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  *




  If magic arises unchecked to breed upon itself, it is unstoppable and the balance of good and evil will be compromised forever.




  Quotes from "The Great Book of Everything That Will Be."




  In the days of old when knights ruled the land of Castle Rockshade, Kyla Kiro does not want to be forced into marrying the evil Sir Edwin O'Hane. She persuades Shane Wynex the man she really loves to escape with her to the surrounding forest. She has friends there who can help, from Sliver a transman, half human and half tree to the forest dwarfs and talking birds.




  Edwin uses his own magic to trace her. After his attempts initially fail he returns to select another bride, this time Jaythen Gardan. She suffers badly and cries out for help. The forest animals hear her call, she is rescued and teams up with Kyla and Shane.




  The prophecies from The Great Book of Everything That Will Be are about to be played out.




  The magic of the land arises to a power never before seen. However, the good, through a twist of fate, turns evil and a docile creeper turns into a voracious monster that consumes everything in its path. Without divine intervention it will smother the forest and the human lands beyond. Nobody can stop it.




  





  




  CHAPTER 1




  The revolution was over. Throughout the Inner Kingdom, the yellow flag of The Yoke replaced the royal flag. The New People's Revolution had changed the name to something more becoming of the new order. This new order was in place and every old superstition and hierarchy was dissolved. All gods and magic were declared figments of the imagination and ownership of personal property banned. All men from that day forward were equal and titles abolished. Women were equal to each other but were, of course subservient to their fathers or husbands. The underclass of whores and the men who used their services had already been executed with a sword through the heart. These lesser humans did not even deserve the honor of being beheaded.




  It was brutal but necessary to create the new People’s Republic of The Yoke. By noon on Day Two of Year One of the new order, the beheadings in the square of the ruined city were almost over. King Thomas VIII of the Kiro dynasty had been forced to watch his wife, brothers, sisters and their families including children as young as two being beheaded before he suffered the same fate. Already hundreds of aristocrats, politicians, judges, business people and lesser humans such as priests, nuns, poets and anybody who practiced magic had also been slaughtered.




  *




  A thin man dressed in a brown cloak and baggy pants watched as the royal bodies were carted away to the local stadium for cremation.




  "So it is done, Kalmorton." The bearded man in revolutionary armor of The Yoke had a gleam in his eye as he watched the scene below.




  "Not quite, Prime Minister Gostova. The heretic king's fifth child, a girl, has not been found in the former palace. The People's Army is still hunting for her."




  Gostova swung around and his triumphant grin turned to anger. "The king had only four children, Kalmorton. They were beheaded just before their mother at eight am. The ceremony went exactly to plan."




  "She gave birth to a daughter six weeks ago, Prime Minister Gostova. Her child Kyla was gone from the Royal Nursery when the palace was taken."




  "So find her!" Gostova ordered.




  "Oh the baby will be found, Prime Minister. However, there are over a hundred rooms in the castle, not to mention the dungeons and seven high towers. It is just a matter of time."




  "Good," the prime minister whispered. "It is lucky we allocated an extra hour for unaccounted for removals. This baby will be beheaded after the fifteen magicians we captured yesterday." He turned. "By the way, you are invited to the banquet in the Revolutionary Dining Room tonight. You replace Minister Hilgrove."




  Kalmorton frowned. "Minister Hilgrove. Prime Minister?"




  "Yes. He was found in a compromising position with one of the maids at five this morning and they were both executed at seven. Loose morals will not be allowed undermine the new order."




  "Of course, Prime Minister. I shall be please to attend the banquet." Kalmorton almost bowed but remembered the new protocols and held a clenched fist over his heart instead. "May The Yoke last a thousand years," he whispered and turned to walk away.




  " I want that baby found within the hour," Gostova added almost casually. "Find it and the late minister's portfolio is yours. Let the child get away and..." The man glowered and cracked his knuckles.




  Kalmorton knew his fate if the search was unsuccessful.




  *




  The spiral steps up the central tower were narrow and steep. The man in white robes paused at the fifth landing and placed the two screaming babies, both wrapped in warm shawls on the stone floor.




  "Don't cry, little ones," he whispered. "I have a goat's pouch of milk for each of you. We must, though, reach the upper rampart first."




  He turned and listened. Distant shouts and the trample of heavy footsteps from below told him the worst. The stairwell had been broken into and pursuers were on their way up. Beside him was the second to last obstacle he could use. He pulled the iron door shut and slid three bolts across. This could not stop the enemy but would slow them a few moments. One final door above opened out to the rampart itself, a small open area originally designed to release royal carrier pigeons from.




