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In 450 AD there was no United Kingdom, the Romans had left Britannia a generation before and the land was ruled by dozens of waring pagan kingdoms. This left the way open for different invaders from across the sea. Saxons arrived and violently overran Glouvia Kingdom in the southwest where nurse Kyla O'Knife was helping survivors of a recent plague, wounded warriors and civilians in distress.

However, fate was about to deal Kyla a hand. Whether it was good or bad was still to be determined when Kyla was summoned to the dying king's bed and informed that she was his daughter by one of his wives. The entire royal family had been assassinated so after the king's death she became Crown Princess Kyla and ruler of Glouvia.

This was a pyrrhic position for the Saxons now ruled the kingdom. They wanted her dead to discontinue the royal family line and she became a refugee. After rescuing enslaved women, Kyla who was helped by independent forest people, headed towards the hill country and sanctuary at a Christian monastery.

Her troubles were not over for Llandover Monastery had been hit by the plague and only one monk survived. He was Brother Anthony who declared that the sacred building was for males only and women were not permitted. 

How did Kyla persuade Brother Anthony to let the women and herself in? What problems were there with a clash of beliefs and personalities? And what of the land left behind?

Kyla was determined to help and set about to do just that.

This is her story.

*
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The northern tower of Glouvia Castle was crowded for it was one of the last retreats in these desperate times after the walls had been breached and the Saxons now occupied the castle grounds.  The enemy were ruthless and slaughtered all the fighters and imprisoned the young women with no respect for the original treaty that had provided peace for a decade.  

Kyla glanced up as yet another convey of five wagons each hauled by two massive draught horses and loaded with women, moved through the piles of smoking ruins of the once proud capital of the Kingdom of Glouvia. She guessed that the women would never be seen again after being transported from the ruined city. She had heard that the more attractive women were sold in slave markets to the highest bidding enemy officers and the rest imprisoned in concubines to service the underofficers and ordinary warriors. The draught horses, of course had provided the strength for the battering rams to simultaneously batter down the three city gates and let the hundreds of enemy in.

She returned to duties of helping the wounded Royal Guards with more now suffering from burns rather than sword or knife wounds. She also noticed a distinct difference in the men's ages since the city's wall had first been breeched. Now they were either old men or teenage boys, as the king had lowered and raised the age of males forced into the final battle to defend the city, castle and life as they knew it. 

She was bathing the wound of a mere boy who stared at her with terrified eyes when a bugle sounded and four Royal Guards, distinguished by their blue shields with a stylised sun in the upper left corner, walked onto the tower. 

The Royal Guards were once the most feared in their land but now they were seen as the last protectors against the ruthless Saxons. Kyla grimaced for they had failed dismally in their defence of the city. When it came to close combat they were no match for the battle-hardened Saxons who had spent their whole lives moving forever forward, fighting and defeating the many kingdoms. 

An officer moved forward and held his hand up with fingers extended. This was more than the usual pronouncement about the fighting below.

"The royal family have been slaughtered," he announced in a surprisingly quiet voice before the hushed crowd. "Only His Majesty King Edmund V of the Kingdom of Glouvia survives. We are negotiating a peaceful surrender to stop any more bloodshed but the enemy's conditions are grave." He stopped and glanced around. "His Majesty wishes to speak to Kyla O'Knife at once. Is she here on this tower?"

Kyla felt blood drain from her face and her hands trembled but she stood up from where she crouched beside the wounded boy. "I am Kyla O'Knife," she said. "Is His Majesty wounded and in need of my help?" 

Over the previous weeks she had gained a reputation in saving many warriors lives by removing pieces of metal or dirt from their wounds with a sharpened knife and cleansing the wounds, hence the addition to her name. O'Knife had been shortened from the words 'of the knife' and formally proclaimed as her full name by the kingdom's druid not long before his death a month earlier.

The officer turned to her "He is gravely wounded, I'm afraid Mistress O'Knife but wishes to speak to you of another matter. You must come at once."

The crowd around who were mainly women, moved aside as Kyla turned to her assistants. "Continue to clean the warriors' wounds, Sastra and Esme. I shall return when I can."

Both girls looked scared. "May the sun forever shine on your shoulders, Kyla," Esme whispered.

