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In the grand old days, if you heard voices in your head, a couple of muscular, no neck royal assistants escorted you to the Kingdom Calming House, where you usually lived out your days peacefully shelling peas and counting the engraved flowers in the wall panels.

The case of Deripel Goombe was different.

Granted, vast segments of the population still considered their Chief Prophet borderline insane, but since her peculiar mutterings had repeatedly saved the King’s life and scared the heck out of them all, very little opposition arose against her pronouncements. Instead, the people exercised their passive aggressive right to resistance through the medium of whispered ridicule and an entire underground river of gossip, where she was commonly referred to as Dribble Gloom, the King’s decrepit old girlfriend. Not that King Sol was above despatching her to all corners of the Kingdom to deliver another sobering message, thereby crushing any hint of rebellious joy before it could gain traction.

Thus, having ridden down the Endless Valley, flanked by soaring mountains funnelling dusty heat, the tired convoy now traipsed through weed infected gorse, leading wheezing, sweating horses towards the distant village of Pomroth. Six simultaneously bored and nervous men led the way, cursed with being Deripel’s latest troop of bodyguards, dragging their lightly booted feet in time to a subdued warrior chant. None were particularly enthusiastic soldiers or in any way musical, but the noise served to drown out Deripel, who followed at the end of the line, talking to herself.

At least, that’s what they all assumed she did, even King Sol, but Deripel knew better. The conversation taking place inside her head was not with herself, she was sure of it, although, admittedly, it did encompass a certain level of feeling and intuition. Deripel knew the sound of her own mental voice, mainly drenched in criticism, and this wasn’t her. She had once been asked by Gift, the King’s eldest grandchild, whether she experienced some mystical union on another spiritual plane, which was an odd question coming from a young woman obsessed with her sword and the eating of steak pie. Deripel replied with one word, that being yes, and left it at that. She owed no-one an explanation of what went on inside her skull, even the Heir to the Kingdom.

Mystical Voice he might be, but Deripel’s constant spiritual companion rarely waxed lyrical, preferring to impart practical assistance. He left poetic spiritual flights to his other manifestations and the messengers winging around The Upper Realm.

“Are we nearly there?” Deripel asked The Voice, speaking out loud to exercise her strained throat. She squinted against the glaring sun, which bounced off burnt earth with a shimmering haze. She hated hotburn season, with its searing heat and clouds of topsoil dust.

You’re not much closer than the last time you asked, The Voice replied, his musical laugh mitigating the usual touch of snark.

“It’s too hot and my feet hurt,” Deripel moaned, peering down at the tatty leather boots encasing sweaty feet. King Sol would replace the footwear if she asked, along with her whole threadbare wardrobe, but the linen and leather layered prophet ensemble played into her weird, otherworldly image and kept the scroll hunters at bay. She often wondered how Elis, her young apprentice, who currently cooled his heels in the palace pool, would cope when she eventually passed on to The Realm.

That’s not your concern, The Voice told her. Your job being to keep him on the Good Path.

Since she tended to wander all over the Path herself, that was easier said than done. Approaching old age hadn’t eased her route to the beyond and, recently, the petrified esteem in which she was held seemed to be diminishing by the day. Only last Highday, one of the villagers called her Gloomy to her face. She couldn’t really blame him. A lot of her proclamations verged on woe begotten misery these days, keeping pace with King Sol’s nosedive into angry disappointment. Over what, the King wouldn’t say. She wasn’t looking forwards to heading back to the city, despite the easier climate and ever present ache his still handsome face engendered.

Your mind’s wandering again.

“I know,” she replied, following the words with a dry cough. “I’m tired. You don’t have to tramp through the dust. It’s hard to think straight.”

I’ll have you know, being here with you all is hardly fun. I could be floating around the cosmos, counting stars.

“You already know how many there are,” Deripel retorted. “Along with grains of sand. You told me last week.”

There’s another 16,402 since then. Besides, you’ve barely walked anywhere. Pity those poor horses and your momoloseth.

Said hairy momoloseth grumbled and snorted hot, wet air through all three of her wide nostrils, jerking the loose leather leash as though she heard his words. Deripel once asked The Voice if Momo could actually hear him, but he just laughed and told her to turn left. The uncannily empathetic, red-eyed beast was another reason her guards kept their distance, since the skittish and temperamental Momo was inclined to bite anyone who came into the vicinity, with the exception of the Prophet’s barmy dog and Deripel herself. King Sol’s pool cleaner once muttered something about Momo being a hairy demon, but since that got him relegated to the cess pit for the rest of the week, he later held his tongue.

“You’re a beautiful girl, aren’t you?” Deripel muttered, patting the momoloseth’s thick neck and coming away with a handful of coarse brown hair, soon wiped on her tattered robe. Momo emitted a groo, a noise somewhere between a growl and a moo, flapped her curly ears and plodded on.

A sharp chorus of excited barking heralded a flying missile of gangly limbs, huge paws and an oversized tongue. The guards ceased their monotonous song to laugh at the colossal dog bounding through their legs. Momo might be unpopular, but Gangle, not so much. Barely through puppydom, the happy mongrel brought so much love and humour to the troop he had been gifted his own royal guard insignia, swinging from his collar, though the gold star bent twenty degrees off the straight axis these days.

