
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


ALL THE 

BLOOD SPILT

––––––––

[image: ]


A. M. DUNNEWIN

––––––––

[image: ]


[image: DARK HOUR PRESS logo 3 without border.jpg]

All the Blood Spilt is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and events portrayed in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

First published in the United States of America by A. M. Dunnewin, 2023

Published by Dark Hour Press, LLC, 2023

Copyright © 2023 by A. M. Dunnewin

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles.

Published by Dark Hour Press, LLC, California.

www.darkhourpress.com

eISBN: 978-1-952577-07-9

Photograph of shield by Jakub Krechowicz / Shutterstock.com

Cover design by A. M. Dunnewin

First Edition

For those who persevere

in doing what’s right.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


The fire crackled into the night air, little embers flying up into the darkness before snuffing out. A breeze blew through, rustling the trees and causing a log in the fire to slip, creating more sparks that flew into the air before disappearing in a hiss.

Joss Brevyn stared as the glowing flames danced, the vest she normally wore lying in between her and the fire, drying off. Her assistant Henrik Vanzant lay on the other side, using his cloak as both a bed and blanket. He had dozed off not long ago, being able to sleep almost anywhere without being disturbed. The trees rustled against a stronger gust of wind, and her horse, Drakon, snorted in response from where he was tied up. Eyeing him, Joss observed his dark form settling back down alongside their pony Bluebelle, the blue roan mare sleeping as peacefully as her owner.

Joss, however, didn’t have it so easy. The day played back through her mind as she kept the fire fed. Randomly, she looked up at the night sky in between the branches of pine trees, stars splattered overhead with a few clouds passing by. Despite the peace the night brought, she swore she could still hear the river trying to drag her under. The breeze prickled her skin the same way it had when he pushed her off the ledge, the air rushing past her body. That’s when Aric’s face came to her again, the sincere look in his eyes, the way his lips tasted. At first she thought she felt them until she realized she was rubbing her finger across her lips and quickly put her hand down.

She had so many emotions in her that Joss couldn’t quite pinpoint exactly how she felt. There was the initial shame of being disloyal to her executioner’s duty by saving a prisoner from hanging. There was also the brutal honesty that she was being hunted for it, despite the fact the prisoner was an innocent man. And, of course, there was the hurt and confusion of Aric’s actions; of spending all that time helping him heal and learning he had wanted her too, just to be pushed into a raging river. 

Despite all of it, she still found herself longing for him because of that kiss; longing for that dark soul who made her feel so... normal. She worked it out in her mind that he had tried saving her, but given his profession there was a good chance he may not do it again. There was a chance he’d mean to kill her, especially if she came in between him and Callan Ronen again, the prince-turned-prisoner who had escaped them all. She hadn't forgotten how he had leveled his crossbow on her back at the courtyard, that look in his eye when he aimed. It was regretful but dutiful, and a small part of her knew he would have pulled the trigger if Henrik hadn't intervened. Aric's intent might have been just to wound her so he could get to the prince, but deep down that would have been worse, his action forever embedded in her memory instead of buried in death. 

And that's where the problem laid: Aric Kayden was an assassin, a criminal. Joss executed men like him. No matter his intentions or what they meant to each other, if things went back to normal and he were ever caught for old crimes, she’d be the one to kill him. And that's if he didn't kill her first.

Joss breathed out in frustration as Henrik started to snore from where he laid. While her feelings were jumbled and messy, the only thing she was certain about was her gratitude for Henrik being there, as well as for Hodgson, who helped send them off.

After braving the river and escaping the Lazy Ox—one of the local taverns the executioner and her assistant were allowed to frequent—the two had made their way to Hodgson’s little farm, knowing that going home would be risky. They knew they made the right decision when Hodgson came jogging in from the fields upon seeing them, directing them to hide their horses on the other side of the barn, away from the field and road. Once the horses and wagon were safe, he ushered them into his home, explaining how the guards had arrived a short time ago looking for them.

“They were heading to your cottage,” he’d said, out of breath after telling his tale. “They were acting like you two were criminals.”

“Yeah, we figured they would,” Joss had admitted, still limping from her injured ankle. The bandage Henrik put on in the tavern helped, but rest was what she needed, something she didn’t have time for. She also needed a change of clothes, her garments still damp from being thrown into the water, and she understood her unease was partly from being physically uncomfortable.