"And the moon goddess look over you at night," Kyla replied and squeezed her friend's hand. They both knew that she might never return.

"Hurry up," the officer grumbled. "Time is of an essence."

She followed him to the stairwell but was surprised for at the first landing there was a gap in the stone wall where a second set of stairs lit by a solitary oil lamp disappeared down into darkness.

"You are about to enter His Majesty's personal chambers," the officer said. "You will tell nobody about this alternative exit from the tower."

"Of course I won't," Kyla whispered and stepped onto the first step behind him. 

Two other Royal Guardsmen followed and a door pulled out from a wall recess was bolted shut. It was eerie with a musty smell of damp air and oil from the lamp as she reached out to find a wire slung along the wall to grip. The steps twisted down in a steep spiral with the officer's body hiding most of the light from her so she used her other senses to guide herself. They would have gone down at least three levels before they came to a short level section and a closed door. The officer opened it and natural light from a nearby window showed a narrow corridor that curved slightly so the far end could not be seen.

"The walls are thick but sound can still travel to the nearby castle bedrooms," the officer said in a harsh whisper. "Please remain quiet and tread softly. Understand?"

"Yes," Kyla whispered. 

She was curious for in all her time in the castle she never knew that this corridor existed. On her left were more outside windows that let light in but they were too high to allow any view out. However, at head-height on her right, she noticed a series of tiny metal flaps that pivoted up. She stopped, lifted one and gasped for she could see into a bedroom. It was empty but had been recently used for the double bed had the blankets pulled back and clothes, under garments, a man's britches and a woman's gown were strewn across the floor. 

"For security," one of the guardsmen whispered from behind her. "The Royal Family and visiting nobility need protection."

"From what?" Kyla asked. "Perverts spying on them?"

She glanced back at the man who just grinned slightly but said no more as they continued on.

*
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THE ROOM WHERE KYLA was taken was elegant without being grandiose. There were three high windows near the ceiling that were partly covered in golden curtains, several tapestries covered the walls of stone and a circular oaken table was surrounded by several high chairs. More important though, was the double bed on the far side where two nurses in long white uniforms, stood beside a table with flasks and other medical equipment. Kyla's expert eyes noticed that none of the gear appeared to be of any use and the coloured liquid was more suited to a banquet than an infirmary. Also in the room was a druid in his brown robes and a high officer of the Royal Guards, neither of whom she knew personally.

She recognised the king at once but with a blood stained shirt and no crown, he looked just the frail old man he really was, rather than an imposing leader in a jewelled covered blue jacket and white sash across this chest. Several pillows helped support him into a semi-sitting position but his eyes were open and stared directly at her.

"King Edmund is weak," said the druid when the king spluttered and sipped on a flask of water held to his lips by one of the nurses.

"But still capable of speaking my mind," the king replied. He turned and focused on Kyla. "You look just like your mother Kyla," he said. "She also had long blonde hair and haunting eyes."

As Kyla was a baby when her mother died and had never known her, she just stood back and nodded.

"Step closer, Child." The King coughed and a whisk of a smile crossed trembling lips. "I guess you are now a woman as old as your mother was when you were born."

"I do not remember her, Your Majesty," Kyla replied.

"No you would not have but your name, Kyla; have you been told what it means?"

"O'Knife? Yes, it was given to me because I use a knife to remove shrapnel from warriors' wounds."

"No! No! Not that!" The King sounded annoyed. "Your given name?"

"Kyla?"

"Yes. It is more than just a girl's name. The Ky part means Royal Obligation and the second syllable comes from Sandra, your mother's name meaning the Protector of Man. Put them together and what do you get?"

Kyla frowned. "That I have a royal obligation to protect the people of Glouvia Kingdom?"

The king smiled again. "You are indeed a thoughtful young lady. I could not have described it better myself." 

"But why is that important, Your Majesty?"

The king coughed and struggled to sit up higher. He grumbled at a nurse who rushed to place an extra pillow behind him and waved a hand."

"Everyone except Kyla go," he commanded. 

"But?" protested the druid.

"Go, you silly old fool," the king almost roared. "Just go and send back the Royal Scribe to witness my statement to Kyla."

