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Part One
Familiar Faces

1. Tammie
Tammie stared at her slender fingers, wishing she dared stick them in her ears. A shudder ran down her spine at the thought. Her mother would surely kill her if she did. Instead, she sat unmoving, perched precariously on the edge of her bed, her hands palms down on her knees gripping the soft silks of her dress till her knuckles turned white.  
"Look at those ridiculous clothes!" Her mother's voice rang out harsh and unforgiving. Tammie knew full well that as heir to the throne of Donnavic she shouldn't wear dresses. No self-respecting maiden warrior would willingly be caught wearing one, not even in her own chambers. But Tammie loved her dresses. She had amassed a rich collection, thanks to benevolent uncles and other besotted men. Although she was generally cautious, knowing full well the excesses of her mother's temper, she was not above provoking the Queen with a dress or two.
"Was it that brainless maid that gave you the idea?"
Tammie shook her head. 
The last things she wanted was to have Clarissa blamed. The Queen wouldn't hesitate to dismiss the maid and Tammie would lose her only support and confidante. 
"I always knew you had no brains," her mother continued, "but this is far worse than I thought." 
Tammie was tall for a twelve-year-old, but her mother towered over her, disgust etched on her face, her hands clenched in angry fists. Although Tammie's arms and legs were strong and suntanned from her daily bouts in the practice courts, they fell pitifully short of her mother's expectations and were nothing compared to the Queen's bulging muscles. A queen in a society ruled by women had to be the strongest, and her mother fit the bill to perfection. Queen Bertha resembled the long line of defiant maiden warrior queens whose pictures adorned the walls of the castle. To think that Tammie had once admired them.
"You are hardly better than the mindless women of our enemies, that loll about all day like rag dolls, not a brain amongst them. I'm of a mind to have all that soppy feminine rubbish burnt."
Tammie shuddered. There seemed to be no stopping the woman. If only Tammie could retreat into her own inner world and stem the tide that assailed her, but the words carried her away in their senseless torrent, leaving her defenceless.
"Why did I have to bring such a weak and worthless daughter into the world? Would that you had died at birth," her mother spat. 
Tammie whimpered. Bad move! Never show weakness when confronted with a stronger opponent, her combat mistress always said.
The Queen lashed out with her right hand, the backhanded blow sending Tammie sprawling. Tammie fought the tears that spurted from her eyes as she struggled to her feet. Her face smarted from the blow, her vision blurred.
"You are confined to your room till I decide what to do with you," her mother barked. 
With that she turned and marched to the door. The double click of the key in the lock, rather than imprisoning Tammie, freed her from her mother's stranglehold. She flung herself on her bed, burying her head in the thick quilt as she tried to muffle her sobs.
She awoke several hours later, stiff and cold. The fire in the hearth had burnt down leaving only glowing embers and the candles spluttered as they struggled against the growing gloom. Her jaw continued to throb and her eyes smarted from crying. 
A rustling close by startled her. A rat? An assassin? Surely nobody could get in. Her mother had locked the only door and no one could climb to her window, high as it was above the castle moat. Yet there was that rustling again, faint but distinct. 
Tammie dared not open her eyes and look. She pulled up her knees, covering herself with the many skirts of her dress and rolled into a tight ball. 
"Tammie," a soft voice whispered, smooth and inviting. 
A fluttering stirred deep in her stomach at the sound of that other-worldly voice. She held her breath, struggling to put a stop to the worrying feeling.
 "Tammie," the persuasive voice purred, shifting closer. 
A mouth-watering smell of butterscotch and toffee accompanied the voice. She buried her nose in the quilt, clenched her eyes and cupped her hands over her ears, trying to curb its hold over her. 
"Don't be afraid," the soft voice said winningly, its tone a caress. "I'm here to help."
Her thoughts threatened to crumble in confusion. The speaker most certainly came from the Other World, the place where the fairy people lived. Their sweet voices were said to be irresistible. 
"Leave me alone," she growled, shifting her position to better cup her hands over her ears. 
"OK," the sweet voice agreed and the room fell silent.
How could one little word wreak such chaos? Intense yearning quickly gave way to a sinking feeling of loss and emptiness that plunged her into desolation. Then again, maybe it was a trick. Had she not won too easily? She lay still for a long time, her ears straining to hear, her limbs getting colder and stiffer. The flimsy bodice of her dress offered little protection against the growing cold, but she dared not pull the quilt over her.
Enough! Her patience had its limits. She rolled over and peered cautiously in the direction of the delicious voice, only to snap her eyes shut immediately. There, next to her bed, stood a ravishingly beautiful child. It must have been about her own age and height but had nothing of her build or strength. Its arms were slender and frail. In many ways, it was the opposite of her. Its hair was long, hanging in ringlets to its shoulders, filling her with envy. She hated her short-cropped hair. Its skin, that was milky pale, must rarely have seen the sun, unlike her arms and legs. And where she was sturdy, it was slight and looked almost fragile. 
"Go away!" she said roughly. 
When the child said nothing, she peeked again. It stood unmoving, smiling at her, gorgeous. Tammie's heart faltered. So much for the maiden warrior's steadfast calm in the face of adversity! 
He, for she thought it might be a boy, must had spent ages brushing his long, light brown curls that cascaded down to his shoulders. His eyes were brown too, a deep chocolate brown that made her mouth water. His high cheekbones and narrow face made him look so different from the warrior maidens Tammie was used to, as did his ample lips painted red with rouge. A warrior maiden confronted the world her face naked, without the slightest frippery or adornment.
"What do you want?" she snapped, not budging from her defensive position. 
"To help," he said, his eyes sparkling. Tammie's heart stuttered over a handful of beats. She raised her head onto cupped hands and studied him more closely in an effort to appear nonchalant. In truth, wherever she looked, her eyes constantly veered back to him. He was wearing brightly coloured trousers under an equally brightly coloured cloth wrapped several times round his body, stretching almost to his feet.
"What's your name?" Tammie asked, eager to hear his voice again. 
He smiled by way of reply. She shifted impatiently on her bed, irritated at his refusal to answer? Was she not heir to the throne! He owed her obedience. "Speak up!" she ordered, imitating her mother’s tone of voice, as she unrolled and swung her feet gracefully to the floor. Smoothing the silk over her knees, she saw him glance at her skirts. "What are you staring at?" she snapped, immediately regretting her petulance. 
