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	Chapter One

	“There is no easy way to flee from one’s fate—try as one may—but every soul-bearer, every child of men, each dweller on earth, is destined to seek his appointed place.”

	~Beowulf

	The shots were deafening. She heard them all around her as she covered her head with the pearl-white silk sheet from her bed. As the cries within the palace reached her reluctant ears, her eyes filled with tears. This can’t be happening, she whispered. I can’t do this. Tears spilled as Kaya tried to process the chaos around her. She hadn’t even had time to comprehend, yet alone grieve, the tragedy that, in a fateful moment, had changed her life forever.

	Just hours before the madness, Kaya heard the unbearable news. Colonel Ronan rushed through the palace gates, followed by countless soldiers. She was quietly reading in the library when she heard deep voices yelling.

	“The king has been wounded! Clear the halls, bring the surgeon, quickly,” she heard the colonel shout below.

	She jumped from her chair and scrambled through the door to discover her father being carried to the front parlor and gently placed on the plush blue sofa, which was quickly turning red. His blood. She flew down the marble steps two and three at a time to reach her father, who was fading fast. Men known for their strength and wisdom crowded round him, at a loss for what could be done.

	The surgeon was ushered in. Using archaic silver tools and a bag of medicines, he examined the man Kaya revered as father and king. The surgeon adjusted his spectacles and with a long face, shook his head slowly. She knew what it meant. Kaya rushed to her father’s side and desperately poured her heart out to him, begging him to stay. The king used what little strength he had to gently push a light, wispy curl from her furrowed brow. In one labored breath, he uttered his final words: “The kingdom is yours, my sweetling.”

	And then he was gone.

	Kaya was swept away from the scene by servants whose faces she couldn’t see through blurry eyes, her limp body now lying on her bed for what felt like hours. Her head spun as she tried to comprehend what had happened. At some point, Colonel Ronan had told her there'd been a hunting accident, that the king had been attacked by a stag in the forest. She knew her father had gone hunting that morning with a small party of close associates who were friends of the kingdom.

	She remembered sitting in the dining hall that morning, having her poached egg and toast, reading Till We Have Faces, by C.S. Lewis, thinking about Queen Orual bravely fighting battles with her veiled face and sure sword. Legends told that Orual fought like a man—a true soldier respected and loved by her country. She had wondered what type of ruler she would be someday, after she had grown and lived a life worthy of receiving such authority and honor. Her father slipped into the room, kissing her forehead with a quick goodbye.

	“Kaya, I expect you to keep up with your studies while I am away,” he had said. “You are working on Eden Government and the history of the monarchy, I believe.”

	“Yes, Father. I recently read how your grandfather created fisheries and a system of water purification that revolutionized the island. Extremely interesting,” Kaya said with a playful smile.

	“Very good,” he replied with a soft chuckle. “Knowing your royal ancestry is critical to your education. Of course, I know you prefer those novels you pick up at the dock every chance you get,” he said wryly, “but as future ruler of this island, you will need to know where you came from and build pride in the strong heritage of our forefathers.”

	Kaya had heard this one many times before. Eden was all about tradition. Isolated from the rest of the world, the island and its people prided themselves on being separate from what, in their eyes, civilization had become. She had been taught since childhood about the modernity of the Self-lands, how arrogance and selfishness had destroyed peace and cooperation in most parts of the world. Eden celebrated its traditional, peaceful monarchy—one that had existed intact for hundreds of years. The island’s economy was based on fishing and farming, a society centered on a simple way of life. Of course, no one ever wanted to leave. With a benevolent ruler like King Orion, islanders enjoyed harmony and peace in a beautiful land rich with prosperity and a sense of belonging.

	Until now.

	Jarred back to the present, Kaya's thoughts were flooded with images of her father. King Orion, ruler of the Island of Eden, had been a strong leader for their people, yet a gentle father. He was the only parent she’d ever really known, and she ardently admired and loved him. She wasn’t always able to spend as much time with him as she would have liked. There were rules, protocols, and royal schedules to keep them apart. She had her lessons, training, and occasional public events. And her father had an island to rule, which meant private meetings, decrees, banquets, and more meetings.

	King Orion also spent many hours in his private chambers, his place of solace. It was forbidden to visitors, even to his daughter. She could never quite understand it, but despite the barriers royal life placed between them, Kaya felt a closeness to her father. Breakfasts on the balcony, occasional horseback rides on the beach, and an unspoken love that radiated from his eyes when he looked at her—moments that had given her a sense of contentment and peace throughout her childhood.

	But now she felt anything but peace. Her mind reeled.

	How could he be gone? And now. . . I am to be queen?

