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Escape

The words caught in Kaplyn’s throat. He was about to betray a friend. The thought twisted his stomach. “Emma,” he stammered, pausing to press his fingers into his palms, searching for resolve. He glanced at the ceiling, then back at Emma, but couldn’t meet her accusing gaze.

“I’m leaving,” he blurted out, his cheeks burning with embarrassment, feeling more like a child than a grown man. “I will return,” he added, hoping to soften the blow. 

“And what will happen when you return? I am a serving maid. That is all. The best I can hope for is being your mistress,” Emma snapped, flashing him an icy glare.

“You are special to me. You know that...” Kaplyn pleaded, stepping closer and placing his hands gently on her shoulders, searching her eyes for understanding. He managed a tentative smile; eyebrows raised in a silent question.

Emma’s expression softened, and beneath his hands, he felt her relax.

“How long will you be gone?” she asked quietly.

“Three weeks, perhaps four at the most,” he replied. In truth, he had no idea. His plans were half formulated. Her face fell and she looked down. 

“There’s a fair at Pendrat. They’ll have archery, and maybe I can enter. I need to go, Em,” he said softly. “I can feel the walls closing in on me. Court life is tedious and I hate it. I need to get out and experience something real, not just follow the same routines every day.”

Emma looked up, confusion flickering in her eyes. “Most people can only dream of being in your position. How can you hate it so much?” she asked.

“I just do,” he replied. “I have no freedom. I can’t go to the tavern with friends, get drunk, or even wander the market alone. Bodyguards follow me everywhere. That’s not living.”

A chill draft slipped through the open window, carrying with it the distant sound of laughter from the village below, almost mocking Kaplyn’s plight. 

“But you are a prince...”

“Some prince!” he interrupted. “I’m ninth in line to the throne, and some of my own brothers and sisters barely recognize me. And now Father is threatening me with marriage–to a princess from Thrace, of all places. He mentioned Gwen, but I wasn’t really listening. I don’t even know what she looks like, and I won’t until it’s too late.”

Emma snorted. “You’re twenty-one, so I suppose marriage is inevitable. Either way, I’ll lose you–to some misbegotten adventure or a rich strumpet from foreign lands.”

“I need to escape. Please,” he pleaded. “I’m not asking much. Just distract the guard so I can leave. Sanfred is on duty tonight. He’s easily led, so you should be fine.”

“Not asking much? I know Sanfred. He’ll have his hands all over me before I can say, ‘How the Kalanth are you?’”

That wasn’t quite what Kaplyn had hoped for. He just needed a distraction. To be fair, he knew Sanfred fancied Emma. In terms of being easily distracted, Sanfred was the prime choice. In Kaplyn’s mind, it was tonight or never, and to escape, sacrifices were needed.

“Look, here’s some gold,” Kaplyn said, taking out a purse with three sovereigns that clinked encouragingly.

Emma’s eyes widened as she felt the coins inside. “I would help you even without a bribe,” she said softly. “You know that.”

“Of course I do,” Kaplyn replied, drawing Emma into his arms. The warmth of her body and the scent of her hair made him hesitate, almost reconsidering the folly of leaving. But determination won out, and gently, he pushed her away.

“When are you leaving?” Emma asked, her voice trembling.

“Tonight,” he answered, his tone husky.

Emma pulled back, searching his face as if trying to memorize every detail. “You will come back?” she whispered.

Kaplyn managed a grin. “I’ll return with tales to make my brothers green with envy.” In truth, he dreaded what his father would say upon his return, knowing punishment awaited him–but that was a problem for another day.

He crossed the room, picked up his sword, and buckled it at his waist. Next, he grabbed a saddlebag filled with provisions, followed by four cloth sacks tied with twine. “I’m going to get Star,” he said. “Go down to Sanfred soon. Make sure he’s inside the guardhouse so he doesn’t see me leave.”

Kaplyn pulled on a grey woollen cloak–not the attire of an Allund prince, but one that might help him blend into a crowd. He glanced in the mirror, seeing a young man in his early twenties, long dark hair partly obscuring a handsome face that often won the heart of a young woman. A scar running from brow to cheek gave him a rugged look–a mark from his brother Tomlin, four years older, after a play fight gone wrong. Tomlin had sulked for weeks after their father thrashed him.

Kaplyn had gathered clothes to blend in with the common folk. He stole a linen shirt and wool trousers from the laundry and wore a leather jerkin he had secretly purchased at the market weeks earlier. He had slipped out of the palace one afternoon, taking advantage of the heavy traffic leaving the grounds. His riding boots and sword, both expensive, were the only items that might reveal his privileged background.

After kissing Emma, Kaplyn left the plush rooms of his childhood without looking back. He strode swiftly through deserted corridors, grateful for the thick carpet that muffled his footsteps. Lanterns illuminated the brightly decorated corridors–once a playground for his childhood mischief, now a hindrance as he wished for darkness to conceal his escape.

Kaplyn’s heart hammered in his chest, yet he grinned broadly. He was truly escaping. He navigated the silent corridors and descended a tight spiral staircase, reaching the palace’s back door without encountering anyone. As the door swung open, the scent of the stables greeted him. He could hardly believe how smoothly his escape was unfolding.

