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PAIN SLICED DEEPLY across Nylu’s stomach causing her knees to buckle. She stifled the groan. Her fingers gripped the damp, rotting leaves of the Dark Forest’s muddy ground, desperate for support. She found none.

She was on the border of the Dark Forest and All Saints Lake. Her goal—shelter, before the Maida warrior women discovered her and before the heavens opened with their threatening downpour. 

On her knees she crawled forward, attempting to climb the small embankment. A third contraction rippled across her enlarged stomach, causing her breath to be sucked from her. Her eyes closed in searing pain as she fought to assert some control over her body’s desire to give birth to her son right there in the mud.

After a few minutes the all-encompassing pain dissipated. She picked up her pace, one hand holding her stomach, the other pushing thick thatch of brambles out of her way. Blood dripped from her arms and face, but she was oblivious to the deep scratches. In fact, a part of her welcomed the scrapes—it kept her focused and awake. 

For the past week she had managed to avoid the Maida warriors because she had only traveled through the Dark Forest at night. Terrified she’d be discovered and equally alarmed at the strange sounds that came to life in the dark, she was determined. No one is going to take my son from me!

That thought sobered her. A large thorny bramble sliced her right arm. Holding the bush high above her head she shuffled underneath it, still managing to move forward in her awkward state. An open patch devoid of brush was ahead of her, and she could see a large mountain with a small opening.

Thank you. Silently, Nylu prayed the Saints were listening to her today. She stilled herself. She didn’t hear any Maida warriors but she knew enough to be cautious. Then the heavens opened and rain pelted down. Within seconds she was soaked to the bone.

It’s now or never. Nylu forced herself to stand. Holding her large stomach she waddled as fast as she could past the clearing to the other side. The cave’s entrance loomed ahead. She would have to climb a bit to get to it. Normally that wouldn’t be a problem for her, but she wasn’t so sure in her current state that would be feasible. Realizing she would have to climb over a few large boulders caused her to wince. 

She felt the building of a fourth contraction and huffed angrily. What choice do I have? Mustering her courage, she crawled up and over the largest boulder. Standing on her tiptoes she reached for the second rock only to twist her ankle in the process, falling sideways to the ground. The full force of the contraction racked her body. She bit down hard on her hand to halt the scream threatening to spew unhindered from her. 

Across the clearing from where she had come she saw movement. She froze even as her water broke with a gush, causing a fifth contraction to immediately spiral through her system. Sweat glistened on her face and blood dripped from both arms while she was being drenched from the continuous downpour of rain. But she vowed not to cry out for help.

Help for her meant a life sentence as a domestic laborer for her son. Nylu knew giving birth to a boy meant that the minute he was born he would be taken from her to the male orphanage. She wouldn’t even get the chance to hold him. That harsh brutal truth kept her from screaming, even when the pressure built within her womb, and the urge to push clamped down hard on her. 

To give birth now, with the Maida warrior women so close, would mean a life of servitude for her son. If Nylu could she would trade her life for the small, precious boy-child who was trying to come into the world sooner than anticipated. The knowledge that safety in the cave was so close yet now not possible caused the tears to flow, hurting her more than the painful tight contractions seizing her body every few minutes.

Celt swore under his breath. Leading the silent band of rogue male warriors along the embankment between the Dark Forest and All Saints Lake, he prayed none of them noticed the woman lying helplessly to their left. They didn’t have time to stop, or help...not that he thought of that at all. 

Their goal today was food. It was that simple. To get food they had to haul their nets from the lake they had cast in the dark last night. Fishing from the lake on any day was perilous, but with two groups of Maida warrior women patrolling the area, it was now treacherous.

“Hey, stop, Celt. There’s a woman hurt over there.” 

Celt attempted to ignore Dirk’s whispered words. Before he could order his second-in-command to continue on Dirk walked over and knelt next to the woman. Celt shook his head. Didn’t Dirk know women of all sort were trouble—plain and simple?

“Come here Celt, she’s really hurt.” 

Dirk motioned him over. The last thing Celt wanted to do was see the woman. “Leave her. We don’t have time for her.” He forced himself to continue moving.

Dirk stood and glared at him. “She’s about to give birth.” 

Celt stopped and turned to look at his buddy. He sighed. He knew Dirk’s stance. Hands on his hips, chin notched up and eyes glazing fury at him, Dirk was not going to leave the woman. Stomping over to the woman, Celt assessed her with one glance.

She was young, only about twenty cycles and she was clamping her legs together in a futile attempt to stop her body from giving birth. Stupid woman. She was soaked and chilled. Her hair was plastered to her head from the rain and her face and arms were scratched to pieces from the thorny brambles. 

“Please don’t let them get me.” 

Her voice surprised him. It was steady, clear and there was a musical cadence to it that soothed him. Celt watched as a contraction seized her. She dug her fingers into the palms of her hands to stop screaming. She had courage. He liked that.

“I won’t give him up.” 

She stared straight at him, panting the words out the minute the contraction lessened. 

Still standing, hoping his height would make her fear him, Celt asked, “Why are you here?” 

