
AMARA’S LEGACY

E H HOWARD

––––––––

www.shudalandia.co.uk

ehhoward@shudalandia.co.uk

Copyright © 2015 Ozcreative

First published by Ozcreative in 2015

All rights reserved

www.ozcreative.co.uk

––––––––

ISBN: 978-0-9926223-1-2 

––––––––

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.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Amara's Legacy (Shudalandia, #2)

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 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Contact the Author/ Links

Amara’s Destiny - Chapter 1 (Draft)

DEDICATION

To my beloved Valerie.

Who tolerates me spending

so much time on other planets

and yet never reads

a word I write!
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Gemma wiped away her tears with the back of her hand. What the hell did Frona and her mother expect? Whenever she won, they told her she was too cruel. If she lost, they mocked her as too soft. Thrippas, she was fighting the best warriors the arena could offer. If she didn’t win, the whole plan would fail.

The bitter wind dried her cheeks. She tugged her woollen cloak tight, burrowing into the fur collar. Behind her, silver moonlight glinted off the slate roofs of the town. Resting her elbows on the granite crenellations of the city wall, she stared out. 

A single road of hard-packed earth carved across the pastures. Far out of sight, the track would rise, winding through the mountains, dipping through the only viable land route out of Serenia, The Gap. It was the only way home, but home was the last place she wanted to be. She corrected herself, the place she couldn’t be.

Too maudlin! A sprinkle of Baran stardust would sort her out. Her stomach churned. She glanced around, instantly feeling guilty and hoping nobody had witnessed how easily she’d given in to the craving.

She’d promised to stop using the drug. Since stardust had crept onto the scene, too many had been lost to its snare. She still had a stash, a small number of the pouches Torrin had slipped to her. She flushed at how she’d paid for them. A ring of her mother’s and ... the memories of that night remained chopped up; a tangle of limbs, giggling, kissing and caressing in darkness. 

He was nice. If only Torrin had the power to help her. 

She scurried down the steps, slowing to marvel at how quiet the streets were. If she hadn’t paused, the scuff of a leather sole on cobbles would have gone unnoticed. Under pain of death, visitors to Serenia weren’t allowed edged weapons, but not all weapons are edged. Reaching into her waistband she slid on her knuckleduster. 

“At least you’re alert,” Frona’s blocky figure stepped from the shadows. “You dusted?” Her mentor stared into Gemma’s eyes, obviously trying to see if she’d already indulged.

“No!” Hoping to hide her blush, Gemma forced Frona back into the alleyway. She wrapped the older woman in a fierce hug, tracing her tongue up her neck before sealing her mouth with a kiss.

Resting her head on Frona’s shoulder, she inhaled the scent of leather, perfume and the unique musk that combined to create Frona’s exquisite aroma. “I’m such a fool,” Gemma admitted.

“Passionate, maybe stubborn, but not a fool.” Frona drew Gemma back into the kiss. Her other hand loosened Gemma’s cloak, allowing their bodies to mould against each other.

Gemma’s voice became a husky whisper. “A fumble in an alleyway?”

“I’ve done worse.”

“We’ve done worse.”

Grabbing handfuls of Frona’s hair, Gemma surrendered. Frona was her life. For the last two years, their friendship had evolved from guardian, to teacher, to ... there was heat in the kiss. Gemma hooked her leg around Frona’s, drawing her friend’s thigh against her. Lust flooded her senses. At this moment, nothing else existed. 

Frona broke the kiss. “We can’t. Not before the match.” 

“No!” Gemma’s pounding heart threatened to break through her ribs, she clung on, desperate to entice Frona back into the embrace.

“You’re not going into the arena with a head full of mush. Wait for the last bout.” The older woman eased out of Gemma’s grasp.

“And then?”

“Then.”

The changing rooms for visiting competitors lay deep beneath the Serenian arena. The walls of the ancient chambers were scarred. Centuries of warriors, pumped up for combat, had carved their mark on them. Gemma stared at the graffiti as she meditated.

The walls rumbled with the noise of the crowds above. Even though the Serenian autumn games were the place for visiting nobles to be seen, the stands were always cold and the pre-bout interval gave people an opportunity to ease their frozen joints. 

