
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




 


AMARA’S DAUGHTER

 


E H HOWARD

 


Published by E H Howard at
Smashwords

 


Copyright 2013 E H Howard


 


All rights reserved

www.ozcreative.co.uk

 


www.shudalandia.co.uk

 


ehhoward@shudalandia.co.uk

 


 


This is a work of fiction.
Names, characters, places and incidents are either products of the
author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to
actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.

No part of this publication can
be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, without permission in writing from the
author.

 


 


DEDICATION

 


To my beloved Valerie.

Who tolerates me spending

so much time on other
planets


Contents:

 


Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

 



Chapter 1

Maryan pressed her toes into the
arena floor and held her sword ready for Nasty Asti’s inspection.
Checking her grip, she glanced at the tower on the arena perimeter.
Weapons class would end when the sun reached the tip of the spire.
Until then, she had to endure the attention of Asti the Red,
legendary warrior and one-time companion of her mother.

“By Thrippas, would you all look
at this?” The tutor rocked back and sneered. “Is that the best the
daughter of Amara the Magnificent can do?”

Asti hitched her signature red
cloak over her shoulder revealing her gleaming breastplate. A deep
scar creased her face, contorting her once-beautiful, ebony
features. A single plait ran from the nape of her neck, the badge
of the legendary virgin legion. Her good eye opened wide, whilst
the full horror of her puckered eye socket poured scorn onto
Maryan.

“Fleur, come forward,” Asti
commanded.

The Queen’s daughter stepped out
of line. “Yes, Class Leader.” Ash blonde hair scraped severely back
from a high forehead, her willow-thin neck showed every sinew.
Maryan always envied Fleur’s slim figure and dancer’s grace.

“Attack!” Asti commanded.

Without hesitation, Fleur’s
sword leapt into her hand. A well-placed thrust forced Maryan back.
Her eyes glinted as she ducked inside Maryan’s defence. “I’m going
to carve …”

“Silence,” Asti said. “Speeches
are for sagas and men. A true warrior concentrates on the job, not
the chatter.”

Maryan parried, but felt her
sword almost whipped from her hand. Fleur attacked from every
direction. A shadow moved and somebody stepped clear of the circle
around them.

“Notice how Fleur’s economy of
movement practically removes recovery time,” Asti said. “There!
Maryan’s flawed grip means she cannot offer the cutting edge.”

Maryan blocked out the
commentary. She realised that Fleur dipped her head slightly each
time she intended to strike. One feint, another and then another,
she waited for the telltale dip. It came and instead of raising a
parry, Maryan drove her balled fist under Fleur’s jaw. Fleur
staggered and Maryan leapt forward. A foot slipped between her
ankles, tripping her. She rolled, thumping her head into the arena
floor. Twisting, she saw one of Fleur’s cronies, Violet, grin.

Asti’s commentary droned on,
hammering home her humiliation. “The problem with the training
ground is that we focus on a single foe. Note, in battle a simple
foot soldier can bring the greatest warrior to her knees.” She
barked a harsh laugh. “Not that we are actually witnessing a great
warrior fall in this case.”

Fleur glanced to check Asti
wasn’t watching before drawing her sword back. Her head dipped and
Maryan could see she was going to follow through. Powering her leg
straight, she crashed her heel against Fleur’s crotch, folding her
double and leaving her writhing in agony.

Shaking with rage, Maryan rolled
upright and raised her foot to stomp on Fleur’s face.

“Back off.” Asti pressed her
sword against Maryan’s throat. “Is there no end to your vile
tactics?”

“Tell her to hold back!”
Maryan pointed at Fleur.

“You really think the Queen’s
daughter would assault a vanquished foe?” Asti’s words fell slowly.
“You respect law and honour less than your damned mother did.” Her
fingers strayed to the grotesque scar. “Amara the Magnificent, yes,
I can see something to remind me of her.” She glanced at the tower.
“Class dismissed.”

Glad to escape from the
sycophants around Fleur, Maryan hurried through the single exit
from the arena, the Tunnel of Heroes. Even without the torches that
would light the passage for a contest, the air reeked with the
stench of tar.

Alone in the changing room, she
securely racked her weapons and body armour before entering the
steaming bathhouse. Grateful to hide, Maryan leant back in an empty
corner. A cascade of whys poured onto her. Why was life so hard?
Why did she have to be the daughter of a famous mother? Why had her
mother vanished so mysteriously that she’d remain a legend forever?
Her tears mingled with the sweat running down her face.

The chatter of the other girls
making their way from the changing rooms into the bathhouse
intruded on her misery. Most of them shared a common look, that of
a lean, taut-muscled warrior. A few stood out as different. Small
and dark, her blade-sister, Sami, came from the handmaiden caste,
the first girl from her family to switch to warrior training. Even
in the steam, Maryan could pick her out. Her unruly hair bounced in
a curly halo. Her feminine curves outdid the statues adorning the
palace corridors. At the other extreme lumbered Rose, another of
Fleur’s cronies, barrel-like and quick with her fists against
Fleur’s enemies.