Stepping into the mild spring night, Kaplyn was greeted by the scent of blossoms, promising better days ahead. He quickened his pace toward the stables, slipping into the deep shadows of the open doorway, grateful to be out of sight. Horses fidgeted, their heavy bodies thumping against wooden stalls and hooves clattering on stone. Kaplyn hurried to Star’s stall, swinging open the gate. Star dipped her head in greeting.

On a peg, he took down his bow and a full quiver. Hunting was the only time he felt alive. Stalking game in local woods was a favourite pastime. Farnham, the gamekeeper often invited him out to hunt pheasant and other game, depending on the time of year. Farnham was the closest Kaplyn had to a friend, and he was grateful for the lessons in tracking and general fieldcraft.

Next, he took the cloth sacks and tied one about each of Star’s hooves. He had no idea how effective these would be at dampening any noise Star might make, but it was worth a try. Star nickered and, knowing her as he did, he sensed that she did not understand what was happening.

“Don’t worry,” he whispered stroking her warm flank. “Just a night ride. That’s all.”

He went to fetch a saddle and a blanket and then set about preparing Star for their journey, talking to her softly all the while. Once he had completed his preparations, he took her rein and led her from the stable. This was going to be the difficult part, he realised, leading Star across the cobbled roads to the small gate through the internal wall, protecting the palace and linking it to the town. To one side of the gate was a guard house and inside Sanfred would hopefully be paying Emma his undivided attention. Kaplyn felt a pang of jealousy. He genuinely cared for Emma. Once through the gate though, he was confident he would escape. 

Even with the cloth sacks, Star’s hooves sounded loud to Kaplyn’s anxious mind. He felt relief when the gate leading away from the palace came into view, glancing warily at the small guard house nearby. No lights showed, and he silently thanked Emma–there was no sign of Sanfred. Hurrying Star toward his goal, Kaplyn’s heart pounded so loudly he feared it might alert anyone nearby. Suddenly, a dog began barking behind a door to the palace gardens.

Quickening his pace, the frantic barking echoed in his ears, but soon he was beside the gate. His skin prickled with excitement and fear, expecting a shout of discovery at any moment–but nothing happened. Then, all at once, he was through. Before him stretched a narrow road, flanked by tall, rickety buildings, leading to the main city gates and freedom. The shops on either side had their shutters drawn, but even at this early hour, lights shone from within and sounds of activity drifted out.

A little farther on, Kaplyn encountered the first people–servants or staff hurrying to bakeries or other jobs to light fires. The faint aroma of baking bread drifted through the cool morning air, mingling with the sharp scent of smoke from newly lit hearths. A chill lingered, nipping at his cheeks, and the rough stone walls felt damp beneath his fingertips as he skirted the shadows. 

Early risers gave Kaplyn curious glances, their faces half-lit by the flickering glow of lanterns behind shuttered windows. Kaplyn frowned and then realised that Star still wore the cloth sacks. As he stooped to remove them, the coarse fibres scratched his fingers, and the clatter of her iron-shod hooves on the cobblestones echoed harshly off the stone buildings, making him wince at the noise.

Anxious to avoid drawing attention, Kaplyn’s heart raced as he pressed himself into the shadows beside a large building, hoping no one would question his presence at this early hour. He pulled his cloak tighter against the damp chill, waiting for dawn and the opening of the city gates, every sound seeming amplified in the tense stillness.

Gradually, more people streamed past and the noise from carts added to the general din, bringing the city to life. Soon, Kaplyn could make out the faces of passers-by, and looking up, he noticed the sky was growing lighter. His moment had come. Kaplyn slipped in behind a passing horse and cart, following the flow of traffic toward the gates. The guards were just swinging them open, waving people out without stopping anyone. Blending in, Kaplyn rode through the opening as if he belonged, finally slipping out of the city unnoticed.

A short way from the city walls, Kaplyn urged Star into a trot, weaving between carts to reach the open road ahead. A smile creased his face. “Yes!” he whispered. He had escaped, but what future awaited him, he did not know. This was the greatest adventure of his life. At last, he was free. 
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Ambush

The cracking of dry branches snapped Lars from his melancholy. Daydreaming was dangerous, especially in a wood with night fast approaching. Lars’ staff came up automatically and he turned to face the potential threat. 

Even though he half expected trouble, he was still shocked when a man crashed through the thick undergrowth; a cudgel raised in his right fist. Wild eyes blazed with silent hatred as he charged at the big man. Lars was a fighter, and his training took over. While others might have tried to block the cudgel’s downward swing, Lars knew that speed was crucial in a brawl. Without hesitation, he struck out with a straight-arm blow, driving the end of his staff toward the attacker’s throat, using its reach to his advantage.

The force of the man’s momentum combined with Lars’s blow snapped the attacker’s head back, sending a jolt up Lars’s arm. The man’s legs buckled, and he collapsed onto the woodland floor, unable to scream through his damaged throat. His eyes bulged as he clutched at his windpipe, thrashing for air and grunting with the effort to breathe. 