“You’re going to fight clean, aren’t you?” Standing squarely in front of her, Frona pressed her hands on Gemma’s shoulders forcing her to meet her gaze. Frona’s shaggy maroon fringe almost covered her dark brown eyes. She pouted, purple lipstick jarring against the orange lightning bolts painted on her cheeks.

Unable to return the stare, Gemma squirmed and searched for her leather mask. 

Frona gripped Gemma’s jaw, dragging her head up. “You heard me. You’re facing his brother today, so no accidents.”

“It wasn’t my fault. I didn’t think he meant to ‘offer up’ when he did.”

“When a warrior drops to one knee and throws their arms wide, what do you think they’re doing?”

“He’ll recover.” Gemma ran her hand over the stubble of her cropped hair before lifting the mask to her face. After a week of combat, the leather stank of her sweat. Using both hands, she smoothed it into place. She hated it, but couldn’t risk being recognised.

“He’ll never use that arm again. You almost took it off.”

The raucous bellow of brass horns cut Frona’s lecture short. Gemma stood up. In her right hand, she wielded an over-sized Serenian-style blade. On her forearm, she wore a small buckler shield. Her short skirt and moulded leather breastplate emphasised her feminine curves. She stomped her feet to force her toes into the bindings of her sandals before heading for the Tunnel of Heroes, the entrance to the arena killing floor.

Even though her features were hidden behind the leather mask, she grinned. “We have to win this one to get to the Palace celebrations. I’ll do what it takes and Thrippas help the warrior who gets in my way.”

Bright sunlight carved a harsh line of shadow across the arena floor. Standing just beneath the Royal Box, today’s opponent already waited. He was a giant of a man, wielding a hammer as long as his arm in one hand and a curved knife in the other. Wearing his long hair tied back, his massive beard mingled with the fur-like covering on his arms and chest. What did Walsholm women do, lie down with bears?

They turned to face the Queen. Serenia was a strange land where anybody who proved themselves worthy could be raised to royalty. The scar-faced woman in the Royal Box had once been known as Asti the Red, one of the greatest champions Serenia had ever produced. Famously exiled for inciting a rebellion, she now sat on the throne. Black as night, she glared down at them. Her twisted features and puckered eye socket made her look like a gargoyle hanging from the ancient stonework. 

Even though it was the smallest blot on the map, the nation of Serenia was renowned for producing fierce warriors. The games attracted the best from all corners of Shudalandia. Excitement rumbled around the arena as the Queen’s single nod commanded them to fight. 

“You’re never going to breed another bitch like you,” the giant growled. “I’m going to rip out your womb for what you did yesterday.” He waved his curved blade to emphasise his intent.

Gemma remained silent. Speeches are for sagas and men. 

Powered by his bunched muscles, the giant’s hammer whirled. She’d not wake up if it caught her. Using the hammer’s momentum, he spun, slashing his knife at throat height. His boot lashed out, its sole covered in studs. He became a spinning nightmare of deadly steel forcing her to retreat.

No matter how she tried to break through his defence, the giant easily held her away. He chased her across the arena. One mistake and she’d be dead. His crazy antics made her look foolish and murmurs of discontent rumbled from the crowd. The Queen was whispering to her advisors. She was going to call a halt. Instead of acclaim, they’d heap scorn on her. She had to do something.

Gemma held out her sword. The swishing hammer brushed it aside. The buckler met his knife. He grinned and strengthened his attack. Each time the hammer passed, it clattered against her blade. He fell into a rhythm, swish and clatter. 

A steady tempo was exactly what she needed. His most vulnerable position was as his leg swept past. She ducked under the flailing limb and ran up his body. Flipping over his shoulder, she caught her blade beneath his chin and locked it in the buckler. Her entire weight hauled on his throat, leaving him no choice but to topple over. She landed in a crouch, the blade touching the back of her neck. His head bounced free as the gush of blood pumped over her and the arena floor.

The noise of the crowd shifted from stunned silence to hysterical screaming. Deaths did occur in the arena, but it was rare. Formalised competition had sanitised the combat. 