  "Come on, my little sweethearts," the man said. He picked up the crying babies and headed for the next flight of stairs.




  Several minutes later, the gasping man walked out onto the rampart. He glanced around but saw the area was empty. Below, the city still burned but the shouts and roars of the last battle had ceased. Smoke rose from the stadium and he knew the last executions had taken place and bodies were being burned. The square and streets below were almost empty now. Citizens forced to watch the last executions had departed and only a handful of NPR guards stood outside closed shops, most already looted and many still burning.




  The man turned and shut the last door. He had ten minutes at the most. He again searched the sky. "Come on, Ambrosia," he muttered. "You said you'd be here."




  "But I am Wizard Hugh Gadarn," replied a deep voice.




  Gadarn swung around and sighed in relief. In front of the door he'd just walked through stood a magnificent goose, a huge creature whose neck towered above him.




  "A simple spell of invisibility in case the wrong people arrived," the goose explained. He glanced at the crying infants. "Princess Kyla I know about but who is the other child, Hugh?"




  For the first time, Hugh appeared sad. His beard quivered as he placed the children down and wiped tears from his eyes. "My own child, Ambrosia," he whispered. "My wife Flora was killed and Jaythen is all I have. I thought you might..."




  "Of course," the goose replied. "Their total weigh is but a few kilograms, I can carry them both. Feed them now my friend, before their crying attracts still more enemy then we shall be on our way."




  Hugh nodded and reached for the pack on his back. He brought out two skin pouches. Each had a teat of gut and, when squeezed, milk squirted out. He held the babies into his chest with one hand and held the pouches to their lips. Both baby girls stopped crying, suckled the teats and drank.




  Silence followed but Hugh stared fearfully at the door. "We were followed," he said.




  " Fear not, my friend," the goose replied. "In your haste have you forgotten the most basic of spells?"




  The wizard nodded. "I had," he whispered. "What one do you suggest?"




  "A vacuum spell should help."




  "Of course." The wizard still held the suckling babies but with his one free hand, he reached out and said three words. There was a sort of swish from beyond the door and he was sure he heard gasping sounds. All the air had been removed from the stairwell and those still inside were being suffocated.




  Hugh completed feeding the babies and noticed that Kyla had dropped asleep. Jaythen's tiny eyes gazed up at him. "I love you Jaythen." Hugh whispered and kissed his daughter on the forehead. "One day we shall be free and I'll find you." He turned to the goose. "How will you carry them?"




  "Place them in your pack. They will fit and be able to breath through the porous top. But strap them in securely, Wizard Gadarn. It is a long journey to Castle Rockshade in the Outer Kingdom."




  "Where is this Castle Rockshade?" the wizard asked.




  "Across the southern desert by the coast."




  "And it is a suitable place?"




  "As good as is possible. The Outer Kingdom is not a war and I have friends there."




  "Then go in peace my friend. I cannot begin to thank you."




  "We will meet again in happier times," the goose said. “Remember the prophecy!”




  “There are many of those, my friend,” Hugh replied. “Which one do you refer?”




  The goose cocked his head. “Chapter Seventeen, Verse nine, I believe.”




  He rose, extended his wings out over the wizard's head, seized the pack of two tiny babies with his webbed claws and rose into the air. For a second he hovered before he circled up above the conquered city and disappeared in the smoky haze.




  Hugh stared up at the empty sky for several moments and pulled off his robes to reveal peasant clothes beneath. With luck and one more spell, he could pass the guards hunting for the princess and blend in with the thousands of citizens below.




  It was only later that he found his copy of The Great Book of Everything That Will Be, turned to the chapter the goose had mentioned and read the verse.




  Two female babies shall be taken from the realms of darkness to grow up in a distant land. They shall return as maidens of beauty to save the world from corruption and evil.




  Twenty years slipped by...




  


  *




  




  All Knights’ Day was the greatest day throughout the Outer Kingdom. In every castle shire throughout the land this was the day when the young men graduated. At Castle Rockshade, twenty men became knights of the realm to serve and protect the kingdom. Thirty women were also in the grand march. These were the most beautiful and well-spoken maidens who were selected from throughout the land to accompany the knights in the celebrations. Twenty of these would be selected in a Ballot of Knights.





  The knight who drew number one had first choice of the maiden he wished to wed. He would march up the three rows of maidens, touch one on the shoulder and she was his forever more. Even the unlucky twentieth knight had eleven maidens from which to choose. The following day was when the mass weddings took place. It was the Knight's Night and the fair sex had no say in the outcome.




