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CHAPTER ONE


Raneth





“You’re really cleared for duty again?” asked Aldora as she led him into the living room. “You had to take a nap in the middle of my visit yesterday.” 

Ignoring the soft murmur of voices from the kitchen, Royal Official Raneth Bayre nodded. “I passed the necessary tests this morning. I would have come by sooner but I’m still trying to figure out Danae’s filing system. I can swing a sword and fling icicles with no problems.” He ran a hand down his royal official jacket. Whilst the front of the torso was a royal blue (lined with gold fabric) that narrowed the nearer it got to his waist, almost all of the rest of the jacket was black, with thick cuffs in the same gold fabric that lined the blue and covered the buttons, and fabric gold pauldrons that were more decorational and served as a reminder of the evolution of royal officials’ position in Giften Kingdom. His hand slipped into his pocket and toyed with a tatty rectangular box.

“Is that Raneth?”

He glanced at the kitchen archway as Alika Brice peered at them, before she smiled and rushed to crush him in a hug.

“Hi, Alika.”

Aldora’s half-sister gave her work partner a smile. “I wish you’d change your mind about being Nathaniel’s Godfather.”

“Blood-gifted Bayres don’t live long,” he reminded her gently, smiling slightly at Aldora’s concerned look. “Is Drigoe about? I’d love to congratulate him on his promotion to head messenger.”

Aldora and Alika shook their heads. “He’s at work already, and the promotion is a sore subject,” confessed Alika. “He’s never trusted anything he got because of his gift — he’s waiting for this all to blow up in our faces.” Alika hugged Raneth again. “I’m betting you’re straight back to work, right?”

Raneth nodded.

“Not a surprise. I saw the crime statistics for this month.” But Alika smiled at Raneth. “Stay safe. I’m on family leave to look after Nathaniel, so I can’t bail you out if you go and get yourself stabbed again.” She excused herself and headed upstairs.

Aldora motioned for Raneth to follow her into the kitchen, and she strolled to the kettle. “Coffee?”

“Please.” Raneth followed but stayed in the doorway.

“Alika, Drigoe and Nathaniel are staying here whilst the painters finish their house,” explained the Dagger Bearer as she slipped a hot cup into Raneth’s hands.

He sipped it and held back a grimace as she looked up at him with those beautiful brown eyes of hers. That’s the worst coffee I’ve ever had.

“Is this a visit before you go running off Goddess only knows where?” she asked. “Or are you here officially?”

“Officially.” He pressed his lips to hers. “But any excuse is a good one when I get to see you.”

She regarded him for a long moment. “Good save.” She sipped her green tea. “So how can I help our brand new royal official captain?” She grinned up at him.

He smiled. “Do you have a border crossing pass and a passport? If you and your dad are alright with it, I’d like you to accompany me for an assignment that’s in Newer.”

“Newer?” Aldora nodded at his jacket. “Don’t they hate royal officials over there?”

“Yeah, but it’s important I go.”

“What are we doing over there? Pedibastet did warn me that Cray would be teaming us up soon, but he didn’t tell me why.”

“Your dad has to say he’s OK with it first.”

“OK with what?” Aldora sipped her tea. “Raneth, I don’t understand why you’re so afraid to take a wrong step with my dad. It’s not like you’re asking for permission to marry me. That would have him saying some things you might not like.” 

“What do you mean, he would have some things to say?”

“Well, you’ve dated me for three years now, and most of our dates have seen something happen to cut them short.”

“That last time was someone you upset as the Dagger Bearer. It had nothing to do with me.”

“And all those times Thane Frey came by to see what we were doing and we had to run?”

“Those ones I can’t help. He’s going to be curious no matter what we’re doing.”

“Raneth, what’s going on?” asked Isadore Leoma, entering from the garden door. Close to his fifties, Isadore had a growing bald patch that had taken over a large area of his head. His grey eyes ran over Raneth.

Don’t get too upset, thought Raneth. “The king and I would like Aldora to come with me on my assignment.”

Isadore frowned as he pressed his lips together. “Depends what it is. Another murderer?”

“No, Cray wants us to find the Shotput of Power,” said Raneth, grateful that Isadore hadn’t immediately said no. “Apparently it’s in Newer. There’ll be three others coming with us. They’re meeting us at the Giften–Newer border.”

“You’re taking her into that kingdom? Isn’t that a bit violent for royal officials?”

He must have done his research, realised Raneth, otherwise how would he know about how Newer inspectors react to royal officials? Or has he heard about this from Alika? That would make sense – he could get more out of her about royal officials than he’d get out of Aldora. 

“It’s a bit dangerous for royal officials,” replied Raneth with a nod, “but the king feels it will keep me safer for a while than continuing my usual assignments here. He’s trying to give me a break without putting me on leave. The others coming aren’t royal officials either, but I’d really appreciate Aldora coming with me, Isadore. She knows me enough to recognise when I need help in a fight, and I know her skills. Plus she has the Dagger of Protection. That’s gotta be helpful when looking for one of its cast-siblings.”

“Is Prince Pedibastet going with you?” asked Isadore.

Raneth shook his head. 

“That’s something, I suppose. What do you think, Aldora?” said Isadore.

“If Raneth needs my help, I’m going to go with or without your permission, or Haethowine’s. He’s looked after the village without me before.”

“How long is this going to take?” asked Aldora’s father as he watched Raneth.

“Paperwork says to keep looking until the end of June. If we haven’t found it by then, we’re to come home. I think it’s a waste of my skills, personally, but what Cray asks for is always in the best interest of the Three Ks. He must know something I don’t,” said Raneth.

“She comes home sooner. She’s not staying over there for six months. Three months maximum.”

“Thank you, Isadore,” said Raneth as he stood up. “I’ll keep her safe.”

“Right here,” grumbled Aldora, also standing. “When do we leave?”

“As soon as you’re ready. Pack lightly. We may be on the move a lot once we cross the border, and we’ll be going by foot most of the time. I need to head back to the palace first and check whether Alagar has my supplies ready and the others have sent word they’re on their way to the border, then I’ll come get you.”

“I’ll take you in my carriage when you’re ready to go, Aldora,” insisted Isadore.


      ***The gaping hole in the large brick wall that separated Giften and Newer was heavily packed with a constant stream of people moving back and forth, intercepted by members of the Royal Giften Army and their Newer counterparts. Whilst Aldora said goodbye to her father, Raneth trained his attention onto the soldiers. The Giftens would give them no trouble crossing, but the Newers could be a different story altogether. There were small huddles of civilians by the wall on the Giften side too; many were sitting down, watching the soldiers or talking amongst themselves. Raneth frowned. Too many people being made to wait. The Newer soldiers are antsy too. They’re rushing to beat the Giftens to each group of travellers. Something’s happened… And where’s Spence? He’s always more punctual than everyone else. He’s bound to be here already, even if Gaynor and Viny aren’t. He carefully observed each group of three, but they weren’t there. He turned to Aldora. “I don’t see the others.”

“Are you expecting trouble? Maybe they found it before us. Wouldn’t be like us, but it could happen.”

“I’m not expecting anything passports and border crossing passes can’t handle,” said Raneth.

“Captain!” A Giften centurion raised a hand in their direction, in a laid-back, friendly greeting that made Raneth warily glance at Aldora.

“Well, that’s us screwed already,” she muttered darkly.

“He doesn’t look like he’s about to rope us into anything,” said Raneth, watching the centurion pluck off his silver helmet and tuck it under his arm. “Maybe he’s just going to personally escort us through the wall.”