“Gangle, come,” Deripel ordered, using a flat palm gesture to calm him down. “Slowly.”

The dog duly trotted to her side and lathered her palm with spit. She wiped it in the same area as Momo’s hair. The black and white patched puppy arrived in her life courtesy of her prophetic protégée, Elis, who dumped him in her bed as she slept and swiftly left the palace for a short tour of the villages. Of course, by the time he returned, his mentor and the canine were already inseparable, which was his plan all along, since he figured she could use the company. This for the woman who was never alone.

Company with a body, The Voice pointed out.

“And no brains,” she muttered, kneeling down to deliver a cuddle and suffer a face wash.

Loosed from the hug, Gangle took up residence beneath Momo’s swaying bulk and kept pace, happily avoiding the sun’s scalding rays.

Not so stupid, The Voice remarked as Deripel resumed marching.

The sun gradually dropped lower in the sky, casting lengthening shadows across thickening gorse, by the time they reached the outskirts of Pomroth. The tiny village nestled at the foot of the imposing Dymim Cliff, the most treacherous mountain pass in the Kingdom. Sol took her up there, once, when they were young. True, the view had been incredible, but the fear of falling made the experience a trauma. With her feet firmly on the ground, Deripel squinted at Pomroth, although there was little to distinguish that particular village from thousands of others just like it across the Kingdom, with only the location differing. As she approached her latter years, the ageing prophet could barely recall the visitations of identical people in identical stone dwellings, huddling behind the same useless walls.

The Voice huffed. Every person is unique. Not just you.

“I know,” Deripel whispered. “I’m just getting jaded.”

You’ve barely begun.

“Can I have a rest and some food before you start?” she replied, with a sigh. Gangle woofed at his favourite word. “Yes, you’ll be fed soon,” she told him and he gleefully turned a swift circle beneath Momo. “That wall is still useless though.”

No argument there.

Pomroth’s hewed stone barrier might have constituted a solid defence, had it been thicker than a few inches and not riddled with large gaps of crumbling rock. Deripel, whilst boringly average in height, could still peer over the top of the wall, if so inclined. Beyond the barricade, a few taller buildings jutted into the sky, one shuttered window revealing a boy’s face briefly peeping through, just before a woman grabbed him by the shoulders and whipped him out of sight.

Deripel’s guards fanned out into a semi circle as they approached the wall, shielding their charge from any reckless reaction from within. All the previous villages on her tour reported suspected signs of enemy incursion in their area, but no actual evidence of who that enemy might be. She hadn’t been able to placate their worries with a comforting prophecy as in the old days.

Momo bellowed, announcing their presence to anyone within the walls. All the guards took a hefty step forwards to avoid her chattering overbite, except their leader, who actually grinned at the momoloseth, surprising Deripel. A disembodied head wrapped in a linen hood and face cloth popped up from behind the wall, hollering in a high pitched voice, “Stop. Identify yourselves.”

Deripel rolled her eyes and peered over the smiling guard’s shoulder at the questioner. “It’s daylight. You know very well who we all are. We’re not here for a holiday. Open the gate.”

The head dropped out of view, leaving the prophetic party to stomp and mutter in the heat, whilst a chorus of raised voices leaked out from behind the stone barrier.

You weren’t very polite, The Voice remarked. Now they’ll make you wait.

Deripel ignored him, ducking under Momo and joining Gangle in the shade.

“Open the gate or we’ll climb through that massive hole in the wall,” the smiling guard shouted, seemingly unconcerned that he gave notice of his plan. His lack of tactics had no effect, anyway.

Eventually, a rickety iron gate squealed on its traumatised hinges and opened wide, to reveal a welcoming committee of Village Elders, still adjusting their attire from whatever sofa they were resting on and frowning with concern. The residents streamed out of their dwellings covered in flour, grease, or the remnants of whatever task they had been undertaking and stared straight at Deripel with unabashed horror. No-one relished a visit from the King’s miserable Prophet.

A scruffy girl, face covered with an orange sauce, peered up at her father and asked, “Is that Dribble Gloom?” before he slapped his hand over her offending sticky mouth and shuffled them both behind her mother.

“Prophet Gloo, er Goombe, how wonderful to see you again,” lied a hunched, shrivelled old man leaning on his stick as he peered up at her through hawk’s eyes.

“Reral,” said Deripel, holding out her right hand.

He juggled his stick from right to left palm and briefly held her fingers with the grip of soggy cake. “What can we do for you? Are you staying?”

It would be nice if I could rest and eat something before being shoved out the gate, Deripel thought, especially since this is the only village for days.

Deliver the message. That’s all you have to do. What they think of you is unimportant.

“I’m here with a message from King Sol,” she announced. The sudden relaxation of Reral and his posse of Elders was barely perceptible, unless you happened to be a Prophet.

“Right,” said Reral. “So you don’t have a prophecy.”