“What happened?” Hodgson’s wife had spoken up, who stood at the table watching wide-eyed, the bread dough still sticking on her fingers from when she was kneading it.

“I don’t want to tell you too much in case they come back. I don’t want either of you involved in this mess,” Joss was saying before the wife shushed her.

“We’ve handled many dark things and we’ll continue to do so,” she’d reasoned, her motherly scorn coming out. “Please, tell us so we can be prepared.”

Joss and Henrik exchanged looks, both quietly agreeing. “I was to hang a man privately today who was claiming to be the lost prince.”

“A lot of people have claimed that,” Hodgson laughed, though it died when he caught Henrik and Joss’s somber looks.

“It was him,” Joss had admitted softly. “He claimed to have sent a request to the king to be pardoned. Just as I was preparing him for the noose, the pardon came. We heard the page yelling it before he was cut off. I was told to continue with the hanging anyway.”

Hodgson’s wife slowly sat down in her chair as Hodgson crossed his arms, letting it sink in.

“That’s why the guards are after us. I cut him loose and helped him escape.”

“That’s not the worst, though,” Henrik spoke up, making the farmer and his wife look to him in anticipation. “The storm last night, when you came for help, that man sitting at the table...”

Hodgson had nodded, remembering it.

“He’s an assassin.” Henrik’s hazel eyes glanced at Joss who didn’t return his gaze. “He’s already tried to attack him twice, but His Highness got away. We don’t know where either of them are now.”

“Oh, this is a mess,” Hodgson’s wife whispered. A hushed silence followed, an unspoken agreement surfacing among them.

“What do you need from us?” Hodgson had asked sincerely, causing Joss to raise her gaze from the table she was staring at.

“I don’t know,” she confirmed, knowing the farmer’s family wouldn’t have enough coins to spare. They already had enough mouths to feed, so she couldn’t bring herself to ask for food, either. “All I know is that we have to find the prince. We need to make sure he gets home. It’s the only way we can make things right.”

Hodgson had continued to stare until a grunt escaped, and he ventured away into another room. As he left, his wife stood up, wiping her hands on her already dirty apron. “Where will you go?” she asked, moving about the kitchen with purpose.

Joss remembered Callan during his trial, talking about the supply line, which made up the main road into Aselian. “He’s heading home, so we’ll need to go in that direction, see if we can find him first.”

The wife had set a loaf of bread and a couple small wrapped bundles of what looked like cheese on the table, nodding as she listened. Hodgson suddenly appeared, and to Henrik and Joss’s surprise, he held two saddlebags in hand. The empty one he handed to his wife while the other was already packed, evident by how heavy the bag looked in his hand. Even the flaps of the pouches were already tied closed, ready to go. He also handed over a long cloak for Joss.

“We can’t take these from you,” Joss tried to interfere before Hodgson cut her off with a shake of his head.

“Do you know how long we’ve waited for this moment? To be able to help you in the same way you’ve always helped us?” Hodgson set the full bag down while his wife filled the other with the food she could sacrifice. “In this pouch are two canteens that are already filled with water. The other has matches, some of the diluted thymelock salve you made for us, a compass, and that small glass jar of powdered charcoal you gave us, in case you accidentally eat the wrong thing. I wrapped it and the small jar of thymelock in cloth so they’ll be safer to transport. The compass is fickle sometimes but it does its best. I’ve also included one of our flint rocks to help make a fire, as well as our map. Though it’s pretty worn, it should still help out some. You’ll leave your cart here, and I have an extra saddle we can put on the pony. I wish I had a spare pistol to give you, but...” Hodgson trailed off, embarrassed. Both Joss and Henrik knew he only owned two rifles to help protect his sheep, which were expensive enough to keep loaded.

“We’ll be perfectly fine,” Henrik had reassured him, an ode to the dagger that was snug in his boot and the ax Joss had on hand. While her small pistol was still miles away with the prince, the two blades had always been enough.

“Here, let’s put one canteen in each bag so you can both grab one,” his wife intervened, digging out one of the canteens and putting it in the other saddlebag.

“And don’t worry about your cottage,” Hodgson went on, “our boys and I will keep an eye on it.”

As if being summoned, a woot of little voices had come in from the outside, the youngest ones of the brood entering the home with their muddy boots. Scowling, Hodgson’s wife was already upon them, directing them to clean off before they’d wreck the place. Always the favorite of the children, Henrik stepped over to help, making silly voices to keep them contained while Hodgson’s wife re-established order.