Turning quickly, Lars scanned the dim woodland, his pulse thudding in his ears. Twigs snapped and the brittle crunch of dried leaves betrayed furtive movement all around him. The sharp tang of sweat and fear hung heavy in the chill air, mingling with the earthy scent of moss and damp bark. Amid the shifting gloom, several shadowy figures emerged among the trees, their crude weapons glinting as they caught stray flickers of moonlight through the branches. 

Lars’s skin prickled beneath his tunic; his palms grew slick on the staff as he braced himself. Panic fluttered at the edge of his thoughts, but he forced himself to focus, every sense straining. He saw the hesitation in their movements–each man wary of being the first to strike, yet hunger and desperation pushed them onwards, tightening their ragged circle and pressing in with silent menace.

“Surround him,” one of the men shouted. 

Slowly, Lars turned, staff raised and ready to counter any attack. The men before him were a rough, desperate bunch, their dirt-streaked faces and torn, patched clothing making them appear even more threatening. The stench of unwashed bodies filled the air. Cudgels, knives, and two ancient looking swords drew his gaze and again he cursed, wishing for more than a staff to defend himself.

“Move in together,” demanded the leader, pointing his rust-speckled, chipped sword at Lars but not advancing himself. Lars kept turning, eyes darting from one attacker to the next. No one moved. His gaze lingered on the leader’s battered blade–if the sword didn’t kill him, blood poisoning might. Focus, he reminded himself: watch their shoulders and eyes, not their weapons.

The wounded man’s thrashing grew more violent. The others glanced down at him–his face turning blue, tongue protruding as if desperately seeking air. After a few final spasms, he lay still, his body twisted in its last struggle.

“He’s killed Ballan,” one of the shorter men said, though it was obvious. The others grumbled, and suddenly one shouted a curse, lunging forward with a raised knife. Lars had his back turned, but at the sound of the shout and snapping twigs, he spun, sweeping his staff in a wide arc. The attacker ducked back just in time, fear replacing his anger as the staff whistled past his head. Lars stabbed downward, but the man scrambled out of reach.

“He’s one man! Everyone, attack him!” their leader shouted.

“You’ve got a sword. You attack him,” a man sneered.

Lars stared into the leader’s eyes, refusing to back down. The leader, as tall as Lars but leaner, had a nose so battered from old breaks that it was barely recognizable. With a flick of his sword’s tip, the leader signalled, “After three,” he said. “One, two–three!” He screamed and lunged forward.

Lars thrust his staff ahead, letting it slide through his fingers until he judged the distance right. Gripping the end, he jabbed at the leader, the staff jolting as it cracked into the man’s face. Without pause, Lars spun, swinging the staff in a wide arc with all his strength. The wood whooshed through the air, forcing the attackers to stumble back, their eyes wide with fear as they halted abruptly.

The leader fell back, cursing and clutching his head in his free hand. When he removed his hand to check for blood, a neat red circle marked his brow where Lars’s blow had landed.

“Anyone else who moves, dies,” Lars announced, his heart beating hard as blood rushed to his face. These men were bullies–likely cowards–but their numbers could easily overcome their fear.

He turned slowly, making sure he could see them all.

“Kill him,” urged a man in a fleece, spitting at Lars but not daring to move closer.

“He isn’t worth it,” said another, fat and bald, one infected eye weeping as if he were crying.

“He looks as poor as we do,” the man in the fleece added. “I doubt he has any coin.”

“We are not quitting now!” the leader snapped. “He killed Ballan!” 

“What do you care? You hated him,” growled the man with the weeping eye.

The leader smiled, revealing black gaps that made his teeth look jagged. “Not until this fat pig is dead,” he spat.

“We need a bow,” another man said.

“Then go back to the camp and get one,” the leader snapped. The man didn’t need telling twice–he dashed off between the trees, vanishing into the deepening gloom.

Lars muttered a prayer, “Slathor, give me strength!”

“What did he say?” one of his tormentors asked.

“How the Kalanth do I know!” the leader roared.

Very

ing he had to act before the man returned with a bow, Lars turned, quickly sizing up his opponents. He searched for the one most likely to break if charged. His eyes settled on a short man with wild, darting eyes and a hard, uncaring face. The man gripped his sword awkwardly–if Lars judged right, the weapon wouldn’t matter. He was also closest to the tree line. If Lars could reach him and break through, he might yet escape into the darkness.

His mind made up, Lars roared and leapt at the man, swinging his staff with precision. He had chosen his target well, but instead of fleeing, the man froze, stunned by the sudden attack. The staff cracked against the man’s temple, sending him sprawling. The blow was perfectly timed, and its shock reverberated up Lars’s arm.

Without pausing, Lars vaulted over the fallen body as two more men tried to block his escape. Now that the fight had begun, adrenaline overcame the men’s fear, and with shouts, they converged on the big man. Lars flicked his staff at the man to his right but missed as the opponent dodged aside. It slowed him, but the man to Lars’s left was already closing in.

“He’s killed Arland!” someone shouted behind him. “Take him alive!”

Suddenly, something heavy slammed into Lars’s back, knocking the breath from his body. He stumbled forward, his attack on the man to his left faltering as he lost his balance. Gasping for air, Lars felt the man to his left grab his staff. Instead of resisting, Lars let go, abandoning the weapon. The other man, surprised by how easily he took the staff, lost his balance and crashed to the ground.