Aldora folded her arms. “I doubt it. I bet he’s going to pull you into whatever’s going on because you’re the newly appointed royal official captain, and I’ll be dragged into it too as the Dagger Bearer. It’s just like one of our dates.”

Raneth failed to hide his smile as the centurion reached them. “Hi, centurion. Do we have a problem?”

“Yes and no,” replied the army official. He turned his gaze to Aldora. “It’s a great honour to meet you, Dagger Bearer.”

Aldora reddened at the attention, so Raneth wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “What do you need, centurion?” he asked.

“We had a visitor a little while ago. He’s waiting for you both in one of the wall staterooms. I need you to follow me.” He turned his back to them, gesturing over his shoulder for them to follow. 

Raneth held Aldora’s hand as they walked behind the Giften centurion’s black cloak, which had the kingdom’s three gold rings entwined at its centre. 

“Told you,” whispered Aldora. “Just like our dates, except he’s not trying to stab us.”

“As long as this isn’t Cray with new orders,” replied Raneth, “right now I don’t mind. If whatever’s going on here was that bad, he would have just briefed us right where we were and had us get to it – we weren’t near enough to any others to be overheard.”

They followed the centurion to the stone wall’s outer surface, the midday sun warming their shoulders. Raneth was used to the wall and paid its thirty metres of height little attention, until he noticed Aldora looking up at it. “You’ll hurt your neck.”

“I’ve never seen any of the border walls in person before.”

The centurion paused beside a metal door in the wall that contained a small barred window at Aldora’s head height. The centurion knocked twice. “Coming in, two guests,” he said, before yanking the door open with a grunt. He pressed his back to it, motioning for them to enter.

Raneth stepped into the wall’s interior, shivering as the sun’s touch abandoned him to the tiny shred of warmth coming from two lit torches directly opposite the door. The interior was made of the same thick grey bricks as the outer sides of the wall. Two men sat next to the torches, watching the royal official. One was a full-time member of the Royal Giften Army, a legionary, with his arms folded across his broad chest and a grumpy look on his face. His Newer counterpart, who also looked miserable, sat on the right. 

“Left, first door you can open,” instructed the centurion.

Raneth nodded and prowled through the wall, passing open doorways that were lit by torches beyond. He briefly peered through each one, and it seemed the only two on watch internally were the two men near the entrance. A door made of dull metal greeted Raneth on his left. Knowing the staterooms had been additions to the border walls and stuck out on either side, Raneth was unfazed at the idea of stepping into one on the Giften side of the border. He pulled the door open, grateful that it didn’t seem as heavy as the one the centurion had opened. Then, seeing who was waiting for him and Aldora, Raneth uttered a profanity.

“What?” asked Aldora, stepping so close to Raneth’s side that her head rested against the side of his shoulder so she could look inside. “Pedi! What are you doing here?”

Sitting on a scarred table in the centre of the room was a tabby-and-white cat with his bushy black tail dangling off the edge. His green eyes were half closed but he sat with his back ramrod straight, his weight resting on his rump. 

Just what we need – the Prince of the Cats, thought Raneth. Aldora stepped inside and stroked the cat under his white chin, making Pedibastet close his eyes completely. Now just open your mouth, say you’re coming with us like I know you will and completely ruin any chances of a romantic date somewhere on this assignment.

“I came to supervise you two, of course. Can’t have the Giften Kingdom’s two greatest assets running around the Newer Kingdom and getting themselves killed, can we?”

“I would love for you to join us,” said Aldora, picking the white, brown and black cat up and holding him to her chest. 

Compliments are not his normal behaviour. He’s making sure Aldora wants him with us. Why can’t he be a Southern or Newer cat that can’t talk? “I didn’t pack any chicken, tuna or fish, Your Highness,” stated Raneth as he joined Aldora and the cat in the room. The centurion waited outside.

“You can use your allowance to buy me some, and I can hunt if needed,” said Pedibastet through a purr, his brown cheek with its black tear streak snuggled against the side of Aldora’s neck. “I know Cray will have given you some Newer currency, considering the royal official allowance is a bit difficult to use in Newer safely.”

“We don’t need a cat,” replied Raneth. He looked to Aldora. “I know he’s your friend, and a prince, but a talking cat attracts attention in Newer, and not the good kind.”

“I can keep quiet if we’re within earshot of other humans, or talk in your ears,” protested Pedibastet. “Don’t make me order you about, royal official captain.”

Raneth knew a veiled order when he heard one. “Yes, sir, but I refuse to carry you.”

“Good. Then let’s go and get to Oreg. I had the centurion turn away your three other friends so we don’t need to wait for them. I don’t think they’ll be of any use.”

“You–” Raneth slowed his tongue and thought over his next words carefully. Pedibastet was the prince of Giften Kingdom’s cats, and his status in Giften society gave him a higher rank than Raneth, forcing Raneth to accept Pedibastet’s orders, no matter how much he disagreed with them. “May I ask why, Prince Pedibastet?”

“They’re sailors,” said the cat. “And less is more. Why do you think cats are smaller than humans? You’ll attract less attention this way.”

“Cray specifically said I was to take at least three others with me besides Aldora, because of the inspectors, Prince Pedibastet.”

“I’m worth at least two humans and we’re wasting daylight,” said the cat. “Move, royal official.”

Reluctantly, Raneth nodded.








  
  

CHAPTER TWO


Aldora





Holding Raneth’s calloused hand for so long made Aldora’s clammy. Yet she kept hold of it, giving it a slight squeeze every now and then, which he returned with one of his own. They walked with Pedibastet in silence along a wide dirt road lined with trees a few metres apart from one another. The midday sun dappled them as they strolled under the overhanging branches, dodging the larger gouges in the dirt from wagons, carts, buggies and other types of horse-drawn vehicles. The white paws of Pedibastet had turned a slight yellow from the orange-brown dirt, but his tail was held high, with its slightly reddened tip swishing side to side in a relaxed manner. Relaxed, unlike Raneth, thought Aldora, observing the frown still present on his face since the cat had joined them at the border wall. “Pedi,” she said softly. “Why don’t you trust Raneth to keep us safe? Or me?” 

Pedibastet looked up at the two humans, his green eyes watching them for a moment, before one ear turned to listen to something to their far left that Aldora couldn’t hear. “It’s not that I don’t trust you two,” he said softly. “It’s more that I don’t trust Raneth is quite ready to return to active duty after his injuries. Quinn told me that Cray insisted that Raneth needed to be declared fit for duty when he awoke, and he asked that I watch over you both. I didn’t realise you were both being sent out today, otherwise I would have travelled with Raneth. Then there is the fact that Newers do not consider cats a threat, but they do for royal officials, and the citizens here fear royal officials because of the propaganda they have endured. I can watch out for the two of you unnoticed.”

Aldora noticed Raneth was staying quiet. Is he still annoyed at Pedi coming with us, even after he’s explained himself? Or is it because we were supposed to be meeting those others? It sounds like the royal doctor and Pedi are just looking out for him.

“The inspectors, they’re a cross between royal officials and royal detectives, right?” asked Aldora.

“Yes, but without the superior training of a royal official,” admitted Pedibastet. He eased to Raneth’s right side and rubbed his side against Raneth’s shin, curling his tail around the back of Raneth’s calf.

He’s trying to apologise, she realised.

The Prince of the Cats rose briefly off his front legs and rubbed the top of his head against Raneth’s leg as the three friends continued to walk. “Royal officials are like cats in many ways, making them far superior than a Newer anyway.”