She shrugged off the weight of his torso before doing the only thing a girl could do. She pretended to faint. Remaining motionless, with her eyes closed, she listened as the attendants ran onto the killing floor to carry her apparently unconscious body to the training rooms.

“Lay her on the slab and try to keep her airways open,” Frona said. Hands gently lifted her onto the cold marble, she moaned to prove she was still alive.

“Will you require the healers to attend?” one of the helpers asked.

“I doubt it. She’s done this before,” Frona said. “Thank you for your help.” The attendants retreated, their footsteps echoing from the stone walls. 

“Thrippas, G, that was a stunt. What were you thinking?” She slapped Gemma’s butt. “Don’t try to claim you fainted, I know it’s complete dragon shit.”

Risking a peek through her lashes, Gemma checked they were alone before sitting up on the edge of the massage table. She tugged at the laces of her mask, desperate to take it off. “I wasn’t thinking of anything other than staying alive. He was trying to kill me. It was him or me.”

The tanned boles of Frona’s shoulders, bulged from her short leather vest as she concentrated on loosening Gemma’s breastplate. “Can you blame him?” She jabbed her finger at Gemma. “I thought yesterday was too much, but today? One warrior maimed and now one dead. All you needed to do was reach the semi-finals. What did we say? Low-key, but impressive.” 

“So, I made the finals. I had no choice.”

“Get stripped,” Frona said. She delved in her bag for a bottle of oil. “Lie on your face. Let’s get those muscles relaxed.”

Frona’s fingers dug into her shoulders. Gemma rocked her head to one side. “I thought this was supposed to be relaxing.”

“It’s working for me. I feel better already,” Frona hissed. She forced Gemma’s face into the pillow, making it impossible for her to breathe.

Panic rose as the bone-crushing pressure increased. Frona was trying to kill her. Gemma squirmed, the marble table became slick with sweat. Her naked backside slapped on the stone floor as she finally managed to wriggle free. “Maniac! What are you playing at?”

“When you have somebody at your mercy, you don’t have to follow through with a death blow. It’s about winning, not killing.” Frona spun and stalked out of the room. 

Gemma hauled herself back onto the marble-topped table and sat with her legs swinging. She rubbed her cropped hair dry before flinging her towel into the corner. What more did they want? She’d beaten the Walsholm giant. 

It didn’t matter what Frona thought. She was through to the final and the promise of an invitation to dinner at the palace. Phase two was achieved, she was going to be in the same room as Leon, the Garalandian prince in exile. After so many failed assassination attempts he was impossible to find, but she knew he’d be there. 
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The tightly packed crowd murmured as her opponent emerged from the Tunnel of Heroes.

Lightning fast and wielding the twin blades of the virgin legion, Crystal, the Serenian champion, sauntered into the daylight. She smiled, greeting Gemma like an old friend. “Aren’t you hot in that awful mask?” Her head tilted. “Look on the bright side, we’ll be unmasking you in a few moments.” 

Both warriors waited for the signal. The black gargoyle nodded and Gemma raised her shield into place. Feet moving across the sand in a rapid shuffle, Crystal advanced on her. The twin blades whirled into blurred circles.

Gemma had trained for this bout and anticipated Crystal’s use of the Amaran defence. The surface of Gemma’s buckler looked ornate, but the arrangement of rivets held a secret. Triggering the latch with her thumb, she flicked the shield one notch, raising the studs sufficiently to become a sword-breaker. 

It was one thing practicing the manoeuvre with Frona, but she’d never faced a warrior as formidable as Crystal. Feigning once, Gemma stepped alongside her opponent. The short Serenian blade locked amongst the studs. Gemma spun, yanking the sword from Crystal’s hand. As she did, she carved Crystal’s hip and kicked the Serenian’s legs away. Gemma stabbed a killing blow. 

Crystal almost managed to roll clear, but Gemma skewered her, tearing a blood-gushing wound in her arm. Struggling to her feet, Crystal wielded her remaining blade in a high guard to deflect Gemma’s attack. 