	The weight of that thought crushed her like a large boulder placed on her chest, sinking her into the depths of the sea, her weightless body pinned to the ocean floor.

	She couldn’t breathe.

	She didn’t want to breathe. Breathing meant that she was alive and being alive meant that she had to face this. Alone.

	She gasped for air. Each breath hitched, the gasps repeating. Again. And again. Tears coursed down her face as she struggled to breathe, and her mind spun with thoughts of what might happen next.

	How could she face her people?

	She was barely sixteen and unprepared to command her own life, let alone a military. And now she would be expected to rule an island of subjects who would depend on her to maintain the kingdom her father and ancestors had built. The burden was too great. She wanted rest, some way to rid her mind of the heaviness building there.

	Out of tears, Kaya closed her eyes, willing herself to breathe slowly to find some sense of calm.

	As her thoughts began to settle, she noticed the quiet. Curious, she looked around the room. She hadn’t had any visitors, no one to console her or grieve with her since the accident.

	Where is everyone?

	She slowly sat up in her bed. As she rose, the shots began. She quickly threw the sheets over her head and ears. That concussive cracking noise—thundering, sharp, explosive. She had heard the sounds before during military exercises on the other side of the island. It was unmistakably gunfire.

	But this was no exercise.

	She could hear screams, some seeming to come from outside the palace walls, but other shouts were within. Running footsteps, banging, and other sounds she could not name. Sounds of turmoil, unrest, terror. She knew something was seriously wrong. Fear swelled inside her pounding chest.

	Quick footsteps approached. She scrambled to throw the sheets off when the solid mahogany door thrust open and a body burst through. It ran toward her. She rolled off the bed and landed hard on the marble floor, twisting out of her tangled sheets to look up at the intruder.

	After adjusting her blood-shot eyes, she recognized the figure.

	She sighed with relief.

	It was Aryn.

	“Oh, Aryn!” Kaya gasped, tears spilling freely.

	Some would call her a servant, but Kaya never thought of her that way. Aryn was a mentor, tutor, confidante, friend. They had grown up together, as Aryn was only a few years older.

	Aryn hurried over to Kaya, grabbing both of her hands and pulling her close until they were standing face-to-face.

	“Oh, you’re safe. Thank goodness. Oh, Kaya. I’m so sorry, so very sorry. I don’t know what to say!” Aryn’s face looked worn. She looked desperate to say something but was unable to form the words. She finally managed to blurt out, “It is just an outrage! It’s horrible. I can’t believe all of this is happening!”

	“What is going on? Just tell me, Aryn. Please tell me what is happening!” Kaya was beside herself as she grabbed Aryn’s shoulders, begging for a reply.

	“The palace is in upheaval, Kaya. Soldiers are everywhere! They are surrounding the palace. No one knows what to do. Servants are hiding, peasants are screaming, and it seems the whole world has gone mad!”

	She could hear it all herself—the noise, the chaos, but was still dumbfounded by Aryn’s words. “But why? Who is in command of this siege? What is to be accomplished?”

	“I don’t know, Kaya. It is all happening so fast and I’m afraid we don’t have time to find answers. I came to get you so you can hide. Whoever is leading this will surely be coming for you. I know this all seems crazy, but I have a strong feeling that your life is in jeopardy and your safety must come first. We have to get you out of here.” Aryn’s voice trembled but was still firm.

	Kaya’s thoughts were jumbled. She tried to unscramble them and make sense of what Aryn was suggesting. Leave? But where would I go?

	They lived on an island. There was no place she could hide for long.

	Shouldn’t I try to find out what is happening, maybe find Colonel Ronan or Bishop Stoneman or Captain Wexler?

	Captain Wexler.

	As soon as his name entered her mind, she immediately felt a twisted pang of comprehension. The man had always been overzealous and even power hungry in his attempt to move up the hierarchy. She felt sure now that with the king gone, he saw an opportunity. Perceiving the vacuum of power, he wished to make himself the king’s replacement.

	With his position in the military, he’d be able to command the troops and gain control of the palace. It made sense. The only ones in his way would be King Orion’s closest advisors and Kaya herself.

	Would Colonel Ronan be able to stop him? He too had the trust and respect of the military. She wasn’t sure. The islanders were not used to military conflict and would have no way to defend themselves. They would be forced to accept whatever sort of rule asserted its strength.

	Kaya felt a rush of anger as she thought of this betrayal to her father. How could anyone be so bold to usurp authority before their beloved king was even in his grave?