Not that many confessed to being
Fleur’s enemy. She ladled charm thicker than honey on any who might
aid her clamber for the throne. Unlike other lands, Serenia didn’t
have hereditary royalty. The people selected their queen from the
best of the nation. The last two queens had been of Fleur’s
bloodline and she intended to make it three.

Unable to face anybody, Maryan
peeled away from the tiles and headed for the cold plunge. Steam
swirled, following her into the antechamber. She opened the exit
and gasped at the chill. The plunge stretched out in front of her,
a pool continually refilled by the icy streams flowing from the
mountains. Without pausing, she exploded into an arching dive,
attempting to reach the mid-point before touching the surface. The
cold crushed the breath from her lungs, but she completed the
mandatory length underwater. Her hand brushed the far wall and she
scrambled out.

“Serenian warriors are women
carved from ice with blades of fire,” she muttered through
chattering teeth. Not for the first time, she wondered if her sire
had come from warmer climes.

In the dressing room, she
quickly dragged her clothes on over her damp skin. Her head was
still trapped in the folds of her robe when she heard the tap of
sandals approaching.

“Come on, let’s get out of
here.”

Maryan forced herself free of
the clinging robe and watched Sami’s flail become an almost
invisible circle before slapping into the leather holster she wore
on her thigh. Retaining her handmaiden traits, Sami always dressed
more extremely than the rest of the cohort. Stretched tight by the
swell of her hips, her skirt hung cut to a point below her knee on
one side, opening in a gaping slash high on the other leg.

“Should you take that?” Maryan
nodded at the flail.

“It’s not a weapon, just a
training aid.” Sami wrinkled her nose. “It helps my coordination.”
She reached up tilting Maryan into a kiss.

The twinkle in Sami’s dark eyes
forced Maryan to laugh. Although they were too young to swear the
blade-sister oath, she knew their bond was for life. “Where are we
going today?”

“My sister, Arlaine, is training
at The Centre and I said we’d meet her. We can head for the docks
to look at the trade goods before they reach the market. Maybe pick
up something.”

Maryan followed, puzzled by her
friend’s constant need to browse shops, but glad of the company.
She leapt at any chance to visit the docks where she’d last seen
her mother. On that occasion, she’d been part of the academy guard.
Her mother had turned at the top of the gangplank to wave at the
cheering crowd. She’d been destined for the Baraland Games with the
honour of the Serenian nation resting on her shoulders. After weeks
of competition, Amara had defeated all-comers and been crowned
Ultimate Warrior. On the night of her final victory, she’d
vanished. In the following five years, not even the vaguest rumour
of her fate had emerged. The incident had soured international
relations, confirming Serenia in their status as an isolated
feminine state.

Sami tugged Maryan’s hand and
they escaped the forbidding confines of The Academy. Their route
took them through the imposing black doors of the main entrance and
around the side of the arena down into the main town.

Where The Academy remained
formal and black, The Centre, the home of the Handmaiden caste
glistened. Clad with sparkling white marble, a wide staircase led
up to a golden doorway. A queue of boys waited outside the doors
and Maryan slowed down to eavesdrop on their whispered
conversation.

“They don’t hurt us, do they?” a
pale-faced boy said. He was peering along the line winding inside
the building.

“Don’t be daft,” a much larger
lad scoffed. “They take you, break your heart and rip it still
beating from your body,” He grabbed at the young boy’s chest and
raised his hand pretending to hold a pulsing heart.

Maryan shook her head. Each
school for boys had to provide ‘volunteers’ for the trainee maidens
to practice seduction and allure. The experience proved a source of
sniggering amongst both genders.

The square outside The Centre
heaved with people milling around the chaotic assembly of market
stalls. Farmers from the country brought everything from bread to
live pigs for sale. Stalls selling clothes made of stout Serenian
wool had also started to display lighter, linen garments ready for
the brief summer that still seemed an age away.

Arlaine appeared at the entrance
and all eyes turned to her. Where Sami barely reached Maryan’s
chin, her sister easily matched Maryan’s height and moved like a
cat. Draped in a sumptuous fur coat, she swept an armful of dark
curls back over her shoulder and grinned. “Sami, Mari,” she
squealed, wrapping them in a double embrace. Maryan felt awkward.
Warriors didn’t hug, but Sami’s family did. They hugged, kissed,
stroked and generally seemed to be touching all of the time.

“We have to get along to the
docks. I hear there’s a delivery in from Bara. They have the most
heavenly perfumes arriving.” Arlaine linked Maryan’s arm to guide
her through the market square. “We’ll find a cup of something
first, I think.”