“A message from the King and a prophecy from The Realm,” Deripel added, watching every face drop in a glissade of wobbly skin.

The villagers, Deripel and her guards stared at one another in silence, everyone seemingly waiting for someone else to speak. The intense stand off ended with a plaintive howl from a hungry dog as he shot past his mistress and bounced towards the sheltering children.

“He’s perfectly safe,” Deripel called out, as the Elders’ eyes widened with fear. “He just wants to play. His name’s Gangle.”

It only took one brave girl to pat him on the head before Gangle found himself surrounded by a squad of miniature humans, all jumping with the same energy as the hound, his frantic tail wagging his entire rear end with joy. Deripel rather envied his popularity with children, something she had never experienced, even when she was their age, with one notable exception. Unfortunately that relationship went horribly wrong.

Water under a sinking bridge now, The Voice reminded her. Best to keep your mind on today’s matter.

He was right, of course.

“Reral, it’s been a long ride,” Deripel told the Elder, purposely leading the fractious Momo towards him. “Can the animals be taken care of? Then I’ll share the message. Please make sure the King’s guards and their mounts are properly housed and fed as per the King’s standing orders.”

“And you?” said Reral.

At last, thought Deripel. I’m starving. “Maybe we should all rest and refresh. If that’s possible? Some food would be nice.”

“Fine,” snapped Reral, banging his stick in the dusty soil and catching a big toe poking out of his sandal. He clamped his jaw together as his eyes watered, determined not to holler in front of the Mad Prophet. The overly tall and thin woman beside him emitted a jerky laugh that sounded like nails rattling in a tin and received a murderous glare for her trouble. “Aris,” said Reral through grinding teeth, “I’m sure you have room in your house for the King’s Prophet, her guards and the animals.”

“All of them?” she spluttered.

Reral turned back to Deripel. “When you’re ready, join us in the Village Square.” He bowed from the waist and creaked back into the upright position before leaning on the offending prop and limping into his home: the largest and closest stone walled property in the area. The door closed with a terminal bang.

Aris unleashed a theatrical sigh, flapped her arms and glared at the momoloseth. “Follow me, then,” she said, shuffling to the opposite side of the Prophet, placing Deripel between her and the beast’s legendary bite.

The dusty troop plodded through rows of scrubbed clean stone cottages, quaint in their own way, even if the curtains hung as limp and threadbare flags to once prosperous days. They followed a straight line from one end of the village to the other, dodging a few wandering chickens and the odd tethered goat. The Kingdom might be becoming ever more shabby, but it still maintained a sense of faded order. Gangle bounded beside Deripel, not spending more than a few moments away from his mistress and certainly not letting her out of his sight. Even the uptight Aris gave his ears a good ruffle. Deripel would never admit it, even to The Voice, but she felt safer with the dog around, despite him being daft.

They passed bakers, ironmongers, needleworkers, carpenters and stonemasons, all packing away the tools of their trade, closing up shop as the sun made its way into the western horizon, flooding the village with golden light. The rickety main gate ground back into place as village watchmen took up position around the exposed walls, despite not one of them being over fourteen years old and armed only with pitchforks. They wouldn’t last one breath if the elusive enemy ever did decide to attack, but they were only expected to scream out a sighting. Not that it would do much good if they did. Deripel often wondered whether the fear engendered by enemy threats was enough to wreak the desired level of havoc on the Kingdom.

“This is my home,” Aris announced, scraping to a halt outside a cottage, noticeable only for a chipped and fading depiction of King Sol, in all his golden battle finery, painted across the door. “You can leave the horses and that beast thing in the stable.”

“I’ll see to her myself,” Deripel told Aris.

“As you wish,” Aris muttered. “Come inside, whenever.” And with that rude invitation, she hustled into her cottage like a startled scorpion.

Deripel led Momo into the stable abutting the cottage and removed the heavy canvas and leather saddle before gently backing her into a tight wooden stall. The momoloseth let out a tired groo and sagged sideways, leaning on the side of the stall, which promptly groaned and collapsed. She might have ruined the partition, but Momo found far more comfort in the now conjoined space. Ignoring the demolition and leaving her guards to deal with their horses, Deripel drew bucket after bucket from the nearby well and gently watered and cleaned the hairy beast, washing the dust and pebbles from her coat and hooves. She could have insisted someone do it for her, but then Momo wouldn’t be given the care she deserved, primarily because no-one wanted to get close enough to bear the scar. Finally, Deripel availed herself of a broken, one and a half pronged pitchfork and filled the hay trough with feed, watching with satisfaction as the beast messily chomped her way through dinner, showering the stable with remnants and spit. Gangle ran rings around the horses, chasing his tail, until Deripel finished with Momo and he commenced whining for his tea.

She gave Momo one last pat between the ears. “Rest, girl. Come on then, rascal.” A wave to the dog had him glued to her heel in no time.