He blushed, looking all the more exquisite. She stood and boldly strolled over to him, grasped his hand and towed him towards her dressing room. He resisted, dragging his feet and pulling against her hand, but she held on tight. Despite his reticence, the feel of his hand was as delicious as his voice. She could almost taste it. The smell of butterscotch and toffee wafted around her, much stronger now he was close.
"If it's dresses you are interested in," she continued, pursuing her thoughts, "I have loads of them." 
When he finally managed to shake his hand free, they were in the dressing room. He ran his fingers over the material of one of her ball gowns, a look of appreciation on his face. 
"You must look delicious in this," he mused, his voice continuing to cause havoc to her feelings. 
"Would you like me to try it on?" she asked, beginning to unbutton her dress. At last she had a real audience.
The boy took a shocked step back, raising his hands as if to protect himself, only to drop them as abruptly, his head cocked to one side, listening. Tammie could make no sense of his reaction. Why should he act as if she'd threatened him? And what was he listening to? She could hear nothing. 
"Don't bother," he replied, sounding suddenly distant and distracted. Had he been a light, she would have said he'd faded abruptly, much of his attraction gone.
 "As you please," she said, frustrated. She hung the gown back in its place, turned her back on him and strode out of the dressing room. 
She stoked the fire with vigorous thrusts of the poker and, amidst the shower of tiny sparks, placed a log that caught alight immediately. Flames danced gaily, casting eerie shadows across the walls. Satisfied, she turned back to get a longer look at her new acquaintance, only to find him gone. 
Annoyed that he must have lingered in her closet, she hurried to fetch him. To her disappointment, he was nowhere to be seen. She pushed aside the dresses, wondering if he’d hidden behind them, but no gorgeous boy was to be found. A wave of loneliness washed over her as she let the dresses fall into place.
Tammie returned to her bedroom and sat in one of the armchairs that flanked the fire, trying to conjure up the boy in her mind. He appeared as a feast of colour. Maybe he was an actor, not that she'd ever seen any. Playacting had long since been banned in Donnavic, as had singing and all merriment, but she'd heard that actors wore make-up and dressed in bright costumes. Clarissa, her maid, had once described them when they were alone. 
Pulling up her legs, she hugged her knees and breathed in deeply. Butterscotch! His scent clung to her hands. A mere whiff of it made her hungry. Feeling the hold he still had over her, she tried to reason with herself. He'd been very rude, for all his good looks. How dare he not do as she ordered? But there were doubts too. Why had he left so abruptly? Had she insulted him? 
As heir to the throne, she had nothing to do with boys, so she was unsure how to be with them. If she had brothers, she didn't recall ever seeing them and she had no idea which of the many consorts had been her father. Only girls and women were allowed to wait on the royal family. Seen from a distance, all boys seemed so puny and silly. 
Being separated from boys was normal, she’d never given it a thought. Maybe boys from amongst the commoners spent time with girls, but she had no contact with commoners either. Even her personal maid was from a good family. Of course, one day she’d have her own consort to give her the girls needed to follow her on the throne, but that was still a long way off.
Her reverie was interrupted by the sound of a key turning in the lock. The door opened and in stepped her maid carrying a tray with her evening meal. The girl closed the door behind her, curtsied in Tammie's direction and moved to a table near the fire. Setting down the heavy tray, she laid out a solid earthenware bowl, a sturdy glass and silver cutlery. She poured watered wine into the glass, ladled venison stew into the bowl and placed a small plate of preserve made of tiny, tart red fruits. It was a typical autumn dish in Donnavic in the hunting season. There were also thin slices of freshly baked white bread to soak up the sauce. 
"Your meal is served, your highness," the girl said, curtseying again. 
The smell of stew made Tammie's mouth water. With all the excitement, she hadn't noticed how hungry she was. 
"Stay with me a while," she ordered. 
"You know I shouldn't, your highness," Clarissa replied cautiously, as she pulled up a chair for Tammie. She shook out a napkin and moved to help Tammie spread it in her lap, but Tammie pushed away her fussing hands and spread the napkin herself. 
"Well, OK, but just a few minutes," the maid conceded. "If your mother finds out, I'll be in serious trouble." 
Tammie liked Clarissa. Unlike the other servants in the castle, Clarissa didn't fawn over her and was not afraid of talking. The girl was nearly six years older than Tammie and came from a family of country gentry, but those differences hadn't hindered a mutual understanding developing between them. 
Tammie speared a piece of meat with her fork and put it into her mouth, chewing vigorously. 
"Her Majesty, the Queen, is not happy with you," Clarissa commented after a while, breaking the silence. “You’d be wise to avoid baiting her.”
Tammie sighed. "I know," she replied speaking with her mouth half full. Chewing caused her jaw to ache, reminding her what had happened. "It’s my dresses," she confessed. “They infuriate her.”
Clarissa frowned. “Maiden warriors don't wear dresses." 
“Wearing dresses is a cry for freedom," Tammie said, speaking more to herself than Clarissa. "I feel crushed by her," Tammie admitted, sipping her wine thoughtfully. "She won't let me be who I am."
Clarissa pulled nervously at the starched pinafore that hung over her skirts as she stood stiffly opposite the seated princess. "Maybe you need to find another way to be who you are." 
That made sense, but Tammie still wanted her mother to accept her as the girl she was and not as a war machine. 
As if reading her thoughts, Clarissa pursued: "Your mother comes from a proud line of maiden warriors. She’ll never be able to see you as the delicate girl you want to be, especially as you will one day be Queen." 
Tammie sighed, clenching and unclenching her fists. She had no wish to be Queen. The thought left her feeling grimy and soiled. “Come with me to the royal baths, Clarissa," Tammie ordered as she pushed away her plate and stood, "I need a good soak." 
Clarissa took one step back. "I am not allowed to," she replied, her face creased with worry. "You know it’s forbidden. Only your mother is allowed to accompany you." 
Tammie knew, of course, even if the silly restriction made no sense. Why couldn’t her maid see her without her clothes? It didn’t make sense. 
Not that she wanted to get Clarissa into trouble. She couldn’t bear the idea of loosing the girl's company. She spent so much time alone that her short moments with the maid came as a relief. 
Not alone as all that, she thought, remembering the gorgeous child. How could she have forgotten? His beautiful face flashed through her mind and she sighed. She was tempted to mention him to Clarissa but that might not be wise. If her mother were to hear she'd had a boy in her rooms the sanctions would be far worse than a slap.
Her mother was unlikely to return that evening, so she'd have to do without a bath. "I'll prepare myself for bed, alone." Tammie said, resigned. "Will I see you tomorrow?" 
