

  [image: Cover]




T.M Caruana

Panther’s Key





  

  Copyright © 2021 by T.M Caruana


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    T.M Caruana asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  
    T.M Caruana has no responsibility for the persistence      or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet Websites referred to in this publication and does not      guarantee that any content on such Websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

  
    Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks.      All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks      and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any      product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the      book.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        1. Sadie
        
      

    
      	
        2. Sebastian
        
      

    
      	
        3. Sadie
        
      

    
      	
        4. Sebastian
        
      

    
      	
        5. Sadie
        
      

    
      	
        6. Sebastian
        
      

    
      	
        7. Sadie
        
      

    
      	
        8. Sebastian
        
      

    
      	
        9. Sadie
        
      

    
      	
        10. Detective Mike
        
      

    
      	
        11. Sebastian
        
      

    
      	
        12. Detective Mike
        
      

    
      	
        13. Sadie
        
      

    
      	
        14. Sebastian
        
      

    
      	
        15. Sadie
        
      

    
      	
        16. Sadie
        
      

    
      	
        17. Sadie
        
      

    
      	
        18. Sadie
        
      

    
      	
        19. Sebastian
        
      

    
      	
        20. Sebastian
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
    


  




  
  One

  
  
  Sadie

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  




“Spread out! Find her! Don’t let her leave the palace!” I heard Elgort’s booming voice echo outside the bedroom. 

My heart was pounding so much I could swear it was almost as loud as his voice. Small beads of sweat pooled on my forehead, before trickling down the sides of my face, mixing up with the spots of caked blood. The daggers beside me were bloodied, too. I must have taken out a dozen men before seeking refuge in my room but there were just too many of them. I couldn’t fight them alone. My guards were dead, the blood from their bodies already congealing as they lay lined up around the palace. I closed my eyes for a minute and mourned their deaths. 

From the hidden safety of the closet where I lay flat, I saw the shadows of those who were hunting me leave my bedroom. Logically, I should be afraid, but I was more enraged than petrified. I couldn’t believe my cousin Elgort would do this. Father had just been buried two weeks ago. Elgort must have been plotting this moment for a very long time. It was hard to imagine my sweet-faced, innocent cousin as a cold-blooded, greedy assassin, at least, looking back at when we’d been kids together. We used to play a lot around this palace, hiding in all its corners that we knew so well, taunting our nannies and driving the palace workers insane. I remembered the time when Chef Jai heard our movements in the kitchen and came out to find us stuffing our faces with the pastries he had spent ages making for some important event of my father’s. He’d pulled us out by our ears, chiding us until our ears almost turned inside out, his jaws moving furiously all the time and his face contorting beyond his control. 

I tried hard to reconcile that Elgort with the icy young man barking instructions outside. When did it all go wrong? I suppose Elgort and I had grown apart as we matured into our teenage years. My training as the next ruler of our land had forced me to retreat into the inner chambers while Elgort was recruited into the king’s army. Our paths had diverged a long time ago. Perhaps that was part of the reason I hadn’t seen this coming. 

The sounds outside my bedroom had stopped; the door was banged shut. Still, I didn’t know what to do. Although I was raised a fighter, this fight was beyond me. I had already lost. The best thing I could do right now was to run, regroup and then return to claim what was mine. That throne belonged to me and I’d die before I let anyone – even my own cousin – steal it away from me. 

I opened the door of the closet a crack, peering outside to survey the room. It was deathly quiet. Outside the palace though, I knew Elgort waged battle on our kingdom. My sword was in its stowaway inside my safe, which was built into the wall – a perfect disguise. I went over to it, threw the door open and grabbed the glinting, sharp sword. Its pommel shaped as a black panther head – a symbol of our great kingdom. This sword had been a gift from my father when I turned eighteen, officially ready to begin my initiation into the ranks of his army. It was highly sentimental to me but now was no time for nostalgic memories. My kingdom was falling apart. Now was the time to flee. 