Men stood behind many of the
bustling stalls. Some risked a flirtatious call to get the
attention of the three women, but their words died when Sami glared
in their direction.

“Don’t do that,” Arlaine chided.
“One day you might seek a husband.”

“And one day a dragon will toast
my bread.”

“It doesn’t hurt to practice.”
Arlaine granted one of the men an eye-fluttering smile, laughing
when he flushed red. “They’re so predictable.”

The chatter that usually lifted
her dark thoughts niggled at Maryan. “I don’t feel well,” she said,
pulling free of the two sisters.

Sami stopped mid-stride and
reached for Maryan’s forehead. “You look alright. Are you hot?”

Maryan brushed Sami’s hand
aside. “I just feel odd. I’m going to head back to school. You stay
with Arlaine.”

She walked away, imagining the
sisters’ stare drilling into her back. Once out of sight, she
headed to the docks. She didn’t want to visit the safety of the
trading house, but wanted to go into Portside, close to the
sea.

“Hey, Maryan, what are you doing
here so late?” the guard shouted.

As most of the merchant vessels
were operated from Walsholm, guard duty on Portside was only
assigned to the toughest warriors. This guard, Trista, had so much
scarring that her face looked like a jigsaw with some pieces
missing. In addition to her twin blades, she carried a hefty
quarterstaff. Maryan knew it would be stained with blood before
dawn.

“Hi Trista, it’s just a quick
visit. You know how things can get.” She attempted a forlorn
expression. Amara had been the hero of the nation, beloved of all
the warriors. No matter how tough the guards were, they usually
took pity on her.

“Be out by sundown. We’ve had
two whores killed. There are some bad types in port this week.”

Maryan made her way through the
ancient side streets. At one time, Portside had been part of the
city. Now, as a partitioned enclave, the place was home to foreign
prostitutes and drug traders, leaving the laws of Serenia suspended
at the gates.

Maryan didn’t care. Having spent
so much time gazing out to sea, she felt safe amongst the
ramshackle warehouses. Dangling her feet over the edge of the
wharf, she was hypnotised by the lapping water. It hurt that her
mother was a fading memory. Did she really have blonde hair and had
she ever worn it unbound from its tight plait?

The sun dipped towards the
horizon and the coarse laughter of the seedier denizens of Portside
warned her to leave. Numbing cold had seeped into her legs, making
them wobble. She tried to stomp life back into them as she made her
way through the shadow-filled alleyways. A girl of The Academy, one
year from graduation, shouldn’t fear the dark.

“Hello, sweet pea.”

A punch bounced her head off the
wall. Rough hands hauled her around. Drink-laden spittle flecked
her face as a sailor pushed against her.

“Grab her arms.” His fingers
folded over her robe and tugged. The fabric ripped, biting into the
back of her neck, jerking her head against him. “See that?
Desperate for a kiss from her new friend, Thomas. Just wait, sweet
pea, you’ll be introduced to all the lads.”

Maryan screamed and kicked out.
Punches rained, snapping her head sideways. She started to
fold.

“Spread her on that barrel,” one
shouted. The sailors dragged her onto the rough wood. Strong hands
yanked her legs wide. The ringleader leered, tugging at his belt
and opening his breeches. “Sweet pea, you and me are gonna dance a
jig now.” Fumbling, he pressed between her thighs.

His eyes widened. A torrent of
blood coughed from his mouth, washing across her breasts and
stomach.

“Get down.” A hand pushed her
roughly, slamming her head against the ground. A shadow flickered
and a steel blade gleamed. Lights flashed behind her eyelids. She
could see feet moving. The sailor lay alongside staring flat-eyed
and motionless. What had he said? They were going to dance. Feet
scuffled before one and then another attacker fell. A fourth
scrambled to run, but something stopped him.

Ungentle hands gripped Maryan
and sat her against the wall, a red cloak swirled and Asti dropped
in front of her. She tipped Maryan’s head back. “Are you
awake?”

Maryan tried to speak, her mouth
felt numb. “I’m okay.”

“You don’t look it. What were
you thinking, coming here alone? If Sami hadn’t raised a warning,
you’d be tiger-fish bait.”

Trista stood to one side,
watching as Asti wiped her blade across the chest of a dead man.
Grunting, she helped Asti haul Maryan to her feet and wrap the red
cloak around her. “Try not to bleed on it, or you’ll pay for a new
one,” Asti said.

“I said I’m okay,” Maryan
protested, her numb fingers struggling to hold the cloak shut.

“Sure you are.” Asti hitched her
shoulder beneath Maryan’s arm. “You don’t need any help, do
you?”