Definitely trying to apologise, noted Aldora. Raneth smiled as he stroked the top of Pedibastet’s head where black and brown stripes ran between his white ears.


      ***“That’s Oreg,” stated Raneth an hour or so later, pointing ahead to a settlement without a defensive wall.

Aldora’s gaze ran upwards, following the buildings, which were easily taller than almost every building in Giften, except the Giften Daily news tower and some of the old abandoned watchtowers dotted around the kingdom. 

“Different from Giften towns, huh?” said Raneth.

Aldora nodded, noticing that the buildings looked to be made of brown and yellow bricks.

“We’ll be staying at a royal official safehouse here. We have a base in most of the towns and cities in Newer, thanks to Cray.”

Safehouse? I suppose that makes sense if the inspectors are likely to hurt Raneth, but I find it difficult to imagine they would. If they’re law enforcers too, and royal officials are known to be some of the best trained soldiers and law enforcement officers worldwide, why would they attack them?

“Do you need safehouses in other kingdoms?” asked Aldora when she noticed Raneth and Pedibastet were both looking at her as if expecting a question.

“No, just here because of the inspectors. Royal officials are always more than welcome in the Southern Kingdom and the Barbaric East.”

“Not to mention the Northern Barbaric Island,” added Pedibastet. “We had issues once getting Raneth back from there – they kept delaying his return after an assignment.” 

Raneth looked at Pedibastet. “I’m surprised you remember that, sir.”

“I do happen to like royal officials, Raneth, and you are my favourite one.”


      ***Easing close to the town’s entrance, Aldora checked on Pedibastet. He walked on the other side of Raneth with his tail patting against Raneth’s leg, letting him know where he was as they slipped amongst the growing number of men and women walking around them. A man brushed against Aldora side, so she moved closer to Raneth until they were almost touching. He glanced at her but said nothing, giving the slightest hint of a smile instead. Watching the people around them, Aldora noticed that their eyes kept sweeping over to look at Raneth, and then they would try and ease towards her to avoid walking directly past him. She tried not to look uneasy as the Newers continued to give Raneth a wide berth, soon leaving almost all of his side of the wide path empty of foot traffic. In Giften you always feel safer when there’s a royal official on the same street as you. Aldora turned her gaze onto her partner, noticing that he was observing the people around them too. How does this make him feel? If it makes me feel a bit off, it can’t be much better for Raneth.

Raneth pointed at a line of yellow bricks on the side of the path. “That’s the edge of the road,” he explained softly. “The carriages have right of way between yellow lines, so make sure to stay out of them if you can.”

“Good to know,” admitted Aldora.

Wouldn’t want to get trampled like Mum. She watched warily as some of the nearest carriages and wagons rattled past them, their horses goaded into running between the lines. Should they be going that fast?

“Pedi, maybe you should walk on my side?” said Aldora as the cat’s long fur ruffled. The fur down his spine was a line of solid black intermingled with offshoots of black and brown, as if a giant spider and a horse’s saddle had been merged in his otherwise white fur. 

Pedibastet walked behind them, before tapping the back of his tail against Aldora’s leg and walking at her side. 

Six more carriages rushed past, one large enough to reveal through tiny square windows the faces of multiple children in matching blue uniforms.

“We need to keep following this path,” said Raneth. Along the path ran a row of yellow brick buildings that ended with one that jutted further into the path with its purple window frames. When they drew close to it, Aldora peeked inside. The place wasn’t well lit; the only light available to the men and women sitting round the wooden tables inside came from the windows. A bar of light wood stood facing the door.

“Is that a pub?” she asked. We could grab something to eat there, she thought.

Her partner smiled. “Yes and no. It’s a brothel,” he admitted, pointing above their heads. 

Aldora looked at the wooden sign dangling above their heads. The Rover, for Distinguished Gentlemen Only. 

“The hint is the gentlemen bit. They actually take any willing to pay for their drink and dalliance, but only if they don’t hurt the people who work there. Then it gets nasty.” 

Aldora arched an eyebrow at her partner. 

“I’ve never used one.”

“I was teasing,” said Aldora. She kissed his cheek. 

A woman behind the bar waved at Raneth with a warm smile. Must be trying to entice him inside. 

“So where are we going, Raneth?” she asked, noticing as he gave the smallest of his smiles to the waving woman. 

“I was going to take us to the royal official safehouse here,” he admitted, still watching the waving woman. “But if Sasha is openly waving at me that means she has information for me. We’ll go to the safehouse later.”

Aldora eyed the brothel woman as Raneth strolled to the entrance of the building. The woman wore a long black dress that clung to her curves but didn’t show off too much skin, only exposing her shoulders, her arms and an inch below her collarbone. And how does Raneth know her if he’s never used a brothel?

“You coming, Aldora?” asked Raneth, holding the glass door open for her. 

She stepped inside.

“No, I refuse to walk on stained carpet,” snapped Pedibastet. He sat at the entrance as Raneth held the door ajar, waiting for Pedibastet to step through.

“Carry me,” added the cat, looking expectantly up at Raneth.

“No,” hissed Raneth, glancing at Aldora. “What will the Newers think?”

“That you care about your cat’s cleanliness. Are you aware what that smell is under the alcohol? I know you’ve not mated yet, but even so–”

“I know perfectly well what the smell is,” growled Raneth. He stepped through the doorway, forcing Pedibastet to rush onto the carpet so he wouldn’t get bumped by the closing door. He glared up at Raneth.

Aldora picked the cat up without a word.

“Let’s go and catch up upstairs,” suggested Sasha. She led the three friends through a doorway and up a set of stairs to a red door.

Following her in, Aldora noticed that the entire room was decorated in a colour which almost matched the robin red of Sasha’s long but frizzy hair. The older woman sat down on a sofa almost in the middle of the room, with its back to the large windows draped with thin white curtains. 

“So I take it you’re Raneth’s partner, the Dagger Bearer. I’m Sasha. It’s wonderful to finally meet you, Miss Leoma.” 

“Thank you.”

“Please lock it, Raneth,” instructed Sasha as he walked in behind Aldora. “Don’t want anyone overhearing about you.” 

The lock turned in Raneth’s calloused hand with a solid snick of metal. Aldora gently placed Pedibastet down and the cat prowled across the ebony wood floor and leapt onto one of the sofa’s arms. He curled into place, his black tail wrapping around him. 

“Aldora, take a seat next to me. I don’t bite,” offered Sasha as she patted the sofa. 

Aldora perched on the edge of the sofa. “Have you told everyone you know about me?” she asked Raneth as he strolled deeper into the room, claiming a large yellow pillow on the floor and dragging it closer to the sofa. He sat cross-legged upon it, looking up at the girls and the Prince of the Cats, and shrugged.

“Everyone asks. I don’t tell them anything except that you’re an incredible person who has my whole heart.”

Aldora frowned at Raneth, but he wasn’t giving his cheeky lopsided grin. He means it, she realised, turning her blushing face towards Pedibastet. His whiskers perked forwards as he purred. 

“Sasha, what do you have for me?” asked Raneth.

“First up, you’re an idiot – full uniform. The inspectors know you’re here already, Mister Royal Official Captain. No need to go around advertising it or acting like you think they won’t try and hit you in the face. Two inspectors were downstairs in the bar, without their uniforms on. I have another in one of the lower rooms with one of my boys.” Sasha smiled. “Second, Adelard has been here gathering intelligence for you, with my help–”

“Adelard?” Raneth frowned before leaning back on his hands. “I was made to think this assignment was a spur-of-the-moment thing.”