The Serenian Queen leapt to the edge of the Royal Box. Her face contorted in a snarl as she signalled to end the contest. Crystal indicated with a shake of her head that she wanted the bout to continue. 

Giving her no respite, Gemma barged the Serenian, hoping to knock her to the floor. Crystal whipped a slashing wound across Gemma’s shoulder. 

Wrapped in battle-fury, Gemma didn’t feel it, her blade probed, trying to break her foe’s defence. Their dancing steel clashed, each feint and parry drawing the crowd further from their seats. 

Gemma knew she could win by keeping up the pressure on the wounded Serenian. Crystal attacked, but staggered, almost impaling herself on Gemma’s blade. Confidence growing, Gemma feinted high and then struck low. 

Crystal’s strength failed and she dropped to one knee, her sword above her head in a defensive crouch. Gemma moved in for the kill. 

Using an impossible twist, Crystal’s leg scythed out, catching Gemma’s ankle and sweeping her legs away. As Gemma hit the arena floor, the Serenian sprang, dropping her full weight onto Gemma’s chest. Trapped beneath her opponent, Gemma felt Crystal’s sword press against her neck. Crystal hissed, “You’re beaten. Lie still, or I’ll slit your throat.” 

“I yield,” Gemma said. 

The blade tumbled from Crystal’s grip. She rolled her weight off and lay on her back, a circle of blood oozing into the sand. Gemma clambered to her knees and gazed up at the silent mass. Usually the arena erupted at the end of a contest, but not today. The crowd waited in a hush, concerned for their champion. 

“You fought well.” Crystal’s smile flashed. Her single blonde plait lay curled beneath her head. She looked more like a shepherdess than a trained warrior. 

“I’m so sorry.” Gemma helped Crystal to her feet. The crowd started to cheer.

“It’s war in the arena. It’s what we’re supposed to do.” Crystal gripped Gemma’s shoulder, wincing at the movement. “Really, it was your passion that beat you.”

Gemma felt dead, not passionate. The mounting buzz of the crowd warned of the approaching dignitaries.

A legend across all lands, Queen Asti of Serenia, loomed above Gemma. Even beneath the awful scars and the puckered eye socket, she still radiated traces of the beauty that had once stunned. Ebony black, she wore her hair shaved high around each ear. Twin plaits hung either side of her neck. A thick fur collar trimmed her sumptuous red cloak. “Young lady, I think it would be polite for you to remove that mask.”

Having worn it for so long, Gemma had forgotten it was there. She fumbled as she tugged at the laces behind her head. Her fingers trembled. If they recognised her it would cause an international incident, or worse, destroy her plan. She’d never meant to win. She’d only needed to make it into the last four. Unable to delay any longer, she rolled the mask off her face and met the Queen’s stare. 

“Why would you hide such beauty?” Asti touched beneath Gemma’s chin, tilting her face to study it. Not a shred of recognition glimmered. “There will be a dinner tonight in the palace. An attendant will visit your lodgings with details and the appropriate garb.” 

Asti rocked back, taking in Gemma’s diminutive stature, “I hope we have something to fit.” She turned to speak to a courtier. “Ensure that we send our little warrior a guard uniform, even if we have to have claim one from the doll collection.”

Now the plan was working, the full implications struck home. It was crazy to attend a formal dinner in the palace. There was too much risk of somebody identifying her. 
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When they’d arrived in Serenia, Frona had insisted on taking lodgings near the area known as ‘The Enclave’. The taverns cost much less than those around the arena and by providing exotic luxuries such as baths, hot water and soap, were more suited to visitors from other lands.

The steam rising from the iron tub in the middle of the room struggled to escape through the tiny windows. The sheets of the large double bed lay rumpled from their lovemaking. Nothing quite compared to post-competition sex. Especially when Frona insisted on abstinence during the games. Excitement, adrenaline and pent-up lust already made an intoxicating mix before they’d added Sudaland brandy. 

Memories warmed Gemma more than the water. A fresh wave of arousal tingled through her core. She checked the light at the window. There might be sufficient time to indulge again before she had to depart for the palace. Her outfit hung behind the door with its buttons already buffed to a sparkle. It wouldn’t take long to don.