Someone from behind Lars tumbled into his legs, sending him sprawling onto the woodland floor. Another man struck Lars across the shoulders with a cudgel, pain shooting through him as he gritted his teeth and grabbed a handful of dirt.

“I want him alive,” the leader roared.

Twisting, Lars threw one attacker off, but the others quickly caught up. Fear of their leader held their blows in check. Lars lashed out, his fist connecting under a man’s chin and sending him backward. Someone grabbed his arm, and another threw himself across Lars’s legs. Roaring in defiance, Lars landed another punch. Suddenly, his hair was yanked from behind, forcing his head back. A knife pricked his skin, and a thin trickle of blood ran down his neck. Lars froze.

“Don’t move,” the man with the knife threatened, his foul breath and filthy clothes nearly overpowering.

Cursing, the leader ran at Lars and kicked him in the face. Lars rocked back as the men struggled to hold him down. 

“You killed my brother,” the leader screamed, kicking Lars in the ribs. “Tie his hands and feet. I will make you suffer,” he continued, breathless with rage, eyes bulging and spittle running down his chin. The men obeyed, and soon Lars was bound and helpless.

“Pick him up and carry him to the camp,” the leader ordered.

It took three men to lift Lars, while two more picked up the body of the short man he had killed. Lars could see the bruise on the man’s temple where his staff had struck.

Desperate, Lars tried to escape, struggling so fiercely that the men carrying him let go. He made it to his knees before the leader stood over him, sword aimed at his heart.

“Tonight, you will die,” the leader said coldly. “Slowly–and before you die, you will beg me for mercy, but do not expect to receive any.”

Summoning every ounce of strength, Lars fought against his bonds. He must not die–he had to find his wife and son. With a roar, he strained until, for a moment, he felt the ropes give.

The pommel of the leader’s sword crashed against his temple, and blackness engulfed him.
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A Chance Encounter

Kaplyn reined Star to a halt, pulling gently on the reins. A distant scream echoed in his mind. What sort of animal could make such a noise? Breathlessly he waited for another sound, but none came. Even the woodland birds and animals fell silent at the inhuman cry. 

Silently, he cursed himself for his foolishness. The decision to venture into the woods now seemed reckless, especially as the faint trail he had been following had vanished beneath tangled roots and creeping undergrowth. He cast about, but every direction looked the same: a dense tangle of trees pressed close together, their branches clawing at the fading light. 

He tried to orient himself, recalling that he was somewhere between his home in Dundalk and Pendrat, his intended destination, yet the trees had robbed him of all sense of direction. The woods muffled every sound, and the thick carpet of leaves made it impossible to tell how far he had come or which way to go. 

His earlier excitement had dissolved into anxiety. Hunger gnawed at his insides, and as a chill breeze whispered through the darkening foliage, he shivered, acutely aware of his vulnerability. Admitting it to himself, he realised he was truly afraid–a sensation both unfamiliar and deeply unwelcome.

Never had he felt so alone. Always, there were people close by. Now his neighbours might be outlaws, or worse krell. As a child he had often heard tales of krell. No doubt, few people alive had ever seen one, but the tales alone were frightening enough. Monsters that haunted the night, killing people and drinking their blood. At least, that's what he had heard.  He glanced around, judging it too dark to ride safely, and perhaps his fear getting the better of him. Sighing, he dismounted before patting Star’s flank. 

“Good girl,” he said, more to hear a voice rather than to calm her. 

Wearily he took her rein and led her on, looking for somewhere safe to camp. The earlier scream had unnerved him and, more than anything, he craved the company of people. He couldn’t keep the tales from his childhood from his mind. He tried to dismiss them by reminding himself that these were fairy tales and nothing more, but a fear of the unknown kept returning to haunt him. The Krell Wars were real enough, but they were eons ago. Krell, if they still existed, inhabited only the wildest regions such as the mountains and forests of the world. The wood he was in was far too small and too near to the Allund capital. The king’s troops regularly patrolled between the cities, the way was safe he tried to convince himself, or at least it ought to be...

Kaplyn stopped. The trees were merciless, growing close together, making him force a passage. His hands and face were covered in scratches, each one raw and aching beneath a thin sheen of sweat. Now, as the salty moisture trickled over his skin, every graze began to throb and sting more intensely, making him wince with each movement.

What had made him stop though was not the trees, but a faint glow ahead. He squinted, trying to reassure himself that there was indeed a light. He continued forward slowly when he heard voices. Perhaps there was a clearing ahead. Charcoal workers, he thought hopefully. He smelled the air but could only scent damp and decaying wood.  

Loosely looping Star’s rein over a branch, he unhooked his bow from the saddle and threw his quiver over his shoulder. He bent the bow to string it and once armed felt marginally better. Taking stock of his surroundings, he inched forward trying to make no noise. All around him was the faint rustling of branches and old leaves as the wind blew softly. Before too long he saw a line of trees and just beyond these, a small rise crowned with thick bushes. He became convinced that between the trees there was indeed a glow. Dropping to all fours, he crawled towards the bushes, parting branches to see through. 