“Ha, ha, ha,” interrupted Pedibastet. “Of course it wasn’t. Did you really think Cray would send his best royal official without preparing some of the immediate mission areas for you?”

“Pedi,” warned Aldora. “Who is Adelard?” 

“Another royal official. He’s staying at the safehouse. I think the first thing you should do is burn that uniform,” stated Sasha. “I’ve a burning bin in our garden, and I should have some clean Newer clothing you can wear, Raneth. There are more inspectors working without uniforms this week – I suspect someone warned Newer you were coming. Someone from the Giften palace must have blabbed, or someone privy to your movements. Perhaps a tribune paying you a lot of attention?”

“There’s only one person watching my career, as far as I know,” replied Raneth. “Tribune Jovian.”

Sasha nodded thoughtfully. “It’s not something we can do anything about so let’s talk about the assignment. My understanding of the Shotput is that it looks just like the sort you would find in schools for physical education, but silver.” 

Raneth nodded. 

“Actually, it’s said to be a little smaller – big enough to sit comfortably in the palm of a large hand,” said Aldora.

“Last month something fitting that description was confiscated by the inspectors here,” said Sasha.

“That’s when a report of a sighting reached King Cray,” said Pedibastet, lifting his head from his white paws.

“I was the one who sent that report, Prince,” said Sasha. “As a possible sighting, mind you. If the inspectors have the Shotput, it’ll be on the underground floor of their headquarters, in one of the cells where they lock up all unknown and potentially dangerous items.”

“Do you have floor plans that we can use to get it back?” asked Pedibastet. 

Sasha shook her head. “But you’re welcome to relax for a while here before you make your inspections.”

Pedibastet stretched before jumping down and pressing a paw to Raneth’s knee. “Time to go. She clearly has no more information of value. We should not waste time.”

“Wait, Prince Pedibastet,” requested Raneth as the cat strolled to the door. “Sasha, what information do you have regarding the inspectors here at Oreg?”

“There are about four or five hundred on duty at any one time,” said the brothel mistress. “Some in uniform, some without. If you’re wondering about their skills, other than the usual brawling and swordsmanship skills inspectors have, none here stand out in any way. There may be a few prisoners in the cells where the unknown items are stored, but there’s no way to tell if any of them will help you or give you information either.” 

Aldora stepped towards the Prince of the Cats and the door.

“We have an amazing chef and I’d love to make sure you’re all well fed. Stay for dinner. We can make you some warm chicken with gravy, Prince Pedibastet,” insisted Sasha.

The cat’s whiskers pressed against his cheeks in a smile. There goes our chance to go. Aldora glanced at Raneth, but his eyes were focused upon the cat, a small frown on his face. He’s not completely happy with the free dinner either.

“We would be delighted,” replied Pedibastet, right on cue. “Raneth can burn his uniform whilst we wait on your cook.”

“It’s getting dark – we shouldn’t stay here for long,” warned Raneth.


      ***“Why are we standing here?” asked Aldora, folding her arms and frowning at her two friends, who had stopped at a corner to look at a large building surrounded by a tall wall that Raneth could look over, but Aldora couldn’t. She tightened her arms around her torso as she shivered from the early evening’s chill.

“That grotty-looking building is the inspectors’ headquarters,” said Prince Pedibastet. “Look at the state of it. You would think they never clean the bricks.”

Raneth turned to Aldora. “I need to peek in some of the windows from a rooftop nearby so I can figure out some of the internal layout.”

“Why can’t we just go and knock on the door and ask to check for the Shotput?” asked Aldora. 

Pedibastet and Raneth shared a glance. 

“What?” she asked.

“Inspectors won’t be willing to release an item of that strength into the hands of a Giften,” said Pedibastet, “especially when they could keep it for themselves. There’s a lot of mistrust among the Newers against our royal officials and detectives.”

“Their mistrust of us is from the same time our Watchtowers of Old were put up – when the Newers, Eastern Barbarians and the Northern Barbarians invaded Giften. When we officially became Southern Kingdom’s ally,” said Raneth. He looked towards the inspectors’ headquarters. “Keep an eye out.” He strolled back down the path the same way they had come. 

Aldora watched him quietly as he grabbed hold of a drainpipe. She looked around the street; there were a few patrons in the window of a pub on the other side, but none were paying Raneth any mind. The rest of the street was flanked by houses, and nobody appeared to be coming or going except for her, Raneth and Pedibastet. Aldora returned her attention to Raneth’s progress; the royal official had already climbed onto the roof. He moved slowly along it, slightly stooped, and knelt on the corner of the house at the end. The royal official stilled as he looked over the inspectors’ building. Then he sat down on the edge of the roof, dangled his legs over and dropped down beside Aldora, rolling forwards onto his left shoulder and standing in the same move. “I can’t see enough to make any good plans,” he told Prince Pedibastet. “Can you take a closer look please?”

“I suppose I can,” replied Pedibastet. “Take Aldora to the royal official safehouse. I can take care of myself.”

“Are you sure you want us to leave you, Pedi?” asked Aldora. “What if someone treads on your paws?”

“I’ll bite them. I’ll be fine. Raneth, take Aldora to the safehouse.”

“Yes, sir.” Raneth gently took Aldora’s hand. “Come on, A.”

“Be careful, Pedi,” said Aldora, letting Raneth gently ease her away from her friend. He called me A, she noted as she glanced at Raneth and gave his hand a quick squeeze. That’s new. 








  
  

CHAPTER THREE


Pedibastet





Pedibastet waited until the two humans were some metres away before he turned his attention to the inspectors’ headquarters. Listening carefully, he prowled closer until he reached the garden wall. He leapt up and sat on the top. He noticed the same things Raneth probably had, but he spotted that one of the lower windows was open. As easy as tasting Cray’s porridge, he thought, before jumping down into a flowerbed that lined the garden’s otherwise plain grass. He ignored the stables to the left of the building.

He scurried over to the window and stood up on his white hind legs, resting his paws against the dark green windowsill. A woman in the grey uniform of the inspectors was hunched over at a desk, picking at the undersides of her nails with a small letter opener. Tail swishing, Pedibastet dipped back onto all fours. There’s a small chance that she might see me. White fur is a pain. With another flick of his tail, Pedibastet strolled past the front door, heading for the other side of the building. He followed the wall, pausing to hide behind a large ceramic pot as two male inspectors stepped out of a side door. This door was behind a healthy tree that was taller than the two humans, but not by much. The cat glanced back towards the rooftop Raneth had used. The tree must have obscured his view of this door. 

“There’s been a rise in Giftens coming here,” stated one. 

Pedibastet twitched one ear towards them, tracking them as they moved past him and towards the small gate in the stone wall surrounding the property.

“Doesn’t mean their royal official captain is welcome. Or this… what do they call her? Dagger Bearer?”

“Yeah. I hear she sleeps with it.”

“Something that important, I bet she does.” 

Ignoring their lewd sniggers, Pedibastet crept towards the door they had come from. It hadn’t quite caught the latch. Pushing his nose and cheeks against the door and its frame, he made the wood move just enough to slip inside.

The cat padded down a long corridor, his paws taking him across the red tiles that paved the floor. Weapon racks lined the wall on the right side of the corridor, and they didn’t just contain swords; a few maces were slotted between the usual blades Pedibastet had come to expect from humans’ weapon stockpiles, and there were also javelins and one battleaxe. 

A door at the end of the corridor swung open. The cat froze, watching as another inspector stepped into view, zipping up his flies. A waft of unhealthy urine caught the cat’s nose, causing him to shimmy back. The inspector spotted him and hesitated, and they watched each other for a moment before the human took a few steps closer and knelt down. 

