Part Two
Dawn glowed dimly on the distant horizon, beneath the ever-lightening purple sky. Below it, Atlantis awoke slowly to the familiar morning glow, adding to the light of the star that shone eternally above the city.

Moving silently between the lengthening shadows, a young woman drew her dark cloak more tightly around her to conceal her identity from anybody else who had business wondering the streets at this early hour.

Any more business than La, for it was she, a woman now of seventeen years sneaking back to the palace where she should have been all night.

She wiped the blood from her hands onto her cloak before gently pushing open the door that gave entry to the back of the temple. By law this passage was only allowed for the council of priests but by law, royal women were not allowed to leave the palace and hunt in the forests either, and La was not one to be stopped by rules that didn’t suit her.

Long, white, blood spattered hair fell down unrepressed over her shoulders and back to her hips, where a hand searched vaguely for her hunting knife, but it was missing. She had dropped it, probably during her flight from the forest. She wouldn’t be safe until she reached her room in the highest part of the highest tower of the temple. She could hear footsteps and movement of people through the walls, the priests beginning to prepare the temple for the morning’s worship and ceremony. It would be no ordinary day.

A curtain twitched in a doorway to La’s right and she dived silently for the cover of a shadow, as a man clad in pale-blue passed the length of the room and then exited at the other, and La re-emerged and started towards the tower’s staircase.

She sprang upwards five or six steps at a time with the swiftness and agility that years of sneaking about had taught her to do. Along the final passage and circular hallway, La quickened her pace and turned her head with a glance, only to stumble and halt with a muffled cry as she was met by her brother, standing purposefully in La’s doorway. She froze rigid and stared down at him. He stared coolly back.

“Where have you been?” He said, at length.

Kashakem Nedak was now thirteen years of age, and tall almost as La herself. His long white hair was tied loosely back behind his head, and blue tattoos lined his suspicious face.

La opened her mouth wordlessly, searching for something to say that wouldn’t incriminate her or give the little brother cause to scream for the King and Queen, but before she began to stammer and answer she caught sight of something that Kashakem was attempting to conceal behind his back. It was La’s hunting knife, still slightly wet with red blood. La smirked, trying to control her heavy breathing, after running up the stairs.

“Nowhere that you haven’t.” She said. Kashakem narrowed his eyes.

“You’re not allowed out at night. You’re not allowed to hunt.”

“Neither are you.” Said La.

“I am. I’m thirteen. I’m a man now, and I can hunt.”

“Not until after the ceremony. You’re only thirteen after the celebration, and I don’t think father and mother would be pleased to know that you’ve been sneaking out before time.”

Kashekem said nothing, but his eyes narrowed further as he glared back at her.

Not a word then, from either of them.
“Now give that back to me.” Said La.

“I found it.”

“It’s mine.”

Kashekem said nothing more but slowly handed the knife to La, who snatched it indignantly out of his hand. Then she pushed him out of the way and entered her room, closing the door firmly behind her.

Alone, she cursed her brother’s name, folding the cloak and tucking it underneath the cushions of her bed.

On the table was an urn filled with water that she had saved from the night before, and she used it to wash the remaining blood from her clothes and body. Finally she cleaned her knife, wrapped and bound the blade with cloth and hid it with the cloak in her bed.

She wasn’t tired. The adrenalin still pumped in her veins from the thrill of a night of hunting, and she sat by the window and looked out at the horizon, as the sun gradually completed its ascension into the sky.

Today was Kashakem’s thirteenth birthday, and by tradition this would be the day that he joined the warriors to hunt, and defend the city. There was going to be a great ceremony, which would last for most of the morning. Then at noon the warriors and Kashakem would leave and not return until late evening.

To La this was enormously unfair. She who had hunted and fought alone for years, and developed her skill to a level which surpassed most of the men’s, was trapped in the palace while her little brother continued to steal the rights which should have been hers.

There was the sound of approaching footsteps in the hallway outside of her room, and La jumped up sharply and buried herself in her bed to appear asleep. The door opened, and a voice came.

“…Ladyship?”

La rolled her eyes. It was her nurse. La lay still and didn’t reply. The footsteps approached the bed nervously. “Ladyship? Ladyship you must wake now, it’s his Lordship’s ceremony…”

She reached a hand out gingerly towards La. La suddenly sat up and wheeled around to face her.

“HRAAAAGH!”

“AAAGH!!”

The nurse screamed and fled the room immediately. La grinned to herself. Following to nurse’s exit a number of servants hurried into the room bringing robes and large pots of water, which were emptied into the stone bath in La’s dressing area. She rose from the bed and crossed the room, removing the rest of the clothes that she had worn the night before and throwing them onto a servant who ran past.

She was washed and dressed. And then breakfast was brought to her. She threw her wine at one of the servants and then her rather shaken looking nurse appeared, and said that it was time for her to go to the temple.

*~*~*~*