Unaware of the track of Gemma’s thoughts, Frona moved around the room, folding and tidying clothes into their packs. “Even though I didn’t think much of your plan. I have to admit this could work. We know he’ll be there.” She dipped one knee, holding her arms out as she mimed a clumsy waltz. “Do you think you’ll be able to ensnare our victim with your dancing skills?”

“It’s a dinner, not a ball.” Gemma ran a handful of lathered water across her skin. “It has nothing to do with the games. It’s all a trick to increase trade. They need the frisson of the finalists mingling with the guests. It titillates and softens their resolve for the traders to negotiate. I’ll have to spend some time being nice to them, but don’t worry, I’ll have plenty of time to win him over with my charms.” She pouted and laid her arms along the rim of the iron bath. “You won’t be jealous, will you?” 

“It’s your body.” Frona knelt behind the tub. “I’ve always known you’re not mine.” Her hand slid across Gemma’s shoulder, cupping her breast before sliding around her ribs. Frona lifted her into a neck-twisting kiss. “We do what we have to do.”

The modest size of the stateroom emphasised how small a nation Serenia was. Broadfields, Gemma’s family home, had larger reception rooms. She ran her finger along the panelling. The wood felt rich with years, if not centuries, of polish. Each panel held a painting of a Serenian hero fighting off hordes. The heroes, all women, the assailants, all men. It was a nation founded on the right of women to remain free. 

Gemma searched the room hoping to spot him. Yes, he was here. A young man dressed in shades of brown. His shoulders were too wide for his lean-muscled frame and his untamed fringe hung into his eyes. Her breathing quickened. Finally, she had placed herself near to Leon, the rightful heir to the Garalandian throne. Now, she had to get closer ... much closer.

Even though women dominated Serenia, the dinner guests were predominately male traders from other lands. Most of them towered above her, but one didn’t, a short bandy-legged man. She recognised his jacket as Bromiran: the land of the Horse-Lords. She could engage him in conversation and move a step nearer to her prey. 

Thrusting out her hand, she crossed the room to greet him, “I own three Bromiran horses. They’re wonderful. Do you trade with Serenia?”

Stiff-backed, the short man rotated his body to face her. His gaze traversed the length of her uniform before coming to rest on her face. He took her proffered hand. “You are?”

“The masked warrior of the competition.” She flushed, realising nobody had seen her face during the games. 

He released her hand as if it burned. “Your determination to win was most noticeable.” His attention shifted over her shoulder. “Please excuse me, I must speak with a colleague.” He brushed past, leaving her alone.

The group of Walsholm guests were glaring in her direction, absorbing her every feature. Her shoulder blades itched, already feeling the knife aimed between them.

“It’s uncomfortable being the focus of hate, isn’t it? I should know,” the young man said.

After all the scheming to trap him, Leon had approached her. Panic-stricken, she barely managed to stammer, “Really?”

A barrel-shaped warrior acting as major-domo saved her and silenced all conversation. “Dinner is served.”

Double doors opened and the guests formed a line to filter into the dining room. Adopting her most brainless pose, Gemma aimed an eye-flutter at Leon. “Would you escort me?”

“In Serenia a woman doesn’t need an escort, but I suspect you’re from distant lands and it would be churlish to abandon you.” He held out his arm for her to link.

The rich aroma of spiced sauces greeted them as they entered the dining chamber. The tables were arranged in a large square. At each corner they had gaps between for the serving staff to move freely. A magnificent, candle-filled chandelier hung from the ceiling and each table had a large candelabra in the centre. The vast array of silverware laid out before each seat twinkled.

The Queen took her place and Leon started to guide Gemma to the Queen’s table. She held back, not wanting to lose contact with him.

“You’re one of the main guests,” he whispered. “You must be on the royal table.”

“And you?” she hissed back. “You’ve seen how they treat me. I don’t want to be plonked up there without a friendly face nearby.”

“I’m always an honoured guest. I’ll sit alongside you.” Leon held a chair for her two places away from the Queen. Once she was seated, he sat beside her. The room fell into a hush as a line of young warriors carried the first course into the chamber.