“Aw, come ‘ere, cat.” He stuck out a hand and made kissy noises. 

If I had an eyebrow I’d raise it at you, thought Pedibastet, watching the man attempting to get him to come closer. 

“Come on, cat. I won’t hurt you.”

My poor non-speaking Newer cousins. This is what they have to put up with? How do they deal with the stupidity of these Newers?

“Who are you talking to, Ian?” asked a female voice from somewhere out of Pedibastet’s immediate view.

The inspector glanced to the left of the corridor as Pedibastet waited patiently. “Just some dumb cat that’s wandered in. Want me to chase it out?”

“Nah. Cats are harmless. We can always feed it to the prisoners if we get bored. Watch it scream.” 

What? How dare they! Do they not know cats aren’t food? If this is how they look at us cats, it would be in my best interest to let Raneth deal with these buffoons! I’m too important to become food. I’m a Giften cat! Pedibastet surged into motion, running out the way he had come as the inspector watched him. He leapt up the wall and turned to face the building. Dumb Newers, he thought, before he flicked his tail once and jumped to freedom.


      ***Raneth


Raneth followed Aldora into the kitchen of the royal official safehouse. She stopped and rested a hip against the counter. “Surely if we just ask the inspectors politely, they’ll give it to us. It’s part of Giften heritage. There must be some legal paperwork?” she asked.

“There is, but like Prince Pedibastet said, they won’t willingly give it over.”

“But surely if it’s legal they can’t fight against it?” she asked as Raneth joined her side.

It’s sweet how she thinks they should play nice with us. He gently kissed her cheek. “We only became official allies with Newer in 2002,” he stated gently, filling the kettle and placing it on the stove to heat up. “The best we can hope for if we ask them for the Shotput is to sit around for weeks, possibly months. There is paperwork, but I’ve tried that sort of thing with Newers before. It ends up with a lot of blocking on their end. They make everything difficult for Giftens; they will probably insist on paperwork from King Cray and Queen Regina on the matter. Inspectors have a habit of ignoring Queen Regina and working independently when it comes to working with Giftens — Cray knew not to bother giving me paperwork ‘just in case’. Even an alliance of seven years doesn’t stand a chance against older propaganda.”

“We should try anyway. Where’s the harm in a little bit of waiting?” asked Aldora softly. “And where did all this propaganda come from?”

“It’s from the so-called Death Era - in 1704, the Newer king was assassinated and his queen blamed Giften. She thought we were working to expand our territory by weakening their royal strength. She teamed up with the Barbarians and we teamed up for the first time officially with the Southern Kingdom and it led to the war of that era. The Newers kept being beaten by royal officials sent ahead of our army so they started saying stuff about royal officials, and when their queen was killed by her nephew, he used royal officials to explain it away. At least until someone in his court let slip once he was able to speak up safely. It spiralled out of control and only started being tackled by Newer’s royals when Regina became queen.” 

“The Newers have been spreading lies about royal officials for nearly three hundred years?” Aldora shook her head. “That’s ridiculous!”

“Yeah, maybe.” Raneth ran a hand over the back of his neck before giving a shrug. “If you’re sure about trying to play by the rules, then we can try asking them to check for the Shotput later, but it’ll go a little smoother if it’s you asking, because you’re the Dagger Bearer and not a royal official.”

“Fine,” she said. 

A squeak came from the window. Pedibastet ran a paw down the pane, making it squeak again. Raneth opened the window so the Prince of the Cats slipped inside and sat on the sill to clean himself.

“Well?” asked Raneth. 

Pedibastet paused his grooming to look at Raneth, the tip of his tongue exposed. “What?”

“What can you tell us about their headquarters?” 

Pedibastet resumed licking his fur. “They,” he said, speaking between licks, “considered feeding me to the prisoners. Me. A cat. Their superior.” 

Superior in what exactly? wondered Raneth as he tried not to smile.

“Are you OK, Pedi?” asked Aldora softly.

“Yes, though I shall have strange dreams for months.” 

Raneth frowned and shut the window. “I meant the layout. You’re obviously fine,” he said.

“Of course.” Pedibastet told them what he had seen of the internal layout and the door he had entered through. “I suggest we sneak in and check for the Shotput sooner rather than later. Two of them talked about you.”

“Anything to worry about?” asked Raneth. 

“They made some odd comment about Aldora sleeping with the Dagger of Protection, and they have a clear dislike of your presence, Raneth. We shouldn’t stick around if we can help it.”

“Pedi, I’m going to ask them nicely to give us the Shotput if they have it,” said Aldora. 

Pedibastet paused his cleaning to look at Aldora. 

“What?” she squeaked.

The cat glanced at Raneth. 

Raneth shrugged. I can guess what you’re thinking. I’ve already tried.

“It will be an exercise in uselessness,” stated Pedibastet.

“Raneth agreed.” 

Pedibastet gave a low growl, looking towards Raneth.

“I think Aldora will understand our thoughts on inspectors if she experiences what they’re like with Giftens first hand,” he said. “But I won’t be going. Last time I was here the inspectors dragged me into their headquarters and took turns beating me until someone came and helped me out.”

“Why didn’t you say?” asked Aldora. “I’m not putting you in harm’s way.”

Raneth shrugged. “That’s why I’m not going. So you won’t be. Pedibastet can go with you and advise you.”

Pedibastet’s ears flattened, but Aldora gently rubbed a finger against the underside of his chin, eliciting a purr.

The cat jutted out his head for a better chin rub. “So be it. But only after Raneth has fed us something.” 


      ***Back in the royal official safehouse, Raneth stood in the kitchen doorway, watching Aldora pace back and forth. Pedibastet wasn’t bothering to watch her; his attention was on the small saucer of milk that was being poured by the other royal official in Oreg, Adelard. He looks like he’s kept under the inspectors’ radar pretty well, thought Raneth. No sign of any injuries in his movements, and no bruises on his face.

“I did warn you, Aldora. They are Newers,” stated Pedibastet before he lapped up some of the milk. He looked up at her. “Inspectors don’t like royal officials, and I would have to guess that includes the Dagger Bearer too.”

“But it’s ridiculous,” snapped Aldora. “Royal officials are the good guys. They should be happy to work with us. I don’t even know Adelard but I trust he’s a good person and could help me if I asked nicely! He’s a sodding royal official! A law enforcer!”

And a soldier, if you want to get technical, thought Raneth, but having seen Aldora pace with this much agitation only once before when they were trying to help her friend Jenny out of a jam, he knew better than to chime in. We need to answer the question of whether the Shotput is there though. I might be able to get in and out on my own without them discovering me, if I’m careful. 

“Aldora, now you’ve seen what they’re like, can I sneak in once it gets dark?” asked Raneth. “Take a proper look?”

“Fine. But Pedibastet and I are coming too.” 

The two royal officials glanced at each other; the Prince of the Cats was content to drink his milk. 

“Aldora, you and Pedibastet should stay here,” said Raneth softly. “I’ll be faster on my own and less likely to be caught snooping. It could upset the kingdoms’ friendship if we get caught, and our friendship with Newer is still rocky at best.”

And if I get caught, you’re not the one causing a multi-kingdom upset.

“Either we all go or you don’t,” said Aldora. 

Pedibastet lifted his chin away from his milk, revealing a little milk beard. “I agree with Raneth. They wanted to feed me to the prisoners. We should stay here, Aldora. Better let the royal official do the dangerous work. Besides, if we get into trouble, the Dagger might choose not to help us — inspectors are Newer’s law enforcers — it might decide the rule against harming them with its abilities still applies.”