Everyone turned and hastily left. An old man that Kyla knew vaguely, walked in with three scrolls under his arm and a quilted pen in his hand. This was the Royal Scribe and top lawyer in the land.

"I have the document ready for the princess and yourself to sign, Your Majesty," he said after bowing low. 

"Oh cut the formal crap, William. You're getting as bad as the druid who can't wait for me to die so he can chant his sacred rights over my departed soul." King Edmund glanced at Kyla. "You don't fanatically follow the faith, do you?"

Kyla hesitated before replying but decided to be truthful. "It has its place, Your Majesty but we need to protect ourselves, too."

"You even think like your mother. She believed the druids held too much power in our land." The king sighed. "It was worse in my father's day." He turned to William. "Well, skip the flowery language and tell Kyla why she is here, then we'll sign the damn document and get the others off our backs, shall we?"

William smiled slightly. "If you say so Edmund."

Kyla bit back a gasp. Nobody ever called the king by his forename but this little man just did!

"I shall be blunt," William fixed his eyes on Kyla. "Your mother was The King's High Mistress of the Realm at the time of your birth and our king is your father."

"What?" Kyla gasped. "I never knew either of my parents but was told by the orphanage matron that my father was a officer in the Royal Guards."

"I was," King Edmund interrupted. "Before my father died I spent three years in the Royal Guards."

Kyla's mind was in a whirl. "So I was brought here to be told that I am your bastard daughter... " She hesitated before adding, "Your Majesty?"

"Not really," William said. "Children the High Mistress bore are perfectly legitimate in our society. Your mother had only one child and that is yourself."

"So?" Kyla whispered.

"You were fifth in line for the crown. The enemy who vowed to leave no royal family alive assassinated all the three princes and one princess, along with the queen. You, therefore are the sole heir of King Edmund V and by the Royal Decree about to be signed will now become Princess Kyla of the Glouvia Kingdom."

"I shall not be of this world for long, Kyla," the king added. "When I die you shall become Crown Princess Kyla. It is a monumental responsibility and many who want to break our royal family line of two hundred years will want you assassinated." He stopped and gazed out beyond Kyla as if he was thinking about those who died. His eyes watered but he wiped them with a handkerchief and looked at her. "You must bide your time and return to claim your true place in our society. Others will help but it will take time; perhaps many years but I have every faith that you will succeed."

"But how?" Kyla asked.

"Take your friends and follow the true ways. William here is totally trustworthy but many in this castle even on our side are not." He turned to the Royal Scribe. "Let's sign it while I still can, William," he said. "Hand me the document."

"There are three copies," William said as he unrolled the scrolls and placed them on a tray that he placed before the king.

It was over within a few moments. Kyla also signed the documents as Kyla O'Knife and watched as William rolled them up and added a blob of melted blue wax that the king pressed his ring against to embed his insignia. 

He lay back. "Thank you, Princess Kyla," he said. "I wished I could have had more time to get to know you. However I... I... I..." He stammered and his head flopped back on the pillow.

Kyla just stared at the vacant eyes. She had seen this in many of those she had cared for.

"William," she whispered. "I'm afraid the king has just died."

"Yes," William replied as Kyla reached up and closed the King's eyes. "He succeeded in what he wanted to do. It is up to you now, I am afraid." 

He reached across and squeezed Kyla's arms. "Like our late king, I have every faith in your ability Crown Princess Kyla. You have a long journey ahead, there will be obstacles and those hell bent on stopping you but I know we will succeed in the end." He coughed and stood back. "I shall call the others back and inform them about King Edmund's final decree before his departure from our world."

*
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KNIGHTS OF THE NIGHT leader Sir Harold Turner watched as the morning sun rose over the horizon. If it wasn't for the meeting with the so-called forest-people he would have returned to the Eastern Tower an hour earlier and after a morning meal would have settled in a dormitory for several hours of a well-earned sleep. Knights of the Night were guardsmen of the night and passed their duties to the daytime guards during the day.

The meeting with the spokesman of the forest-people was of utmost importance and had been arranged to discuss the world around as it related to the kingdom.

He flicked the reins of his horse and rode down through a narrow canyon where their meeting always took place under a spindly insignificant looking tree and remembered to remain mounted to appease the fussy spokesman.