"I hope so," the maid replied, a worried look on her face as she scooped up the dinner things, piled them onto the tray and headed for the door. "Goodnight, your highness,” she said curtseying.
"Goodnight, Clarissa."
Once the key clicked in the lock, Tammie went into her dressing room and slipped out of her dress, hanging it carefully on the suspended poles they used to hang clothes. Standing upright in only the snug-fitting shorts she always wore under her combat clothes, she turned to a set of shelves where her nightclothes were waiting in neat piles. She pushed aside the pyjamas and pulled out a full-length nightdress concealed behind them. Slipping it over her head she wriggled till the cloth unfolded all the way to her feet. 
As she stepped back into her room twirling in her nightgown, her arms outstretched, she was startled to discover the boy, perfectly at ease, sitting cross-legged on her bed smiling at her. She was furious, convinced he was making fun of her. "How dare you sit there!" she hissed, her anger concealing the confusion she felt at having such an exquisite boy on her bed. 
"Good evening to you too," he replied huskily, a broad grin on his face. 
She approached cautiously, inexplicably drawn to him. The closer she got, the stronger the smell of butterscotch and toffee. The odour filled her with a deep longing. He had tied back his hair with a bow and his eyebrows were delicately painted a dark black. How could a boy possibly be so beautiful? She almost envied him. The rouge was still on his lips, but now he had a trace of it on his cheeks too. He looked more like a brightly coloured painting than a real person. She began to wonder if she'd been right in thinking he was a boy. How confusing, she thought, as interest got the better of her irritation and she stepped closer.

2. Angel
Angel sat silently watching Tammie as she approached. Caution! he warned himself, keep still, try not to frighten her. The princess was a little taller than him. Her freckled, sun-tanned arms were firm and solid, so different from his own. Her hands were strong too, although her fingers were long and slender. She must have brushed her short, auburn hair since he last saw her because it no longer looked like a battlefield, although it still refused to lie flat. It was her eyes that fascinated him most. They were a strange mix of yellow green speckled with flecks of silver and gold. 
She no longer wore her green dress, which he regretted. It offset her hair and eyes so well, but, above all, it fit snugly over the gentle curves of her body that were so unlike the ethereal forms he was used to. She'd changed into a demure white nightgown boarded in lace that hung to her feet masking her shape. He breathed deeply, inhaling her scent, a faint smell of lavender, until it threatened to intoxicate him. 
The idea of meeting her after months of furtively watching from a distance had long made him hesitate. Uncovering the threat to her life had given him both the pretext and the courage to take the step.
She stood in front of him, both annoyed and intrigued. It would be so easy to win her over with the craft of the Other World, but he wanted her to like him without subterfuge. He was about to break the silence when she blurted out: “Where did you go?” 
Various wild ideas crossed his mind, him becoming invisible, for example, but that wouldn’t do. If he could be there without her seeing him, she might think he’d been spying on her. He suddenly realised she might not like being spied on and he wanted her to like him. He could say he’d been dragged off by rampaging dwarves and only just now managed to escape. That would be dashing, but he had no idea what she thought of dwarves. Where he came from they were not welcome guests. He finally opted for the truth: “My mother called me.” 
“I heard no call,” she replied, sounding sceptical, a frown creasing her forehead. 
“No. You wouldn’t,” he replied, not thinking what his words implied. Her frown turned to a scowl. How could he explain? One thing was sure, something had to be said if he wanted to avoid her going for screaming or foot-stamping or hair-pulling. He’d seen her do that several times in the months he’d been watching her. It wasn’t pleasant. “I come through a special door from another place. Only people from there can see it. She called me from beyond the door so you couldn’t hear.” 
A look of disbelief and then annoyance crossed her face. “You’re making fun of me!” she accused, glaring at him, her hands on her hips. 
So much for seduction, he thought. “I know it’s hard to understand,” he said, trying to placate her, “but it’s the truth.” He could try showing her, but he wasn’t sure she’d be able to see the door. Better to change the subject. “Would you like a sweet? I’ve bought some from home.” 
His suggestion startled her, coming as it did quite unexpected. “My mother told me never to take sweets from strangers,” she repeated, pulling herself up to her full height at the mention of her mother. 
“Shame,” was all he had to say, convinced she’d change her mind soon enough. He pulled one of his mother’s best from his pocket and unwrapped it. A pungent smell of butterscotch and toffee filled the room, making his mouth water. He slipped it into his mouth and licked his fingers till no trace of the sweet was left on them. 
“My mother is really good at making sweets,” he explained, finding it difficult to articulate with the sticky mass in his mouth. It wasn’t his mother that made them, but that didn’t matter. This was neither the time nor the place to go into who did what at Court. As he expected, the smell had her drooling. Few could resist. It was a bit unfair to play such a trick on her, but a part of him enjoyed seeing her squirm as she tried to resist. “I’ll put one here on the bed for you,” he said, trying hard to avoid smirking, “if ever you change your mind.”
He watched her out of the corner of his eye as she struggled not to give in. “Well maybe I’ll have one after all,” she said with a sigh of relief. She stretched out her hand to pick up the sweet, looking as if she was half afraid it would bite her and half afraid it would run away or disappear before she could eat it. Fumbling with the fancy paper in which it was wrapped in her haste to get at the sweet, she shoved it into her mouth, and like him, licked her fingers greedily. “Mmmm! Good,” she mumbled. 
“I knew you’d like it,” he said, pleased with himself. “Now I can show you the door.”
Tammie froze in mid-movement. “I thought you said I couldn’t see it.” 
“That was before you ate my mother’s sweet,” he said.
She stamped her foot and clenched her fists, her pretty face turning red. It was only then that he realised he’d blundered. He’d alarmed her. Who knew what an unpredictable princess might do if she thought she’d been tricked? 
“Tammie. I want to be your friend,” he purred using his huskiest voice. “Like you, I’m lonely and I thought we could be together”. It wasn’t quite true, but it might do. 
“I don’t want to be your friend,” she blurted out, pouting. “Why does everybody try to tell me what I want and what I need?” She threw herself on the bed, ignoring him completely as she burst into tears. 
He placed his hand on her head and stroked her hair softly, humming a lullaby Pia, one his mother’s advisors, used to sing to him when he was little. 
Tammie tried half-heartedly to push his hand away, but he insisted. Her body shook with sobs. “I want to be me,” she gasped. “Not somebody else.” She cried even more. “I don’t even know who I am. My mother insists I be a maiden warrior. All I want is to be a girl and enjoy myself. I don’t want to fight. I don’t want to go to war. I hate it.” 
