Names:

Her: Zarkana (zar KAH na)

Brother (older, by different mother): ???

Assassin:  Vadrhun? (vah DROON)

Usurper: Lord Ancastor (an CAS tor)

Cousin: 

Basic Plot:

· Zarkana is younger than brother and they do not get along especially well

· She is promised in marriage to lesser noble (brother suspects her of wanting throne?, and lesser marriage is to put her in her place)

· Zarkana’s mother was not of noble blood, said to be a witch, rumored that she killed brother’s mother and seduced king, descended from ancestress who was a seer, Z never saw any powers from her mother, but she died when Z was young, Z herself has had visions since she was young, sees ghosts too maybe? Maybe brother or cousin calls her Zee when feeling affectionate?

· She has no interest in marriage but can’t think of way out of it

· Brother gets better offer for her hand and reneges on offer to Duke

· Duke has surprisingly large army amassed (planned to overthrow brother once married to sister anyway) and marches against him

· Brother’s force is surprised, outnumbered, and slaughtered

· Duke marches on nearly deserted castle where Zarkana is still

· She watches him approach before fleeing, having no desire to be his broodmare to solidify his claim to the kingdom

· She flees east to the sea and her cousin who rules a larger kingdom there

· Pursued closely by assassin who is in the employ of the duke at that time

· Caught by him, escapes with fancy sword work, etc

· Seeks sanctuary with cousin, feels safe for a few weeks/months?

· Then assassin caught trying to scale walls

· Cousin buys his services, ordering him to protect Zarkana against all comers (assassin takes this to include cousin himself as well)

· Cousin becomes aware of prophecy whilst probing reasons for duke’s rebellion; begins to woo Z, maybe more obviously than before? Bordering on obsession

· Meanwhile, she is well-liked at court, forms alliances and gains respects of powerful nobles

· Things begin to come to a head after Z stops execution of assassin

· Cousin is pushy about wanting to wed her, she puts him off for a time without saying no, finally forced to answer, refuses him having no desire to marry him and suspecting that he wanted her mostly because of the prophecy

· Tries to force the issue one day before the whole court, thinking she won’t dare defy him in public….ends up accidentally impaled on own sword or  dagger…

· OR tries to attack her and force the issue late one night by coming through the secret passage---would have raped her and locker her up until she bore him a son---but assassin stops him, ruckus alerts the guards who enter, and in the scuffle, cousin stabbed with own blade, or Z stabs him in self-defense in presence of witnesses???

· Cousin dead and Z proclaimed leader as she was closest blood kin, most of the nobles support her, some rebel and try to break away

· Duke thinks time is right to attack, expecting chaos and easy pickings

· Several other lordlings in neighboring lands rise up, wishing to claim her their bride because of prophecy

· Z manages to play them all against each other so they war with one another, then rides in with her secret army of loyal nobles and sweeps away her would-be-suitors and their armies

· Lordlings all slain or maybe executed; at the behest of her own nobles, those who still loved her from brother’s kingdom, and others who have decided to follow her banner, she declares sovereignty over conquered lordlings and their lands, reuniting the kingdom as the prophecy hinted

· Vows never to marry, but takes the assassin as consort, and maybe epilogue about their daughter who follows in mother’s footsteps with matrilineal line of succession (which of course lasts 1000 years)

· At 300 words per page, 75,000 words = 250 book pages = 125 MS Word pages/// 90,000 = 300 pages = 150 MS Word pages

- Doesn’t trust merc/assassin not to sell her out to the highest bidder. Saves him (from execution?) while risking her own life (or reputation?) w/o really thinking about it, he owes life debt and swears loyalty only to her (until debt is repaid or forever?), and so she begins to trust him---something like that anyway

Prince to assassin: “How ignominious to have been saved by a woman. Pathetic, really…”

“On the contrary, sir, her compassion honored me.”

Prophecy? 

 

She’s a seer? Has flashes of future, descended from long ago seer around who the prophecy revolves, says it can’t be her, has many, many cousins who fit the bill, etc

 

Prophecy alludes that whoever marries her will become king and unite the broken kingdom. She says “To hell with the prophecy. I will rule alone as Queen.” Assassin is her consort, never king.

Other princes wish to marry her and try to move against her army (where does she get it? Maybe retakes her brother’s throne by slaying the Usurper)---she has to play them off each other to defeat them all

 

Sees vision of aged queen with faded red hair sitting on a high cold throne. Beside her is hooded figure she always though was death---realizes it is herself and the assassin a the end

 

“Your visions are a gift.”

 

“Not a gift, no. A curse.”