I dashed out of the room with a trained lightness of foot. I was careful, eyes sharp to detect Elgort’s minions. How could they betray me like this? I was their commander, the rightful heir to the throne. How did Elgort convince them to turn against their queen? To turn against their kingdom? This was treason – a betrayal of the highest order. To turn against one’s rightful ruler was to declare war on one’s kingdom. 

The palace was in disarray. Every corner had been turned over in their effort to find me. All our secret rooms had been searched. 

I heard footsteps coming in my direction as I ran towards my mother’s chambers. I hoped she was alright. If Elgort touched a hair on her head, I swear I’d tear off his limbs mercilessly. I stopped and backed against the wall. My breathing was rough. This could be it. I readied my sword, falling into a stance that grounded me. I was ready to take everyone down with me if it came to that. I was only sad for my mother. She’d never be able to get over it if she lost me, too. The footsteps drew nearer; the shadow lengthening and then shortening. I jumped out into the corridor, yelling with my sword raised high as the shadow turned the corner. 

“My princess! No, stop, it’s me!” Leigh, my mother’s trusted servant, yelled as she fell on her knees, hands raised protectively into the air. 

Quickly, I lowered my sword and covered her mouth. I pulled her up, pushing her against the wall. Leigh looked distraught. Her once long and beautifully-tended brunette hair was in disarray, flying across her face. Long lines of black mascara were smeared down her cheeks. 

“Where is mother?” I asked her frantically. 

“He came for her. He…came… We had to… Come, I’ll show you,” she said, running ahead. 

I followed her into Mother’s chamber. Its massive, double oak door had been torn and blown open. I turned as I heard roars erupting from the north-western part of the palace. Elgort must be searching for me in the throne room. I buried the urgent desire to fight him and tried to turn my attention back to my mother’s room.

Although, a revengeful voice inside kept on echoing that I was strong enough to take him down. We had sparred so many times before as generals in Father’s army. Our training had been intense. I knew all his weaknesses and the many ways I could destroy him. But not right now. He was too strong, protected by the army he had stolen from me. They’d kill me before I could even reach Elgort. 

Leigh led me further into the room. She hit hard on a knob on the wall and I shrank back as I saw the wall open up to reveal a dark tunnel. Leigh climbed in, urgently beckoning me to follow her. The door closed behind us, enveloping us in stifling darkness. Leigh fumbled around for a torch. The tunnel was narrow, seemingly almost to close in on us. The low roof forced us to kneel down on all fours as we slowly crawled through the dirt and mud with Leigh leading the way. 

I tried to look around. “What is this place? I had no idea it existed.”

“Only a few people are aware of it. It was added some years ago at your father’s request after an unsuccessful attempt on his life by some disgruntled soldiers from the ranks. He thought someone might attack again, so he prepared this getaway for his and the queen’s safety. He knew this day would come.” 

My heart sank at the sound of that. This had happened before? Unsuccessfully? Of course, it was unsuccessful. Father had been the greatest and wisest leader I had ever heard of. If he were here, Elgort wouldn’t have attempted this mutiny. Father’s death had made us vulnerable to attack and Elgort had seen his chance and struck. He didn’t want to wait until I would be crowned queen a few months from now. This was the perfect time. I had been too busy grieving to realise what was happening under my own nose. 

My confidence suddenly washed away. Perhaps, my subjects were better off without me. What kind of leader would I become if I couldn’t sniff out a plot to overthrow the crown that was happening within our own ranks? How could they trust me to rule if I couldn’t even protect them from the likes of Elgort? I didn’t even know my father had countered such an attack before. Why hadn’t he told me? 

Father and I had been close when he was alive. He had taught me everything I needed to know about leadership; he had shared his experiences and every secret I needed to know. And yet, he hadn’t told me about this. Why was it such a secret? I had so many questions to ask but no one to answer them. I sighed heavily, as I continued to crawl. The tunnel finally opened up into a small, steel-covered underground room.

“Sadie!” Mother shrieked when she saw me. 