“What do you plan on interrogating her now, or should I simply slit her throat to put her out of her misery? You know she’s a mighty warrior who just might attack us.” Dirk snapped the words sarcastically while his eyes darted daggers at Celt.

Celt clamped his lips tightly together before he told his second-in-command what he really thought. “We can’t help her.” He turned his back to the woman.

“Bastard! When did you become one? Last time I looked we took care of our own and this here woman just said she’s giving birth to one, just in case you missed that part. Is that why you’re running?” Dirk turned his attention back to the woman.

Celt wished he could clamp his ears shut. They didn’t have time for this. A woman no matter what was a distraction. Especially a helpless one. Between contractions Celt heard what he dreaded. The woman found out a week ago she was carrying a boy. After learning the boy would be taken from her the minute he was born she had braved the unknown, vowing to save him or die trying. 

“I would do anything so he could live free...make his own choices...live the life he wants.” Her breath came in hard and fast pants as she fought the contractions that were preparing her body to push.

Celt growled low in his throat, already wishing he had more gumption and could simply walk away. “Fine, what do you propose? Bring her with us?”

“Yes,” said Dirk. “But you know she’s going to give birth to that baby before we can get her back to camp. Help me get her to that cave up there.”

Celt rolled his eyes to the heavens looking for support. As usual he found none. “Fine. Campbell, MacLeod, Foster and Byron...you four bring the nets in before we all catch our death from this freezing rain. Take whatever you catch back to camp. You, Kelvin, go back to camp now and bring me the large pot and fill it with fresh water and bring back any material you find that’s clean. Satisfied, Dirk?” 

Celt issued the commands while kneeling and reaching down to help move the woman. Dirk had the grace to nod and not say anything else. Celt shook off his buddy’s offer to carry the woman. She was surprisingly tiny. In fact, she looked to be all belly. 

“Thank you.” Her almond-shaped hazel eyes stared at him in trust and wonder.

“Don’t thank me yet.” He maneuvered them both up to the cave’s entrance. “You have no idea just where you’re putting your trust.” 

“If I die, promise me you will take him and raise him...free.” She fisted a hand into her mouth to stop a scream while her body tensed.

Why didn’t I turn around when I could have? “You’ll be okay, giving birth is as natural as breathing.” Celt hated he could easily recite from memory what he had said to hundreds of women at one time in his life. A life he most certainly did not want to recall.

Still though, this tiny woman’s stupid courage surprised him. He wiped the long wet strands of her hair off her face. Scrambling into the cave, he settled her down onto the hard cold ground, wishing he could conjure up the tools he was afraid he might need. 

The woman was so small he was fearful her hips would not be wide enough to allow the baby safe passage through her birth canal. Knowing he had to get them both dry while praying the rain had forced the Maida warrior women back into Maida territory, he set about making a fire. Then he said a silent prayer to the Forest Guardians asking for their help, thankful Dirk had left to help bring back supplies. The last thing he needed to explain to his second-in-command was why he was on his hands and knees, bowing his head to the ground while mumbling words in a language that had come to him months ago. Without a doubt he knew Dirk would laugh his ass off at him. 

Celt knew if he was going to get through this night that was fast approaching, he was going to need special privilege. The only way to do that was to appease the blasted Forest Guardians, who he’d come to silently fear and respect. Five years ago he had learned the hard way that the Guardians were not to be toyed with. Tonight he wasn’t about to take any chances.

A stifled scream caused him to rush to the woman’s side. He grasped her hand, letting her clamp down hard.

“What’s your identification number?” Her lyrical voice now sounded weak and strained.

Celt’s entire body tensed. Identification number? He fought not to release her hand as anger mounted to the surface. “I am not a number. I am a man. You may call me Celt.” He gnashed his teeth together. “Pant slowly through the next contraction. I am going to have to remove your clothing. The baby is coming fast.”

She nodded, a wan smile flitting across her weary face.

Removing her clothing wasn’t an easy task as the material was plastered to her body. Still though, she helped by lifting and twisting her body when she could. Celt was pleased to see that once she was naked a blush stole over her features.

“I won’t hurt you.” On his knees he sat by her feet. He needed her to trust him. Relying on instinct he moved his hands to her legs, letting her get used to his touch as he coaxed the blood flow back into her body that was a mass of cold goose bumps. When another contraction swamped her, he opened her legs without permission, needing to see if she was making any progress. “I’m going to have to touch you to see if the baby is making progress.”

She nodded, her chin bowing down to her chest as another painful contraction tore into her.

“Remember to breathe. Don’t hold your breath.”

Without preamble Celt reached between her legs and up into her wet opening. It was as he feared. Even as her body prepared for more contractions her passage was tiny and she wasn’t dilated enough. She needed to relax.

Just then Dirk and Kelvin returned with the supplies.

“How is she doing?” Dirk dropped the supplies quickly and returned to the entrance. 

“She’s too tiny. She needs to relax. Kelvin, go down by the lake to see if you can find any of that tempra plant. It’s the one with the bright yellow flowers. I need the
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