that had delayed them on their previous day's journey. Yet, even with their vigilance, a sense of unease gnawed at them. There was a momentary holdup when they heard a rustle nearby, prompting them to halt and wait in silence for over an hour, watching for any signs of movement. Eventually, they concluded that it must have been some unknown creature, though a lingering doubt remained.
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