While they were busy, Joss turned back to the farmer. “Hodgson,” she tried again, to which he held his hand up as he came to stand in front of her.

“See that one?” he’d whispered, nodding to the baby of the group who was just a couple years old and already trying to keep up with her siblings. Currently she was on top of Henrik’s back, pretending he was a pony. “She and my wife would have died during that labor. I couldn’t get anyone to come help—no doctor, none of the midwives. No one came except you, without question.”

Joss had forgotten that night. She was used to seeing so much blood, but the fact that she was helping to bring a life into the world instead of taking it was the only difference.

“There’s no way we will ever be able to repay you, or for all the times Henrik comes and helps,” he said, his eyes misting over which he blinked away. “But every day we’ll try. So, please, let us help you for once.”

Joss hadn’t known how to respond. All she could do was nod in understanding as she took hold of the bag of food, knowing it was the right answer when he squeezed her shoulder and then turned away to relieve Henrik of the children.

Even now, as she sat in front of the fire in the night-fallen woods, she hoped Hodgson and his family would be okay; that the guards who passed by wouldn’t retrace their steps. Deep down, she sensed that she should have gone back to the cottage, that something needed to be checked and had been left behind. It took a while for her to realize it was Aric she was thinking about, still viewing him as the injured stranger from the side of the road and not the assassin who had aimed his crossbow at her.

Hearing an owl in the distance, Joss checked her vest. Finding it was thoroughly dry, she slipped it back on over her shirt, lacing it up so it fit back in place. She then put the last of the bigger logs she had cut from a fallen tree onto the fire, the wood dry despite the previous day’s rain. For once, she was glad to have the ax on hand, glancing at it while it remained next to her side. Lying down with the cloak tightened around her, she stared at the flames as she continued to remember that kiss. She lamented it even after she fell asleep, her dreams picking up where her memory left off, recalling the outline of his face and the way he held onto her before he let go.
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She was going to hate him forever, he already assumed it.

Who the hell gives that kind of a kiss and then pushes them into a river? Aric Kayden was scolding himself, throwing another stick into the fire he had made. He glared at the flames as he ran his hands through his long blonde hair. His fingers tangled in those golden waves as he re-tied his hair back, giving him something to do while his mind tried to run away with him again. When he had pushed her off that ledge, he justified his actions, but being by himself led him to think it all over again, and now his confidence on the matter wore off.

Aric should have been sleeping, the fatigue nesting down deep into his bones. He had dozed off the moment he settled down for the night, but the forest was too quiet compared to the towns and villages he frequented, causing his nerves to wake him up, an important habit for a man who always had to watch his back. Even being off the main road hadn’t eased his mind, the traffic of the day dying off for the night. It didn’t help that he couldn’t keep Jocelyn—or rather Joss, as everyone else called her—out of his mind, taking up space where his planning should have been. The worn black shirt he wore and the cloak wrapped around him were also constant reminders of her, items she gave to him to wear that belonged to her late father.

After events earlier that day—attempting to kill the prisoner in the courtyard, the chase into town, the kiss with Joss which ended so abruptly—Aric spent the rest of the time walking, traveling past farmlands and into the rolling woods that backed up against the forest. With his aching shoulder and leg, past injuries that were still stitched up and trying to heal, he wouldn’t be able to fight a man for his horse like Callan Ronen, the Prince Royal he was tracking, had.

The walking had worn him out, and knowing the prince was gaining more ground ahead of him, he was a little more grateful than he wanted to admit when he came across an outpost, a couple stray buildings and a tavern making up the stopping point for any weary traveler who was in between towns. The horses tied to the hitching post in front of the tavern were the first things he noticed. He would have just taken one openly if people weren't milling around, travelers who were meandering in at a wearier pace than him. So instead, he made his way into the tavern, taking a seat next to a man who was sleeping against the bar. He ordered a warm ale and enjoyed his drink, eyeing the company who were too drunk to notice him. Even the tavern keeper didn’t really seem to care, assuming like most that he was a hunter stopping in for a drink, thanks to the crossbow remaining slung against his good shoulder. Aric was honest about not having any money on him, but the tavern keeper seemed to expect that, claiming the first drink was free and anything after would be costly.