“No. I know I can’t always make the Dagger do what I need it to, whether it’s the thin line it has about the difference between hurting and defending or my own lack of mastery over it, but we still go. You have better hearing than Raneth and me, and you can walk without being heard at all,” insisted Aldora.

“So can Bayres, almost,” stated the cat. “Family training, and for Raneth royal official training too.”

“We all go.”

“I’ll be on the streets,” said Adelard, who had been watching them quietly. “I need to find out if anything happened because of your going over there.” He excused himself to Pedibastet. 

Raneth stepped out of the doorway so Adelard could leave, and then turned his attention to Aldora. She had her arms folded as she frowned up at him. “Fine,” said Raneth softly. I’m not getting into a fight with her over this. “You can come.” 

“Stop giving in to her just because you two are courting now.”

“Your Highness,” replied Raneth. “Aldora is determined we all go. I’m not going to argue with her and waste time we could be using.”


      ***With the town snuggled under darkness, Raneth walked beside Aldora, his right hand holding her left so they would still be able to use their weapon hands without delay if needed. Pedibastet walked behind them, listening carefully to their surroundings but saying nothing. The town was dead now that night had claimed it; they walked across a road Raneth led them to with ease and turned right on the path nestled beside it. The inspectors’ headquarters stood a little further ahead of them. 

“You two should go through the side door,” stated Pedibastet as he rubbed his side against Aldora’s leg, curling his tail round her knee before stepping away. 

Raneth carefully observed the six foot wall and the rooftop of the building jutting out behind it. Aldora watched him curiously. 

“There’s no guards on the roof,” stated Raneth. “You’d think there would be now it’s dark.”

“Newers are stupid — that is why they hate Giftens, because we are superior,” boasted the cat with a flick of his tail. 

Idiot. Raneth turned to Aldora. “Follow me.” 

Aldora nodded, so Raneth jogged towards the wall, listening to her gentle footsteps as she tailed him, her breath becoming more audible. She’s nervous or scared, he noted. He sped ahead and then waited with his back to the wall, watching Aldora’s progress as she neared him.

Pedibastet loitered at their feet, his right ear aimed towards the south beyond the wall. “Someone is coming out of a door. Heavy feet – probably male. Just one set.”

Raneth nodded and took Aldora’s hand, easing them both closer to the gate in the front wall, then he paused beside it and released her hand. The gate squeaked as it was opened by another. As the inspector stepped out, Raneth wrapped his left arm around the man’s waist and his other hand pinched the inspector’s nose, the palm pressing against the mouth. The royal official tugged the inspector to him and rested his own back against the wall. Aldora shied back as the Newer squirmed in Raneth’s hold, reaching up, trying to grab at Raneth’s face before going for his arms and wrists. Their movements slowed, until they stilled and his body sagged against Raneth. He lifted the Newer into his arms. 

“Shove him in the stables on the left. Aldora and I will head to the side door and get inside. Come find us.” Pedibastet swept through the open gate with Aldora following. 

As they stepped inside the building, Raneth watched the front windows closely for any movement that would warn him they had been spotted. Nothing. Good to go. Raneth shoved the Newer over his left shoulder and sprinted to the stable entrance and yanked the door open. The stables were dark, with hay all over the concrete floor, but no human-like shadows. Raneth crept inside, listening closely. A few horses patted their feet at his arrival, one snorted, but he smiled as he realised none were going to whinny or complain loudly at his presence. He dumped the inspector on a bale of hay before striding between the stalls and over to an open door. Looking through it, he spotted a female inspector sitting at her desk, sharpening pencils. 

Raneth eased through the doorway, keeping his back just shy from the wall so he wouldn’t create a rubbing noise against the bricks. He darted forwards and ignored a door to his left. The female inspector raised her gaze to him, her mouth opening as she jerked to stand, her chair clattering to the ground. 

The royal official vaulted over the desk, knocking over the cup of pencils, and his feet connected with her stomach. She tumbled to the ground and Raneth shoved a hand over her mouth. His other hand smashed the back of her head against the hard floor. She groaned as she stilled. Raneth waited for a moment. Are you tricking me? He slowly drew his hands back but kept them poised to take her out again, but she didn’t react. He climbed off her and looked around. 

In the room, directly opposite the desk, was a window with a long cupboard underneath it. Raneth dragged the inspector towards it. He yanked the cupboard open and peered inside. Mostly empty. Handy. He shoved her in and returned to the desk just as Aldora edged along the wall by the stairs and looked through the doorway at him. Raneth smiled at her as he righted the cup on the table, along with the pencils, and then gestured for the cat and Aldora to follow him. He led them through the door he had ignored and down a set of stairs. Pedibastet overtook the two humans. 

At the bottom of the stairs, Raneth was acutely aware that Aldora stood behind him with one of her hands on his right shoulder. He could just hear her breathing. “Breathe gently,” he whispered. 

Aldora’s breathing quietened. They crept down a short corridor lined with moss-covered stones and over to an open archway to the left. On the other side of the archway, the two sides of a room were lined with cell bars. 

“We should check all of the cells,” whispered Pedibastet. 

“We will,” stated Raneth in a low voice. “If they do have anything of note, it’s likely to be in a cell without prisoners. Let’s head to those furthest from the way in and work back towards the stairs. That way we’re getting our inspection done and we’re heading towards our exit at the same time.” He strode down the corridor. Aldora lingered near his back, trying not to make any noise as Pedibastet strolled beside her with his tail twitching.

At the end of the corridor, Raneth took the last entrance available to them. The cells running down either side of this room were empty, all except for the last one on the right. The back of the cell was stuffed with items piled one on top of the other. Raneth prowled over to it and ignored the table and chair by the cell as he inspected the stash. Sword hilts poked out from the bottom, most of basic design. Two large shields were propped against the back wall with family emblems that Raneth didn’t recognise. Must have some Newer lords in here or something. Daggers were scattered throughout the pile, their weapon belts still attached to their sheaths. Spotting a halberd jutting from the pile, a stuffed leather bag helping to prop it up, Raneth realised this was mostly a weapon stash. But I still need to get in there and take that mess apart so I can look for the Shotput. A small pile of blue canvas bags were tucked into the corner nearest the cell door. He tugged at the door but it rattled in its frame. Need to pick the lock. He tried the table’s drawers. Those were locked too. Raneth glanced over his shoulder for Aldora and Pedibastet. Aldora was waiting just shy of the room’s entrance, glancing back the way they had come. The Prince of the Cats was also looking in the same direction.

What are they looking at? He cleared his throat for their attention. “What?” he whispered.

“An inspector is coming this way,” whispered Pedibastet. He ran into the room and hid behind Raneth’s legs, peering past his left shin. “Protect us, royal official. Aldora, get over here.” Aldora walked over to her friends. “There is nowhere to hide in this silly room,” grumbled Pedibastet.

“That was probably the point,” whispered Raneth. What should we do? He looked at Aldora. “Will you be alright in that corner cell?” he asked, pointing towards the left corner of the room, near the entrance. It’s door was slightly ajar and as Raneth inspected the other cell doors, he noticed that each door of the empty cells was touching its frame but not secure within it. I should have noticed that when we came in.

Aldora frowned. “He’ll see me if he comes in here.”

“He’s going to see us all anyway. I’ll try and take him out like the one by the gate,” stated Raneth softly. “The nearer we are to the door, the more chance I have of intercepting him before he realises we’re here.”