Chapter 2

Back at The Academy, Asti
marched with Maryan through the deserted passageways to the
dormitory she shared with three other students. At this time of
night, few torches remained lit. The echoing slap of Asti’s sandals
vanished along the gloomy corridor.

“You’re more of an idiot than
your damned mother, you know that?”

“Were you ever really her
friend?”

Asti’s hand strayed to her scar.
“She was a total pain all her life and continues to be one in her
death.”

“Dead, you believe that?”

“Got to be. Your mother almost
certainly suffered the same fate you nearly had, beaten and dragged
off for pleasure. It happens anywhere the Walsholm traders turn
up.” Asti shrugged. “Hasn’t Steppis ever said anything?”

“What would Steppis know?”

“The stupid woman probably
believes that if she doesn’t talk about it, then it can’t have
happened. She was there. She helped take Bara apart searching the
town for any sign of your mother, ask her.”

At the dormitory, Asti swung the
door open. “I’ll send somebody to tend to you.”

“No need, Kait is my
roommate.”

“The Magic Wielder?” Asti sucked
in sharply. Although other lands accepted sorcery as commonplace,
it was rare in Serenia. Kait, the only magician born in a
generation was destined to be the greatest healer Shudalandia would
ever produce. At least that was what she told anybody who would
listen. Asti nodded her approval and walked away, leaving Maryan
swathed in the red cloak.

The comfortable smell of four
people growing up together greeted her the moment she opened the
dormitory door. Stella’s perfume, Sami’s oils and Kait’s herbs gave
the room a unique signature.

It had been her home for the
last twelve years. The beds, two on either side, had felt large to
a five year-old, but they’d shrunk over time. Close to Kait’s bed,
stood an ancient table forever buried beneath the debris of her
studies. On the left, close to Sami’s bed, their communal dressing
table and mirror. A huge shared wardrobe dominated the centre of
the far wall.

Her home was a collection of
furniture accumulated by the hundreds of girls who’d grown up in
the room before them. Each generation of students had added their
mark, with every wooden surface bearing the scars. Partially
visible murals of ancient dragons peeped from beneath recent
additions. A life-sized picture of a naked man that she claimed was
art brooded above Stella’s bed.

“Gorath and Friggit, what
happened to you?” Kait sprang up from her work, her white
nightdress wafting around her thin limbs. She dragged Maryan across
to the table and pushed her into a chair.

“I’m alright,” Maryan
protested.

Opening the red cloak, Kait
gasped at the torn robe and the blood smeared on Maryan’s skin. She
tilted Maryan’s head to examine the bruising. “Is this something
Fleur did? If it is, you have to complain.”

Desperate to blame somebody
else, Maryan’s thoughts raced. She shook her head. “No, this was my
own fault.”

“I need some things. Don’t
move.” Kait crashed out of the dormitory, heading in the direction
of the Infirmary.

Her fault? Maryan sat with the
cloak gaping open and wondered how she’d been so stupid. The door
creaked and Maryan thought it was Kait returning.

“Acting out fantasies with your
playmate?” Fleur’s voice grated through Maryan’s reverie. Violet
slipped out of Fleur’s shadow and Rose grinned from behind
them.

“Looks like they’re playing
slave girl and barbarian,” Violet said.

Maryan tugged the cloak around
her. “If you’re after another kicking, send your friends away and
we’ll discuss it.” She tried to sound calmer than she felt.

Rose cracked her knuckles
against her palm. The three girls moved forward and Maryan sprang
up clattering the chair across the floor.

“Another beating? I don’t think
so.” Fleur snapped her fingers and Violet flourished a studded
leather glove. “You laid a hand on my royal personage and now
you’re going to feel the weight of my wrath.” Moving with dramatic
slowness, she eased the gauntlet onto her hand. “Besides, from what
mother has been saying, I doubt I’d have a chance to deliver it on
the arena floor. Something about ‘might serve as a handmaiden,’ was
her suggestion.” She let the words hang.

A whistling fireball the size of
a sparrow screamed across the room and exploded against the wall.
“What will it feel like when every hair on your head goes up in
flames?” Kait said from the doorway.

Fleur spun to face her. “You
wouldn’t dare, freak. Even if you are spoiled rotten, you can’t use
magic without supervision.”

“And nobody ever breaks a rule
…” Kait snapped her fingers and Violet’s plait burst into a yellow
flame billowing green smoke. Rose tipped the pot from beside Sami’s
bed over her. Smelling the urine, Violet screamed and dashed for
the door.

Maryan took two strides and
swung all of her weight into landing a punch on Rose’s jaw. The big
girl’s eyes rolled back and she dropped into a dead heap. “And then
there was one.” Maryan stalked closer to Fleur forcing her to back
away.

“Going somewhere?” A fireball
exploded close to Fleur’s heels blocking her retreat. Kait flicked
her straight red hair back over her shoulder, fixing Fleur in her
wide-eyed stare. “I think our royal guest should be leaving.” She
nodded at the barely moving Rose. “And take your rubbish.”

