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CHAPTER ONE


Aldora





After securing the forge’s door, Aldora Leoma turned her brown eyes towards the back of her father’s smithy. The family business was secure for the night, so she shoved her hands into the pockets of her brown jacket to warm her fingers. She strode away from the horses her father bred and past his blacksmithing workshop, heading for home with hunched shoulders. Her footsteps were automatic from years of walking in the village, so she avoided the earlier rain’s puddles with ease. 

The streets were always dark by this point in the evening. The village was almost entirely without the benefit of electricity, an invention of the Giften Kingdom’s neighbouring ally, the Southern Kingdom. Aldora frowned at an unusually lit alleyway. Has someone lit candles down there, or a gas lamp? She peered into the rickety vein of the village and spotted the cause – Haethowine. Aldora lifted a hand and smiled at her village leader as he strolled closer. A little in front of the elder man, and hovering over his extended hand, was a small floating sphere of fire. 

“You’re running late,” he stated as he stopped in front of her. 

Is Dad getting him to check up on me? Aldora wondered.

“Hi, Mr Sairnot.” 

They walked together towards her home. At least now I can see. She looked at the sphere of fire as it flickered. When it steadied, it was dimmer than before. Haethowine’s fireball was slowly dying. 

“You’re practising.”

“I have to now I’ve provoked my gift,” he said. “The Common Gift of Fire isn’t safe until you’ve mastered it.” The patter of rain followed his words and his fireball sizzled out. “Blast it.” 

His footsteps quickened, so Aldora sped up at his side. They walked in silence until they reached a temple made of stone that had never been fitted with a door. The rain splattered against the black marble stones inside the doorway, which led to the one item that made Brown Buzzard Village appear in Giften Kingdom’s history books: the Dagger of Protection. The only other mention of the village in Giften’s history was its old pastime of breeding brown buzzards for war. Nowadays it was considered small and unimportant except for its proximity to the royal palace.

Haethowine paused by the large archway. “Give me a moment.” He stepped into the temple and walked down the line of stone columns. 

Aldora stepped in behind him to take shelter from the rain, and blinked as the village leader recalled his fireball. She leaned against the wall of the entrance, just before where it opened out into the main chamber. Aldora hadn’t been in the temple of the Dagger of Protection since she was little, even though it housed the primary of the six Weapons of Protection made by Giften’s most famous sorcerer, centuries ago. Five of the six of the magic artefacts sat, retired, in the villages that had survived the last period of severe war. The sixth was missing, lost after a battle almost ninety years ago.

Haethowine walked to the small, white marble podium to check on the Dagger. Its jagged blade was gold, parted to have space at the centre of the blade, and its guard and hilt were made of silver, with diamonds and jets studded across it, and the guard’s ends were crafted to be two hissing snakes. “I’ll see you the rest of your way home,” he said as he walked back to her.

“How’s school?” asked Haethowine. He lifted a hand and frowned at the small sphere of fire floating above it, before it hissed and turned into grey smoke. He tutted and gave up using his gift.

“Fine.”

“At least you’re nearly finished. Any ideas what you want to do afterwards?”

“I’m going to do the same as Dad.”

A drenched cat sat outside her neighbour’s house and ran a paw repeatedly down the door with meows that tugged at Aldora’s heart. 

“Sweetpea.” Aldora picked up the tortoiseshell cat and held her to her chest. “You can stay with us until Edric gets home.” She turned to Haethowine. “Thank you for walking me home.”

“Anytime, Aldora. Goodnight.” The village leader continued down the street.

A purr rumbled against Aldora’s chest as she unlocked her door and stepped inside. 

“Thank you,” said the cat in her soft voice. 

Aldora set Sweetpea down on the sofa in the living room. “I’ll make you some warm milk,” she replied. 

Many of the citizens of the Giften Kingdom believed that their cats could talk due to a combination of magic pollution in the soil from their more magical years, and an accident involving one of their historic sorcerers, his two cats and some spilled spells. Whatever the reason, the ability was confined just to the cats of Giften and no other animals. 

Aldora headed into the kitchen. “Hi, Dad.”

Isadore Leoma stood by the oven. His grey eyes turned to her before he set their steaming dinner on the work surface and grabbed some plates, nodding towards the doorway. 

“Is that Sweetpea again?”

“Edric’s getting worse. Do you think she’ll pick a new human if he keeps doing this to her?” asked Aldora.

“Probably. She’s always welcome here, whatever she decides.”

With a nod of agreement, Aldora went to the fridge humming in the corner of the kitchen. It was imported Southern Kingdom technology, a more expensive luxury paid for by her father’s blacksmithing, farrier work and horse-breeding programme. The Leomas and a handful of other villagers were still in debt from paying their share of the costs to install the electrical supply that came to the village, and if every villager wanted Southern Kingdom electronics in their homes in the future, that debt would grow. But for now, at least, Aldora was grateful. She grabbed the cold milk from the fridge and took a saucepan from the wall hook beside it.