She ran towards me with open arms. Two sentinels mounted guard around her. That was strange. Mother usually had at least five guards protecting her. I noticed the blood covering the remaining guards’ uniforms and quickly understood. I held my mother close, inhaling the sweet scent of her body, she was a very delicate and fragile figure. Mother abhorred violence and I had never been able to understand how she had matched with my strong, fierce father. At first, she had protested to stop me from beginning my training. I recalled her arguments with my father then. 

“She’s ready, Elyse,” Father would say. 

Mother clutched me tighter to her bosom, afraid to let me go. I liked being held by her like that. It made me feel loved, wanted, protected. Like nothing could ever happen to me as long as my mother was holding me. Although Mother seemed fragile, the panther in her grew aggressive when it came to protecting me. 

“She’s a little girl. She’ll never be ready for the savagery of leadership,” Mother had replied to father.

It had struck me then as odd. Did she mean that my father was a savage since he was the ruler? I couldn’t doubt the truth of it though. I had seen my father turn into a beast on the training ground. His panther was a fierce, black beast that spared no one. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what he was like on the battleground against his enemies. There was a reason my father was feared in all the shifters’ lands. The other panther clans respected him and steered clear of our kingdom. 

“Elyse, our daughter is going to become the ruler of this great kingdom. You cannot stop her destiny. This is what she’s meant to become. You knew that from the second you married me. Now, you are just wasting time. Sadie needs to begin her training. If you really love her, then you’ll let her become armed with everything she needs to protect herself. You and I won’t be here forever. Who’s going to protect her then?” Father had retorted. 

Mother had sobbed and slowly let me go. But since, she seemed to have withdrawn into herself, worried that she had failed me. As I had begun my training, we had grown apart. I think she didn’t want to recognise what I had become. I charged into battles with our enemy nations fearlessly, always returning with a hardened, colder stance that seemed to frighten her. 

But right now, Mother held me and I was reminded of how she used to hold me when I was a child. I buried my face in the crook of her shoulder, letting all my defences down. My mother was alright and I knew everything was going to be okay. 

We finally broke contact and she started pacing back and forth. “What is happening up there?”

“Elgort. He’s searching for us. I tried to hold them off, Mother, but there’s just too many of them. I don’t know what to do!” 

My eyes started to fill with tears. It was almost as if I had just realised what was going on. I could lose everything if Elgort succeeded. I had nothing and no one to help me. 

“Your father foresaw this day. He knew this would happen. I should have known when he died that his death wasn’t ordinary,” Mother muttered to herself. My ears pricked up at the sound of that last part. 

“What do you mean, Mother? Dad was murdered? But he died in a hunting accident.” 

I wasn’t there when it happened, but my father was returned in a bloody, mangled mess. They said the hunting had gone awry – a wild panther had taken him down. The healers had fought to save him but it was too late. He died two days later. Our kingdom has been in disarray ever since. 

“Think about it, Sadie. Your father was the greatest hunter this kingdom has ever seen. The man singlehandedly defeated and drove out hordes of wild panthers once. How is it possible that a single panther took him down? What were his trusted servants and generals doing when it happened? Something’s just not right.” Mother’s jaws locked as she spoke. 

In the days since Father’s death, she seems to have aged drastically. Mother’s blond hair was now greying around the temples. Long, weary lines had etched themselves onto her face. Her lips quivered; heavy bags swelled underneath her eyes. She seemed like a shadow of herself. 

“Mother…are you certain of what you are saying?” 

Anger was climbing from the pit of my belly. Soon, it’d spread throughout my body. 

“I dreamt it. I saw it. And now, Elgort confirmed it is true. He must have plotted this for ages.” 

I was about to speak when we heard a loud boom in the room above us. The guards next to us jumped into a fighting stance. 

Leigh was shaking. “They’ve found us.” 

Mother grabbed my hands. “You must leave, Sadie.” Her eyes were wild as she glanced at the only door in the room, directly opposite the tunnel entrance. 

“I won’t leave you, Mother!” 

Tears made my voice crack. A single drop ran down Mother’s cheek. 