Rose struggled to her feet and
started towards Kait, but Fleur restrained her. “You two have a
problem.” Her face became pinched and she turned to each of them,
flexing the studded glove. “The royal decree shall be that you both
suffer for this. Using weapons and magic are forbidden.” She pulled
herself tall and glided from the room.

Maryan and Kait held their
breath and waited for the door to close before exploding with
laughter. Kait raised her hand and a phantom gauntlet appeared
around her slender fist. Holding her head painfully high, she
forced her eyes to bulge from her face. “By royal decree I have an
entire broom stuck up my rear.” Stiff-legged, she paraded the
length of the dormitory, waving regally at an imaginary crowd. The
gauntlet vanished and she straightened the chair, motioning for
Maryan to sit down. “Let me take a look at these cuts.” At her
glance, the bag she had been holding when she’d entered slid across
the floor to snuggle against her ankle like a dog seeking a
treat.

She started to clean the cuts
with a ball of lamb’s wool doused in fluid from a purple bottle.
The strong smelling spirit bit into the wounds.

“Can’t you numb it?” Maryan
muttered.

Kait moved Maryan’s head to
catch the light. “I’m scared that if I make your head any more
numb, you might stop breathing. What were you doing?”

“Yes, what were you
doing?” Steppis, the housemistress had entered the room. “I’m sure
we all want to know.” Solid as a sack of grain, she wore a grey
woollen dress that clung to her every bulging contour. Her thick
girth made the tales of her past exploits seem unlikely, but her
warrior skills remained legendary.

“I went to the dock,” Maryan
said. “I must have fallen into a kind of dream thinking of my
mother.” Asti’s comments sprang into her mind. “Asti said you were
with her the day she vanished. Why couldn’t you find her?”

“Girl, if she’d been there, we’d
have found her.” Steppis sank onto the edge of Kait’s bed. “We
almost got ourselves thrown into prison for the riot we kicked up.
I was supposed to be a steadying influence on the young blades.
Instead, I fear that I was the worst. I took the town apart. I
kicked the door out of three embassy buildings, I …” She stopped
and ground her stumpy fingers into her short grey hair. “Finally,
the Emperor himself ‘escorted’ us from the city. I don’t know where
she is, but I’d swear she was not in Bara.”

“Asti says she’s dead.”

“Well, those two …” Steppis
leant forward to put her hand onto Maryan’s knee. “You’ve been
assigned to royal duties. The Queen herself asked for you.” She
stood and squeezed Kait’s shoulder. “Get her fixed up and mend all
these scuffs. She’s going on show in the royal apartments.
Remember, young healer, she must appear unblemished and bruise
free. Gorath, anybody might think her a warrior or something.”

“Are you commanding me to use
magic without supervision?” Kait’s mouth dropped open in mock
innocence.

“And that would be the first
time, wouldn’t it. Don’t play the fool with me, just get her
fixed.” Steppis turned to Maryan. “Be at Dorrat’s door tomorrow
morning.” The old warrior spun on her heel, leaving with the
ponderous grace of a warship nudging out of harbour.

Kait pursed her lips before
turning her attention to Maryan. “I hate looking at you magically,”
she said, wrinkling her face in distaste.

“Why?”

“I can see a presence. A dark
evil’s going to try to hurt you. I can feel it getting closer.”

“Don’t you think what just
happened with Fleur is dark enough?”

Kait wrapped her arm across her
face, peeked over her elbow and wriggled her fingers
melodramatically. Her voice became the croak of a stage witch. “No,
my dearie, evil approaches and it’s coming closer. It is malevolent
and mystical, not bile-filled and blonde.” She snapped her head
back and used magic to project a deep laugh echoing around the
room. A tiny bolt of lightning flashed accompanied by an impressive
thunderclap.

Something scuffled inside the
wardrobe and the girls froze. “Come out,” Kait shouted. The noise
stopped.

“Another prank by Fleur?” Maryan
frowned. She tugged the cloak back onto her shoulders and crept
across to the closet.

“You pull the door open and I’ll
handle whatever emerges.” Kait folded her arms, waiting for Maryan
to raise the latch. A terrifying screech wailed. Something pounded
against the inside, rattling the hinges. Maryan flipped the door
open and Jasper, the castle cat, an enormous, black-furred feline
sprang free.

Kait fell over backwards in a
tangle of white nightdress. The hissing animal landed on her chest,
his claws dug deep, powering him over her head as he headed the
door. “Cursed cats! I hate the things.” She twisted to throw a
fireball, but Jasper had already vanished.

Maryan returned to the chair so
that Kait could finish working on the bruises. “What’s your problem
with Jasper?”