Counting the minutes, Aric waited for the tavern keeper to go into the back before he searched the sleeping drunk next to him, finding the small coin purse tucked deep in his pocket. It took some maneuvering and quiet wrestling to get it free, but finally he had it on hand, taking his leave from the place. Outside, he eyed the area as he stretched, finding no one around. Casually, he went up to the chestnut mare tied at the end, her color matching that of a fine whiskey. Looking like a decent steed, he untied the reins and pulled himself up into the saddle. Without looking back, he pressed the horse into a gallop, not waiting around to see or hear if anyone had caught on to him.

Despite covering more ground with the horse, the farther he was from Galmoor didn’t lessen the hold Joss had on him. In fact, it made it worse. Everything somehow reminded him of her: the golden fields of the farmlands resembled her honey-colored eyes; the density of the forest ahead reminded him of the cottage and the time he spent recovering from his wounds. Even the few passersby he encountered on the main road—a woman with dark hair, a glimpse of a smile—conjured up an image of her, which was hard to disregard given how much he had wanted that kiss. It didn’t help that he was so set on her while she helped him heal, a crush formed from her kindness. But while other infatuations had all died off easily, this one hadn’t. This one had stayed.

Then the river happened.

He had done it to protect her, knowing the Mask—the ringleader who hired him to kill the prince—would go after her and Henrik next. They always seemed to be watching, were always a step ahead of him, and so for a second he thought pushing her into the river would help her escape. It was impulsive and reckless, and now he wasn’t even sure if she was alive.

I am a monster, he thought, sitting back now against the tree, feeling the weight of his guilt. He needed to stop thinking about it, he reasoned. He needed to focus, needed a plan. The sooner he killed the prince, the sooner he would go find her. She was tough and she had Henrik, and that lad wouldn’t let her get away like he had. No, they were both fine and out of danger, and all Aric would have to do is figure out how to beg correctly in order to gain their forgiveness, especially hers.

It was while he was lamenting his future that Aric heard it: the unmistakable call of a raven.

That’s when his nerves heightened. No, not the ravens, he thought, but then he heard it again, closer, and something in him recoiled.

Aric slowly looked up, faced with the night. That didn’t stop his eyes from wandering, tracking the bird’s whereabouts as it called out again, this time in the direction he was traveling. The pit of his stomach turned, knowing instinctively it was a crier, carrying a message from one town to the next. It was coming from the direction of Galmoor, the town they had all escaped, which only meant one thing.

They had dispatched their warnings.
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“Do you think the wound is infected yet?”

Joss shook her head in response, her body swaying in the saddle as Drakon picked his way along the path. “I’m not sure,” she admitted, glancing over her shoulder at Henrik who was following behind on Bluebelle. “It depends on what kind of arrowhead was used and if he was able to get it out in time.”

Henrik thought about it, knowing she was right. He had seen the different ways Joss extracted arrows from some of those they helped, injured bodies they found, just like Aric. They all had different reasons—a walker who was accidentally shot by a hunter, a boy who was a target after stealing back his belongings, a lover trying to escape the wrath of a husband—and they all were subjected to different treatments. One had to have the arrow pushed all the way through because it involved a broadhead, which meant pulling it back would have done more damage to the flesh around it. Another was plucked out as smoothly as a feather, the arrow having such a narrow point that she was able to remove it cleanly. But there was always room for error. There was always a possibility of hitting a vital blood vessel or an infection would erupt, largely due to fragments of clothing being caught and dragged into the body until they were irretrievable. Even if the arrow was removed successfully, it didn’t always mean the person survived.

“Well, not finding him yet must be a good thing,” Henrik joked a little as they continued on, the pine trees creating a canopy that shielded them from the late morning light. He was admiring the view when he felt a bug bite his neck, ending his trance as he slapped at it. “It must mean he’s still alive and on the move,” he continued in a grumble, wiping his hand clean on his pants.

“Yeah,” Joss agreed, her eyes constantly scanning their surroundings for a body or any signs of movement.

Or an assassin, one with eyes that were hard to forget.

Their journey hadn’t started out this slow when they left Hodgson’s farm. They rode hard through the farmlands, taking the hunter’s path into the forest that paralleled the main road, an attempt to put as much distance between themselves and Galmoor as they could. But it was rough terrain, only made for single riders, which forced them to bring the horses down to a trot. While it wasn’t a faster route, it kept them from running into other travelers. The hunter’s path was too isolated for robbers to mess with, and passing patrols usually left it alone since it was really only used for hunters themselves. Since they were both wanted, Joss and Henrik agreed that staying off the main road would be the safest option, and since the prince was in their position, assumed he might do the same thing.