  And the ones not chosen? They were immediately dispatched to the convent to begin a life of service to the order. Grim Mother Superior Maria followed the proceedings with relish as in modern times very few young women volunteered to enter the calling.




  But it was not all blessings for the males in the land. Like the women, many more than required went through the four-year training course between their eighteenth and twenty second years. Those who missed the twenty cut off point were dismissed with fifty crowns in their hands to become a tradesman, better than a serf but far below the standing of a knight.




  Shane Wynex came twenty-third in the graduation class. He topped the academic, languages and scientific pools but failed in the pools that counted, sword fighting and jostling. His final report recommended that he enter the monastery where his academic skills could be used to translate the ancient texts or become a money cadet in The Royal Treasury. Neither recommendation was in Shane's mind, suitable, to say the least. Now, though, he was more worried about Kyla Kiro, his companion and friend since school days. But it was over. She was not only one of the thirty selected maidens but was in the Aqua Line for the highest ranked of the thirty. Historically, women in the Aqua Line were selected first by the knights. It was always a long shot but Shane had dreamed that as a knight be could win a high ballet and select Kyla as his bride. The odds were now zero.




  Shane stood in line behind the rope barrier and watched the new knights ride by in full armor, carrying flags of their sponsors and ceremonial swords. He ignored the grins of his former colleagues. He had failed and dropouts were considered lesser beings. One knight though, slowed and glanced at Shane.




  It was Ervin O'Hane. "Sorry you missed the cut, Shane," he said in a tone that showed anything except sympathy. "You would not have won Kyla anyway."




  Shane swallowed the fury that filled in his throat but could not resist the question. "And why not?" he whispered.




  "I paid a hundred crowns for her, my friend." Ervin laughed. "You didn't really think the ballot was random did you? I am fifth in the ballot and the four above me have been warned away." He laughed. "I'm told she might have to be tied down so I can perform my consummation duties with her tomorrow night but it all adds to the fun, I would say."




  Shane clenched his fist but his eyes never left Ervin's face. "And Gwen?" he asked.




  "My mistress shall remain in that position on Tuesdays and Saturday as usual, my friend."




  "Why you..." Shane gritted through his teeth,




  "You win some and you lose some Shane, me lad. Go and get a whore down at the public house and forget about Kyla. I know three you can bed for a mere half crown."




  He grinned, kicked his horse on the flanks and was gone.




  Jealousy replaced rage as Shane turned and tried to leave the area. However, the cheering crowd behind would not let him through. He turned, blinked away tears, the ultimate sign of a coward and gripped the rope ahead.




  Knights still rode by but he did not watch. He could only see the thirty maidens coming next in the parade. The front row wore aqua gowns and the others, colors of their lower ranking. Kyla was in that front row somewhere but he could not see her.




  He wanted to catch her eye, to tell her it would be okay but it wasn't and their worst nightmares were about to be fulfilled. Not only would he lose her but also she was about to become betrothed to the biggest bully and sadist brute in the whole graduation class. If it was bad for him, it would be a thousand times worse for her.




  The young women arrived with their heads faced straight ahead. A few smiled but most wore strained expressions while some let tears roll down their cheeks.




  Shane glanced up. There she was! Kyla was on the left side of the front row. Shane made his expression turn to that of one of the cheering crowd. If she saw him, he wanted her to know he was proud of her, proud of everything they had done together. Proud...




  She was right beside him, tall slim and with her long blonde hair hanging loose around her shoulders.




  Her head did not turn but as she marched by her hand came up and brushed his. They touched and he felt something in his hand. Fingers squeezed his and the second row now marched by.




  Shane glanced down. Kyla had handed him her handkerchief but it was not neatly pressed as usual but tied in a soggy knot. Perhaps she had been crying, too. He placed it in his pocket and tried to console himself.




  *




  Twenty minutes later, the parade was over and the crowd began to disperse. Shane wandered across the nearby lawn and found a bench seat beside the moat. He had often come here with Kyla. He took the handkerchief out and almost absentmindedly undid the knot.




  "Oh hell," he gasped. There was a tiny piece of paper inside. It was a note.




  Shane unrolled it and noticed the neat curly writing he knew so well. He frowned. The note was written in Middle Tongue, the ancient language of their ancestors. Why would she write it in that?




  Of course, the Middle Tongue language class was one of the smallest in their high school. It was a dead language and very few now studied it. Kyla and himself were one of a very few who understood the complicated oral and written language. Shane glanced around but nobody was taking any notice of him.