“Magic can be harsh. Just as I
see this presence coming at you, but can’t identify it, I know a
cat is linked with my death. I don’t know when or where, but I know
it will happen. Whenever I see one, I think of dying.”

Waiting for Kait to do her work
gave Maryan too much time to think. What had Fleur heard the Queen
say and what did assignment to the royal chambers mean? She laid
her hand on her friend’s waist, almost too scared to speak. “These
futures, can you see other things? Am I being re-trained to be a
handmaiden?”

“I doubt a great clump like you
would be much use for dance and allurement,” Sami’s cheerful voice
rang shrill across the dormitory. She crashed through door and fell
onto her bed, tilting her hands into what she’d told them was the
first position of seduction. “A handmaiden needs a delicate touch.
What are you talking about?”

“I’ve been assigned to serve the
Queen and Fleur says I’m getting kicked out of warrior
training.”

Sami rolled off her bed and
rushed across to wrap Maryan in a perfumed hug. “They couldn’t kick
out the daughter of Amara the Magnificent, there’d be a riot.” Her
dark eyes flashed. “Fleur might not like you, but you’re too
important for them to lose.” She studied the bruises fading under
Kait’s ministration. “What happened?”

As Maryan repeated the story,
Sami listened in disbelief. “Saved by Nasti. I bet that stuck in
old scarface’s throat. I think she’s been jealous of your mother
since they were babes. Imagine living in that shadow.”

Maryan nodded, well aware of the
weight of her mother’s shadow.

“I knew something was going to
happen. I’m never letting you out of my sight again.” Sami
smothered her. “You missed such a time. I came back looking for
you. The council have passed Arlaine. She’s now part of the
official staff at the centre, free to practise and serve. Mum says
people are already suggesting she could compete with Fleur for the
royal title.”

“Queen Arlaine?” Kait spat out
the ball of wool she’d been using to clean the cuts. “That would
answer some problems. The nation always prospers when a handmaiden
holds the crown.” She patted Maryan’s shoulder. “All done.”

The door clattered open framing
Stella in the corridor torchlight. She held her sandals in one hand
and wore a shimmering black robe that clung to her curves. Golden
paste a shade lighter than her tanned skin highlighted her brown
eyes.

“You’ll not make the virgin
legion creeping around dressed like that,” Sami said.

“But I never sleep with them …
Not a wink.” She swept back her tousled black hair, hooked her
fingers into her shoulder straps and dropped her robe to the floor.
With a flick, she kicked it into Sami’s face. Laughing and naked,
she stretched languidly onto her bed, before propping herself up
onto one elbow. “Go on then. What’s happening?”

In the pitch black of night,
Sami slipped into Maryan’s bed and kissed her shoulder, rolling her
into an embrace. “It must have been awful.”

Confined against Sami, Maryan
tried to shrug, “It was all over so fast.”

Sami chuckled. “Mum say’s it
usually is with a man. Did he …”

“Gorath no! His thing was so sad
and grubby. I don’t know what pleasure they can be.”

“I doubt he was thinking of
giving any pleasure at all.”

Night crept past and Maryan lay
cradled in Sami’s embrace waiting for the sunrise. Yesterday, life
had seemed so organised. Sworn as blade-sisters, she and Sami would
be fighting in the legion. Kait would move to Idrahail to learn
from the wizards. Stella? Well, three out of four seemed
organised.

What would happen if she didn’t
finish her training? She’d linger, like a ghost in the corridors,
tormented by Fleur, lost amongst a new cohort. Maybe worse, sent
away to find a husband and work on the farms. Why would the Queen
be asking for her?

Uncurling Sami’s arm from around
her shoulders, she lifted the edge of the blanket to slip out into
the chilled morning air. Her friend’s unbound hair filled half of
the tiny bed. Hesitant with fear, Maryan washed in cold water
before tugging her best robe over her head. She started to gather
her hair into bunches, but her hands shook so much the strands kept
escaping her grip.

“Let me do it.” Sami appeared
behind her. She pressed Maryan onto the low bench in front of the
communal mirror. Although sleep filled Sami’s face, her fingers
worked quickly to gather a complex plait from the crown of Maryan’s
head to the nape of her neck. “Don’t worry. It’s probably a great
honour rather than the punishment Fleur suggests.” She kissed the
top of Maryan’s head, before tumbling into her own bed.

Maryan crept out of the
dormitory to the passage that separated The Academy from the Royal
Palace. Although joined, it was obvious where the Palace started.
The practical stone floor changed to plush carpet and the pictures
of stern-faced heroes gave way to pastoral scenes of rolling
landscapes. Ahead of her, golden tables arrayed with objects of
infinite delicacy lined the passages. Maryan kept her elbows close
to her sides. Always in fear of damaging anything fragile, she
imagined a whisper running through the precious ornaments. Watch
out, the ox is about.