      ***There was something wrong with her father’s voice. Aldora opened her eyes as his calloused hand shook her shoulder again, and the cold nip of the dawn’s air pricked her arm. Any other morning, her father would have had an annoyed scowl on his face, but this morning his expression was wrong too. 

“You must get up.” 

Aldora sat up. The lit candle in her room allowed her to see that Isadore still wore yesterday’s clothes – a pair of black trousers and one of his once-white shirts, ruined by the smithy or the family stables. His short black hair stuck up at all angles and revealed the beginning of his bald patch. 

“What’s wrong, Dad?”

Her father shook his head. “Get dressed and weaponed up as quickly as you can.” Isadore grabbed a short sword from under Aldora’s bed and placed it by her feet. “The village is under attack.”

What?

Aldora climbed out of bed and grabbed clean clothes from the top of the pile she had yet to cram into her wardrobe. Her father hurried out of the room and shut the door. Aldora wrestled into her clothes.

Who would want to attack a village like mine?

She shoved her feet into boots, grabbed the sword from her bed and buckled it into place on her weapon belt.

She followed her father downstairs and shivered as the temperature in the house grew colder. The front door was open. She grabbed her coat and looked out of the door. 

Aldora’s house stood on High Street, the main street that connected both sides of the village, and both gates through the encircling defensive walls. She stepped out with her father. Up ahead, Haethowine was banging on doors between her house and the main gate, but her attention was drawn by the nine bodies laying on the floor between him and the entrance of the village. Her heart squeezed as she took in the bodies of those she had known, her stomach curling as the spiky taste of bile rippled in her mouth. She swallowed it away. This wasn’t the time to vomit.

Beyond the dead, some of the village adults were pushing the gate closed, but they were struggling against a body of men and women. They were armed with swords and were like feathers against a griffin’s shoulders, pressed tightly to one another as they shoved against the gates. Aldora wouldn’t have been able to see them if it wasn’t for a stable ball of fire hovering above them, giving everyone on both sides of the gate more than ample light to see with. 

That’s too big to be one of Haethowine’s fireballs, thought Aldora. It must be the enemy’s. But why hasn’t its owner just slammed it into the gate? It’s just wood – not like our other one... Unless the attackers need to keep the gate to fend off anyone who comes to help us, like royal officials.  

Sweetpea brushed past Aldora’s feet and hurried away from the gate, abandoning the humans entirely.

“Aldora, go to the temple and wait for Haethowine. Help him get back here with the Dagger,” said Isadore. He nodded at the sword at Aldora’s waist. “Stab anyone you don’t recognise. Don’t slash. Make them bleed out.” 

Aldora nodded, watching the struggle at the gate.

I don’t want to go.

Her father gave her a hesitant smile. “Good luck.” He kissed the top of her head. “I love you.”

“Love you too,” said Aldora.

She looked at the gate again and spotted Mrs Moolie, the mother of her best friend. Mrs Moolie stood in the doorway of her home wearing only a pink nightgown. Aldora jogged away from the gate and Haethowine joined her. She looked over her shoulder and stumbled forwards a step as a fine white mist cascaded over the gate and the villagers behind it. She stopped jogging and turned as the mist spread across the gate, becoming a thin, sparkling layer of ice. A tendril of the mist passed the gate and fell to hover around the ankles of the men and women trying to close it. 

“The Common Gift of Ice,” murmured Haethowine, then shouted, “Everyone away from the gate!”

The gate shattered. 

Villagers screamed. They turned from the gate and covered their faces as shards of wood ripped through them and debris clattered to the ground. Some of the adults fell and didn’t move. Aldora’s father ran towards the injured villagers moving away from the gate, and her English teacher dragged himself away with his right leg severed. The white mist swirling on the ground swooped upwards and smashed down again, descending onto the street and reaching out for villagers. 

Aldora’s heart twisted in her chest as the tang of bile swarmed her mouth.

We’re not going to win this without the Dagger. 

She tugged Haethowine’s sleeve. “We need the Dagger.”

He nodded. “Run.” 

He drew his sword as he sprinted, but he didn’t turn to check Aldora was with him. She stepped backwards as the mist advanced upon the villagers once more. The fireball above the broken entrance sliced itself into three smaller balls of fire and crashed into the houses nearest the entrance. Aldora ignored the villagers running past her and looked around for her father.

Where are you?

She jogged closer to the remains of the gate and almost bumped into Jenny Moolie as she bolted from her house with her mother. The attackers were sweeping into the village, slowed by some of the braver villagers.

“Aldora, we’ve got to go to the refuge!” Jenny grabbed for Aldora’s hand, but she shied away. 

“No,” said Aldora. She drew her sword. “Dad?” 

“Aldora!” Jenny grabbed for her again, but she yanked her hand free from her friend’s touch. 

“Either help or go,” snapped Aldora. 

Just then, she spotted her father slowly standing, supporting himself against the side of a house. Her gut churned, as if a frozen hand had reached inside her and grabbed hold, twitching and squeezing.

He’s hurt his leg.

Three of the attackers were advancing towards him, whilst others continued past. One of the attackers caught her looking and smiled.