  He read the note.




  I know of the ballot and what the bastard O'Hane has done. I cannot allow it. Meet me beside the Baker's Gate at ten fifteen tonight. Don't be late. It will be suppertime at the Grand Ball when the girls powder their noses and the only time I can get away. Bring your knapsack. If you are not there I shall forgive you but, please if you love me, come.




  Kyla




  The Baker's Gate was a small entrance outside the servants' quarters of the castle that was used to bring in domestic supplies. It was locked at night but was not manned by guardsmen like the three other gates leading into Rockshade.




  My God, she was going through with it! Shane's heart pounded.




  Two tried to escape five years before; the lovers had eluded the Royal Guards for two weeks before being caught. The girl was forced to watch her lover being beheaded in the castle courtyard the following day before she was sent to the Royal Concubine to service the enlisted guardsmen. It was rumored she took her own life six months later. Since then, no girl had ever tried to escape her fate.




  But Kyla wanted to try and Shane knew he would be there with her. If he could help it, O'Hane was not going to win after all.




  *




  In Kyla's opinion the Grand Ball was as foreboding as the rest of the day. Most of the new knights were drunk even though it was still only early evening and she had already been propositioned by two leering males who told her, in strict confidence of course, that she was their choice of bride. To give him credit where it was due, Ervin O'Hane stayed away from her. It seemed he was more interested in luring other maidens upstairs to the bedrooms.




  Kyla felt humiliated and disgusted to see some of the girls openly flaunting with the knights. Of course, if they were low on the list and life on the convent was the alternative it was their last chance. She sipped an orange juice and remained determined to be sober by the supper break.




  The last dance before supper was announced and O'Hane made his move. He came across the floor and asked her for the dance. She wanted to refuse but decided this was not the time to do so. He pulled her in far too close but said little. Finally, when the music stopped and couples began to walk off the floor he stared into her eyes.




  "Forget the loser Wynex, Kyla," he said. "After tomorrow's ballot you're mine. I hope for your sake you're still a virgin. I always enjoy virgins."




  "You win the ballot first, Ervin," Kyla whispered. "You heard about Prince Albert, of course."




  O'Hane frowned. The King's eldest son was a well known womanizer who had just had his third marriage declared null and void."




  "What about him?"




  "He's visiting tomorrow. There's something about the ballots being sold to the highest bidder. Apparently he's checking all the ballots and has decided to include his name to show that it is all fair."




  O'Hane paled. "But he can't!"




  "Can't he?" Kyla said. "It would take a brave man to tell him that." She chuckled. "I'd hate to be the master of ceremonies if the prince's name isn't drawn out first, either."




  "How do you know this?" O'Hane was all aggressive again




  "All the girls are whispering about it but it could be only a rumor. You know how news like this spreads?"




  "Yes, well," O'Hane replied. "Can I escort you to supper?"




  Kyla attempted a smile. "Of course but is it wise?"




  "Why?" O'Hane's arrogant tone was gone.




  "See that guy at the end of the bar?" She nodded at the first convenient person she knew wasn't another knight.




  O'Hane glanced up at the man and nodded.




  "Prince Albert's person body guard. Came to shortlist the girls, you know. He danced with me earlier. Didn't you notice?" Kyla was safe on that for O'Hane had been upstairs most of the evening.




  "Yeah of course I did," he muttered. "I assumed he was just one of the invited guests."




  "He told me the prince doesn't like, shall we say opposition. It seems I am on his short list."




  "I see," O'Hane muttered. "Perhaps another dance after supper then, Kyla."




  "Of course, Ervin. Oh as for the virgin bit..."




  "Yes,"




  "I doubt if even one of the Aqua Line girls would fit in that category." She smiled, turned and walked towards the Ladies' Powder Room.




  *




  By ten forty Shane was worried. He'd been waiting for an hour but there was nobody at Baker's Gate. It was dark and lonely; a cold wind cut through the narrow street and rain was imminent. He walked up to the corner again and stared across the courtyard. He could see the glittering lights of the main hall where the Grand Dance was being held and hear the faint sound of laughter and other hilarity.




  Someone tapped him on the shoulder. He swung around and stared into the eyes of the strangest man he'd ever seen. The guy was almost two meters tall but was so skinny he was like a skeleton beneath leathery skin. His clothes were almost as weird. He wore a long tatty coat that reached below his knees, tall leather boots and a wide brimmed hat that was pulled down over his eyes. His nose sort of stuck out at an angle between sunken cheeks. Thin lips and an even thinner chin without any sign of whiskers completed his appearance.