The palace housekeeper possibly
wielded more power in the residence than the Queen did. Maryan
smoothed her robe before knocking on the white panelled door to
Dorrat’s office.

“Come.” The single word hammered
through the wood.

Dorrat’s face was creased with
folds. She wore her grey-streaked hair pulled into a severe bun.
Her head twitched like a hawk checking for mice. “You know why
you’re here?”

“No …” Maryan didn’t know how to
address her, “Class Leader?”

Dorrat smiled, but little warmth
came from it. “Housekeeper, or Madame, followed by Dorrat.”

“No, Housekeeper Dorrat, Steppis
told me to be here, but nothing else.”

“Secrets and need to know.”
Dorrat shook her head. “These warriors will be the death of me. We
have important guests and Queen Etelan believes that showing off
the daughter of Amara the Magnificent will impress them.”

How could they show off the
worst student ever to pass through The Academy? “You mean I’m still
to be a warrior?”

“Of course you are, stupid girl.
What else could you be? Now follow me.”

She led Maryan into a storeroom
stacked with clothes. “These are the uniforms you will require.
Wear this during the day and this for evening service. You must
return them to my assistant, Lucy, at the end of each week for
replacement.” She plucked items from the shelves and then swivelled
on her heel. “Are you listening, child? If you have questions, spit
them out, we don’t have all day.”

“I’ve never worked in service.”
Maryan shrugged and caught a shelf, tipping the contents onto the
floor. “I’m clumsy. Famous for it,” she said, struggling to lift
the board back into place.

“You will have training, Lucy
will see to that. Change and report to her immediately.”


Chapter 3

“Why do the gods hate me so
much?” Lucy, Dorrat’s assistant, stood in the corner of the small
training room. She grimaced and rapped her polished black cane on
the wooden floor. “Glide, girl, glide!”

The rope tying Maryan’s ankles
pulled taut, almost tripping her. She glanced across hoping Lucy
hadn’t noticed, but the housekeeping assistant saw everything.

“If the rope binds, you’ve
stepped too wide. Walk, don’t prowl.” Lucy glared. “Why on earth
were you carrying a tray of dishes along the main corridor in the
first place?”

“I had to get from the kitchen
somehow, didn’t I?” Maryan almost added more, but held her tongue
under the stare.

The cane swept out to the
panelling just below waist height. “Use the servant passages.” Lucy
tapped on a small section, clicking open a concealed door. “You’re
not the first clumsy servant. The builders of The Academy worked
these passageways throughout the fabric of the building. You’re
supposed to use them.”

Maryan peered inside. Although
narrow, the passage was wide enough for a servant carrying a tray
to make their way along. There was an alcove to pass in and tiny
grates filtered light into the passageway from outside.

“Three bars of veneer a shade
lighter than the rest indicate where they are, you’ll notice these
concealed latches placed where you can activate them either like
this.” She swung her hip, to demonstrate how and then tapped a
latch close to the floor inside the passage. “Or set above ankle
height where you can use your foot. Keep your eyes open.” Her face
wrinkled, almost smiling. “I’m sure the Sudaland Trade Minister
will survive his near brush with death.”

The memory of the small man
covered in soup haunted Maryan. His screams had almost broken the
ornaments in the corridor and the event had resulted in Maryan
receiving extra tuition.

“You’re supposed to be in the
kitchens,” Lucy said. “Hurry, but glide. Go!” She punctuated her
last word with a sharp rap of the cane.

Maryan adored the luxurious air
of the palace. Thick pile carpet covered the corridor floors and
the ceilings sported murals depicting the ancient gods in heroic
combat. The walls were powder blue, decorated with white plaster
mouldings highlighting important pictures.

Although late, Maryan paused at
a quiet corridor ideal to practice her servant’s walk. Shortening
her stride, she forced herself to float ‘like a petal dropped on a
tranquil pond.’ She counted twenty paces, turned right and fifty
paces brought her to another right turn.

Puzzled, she glanced back. It
should have gone left and had the exercise ground visible through
windows. It didn’t add up. She shrugged and set off to the
right.

Panic gripped her. From
somewhere close by, she could hear Queen Etelan talking with the
Sudaland Minister. Dorrat had sworn she’d roast Maryan alive if she
ever went near the poor man again. She needed to escape without
being seen, but also had to reach the kitchens.

Now they’d been pointed out, she
could easily spot the concealed doorways leading into the servants’
passageways. She clicked one open and slipped inside. Trailing her
hand along the wall, she hurried through the gloom until she came
to an open doorway where she stopped to peep inside.

The wooden floor showed through
holes in the ragged carpet. Light spilled from the dust coated
windows on the far side. Holding her breath, Maryan crept on tiptoe
to look out. She’d been right, she could see the exercise
ground.