No, no, no!

The chilled air Aldora breathed in felt as if it didn’t reach her chest. If her father couldn’t move fast, he was in trouble. Her legs tensed but Jenny rested a hand against her arm.

“Here.” Jenny flung a hand towards the attackers between Aldora and her father. Tiny flashes of white light erupted between them and then exploded outwards, creating floating, hexagonal shards of coloured light.

“Thanks.” Aldora gently pushed against a red light shard. It moved forwards at her touch and collided with one of the attackers. It shone brighter as it burned into his gut, and the attacker screamed. The man looked down at his blinding stomach before his body exploded. Aldora jerked back as a piece of his intestines splattered against her chest. The other attackers stilled as they eyed Jenny’s Gift of Light Shards. It wasn’t a common-classed gift but a unique one. Unless any of them had access to the Giften Kingdom’s Gift Database, none of them would know what else the hexagons might do.

They’ll just have to try their luck.

Aldora’s focus returned to her father. He was limping towards her, wincing as he used the distraction to gain distance from the attackers.  He eased past a few, although he did flick a yellow shard into a woman near him. She fled out of reach, hiding behind one of the other attackers.

“Bypass this street!” she shouted. “Go left and right. We can get past those floating things easily!”

“Aldora, go and help Haethowine!” snapped Isadore as he reached her. “Don’t worry about me. I have to help the others. Go.” 

Aldora hesitated.

Isadore scowled. “Go, Aldora.”

Aldora ran towards the temple.

She sped across the cobblestones and through alleyways before she spotted Haethowine as he stepped into the temple. She followed him up the three stone steps. Haethowine strode ahead of her, his focus fixated on the Dagger’s podium, while she waited in the doorway. 

“It can’t…” Aldora frowned at Haethowine’s uttered words. “No, no.” He stopped in front of the podium and allowed the tip of his sword to touch the ground. 

What’s wrong? Haethowine knows better than to do that with his sword. 

Aldora advanced and inhaled sharply.

It’s gone.

The gold blade that had stood vigil over Brown Buzzard Village was gone, leaving only an impression of where it had lain for the last one hundred years. She looked up at Haethowine. 

“We’re doomed,” he said. The village leader wiped a hand down his face and then lifted his sword from the floor. “Right when we needed it.”

“Did the attackers take it?” asked Aldora as she looked at the Dagger’s blue pillow and then looked behind the podium in case it had somehow fallen off.

“Maybe. We should have prepared for this. Protected it.” The first shrieks of swords striking one another sang through the morning air. “We have bigger worries now.” He turned and strode back towards the street. “We must get everyone to the refuge and get King Cray to send help.”

“Alright,” said Aldora. “What do you want me to do?”

“I need you to get past any attackers and keep running – head for the palace through the back gate and don’t stop for anything.” He handed her a small key. “You’ll need this.”

“But…” Aldora slipped the key into a pocket and followed Haethowine out of the temple, aware of the rubber grip of her sword in her right hand. “But I’m awful with a sword. What if I end up running straight into the attackers?”

“Run faster.” Haethowine swung his sword at his side as they prowled back towards High Street. “We don’t have time to argue. You will go to the palace and get some royal officials to come here. Got it?”

Aldora nodded.

They paused as they emerged onto High Street, gently lit by Jenny’s light shards. Only Isadore and two other villagers remained. Their swords were drawn, the sun’s light reflecting off them. 

Are they protecting us in case somebody tries to get past the shards? 

Haethowine jogged up to them as Aldora stood still, grateful that there were no attackers trying to get past Jenny’s shards to her father.

But where have they gone so quickly?

Remembering that the woman had ordered her people around High Street, Aldora turned and looked towards the other end of the street, past where she and Haethowine had gone to get the Dagger of Protection. The small, black, wrought-iron gate at the other end of the village – the original gate – was still in place, nestled comfortably between the inner and outer defense walls.

How is that possible? Why didn’t the attackers use that one to get in? It might have been easier. 

She sprinted towards the gate. Haethowine would keep her father safe. 

I’ll be back soon, and I’ll have royal officials with me.

She tried to ignore the warm sting of tears that crept into her eyes as her breath shuddered.

I just have to be fast. The sooner the king sends his royal officials, the sooner Dad’s safe.

The gate was locked, so Aldora used the key Haethowine had given her. Bursting free of the village, she turned left and headed towards the small wood that stood between Brown Buzzard and the palace. She launched herself into the shadows of Little Wood and followed the beaten path left by royal officials and messengers. The continuing burning of her tears blurred the trees around her. She stopped running, chest heaving with each pull of air into her lungs.

I can’t help anyone if I can’t see where I’m going. I mustn’t cry.

Aldora wiped away her tears, but heard the sound of another’s footsteps crunching the leaves; she looked behind her and spotted a man running towards her with his sword drawn.

That’s not a villager!

She lifted her sword and pointed it at the runner but he kept coming.

Hearing her heart beating in her ears, Aldora changed her mind. She spun around and fled as she listened to the man’s feet thumping behind her.