	“Kaya, time is running out. We’ve got to move quickly. I’ve already packed a bag of food. You just need clothes and then we can get out of here.” As she spoke, Aryn furiously threw clothes into a long garment bag. “I think we should go through the east gate. No one ever goes that way because of the forest, so it isn’t likely to be heavily guarded.”

	Kaya had a difficult time processing the words Aryn spoke, her mind clouded and hazy with grief and anger. But instinctively, she knew she had to act quickly and forced her lips to utter a response.

	“Y-yes, you’re right. That would be the best path. Don’t pack any of my gowns, I won’t be needing them—just the clothes I wear for fencing and sports.”

	She paced back and forth across the marble floor, pressing tight fingers against her tense brow. “I’ll go to my little isle for refuge. I don’t think anyone else goes there or even knows about it. I can wait there until things settle down and we figure out what to do.”

	“I’ll go with you,” Aryn replied. “You will need my help to row, and I don’t think you should be alone.”

	“No. I have to go alone. I need you to be here to get information and find out what is happening. I wouldn’t know when to come back or how I would be received if I did. You must stay here and be my eyes and ears. I have rowed to the little island a hundred times by myself. I’ll be fine.”

	Kaya tried to speak firmly, feigning control over her emotions. She could barely hold her voice steady. “You can bring me word when the chaos has settled.” She continued to grab some of her things. A white-worn, porcelain doll lay on the dresser. She rushed to grab it, quickly slipping it into the bag.

	Aryn hesitated, but as the screams outside continued, she nodded her head in agreement. She tied the bag and the two raced out the door and down the empty hall. Though they tried to tread lightly, their footsteps on the marble floor seemed painfully loud and Kaya feared discovery at every moment.

	But she knew these halls just as well as Aryn did. As children, they had traversed many times through every hidden passage, secret door, and hallway. Most soldiers would not be familiar with the private quarters for the royal family. Only a few servants and personal staff were allowed to roam freely there.

	Kaya went as fast as she could, despite her long, fabric-heavy gown, following Aryn down one long hallway after another. They turned left, then right, then right again before she heard her name echo through the air.

	“Kaya!” a male voice shouted from behind. “Kaya!”

	Is that Trey?

	As she started to turn her head, trying to get a glimpse of him to confirm, her toe snagged on the hem of her gown, ripping the bottom lace and causing her to stumble. Aryn caught her arm, twisting her forward again. She held Kaya as she regained her footing, pulled up her skirts, and plunged ahead. She didn’t dare turn again, but the almost-encounter jarred her mind. She briefly wondered if Trey had been the one to call her name.

	As they turned the final corner before reaching the staircase leading them to the east doors, Kaya glanced up and saw the wall of portraits dedicated to the royal family. . . her family. Generations of kings and queens fled before her in a blur until her eyes rested on one face. She focused for a moment on her father’s golden beard, his whisper of a smile, and then his eyes. Those kind, sapphire eyes, full of wisdom, and kindness, and a love that filled her completely. A wave of shame passed over her as she realized she was leaving her home, her people. Leaving him.

	Aryn grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the staircase. Stumbling down the marble steps, Kaya glanced behind her for one last look, her eyes glistening with tears. She whispered the only words she could think to utter.

	“Goodbye. . . my dear father. . . my king.”

	A flash of color caught her eye. Behind her, at the end of the long north corridor, Kaya saw red. A military uniform—Captain Wexler? An icy chill raced through her body.

	“Over here!”

	She heard the deep shout and did not wait to hear more. She and Aryn leapt down the stairs, scrambling and stumbling together until they reached the doors. The heavy doors were difficult to pull open, but nothing could stop the adrenaline that flowed through her body.

	After prying the thick door far enough to squeeze through the slim opening, they ran toward the east gate. Aryn had been correct thinking it wouldn’t be guarded. Kaya could, however, see soldiers at a distance. She couldn’t tell if they’d been spotted.

	She reached the gate first and began fumbling with the latch. Her fingers shook, unable to get a strong grip. She tried again, pulling, twisting, banging against the bars. Focus. Another failed attempt. And another. More deep shouts from a distance. Finally, she dislodged it, ignoring the slice the metal had taken off her finger. Blood drops stained an ivory sleeve without notice as she rushed through the open gate, pulling Aryn through with her.

	Checking behind her, she saw what she feared she might—military uniforms plowing through the east doors and heading toward them. She heard a click, click, followed by a loud, explosive boom. The sound thundered through the courtyard, followed by another.

	“They’re shooting at us!”

	They'd planned to go around the forest to get to the private dock on the other side, but now they had no choice but to go through the forest, an option that filled Kaya with dread. But it was the only path that lay before them. They raced ahead, and she didn't dare look behind her.