The inside of Aris’s cottage carried all the tatty hallmarks of the outside and, indeed, the whole village, with its crumbling homage to bygone affluence. The owner appeared, long enough to point the guards towards the kitchen and Deripel to a ‘spare guest room’ to recover from the journey. Abandoned in the tiny room, Deripel collapsed into the Kingdom’s most uncomfortable wicker chair and felt every inch the required spare guest. Paintings of a young King Sol lined the walls, every alcove filled with a small bronze statue of the King, fighting or riding. None of them looked remotely like him, then or now, although the eyes did seem to follow her every move, giving her the creeps.

The length of the table legs didn’t quite match, so it leant at an angle. On it sat a pottery bowl filled with tepid water, dripping over one side, soaking the edge of an embroidered linen doily. Behind, lurked a plate containing apples, already beginning to decay, and some bread rolls which, surprisingly, seemed relatively fresh, along with the carcass of a spiny bird that wasn’t. The nauseating feast concluded with a goblet of wine that smelled more like the stuff Sol’s cleaner used to strip rust from door hinges.

Oh well, said The Voice. It’s food, at least.

Barely, she thought.

I’d be careful of that wine, though. They should use it on that creaking gate. Or you could pour it on the bird to make sure it’s dead.

Deripel laughed, surprised at her own mirth. These days, she would barely remember what joy felt like, if it wasn’t for Gangle. I used to be like him, once. Innocent. Full of energy. In love.

A knock at the door broke her out of her gloomy reverie. “Yes?”

The door swung open and Aris’s beaming face rounded the rim, swiftly followed by a hand carrying a bowl, full of something meaty that smelled delicious.

That’s more like it, thought Deripel, reaching out for the gift.

Aris bent down, placed the bowl on the floor under Gangle’s dribbling snout and patted his head. “There you go, boy. Eat up.” She stood, wiping the grin from her face. “Prophet Goombe, I’ll tell them to assemble in the Square.” Not waiting for a reply, she whistled back through the gap and slammed the door behind her.

Fighting the urge to swipe Gangle’s food, Deripel peeled off her layers and set about giving herself a quick, refreshing wash. Thankfully, the room contained no mirror to reflect her wrinkling fatigue. She unwound her grey hair, sprinkling a little tepid water to rinse out the sweat, before cleaning her face and a few of the worst areas on her skin. The clothes would have to wait for a more hospitable environment, wherever that might be. Smothering yet another sigh, she poured what remained of the water over her feet, soothing the beginnings of blisters on her toes and heels. She chewed dry bread and the unrotted half of an apple. How she maintained her rather hefty pear shape, despite a near starvation diet, was an enigma to the Prophet.

You’re beautiful. Always have been. Always will be. And you know I’m The Truth.

“I know,” Deripel replied, choking on a bone dry crust. One swig of the local wine was enough to bring on a coughing fit and inflict a serious throat burn. “These villages will be the death of me,” she croaked.

No, they won’t. You’ll die...

“Don’t tell me,” Deripel cried, despite knowing he would never reveal that information. Gangle looked up at her, his nose covered in the scoffed meat, his empty bowl still spinning. “Messy pup.” She whipped the doily from under the water bowl as though performing a magic trick and gave his muzzle a good clean. Guilt from smearing the embroidery didn’t last long, since the King’s insignia was a horribly shabby fake. Gangle’s jaws opened wide in a groaning yawn. “I know how you feel,” she told him. Tiredness seeped through every muscle of her body, but she was there to deliver a message and deliver it she must.

Deripel called out to Aris, but only silence greeted her ears. No doubt the Elders assembled in the Square, awaiting the King’s edict and her latest miserable pronouncement with bated breath. Whilst no-one remained to show her the way, the Square always sat in the centre of the village, so she left the cottage, limping on sore feet shoved back into her boots. Gangle trotted ahead, constantly glancing over his shoulder.

Deripel visited the stable to check on Momo and found the group of rumbling, snoring guards, fast asleep in the hay, having vacated Aris’s overheated kitchen. King Sol would be angry if he knew her men were busy catching some shuteye instead of performing protection duty, but she never complained. Nothing of any interest ever transpired in these villages.

One man’s head lay in the dirt, perilously close to a pile of horse dung, so she gently slid her hand under his cheek and edged him back onto the hay without waking him.

“That was kind,” whispered a smooth voice.
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For a moment, Deripel thought the words came from The Voice, but Gangle rumbled in response, so they must have been audible.

“Over here.”

She traced the words to the smiling guard, sat leaning up against the stable door. She must have walked right past him.

“I’m Piet,” he told her, running his palm over close cropped black hair before thrusting out a dark skinned hand.

It took a moment to overcome her surprise before Deripel clasped his fingers. “Good to meet you, Piet,” she replied.

“You met me a long time ago, Prophet Goombe,” he pointed out, with an ear to ear grin.

“True, but none of you ever give me your name. I suspect it’s a superstition amongst the guards. If I don’t tell the Prophet my name, she can’t prophesy bad things over me.”

He laughed. “I think you can prophesy whatever you like over anyone.”

“Not according to The Realm, but I get what you mean. Still, the others don’t want me to know their names.”

“I’m not like the others,” Piet told her. “You don’t scare me.”

“Really?” Deripel replied. He was young, but had the look of someone prematurely toughened by life.