The flood gates had been opened and there was no way to stem the flow. He wasn’t even sure it would be wise. He continued to stroke her hair, fascinated by its softness, forgetting for a moment why he was stroking it. 
“My mother doesn’t see me. She sees only her own ideas and plans. They are not me; that much I know.” She pushed his hand away angrily. “You’re no better. You try to trap me with your mother’s sweets, to force me to do what you want.” 
He couldn’t help feeling guilty. What she said sounded true, although it hadn’t seemed important to him. The sweets had been a joke, he told himself, trying to ease his bad conscience. She was right, it was a way to get what he wanted. “I’m sorry,” he muttered, running his forefinger absent-mindedly along the curve of her ear. “I didn’t realise. It seemed like a good idea.” 
“Well it wasn’t,” she said, pouting. 
Upset and at a loss what else to do, he said: “I will go then,” removing his hands from her hair and starting to get up. 
She put out her hand to stop him. “No. Don’t go. The damage is done. I want to see that door before you leave.” 
Incredible, he thought. So unpredictable, so rigid, yet malleable. “OK! Follow me.” He offered her his hand, but she refused, walking haughtily alongside him. He suspected she would probably hold hands if she didn’t have to keep up appearances. 
“You’d better put on those slippers,” he said as they entered the dressing room. “A shawl might be good too. The path on the other side is cold at first.” 
She pulled back, sticking her hands on her hips. “I never said I’d come with you. I just want to look.” 
Bother. He’d been trying to rush her again. Better not argue with a princess. There’d be time enough later. “It’s through here.” There were many doors, of course, but he planned to show her just one. “In the closet, behind your dresses.” He held them aside so she could step inside. “There, look,” he said pointing at the door. 
“You’re making fun of me. There’s no door there.” She said, disgusted, turning to leave. 
“Give me your hand.” Without waiting for permission, he took hold of her hand and placed in on the doorknob. He let his hand lay on hers for a moment before pulling it away. 
“Good gracious,” she said, startled, laughing in her surprise. “I can feel it, but I can’t see it.” 
He had no experience leading humans to the Other World, but it must be quite a shock to realise there were important things in the world that you couldn’t see. She’d been shaken by what he’d shown her. Better not give her time to think, who knew what she might do. 
“Try turning it,” he suggested, placing his hand lightly on hers again. She did. The door swung open and now she could see the entrance and the stone steps leading down into the dark. “So. Now do you believe me?” She stood staring at the steps, rubbing her eyes as if trying to make sure it wasn’t a dream. Finally she begrudgingly admitted he’d been right. “Down there … and outside, is where I come from,” he explained. He decided not to suggest she go any further. “It’s late now. You can come with me another time, if you want.” 
It might be wise to make sure she could find the entrance on her own. You never know, he thought, she might even come of her own accord. He closed the door and stepped out of the closet, holding the dresses to one side to let her through. “I have a challenge for you.” In so saying, he could see she was intrigued. He knew from months of watching her that she might not like the life of a maiden warrior, but she did relish a challenge. “I bet you can’t find the door again on your own.” 
“Easy,” she said, wading in amongst her dresses. He could see her fumbling her way blindly along the back wall till she finally stumbled on the invisible doorknob. Pulling the door open she turned triumphantly towards him. “See!” 
“Well done.” So she could find her way alone. All the better. 
“Now it’s my turn to test you,” she said. “You must come and sit with me in the other room.” 
Great, a game! In recent months he’d been so caught up in watching her, he’d done little else. He’d even forgone the evening dancing that was a regular fixture in the Other World. In fact, he’d become quite isolated. It was not so much the game that pleased him, though, it was the idea of sitting next to her. 
Being with her was so much better than spying on her. That pastime seemed to pale in her presence. He’d thought he knew her well, but he liked her all the more now that he could catch a sense of her warmth and smell the faint perfume that surrounded her. 
He followed her into the main room where the fire was still burning brightly. She’d picked up a scarf in the dressing room and busied herself tying it over her head and around her hair. Doing so accentuated the delicious slenderness of her face. The scarf was the same green yellow as her eyes. He offered to help, but she refused. 
“So what do I have to do?” he asked. 
“Sit down!” she commanded pointing to the carpet in front of her. 
“Is that all?” he teased. 
She made a rude noise with her mouth and stuck out her tongue. So much for decorum, so much for being a princess, he thought. “I have a question for you.” 
Whatever it was she wanted to ask must be awkward or embarrassing because she spent a while struggling to get the words out. She blushed, making her look even more attractive. Bracing himself for the worst, he sat still at her feet leaning back cautiously till his back touched her legs. He looked up wide-eyed at her in her armchair doing his best to bewitch her with his smile. 
“Tell me, are you a boy or a girl?” she finally blurted out.
He burst out laughing. It was such an absurd question! Not because the answer was obvious, but because he’d never dreamed of asking it. He wiped the tears from his eyes as waves of laughter continued to ripple through him. When he finally turned and peered up at her he stopped short, her face was as dark as a storm-ridden sky. He’d hurt her feelings. “Don’t get me wrong,” he said in a voice that he hoped would placate her. “I’m not laughing at you. I just didn’t expect such a question.” 
She lifted her chin and stared down her nose at him haughtily. “So?” she asked, prodding his shoulder with her outstretched index finger. She wasn’t going to let it go. 
He wondered how best to reply. Such a question would make no sense where he came from, but here, in the world of humans apparently it was important. “I’m both,” he replied somewhat mysteriously as he leaned back against her knees. 
She snorted at his reply and pushed him playfully away. “I know little about girls and even less about boys, but one thing I am sure of is that you can’t be both.” 
Another one of those difficult questions he couldn’t answer properly, he thought. What was self evident to him was apparently impossible for her. “It is difficult to explain. Things are different where I come from.” He wanted to suggest she come with him and see for herself, but he resisted the urge. Despite his difficulty, he realised it was important to help her understand if he wanted to win her over. 
“Earlier you said you didn’t want to be a hardened warrior,” he began, still searching for a way to explain. “You wanted to be a playful girl who loves dresses and dancing. It’s either one or the other, and you have to choose. In fact, you are not even left the choice. Where I come from you can be both without contradiction and nobody will force you to be either.” 
She stamped her foot in anger, narrowly missing his arm and reared up behind him. “I won’t be a maiden warrior. I hate it.” Then she abruptly slumped back into her armchair hugging her knees. 