	There was no question. Now she knew for certain. The soldiers were after Kaya and there was no turning back.

	Only a few steps into the forest, they were already surrounded by darkness. She felt for Aryn’s hand, grabbing a quick hold and interlocking their fingers. Overgrown trees with huge, ominous branches hung over the girls and with outstretched arms, seemed to reach and grab for them from every angle. As her eyes began to adjust to the new, dark surroundings, Kaya tried to make sense of the place.

	“Aryn, we can’t stay on the main paths,” she whispered. “It will be too easy for them to find us. We have to find our way outside the path.”

	“You’re right. It won’t be easy as we don’t know the forest, but we’ll have to take that chance,” Aryn replied, her whisper tight and raspy.

	“How will we keep from getting lost? The forest goes in all directions, and we need to end up close to the dock,” Kaya whispered again, panic shaking her voice.

	She felt Aryn hold her hand tighter. “The private dock is on the north side of the island, so if we turn off the path here and go straight, we should end up at the north beach, right?”

	“Okay. . . yes, I believe so.” Kaya summoned as much determination as she could muster. “We don’t have long. We need to go now.”

	As they forged into the forest, Kaya’s mind spun. She never dreamed she would be in such a position. Losing her father, running from her own military, leaving the island in fear of her life. It all seemed impossible. Everything was happening so quickly.

	But what she did understand was that right now she was entering dangerous territory. She, like all islanders, had always been afraid of the forest. And as they headed off into the unknown, she heard sounds that confirmed her worst fears.


Chapter Two

	“Such was the sympathy of Nature—that wild, heathen Nature of the forest, never subjugated by human law, nor illumined by higher truth—with the bliss of these two spirits!”

	~Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter

	The forest was the subject of many legends in Eden. Women and children never entered the forest, and even adult men only hunted there during the day. Kaya wasn’t sure what to believe about the stories, but as she entered the dark wood, climbing over jagged branches and in between imposing trees, she believed that any or all of them could be true.

	One legend told of a forest demon that roamed the woods in search of men’s souls. According to the legend, many years before, a hunter had entered the forest in search of game. The hunter, however, killed for pleasure rather than food and was cursed by the Keeper of the Forest to become half-man, half-beast. The demon was doomed to wander the forest for eternity and could only satisfy his hunger with the souls of men. Others believed that the forest was alive and that the living organisms inside, plant or animal, would exact justice as they saw fit on those who trespassed. Still others did not believe such fables, but simply believed there to be an evil presence in the forest and remarked that one should be cautious among such darkness. As her ears were filled with unsettling sounds, Kaya knew this, at least, was true.

	Owls moaned high in the branches. Things rustled in the bushes. Branches cracked, and unfamiliar cries came from disparate directions. The air felt thick, heavy. Mist slithered through the trees, sending its cold breath into their nostrils, their mouths, and down their backs.

	Kaya and Aryn linked arms now, each squeezing enough to not lose the other in the forbidden place. They walked carefully and slowly now, almost blindly. Staying off the path meant they had to clear their own way, which was thick with brush and debris. The oppressive darkness was dense—they could only see a few feet ahead of them. Kaya used her free arm to feel her way ahead and move offending branches, which seemed to purposely block their way.

	She didn’t know how long they had traveled this way. Time seemed to disappear in the forest. Prickly bushes, rotted tree trunks, fallen branches repeated themselves over and over in various combinations, ultimately looking all the same. The darkness, too, was disorienting. Now, combined with the fear of what lies in the forest, was the fear of not being able to leave it. Neither of them had spoken aloud since they left the path. Any sound might alert the enemy. Eventually, because Kaya hadn’t seen or heard anything close to human, she began to talk again.

	She spoke in a whisper. “Aryn, do you feel confident that we are going the right way? We’ve been walking for so long; it seems like we should be out by now.”

	“I know. It feels like we have been walking for hours and I’m not sure if we have gotten any closer. I tried to keep us on a straight path, but I’m not sure where we are. The darkness has gotten me so confused,” Aryn said.

	“I hate to suggest this, because I don’t want to spend any more time in this forest than we must,” Kaya said, with hesitation. “But do you think we should stop and rest? I can feel the blisters on my feet throbbing and my body is so tired it aches.”

	“Of course. We should rest. Maybe if we rest for a while, our minds will be clearer, and we can find our way out.” Aryn put her arm around Kaya’s shoulder as they began looking for a less uncomfortable place for weary bodies to hide.