The arrival of the Saxons who systematically enslaved the local citizens was the reason for this meeting. The militia of course, had always had more respect for themselves than loyalty to the kingdom but an uneasy peace between the groups had existed for two generation now.

Sir Harold snapped out of his thoughts when he spied a movement and a scruffy looking man stepped out from behind the tree. In response he climbed down from his horse and stepped forward with his arms out wide to show he carried no hidden weapon.

"So you did arrive?" the man asked in his clipped accent. "I guess this could be called an historical occasion."

"But a necessary one. Our citizens are losing the war against the Saxons, the royal family has been almost completely assassinated and the remaining one needs help to escape from Castle Glouvia."

"And the agreement of your knights not to meddle in the affairs of the forest-people?"

"My knights still follow that rule, Wyman. However, the time has come to call on your assistance in return for help we have given your peoples." 

The man peered at him. "How?"

"Last winter we provided you with food even though the castle was also low. We also helped your women and children when the plague hit our land."

"It was a bad winter," Wyman admitted. "But what's the bad news about the new Saxons who have arrived?"

"If our citizens are enslaved or killed, how long will it be before the Saxons turn their attention to you? Already half the village of Glouvia is destroyed, the whole castle could be next and the forests where you live burned down?"

"Aye, I know it has happened before in other lands." Wyman tugged on his beard. "However, my friend, even if we agree to help your royal princess, how is it possible to save a mere slip of a girl who, until a few days ago didn't even know she was of your royal lineage?"

"So how have you have heard about Maiden Kyla?"

"Our children can go into the castle and markets that we can never reach. They make excellent spies and are surprisingly intelligent. I receive constant reports about the war. This Kyla is inexperience but what she lacks in skill she more than makes up for in her compassion to help her own kind."

Harold grinned to himself for the forest children were notorious for their pick pocketing skills. "I agree but believe you should make direct contact with her to discuss how our two peoples can help each other."

"That could set a dangerous precedent."

"Possibly but there is no alternative in these troubled times."

"You sound like our gossipy children," the man muttered.

"Who you just stated a moment ago that they are surprisingly intelligent."

"But scatty too," Wyman added.

"So you have an alternative plan."

"I have some suggestions but your idea does have merit, l have to admit."

"So let's hear them," Sir Harold said. In his opinion the meeting was going far better than he had originally expected for Wyman realised there was a problem and appeared to be willing to join in a combined operation to help save their citizens.

He listened as the forest leader gave a list of suggestions that were well thought out and even itemised into categories about how dangerous they were, how successful they could be and the possibility of unknown factors affecting any outcome. 

Finally Wyman stopped and stared at Sir Harold with unblinking eyes. "Now go and tell your knights that we agree to help but only if your kind are also prepared to do your part."

"Give me a day and I'll be back here at dawn tomorrow."

"So be it, Knight." The man stepped back and disappeared behind a tree.

*
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CHAPTER 2 
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Saxon Chief Adalwin Farkas was furious. In spite of the mass executions and transportation of the more desirable women out of Glouvia Kingdom, there was still massive resistance, especially within the castle itself.

The royal family had all been executed and even the king who, Farkas had to admit, had fought bravely but had been so wounded that there was no chance that he would have survived, not with the modern spears and swords that had been dipped in poison that would kill anyone cut within a few hours. However, the king had disappeared and even three days after the final capture of the castle his body had never been found.

And now this had to happen!

Farkas stared at the piece of yellow parchment that was one of hundreds that had appeared glued to stone walls or wooden structures around the castle and the ruined buildings beyond the castle walls. 'King Edmund V is dead!' it read. 'Long Live Crown Princess Kyla.'

"Who is she and how have they managed to place hundreds of these posters throughout the city?" he roared at his subordinate. 

Gedriht Lovis Butkus stared at his war-band chief. "I can answer both questions Sire but I am afraid it does not really help us."

Farkas sat down in one of the luxurious chairs in what was once the king's chambers in the castle and nodded. He knew that unlike most of the officers, Butkus was not afraid of him and would therefore tell the truth rather than make up a fabricated lie to cover any inability to solve a problem. "Go on, Lovis?" he said in a quieter voice.