Should I leave the path? It makes it easier to follow me, but leaving it will slow me down. The only nearby place it makes sense for me to go to is the palace – he’ll know that, so it won’t make any difference. 

The brush of the man’s fingertips against her coat made Aldora dart left, between two trees. She faced him and her sword wavered as her hand trembled. He took slow, careful steps towards her.

He knows what he’s doing with that sword – it’s not even wobbling and he’s way bigger than me. I can’t fight him.

Aldora backed up as her stomach rolled and knotted. The man lunged forwards, so Aldora jerked backwards. Her back slammed into a tree.

No! I won’t die like this! Dad needs me.

She lashed out with her sword and the man stepped out of reach. Aldora tried to bolt towards the palace, but he grabbed her hair. She screamed as the man tugged her and she fell backwards. Her sword thudded to the ground and her attacker drew his sword arm back, grinning.

Please no.

She eyed the sword as it loomed over her, but then she frowned. She slammed her foot towards the man’s groin, but he shifted sideways and she missed. He sliced his sword down.

No.

Aldora rolled to the side and hooked her foot behind his ankle.

Please.

She yanked his foot out from under him and he fell onto his backside. She climbed to her feet and grabbed her sword, but before she could do anything, she heard a twig snap behind her. Aldora turned sideways to see two more men closing in with their swords pointed at her.

Now what do I do?








  
  

CHAPTER TWO


Raneth





Despite his tall stature, Raneth Bayre was only seventeen. He sat on a rooftop near Icoque Village’s northern gate as he toyed with the royal official identification tags at his neck. Like almost all those in the Giften forces, Raneth’s tags were small, rectangular metal plates. For the past eight months he’d been tracking an escapee murderer called Ulger Denman, whose escape had earned him the death sentence. It was Raneth’s duty to carry out the order, even though the royal detectives couldn’t determine how the murderer had escaped. 

Raneth released his hold on the tags and they tapped against a talisman at his neck. It was in the shape of a dragon curled in an ‘S’ with a small diamond clamped between its teeth. The criminal had spent four days in Icoque and then vanished – an oddity. Fleeing criminals don’t change their routine once they’ve grown one, and Denman doesn’t stay in a settlement for longer than a day.

Raneth withdrew a watertight tin from a thigh pocket and took out a folded map. Civilians walked past below him to enter or leave the village and didn’t worry about his presence. It was clear the royal official was occupied, not harmed, which was when civilians tended to pay more attention to them. Raneth unfurled the detailed map of Icoque. Red dots littered the streets of the village, indicating where the royal official had either found clues of or seen traces of his criminal. Green dots showed where he had approached civilians for possible sightings, and blue dots were placed in the locations those civilians indicated. 

Denman’s an early riser like me. He should have already started moving about. So why can’t I find his trail this morning? I must have missed him somewhere in my canvassing. Whilst he studied the dots, Raneth thought back to each one and pieced together the timeline. Denman came here from the south, but there’s nowhere further north to go unless he wants a swim in the Giften–Barbaric Stretch, or he could head to the east, past the palace to Tricolq City. So why did he come here and change his pattern?

Eyeing the dots, the royal official could see that Denman had spent the first three days in the village in a concentrated section of its northeast buildings, where the majority of the food shops were. Yesterday Denman started moving southwards in the village. Icoque has three potential exits, and one is in the southern section of the defensive walls – where we came in. If he’s heading back the way we came, there must be a reason.

As a precaution, Raneth glanced up from his map and checked his surroundings. He had been spotted by a pair of teenagers walking past his building. He smiled at them and one of the girls grinned before speaking in soft tones to her friend. Raneth returned his thoughts to his assigned criminal. If Denman is going south again to shake me off, then, depending on the angle of travel he takes outside Icoque, there’s a chance he will either head to Brave Wood, the Smokey Village ruins and Mudland Woods beyond it, or sneak past the royal palace, through Little Wood and into Brown Buzzard Village. But why would he go to any of those locations? Woods do provide some food and cover from the weather, but they also make it easier for me to track him. Denman should know that by now. So do I pick the ruins or Brown Buzzard? The ruins are nearer, and it’s rare when there are no travellers camping there. Denman will be able to get some free food off them. 

Raneth put away the map and climbed down before he strode towards the southern gate. The ruins it is, he decided. He nodded his head in silent greeting to an older man he vaguely recognised as Icoque’s village leader. He weaved through the civilians walking down the wide street and stepped out of the way of a small child running ahead of her father with a toy cat dangling from her hand. 

“Slow down, sweetie, wait for me.” The father jogged closer. “Sorry, royal official.” 

The father continued past Raneth and grabbed his daughter’s hand, before warning her of the dangers of running off without him. Raneth smiled. Must be nice to be so normal. They continued towards the northern gate but turned towards the food shops Denman had loitered around. Raneth continued walking towards the southern gate. He had watched over the shops since dawn and at moments throughout the night when he hadn’t dozed off. Denman won’t be there now. The criminal had likely been sniffing around there to gather food supplies, which increased the chance of finding him by leaving the village – gathering supplies meant travel between settlements.