“Maybe a little,” he returned, “but I’ve decided to be brave.”

“Good for you. I promise not to ruin your day.”

“We all need friends.” He gestured to the sleeping guards. “I let the men rest, but we’ll be ready, if you need us. Are you heading to the meeting?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“I’ll come with you,” he offered, rising. “The wind’s picking up.”

She gently pushed down on his shoulder. “Thank you, but no need. You should rest. We’ll be moving on soon, despite that wind.”

“Already? You should rest too,” he told her, settling back against the door.

“They don’t want me here. As soon as I’ve delivered my message, that gate will be flung open again and I’ll be politely ushered through.”

“I’m sorry,” he muttered. “Can’t be easy for you.”

Deripel shrugged. “I am who I am. Now rest, and thank you. Piet.” She left the stable with her heart a little lighter.

As she neared the Village Square, the ubiquitous crowned head peered down at her from his heavily tarnished shoulders, the once shining bronze armour and sword now a splodged brown and green matte. The King’s statue towered over a corner of the Square, the base sunk deep into the ground to withstand the onslaught of windblow season. Unlike the cottage paintings, the statue carried a remarkable likeness of the young King’s great height, muscular physique and handsome visage. In every town and village, that face was turned towards the rising sun, glowing eyes ready to catch the first rays of dawn.

A flash of memory lit up a corner of Deripel’s ageing mind with a time before her hair turned grey and her bones ached. A young man with flowing hair held the sword above his head as his magnificent stallion reared up. The people cried, “Realm save King Sol!” A shining star of a man smiled back, basking in his people’s adoration. Decades had passed since Sol’s early triumphs yet, unlike the statue, his looks had barely deteriorated, advancing years only adding to his maturing attraction.

Pity he didn’t keep everything he had as a boy, thought Deripel.

Don’t pick over old wounds, The Voice admonished, if you won’t let me heal them.

“Gangle,” Deripel snapped, catching the hound with his back leg cocked over the King’s feet. “Not there. Come with me.” The hound obliged, padding back to her side.

Deripel led him around a few rows of cottages, out of sight of judgemental eyes, and pointed at a rough patch of yellowing grass, where Gangle duly unloaded his bladder. Swirling wind whipped dust into their eyes as the duo headed back towards the Village Square, approaching the stone meeting hall from the rear, thus avoiding the gaze of a young man, loitering at the doorway. Deripel sighed quietly. No doubt he had been placed as a lookout to alert the Elders to her approach. Curiosity piqued, she crept towards the building, intending to listen to the private conversation taking place within.

Nothing good ever came from eavesdropping.

Deripel ignored The Voice, her ears straining to catch the conversation breaching the wall. She couldn’t hear everything being said, but enough vitriol leaked through gaps in the stones to prove him right.

“What do you think the King wants now?”

“More tax probably.”

“Definitely. It’s always about money.”

“What if he wants us to fight?”

“Fight who? Not the enemy who might actually hurt us. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. Not with that Astrauli Queen.”

“Who cares about him or her? It’s Dribble I’m worried about. The last thing we need is Gloom pouring her madness on us. The people are scared enough as it is.”

“If she’s shrieked some rubbish to the King, we could all be done for.”

“If we’re lucky, she might keel over and fly off to The Realm. Make the winged messengers miserable instead. She looks like she’s got one sandal in the grave now.”

“Boots.”

“What?”

“She’s wearing boots. Could smell ‘em from outside the wall.”

Laughter filled the room and drained over the listening Deripel. It was nothing she hadn’t heard many times before, but her heart sank anyway.

Gangle spotted a speeding lizard scurrying up the wall and snapped off a sharp bark. She grabbed his muzzle, muffling the sound. The young lookout perked up, peering around the corner. She sprinted back a few paces and then spun on her heel, pretending to saunter up to him, her expression set in stony nonchalance.

That’s convincing.

“Shut up,” she whispered, Gangle bouncing around her heels.

That’s shut up, Lord, to you. And ignore their words. They don’t understand.

And still won’t after I tell them, she thought, reaching the trembling lookout.

“Prophet Goombe,” he wheezed, forcing air out of his constricted throat. He banged his fist on the door and honked, “Prophet Goombe is here,” before opening. The wind caught the door and swung it with such force, it nearly laid out one of the Elders on the other side.

“Calm down,” Deripel told them, as she entered. “Nobody’s going to war today.”

The young man forced a smile as he tried to close the door behind her, wrestling with Gangle, who had no intention of being left outside. The dog won the competition, fighting his way in and pressing up against Deripel’s legs. She patted his head, grateful for the support. The door finally slammed shut behind her and, in the ensuing silence, she heard the lookout’s feet sprint into the distance.

“So, we’re assembled, Prophet Goombe,” Reral announced, pointing his stick in her direction. “Awaiting the King’s pleasure.”

I doubt it, The Voice remarked, but give it to them, my princess. If Sol’s orders make any sense, you’ll be doing well.