	Feeling for a soft spot of ground, Kaya reached out her arm. Just as she leaned forward, expecting to touch a jagged bush or patch of damp leaves, she felt the bearded face of a man instead. Screaming at the top of her voice, she felt Aryn yank her to the ground. As Kaya tumbled, Aryn was grabbed by a strong arm and a large, hairy hand.

	Kaya witnessed the man entangling her friend and for a moment froze in terror as she watched the man wrap a solid arm around Aryn, holding her in place while using the other hand to cover her mouth. Aryn stopped screaming—her eyes wide with fear. Even in the heavy darkness, Kaya could see the stark whiteness in them. She fumbled on the ground, looking for a weapon of any kind. Anything to defend Aryn. Her hands finally grabbed what felt like a decent branch, and she held it, her hands shaking.

	She drew closer to the man, now able to see his features more clearly. Instead of the outline of a dark figure, now she could make out a wild, dirty-looking man like no one she had seen before. His clothes were ragged, hanging off him in soiled shreds. His hair was long and dark, partially covering his face—a long, shaggy beard covering the rest of it. The only remaining visible feature was his eyes. . . dark, crazed eyes that made Kaya’s blood turn cold.

	She attempted to lunge forward with the stick, swinging the weapon in awkward circles in an attempt to illustrate her willingness to fight. She was quite experienced in fencing and should have been able to demonstrate balance and some sort of poise in the endeavor, but the conditions of this contest were so foreign that merely standing was an effort. This was no benign fencing match with an encouraging instructor—this was life or death. That changed all the rules.

	Still holding Aryn firmly in front of him, the man began to laugh. This angered Kaya and she lunged forward again, determined to make the thug see her resolve. Finally, the man spoke.

	“I am not your enemy. If I were, you’d be dead already.”

	Kaya was surprised by the voice. The man spoke calmly, without malice or fear. The dark eyes began to look more human, and she almost believed him.

	“Let her go,” Kaya uttered as forcefully as she was able.

	“I will let her go, but you must promise not to scream. I cannot allow soldiers to find me, and you and your friend here are not exactly helpful in that regard." The vagabond loosened his grip, still eyeing Kaya carefully.

	“I assure you—we will not raise our voices,” she said. “You and I have the same interest where the soldiers are concerned. We do not want to alert them any more than you do. Just please, release Aryn.” She instantly worried that she shouldn’t have mentioned Aryn by name, but it was too late.

	The ragged man removed his hand from Aryn’s mouth and released her arms. She quickly joined Kaya, and after a short embrace, they turned to face the stranger. Kaya stared at the man as he stared back at her. He spoke again.

	“You are the princess, are you not?” He tilted his head, curious. “What are you doing here? This dark place is far from the safety and protection of your precious palace. No one travels through this forest without the permission of the Keeper.” The man’s commanding tone was not angry, but was firm nonetheless. He stood erect, rubbing his dirty knuckles, watching Kaya’s every move with a keen eye.

	“You needn’t know our business, sir, for this is my island and I may travel as I wish.” Kaya tried to speak with a firm tongue of her own. As her voice wobbled, she knew she’d failed miserably.

	The man continued, “I have seen soldiers in the forest today. This is unusual. Soldiers rarely come into the forest unless they’re escorting a hunting party and there were no hunters with them. You are a child, Princess, and while I have the utmost respect for your father, you are foolish to believe you can travel as you please in the depths of these woods. If you tell me your business, perhaps I will consider helping you in your journey.”

	The man’s reference to her father made Kaya’s stomach ache, but it also told her he claimed to be a friend to the kingdom—a revelation that made her feel perhaps she should ask for help. It was obvious the beastly man knew this forest, and they desperately needed to find their way before the soldiers discovered them. Somewhat reluctantly, she began to relate the story of all that had happened.

	“The king was attacked in this very forest?” The man spoke louder than he should have. Kaya could see that he was greatly disturbed by the news. His manner was a mix of anger and incredulity. He didn’t seem to want to believe it.

	“Stags in this forest do not attack without my consent. Nothing in the forest happens without my knowledge. How could this tragedy occur and I not be aware?” He began pacing back and forth. “It is impossible. I am Keeper of the Forest. There should not even have been a hunting party without my being informed. It is outrageous!” Then he stopped and looked straight at Kaya.

	“You are sure this is what took place?”

	“Sir, this is the information that I was given, and I have no reason to doubt it. I saw my father with my own eyes and watched him slip from this life. I saw his wounds and wept on his chest and listened as he told me a final goodbye. It was a horrible tragedy, and yet has only continued to worsen since my father’s death.” Kaya felt nauseated as she recalled the day’s disturbing events. Tears threatened, but she willed them back, if only for the moment.