Raneth pulled the dented tin from his trouser pocket again and withdrew a drawing of Denman’s face. It had bullet points running alongside it with a basic physical description. Some of the ink had been ruined by the rain the day before, when Raneth had asked around the village for sightings. The image was still useful, but the physical description had been destroyed. Thankfully, Raneth had it memorised. 

He lifted a hand in silent greeting at a civilian leading a horse with a small cart of fruits and vegetables. Probably heading to the marketplace, noted the royal official as the two men stopped in front of each other. It won’t hurt to ask a few more civilians as I make my way to the gate.

“Hey, I’m looking for a criminal. Have you seen him? I think he may have headed out the village. You might have seen him on your way here.” Raneth held out the portrait of Denman’s face. “He’s about your height. Probably in a black jacket about waist-length.”

“Maybe.” The villager scrutinised the mugshot. “I might have seen him in The Highwayman’s last night, eating at the bar. Wouldn’t let anyone sit next to him.”

Just my luck. I spend all night in the cold and he’s all snuggled up where it’s warm.

“Thank you, sir. Have a good day.”

“You too, royal official. Happy hunting.”

After asking a few others in the village if they had seen Denman, Raneth gained an additional sighting of Denman in the pub the night before. 

Better make a detour. Just in case.

He turned around, heading back the way he came and through additional streets. He entered an alleyway that served as the only access point to both the pub and a bookshop which were nestled around a courtyard against the village’s inner defense wall. An unlit lamppost stood in the alleyway near the entrances of the two buildings. Raneth headed through the courtyard and into the pub. 

The soft glow of candles hanging in metal chandeliers reached for the Bayre, whilst a fire stuttered and whispered in the fireplace in the wall to his right. Straight ahead were the bar and tables. He inspected the patrons. A few families with young children huddled around the tables with backpacks at their feet, enjoying an early breakfast. Travelling somewhere. The royal official strode towards the bar, which a woman was wiping down.

“Hey, you,” she said. She eased a little closer, and her cleaning hand trailed along the bar. “You’re a new face. Need somewhere to sleep? I’ve a room upstairs with your name on it.”

“No thanks,” said Raneth. He looked at the side of the woman’s neck where it met her khaki green top and spotted a familiar chain of thick, silver metal balls. 

“You’re royal forces too,” he uttered.

“Ex-royal forces,” admitted the woman. “One of you, royal official. Need a warm meal on the king? I take royal official allowance.”

“As tempted as I am, I’m not planning to stay here for long, but a breakfast I can walk off with would be nice.”

“A royal official never does stay for long,” agreed the woman. She rested a hand against her chest. “Aletea. I’ve got some leftover chicken soup you can take in a cup. How about that? I just need your royal official identification number.”

Raneth took off his tags and handed them to her.

“99RB2922? Not many of your graduation year left, from what I’ve heard.” Aletea handed the tags back to Raneth.

He secured his tags back around his neck and purposefully didn’t reveal his name. As a retired royal official, Aletea would know it was protocol not to use your real name when in the field, unless somebody already knew it. 

“No, there aren’t.” Raneth held out his drawing of Denman. “Seen him around?”

“Last night. Sat right there.” She pointed at the bar stool beside Raneth. “A woman sat with him. Noticed her because of the black battleaxe tattoo on her cheek, and because whenever I drew close enough to hear, she would nudge him with her elbow and they’d go quiet.”

Raneth sat on the bar stool and rested his arms against the bar. “So, up to no good, you reckon?”

“Oh, most definitely. It was noisy in here last night, so I didn’t hear anything of much importance as far as I know. She was doing him a favour in return for one, though. That I did hear. I’ll go grab your soup. Be right back.” 

Aletea went through the doorway behind the bar, so Raneth turned and looked around the common room again. One of the families was heading out and had left their payment on the table. A patron who sat alone looked to be nursing either a bad migraine or a hangover.

Aletea returned with a steaming cup in her hand. She gave it to him. 

“Thanks.”

“Good luck, royal official. That man left here early last night with the woman. Probably had time to leave the village and reach somewhere else nearby by now.”

After giving Aletea a small nod and a smile, Raneth headed outside. I’ll do one more canvass of the area then head south. 


      ***Everything was fine until the royal official entered the marketplace. Passing a bronze statue of one of Icoque’s famous village leaders holding the retired Bow of Justice – one of the Weapons of Protection – Raneth hesitated. A few feet away, with two market stalls between them, a familiar person had materialised out of thin air.

I hate Drigoe and his stupid gift.

The muscular Frey Follower looked around as he and the others around him got their bearings. Drigoe Brice was a constant pain in Raneth’s life, and where Drigoe was, the Master Frey wasn’t far away. 

Raneth pounced to the nearest of the two stalls and ducked behind it, catching an odd look from the market seller. 

“Don’t look at me. Don’t give me away,” hissed Raneth in a hurried whisper. 