“I wonder if he’s reached Burnlyn yet,” Henrik thought out loud, curious for a response but not expecting one, considering how attuned Joss was to their surroundings.

“Given his shoulder, the pain will drag him down,” she replied, ducking under a fallen tree trunk obstructing part of the path.

As Henrik followed suit, not having to duck as far since the pony wasn’t as tall as Drakon, he commented, “Yes, but he is running on adrenaline. His life is literally at stake right now.”

“Everyone has a breaking point,” Joss reminded him. “It doesn’t matter if he wants to keep running. His body will stop for him.”

The words hung in the air as they continued on, the trail flattening into a widened area overgrown with ferns and pines. Sunlight streaked in between the branches, and Joss gazed up to find slivers of blue sky that the pine trees couldn’t hide. Her gaze fell forward again, looking from one side of the trail to the next, searching for a body she hoped was still alive.

“You know, I never liked Lord Wolburn,” Henrik spoke up, causing Joss to smirk.

“I think the feelings are mutual,” Joss replied, still scouting the area while also thinking back on the councilman’s actions. It was Lord Wolburn who had given the guards their orders on how to handle Callan; had told her to proceed with his execution, knowing good and well that a pardon had been received. She wondered if he, too, had been threatened by the same masked goons that were after Aric, or had just been paid handsomely. Part of her assumed it was the latter. 

As the path curved, Joss suddenly caught sight of it, a break in the ferns. It was subtle, possibly from a herd of deer or other wild animal, but she couldn’t bring herself to dismiss it. Reining Drakon to a stop, who chomped at the bit as if tired of the slow pace, she dismounted and approached the beginning of the trail, crouching down in order to study the dirt.

“How’s your ankle?” Henrik asked, noticing she wasn’t limping anymore.

“It actually feels a lot better,” she admitted, realizing the same. While Henrik had re-bandaged it for her, it was the little bit of thymelock salve she put on beforehand that took the soreness away.

Henrik pulled Bluebelle up next to Drakon, remaining in the saddle. “Might be the beginning of a game trail?” Henrik offered as he patted the pony’s neck, a habit he always had when riding.

Joss wouldn’t have called herself a tracker, but the years she and Henrik spent having to find dead bodies or help search for an escaped prisoner had taught her where to pay attention. The number of hoof prints that could be counted, the way branches broke or signs of things left behind, like a torn cloth or bit of hair. Years of focusing on these little things helped her see what was in front of her now.

“There’s a set of hoof prints,” she assessed. “It’s definitely a horse.”

“How many sets?” Henrik asked, looking around to see if they were still alone.

“One,” Joss replied, looking down the trail. The path curved against the ferns, and she found it led towards an area that sloped down, the trees falling away with the earth.

Stalking back to her horse, Joss mounted as Henrik reached into his boot and pulled out his dagger. “Better safe than sorry,” he admitted, both knowing how well—and accurate—his knife-throwing abilities were.

Agreeing, she nudged Drakon forward onto the small trail, Henrik remaining close behind, keeping a lookout.

As they followed along, she realized that as the earth began to roll steeply downward, the path itself veered away from it, and she saw for a ways it zigzagged through the underbrush. Game trail, her mind decided as she stopped Drakon again, sitting in disappointment as Henrik came to sit next to her.

Looking to Henrik, he shrugged in response, a lop-sided grin his only form of solace. She mimicked his shrug and looked to where the landscape dropped. “Let me just make one last effort,” she commented.

Dismounting again, Joss moved off the trail, snaking her way through the ferns and foliage. Her boots crunched against leaves and branches as she trudged on, the ground beginning to slant. She came up towards a pine tree leaning halfway over, using it to position herself for a better view as the rest of the world began its descent. Searching, she found it nearly impossible for someone to make camp there. The ground was too much at an angle, the trees descending into the overgrown forest below.

Resigned that she had wasted their time, Joss was looking back towards the trail when she saw something in the undergrowth near one of the trees, just where the land was still barely flat. From the trail it was easy to miss, but at this angle she could see a clearing had been made with something dark in the middle of it.

“Henrik, over there!” she called out, pointing to the area. Henrik turned the pony, grabbing Drakon’s reins as Joss started making her way over at a jog.