Before him, the ground dipped into a glade where a large fire cast enough light to see by. A man was pacing around the fire and four men were astride a fallen tree trunk whilst three others slouched on the ground. They gave the impression of men used to living rough, hardened by nights spent in the wild and, now he had seen them, there was no doubting that they were outlaws. 

Some wore leather tunics, the brittle material creaking as its torn, sweat-stained patches scraped together when they shifted on their logs. A few had thick woollen cloaks whose once-vivid colours were now dulled to a mottled grey. One man, his hair matted and hands twitching restlessly, absent-mindedly picked at the frayed edge of his cloak, a nervous gesture betraying his tension. 

Their weapons matched their rough appearance–crude cudgels and warped knives, their handles stained dark by years of grease and earth. The youngest, with a fresh scar along his cheek, clutched a knife too large for his hand, scraping its blade against a stone with slow, grating strokes. Another, older and stoop-shouldered, wore a sword awkwardly tucked through his belt, its hilt battered and too ornate for such company. 

Only the pacing man–his boots thudding rhythmically against the leaf-strewn ground–wore both a sword and scabbard, the polished metal glinting amid the firelight, likely taken from some unfortunate traveller as plunder.

The pacing man abruptly stood still and threw an arm out, indicating beyond the circle of light to the rear of the camp. 

“Bring him here,” he growled ominously. His voice carried easily to Kaplyn. “It’s time to deal with the man who killed my brother.”

Two men arose from the log and walked away from Kaplyn, disappearing amongst the trees. Kaplyn ducked lower, thinking that he must return to Star. Just as he was about to leave, the men returned, pushing another man roughly before them. He stumbled forward a few steps in a manner suggesting his hands were bound behind his back. 

He was a big man, broad across the chest, with powerful shoulders. His hair and beard were blond, which was a surprise to Kaplyn for Allunds were brown-haired and Thracians marginally fairer. 

At that moment, his captives were forcing him to his knees, kicking the back of his legs and pushing down on his shoulders. The prisoner resisted but their efforts were too much for him and he collapsed to his knees.

Striding towards the prisoner the leader raised his foot and slammed his heel into the prisoner’s face. Toppling backwards, the big man managed to stop himself from falling. When he looked up his beard was flecked with blood.  

“You will not have an easy death,” the outlaw spat with undisguised hatred. “You killed two of my men. One was my brother–for that, you’ll pay.” He circled the prisoner before coming to a halt behind him. “The only thing is ... I haven’t decided how to kill you–yet.”

“Let me finish him,” one of the men sitting on the trunk offered, holding a long knife in his hand, his eyes shining with anticipation.

The leader shook his head. “He’s mine. I want to see him squirm. Make sure that you hold him firmly.” He waved his hand in the direction of two of his men. He then crossed to the fire as his men leapt to their feet to stand either side of the kneeling prisoner, each gripping a shoulder. The leader’s dagger reflected the firelight as he drew it before plunging it into the fire. 

“Let's see how strong he is without his eyes,” he said through gritted teeth.

In his hiding place, Kaplyn tensed, and felt the colour drain from his face. Part of him wanted to leave and yet another part of him wanted to aid the prisoner–but what could he do? If the outlaws caught him, they would kill him. It was a dreadful dilemma, to stay and help or to leave, knowing that an innocent man might die because of that decision. Watching the outlaws torment the prisoner, anger blossomed in his chest and suddenly he knew what he had to do.

Crawling backwards, he sought deeper shadows before rubbing soil on his face to mask its whiteness, spitting on his fingers to soften the soil. Rising slowly, he stood braced against the trunk of a tree. His hunting bow, while not meant for battle, was a stout weapon. He placed two arrows point first into the ground by his side before nocking a third. Taking aim, he prayed to the Kalanth for an alternative.

The men either side of the prisoner struggled to hold him down as he fought against them. Removing the now glowing knife from the fire, their leader advanced, clearly enjoying himself as he brought his knife deliberately towards the other man’s eyes.  

Kaplyn struggled with his conscience until he could not afford to wait any longer. Drawing his bow a fraction more, he released the arrow. A scream of agony rang through the trees as the arrow hammered into the outlaw’s shoulder. With a mingled wail of pain and rage, he dropped his knife. 

In rapid succession, Kaplyn released two more arrows. Skilled with a bow, he could send ten arrows flying within sixty heartbeats. Although his accuracy diminished after the first shot, the effect was exactly what he intended. One arrow struck the trunk where the men sat, while the other zipped between two others. Instantly, all eyes turned toward the trees, searching in Kaplyn’s direction but failing to spot him. Remaining perfectly still, he watched as confusion spread across the outlaws’ faces–they clearly couldn’t see him. Silently, he drew another arrow and nocked it.

As if a spell had broken, the men on the fallen trunk hurled themselves backward, scrambling behind their makeshift barricade. The two holding the prisoner released their grip and dove for cover.

“Who’s out there?” one man shouted.

“Town guard?” came a muffled response.

“Can’t be,” another replied. “We’re too far from town. The guard would never come this far.”

“King’s troops then?” came back a timid reply.