The seller nodded and looked in the opposite direction. Raneth peeked out over the fruit.

Twelve Followers including Drigoe. Why can’t his gift come with some sort of warning? A bell ring or a flash of light or something? 

Raneth turned his blue eyes away from the lackeys and looked for the Master Frey again. Raneth’s family had been hunted by the Frey family for centuries. To the Frey, Bayres were a blood sport and the hunt was their way of life.

“One day, when Drigoe uses his Gift of Materialisation, you’ll come up to us and say hello.”

Raneth Bayre looked over his shoulder. Thane Frey was behind him.

I’m in trouble.

He stood up slowly and faced Thane, looking around for a quick escape route out of the marketplace. He glanced over his shoulder towards Drigoe and the other Followers. Only one remained.

They’ve spread themselves among the civilians. And where’s Drigoe gone now? 

The Bayre returned his focus to Thane as the Frey took a step closer.








  
  

CHAPTER THREE


Aldora





The first guy who had chased her climbed to his feet. Aldora swept the tip of her blade from him to the others, trying to get them to keep their distance. Each of the three men had swords that were longer than Aldora’s, so she knew she was at a disadvantage. 

What little I know about fighting comes from my father. And he’s not exactly trained either. If I don’t figure this out, Dad and the others will be killed.

Her stomach knotted as she tried to determine a way to get out of their little triangle. Her heart thudded against her breastbone as she sucked in a breath.

I have to do something. 

She jerked into a run, dodging to the side of the first man, and spun around. She jammed her foot against his butt and he stumbled into the other two men. Yes! Aldora flung herself through the woods and squeezed her sword harder when the three attackers followed.

Darting free of the woods, she spotted the palace. It was more like a small, white stone mansion, with twelve square windows across the front, and two window impressions above the open doorway. The building’s front entrance held no door; instead, it was introduced by three white stone steps and a gaping corridor. 

Aldora looked over her shoulder, checking the progress of her attackers. They stood at the wood’s edge.

Why aren’t they following me?

With her sword still unsheathed in her hand, Aldora slowed as she approached the palace and walked through the stone archway. 

The corridor was short, leading her within seconds to a pair of closed wooden doors painted bronze. Standing beside the doors was a royal official. Aldora gasped as he stepped towards her, trying her best to regain her breath so she would be able to tell him why she needed to get inside. 

Like most royal officials, this one wore a uniform. The front of his jacket was blue which became increasingly narrower the closer to his belt it got. The blue section had gold fabric-covered buttons, and a gold edging that separated it from the black sides of the torso and black collar that stood rigidly around the neck. The shoulders had fabric pauldrons of the same gold colour, seemingly decorational, but Aldora knew they had been metal centuries ago. The sleeves were black too, with a few inches of the fabric at the wrists being the gold colour. The trousers were black, with six pockets – two at the hips, two on the outer side of the thighs, and two at the back, on the rump. They were held up with a regulation belt – navy blue, with two rows of silver eyelets, and a rectangular buckle held in place with a sliding pin that was specifically designed to be resistant to the hands of another. Attached to two of the eyelets on the man’s belt hung a plain sword sheath, which tapped against his leg as he drew closer. “Put that away,” warned the royal official, nodding towards Aldora’s sword. 

She slid the blade into place at her side. 

“Why are you here?” he asked.

“Brown Buzzard Village is being attacked. I have to tell the royals.”

“Messenger,” muttered the royal official. “What’s your name?”

“Aldora Leoma. Please, I have to see them!” 

The royal official folded his arms across his chest. He glanced towards the doors, then looked back at Aldora. “I’ll let you in,” he decided, “but I’ll come in with you. Better safe than sorry.” 

Like I could even get close enough to hurt them before you stopped me, she thought, opening her mouth to say as much.

The royal official shook his head at her, an eyebrow raised. He fished a set of keys from a pocket and thumped the side of his fist twice against the left door. After unlocking it, he gestured for Aldora to go through.

Dipping her head in thanks, she walked into the throne room. A strip of black carpet with gold edging met her feet, protecting the white and black tiles that stretched across the floor, and tapestries had been rolled up above the windows on either side of her. The royal official pressed a hand to Aldora’s back, encouraging her to walk further into the room. She did as silently asked, following the strip of carpet towards three thrones. The two thrones on the left were just as one would expect: large chairs built from dark wood, with padded arms, backs and seats. The third, which stood a little apart from the other two, was more like a pet basket on a high stool.

The king sat in the throne on the left, with a worn book held in one hand. In his early thirties, King Cray could still pass himself off as a twenty-year-old; his black hair showed no sign of grey, and his brown eyes seemed to radiate his well-known friendliness as they twinkled. He tucked the book under his throne before standing and clasping his hands behind his back. He smiled as he took a step closer to Aldora before he frowned at the royal official. 

“She says Brown Buzzard Village is being attacked, sir.”

The king’s brows rose. “Attacked?” He folded his arms as he returned his gaze to Aldora. “By whom?”

Aldora shrugged. “I don’t know. They came at dawn and took out the main gate, Your Majesty.”