  "She is late, Shane," the man said. "You must go and get her."




  "But?"




  "I'll put your knapsack with her one. Go around the back of the hall. There you will find an emergency ladder attached to the wall. Go up to the first balcony and along to the third window on your left. She's there but cannot get out because it is jammed shut."




  "How do you know all this?" Shane whispered.




  "Whoosh told me."




  Shane had no idea who this Whoosh was but dwelt on more urgent matters. "So if she can't get out how can I help her?"




  The man frowned. "If you love her, you'll think of something. Go, for time is short."




  Shane placed his knapsack on the ground and ran across the dark courtyard. All the light was ahead of him so the chance of being seen was remote. He reached the hall and found his first problem. What way should he go?




  He shrugged and moved left, ducked below two lit windows and continued until he came to a corner. It was a narrow alleyway between the building and castle wall. Shane searched around but found himself alone. The alley was pitch black. It would be impossible to see a ladder.




  Shane gulped and walked forward with hands held wide. After twenty paces of running his fingers along the stonework, he felt cold steel. He stopped everything except his pounding heart that seemed to be echoing through the blackness.




  Something swished and he reckoned he must have jumped half a meter in the air. Someone or something was beside him! He turned and saw two yellow unblinking eyes staring at him.




  "Who are you?' he gasped in a hoarse whisper.




  "I'm Whoosh but hurry. If they come for Kyla it will be too late." a quivering voice replied.




  Whoosh rose and he saw a bird against the strip of gray sky above. A talking bird but how could this be? The bird landed above him, folded its wings and stared back. It wasn't just a bird but an owl, probably the only owl Shane had ever seen.




  "Get something to smash the glass," Whoosh squeaked.




  "Yeah of course," Shane muttered. He could still see nothing except blackness so he felt out with his foot. There as something there. He reached down and picked up a stone the size of half a brick. "Will that do?"




  He looked up. Whoosh had gone!




  The ladder was there, though so Shane climbed. Once he reached the balcony he found it lit by light from windows that reached from waist height to above his head. He crept along to the third one and stood up. Oh hell, he could see Kyla's silhouette through the green glass.




  "Stand back!" he hissed but it was obvious that she could not hear him.




  "Hurry!" Whoosh landed on his shoulder.




  Shane used the stone like a bat and hit the window. It vibrated and cracked but the lead frame s remained intact. He swung again. The glass sort of buckled in and broke into a thousand little squares but remained in one piece.




  "Damn you!" Shane swore. He hit the glass continuously until a small hole the size of a fist appeared.




  "Shane!" He could see Kyla hands on the glass.




  "Yes it's me."




  "Don't bang any more. Someone will hear. Use your fingers to pull pieces out. I'll help."




  He saw three fingers appear, grip a piece of glass and pull it in. Shane joined in and hauled piece after piece out while Kyla did the same inside. He ended up with bleeding fingers but after two large pieces came out there was enough space for Kyla to crawl through.




  She smiled at him. "They locked me in the Ladies' Powder Room. I tried to be too smart."




  "Come on," Shane whispered.




  He grabbed her hand and steadied her. Her thin shoes helped protect her from sharp edges but her aqua gown caught on the frame and there was a ripping sound. Kyla ignored it and kept coming. She wriggled and squeezed while Shane helped the best he could. Finally, she managed to get one leg through, bent forward like a staple but appeared wedged in the narrow frame.




  "Fall forward. I'll catch you."




  Kyla glanced down at him and did exactly that. She was heavy! Shane staggered, almost toppled backwards but managed to swing sideways to fall on his bottom with Kyla on top.




  "You made too much noise," Whoosh squawked. "Get going and I'll check it all out."




  Whoosh flew in the window in a flutter of wings.




  "Come on," Kyla said. She stood up, grabbed Shane's hand and led him to the ladder. Seconds later they were though the alley and across the courtyard.




  The gate was open. They ran through and almost knocked the skinny man over. He held a hand out to steady them and pulled the door shut.




  "Follow the wall away from where you see the main gate lights," he said.




  "Thanks Sliver," Kyla said. "Do you know Shane?"




  The man shook his head but held out a hand. His grip was strong. "We have to go," he muttered.




  The three moved along the stone wall in darkness. A moment later, there was a swish as the owl flew in and landed on Sliver's shoulders. They reached the corner of the wall and into some foliage, just as several bells clanged inside and emergency bonfires along the parapet burst into flames.