“That’s fine,” he replied, amused at playing the advisor’s role. “That is your choice even if your mother doesn’t respect it. She would have you be a warrior. In her mind you cannot be both.” He decided to paint the Other World as a place where Tammie could get what she wanted. It wasn’t very honest of him, but he wanted to win her over. 
“Where I come from people don’t think like that. If I wanted to, I could wear makeup and put on a dress and sing and dance and people will compliment me on my beauty, my artistic talents and my sensitivity. Or I could wear trousers and fight with the others and people would compliment me on my strength and courage. I talk of dresses and fights to help explain but we hardly think in those terms. They are somehow too superficial compared with how we live being who we are.” 
Tammie stared at him, her mouth slightly open. 
“It must be difficult to understand,” he added, unable to resist the temptation to lay back with his head on her knees. She didn’t seem to notice, caught up as she was in the discussion. “Your way of seeing things is so different,” he said, warming to the subject. “Just think of the maiden warriors. All the women in your family have become warriors. They would never be seen in a ball gown let alone dancing.” 
Tammie laughed at the thought. The sound of her laughter delighted him, making his stomach flutter. He vowed to make her laugh more. 
“It might do my mother some good if she danced from time to time instead of whirling and thrusting with her double-edged sword.” It was his turn to laugh. Their eyes met in the glint of the dying candle light, traces of laughter warming their two faces. A shiver ran down his back. Yes, he thought, we will be friends, maybe even more. 
“So you weren’t embarrassed when I suggested you wear my dresses?” 
“No, not at all, although we have nothing so fine where I live,” he flattered her, not caring if it was a lie. “My mother called me. It was urgent. There was trouble at home. I had to go, but I didn’t want to leave so soon.” 
A worried look crossed her face. “Trouble?” she asked. 
“It’s complicated,” he replied. 
She immediately frowned, chewing her upper lip. “So you think I’m too dim to understand?” she snapped, becoming belligerent again. 
“It would take time, it’s late and I must be going.” 
“Your mother is calling?” she mocked, grinning mischievously, clearly pleased with herself. 
He smiled back. He unrolled from his cross-legged position and stood in one fluid movement. Leaning forward, he brushed aside a short lock of her hair that had fallen across her forehead. “No. But I really must go.”  
Then he suddenly remembered the main reasons for his visit. How could he have forgotten? “There is one thing I must tell you,” he began. She looked expectantly at him, hearing the urgency in his voice. “There’s a threat on your life.” 
She chuckled, startling him. “That’s nothing new. The Royal family is constantly under threat.” 
“But this isn’t like the other times. It’s serious.” 
She smiled and, when he insisted, promised to be careful. She clearly wasn’t taking his warnings seriously and there was no way he could tell her what he knew if he didn’t want to reveal that he’d been watching her for so long. He’d just have to keep an eye on her. “Good night, Tammie,” he said as he bowed. Taking her hand in his and turning it palm up, he gently kissed her wrist. She shivered. Then he let go of her hand and headed for the dressing room. 
“Wait,” she called after him, taking a few steps in his direction. “I don’t even know your name!” 
He smiled at her and called back over his shoulder as he left the room “It’s Angel.”

3. Bertha
The Queen slammed the door to her suite and strode across the reception area. Her living room was much bigger than Tammie’s, it was dominated by a large four-poster bed raised on a dais. The fireplace was also much bigger and around it stood several broad armchairs covered in rich tissues embroidered with battle scenes. The walls too were hung with tapestries to the glory of the warrior maidens of the Queen’s family. 
“What’s the matter my sweet?” the royal consort asked by way of greeting. 
The soft solicitousness of his voice irritated her. Not bothering to pull off her thigh-length boots, she crossed the room in one fluid movement and took possession of the largest armchair next to the fire. She pulled out her dagger and turned it over in her fingers, examining the blade. She felt a violent urge to stab someone.
How many times when she’d lost her temper as a little girl had her teachers told her that violent emotions were not good for a warrior maiden? Tammie irritated her so much that killing the girl would have been a delicious relief. For years she’d struggled to turn her daughter into a maiden warrior, to no avail. Yet as the eldest and future queen, Tammie must take on that role. 
“That child is hopeless,” she complained, bringing her heavy fist down with a crash on the arm of the chair. Her consort looked up, alarmed, but she ignored him. “We will have to bring back her sister. She may only be the second born, but she will make a far better Queen.” 
A knock came at the door and a maid entered bearing a large tray with mulled wine and venison stew. Bertha took most of her meals in her private suite with only her consort for company. Women warriors didn’t waste time on large gatherings or noisy festivities. Bertha broke off what she was saying and turned to examine Clarissa. “What are you doing here?” she snapped, her lips curling in disgust. “Where’s my maid?” 
The girl trembled as she curtsied and apologised: “She’s been taken poorly, your Majesty.” 
Bertha hated the girl. She was the type of weak-minded girl she could not stand. In addition, she suspected the maid of befriending her daughter and influencing her with her silly girlish ways. “Put the tray on the table, girl,” she said gruffly, “and leave.” 
Clarissa curtseyed and shifted back to the servants’ door. It was concealed behind thick curtains designed to keep out the draughts that haunted the corridors of the castle. 
Hearing the door click closed, Bertha turned back to her consort. “What are you waiting for?” she berated him. “Serve me a glass of wine before it cools and a large bowl of stew.” 
Yes. The younger sister was the solution. But for her to become heir to the throne they’d have to get rid of that weakling Tammie. The consort handed her a large glass of wine and placed a bowl of stew before her on the table. 
“Did you taste it?” she quizzed him. 
“I have my sweet,” he said, dabbing his mouth with the folds of a dainty napkin. “It is safe to eat.” 
She’d already lost two consorts to the poisoning attempts of her rivals. Caution was second nature to her. So how could she get rid of Tammie? A hunting accident? Poison? A stray arrow on the shooting range? None of the options pleased her. “We need to get rid of her,” she mused out loud. 
“Who?” he asked. 
He was so slow-witted. She wondered why she’d taken him as consort, but she had to admit he was servile enough and he was good in bed. She’d had several daughters thanks to him. “Tammie, of course.” 
“Can’t you just send her somewhere far away?” he asked, waving the napkin as if, in doing so, it was possible to make the problem disappear.
How typical of the weakness of men! Always indulging their daughters. Thank heavens fathers were excluded from the education of girls. “No. This has to be swift and final!” He coughed as if he were about to strangle on something. He disgusted her. No wonder men were never sent into battle. “We will make it look as if the Kranians had abducted her, used her and then left her to die.” 