“Your village is run by Haethowine Sairnot,” said the king. “Is he using the Dagger of Protection?”

“That’s why I’m here. We need help, King Cray. The Dagger’s been stolen and the attackers are using gifts.”

Cray slumped into his throne as he clenched his teeth and his right hand. “Your village doesn’t have many registered gifts right now. Most of you haven’t provoked them.”

Aldora nodded, but realised that King Cray didn’t need her to respond.

The king hummed in thought and then shook his head. “The nearest legion camp is completely deserted – they’re on full exercises on the northern shore for the next few days. I should have known better. And other than the royal official who watches over the entrance here, Rikward,” the king gestured at the royal official standing near Aldora, “I don’t have any royal officials to help bail you out, as they’re all out in the field. The nearest one was in Icoque Village yesterday, if word reached me right, but he’s probably gone elsewhere since – he’s after a murderer.”

“Haethowine was going to try and get everyone in the refuge,” offered Aldora. “But if any of the attackers see them go into Old Nanny Nook’s home, they’ll be cornered.”

“Nonsense. All the refuges in the original six villages have one additional exit hidden away for emergencies.” Cray waved a hand dismissively. “But that is concerning. If your village has somehow–”

The royal official cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, I could go.”

“Not on your own, you can’t. You’ll get killed.” Cray looked to Aldora. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think you’ve introduced yourself.”

“Aldora Leoma. So what do we do, King Cray?”

“We?” The king stood up, a small smile forming. “How many attackers would you say there are, Aldora?”

“A few hundred. I didn’t count. Maybe more.”

“And what does your name mean?”

Hang on a second. This can’t be good.

Aldora warily looked to the royal official, hoping his expression would give her some sort of hint as to what the king was going to say next.

Please don’t. 

“Aldora means ‘gift’, Your Majesty. But how are we going to save the village?”

“You’re going to find the Dagger,” stated King Cray.

What? That’s insane!

“King Cray, that’s… I can’t. I have to go and help my dad and the others. And that won’t save them.”

“Says who?” The king gestured for Aldora to follow him through a doorway behind the thrones, into a corridor. “If your name means ‘gift’, then I suspect your coming here to tell me of your village’s attack wasn’t by chance. You’re a gift. That means you’re special, so if I send you off to go and find the Dagger, you’ll probably succeed.”

Or die horribly, like my dad cornered in that refuge. Haethowine doesn’t know where that other exit is.

“I can’t even fight, Your Majesty,” stated Aldora as the king strode through one of the doorways on the right. 

“Poppycock, Aldora. Everyone starts somewhere.” 

Aldora loitered in the doorway as the king went over to an island counter in the centre of a room that hummed softly with Southern Kingdom kitchen goods. A man in a simple pair of black cotton trousers and a white top eased back from a gas oven, a casserole dish steaming in his gloved hands. He set the dish on the stove and faced King Cray and Aldora.

“Your Majesty?”

“Alagar, grab some royal official rations and a bag to shove them in. I need to give this girl every chance of success.”

The royal cook lifted an eyebrow. “She’s not a royal official. She looks like she’s Ice’s age.”

Who’s Ice?

Aldora frowned at the king and he glanced briefly at her.

“That doesn’t matter, Alagar,” said Cray, “I need her to run an errand for me, and I don’t know how long it’ll take her.” Cray pointed at an open door that led outside to the lawn surrounding the royal palace. “And until further notice, keep that shut. Brown Buzzard Village is under attack.”

The cook strode to the door, but waited to close it as a tabby-and-white cat prowled inside. After shutting the door, Alagar rummaged in his cupboards. 

The cat jumped onto the counter in the middle of the room and his green eyes stared at Aldora. “I could go with you.” 

The cat was Pedibastet, the Prince of the Cats. Aldora had met him multiple times in the village, as he often supplemented his training with public schooling, but it had been a while since she had last seen him. 

He stretched, before jumping to the floor and strolling to Aldora’s side, flicking the tip of his black tail.

“You’re supposed to be getting used to being the public representative of Giften cats whilst your mother is away,” stated King Cray. “You can’t go. You don’t even know what I’ve asked her to do.”

“Aldora and I go back some years, and I know what she is good at and what she is not. Giften’s geography, for example – she is awful at that, but she’s wonderful with words when she’s calm.” The cat paused to rub his side along Aldora’s right leg. “Because I am a cat, I am suited for adventures. It is therefore my duty to go with her and help her where I can. I’ll make sure she doesn’t get lost.”

Cray took the blue rucksack, heavy with rations, offered to him by the royal cook. “You just want to get out of your duty. You will never earn your right to succeed your mother if you do not put in the time.”

“Yes, but I still require two so-called ‘dangerous’ missions to even be acknowledged as her heir apparent. This could be one of them.” 

Aldora brushed a finger back and forth against Pedibastet’s brown cheek, making the cat perk his whiskers forwards and close his eyes with a purr. She glanced at Cray. The king didn’t look too impressed as he set the bag onto the floor next to Aldora, eyeing her stroking the Prince of the Cats. 