  *




  CHAPTER 2




  Shane knew why the bells were ringing. Kyla’s escape had been discovered and the castle guards were being called up. Within minutes, the gates would be opened and a hundred men would come out on horseback and foot to hunt for her. Houses inside the village would be rigorously searched and anybody who was an even remotely associated with either of them would be dragged into the dungeons for questioning.




  "Come on," Sliver whispered. "Once we reach the forest they'll be unable to find us."




  But it was already too late. The Baker's Gate and probably every other gate around the walled village opened and men carrying flaming torches rushed out. Kyla and himself would be seen within seconds.




  "Hold me tightly," Kyla whispered.




  "But there's no time," Shane protested. "We need to reach the forest."




  "Trust us, Shane," Sliver said. "Hold Kyla close and don't talk or move. I'll do everything else."




  "He will, Shane," Kyla whispered.




  Shane glanced around. A line of men carrying flaming torches was less than a hundred meters away. He grabbed Kyla and squeezed her close. She felt so warm but her hands were freezing and she trembled under his embrace. He wanted to reassure her but it appeared hopeless.




  Sliver, still with Whoosh sitting on his shoulder, stood behind Kyla and wrapped his arms around them both. His thin arms were so long they seemed to reach right around the girl and himself. When they brushed his arm, Shane shuddered. Something felt different! He could still feel Kyla so close her heaving bosom vibrated as she breathed. It was Sliver. He felt solid like something inanimate rather than another person.




  He felt Kyla's breath against his cheek and could smell the perfume she always wore. Her lips touched his cheek in a small kiss.




  "We have to move slowly in towards the castle wall, my sweet," she whispered but there was a distinct tremor in her voice. "Once there we just remain motionless. No matter who comes close don't speak or let me go."




  "Right," Shane whispered. Nothing though seemed right. Everything was wrong. Well, one thing was right. Kyla was with him and that was the only thing that mattered.




  They moved like dancers in unison until Shane felt the wall to his left. He wedged Kyla in beside a protruding stone column. He could see nothing except the faint glow of the ground and the stone wall. Even Whoosh's yellow eyes had gone. His confidence disappeared. Only the shaking girl in his arms kept him from a state of sheer panic. He had to protect her and those thoughts were all that kept him rational.




  *




  A line of guards was right below them when, in a thunder of hoofs, a knight rode up.




  "Well, where are they?" the knight screamed down from his horse that was still wearing red ceremonial covers.




  "There is nobody here, Sir Ervin," the Royal Guards sergeant replied.




  "They would have come out the Baker's Gate," Ervin O'Hane roared. "My God, man, it's been less than half an hour."




  Shane shivered. How could O'Hane miss seeing them? Somehow, though it was Kyla who remained calm. She was still in his arms but her grip seemed to be trying to reassure him rather than vice versa.




  "With all due respects, Sir Ervin, I'm afraid that is not possible. As you can see the entire wall is lit up."




  "The forest! What about the forest?"




  "It is twenty minutes on foot through open trees and it would take an escapee longer in the dark. There was simply no time for them to come out the gate and reach the forest. The area is in full view of the guard tower. "




  "The guards were probably drunk like everyone else," the knight snorted.




  He swung his horse around but the animal was so close it almost brushed against Shane. It snorted and stamped a forefoot.




  The humans may not know they were there but the horse sensed their presence.




  "Settle Goliath," O'Hane muttered. "What's wrong with you?"




  The sergeant looked up. "A hare I think, Sir Ervin. I'm sure it ran out under your horse's feet."




  "No, that wouldn't scare him. Move one of your torches over. There are too many shadows."




  Two guardsmen immediately lifted torches up so close that Shane could feel the heat from the flames. Black oil smoke tickled his nose and he almost sneezed.




  "They've been here," O'Hane yelled in triumph. "I can see fresh footprints!"




  Shane let his eyes drop, Sure enough their footprints showed in the soft soil. Luckily, when they had moved back to the wall, their footprints became confused and all muddled together."




  "My men I think, Sir Ervin," the sergeant said. "They checked the area as soon as the bells rang."




  This was a lie but the man had unwittingly helped the trio.




  "And they saw nobody come out Baker's Gate?"




  "Not that they reported, Sir Ervin. If you wish I can re-question them."




  Oh, the guy could lie beautifully.




  "No, you must be right. It was, perhaps too convenient. On second thoughts, they would have made for the West Gate. We'll head that way. With everything sealed they wouldn’t have had time to reach it."




  "So where do you suggest we search, Sir Ervin?"