	The burly man seemed to notice her distress and exhaustion and his anger shifted, his tone softer. “Come with me, and we will rest and talk some more. My name is Urswick. I can take you to a safe place where you can finish your story.”

	Kaya, a little unsure, held Aryn’s hand as they followed the stranger deeper into the wood. She felt that Urswick could be a great help to them but wasn’t overly confident she could trust anyone anymore. Aryn was the only person she was sure wouldn’t betray her. But, in their current situation, there didn’t seem to be much of a choice. They needed a guide, and it would seem that no one knew the forest like its Keeper.

	Urswick led the girls to a makeshift cave in a dark corner of the wood. It was mossy and damp, covered in twisted branches and packed with crusted dirt. The earthy smell was thick and wet, filling her nostrils and mouth. It was a small dwelling, barely large enough for the three of them to sit somewhat comfortably inside, but it was a place to sit and rest, hidden from her hunters, and Kaya was grateful for that. Her body longed to release the tension that had built up, the tight joints and sore muscles crying for a break. It felt like every part of her body had been flexed and tightened and stretched beyond measure tonight.

	“Is this where you live, sir?” Aryn asked.

	“Well, not exactly,” Urswick answered. “I have built different dwellings throughout the forest for shelter. I need to be prepared to stay in various places at varying times depending on the needs of the forest. The forest is large, and I often sleep wherever I can. Some of the shelters are larger than others; some have provisions for food and sleep and others do not. This cave is one of the smaller dwellings and is only used for rest.”

	Kaya was curious to know more about the Keeper. This man’s existence was fascinating to her. She had never heard of anyone actually living in the forest. It was unbelievable.

	“Well, Urswick, Keeper of the Forest, what do you do here? Why do you choose to live in such. . . conditions?” she asked.

	Urswick shifted and shuffled on the ground, looking a bit uncomfortable. “I didn’t exactly choose this existence. I guess you could say it’s more like it chose me. I am the eyes and ears of the forest. I maintain balance here. I assure that it is safe when it needs to be safe and allow it to be dangerous when it should be so. The reason behind my life here is a story that may be better left untold.”

	Kaya was even more intrigued. This man lived alone here in this ghastly forest, without family or even a friend. She couldn’t understand it. Had her father known about this? Was this man assigned his position?

	“Please, sir, tell us your story. I would truly like to know how you came to be here.” Kaya spoke eagerly, her blue eyes brightening. She was anxious to learn more about this mysterious place and its lone dweller.

	“You needn’t call me ‘sir,’ Princess, for I am less than a servant—an outcast to be more precise.” He bowed his head. “But I will tell you my story.” Hunched over like a bear, he shifted and moved his oversized body in the tight space, finally cradled enough by the dirt wall behind him to let out a deep sigh.

	He began. “Your father, the good king of Eden, saved my life once, and for that deed, his daughter should know this story and thereby witness her father’s mercy.”

	The soft silence of the next few moments caused more anticipation, and the girls restlessly waited as Urswick gathered his thoughts and began to speak again.

	“I was a peasant, living on the west side of the island with my wife, Annika. We were poor, but happy, with a few chickens, a couple of pigs, and a cow to keep us nourished. Annika was everything to me. She smelled like wheat and honey and made the most wonderful bread. I would smell it through the window of our small cottage when I returned from working in the fields. I can still smell it sometimes when I think of her. We were young. We didn’t have much, but neither of us seemed to mind. We couldn't afford to have children, but we had each other and that was enough.”

	The Keeper paused, and his face seemed to change—it grew longer and looked older somehow. With another sigh, he continued. “Annika became ill. At first it seemed to be just a typical ailment and we tried the usual remedies, but then some sort of infection took over and she became very sick. I tried to get help. A midwife came to examine her, but would not get very close, perhaps worried that she may get infected herself. After a few minutes of poking and prodding, the mid-wife said she recognized the disease and that there was no hope—that the disease spreads quickly and it was too late to do anything to stop it. She then rushed from the house. I was crazy with despair. I could not accept losing her.

	“During the night, her fever continued to rise, and I knew I had to do something quickly if there was to be any chance of saving her. I knew it was forbidden, but I went to the Holy Grounds and stole sacred herbs from the garden there. I was sure that those herbs were my only chance. When I got back to the cottage, I made a tea from the herbs and administered it to my wife. Within moments, there was a banging on the door. I held on to Annika as three soldiers burst through the door and pulled me to my feet. They were followed by the Keeper of Laws, who stood boldly in the doorway with a scroll in his hand. He proceeded to read to me the law forbidding anyone to enter the Holy Grounds without proper religious authority and reminded me that such a crime was punishable by death. I tried to explain my desperation, my wife, the urgency, but my pleas fell on deaf ears. I was arrested and imprisoned—sentenced to death.”