“Quiet!” snapped the leader. “Stop talking and listen!” He was the only one standing, gripping his wound, his face contorted with pain. After a tense pause, he seemed to regain control. “Get up,” he commanded. When no one moved, he strode over to the log and delivered a hard kick to one of the men, prompting a grunt of pain.

“There’s only one man out there–otherwise, they’d have attacked already. Go find whoever shot me!” he barked.

One outlaw hesitantly stood. Kaplyn took aim and released another arrow, which struck the tree trunk close enough to send the man scrambling back into cover.

“He’s a good shot,” someone muttered.

“I don’t care!” the chief roared. “Get out there and bring me his head!” He kicked another man, drawing another pained grunt.

At last, one man–driven by either courage or fear of his leader–bolted toward the trees to Kaplyn’s left. Kaplyn let loose another arow  again, but his shot missed, and the man escaped. Now, with an outlaw among the trees, time was running out. Kaplyn feared capture, but he couldn’t abandon the other man–not now.

Seeing the first outlaw escape and fearing their leader’s wrath, two more men dashed after him. The situation was spiralling out of control, forcing Kaplyn to shoot with greater precision. His arrow struck one of the fleeing men in the thigh, sending him crashing to the ground with a cry of pain. The wounded man tried to crawl forward, but his strength failed, and he collapsed. The other managed to reach the tree line and vanished from sight.

Behind the log, no one dared to move–even the leader dropped behind cover, still berating the others for their cowardice. Forgotten and seizing the chance to escape, the prisoner struggled to his feet and began running toward the trees in the opposite direction taken by the outlaws.

The outlaw leader, seeing his prisoner fleeing, shouted in rage and stood up. A well-aimed arrow narrowly missed his head, causing him to drop back with a yelp as the barb already lodged in his arm dug deeper.

Kaplyn swifty loosed two more arrows at the tree trunk. Grabbing his depleted quiver he raced through the dense undergrowth, heading in the direction the prisoner had gone, guided by the sounds of snapping twigs and branches.

Before Kaplyn could reach him, the large blond man stopped and turned to face him, feet planted firmly and defiance in his eyes, even though his hands were bound.

“I’m a friend,” Kaplyn said, skidding to a halt.

The big man relaxed. “Untie me,” he replied, turning his back and offering his bound wrists.

Kaplyn wanted to keep running, adrenal surging with the fear of capture, but he slung his bow across his back and drew his dagger. Quickly, he cut the bonds.

The big man rubbed his chafed wrists. “Thanks,” he whispered.

“Go!” Kaplyn urged. “They’ll still be after us.”

They jogged deeper into the woods, branches lashing at their skin and forcing them to slow to a walk. In the confusion, Kaplyn realised he had no idea where Star was. He was about to search for her when something caught his attention. He grabbed the other man’s shoulder, pulling him down into a crouch. Not far away, someone crashed through the undergrowth.

“They’re over here!” someone shouted.

Kaplyn kept a firm grip on the man’s shoulder.

“Stay still,” he whispered. At first, he thought the outlaws had found them, but the sounds of pursuit faded. 

“Come on,” Kaplyn whispered, leading them away from the outlaws’ path, careful to make as little noise as possible.

After a while, Kaplyn said softly, “That was close. We nearly stumbled into an outlaw. Something must have distracted him.”

“Probably an animal,” the other man suggested softly.

Kaplyn nodded, thinking about Star and hoping she had escaped. “We need to keep walking. They’ll still be looking for us.”

In silence, they pressed on through the night, pausing now and then to listen for any sign of pursuit. After several tense stops, Kaplyn finally decided they were safe and collapsed where he stood, letting out a deep sigh of relief.

“I’m exhausted,” the big man said, sinking down across from Kaplyn and leaning against a tree trunk. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and he looked barely able to stay upright. “Name’s Lars Sanso,” he said, extending his hand. Kaplyn shook it.

“Kaplyn,” he replied.

“I’m grateful you showed up when you did.”

“What happened?” Kaplyn asked quietly.

Lars shook his head. “I was foolish enough to enter the woods, that’s what happened! They must have thought I was an easy target, armed only with a walking staff. I put up a fight, but after the second man fell, their leader lost control and ordered me taken alive. There were too many of them.”

The two men fell silent, listening to the night, trying to tell if the outlaws were still on their trail. An owl hooted overhead, then silence returned.

“I’ve never seen anyone with blond hair before. Where are you from?”

“Gorlanth. It’s far across the sea.”

“I’ve never heard of it.”

Lars nodded. “Few people have. Few Allunders even know there’s land beyond the sea. There isn’t a captain brave enough to sail far from the shore. Further out storms howl continuously as I found to my cost. Every day I pray to return home to my wife and son.”

Kaplyn saw the pain reflected deep in Lars’ eyes. Respecting the other man’s need for silence, he turned his thoughts to their predicament, estimating that about half the night remained. “We need to leave,” he said at last.

“Can’t we rest here, at least for a while? It would be safer to continue in the morning, when it’s light.”

Kaplyn hesitated. The woods made him uneasy, and he was eager to move on, but he conceded that traveling in the dark could be even more dangerous.

“Very well, we’ll stay here–but we’ll need to take turns keeping watch.”