She bid the guards good night and pulled the door closed. Wearily she moved to the bed, reaching out to set her candle down on the table beside it. As she did so, the flame flickered for a moment and illuminated a shadowy figure sitting in the chair in the corner. She froze, heart pounding.

“Not a sound from you if you value your life.” The figure stirred and stood slowly, the faint moonlight from the open balcony doors playing over his hooded and cloaked form. It was the assassin. 

She took a step back and groped blindly for the doorknob. She could scream and her guards would be beside her in an instant, but he did not move toward her. In fact, he did not move at all save to raise his hands, palms outward. She paused, frightened and yet intrigued. He spoke again softly in his low, raspy voice. “I have no weapon to hand. I am not here to harm you.” 

“No weapon to hand? Then you are armed?” she asked hoarsely, her throat constricted with apprehension and fear.

“Clever,” He inclined his head. “Yes, there is a dagger in my boot. It is unwise to wander this place defenseless.” She snorted, knowing all too well how dangerous he was with his bare hands alone.

“Why then are you here if you do not intend to carry me off at knife point? How are you here?” He could not have gotten past her guards nor could have climbed up to the balcony. But there was no other way in.

“I have tidings for you.”

“The Usurper sent you. You still do his bidding…” The dancing candle flame betrayed her trembling hands.

“No, lady, I swore an oath to your prince. I serve you now, and him through you, at his command.”

“He threatened you, bought you. How do I know that you are not lying to beguile me?”

“I am bound by my oath. I will not forsake it. You must trust me.”

“You must earn my trust, Assassin,” she growled, suddenly angry. “You still have not answered my questions. Answer me now or I will call for my guards.”

He nodded, and with his open palms still facing her submissively, moved across the room, past the balcony doors, and paused in the opposite corner. Turning away from her, he reached up and pressed a small, carved panel just above his head. She a heard a faint click as a catch gave and then a narrow door fell open, revealing a dark, empty space behind the wall.

Fear suddenly forgotten, she strode quickly to his side and thrust her candle into the opening. “Bloody hell…” she whispered. The candlelight illuminated a cramped passage running in either direction inside the wall. To the left, it plunged down a stairway into darkness, and to the right, it led straight, following the line of the outer wall until it turned a corner.

“This is how you got in,” she breathed. “But how did you find it? How far does it go?”

“One thing at a time. The news I bring regards these passages. I have not even begun to explore them all, but I believe they run throughout most of the palace. Most importantly, there is a passage between this room and the next, the prince’s chamber…”

“Is he aware of it?” she asked, dismayed.

“Very much so. He has been watching you.”

She looked at the assassin for a moment, but could see nothing of his face below the hood. 

“I don’t like the sounds of that. I take it there is a spy hole in the wall?” 

He nodded. “A door as well.” She shuddered involuntarily.

“And how do you know he’s been watching me?”

“There is another corridor that intersects the passageway he uses. He has yet to find the door into that passage, and I believe he is otherwise unaware of the network of secret ways all around him,” he related.

“And how did you come to find these passages?” she asked him again, a trace of trepidation in her voice.

“The Assassins Guild preserves a great deal of ancient lore. It is often vital to what we do. Long lost secrets… Few now give any credence to old tales of secret passages and stairs, but I do. I suspected they might be here---this palace dates back to the early years of the kings. It is the oldest by far in the realm.”

“But surely others have stumbled on these tunnels over the years?”

“Without a doubt, but that would be a closely guarded secret. They were built for the use and safety of the king…or regent as it is now. Many of the passages have been intentionally blocked. A few have also caved in and some of the stairways have crumbled. But I have wandered the passageways for four nights, and I have seen nothing to suggest that any of the present inhabitants are aware of them…”

“Aside from the prince,” she cut him off. She began to pace slowly up and down the room. “Will you show me the passages, be my guide?”

“If you wish it.”

“I do. Let’s go now.”

“You trust me so easily, lady?” His faintly sardonic tone brought her up short. 

“This is a rather elaborate ruse if you mean to kidnap me or ravish me or kill me. So yes, I trust you for the moment. But I’ll have your dagger all the same.”

“Our excursion must wait until the small hours of the night. The prince is still at table, and he will come to watch you again before he goes to bed. He must not find you missing. I will wait in the passage and watch him. When it is safe, I will come and wake you.”

She nodded reluctantly, her mind whirling. The assassin retreated through the narrow door and shut it silently. She pressed her ear to the wall, listening for any sounds of his footsteps in the passage, but there were none. What she did hear after a few minutes was the sound of the prince’s voice singing loudly and drunkenly from the hall as he passed her door. She hurried to the bed, blew out the candle, and then slipped beneath the sheets.

She listened intently for some time, but heard nothing more from the prince. At last she dropped off to sleep…..