	Kaya gasped. She had never heard of such harsh punishment. She felt strange inside, like he was talking about some foreign land, not her beloved island. She refrained from speaking, anxious to hear what happened next.

	“I was to be executed the following day. I waited, I wept. I longed to say goodbye to my Annika. Late in the night, I received a visit from the king himself, right to my cell. He asked me to recount all that had occurred, and I told him of my wife and what I had done. He felt pity for me and wanted to spare my life. Because the law had been broken, he could not let me go free to live with my wife again. He told me that I could be banished. I could leave the island or retreat to the forest, but I could never be seen again. He promised that the island would be convinced that I had been executed, but I must never return, for it would prove the king’s deception and betray his mercy. I agreed and chose to retreat to the forest. I have lived in the forest for over thirty years now and have never left it. Your father’s faith in me grew, and eventually he entrusted me to become Keeper of the Forest. The calling is unknown. There has never been another and may never be again. But the king made me the watcher of these woods and I have done my best to serve him well.”

	There was silence in the cave. The mood was somber, but pensive. Kaya felt so sorry for the man before her. Her stomach turned. She hated to press him further, but there was one question she had to ask.

	“What about Annika? Did she survive the illness?”

	“The best part of this story, and perhaps the only good to come from it, is that Annika was healed by the sacred herbs. I received word from your father shortly after my retreat to these woods. Knowing that Annika could live made all of it worthwhile. I would have willingly sacrificed my life for hers if that had been required, and now I will live the rest of my days in this forest happily knowing that she is somewhere on this island alive and well. I have no regrets.”

	To Kaya, all of this seemed very wrong. It was so unfair. Why didn’t her father do more? Urswick should have returned to his wife to live out the rest of his days with her, not waste them in this godforsaken forest.

	She leaned toward Urswick and gently placed her hand on his knee, looking directly into his pitch-colored eyes. “You should have been set free. It is an injustice. You have lost your life for doing the right thing and that is horribly wrong.”

	“Princess, even your father must follow the laws of this island. The laws that govern our land have been in place for centuries. They are above us all, even the king. Had your father ignored the law, what unrest and conflict would have followed? What he did was introduce mercy into applying that law and for that I am eternally grateful. His act was the greatest kindness that could be done.”

	Kaya still felt unsettled but decided not to push the matter further. She shifted the conversation with another question. “So, are you the forest demon? You have heard of the legend?”

	Urswick’s lips curled into a clever grin. “Well, I have been known to throw on a pair of stag horns now and then when necessary. Sometimes I must put a scare into those who try to disrupt the balance in my forest. But these woods do contain mystic forces even I can’t explain. Things aren’t always as they seem, dear princess. You’ll do well to learn that.”

	She felt that she was already beginning to learn the truth of those words, and she didn’t like it. That day she had left more than the comforts of a lovely palace and her silky, warm canopy bed. She had also left the security of knowing who she really was, what she was meant to do. Her heart sank into her already churning stomach.

	“Now you know my tale—it is time you finish telling me what has brought you to these woods,” Urswick said, his eyes kind and eager.

	So Kaya continued her story, explaining how things had unraveled after her father’s death. As Aryn listened quietly beside her, she described the chaos and subsequent chase that led her and her friend into the forest. She told him of her suspicions of Captain Wexler and his possible quest for her throne. And finally, she requested his help, knowing that he could surely lead them safely out of this wooded maze.

	“We planned to exit the forest on the north side of the island. There is a private dock that is seldom used. I have a boat there which I use to travel to a very small island I call my own. It is my sanctuary. I plan to stay there until Aryn can bring news. I will be safe there. No one uses the island. I’m not sure if anyone else even knows about it.” As Kaya spoke, the words sounded strange coming out of her mouth. She had never told anyone, except for Aryn, about the tiny isle. Now, it was as if the secret just erupted out of her mouth—and to a man she had known for mere hours.

	Urswick did not hesitate. He got up and began gathering their items and moving toward the cave opening. As he crawled through the outlet, he motioned for the girls to follow.

	“You needn’t say any more. I will lead you out of this forest and defend you with my life while you are in it. I cannot help you from there, but no predator, soldier or otherwise, will harm you in these woods.” He spoke with a defiant voice, and Kaya knew he meant it.

	“We should move quickly,” Urswick said. “We have spent much of the darkness resting, and that darkness will be your ally as you leave the forest. You do not want to enter the beach after dawn. You could easily be spotted and there would be no protection along the coast.”