Lars nodded, and Kaplyn volunteered for the first watch. He sat awake for a while, listening to Lars’ loud snoring, which seemed enough to attract every outlaw–or worse–that might be lurking in the woods. Kaplyn’s thoughts drifted to his brothers and how they would handle this situation. The memory made him smile. Karlan, the eldest, was unbearably pompous; he would have ordered Lars to stand guard while he slept soundly. For a moment, Kaplyn felt a pang of jealousy–why should Lars sleep while he stayed awake? But then he remembered what Lars had just endured and decided to let him rest.

His thoughts turned to Emma, and guilt pricked at him. She and Sanfred might be in trouble by now. He resolved to make amends when he returned, but the guilt lingered.

He regretted losing his belongings–especially Star–but knew there was no turning back. At least he still had his purse and a few gold coins hidden in his jerkin, enough to replace what he’d lost. Then his mind returned to the man he had shot. Even though the man was an outlaw, Kaplyn hoped he hadn’t killed him. The thought unsettled him and would weigh on his mind for some time.

Eventually, when Kaplyn could no longer keep his eyes open, he shook Lars’ shoulder. The big man stirred and looked up groggily.

“Your turn to keep watch,” Kaplyn said.

Lars grumbled, sat up, and peered into the darkness. Kaplyn waited to be sure his companion was alert, then lay down and was instantly asleep.
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Chapter 4
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Pendrat

“Are you still angry?” Lars asked.

“You were supposed to stand guard,” Kaplyn replied, his frustration clear. After leaving camp, they had struggled through the woods and finally emerged into the open by mid-morning. Now, as they crossed a field, their boots snagged in the long grass.

“Nothing happened, though,” Lars protested. “I know it was wrong, but I was really tired.”

Kaplyn studied him. The night before, Lars had seemed imposing, but daylight revealed a different side–he carried extra weight, and the redness of his nose hinted at a fondness for ale. Still, he looked genuinely remorseful, like a scolded puppy.

Yet Kaplyn remained unsettled. Something had woken him in the night–something unfamiliar. He’d shot upright, arms flailing at whatever had disturbed his sleep, and the image lingered: a face with green, glowing skin, almond-shaped eyes, and a tongue flicking over small, pointed teeth. Kaplyn was certain the creature had touched his forehead. He’d shouted, waking Lars, who had clearly been asleep the whole time.

By the time Kaplyn grabbed his sword, whatever had been there was gone. Since then, he’d felt strange, as if tainted by something evil. He rubbed his forehead, checked his hand, but saw nothing. He wiped it on his trousers, saying nothing to Lars. Now, he felt foolish for jumping at shadows. At first, he’d thought of krell, but now imps and demons haunted his thoughts. Fairy tales, he scolded himself.

“I suppose we’re both rested,” Kaplyn grumbled in response to Lars’ earlier question. Behind them, a rook cawed, prompting Kaplyn to glance back. Something had disturbed the bird, and its flurry of wings echoed in the still air. His face fell, and he groaned.

“Don’t they ever give up?” Kaplyn muttered.

Lars looked around. Kaplyn couldn’t tell how many outlaws were following–they were still some distance away. He broke into a run, urging Lars to keep up.

Think! What were their options? Ahead, a couple of copses offered potential cover, but hiding was a last resort. A rabbit darted from a thicket, startling Kaplyn as it zigzagged in front of them before vanishing into a gorse bush. Kaplyn kept running. Lars jogged beside him, his face flushed.

Rounding the end of a copse, Kaplyn spotted a stockade wall. “A farm,” he gasped. “Keep running–it’s not far. We’ll make it before they catch us.”

Kaplyn risked another glance back; five figures were closing the gap. As he ran, his sword slapped against his thigh, threatening to trip him. He gripped it with one hand while running, his bow slung across his back.

Turning his attention forward, he finally saw the farm clearly. The palisade was made of logs lashed together, and above the wall, thatched roofs and chimneys vented grey smoke into the blue sky.

“Ho the farm!” Kaplyn shouted, waving his arm as he ran. “Ho!” he shouted louder, catching sight of a figure silhouetted on the wall. The pungent smell of livestock mixed with wood smoke filled the air. 

Within bow range, Kaplyn stopped, and Lars staggered to a halt beside him, panting heavily, hands on his knees as he tried to catch his breath. Kaplyn glanced back but saw no sign of their pursuers; they must have hidden in one of the copses, waiting to see what would happen next.

On the wall ahead, several figures appeared, some armed with bows, which unsettled Kaplyn, sending a tightness through his chest. Two men approached through a gate, each carrying a pitchfork, their boots crunching on gravel as they approached. Kaplyn could hear the distant bleating of sheep and the occasional clatter from within the farm, each sound sharpening his nerves. 

The older man, tall with grey hair and a weathered face marked by decades spent working outdoors, stood beside a younger, broad-shouldered man with dark hair. Kaplyn assumed this younger man was the elder's son. Neither man smiled as they stopped before Kaplyn and Lars. Kaplyn’s grip tightened unconsciously on his sword hilt, while Lars shuffled a step back, his breath still ragged, uncertain whether to greet them or brace for trouble.