She shovelled a large spoonful of stew into her mouth and chewed on the idea. It was good. Not only would she rid herself of the hopeless child, but she’d have a pretext to attack and plunder the Kranians. She rang for the maid. Clarissa stepped back into the room. “Fetch the Chief of Arms and tell her to meet me in the War Room. Now!”
With the girl gone, the Queen continued her musing: “We’ll do away with that maid at the same time…” If the Kranians took both girls that would make sense. She’d send them out on an expedition in the morning to an out-of-the-way place where the worst could happen. She smiled. It was a good plan. 
“Pull off my boots, man, and massage my feet before I go to the War Room.” 
Her consort knelt at her feet, rolling up the sleeves of his brightly coloured silk shirt. He applied himself diligently to undoing the row of buckles that lined the side of her boots and pulled the boots down her muscular legs and off her feet. Laying them carefully on the floor next to her chair he reached for a pot of thick cream and began massaging it into the hardened soles of her feet. She didn’t often let him massage her, but it had been a long day, and she wasn’t as young as she used to be, not that she’d admit it to anyone. 
Her mind turned to the Kranians. The mountains had kept their two peoples apart for most of their history. But more than mountains separated them. The Kranians were ruled by a king, and women there were flippant, powerless creatures that spent their time gossiping about lovers and intrigues as they showed off their latest clothes. She spat, the gob of phlegm arcing over the head of her consort and landing with a hiss in the fire. The greatest risk was that the Kranian lifestyle might undermine the century-long matriarchal tradition of Donnavic, weakening the resolve of women and giving all the wrong ideas to men. 
Realising that her consort was still massaging her feet, she pushed his hands away with her heals. “Enough!” Getting up from her chair, she sheathed her knife in her belt and turned to leave. “I’ll be in the War Room. I don’t want to be disturbed.” She paused on the threshold feeling the stark cold of the flagstones under her bare feet. It didn’t bother her. If anything, she found the cold comforting. “Call the maid and have her clear that food away,” she ordered as she left.
 
A large, polished oak table stood at the centre of the War Room, covered with maps, some rolled in neat packets, others spread out and held down by heavy weights. No tapestries hung on the walls. It wouldn’t do to afford a hiding place for spies. There was no fireplace for the same reason. Heavy wooden shutters covered the windows, and the only entrance was guarded by two maiden warriors. 
The Chief of Arms stood by the table, legs apart, hands on her hips, studying the maps. A short, stocky woman, she didn’t look the part but not only was she one of their best fighters, every inch of the woman bulged with muscles, but she was also by far their most competent strategist. Not to mention her talent for scheming, which the Queen liked less, and a knack for surviving court intrigues. 
Sensing the Queen enter, the Chief of Arms spun round and gave the three-finger salute that Maiden Warriors used to greet their superiors. 
“Good evening, Marte. I have a task for you.” 
Expectant but restrained, the other woman stood to attention at the table side. Economy of movement was one of the hallmarks of a good warrior, as was a tight control over one’s emotions. 
“I want you to have my eldest daughter, Tammie, and her troublesome maid, Clarissa, eliminated.” 
The Chief of Arms showed no outward sign of reaction to the news, although Bertha thought she saw a slight twitch of a muscle under the woman’s right eye. She would need to keep an eye on Marte in the future. 
“I will send her out on a field trip early tomorrow morning with her maid and you will see that they are set on by a small group of what appears to be Kranian soldiers. Make sure that all the men are caught and killed. Leave no witnesses.” 
The Chief of Arms nodded to show she understood. 
“By the time the news breaks we will have had plenty of time to plan an attack on the Kranian capital. You can already begin etching out our strategy.” Marte was one of her best strategists. They had carried out many a campaign together. What’s more the woman had firsthand knowledge of the Kranian capital where she had been imprisoned for a while before escaping and slaughtering half the prison guards. 
“I have news of the Kranians,” Marte ventured. “A large number of their soldiers are converging on a small town near the frontier with Donnavic.” 
“How many?” 
“Three battalions at least.” 
Bertha glanced at the map gauging where such an army would attempt to cross the mountains. “They surely can’t be so stupid as to think they can attack us?” Bertha knew the area well. It would be easy for her maiden warriors to foil such an attack. The Kranian army would have to go through a narrow pass with steep rocky sides. The men would stand no chance. Surely they knew that. “What are they playing at?” she wondered out loud. 
Turning to Marte she asked: “Where does this information come from?” She knew Marte had scouts in the hills and mountains all year round, but communication was slow. 
“One of my scouts rode in this evening. She’d ridden day and night to bring the news. I have sent others to track the movements of the Kranians. I will put the warrior maidens on alert,” adding as an after-thought, “if you agree.” 
Well, at least she asked, Bertha mused. She nodded her approval. “Meet me here tomorrow morning with the latest news,” Bertha ordered, “I’ll decide what action to take.” This might turn out to her advantage. The abduction of Tammie would appear all the more comprehensible in the light of this Kranian threat.
“Send in Keele when you leave, she’ll be waiting outside in the corridor.” The Queen dismissed her Chief of Arms. “Goodnight, Marte.” 
“Goodnight your Majesty.”
Keele was one of the most accomplished spies at the Queen’s disposal. At first sight, she appeared quite ordinary and unimpressive. If you were to stand her next to the Chief of Arms, she would appear slight and almost frail in comparison, although she was several inches taller. Looks were however deceptive. Keele was deadly in both armed and unarmed combat. Her intelligent face, which was small and pale, was partly concealed by her hair that she wore longer than most maiden warriors. Above all, she was a human chameleon, excellent at disguises and able to infiltrate the enemy with disarming ease. She had spent much time gathering information in the palace in Krania but she also had her uses in Donnavic. 
Keele was beside the Queen without Bertha even noticing the woman had entered the room. 
“Do you have fairy blood that you move with such stealth?” the Queen joked, trying to conceal the fact the spy had startled her. 
The spy bowed slightly and waited silently to be told why she’d been called. The Queen glanced around the room to be sure they were alone and that the door was properly closed. 
“Rest assured,” Keele informed her, “we are alone and no one can hear us.” 
“Two things,” the Queen began. “I have given Marte a mission to rid us of Tammie and her maid. I suspect Marte doesn’t like that mission. I want her watched.” 
Keele nodded. 