"Under the chieftain's orders, all members of the royal family were executed, including the women and children. We had not, however, counted on a secret extension to this royal family. Unlike other lands we have captured, this king formally recognised the bastard children of his senior mistresses. We learnt from our spies that he was still alive long enough to summon one of them and appoint her as his successor..."

"Why a female?"

"With no male survivors this Kyla O'Knife was the next in line of succession; we executed the ones above her so she was named Crown Princess Kyla. "

"Where is she?"

"We believe there are secret rooms within the castle where the king was taken to die. We also believe she had no idea that she was the king's daughter before being told of the fact."

Farkas frowned and tugged on his beard. "Where have I heard that name before?" he asked.

"She was a nurse who saved many of their guardsmen's lives by cutting out the poison from their bodies. Many escaped into the surrounding forests that, as you know, are dense and easy to get lost in. Without knowledge of secret paths they are difficult to navigate. She gained much respect and is considered to have magical powers to cure the men. For this reason, I believe she will be a powerful queen if she is given the opportunity."

"So it is imperative that she is captured and publicly executed by beheading in the main castle concourse. That should stop the remaining resistance." The chief nodded at the parchment. "And these accused signs," he added. "How can they make so many?"

"They have a machine called a printing press. The words are cut into metal sheets that rollers squeeze ink through onto the parchment. It is believed they can print a hundred copies in just a few hours."

"And where is this thing?"

"Again we are only guessing, Sire but believe it is somewhere outside the castle. There are ruins with cellars everywhere."

"So get every available man onto it. These signs must be delivered from where this printing press operates and pasted on castle walls. There must be dozens of locals helping to do this. With guards on all gates and street corners they shouldn't be hard to find. Again, if we have public executions in a town square it should halt the practice." Chief Adalwin Farkas glanced up. "And double the effort to find the secret chambers in the castle. Measure the room sizes and if they appear too small cut through walls. Also check the stairwells and how close they are to adjacent rooms."

"We could also hang strips of material out windows and check from the outside for any without a sheet showing."

"Good idea. I want it sorted quickly for we want to have this whole coastline in our hands before winter arrives. There are two other mini kingdoms still to capture. Fighting over another winter is something none of us need."

"It shall be done, Chief." The gedriht saluted and left the room.

Farkas rang a bell and a junior officer came in. "How many women have you got to grace my quarters this evening?"

"Thirty to pick from Sire. Most are university students so are quite literate."

Farkas shrugged. One of the first things he would do is close the university. Men who could read and write would be tolerated but to allow women this privilege was inviolable.

"Prepare them for inspection within the hour. They need to be cleaned and issued with the usual red gowns. Inform any who protest that they're the privileged ones. If they don't cooperate they will be tied, gagged and shipped out in the next wagon. Make an example of a couple if necessary and the rest will know their standing in our society."

"At once, Sire and the ones you reject?"

Farkas waved his hands out. "The usual. They will be transferred to the officers' concubine and sold. The new stock will be appreciated by the older officers who can afford them."  

*
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THE CITY WAS DARK AND silent as midnight approached. No local citizens dared to walk through the streets for a curfew was enforced and everyone lucky enough to avoid the massive killings or imprisonment, stayed indoors.

Trooper Marcos Ploughman, though was nervous as carried his sword ready for action as he crept along the cobbled street followed by three plebs, the lowest ranking warriors who were mainly old men or those forced to join their glorious army from captured cities. The street was one of four that radiated out from Castle Glouvia's main gates. These had been destroyed so anybody could just amble in and out of the castle grounds.

Nobody did, of course, but the rumour that magic was involved in having the signs glued everywhere left even the hard-bitten warriors nervous.

Now it was Ploughman's job to capture those responsible. The offending posters had been torn down but if more appeared that night. He shuddered at the thought of how he would be punished if that happened. The underofficer from yesterday's nightwatch received a whipping for failure to find anyone and was now recovering in the castle infirmary.

A tap on the shoulder made him jump in fright. He swung around and saw the terrified eyes of one of the plebs staring at him. "Do you hear it, Uno?" he whispered using the term that stood for underofficer.

"Hear what, Pleb 163?"