Deripel allowed her steely, slightly wild gaze to sweep over the nervous, fidgeting Elders, gaining a modicum of revenge for their mean gossip and judgement. “The King requires the following...” she began, parking her posterior in the nearest wooden chair as though taking up a throne. Gangle’s nether regions thumped onto the floor beside her and he sat in a study of floppy alertness like a royal lion. “In light of the threats from our surrounding enemies, it will be necessary to raise the readiness of our standing army.”

Every single Elder stiffened in response.

“This will not yet require conscription from your village,” Deripel explained.

The Elders visibly relaxed, glancing at one another.

“Let me guess. More money,” muttered Aris.

“However,” continued Deripel, “your village tax must be raised by six thousand miscals, beginning from windblow.”

A harmonised chorus of groans greeted that decision, but not yet carrying any whiff of rebellion or, indeed, much fear. Unfortunately for them, she was about to change that.

“His Majesty also requires you to form your own full division and train to take the ground directly to the south in event of an attack. You will be expected to advance the Kingdom, not merely defend your ancestral territory.”

“What?” spluttered Reral, nearly falling off his stick. “The army’s not coming to defend the village?”

“No,” said Deripel and left it at that. What else was she supposed to say? She had argued with Sol for weeks, to no avail.

“How do we do that, with a limping old man and a momoloseth?” spluttered Aris.

“Thank you, very much,” snapped Reral, glaring at her. “I’d be more use than you.”

“And defend against which enemy?” Aris continued, ignoring her leader. “There’s twenty different unrealmer tribes surrounding this province alone. An attack could come from anywhere, on any border. They’re not scared of King Sol like they used to be.”

“It’s not those tribes we need to worry about,” muttered a portly bald fellow, lurking at the back. “Not unless they band together. It’s the Astrauli I don’t trust.”

Reral glared at him and his lips swiftly closed. The leader coughed and turned back to Deripel. “We don’t, of course, listen to rumours and fittle rattle in this village. We bow to our illustrious Queen. She has our confidence and allegiance.”

Not mine, thought Deripel, an image of Sol’s Astrauli Queen leaping into her mind, to be swiftly evicted. “I’m sure you are all entirely loyal,” she replied, pretty sure they were nothing of the kind.

“We’ve got a handful of fighters and barely any weapons,” a reedy woman with a shock of white hair interrupted. “If any unrealmers come over that wall, they’ll all run. Including me. If we don’t, we’ll die. Doesn’t the King know that?”

Every Elder added to that plea, filling the air with a jumble of words, such that Deripel couldn’t pick out anyone. Gangle howled in sympathy.

“Is the King forming an alliance with the Astrauli?” Aris shouted. The hubbub immediately ceased as every gaze landed on Deripel.

“No, he is not,” stated their Prophet, pinning her hopes on that still being true. She had been away from the capital for a long time, leaving Sol in the hands of the overly persuasive.

It is still true, The Voice told her. For now.

“I’ve given you the King’s command,” said Deripel. She took a deep breath before continuing. “Now I must deliver a prophecy.”

“Oh, Realm save us,” groaned Aris. The shoulders of an entire group of Elders slumped on the spot as the wind delivered an appropriately ominous wail.

Cheer up, you lot.

You can hardly blame them, Deripel told The Voice. It has been a catalogue of misery for a while now. I remember telling them we’d rule the world and the Kingdom would live forever. I miss those days. I thought I’d see it myself.

You’re not dead yet.

Only just.

Time for the prophecy.

Right.

Deripel stood up in order to deliver the correct level of gravitas and began. “All prophetic flow coming from The Realm and The Voice indicates that there will be...”

Nope. Not that one. New one incoming. Best to sit down again.

Deripel’s backside had barely touched down on the chair when her sight grew dim and all strength left her legs. Gangle’s whining and Elder muttering echoed from a great distance, as though reaching her from the end of a long tunnel. She awaited the coming of the light. Her world turned to darkest night and, in the silence, her spiritual ears strained to hear the singing, but the delicate harmonies didn’t come.

I’m not going to The Realm, a disappointed Deripel realised. It had been a long time since her last visit and she missed seeing The Ruler in person.

I’m always here.

I know. Thank you.

Vision this time. See...

Pictures crammed her mind, unfolding a story rooted in flashes of image, sound and smell. A wall crumbled, feet pounding through the break. Screams. Lips moved, a silent voice emerging. Flames engulfed the meeting hall. The stench of billowing smoke. Children fled. Stones cracked and shattered into dust. The roar of a monstrous giant. A huge silhouette against the glare of sunset.  A serrated sword flashed. Gangle snarled and leapt.

The vision ended with a mighty jolt as though she fell from the saddle of a stampeding momoloseth. Breathing heavily, Deripel wiped her clammy forehead and opened her eyes to a gaggle of horrified faces, looming up at her. The very last thing anyone ever wanted was the arrival of an emergency vision. The warning must be delivered, but she struggled to remember anyone’s name, or even where she was.

Pomroth. Village leader is Reral. They’re about to be attacked.

Yes, I got that. Should they leave?

If they don’t, they’ll have a very bad evening. Their last.

Deripel searched the faces and found the old man. “Reral, you have to prepare now. An attack is coming at sundown.”