“Have someone keep an eye on Tammie. I would be very displeased if she slipped out of my net. Although it would surprise me, she has no idea of intrigue and even less of security.” So saying she remembered the lesson in tactics earlier that day. Tammie had been incapable of understanding the basic why and wherefore of military strategy. She could not imagine the girl capable of making the slightest escape plan, even if she did by chance know there was a threat to her life.
“Secondly, Marte informs me that the Kranians are massing troops near the frontier. What do you know of this?” 
Keele smiled, presumably pleased to know things that the Chief of Arms didn’t. “It’s an internal dispute; a demonstration of force by the King of Krania. One of his Lords has been taking liberties with the taxes.” 
Bertha scowled. Her younger sister, for Marte was her sister, had made a gross error. If it hadn’t been for Keele’s foresight, they might well have rushed out to join battle. It wasn’t the first time she’d been grateful Keele was in her service. She was the only person in the castle she could trust and confide in. They’d known each other since they were little. Had Bertha not been Queen, Keele would probably have been a close friend.
 “It suits my plans that Marte continues to believe the Kranian army is a threat. All the more reason though, to keep an eye on her.” 
Keele nodded almost imperceptibly. 
“One more thing, Keele. My maid has suddenly been taken ill. Do you know anything of it?” 
“I heard she had the gripes. I’ll ask around and let you know.” 
“Good. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
Keele bowed and glided to the door. 
Bertha appreciated the efficient calm of the woman and the tight, focussed way she went about things. No effort was wasted, no movement misplaced.
Returning to her rooms, she found the remains of her dinner still spread on the table. Turning on her consort, she swore at him. “I told you to get the maid to clear this mess away.” 
He looked pained, reluctantly putting down the book he was reading. “I rang, sweet. But no one came.” 
She noticed him blushing, presumably realising he’d made a mistake. Too busy reading his book, as usual. 
“I thought … she must be … ill,” he stuttered. 
Bertha ignored his discomfort. Instead, she stepped to the door and opening it wide, sent a guard to fetch Keele. This smacked of trouble and she’d get to the bottom of it.

4. Clarissa
Clarissa could not stop trembling. What had possessed her? She’d been so furious at the Queen that she’d wilfully hidden behind the curtain and listened in on her private conversation. It was treason. And what had she heard? She could hardly believe it. The Queen planned to kill Tammie and herself, to kill the heir to the throne and her private maid. She began to shudder so violently that she had to hold onto the heavy oak chair in the alcove where she was hiding for fear she’d collapse. 
A thick curtain shielded her from passers-by, so when she heard the heavy steps of the Chief of Arms marching by, Clarissa remained undiscovered. This wouldn’t do! She couldn’t stay cringing in the dark. She had to pull herself together and do something, quick! She had to warn Tammie, but what good would that do? The Princess was a prisoner in her own rooms, watched over by her mother and the maiden warriors.
Peeking round the curtain, she saw the corridor was deserted. By chance she still had the key to Tammie’s room in her apron. She hurried off down the hall struggling unsuccessfully to appear normal. Hopefully nobody would come by. 
Turning the corner she bumped into Jorg, one of the stable boys that sometimes ran errands in the castle. At the best of times, she’d be flustered at such close contact with the handsome young man, but tonight she was terrified. Surely, he’d sense how distraught she was. He set his hands on her shoulders to steady her or was it to keep her from escaping? In her confusion she couldn’t tell. He was a head taller than her and surprisingly strong for a man. 
“Clarissa,” he said huskily. “Where are you going so late?” 
“Certainly not looking for you,” she replied, so relieved he hadn’t noticed anything untoward that she didn’t think of the consequences of her words. 
“If you give me a kiss,” he said, taking her words as an invitation, “I’ll let you go and tell nobody we met.” 
As if he could stop her escaping, she thought, snorting. At any other time she’d willingly have given him all the kisses he wanted, but not now. “Tomorrow.” 
He laughed. And much to her surprise and relief stepped out of her way saying: “I’ll hold you to that.” 
Yeah! She thought, if I’m still alive. Then he abruptly stepped forward, stole a kiss on her forehead and was gone leaving her alone and shaking, flushing hot and cold in the deserted corridor. 
She forced herself to walk, feeling weak at the knees. Hopefully Jorg would say nothing. He wasn’t the type to vaunt his conquests. Clarissa slipped into the small storage room cum kitchen that maids used to prepare a quick snack for the Queen or her daughter. Lighting a candle, she pulled a cloth sack from a draw and filled it with bread and dried meat and cheese and fruit. 
To her alarm, the key turned noisily in the lock of the door to Tammie’s rooms. Clarissa glanced nervously over her shoulder, but no one was about. Luckily this wing of the castle was not much used. Easing the door open, she slid into Tammie’s room and closed it after her. As a precaution, she slipped the key in the lock and turned it, making sure they wouldn’t be disturbed. 
Turning to survey the room, she saw the sleeping girl huddled on her bed in the dim light of the dying fire. She stole over to the bedside on the tips of her toes, holding her breath and reached out to put her hand over Tammie’s mouth to stop her calling out when she awoke. 
In a flash she found herself lying on the floor with Tammie sitting on top of her. 
“Oie!” she whispered, gasping for breath. “That hurts. Let me go Tammie.” So much for the girl being a hopeless warrior! 
“Clarissa! What are you doing in my bedroom in the middle of the night?” Tammie got to her feet, freeing the maid, and sat on her bed while Clarissa struggled to get up. 
“Don’t speak so loud,” she hissed between her teeth, “someone will hear.” She had planned to tell Tammie what had happened, but now she was in front of the girl she had no idea how to do so. It was just too big. 
“Sit next to me girl,” Tammie told her sounding suddenly grown up, “and tell me what the problem is.” 
Being called a ‘girl’ by someone so much younger might have struck her as funny if she hadn’t been terrified. She began trembling again. 
“What’s the matter with you?” Tammie asked, a trace of impatience in her voice. 
“I overheard your mother, the Queen I mean, saying she was going to kill you.” 
Tammie laughed. “She says that every time I get things wrong in combat practice. Is that all?” 
“You don’t understand,” Clarissa replied, exasperated at not being taken seriously. “She really means to do it. It’s no idle threat. And she is to have me killed too.” 
Tammie no longer laughed. “Tell me everything,” the girl insisted. “I can’t understand if you only give me bits and pieces.” 
So Clarissa told her. When she’d finished, Tammie remained silent. Clarissa thought she was in shock, but when she pulled away, she had the impression the girl was thinking things over. 