Envious of the naked freedom of
the girls below, she tugged at the high neck of her serving blouse.
Hoping to catch Sami’s eye, she waited with her forehead pressed
against the window.

Down in the square, Sami kept
her attention focused on her whirling flail. Fleur ran gracefully
around the perimeter, stretching her pace into a fluid, mile-eating
lope. In the centre of the exercise square, Rose bent over, legs
straight, her white backside thrust out to heave weights in a
curled rowing position.

Prompted by the numbing cold of
the glass, she left the window and wandered along a narrow
corridor. It led into a room with more pictures and dusty
ornaments. One painting caught her eye, a large canvas depicting
two women, beautiful, but serious. She recognised her mother
instantly, her slim waist and rigid-backed posture, the feminine
curves of her moulded armour. Unmarked by the awful scar, Nasti
clasped her mother’s forearm in unmistakable friendship. Beneath
the image, the artist had written the words ‘Strength through
eternal love.’ At the top of the canvas, a sequence of
indecipherable runes arched above their heads.

Mesmerised by the tranquil
beauty, she settled on the window ledge facing the picture. Even to
an untrained eye, every brush stroke whispered of a loving union.
At one time, they had posed for this painting apparently in perfect
friendship, but now every word Nasti uttered about her mother was
venomous.

A shout from the training ground
startled her. “Gorath!” she muttered. The sun was setting, meaning
she’d be in serious trouble. Slapping the dust from her uniform,
she cast a last glance at the picture. What could have soured their
friendship?

The heat of the ranges made the
royal kitchen feel airless. During the day, the high windows gave
some light, but for evening meals, the illumination came from oil
lamps hanging on ornate iron brackets.

Although tiny compared to the
main kitchens, the room easily serviced the needs of the palace.
Assisted by four under-cooks, Madame Ferani, the Baraland master
chef, orchestrated the chaos with a voice that could split stone.
During service, she always kept her dark hair tied back and wore a
long brown dress.

When Maryan joined the end of
the line waiting to carry the first course, Madame Ferani was at
the far end of the kitchen helping an under-cook to apply the final
embellishments to a dish. She spun and shouted, “Service.”

Maryan moved up the queue. The
broad-faced cook paused. “I was about to send out a search party
for you. It takes most people no time to walk from The Academy to
the kitchen, you, it takes an extra day.” She touched a spoon
against the back of Maryan’s hand. It burnt and Maryan leapt back
sucking at the scald. “So you are awake. Tomorrow you will be
serving at the banquet for the Garalandian Ambassador. If I send
you off with a plate of hot food, I expect it to reach the guests
before ice forms on it.”

By clever use of screens and
sectioned tables, the palace dining room could accommodate
different sized parties and moods. Tonight, the tall, dark wooden
panels created an intimate dining room. The large chandelier
remained unlit. Instead, elaborate candlesticks had been placed
along the tables, their flickering light cast dancing shadows all
around.

Queen Etelan sat at the centre
of one table. An older, slightly heavier version of Fleur, tiny
wrinkles touched the corners of her eyes. The neckline of her blue
dress plunged deep, flowing over the slight contours of her body.
She wore her silver-blonde hair caught in a loose plait covering
her ears.

Breastplate gleaming with a
parade ground shine, Asti sat alongside the Queen. Her almost
purple skin matte and smooth, her thick black hair, shaved away
from her ears, formed a thin strip along her skull. Sensing
somebody staring, her scowl coalesced into simmering fury. Maryan
quickly turned away to concentrate on not making a fool of
herself.

After service, Madame Ferani
always called the team together to discover if anything had gone
amiss. “Take this to warm you up,” she said, passing out small
glasses of Sudaland brandy. After running from the kitchens to the
tables, Maryan didn’t need warming up. She coughed at the fumes
rising from the drink.

The spirit burned and she rocked
forward, choking. Madame Ferani slapped her back, startling Jasper
from his cosy slumber above the ranges. Hissing wildly, he flew at
Maryan. She barely caught the frenzied cat and had to fight to keep
him at arm’s length away from her face.

“Don’t hurt him!” Madame Ferani
claimed Jasper and smothered him against her voluptuous chest. Her
hand bent over his ears to prevent him from listening. “Don’t you
know the Queen herself sometimes rides inside his head? She looks
through his eyes and uses his ears. Never mistreat him, or you
might be punishing Etelan herself.”

Back in their dormitory, Kait
sat opposite Maryan across the solid wooden table. She grabbed
Maryan’s hand, her eyes wide with intensity. “You’ve been sneaking
where?” Her voice escalated. “Have you any idea how many tales of
ghosts and vanishings centre around those rooms?”

Stella sat upright on her bed.
“I’m more interested in the arrival of the Garalandian Ambassador.
What does he look like?” She
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