  "Somewhere that is unexpected, perhaps the parapet itself or the western tower." O'Hane lips curled up in a snarl. "No, they'll go in the other direction. We'll head for the dungeons, sergeant. There's a labyrinth of chambers down there."




  "Creepy place for a woman, Sir Ervin."




  "Not this one sergeant. She's as tough as any man. If anyone is shaking like jelly, it'll be that wimp Wynex. By God when I find them he will be beheaded for high treason."




  "And the girl, Sir Ervin?"




  "Oh she'll pay, sergeant." The knight sniggered. "You know I almost believed the story she spun about the prince coming. It was lucky I decided to check with the fellow she said was from the prince's personal body guard."




  "So who was he, Sire?"




  "A visiting knight from the outer islands. As soon as I realized that I locked the bitch in the ladies. It was as good as any prison cell. There was no way she could break through that reinforced glass."




  "But she did, Sir Ervin."




  "Somebody helped her..." O'Hane cursed under his breath and rode back towards Baker's Gate.




  "Right lads," the sergeant called after the knight was out of earshot. "Let's head back inside."




  "But she came out here, Sergeant Cosgrove," a guardsman replied. "One set of footprints was definitely that of a woman. You know those small heels that sink into the ground?"




  "Kyla Kiro is one of the most respected maidens in the whole of Rockshade," the sergeant hissed. "Young Shane Wynex would have made a better knight than most of the graduates. It's politics, not ability. So you tell no one about what you saw, John. Do you understand?"




  The guardsman grinned. "There's nothing to tell is there, Sarge?"




  The men's voices became hushed as they walked away from the area.




  *




  Sliver spoke. "We need to go, my friends," he said.




  Shane found he could see Kyla and Sliver with Whoosh still on his shoulders. "But how?" he asked.




  Kyla glanced up. "I'll explain a little as we walk."




  They moved forward in the reflected light of the bonfires above them. The height of the wall, though, made it highly unlikely that anyone on the parapet would see them directly below. They reached the trees and ten minutes later were on a path winding through the forest. Only then did Kyla begin to talk.




  "There's an old saying about not being able to see the wood for the trees," she said.




  "I still don't understand."




  "Sliver has the ability to blend us into the background. We became invisible to mortal eyes. We were invisible but still there. If the guards came any closer they would have bumped into us."




  "And if we'd talked or moved."




  "They'd have heard us. I think a sharp movement would have created a blur in their vision."




  "It was too close for comfort," Sliver muttered. "Your tempestuous nature with Ervin O'Hane almost ruined it for us all, Kyla. Next time think three times about the consequences before you spin another story to cover your pride."




  Kyla nodded. "I'm sorry, Sliver. He was so arrogant...”




  "And that will be his ultimate downfall, Kyla. Never lower yourself to his kind otherwise you will be no better than he is,"




  "Leave her Sliver," Whoosh cut in. "I think she is an extremely brave girl."




  "She is, Whoosh and so is young Shane here." Sliver turned and broke into a half-smile. "We shall mention it no more, Kyla," he said. "Come! We have a great distance to travel before the dawn."




  Kyla glanced at Sliver. "Can I have my knapsack, please? Ball gowns and high heel shoes were not made for walking outdoors."




  She grinned at Shane and stepped behind a bush only to return a moment later dressed in a black three-quarter gown and leather boots. Shane gazed at her with affection until she caught his eyes. He flushed and dropped his eyes.




  "Oh Shane," she whispered. "Be yourself. Never be afraid to be yourself."




  "If you insist," Shane responded. He grabbed Kyla and deposited a kiss on her lips. "Thank you," he whispered.




  She wriggled away and brushed her hands down her dress. "Don't get too carried away," she retorted but couldn't hide a smile. "We do have friends around us."




  "Humans do have strange mating rituals." Sliver said. "I prefer bees and the wind myself."




  Shane glanced curiously at the man until Kyla grabbed his hand. "I love Sliver as a father, Shane," she said. "However, he can be outright stodgy at times."




  "And why not?" Slither mumbled. He strutted out ahead so promptly that Whoosh fell off his shoulder in a flutter of wings and almost crashed to the ground.




  "Come on, Shane," Kyla said. She grabbed his hand and led him forward in a little jog until they caught up to their strange companions.