“Did you lock the door?” Tammie finally asked. 
The maid nodded. 
“Good.” And she lapsed back into silence. This was no good at all. They had to get away as soon as possible. There was only one entrance to the girl’s rooms and the window was high above the rocks below. 
“What can we do?” she asked, desperately hoping to nudge Tammie into action.  
“We will go to Angel’s place,” the girl said, talking to herself. 
Having no idea who Angel was and not seeing how they could possibly get round the castle guard, she shook her head. “But the guards ...” she said. 
“Stop fussing Clarissa, I know exactly what to do,” Tammie said as she stood and went to look out of her window. “We need to make people think we escaped by the window.” 
Clarissa was confused. Tammie’s reaction was quite unexpected. Of course, the girl was generally self-possessed, but surely she’d show signs of panic or fright. Clarissa herself was terrified. Maybe it was the shock that made Tammie seem so calm. 
“Help me, Clarissa. We need to make something that will serve as a rope.” 
The maid stood and was about to follow Tammie into her dressing room, but first she glanced out of the window. The height was staggering. There was no way they could lower themselves down from such a way up. Terror gripped her guts. She was not good at heights.
The noise of ripping cloth brought her back to her senses and she hurried into the dressing room. What she saw horrified her. Tammie sat on the floor surrounded by a pile of dresses, tearing them into strips that she tied end to end. 
“Oh! Your highness! All your pretty dresses,” Clarissa said, voicing her shock. Only hours earlier the princess had been vaunting the unequaled beauty of her wardrobe.
Tammie waved aside her concerns. “Saving our lives is more important than any dress!” she said haughtily. “Help me, Clarissa. You do the tearing and I’ll knot the bits together.” 
Clarissa must have looked strange because Tammie stopped to examine her. “What’s wrong with you Clarissa?” the girl asked, clearly impatient. 
“I’m terrified of heights,” Clarissa admitted, feeling foolish. 
The girl grinned. “Don’t worry. You won’t have to climb down. It’s just for show. To keep people off our tracks.” 
Clarissa couldn’t understand how the girl could be so confident when, apart from the window, there was no other way out than through the one door and along the castle corridors guarded by the maiden warriors. 
“Here, pull this!” Tammie said as she handed her one end of the long rope of tissue. “The knots have to be very tight if people are to believe we climbed down that way.” 
They tried hanging the cloth out the window but it was far too short so they continued ripping and knotting into the night, pausing only to eat some of the food Clarissa had brought. She’d forgotten to bring drink, but they didn’t dare creep out for fear they’d be caught. Instead, they drank water from the pitcher meant for Tammie to wash with. It didn’t taste good, but it helped wash down the cheese and bread.
Finally the makeshift rope was long enough when they tested it. Tammie pulled it back up for fear someone might see it before they were ready and tied it to bars by her window. 
“Find something warmer to wear, Clarissa,” Tammie ordered, pointing to the rows and rows of clothes remaining in the closet. “It might be cold where we are going.” 
Despite nagging doubts about Tammie’s plan, there was no point in worrying, Clarissa thought. There was nothing she could do. She traipsed after the girl back into the dressing room. 
“But none of these clothes will fit me,” she pointed out, hanging back. Since she’d made the unpardonable mistake of spying on the Queen, nothing seemed right anymore, like wearing the Princess’s clothes. It just wasn’t done.
Tammie pushed her aside and dived in amongst the clothes. “Here, take this old cloak. I think it’ll do.” 
Tammie was right. It reached almost to her feet and kept her warm, far too warm inside the building. The girl had donned her own cloak and was lacing up boots onto her feet. 
“I don’t have anything for your feet though.” 
“Don’t worry. I am used to going barefoot.” 
Loud hammering on the door interrupted their discussion. A strong woman’s voice called out “Tammie, are you in there? Let me in.”  
It was the Queen. Tammie dashed to the window, threw out the makeshift rope and hurried back to the dressing room easing the door closed after her. 
“Follow me,” she whispered pushing her way through the clothes. The hammering grew louder. It sounded as if they were using a heavy object. The door wouldn’t hold much longer. 
Clarissa was overwhelmed by the stupidity of her lack of judgement.  Why had she trusted a twelve year old girl to get them out of such a mess? “Quick, Tammie. We can’t hide here behind the clothes.” 
She could just make out the girl fumbling her way along the wall. “What are you doing?” she asked, pulling at her hair in exasperation. 
“Looking for the doorknob,” was all the reply she got. “Ah. Here it is.” 
Clarissa was astonished and relieved to see a door open revealing a dark passage beyond. She had no time to wonder. Behind them, the women had splintered the door and would soon be inside. 
“Go on in,” Tammie ordered. “But mind your step. I believe there are stairs going down.” 
Clarissa shouldered the cloth bag full of supplies and stepped over the threshold into the dark entrance. Tammie followed, pulling the door closed behind her till it clicked shut. They could no longer hear the hammering. It stopped the moment the door closed. 
“Noise from here can’t be heard beyond the door,” Tammie told her. 
“Won’t they find the door?” Clarissa asked. She had nightmare visions of being chased down the stairs in the dark by rabid warrior maidens out for the kill. 
“Normal human beings can’t see it,” Tammie explained. “I could only find it because of Angel’s mother’s sweet.” 
Clarissa was confused and not a little irritated at Tammie’s explanations. She wondered if she was dreaming or if she’d gone mad, but she wasn’t going to have time to think about it. 
“Let’s make our way down,” the girl insisted. 
An eerie glow from the walls lit up the stairs just enough to see one or two steps ahead. The light - if one could call it that - was dull yellow, but it cast no shadows. 
One hand braced against the wall, they made their way gingerly down the spiral staircase. In the enclosed space of the stairwell, their laboured breathing was shockingly loud. Neither spoke. 
After what seemed like hours, the stairs levelled off onto a landing on the other side of which the stairway continued to spiral down. The landing was just large enough for two small armchairs placed either side of a low table. 
“Can we rest?” Clarissa pleaded. Maids didn’t have warrior training and she was unused to such strenuous exercise. Not waiting for permission, she slumped into one of the chairs. 
Finally sitting herself opposite Clarissa, Tammie looked perplexed. “To think he had to walk all the way up these stairs to reach me. He didn’t seem out of breath,” the girl mused, “but I didn’t get the impression he was particularly fit.”
“Who are you talking about?” Clarissa asked, finding it difficult to conceal the irritation in her voice. 
“Why, Angel of course. He was the one
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