As the servants worked around the tables, she took the opportunity to study Leon. He was tall and wide-shouldered, without an ounce of spare flesh on him. 

Feeling her attention, he turned to her. His brown hair was too long, she had to resist the urge to brush it out of his face. He was by far the most attractive man in the room, but then he was also half the age of most of them. Seducing him shouldn’t be too onerous a task. She took his hand, turning the ring on his finger to examine the crest. At first it appeared to be a rose, but as she studied it, the jawline and face of a lion appeared. 

“Clever isn’t it,” Leon said. He polished the gold with his palm before letting it twinkle in the candlelight. “The hidden beast. I imagine that’s what Mordacai thinks of me.”

“You believe the ruler of Garalandia bothers to think of you?”

Leon’s lip curled to say something, but instead, he held his tongue. “I’m boring. What’s your story?”

“I’m an enigma, a snare baited by mystery.” She ran her palm across her scalp wishing she had a full head of hair to play with. Her mother claimed a woman could seduce a man with a hair toss. Instead, she toyed with his fingers, watching him through lowered lashes.

“What?” He raised his goblet to cover his smile.

“I’m just wondering how you’ll entice me into bed.”

Leon coughed a mouthful of wine back into his cup. “My mother has kept me alive this long by training me not to jump into things. Especially beds with unknown women.”

“Does that mean all of your lovers are approved by your mother?” She bit her lip, regretting the waspish jibe. Turning her attention to dissecting the strange looking fish in front of her, she puzzled about her next move. He wasn’t reacting the way a young noble should. 

She slipped a small envelope from her pocket. “Do you feel like livening things up?” Unfolding the parchment, she let the contents glitter in the candlelight. “We drop it into the wine, then you and I can ...”

“Baran Stardust,” Leon whispered. “That’s an expensive habit for a soldier of the arena.”

“A gift from an admirer. I’ve never used it before.” She folded a crease along the middle of the sheet ready to sprinkle the contents into their wine. There was a scuffle outside the dining room. Recognising one of the voices, she slipped the drug back into her pocket and strained to hear what was happening out in the foyer.

A guard approached to whisper something to the Queen. Asti glanced across to Leon, her fingers danced a message using Serenian battle signals.

“Excuse me,” Leon said. He pushed his chair back and darted through the service entrance. 

“Wait for me.” Gemma started to follow.

“Stay!” the Queen barked. Her voice glued Gemma to her seat.

The major-domo stepped into the room and announced, “The Garalandian Envoy and Mistress Stella of Broadfields.”

A slight-framed man, with a pinched face, strode into the centre of the room. He was followed by a statuesque woman wearing a sumptuous travel cloak. When the envoy stopped to bow, the woman glided past him and performed a low curtsey. She drew herself back to her full height and swept her black hair over her shoulder with a gloved hand. 

“It’s been a long time since you visited your homeland, Stella,” Queen Asti said. “Whatever business we have, surely it could wait until morning?”

“We have no wish to disrupt your dinner, but as a visiting patriot and ever your humble servant, I felt honour-bound to present myself the moment I arrived.” Anything but servile, the tall woman surveyed the gathering. “I see you have met my daughter.” Stella threw open her cloak and reached out. Beneath her wrap, she wore a figure hugging brocade dress picked out in shades of brown and gold. Her lower arms and hands were wrapped in green leather gloves. She twitched her fingers, inviting Gemma into a hug. “Come, greet your mother.”

Uncertain how to react, Gemma glanced to the Queen for guidance, but Asti’s twisted features were unreadable. Driven by the waiting silence, Gemma rose, smoothed her tunic and made her way into her mother’s embrace. 

A hand’s breadth from the proffered kiss, Stella’s head jerked, landing an eye-watering headbutt. Her fist caught the point of Gemma’s jaw knocking her unconscious before she hit the floor.
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Her mother’s strident voice intruded. “Gorath’s balls! What the hell are you playing at? Allowing the future Princess of Garalandia to endanger herself in the arena.” The raucous yell penetrated the fog of Gemma’s dream. She groaned and massaged her jaw, trying to ease the pounding inside her head. 