  *




  It was high summer so by five in the morning the sky was already beginning to lighten behind a belt of red clouds. The hours of constant walking left Shane stiff and covered in perspiration. He had scratches on his arms from a grove of spiky bushes they had recently pushed through and a lump on his forehead from a low branch that hit him in the darkness. Kyla also appeared tired but she never complained or asked Sliver to slow. In contrast, the tall man appeared as fresh as when they began. He set a relentless pace but over the last hour slowed when the pair dropped back.




  "In twenty minutes you can rest for the day," he said.




  They continued through trees that began to show color in the dawn light until they reached a meandering stream. Sliver followed it downstream for fifteen minutes before he stopped by a gigantic oak tree that spread branches high and wide over the surrounding forest.




  "Your shelter," Sliver said. "Climb high in Ossen's branches and he will hide you from any eyes of the forest. Whoosh needs his sleep and I could do with a recharge. Eat and rest for tonight we will have an even longer journey."




  He stepped back and disappeared in the foliage.




  "Where is he going?" Shane asked.




  "Nowhere. We eat food but Sliver needs to revert to his real self to replenish his body. It takes most of the day, I'm afraid."




  "Kyla," Shane said. "What is it about Sliver and why are you so mysterious?"




  Kyla grabbed his hand and led him though the bushes where Sliver had disappeared. On the other side was a tall tree that towered through the other oaks. It had twisted branches and leaves that were green on the top and silver on the underside.




  "That's Sliver, Shane," Kyla whispered. "He is not human but is a transman. He needs to use his plant transmogrification to get energy from the sunlight. He usually only takes a human form during the hours of darkness."




  "Oh hell," Shane muttered. "I knew he was different but never realized..." He stared almost awestruck at the tree. "Can he hear us, now?"




  "I don't think so. In some ways it is a little like us when we are asleep."




  "And what is Whoosh?"




  Kyla laughed. "Oh he's an owl who has nominated himself as Sliver's guardian angel. He will be asleep up in Sliver's branches. "




  "But how can he talk?"




  "The old magic, Shane. This land is magical. That is why Whoosh can talk and Sliver can take human form. The rulers of our land have declared magic a false idol and it is banned throughout the Outer Kingdom."




  "So that is why I've never heard of it?"




  Kyla nodded. "Yes, but it is like trying to ban the very air we breathe. It can't be seen but is always there."




  Shane gulped. "And you?" he whispered.




  "I'm human just like you. Sure I know a little magic but I'm not a magically enhanced creature like Sliver or Whoosh."




  "I'm glad," Shane whispered.




  "Me too." Kyla said and reached up to kiss him. "There's a stream nearby. Let’s refresh ourselves and have something to eat before we climb Ossen and find a place to sleep."




  "And is Ossen a magical tree?"




  "Possibly but it doesn't become human like Sliver. I think it can hide us from human eyes, though." She turned serious. "The guards and knights will be coming, Shane. As sure as night turns into day they will be searching for us."




  "O'Hardy will be infuriated when he realizes we are not in the castle."




  "I know," Kyla whispered.




  "And he won't have his wedding today," Shane replied.




  "Oh he will. He'll just pick one of the other Aqua Girls."




  "And leave us alone."




  "No Shane." Kyla grabbed his hands. "He only wanted me because he knew I loved you, In his warped ego he could not understand why someone like myself wasn't interested in his type of person. He is a sadistic brute I'm afraid who will not give up easily in his attempts to find us."




  *




  





  CHAPTER 3




  The fork half way up the oak tree was shaped like a basin with room for Kyla and Shane as well as both their knapsacks. Kyla opened her one and brought out two paper bags and a stone wine casket.




  "Our breakfast," she said and handed Shane one of the bags.




  "Thanks." He smiled, opened his bag and brought out a massive bread roll filled with all sorts of delightful food; lettuce, ham, tomatoes, cucumber and onions were topped with an exotic ginger sauce that he liked.




  Kyla found two tumblers in her knapsack, poured some wine into them and handed one to Shane. "To celebrate," she whispered and held one tumbler up.




  "Celebrate what?" Shane asked.




  "Us, Shane. Our freedom and the rest of our lives."




  Shane smiled. "That's one big celebration." He clicked her tumbler and sipped the wine. "So you were prepared for this?"




  She leaned back in the tree and gazed at him. "Our escape together?"




  "Yes. I only found out yesterday... well the day before yesterday I guess it is now, that I had missed the cut."




  "But we expected it, didn't we? You are too kind and deep thinking to be a knight."




  "And that is a weakness?"




  "Not to me?" Kyla whispered. "Even if you made the cut we would not have ended up together, you know."




  "I realize that, now. It seems the chivalry of the Order of Rockshade is not what it seems."
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