Kaplyn couldn’t read their expressions. “I’m Kaplyn. We’re lost and fleeing outlaws. They captured Lars last night and I managed to free him. They were going to torture him” Lars, still red-faced, struggled to catch his breath.

At the mention of outlaws, the older man’s eyes scanned the land behind them. “How many?” he demanded.

“Five followed us and are probably hiding in one of those copses,” Kaplyn replied, indicating the trees behind them.

The younger man snorted. “Cowards–the lot of them. They’ll waylay a lone man, but they won’t attack here, with so many.”

“I may have killed one last night,” Kaplyn admitted. “And Lars killed the chieftain’s brother. That makes them more dangerous.

The farmer’s frown softened into a smile. “Did you now? Killed some of them, did you? Good for you.”

“I want to buy a horse, and some food,” Kaplyn said, sensing the farmer was now on their side.

“I have a horse, but it’s not for riding, although at a push...” the farmer replied.

“I can pay for it,” Kaplyn offered, pulling out his purse and counting out fifteen silver calder.

The other man’s eyes widened. “You’d better see the animal before offering your money.” He turned to his companion. “Kroner, fetch bread and cheese for these men. And bring them a skin of wine while you’re at it.”

The farmer then led them through the gates, where two other men and a handful of children and women stared at them, wide-eyed.

“Go on,” the farmer said to the children. “Stop gawping and get on with your chores.”

Kaplyn paused at the edge of a barn, the pungent scent of old straw and sweet hay mingling with the earthy aroma of livestock. Shadows stretched across the floor, broken only by the last streaks of sunlight filtering through the gaps in the wooden walls. He could hear the low, contented shuffle of animals settling in for the night–a soft whicker from the horse and the distant clucking of hens, punctuated by the occasional scrape of hooves on the packed dirt floor. Dust motes danced lazily in the slanting light, swirling as Lars stepped in behind him.

Kaplyn cleared his throat, a trace of concern flickering in his chest. “You’ll be all right, won’t you? With those outlaws hanging about...” His words trailed off, uncertain.

The farmer grinned, his face creasing with lines of reassurance. “Aye, lad, don’t fret. Like my boy said, those scoundrels are more bluster than bite. By nightfall, we’ll have a good few men back from the fields. Still, I’m grateful for the heads up.” He paused, voice softening with a note of gratitude, as if the warning had forged a brief camaraderie between them.

Moving deeper into the barn, Kaplyn felt the springy give of hay beneath his boots, little prickles tickling through the soles. The air was cooler here, tinged with the metallic scent of horses and the musty tang of leather. The plough horse, thick-set and powerful, let out a heavy snort and watched them with intelligent eyes, its breath steaming in the chill. As Kaplyn drew near, the horse leaned forward, nudging his shoulder gently–a silent, hopeful plea for a treat. He smiled, the tension in his shoulders easing for a moment, and reached out to stroke the rough, warm hide.

The farmer scratched the back of his neck, glancing apologetically at the bare back of the horse. “You’ll need to ride without a saddle, I’m afraid. We haven’t got one that’ll fit this beast.” His tone was matter-of-fact, but there was a trace of embarrassment in the way he shuffled his feet, unwilling to meet Kaplyn’s gaze directly. Kaplyn nodded, swallowing a flicker of anxiety at the prospect, and resolved to make the best of it.

“Is there no alternative?” Kaplyn asked. The farmer shook his head.

The animal appeared well cared for and was certainly strong enough to carry both riders. Accepting the situation, Kaplyn handed the farmer the coins. At that moment, Kroner returned with food wrapped in a large cloth and a skin of wine.

“Would you care to stay for a meal?” the farmer offered.

“Thank you for your hospitality, but I must decline,” Kaplyn replied. “I need to reach Pendrat, as I intend to participate in the games.”

“Is that so?” the farmer said, sounding impressed. “Which event will you be entering?”

“Archery,” Kaplyn replied. The farmer then looked at Lars.

“I am also heading to Pendrat,” Lars added. “I hope to earn some money in the wrestling competition.”

“Well best of luck on your journey. Should you pass this way again, stop by and let us know how you fared. Pendrat is some distance from here, and you may find it challenging to reach by nightfall. If you prefer, you are welcome to stay here overnight,” the farmer offered. Kaplyn, however, declined.

“The sooner the outlaws see us depart, the safer it will be for you and your family. Could you provide directions? I am unfamiliar with the area,” Kaplyn replied.

“Yes, the Pendrat road isn’t far from here,” the farmer said, guiding them outdoors where more family members were waiting. “Head that way for about a quarter of a mile until you reach the main road. Then, turn left and keep going. We’ll keep an eye on your path for a bit to make sure nobody follows you.”

Kaplyn and Lars expressed their gratitude. At the gate, Kaplyn mounted the horse with ease, while Lars struggled and, after several attempts, admitted he had never ridden before, his embarrassment evident. Kaplyn dismounted, assisted Lars, and then mounted in front of him. They departed, waving to the farmer and family as they left.

As they travelled, Kaplyn frequently checked behind them, but soon felt confident that any pursuers were far behind. Nevertheless, he hoped their visit had not brought trouble to the farmers.
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