Reaching the clearing, she came upon the remnants of a small fire pit. The ferns around the area were ripped out and used as fuel, while a few others were flattened and used as a bed against the base of the tree. A closer look showed there was dried blood against the leaves. Eyeing the ash, there was something lying on the other side, tossed into the undergrowth.

As Henrik rode over, stopping outside the clearing, Joss was skimming the fern along the edge, bending down and retrieving what was hiding underneath. “I hate to say it, but this is typical of hunters,” he reminded her.

Joss stood up then, and in her hand was a broken arrow, the tip burnt. Henrik swallowed hard, the rest of his argument gone.

“If this was him, he tried to use it to cauterize the wound,” she commented, relieved when the arrowhead proved to have a narrow point to it, making it easy to pull out. “This is about the length it would be too, about where I broke it off for him.” She could see herself doing that all over again: the way Callan yelled to have her break it, the way it snapped in her hands, all while Aric stalked them in the distance.

“He’s pretty resourceful,” Henrik replied. “I mean, I guess he has to be since he’s been lost at war this whole time.”

Joss continued to eye the arrowhead, still apprehensive about Callan’s wellbeing, unsure of how well he could have cauterized the wound with it. “How far do you think we are from Burnlyn?” she asked as she made her way to Drakon, tossing the arrow away and placing the ax in its holder.

Henrik fished the worn map from his pant pocket, as well as the folded parchment of the missing prince, the flyer they took from the Lost Wall at the Lazy Ox. Putting the parchment back, he unfolded the map and scanned the contents before pointing to a faint circle where their path joined with the main road.

Mounted back in the saddle, Joss leaned over to see the map.

“There’s an outpost here,” he remarked, his finger trailing up from the circle, following the dark line that symbolized the continuation of the main road until it met the bold word of their destination. “I’d say Burnlyn is another day’s ride, give or take.”

Joss stared at the map, breathing out a quiet sigh. She could smell the rain in the air, heightening the scent of the pines, while the sunbeams scattered between the trees dipped occasionally out of sight from the clouds rolling in behind them. The thought of camping out in the rain wasn’t desirable, but being around other people toyed with her anxiety. She wasn’t too sure if Callan would be the kind of man to shy away from crowds or try to disappear in them, though she assumed by how the circumstances were playing out, he’d avoid people as well.

“Outposts are generally small,” Henrik offered, as if reading her thoughts. “At least it would be a good place to rest for the night.”

“Let’s give it a try,” she conceded, pushing Drakon forward.

The two continued on, following the game trail back to their original path. Pushing the horses into a trot, they followed the path that rounded into the jagged hillside, the ground becoming open and rocky before slipping back into the density of the forest. Back and forth the scenery changed, a sporadic display that made both of them wish they were safe at home. It didn’t help when they came across a herd of deer, both parties spooked by the other’s sudden presence. The deer scattered into the underbrush while the horses were brought down to a walk, forced to stay under control by their riders who were grateful it was just deer and not something worse.

The sun continued to move through the sky, and as dusk began to threaten their view, the rain started. They heard it before they felt it, the slow drumming against the branches of the trees. Both Joss and Henrik pulled their hoods on and kept going. It was as Henrik was about to suggest they look for shelter that Joss saw light.

The path widened when the outpost came into view, lit torches marking the entrance, a reminder of how far away from home they were. Outposts weren’t equipped with electricity like most towns were, even poor ones such as Galmoor. They were simply resting points for patrols and weary travelers, barely the size of a village. This one was no different, just a handful of buildings clustered together to make it habitable against the forest they carved their place into.

The rain picked up as they followed the path around one of the buildings before being met with the main road, which cut through the outpost much like the river at home did. Looking both ways, they found that despite the outpost’s size, there were quite a few people around, travelers who were hunkering down for the night. Searching the area, Joss found no patrolling guards around as Henrik nudged at her, nodding to a building on the other side. Clearly it was a tavern by how a couple of drunks meandered out of it. Eyeing the two-story structure, she surveyed the rest of the buildings, finding they were just simple supply shops, no signs of a boarding house in sight. There was a brothel next door, evident from the half-clad women who were poised against the wall underneath the awning, looking about as worn through as the building itself. Another option, Joss thought, but decided against it when the women caught sight of her, their eyes piercing at her in disgust.
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