“I thought you said we weren’t going to war,” Reral spluttered.

“We’re not,” Deripel replied. “We’re leaving to avoid it.”

“We can’t just pack up and move at the drop of a sandal,” Reral said. “Where would we go?”

“And which direction?” added Aris. “We could run right into them. Who’s supposed to be attacking us, anyway?”

“And why?” asked the reedy woman, swaying from side to side like seaweed. “We’ve got nothing anyone wants. Not anymore. Not even enough livestock to make it worthwhile.”

“A huge man’s coming,” Deripel told them. “A giant as big as Sol’s statue.”

“You’re saying it’s a Gergathite?” said Reral, his tufty eyebrows shooting through his forehead. Incredulous muttering greeted that statement as they all visibly relaxed. “No-one’s heard from them in a generation. They’re all dead and no-one else would live in that pithole. And Gergath’s border is days from here. What have you been eating?”

“Not very much,” Deripel snapped. “Look, I’m telling you the truth. You can go now and give everyone a head start, or run away later, screaming. I’m not making this up.”

“Didn’t you warn Cromroth village?” asked Aris, crossing her arms to reinforce her point. “Nothing happened, except they walked around the wilderness for three days with their livestock and screaming children before going home.”

“That was eighty seasons ago and they would have been killed if they stayed,” Deripel replied, still remembering the visceral horror of that particular vision. “Their enemy’s spy found out they’d moved out and they didn’t come.”

“Convenient,” said Reral.

“Not for them,” Aris muttered.

Get their attention. Reral’s miscals are hidden in his King Sol doll. Start there.

Deripel rose and stopped in front of Reral, staring into his eyes. “Do you want your miscals stolen from your Sol doll?”

“What?” Reral stuttered, eyes widening.

Aris has nightmares of a waterlogged cave where she lost her dog, Tailor.

“Tailor would want you to be safe, Aris,” Deripel told the old woman, who tried to reply, but couldn’t get the words out. She rumpled Gangle’s ear instead. “No caves. We’ll head for the city.”

They’re running out of time.

The impatient Prophet strode to the door and flung it open, pointing at the sun, hovering just above the horizon and surrounded by a rising cloud of windswept dust. “We have to go. Now.”

“In a duststorm?” Reral asked.

“Believe me and live. Don’t and you die,” Deripal shouted. “Except your children. They’ll probably be slaves.”

The bald man stepped out from the group. “Well, I’m leaving. No Gergathite’s eating my Bina. Excuse me.” He squeezed past Deripel and scurried through the lengthening shadows.

Bina is his cow.

Reral delivered a melodramatic sigh and thumped the end of his stick into the ground. “Fine. All in favour of leaving now?” Every ageing hand slowly made its way into the air. “Wonderful,” said Reral. “Get everyone packed and moving in the direction of the city. We’ll need enough food and water for the journey.” He glanced at Deripel. “At least, for three days.”

Why does no-one ever believe me? a heavy hearted Deripel asked The Voice.

Bane of our lives, dear girl. If Sol believed me, none of you would be in this position.

Why didn’t I get the vision earlier?

Because of what will come later. The Ruler says, ‘Tell them to hurry.’

“The Realm decrees we must hurry,” repeated Deripel, ushering the Elders out the door, Gangle bouncing between them.

“Of course it does,” Reral muttered, poking Gangle with his stick. “Hurry, listen, obey, read, do this, stop doing that. It never stops.”

Moan, moan.

Once given the news, the village gave a collective groan and set about packing up the essentials for their, most likely short journey. Unfortunately, what Deripel considered essential differed from the residents’ view. Every stitch of clothing, pots, pans, paintings, portable statues, ornaments and Bina’s hide brush all went into an array of squeaky carts, tinkling and grinding like an amateur brass band.

“You don’t need a rolling pin,” Deripel yelled at the local baker.

“What else am I defending myself with?” he growled, swinging it around his head in illustration and poking his wife in the eye.

“Idiot,” she growled, throwing her embroidered tablecloths into their overflowing cart.

Deripel hurried into the stable to find her guards already saddling their horses. As she expected, none had yet tackled Momo. Balancing on a wooden feed trough, she threw the canvas and leather saddle over the beast’s hairy back and ducked underneath to fasten the buckle. When the guards mounted and rode out, Deripel followed, leading Momo.

“We’re heading for the city,” she told Piet, a palm shielding her eyes against the glare of the setting sun and the sting of flying dust. “Two guards leading, the rest at the rear for protection. You with me.” He nodded.

“Are we sure anyone’s coming?” another guard asked, adjusting the position of his scabbard.

“As sure as that sun’s going down,” Deripel replied. “Gangle, stay close.”

When they reached the Village Square, the entire population, which amounted to around a few hundred men, women and children, along with their threadbare livestock, assembled in one big squash, making far too much noise. Bina let out a plaintive moo and flipped her tail at the carts as though swatting flies.

Piet’s horse reared and rotated, her rider struggling to hold the reins. Momo inhaled through her three nostrils, performed a huge sniff, and let out a loud groo through gritted teeth. She yanked on her leash, throwing her hairy head from side to side.