“OK. Seeing as you’re happy to let her stroke you without an invitation, you obviously like her, Pedi.”

“Of course I do. Aldora is my friend too, Cray,” replied the cat through a purr.

“So you can go with Aldora and I will tend to your mother’s complaints. But you must be careful, both of you,” requested the king.

“I am an adult in cat years. We will be fine,” promised the cat.

“Wait. Your Majesty, I’m really not a good pick for this. There has to be someone better trained to help.” 

King Cray shook his head. “Miss Leoma, I will do my utmost to try and contact some royal officials to go to your village and aid your friends and family, but I am always behind on where my royal officials are in the kingdom. Word reaches me more slowly than their continual movements. I will ensure that the Third Legion goes to your village immediately upon its return. But the best bet is to find the Dagger of Protection quickly. Somebody has to go and find it, and who better than you? You have to find it to protect your family.”

“I guess I don’t have much choice,” grumbled Aldora as she looked down at Pedibastet weaving himself through her legs and purring.

“I’m certain you’ll do fine,” said the king as he held Aldora’s shoulders and gave her a smile. “Even my royal officials started somewhere.” Releasing her shoulders, he picked up the bag and held the straps out so she could slip it on. Reluctantly, Aldora did. “Do you know if the Dagger was there on Haethowine’s patrol last night?” he asked.

“It was.”

“And it wasn’t used against your village as they attacked?”

“No.”

“Then my guess would be they don’t have it, and we’re not too far behind the thief. Anyone with something that recognisable won’t want to hold onto it for long, Miss Leoma. Head to Wisner City. It’s south of Brown Buzzard – you’ve probably seen it on a clear day from your village. They’ll most likely go there to sell it on or give it to a contact.”

Aldora and Prince Pedibastet followed King Cray back into the throne room. “King Cray, I can’t even fight,” she warned as the king turned to face her, a hand gesturing towards the entrance of the royal palace. 

“Aldora, there is nobody else I can ask to do this right this moment, and every second counts. I’ll do what I can from here – that I’ve already promised you. But I need you out there, finding the Dagger of Protection and saving your village.”

“And if someone is idiotic enough to steal the primary Weapon of Protection,” added the Prince of the Cats at Aldora’s feet, “then Cray must send word to the other villages to make sure their Weapons can’t be stolen too. After all, their resting places are just begging for thieves to take them. It was a different time when they were retired. Back then, theft of such items was unthinkable.”

Everyone’s pretty determined I do this but me. But they seem to think I will succeed. 

Aldora gave a short nod. “Alright, I’ll do it. I’ll find the Dagger.”

“Good.” King Cray stepped closer. “And there is something else you should know. If your fellow villagers have gotten into the refuge safely, they only have five days of supplies.”

Because this couldn’t get any worse, thought Aldora. She resisted the urge to squeeze her eyes shut and pinch the bridge of her nose. “Fine. Five days. Find the Dagger, go home and let it do its thing. Anything else, Your Majesty?”

“Only that I wish you good luck and fast travels.” The king knelt down and held a hand out to Pedibastet. 

The Prince of the Cats rubbed his cheek against the king’s hand. “This will work out, Cray. I promise. You know cats are lucky companions.”


      ***The teen and the cat walked away from the palace in silence, Aldora growing more aware of the guarding royal official’s gaze the further they went. She looked over her shoulder and spotted him watching her go.

“Walk past Little Wood instead of through it,” suggested Pedibastet. “That way we can reach Wisner a little quicker.”

Aldora nodded. “Some of the attackers chased me in there. I hadn’t planned on meeting them again.”

“But they didn’t chase you to the palace? They must have wanted to avoid Rikward. Which suggests somebody knew what they were doing when orders were given out.”

I hope Haethowine’s training can counter it if that’s true

She tried to ignore the way her stomach curled in on itself like a suffocating dragon. 

It didn’t take Aldora and Pedibastet long to pass the wood and catch sight of Brown Buzzard. Aldora stalled as she took in the state of the village. Three plumes of black smoke rose into the air, waving from the crackling fires hidden behind the defensive walls. Straining to hear if there was any fighting, Aldora narrowed her eyes towards the shattered main gate, watching the gaping mouth of the village for any visible men or women. 

“I don’t hear anything.”

Pedibastet’s tail flicked from side to side as he gazed towards the village walls and High Street, which stood in view of the wound where the gate had been. “I hear fire but no humans fighting. That’s good news, Aldora. It suggests they got to the refuge.”

“Or they died first.”

“Stop being so miserable,” snapped Pedibastet. “Only dogs are allowed to be miserable.” He rubbed his body against the outside of her leg. “We can’t stay, Aldora. We must keep going. Five days to save them, remember?”

“Everything I know is in those walls,” uttered Aldora, feeling the tears welling up in her eyes again. She clenched them shut, willing the tears away. “My dad, Jenny, everyone I’ve ever known.” She opened her eyes. “And my future – the smithy and the horses.”