Plebs only had a number to go by and were really little more than slaves. However, after a year's loyal service and by swearing allegiance to the warlord they would be allowed to use their names again. 

"Listen, Uno?" 163 continued to whisper.

Marcos did exactly that. At first he heard nothing except flapping curtains in a nearby window. Wait a moment, there was something; a faint slapping sound as if somebody was ...  it was! Someone was pasting a poster up in a nearby alley.

Marcos reached out and squeezed 163's wrist. He knew this message to follow him would be passed onto the other two plebs.

Followed by the plebs he crept forward in the semi-dark moonlight and dropped to his knees at the corner. Holding his sword ready, he moved forward and peered around the edge of a building.

What he saw made him grimace!

Three scruffy children dressed in rags were pasting posters on the wall. One looked in his direction, said something and the three ran away into the darkness.

'Redemption is Nigh. Crown Princess Kyla Knows,' read the new sign.

"Are they creatures from the devil's underworld, Uno?" 163's voice trembled.

"They could be vampires, Uno," whispered another of the plebs. "I heard they come out at night to suck blood from their victim's throats."

Marcos relaxed. "No 167, they are little brats from the forest."

"But who got them to paste posters on the walls?" 163 asked.

"That Princess Kyla," whispered 172, the third pleb.

"We don't know," Marcos said in a stern voice. He reached for the poster than came away from the stones easily for the glue had not dried, rolled it up and smiled for the first time. "I shall report this to Chief Farkas. I think this information will get us all rewarded."

The three plebs all grinned in the darkness. Perhaps their luck had changed. Punishment was harsh but rewards enlightened for those lucky enough to earn them.

"Perhaps we might be given a slave girl to grace our beds in the morning," 163 said.

"Or even two like the officers," 172 added.

"Don't get too perky," Marcos warned. "This is only one poster. Come on; let's follow the brats and see where they paste up more. If we can take a dozen or more back at the end of our patrol you might have that girl in your bed tonight."

*
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"YOU MUST COME NOW, Princess," whispered a voice in Kyla's dreams.

She jerked awake and stared through the darkness. The words sounded so real with a high-pitched voice like that of a child. She sat up and realised she was not alone in the small bunkroom that had been allocated to her.

"If someone is there, what do you want?" she also whispered but didn't really know why.

"You can light a candle if you must."

Kyla reached for the flint, clicked the little lever a couple of times and watched as one of the sparks turned into small flame. This increased in size as the candle spluttered and flickering light pushed away the darkness surrounding her. She moved it around and saw a girl standing by the dressing table.

If it wasn't for the filthy face, knotted red hair and torn frock the girl would have been quite attractive. She would be thirteen or so but her expression and the way she held a knife spoke of experience beyond her years. Of course, she would be one of the forest children.

Kyla knew she should be cautious but somehow she wasn't for this child didn't sound aggressive at all. "Hello, " she said. "And what is your name?"

"Becky," the girl replied. "But you must come with me right now for there is little time."

Kyla pouted. "I will go nowhere without my two closest friends," she said. "Only a coward would leave without helping them."

The girl frowned in the candlelight before replying. "Who are they and where can we find them?" he asked.

Kyla explained where Sastra and Esme would be. Nothing was said but she noticed that there was a second child in the room by the door. In her brief glimpse, it appeared to be a boy who slipped away.

"They can accompany you but come, already too much time has been wasted. You will need warm clothes and solid boots. Everything else will be provided for you."

After twenty minutes of walking through a twisting tunnel beneath the castle that Kyla didn't know existed they climbed a vertical ladder and arrived inside a hollow tree. Becky told her to blow out the candle. After she did so, Becky reached out and moved a door-sized piece of bark aside. 

A cold wind blew into Kyla's face as she stepped out into darkness but with the smell of trees around, she guessed they had come out into the forest. She glanced up. High above were the silhouettes of trees and beyond, a circle of star studded sky. When her eyes adjusted to the lack of light she noticed a canvas backpack and other items sitting on the grass.

"Supples for your friends and yourself, Kyla. There is food for three weeks, clothes and other items that castle women use to maintain their dignity as well as a sword. Now just relax for a while and wait."

"Why are we waiting?" Kyla asked.