“Easy girl,” murmured Deripel, scanning the surrounding hills for any sign of approach. “I hear you.”

Although most people kept their distance from temperamental momoloseths, the beasts also carried the legendary ability to sense danger. The village fell silent as terrified parents clutched their children, ears straining for the slightest sound of approach. Gangle’s sudden bark made everyone jump. Piet rode up to the gap in the crumbling wall and peered over the heads of the pitchfork clutching teens.

“See anything?” Deripel asked, joining him. He shook his head.

“Get your friends and join the others,” she told the teens. They scarpered instantly.

“Do we open the gate?” Reral asked Deripel.

“Your wall won’t stop anyone,” she replied. “We should go, now.”

Momo bellowed an enraged groo and heaved on the leash, pulling her mistress down onto her knees. Gangle lifted his head and yowled like a wolf, pointing his snout directly into the lowering sun. Deripel staggered to her feet, following his gaze. Streaming down from the nearby hills poured a tribe of leather clad men, their faces tattooed with red circles. Despite the aggression and murderous look on their faces, they remained silent, not a battle cry released amongst them.

Silhouetted against the sun as it sank below the horizon stood a giant of a man, raising a serrated sword bigger than Deripel herself.

“We have to go. NOW,” Deripel screamed.
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Piet galloped to the wall, leapt from his horse and wrenched open the gate. Traumatised iron hinges squealed and bent as the gate gouged a trench in the dirt, leaving it wedged at an angle. “Go, go!” he hollered at the guards. The designated two galloped through the opening as Piet vaulted back into the saddle.

Terrified villagers tore their gaze from the oncoming warriors, who were slowly merging into the dusty twilight as the sun sank below the horizon. Legendary killers, led by that silhouetted monster, would soon pounce from the gloom, attacking people with little means to defend themselves. The crowd surged towards the gate, dragging their carts and shoving slower moving Elders out of the way. Fleeing children kicked Reral’s stick out of his hand and he fell, collapsing on the ground as the stampede snapped his only support and rolled a cartwheel over his outstretched hand. Deripel grabbed him by his collar and yanked the stunned, screeching Elder to his feet.

The fastest runners and the spooked livestock made it through the narrow gap at the head of the crush, but a panicked log jam of villagers and carts soon dammed the exit. Those young and agile enough gave each other a boost upwards, flipping and dragging their friends over the wall. Smaller children squeezed through gaps in the crumbling sections and stood crying on the other side, not knowing what to do. The livestock, however, raced up the valley as fast as spindly legs could carry them.

Deripel squinted through twilight, straining to glimpse the warriors, and one giant shadow in particular. Swirling dust filled the air as the moaning wind picked up into a shrieking storm. Momo bellowed and snorted, scraping her front hooves in the dirt as though about to charge. Gangle leapt in front of his mistress, barking at the oncoming dust cloud, determined to protect her from the invisible enemy.

He’s here.

Who?

Gigant.

The big man?

Get out. Now.

Deripel’s heartrate raced out of control as she hollered at the blocked villagers. “Leave the carts. Just run. Go. Go.”

Abandoning everything, the people fled, tucking small children under their arms and sprinting after the two mounted guards. Aris wrapped Reral’s arm around her neck and they limped as fast as they could, swiftly passed by their bald colleague, side by side with a jogging cow. “Come on, Bina,” he panted. “We’re leaving.”

The log jam thinned as the people streamed out, weaving between upturned carts, trampling over their spilled possessions, but still too many scrambled at the back, Deripel’s remaining guards hurrying them along at waving sword point. Out of the corner of her eye, through the arriving dust tornado, Deripel caught a glimpse of a warrior leaping over the far wall and dropping into a crouch inside the exposed village. His head turned from side to side, scanning the area, as he drew a knife, the savage blade briefly catching the light before the cloud engulfed him once more. The sound of grunts and swarms of feet slapping into the dirt echoed through the besieged village.

A young woman emerged from her home, far too close to the arriving hoard. She dashed towards Deripel, a screaming, kicking toddler flung over her shoulder. She trod on a discarded Sol statue, turned her ankle and fell, throwing the child into the dirt. Behind her, the first warrior erupted into action, hurtling out of the swirling curtain and sprinting towards the struggling child, slavering over his first victim. Deripel ran towards the boy, without the first notion of how to defend him.

“Get back,” yelled Piet, galloping towards her.

He wouldn’t reach her in time and even if he did, her guards would soon be outnumbered and engulfed by the enemy. A blur shot past her right side and took flight. Gangle landed full on the warrior’s chest, knocked him flat on his back and sank his teeth into the man’s blade arm. The knife dropped from his fingers as the attacker hollered in pain, repeatedly punching the dog in the head. The thick skulled Gangle trod his front paws on the man’s face in a pounding leap, delivered another bite to his wrist and raced off, heading towards the screaming toddler.

Carefully clamping his teeth on the child’s tunic, a bleeding Gangle turned and bounced back to Deripel, swinging the struggling boy from his jaws. The child’s mother scrambled
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