“OK. I trust you.” Aldora rushed into the corner cell and pressed her back against the cell’s back wall. Raneth mirrored her movements in the cell opposite hers. Pedibastet hid under a chair tucked under the table beside the cell which held the inspectors’ stash.

The inspector stepped through the archway, strolling down the stone path between the cells, his eyes fixed on the table and chair Pedibastet sat under. “Hi, pussycat. Where did you come from?” 

Pedibastet fluffed up his fur and flattened his ears against his skull. Raneth moved out from his cell, creeping towards the inspector. He moved slower than the Newer to keep his footsteps quieter. There’s no way I will get to him before he gets to Pedibastet. Raneth mentally winced at the soft hiss of Aldora drawing the Dagger.

The inspector spun around, his hand falling to the sword at his belt. No you don’t. Raneth stepped forwards and slammed the heel of his hand into the inspector’s chin. He grabbed the inspector as he stumbled back a step and spun him to face the table again. Raneth slammed their head against the table. Pedibastet shuffled backwards, keeping the table firmly between him and Raneth. The inspector pushed against the table’s edge, but Raneth smashed his head against the table again. This time, the Newer’s body went limp. 

“A bit excessive, but appreciated,” said Prince Pedibastet, keeping his distance. He glanced towards the entrance, fur bristling again. “Someone else approaches.” 

“Colby?” called another voice as Raneth glanced towards the doorway. 

Great, he thought, grabbing the unconscious Newer’s arm and dragging him away from the table. Raneth dumped him in the corner of the nearest open cell. He looked at Aldora; she was still in her original hiding spot, with the Dagger of Protection drawn.

“They’re running. They must have heard you!” warned Pedibastet.

Raneth grabbed Aldora’s hand and brought her out from her cell. “Hiding isn’t working.”

“Because of you,” stated Pedibastet, already at their feet.

The doorway filled with two male inspectors. One had an unsheathed sword; the other, a small but loaded crossbow aimed at Raneth. By the time I raise my hands to use my Common Gift of Ice, he’ll have shot me. Same goes for my weapons. Raneth took a small step away from Aldora to make sure that any stray shot meant for him would miss her too.

Aldora jabbed the Dagger of Protection towards the inspector. A blue droplet dripped from the blade’s tip and slid to Raneth’s feet. 

The crossbow fired. 

A blue sphere grew around Raneth, Aldora and Pedibastet with a loud pop, knocking the crossbow bolt from its path. The inspectors backed up warily. Raneth stepped to the edge of the blue orb, pressing a hand against it. It dissolved at his touch. He ran at the shocked inspectors, smacked their heads together and then bashed them against the stone edges of the doorway. When he let go, they fell to the floor unconscious. 

“We need to abort this right now. Come, you two,” said Pedibastet. 

Aldora turned to Raneth questioningly. 

He nodded, so Aldora followed the Prince of the Cats. Raneth darted over to the first inspector. He patted down his pockets and found a small set of keys. Faster than picking, he thought, trying each in the lock of the cell containing the stash. It clicked just as Aldora called him from the corridor. He glanced at her. 

“I’ll catch up,” he promised. 

Aldora sprinted back to him. She grabbed his arm and tugged. “There’s more coming.”

“Just give me a second,” urged Raneth. “We’ll deal with the other inspectors in a second.”

“No. Leave it, Raneth.” Aldora tugged again, this time succeeding in making Raneth take a step away from the cell. “We shouldn’t have snuck in. This was a dumb idea. We need to leave without letting them know we were interested in their stash.”

“Fine,” he grumbled.

Aldora slowed as they neared the stairs. Pedibastet stopped moving completely, waiting only a metre ahead of the two Giftens, grumbling at three more armed inspectors. 

“Think that’s them?” said one of the Newers, drawing his sword as he eyed Raneth and Aldora. “The royal official captain and the Dagger Bearer?”

“Course it is. Nobody else would be stupid enough to come into our house. Girl, step away from the royal official and we’ll pretend this was all him. We’ll let you go. No questions asked.” 

Aldora gripped Raneth’s hand tighter, looking up at him. 

He gave her a tight smile. “Is there any way you can use the Dagger without seriously hurting them?” asked Raneth, his voice low. “Enough to stop them coming for us?” 

Aldora pointed the Dagger at the Newer law enforcers but nothing happened.

“Put the weapon down, girl!”

“Come on,” she whispered to it, giving it a slight shake. 

Raneth plucked two throwing daggers from his belt. He held them loosely in his hands and shifted slightly more from Aldora’s side. 

The inspectors tracked his movements, watching him suspiciously. “Royal official, under the Common Kingdoms Alliance Treaty, you’re breaking friendship between our law enforcement units. Stand down and be arrested peacefully, with respect for the Alliance.”

“If I let you arrest me, nobody will ever see me again. You guys are just as bad as the Greatlanders’ Intelligence General,” growled Raneth.

“You shouldn’t have been dumb enough to come down here then, should you?” 

Aldora jabbed the Dagger in the direction of the inspectors again. 

“It doesn’t want to hurt them,” she whispered to Raneth. 

He viewed the Dagger with a slight frown. Is it just blanket-accepting them as law enforcers? At least one of them must be corrupt – why doesn’t it strike that one? Reluctantly, but not completely willing to give in just yet, Raneth lifted his hands away from his belt, turning his wrists up so that his blades pointed towards his shoulders. 

“Wait,” said Aldora, sheathing the Dagger. She raised her hands into the air, her palms out towards the inspectors. “We’re all law enforcers, right?” 

One of the Newers nodded as another murmured an agreement. 

“Can we treat each other like adults then? I’m sorry we were foolish enough to think we could just walk around here doing whatever we wanted. We were ill-advised.” 

Raneth glared at Aldora but kept his throwing blades ready. “What are you doing?” he hissed in a fast, angry whisper. 

“We don’t have an advantage so don’t be an idiot,” she hissed. “So, can we?” she added in a calmer voice to the inspectors. 

I’m not risking letting them decide what happens to us for this. Raneth cleared his throat before the inspectors could answer Aldora. “I’m a personal friend of Queen Regina the Third,” he warned. “Tell her the royal official captain is here. Ask her what to do with us.” 

Aldora glanced at Raneth with a surprised look. “What are you doing?”

“I believe he’s making sure we all get to leave without bloodshed,” stated Pedibastet, causing one of the inspectors to edge warily away from him. “Cats are not food, you despicable human.”

“I never said you were food! That was Sheila!”

“What an awful name,” said Pedibastet, flicking the tip of his tail and lifting his nose into the air. “No wonder she doesn’t behave well. I’ve a good mind to report what goes on here. Feeding cats to prisoners. At least feed them bread. Honestly!”

“Pedi, stop it,” whispered Aldora.

“Drop your weapons and step into the nearest cell. We’ll send word to Her Majesty.”

“Hold on just a second, Ian,” interrupted one of the other inspectors. “If we don’t kill or arrest them, word will get around. And since when did we let the queen start bossing us about?”

“We’ll discuss this later,” said the amenable inspector. “When they’re gone and can’t eavesdrop.”

“This’ll bite us on the backside.”

“It’s my call, not yours,” warned Inspector Ian.

“I’m not dropping any weapons and neither’s the Dagger Bearer,” stated Raneth. “We don’t have any reason to trust you.”

“Raneth,” snapped Aldora. “Stop it.” 

Raneth stared at her. What did I do?

“Stop being a bloody idiot,” added Aldora. 