Rocking herself onto one elbow, she found that for once she wasn’t the target of her mother’s venom. Stella was squared off to Asti, the Queen of Serenia. 

Asti’s single eye matched Stella’s glare. “She fought in the preliminaries and did well, you should be proud. Why would we stop her from competing?”

Gemma eased herself into a sitting position and from her couch against the wall checked for an escape route. The stern-faced guards posted by the door quelled the idea of sneaking away. After testing the steadiness of her legs, she pushed herself to her feet. “I seek asylum.”

The two older women fell silent and turned their attention in her direction. “From what?” Asti asked.

“From being forced into a loveless marriage.”

“Over my dead body,” Stella snapped.

“That will give me pleasure to arrange.” Dropping into a crouch, Gemma edged towards her mother.

“You’re betrothed.” Backing up a stride, Stella cocked her right fist to her cheek and protected her face with her left hand. Steel gauntlets covered with leather. No wonder she’d knocked Gemma out with a single punch.

“Enough!” Asti shouted. “If either of you think you can stand against me, you deserve to die.” Pulling a sour face, she rubbed at her temple. “I don’t want another incident with Garalandia. Relations are stretched as it is.”

In a stride, she embraced Stella. “We shouldn’t fight. This Garalandian thing frightens me.” She released her and called to the door guards. “Is Maryan in the residence? If not, find her.” 

Frozen in contemplation, the Queen waited until a tall blonde woman entered the room: Maryan, the exiled Princess of Garalandia. The twin plaits of a wife reached just beyond her shoulder blades and her bare arms rippled with the muscle common to most Serenian women. She carried her height with grace.

Asti nodded a greeting. “I need to take advice from the council and I’m entrusting you with keeping these two from killing each other.” 

Taller than most women, Maryan easily matched her mother for presence. The tales of her mother’s school-friend were legendary. For a short time, these two Serenians had been the most important women in Garalandia. Gemma had grown up listening to stories of their exploits.

Such sadness. Her mother had told her the story many times. From princess to pauper in a stroke. An accident of childbirth had started the cascade. If Leon had been a girl it would be him Mordacai was forcing into marriage. 

A blush touched Gemma’s cheeks. Bedding Leon had been the whole objective of the evening. She hadn’t planned on meeting his mother. She tried to force lightness into her voice. “Of course! There was a young man at the dinner. He must have been Leon, so charming, is he still around?”

“He’ll be in hiding,” Maryan glanced between Stella and Gemma. “Any sign of Garalandians and he dives for cover.”

“Have there really been attempts on his life?” Gemma asked.

“At least once a year. There are always Garalandian spies sniffing around, dropping out of sight is second nature to him. He has boltholes all over the city.” 

How could somebody live like that? Gemma had only been trying to evade capture for a few months and already felt stifled.

Stella placed her leather-covered gauntlets onto the table with a clunk. “And how do you find your child when he goes missing?”

Maryan tapped the side of her head. “We communicate through the castle rats.”

Talking rats? Remembering the tales, Gemma ran her hand across her stubbled scalp. It was like falling into a fairy story. “You had a lion and a dragon as well, didn’t you?”

“Mac died recently. A good age for a lion. As for the dragon, Tamas.” She held out her hands. “He was this big when he saved my life.” She gazed around the room. “He wouldn’t fit in here anymore and he’s married. You know the old saying: A daughter’s your daughter all of your life, a dragon is yours until he takes a wife.”

Even with all of the pressure, or maybe because of it, Gemma barked a laugh. “You made that up!”

“Well, adapted it a little.” Maryan’s face crumpled into a rueful smile. “It’s true, though. Tamas is now a full-grown dragon. He calls, but he’s changed.”

“Children ...” Stella snorted. 

Bile rose in Gemma’s throat. “I’m not marrying Mordacai’s idiot son. It’s simply disgusting.”

“I was forced into marrying Chentene,” Maryan said, her words came out in a choking whisper. “It was wonderful, but not at the time.” 

“I don’t love him.”