Becky grimaced as if annoyed. "You wanted your friends to accompany you. They should be here soon." She moved her head as if listening for something. "Your transport arrives," he added.

Kyla heard nothing at first before the sound of horses' hooves and the slight squeak of wagon wheels came through the darkness from the left. Two horses pulling a covered wagon arrived but it was the driver that caught her attention. He wore shabby leaf-coloured clothes and had a pointy beard.

He stopped and glared at Kyla before moving his eyes across to Becky who had squatted beneath a nearby tree. "Well Becky," he muttered. "Where are the other two castle girls?"

"This is Wyman, one of our kindred," Becky said to Kyla. "He will be your driver and escort your party through the forest. Wyman, meet Crown Princess Kyla from Glouvia Castle who is the last of the royal family."

"I hope she's not one of those pampered spoilt bits of fluff who thinks the world is here just to serve her needs."

Kyla was annoyed. "I am not, forestman," she said with anger in her voice. "I have heard that your kind are bad mannered and arrogant so let's cut the assumptions. You can begin by talking to me, not about me as if I am not standing here. It is just good manners, if nothing else." She grimaced. "If we are to journey together I shall call you Wyman. In return, you can call me by my name that is Kyla or Mistress O'Knife if you prefer, for I am not accustom to my new royal title."

The forestman turned to face her. "Not Medic Kyla O'Knife?" he asked with perhaps respect showing in his eyes.

"Some called me that," Kyla replied.

"I see," Wyman replied. "I owe you an apology, Kyla. Your very voice shows that you are not one of the pampered citizens of their so called aristocracy and your duties as a medic are well known throughout the forest."

Kyla smiled. "And my description of the forestmen was judgemental. I appreciate you being prepared to help my friends and myself."

Wyman nodded. "We of the forest help each other," he said as he jumped down from his driver's seat. "I'll load your luggage."

Becky chuckled after the forestman began loading the luggage. "You handled him well Kyla. He's got a gruff exterior but will become a loyal companion, good fighter too if the need arises."

They were interrupted when another man arrived and spoke to Becky in a language that Kyla couldn't understand.

"Your friends have been found and are coming up the tunnel," Becky explained. "But I must away."

Kyla stared at her. "You're leaving?"

"We are children of the night. It will soon be dawn but Wyman will be with you and others will be watching in the forest. Come darkness in the evening, I or one of my friends will return to help again if there is a need."

"Thank you," Kyla whispered. "One day I hope I can return your kindness."

Becky nodded. "In many ways you already have Crown Princess Kyla. The storms will be long but the peace beyond will eventuate, of that I am certain."

She stretched out her hand that Kyla shook and followed by two other children, disappeared into the darkness. As Kyla stepped over to help Wyman load the last luggage she heard footsteps and turned to see Sastra and Esme step out from the tree door and another child slip away from behind them. The pair gasped and rushed towards her with their arms extended.

*
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FORESTMAN WYMAN SAID little as the two horses trudged through the forest road, if it could be called that. To Kyla it was a mere track through a deciduous forest of trees that still had not begun to drop their leaves for the coming autumn. At least the rain of the previous three hours had stopped but the track was still muddy and the narrow wheels dug into the slush. The horses, Lolly and Lotty were mares known for their strength and gentle natures and were typical of those used by the nobility and higher classes of Glouvia Kingdom.

This worried Kyla for the sign of wealth their covered wagon and horses signified would attract vagabonds and outlaws who roamed through these remote lands. An old oxen drawn cart loaded with logs would be more likely to escape interest. She sighed for if any enemy warriors intercepted them, the type of transport they used would make no difference. Three young women and a forestman could be overwhelmed easily.

"Stop worrying," Sastra said as they gazed out beyond Wyman at yet another huge puddle that covered the road before them. "We're heading north towards the mountains and are nowhere near the routes where refugees are fleeing southeast."

"That's the trouble," Esme pulled her long brunette hair back and knotted it into a ponytail as she spoke. "Why are we going this way?"

"Yes, why are we Wyman?" Kyla asked in a louder voice so the forestman could hear her.

Almost surprisingly, the forestman turned slightly and almost smiled. "I just follow me orders, Kyla," he muttered. "We are on our way to a monastery in the hill country. There are several, you know."
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