He glanced hurriedly at the inspectors; two were smirking. He looked to Pedibastet. In response, the cat’s left ear twitched, but he didn’t utter a word. Raneth noticed how his irises were almost completely devoured by his pupils – he was scared or angry. Or both.

“I can’t trust inspectors. I have to assume they won’t keep to their word, and will take me out the first chance they get. I’m allowed to defend myself.”

“Raneth, it’s us who screwed up. Please? Just this once. We can compromise, right? What if we all sheathe our weapons?”

“This,” stated Pedibastet loudly, “is a gigantic waste of my time. Inspectors, on the authority of Prince Pedibastet, the Prince of all Giften Cats and superior to the Giften Dagger Bearer and the royal official captain, I hereby order you to go upstairs and sit on your hands. Royal official, Dagger Bearer, I order you to do the same. Quick march, everyone.”

They’re not going to do that, are they? Raneth watched as one of the inspectors – the one who had spoken to Pedibastet – shook his head. 

“You don’t have authority here, in an inspectors’ headquarters, especially when you shouldn’t have been in here. Move into the cell next to you. All of you.”

Raneth frowned. Pedibastet could easily walk in and out of the bars. But I can’t let myself and Aldora get trapped. It would be the dumbest strategic move a royal official could make in Newer, except carrying no weapons in the first place.

“Now.” The inspector jabbed his blade towards Aldora’s chest, making the Dagger Bearer step back, away from its reach.

Raneth eased slightly forwards, easing closer to Aldora’s side again, glaring at the inspectors. I dare you, he thought, twitching his throwing blades in warning. I’m the nearer target now. Try and take me out if you dare. 

“There’s no need for that,” said Aldora softly, eyeing his blades. “We might as well all be friends until Her Majesty gets here.”

“I’m not willingly going into a cell, Aldora,” stated Raneth. 

Aldora gently gripped his elbow. “Raneth, ignoring for the moment you never told me you know the Newer queen, they won’t risk upsetting her by not sending word, will they?”

I suppose that could be suicide for them if they did, yeah. Reluctantly, Raneth shook his head. “Probably not.” But this still feels risky. The Bayre hesitated.

“We will inform Her Majesty,” promised the one that wanted them to go into the cell. “Your Dagger Bearer is right – we won’t risk our queen’s wrath. I’m in charge here. I’m Inspector Ian. You can believe me.” The inspector gave a warning glare at his colleague that had disagreed with him and stopped any additional disagreement before it could start.

“That’s good enough for me,” stated Aldora, before she let go of Raneth’s elbow and strolled into the cell, sitting at the back with her legs outstretched in front of her. 

Raneth glanced down at Pedibastet. The Prince of the Cats pressed his white whiskers against his cheek as if smiling, before waltzing into the cell and curling beside Aldora’s left thigh. “Fine,” grumbled Raneth. This feels like such a bad idea. “But only so you can’t harm Giften’s Dagger Bearer.” He strode into the cell and faced the door as the inspector locked it. Raneth glanced briefly at Aldora when the inspector stepped back to lean against the bars of the cell opposite. Aldora looked up at Raneth and gave a slight smile. His own lips twitched in return, but it wasn’t his full smile. 


      ***Five, nearly six hours later, Pedibastet stirred in Raneth’s lap and caused him to wake. Without an option for escape and reluctantly content to wait for Queen Regina’s arrival, the royal official had been napping beside Aldora. Her head rested against her chest as she softly snored. Pedibastet moved his head to look between the cells and warmed Raneth’s knee. The royal official barely opened his eyes to get a glimpse at whatever had woken the cat. An inspector. He watched as the inspector strode to the cell with the stash and carefully withdrew a set of keys from his pocket, quickly using his hands to quell any noise they might make. With slow deliberate moves, the inspector slipped the key into the cell’s door lock and continued his slow movements as he turned the key. He’s trying not to wake us. What’s he grabbing out of there that he doesn’t want us to see? The inspector grabbed one of the blue bags before he crept to the right side of the pile and slipped a hand through some of the items. He looked over his shoulder at Raneth so the royal official stayed still and closed his eyes. He counted to three before he opened them again, just enough to sneak a look through his eyelashes. The inspector was already standing up with something in the blue bag. Damn. Now I don’t know what he grabbed. After the inspector had locked the cell, he hugged the bag to his chest and crept out, which stopped Raneth from being able to guess the shape of the item inside. Almost as soon as that inspector had left the room, Inspector Ian came in. He tapped a key against the Giftens’ cell bars. Raneth opened his eyes fully as Aldora woke and stretched beside him. “Time to go upstairs for the queen.” He unlocked and held the door open. Raneth stood after Pedibastet stepped off his lap. “She was spotted coming this way in a carriage.”

That sounds about right. She rarely rides in case she gets shot, remembered Raneth as he stepped free of the cell. Aldora and the Prince of the Cats joined him, so he led them upstairs.

The inspector followed behind. “When you get into the main room, sit on the floor with your legs crossed and your hands on your knees.”

Raneth checked the room as he walked into it, noticing two more inspectors were waiting on them with their swords sheathed. Alright. Doesn’t look like they’re about to go and behead us. Best be careful though in case they plan to creep up behind and do it. He sat down as instructed but chose to sit in the middle of the room. Aldora sat next to him and Pedibastet helped himself to Aldora’s lap.


      ***The front door slammed against the wall and Aldora jumped. As she rested a hand against her chest, heavy footsteps thundered their way inside. Raneth pulled her to her feet and stepped in front of her. He spotted movement in the window to their right as Aldora squealed; a man clad in black wearing a black beret looked back at them. 

The invaders swarmed the room, armed with a Southern guns, miniature crossbows and swords. They lined up in double file facing Raneth and Aldora. One surged forwards, pushing Inspector Ian off the table and onto the floor. He was pinned by a knee to the throat. One of the other waiting inspectors rolled his eyes as he was grabbed, pushed onto his knees and had an arm twisted behind his back. Four more of the unidentified men swept past the Giftens, heading for the cells below.

“CLEAR!”  The bellow was taken up by another in the room, and then another from somewhere else Raneth couldn’t determine. 

“Entry is safe, Your Majesty!” barked one of the black-clothed figures, a woman, nearest Raneth and Aldora.

Aldora stayed close to Raneth’s side with an arm wrapped around his waist. He tried to ignore her touch, focusing instead on the biggest threat in the room — the Newer Royal Guard.

A woman Aldora’s height strode between the two lines of weaponised guards, coming to a stop a short distance from him, Aldora and Pedibastet. The woman’s red hair was curled atop the back of her head, glinting with the light of the rising sun. Her skin was pale, similar to that of a Giften or a Newer. Her thin form was clad in a brown-and-yellow velvet dress that hugged her torso, baring her smooth shoulders and arms to the Giftens. The dress snuggled close against the Newer queen’s hips, before expanding outwards, the material turning darker as it fell, right down to its black hem.

“Raneth, sweetie pie, Pedi told me you would be coming to Newer with your intended. Have my inspectors been horrible to you again?”

He swallowed at the unwanted pet name as Aldora stared at him. “No. I came in here uninvited this time.” If you count being dragged in here and beaten up as being invited.

“That makes a change. Inspectors, I’ll be taking these Giftens with me.” She paused, focusing sharply on Raneth. “And they won’t cause the Oreg inspectors problems again.”

Raneth shrugged. Can’t promise that. 

“If they do,” continued Queen Regina, “they’re likely helping me out and they won’t have to explain themselves to you. You’re all to leave them be.” 

Queen Regina knelt on one knee and extended a hand towards Pedibastet. “Your Highness, my day is always made brighter by your presence.” 