Stella slapped the edge of the table. “You just don’t understand, do you? If you don’t marry Malaki, we’ll be at war with the crown.” Her squint deepened the tiny creases at the corners of her eyes. “We’re trying to survive in a storm of insanity. All you think about is satisfying the craving of your crotch.” Stella softened her voice. “Not everybody is as lucky as I was, or Maryan. That doesn’t mean you have to stop looking for love.” A leer split her face. “You just have to be discrete about it. Wed Malaki and bed every hulking stable-boy. You’ll get by.”

“Mother!” Gemma stalked to the other side of the room and stretched full length on a padded bench. She stared at the ceiling. Could things have gone more wrong? Instead of spending the night with Leon, seducing him to her plans, she was incarcerated with his mother.

Having drifted into a doze, she awoke with a start when a guard arrived to summon them to the Queen’s audience chamber. Daylight was visible through the windows.

“Can’t we get cleaned up before we see her?” Yawning, Gemma rubbed the sleep from her eyes. The blank stare from the guard gave her the answer. 

The guard led them along wide corridors. The fine plaster walls were white with blue lines picking out the borders. Paintings of battles were interspersed with marble busts on pedestals. The thick carpet muffled any sound of footsteps. At the end of a long corridor, a guard stood at one side of a large double door. 

“Wait here,” their guide commanded. She spun on her heel and stepped back, taking up position on the other side of the door. 

Even standing a few steps away, they could still hear the shouts from inside. The doors crashed open and a contingent of Walsholmers stormed out of the chamber. Spotting Gemma, one of them lunged in her direction, but two others hauled him back before the guards could react.

Their guide motioned for them to enter. The doors closed behind them. Two more guards waited inside.

Rigid with tension, Asti was perched on a chair set higher than those around her. She nodded in the direction the Walsholmers had departed. “They want to have you flogged for murdering their champion.” Her single eye impaled Gemma. “How do you cause so much chaos?”

“She can’t help it,” Stella said. 

“Her mother’s daughter?” Maryan added.

“I’m sorry.” Asti rubbed at the side of her head. “I’ve spoken with the council for most of the night, but we have no choice in this. You will have to return to Garalandia.”

Gemma sprang for the door, but the guards reacted instantly to block her. It was like running into a wall. No matter how she kicked, they held on, stopping her from breaking free. “You can’t do this. What about the principle of Serenia? Women have the right to freedom.”

Asti pounded her fist on the arm of her chair. “We live in the modern world! I cannot risk an entire nation for the sake of one girl. You’ve been promised in marriage. That’s the end of it.”

A pit opened inside Gemma. Her plan to rally support for Leon had failed before it had started. If only she’d followed Frona’s advice and lost herself in obscurity. A single glance at her mother told her it wouldn’t have worked. When the wealth of a nation can be unleashed to find you, the only choice is to fight back, or die.

Stella shook her head. “You’ll have to keep her in chains. I’ll speak with the Envoy to arrange shipping her back.”

“This is my land. I’ll make the arrangements.” Asti’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “It’s been a long night. Stella, go find your lodgings and leave her with me.”

The two guards held Gemma helpless. With her arms clamped in their vice-like grip, they virtually carried Gemma to the prison block. 

The cell’s ancient lock rattled as it slid into place. Gemma threw herself against the heavy wooden door before turning to admire her room. 

The unplastered walls were made up of large coarse stones. A plain table stood beneath the narrow window. There was an empty slop bucket in the corner. She loosened her tunic and slumped onto the bed.

Having grown up amongst Garalandian politics, she knew how impossible it would be for Asti to resist their demands. What she couldn’t understand was why her mother was so determined to ruin her life? But that was her mother. She was ruthless when it came protecting the family lands. Gemma’s father would be no help. Although he was rock-like in all other matters, Stella ruled their marriage.

The beam of light from the small window tracked slowly across the wall. Time was passing. Preparations were being made to transport her back to Garalandia. A coach with guards would soon be waiting. Stupid, leering men would hold her captive until they reached Manda Torre. Once she was presented at court, the wedding would be rushed through. 

A guard rattled the door open to bring a tray with bread, cheese and water. Another waited just outside the door preventing any chance of escape. As she ate, she shuddered. Tales of Malaki’s
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