	“We will follow where you lead, kind sir. Thank you for your guidance.” Aryn spoke now, quietly and with reserve.

	Upon hearing her voice, Kaya realized that Aryn had barely spoken since they had met their improbable guide. She leaned over to her friend and asked in a whisper, “Are you okay?”

	“Yes, I’m fine. I’m just worried about you. I’ve been thinking about what we are doing and whether there are any other choices, but I cannot come up with another solution. I’m scared to death knowing you must leave the island. I wish there were an alternative.”

	Aryn’s creased forehead and sad eyes told Kaya her companion’s fears. She didn’t want Aryn to feel burdened because of her. She wanted to lift her friend’s worry; she was unaccustomed to seeing Aryn this way. Aryn was the jovial, uplifting big sister that always knew the answers, always encouraging Kaya to try harder and do better. Though Aryn wasn’t truly Kaya’s sister, she always felt that she could be, especially today, when she seemed to be the only family she had left.

	As they began to follow Urswick along hidden paths through the wood, she attempted to ease Aryn’s fears. “Don’t worry, Aryn. I can do this. Just like you have always told me, ‘Be great in act, as you have been in thought.’ Now, it is my time to act.”

	“That was Shakespeare, Kaya.” Aryn’s lips forced a sweet, reprimanding smile.

	“Oh, yes, so it was.” Kaya gave a slight grin. She had achieved her desire to lift Aryn’s mood, if only for a moment. “Still, the message is the same. I have to do this, and I will be fine. You will be finding out the truth of what is happening, and we will see each other soon. Have faith.”

	Kaya may have sounded like she actually believed the words she was saying, but inside, she was a storm of emotions. Her stomach felt like a nauseating, rolling melody, while her heart was beating like an erratic drum, time and tempo changing every instant. She had never done anything substantial on her own. There were always servants, or Aryn, or her father to take care of her. She had never been asked to make a difficult decision or take action on an important matter such as this. Another quote from Shakespeare came to mind: “Action is eloquence.” Well, if that be true, she thought, then I have been a mute my entire life.

	Despite feeling inadequate, Kaya found some small amount of joy in seeing that Aryn’s spirits had lightened and believing they were making some progress through the forest. She tried to focus on the task at hand, moving quickly to keep up with Urswick’s frantic pace. Sometimes the Keeper would move on ahead, adamantly waving for them to follow. Other times he would come back and urge them along, helping them around gnarled branches and uneven spots of ground. It was comforting to know that they had a course to follow and a guide to lead the way.

	Looking ahead, Kaya thought she could see an opening in the trees. Perhaps it was the end of the forest. . . maybe they were almost there. Just as she focused her eyes on what she hoped was the way out, she heard a sound that stopped her feet and almost her heart. The sound of dogs barking nipped the distant air. The noise continued to get louder, warning the prey that their hunters were closing in. Urswick grabbed Kaya and Aryn by the arm and pushed them in front of him, making himself a barrier between the girls and their enemy.

	“Just focus up ahead, Princess. You should be able to see the way out. It is straight up there. I can hear the soldiers rushing through the bushes, along with their dogs, and they will be here in a matter of seconds. I cannot be seen. I must leave you now, but I will hold back the soldiers as long as I am able while hiding. I will not be fighting alone. Be strong, fair princess. Fare thee well.”

	Urswick disappeared into the darkness as Kaya whispered thank you and goodbye to the air. She and Aryn scrambled up the final dusty path. The dirt underfoot turned to sand, and she could see the stretch of ocean straight ahead. Its vastness expanded from one end of her vision to the other. It looked glorious and terrifying all at once. The pale moonlight and vibrant stars shone enough to reveal different shades of darkness, one bleeding into another—the sea being darkest of all.

	The sandy beach made running difficult. Kaya’s feet sank into the heavy sand, but still she tried to move quickly, kicking sand and dragging her legs to the small, lonely dock. Her battered boat was there, tied with a thick, fraying rope to the dock’s feeble wooden post. She could hear shouting and barking echoing through the forest. There wasn’t much time.

	Inside the forest, a battle had begun. Dozens of soldiers were closing in, crashing toward the edge of the forest. Animals were summoned from all dark corners of the wood. Urswick, though kept from view, taunted the trespassers with sounds and distractions. Owls screeched overhead and dove into the men, scraping and clawing as they flew. Herds of elk barreled through the groups of men, trampling anything in their way, as foxes led the hunting dogs in circles in a frantic chase. The chaos created by Urswick and his band achieved the confusion necessary to slow the soldiers, but it couldn’t stop them entirely.
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