“You’re not leaving me; you are saving the kingdom,” Mother said softly, stroking a thumb over my cheek. “Right now, you are Amithia’s last hope. You must leave to save it. But to do that, you have to lose me. Elgort won’t stop until he finds at least one of us. If he finds me, it’ll keep him distracted. Run to the temple. In the inner chamber, you’ll find the portal.” 

My eyes widened.

“But Mother, it’s forbidden! No one’s been able to go there and return!”

Mother unclasped the necklace that dangled between her breasts. “Here, take this. Whenever you are ready to return, this will guide you home,” she said, reaching up and clasping the necklace around my neck. 

I held it, trying to study its design while Mother cupped her hands to hold my face, peering deep into my eyes. 

“You’re powerful! You’re Sadie, daughter of Arthindeen and the rightful heir to the throne. Never forget that! I believe in you, Sadie. Find your feet and stand your ground. Now go! Escape. Find us some help.” She gave me a small push. “Run! Go! Now!” Mother screamed at me. 

She lost some of her fragility as she spoke and I hugged her tightly, afraid to let go. The loud booming above us though forced me to break the chains to my past. Sand and debris were falling all around us. I pulled open the door and fled. 

Mother’s underground safe room opened into the palace kitchen. It was abandoned. Dead bodies were strewn everywhere, blood mixing up with the flour that someone had been using to make bread. 

I ran out the kitchen’s back door, which lead into a corridor and the way to the temple room. I darted down the red carpet towards the temple room hosting the portal, but just as I reached it I had to halt abruptly. Bright sunlight from the window was filtering through the open doorway of the adjoining room. 

A guard inserted himself between me and my goal, staring daggers at me. “Going somewhere, Princess?” 

I pulled out my knife. “You’re going to regret the day you set foot on Amithia and formed an alliance with Elgort.” 

The man smiled dangerously. He growled loudly and signalled at someone inside the room. Soon, I was surrounded by Elgort’s wild panthers. They growled, baring their teeth at me. I held my sword out in front of me, turning around as I assessed the situation. One of them leapt towards me and I steadied myself as it hopped high into the air, aiming straight at me. I ducked as the panther was suspended in mid-air, lowered myself flat and drove my sword up through its underbelly. Blood spurted out and the black beast fell with a loud thud. 

I rose and grinned lopsidedly. “Let’s do this.” 

I fell into my battle stance as the rest of them came at me, swinging my sword strategically around in an effort to destroy them. Their bloodied bodies thudded around me as strength surged through my core. I killed them all. At least there was no one left but the lead man. His eyes darkened into a slit as he shifted into his panther form, roaring. My panther roared deep inside me too, demanding to be let out. I obeyed, shrinking my human form just as the man landed his paws a few steps away from me. On all four paws, I charged at him. We went at each other, tearing and tugging. I ran my sharp claws along his body, drawing blood. It made him growl as he fell away from me. Then, I pounced! I sank my sharp teeth into a muscly neck, biting down hard. I took no heed of the blood that sprang into my mouth but as he thrashed his wounded body, I dragged him around with my teeth until he had finally quietened down. I felt like I could breathe again, but only for a short moment as the silence was broken by Elgort’s deceitful voice at the end of the corridor.

“There! Stop her!”

I dropped the black fur to the floor and flung myself into the inner chamber with arrows flying around me. I panted loudly as I ran toward the bright lights that emanated from the wide, circular portal. 

“Don’t let her get away!” Elgort bawled as I took aim for the portal. 
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I woke up to the beautiful sounds of chirping birds, crowing chickens and bleating sheep. For the first time in months, I was well-rested. This was part of the reason I loved coming out here to my farm; I could escape the hassles of my busy life in London. 

I peeled away the blanket, stepping out of the king-size bed. My room was painted in pale white that wasn’t too threatening to the eyes. I liked how sparsely furnished this house was. It was minimalistic and uncluttered. It was the one part of my life that reminded me of how much I was in control. 

Back in London, I danced to the tunes of my board of directors – a bunch of old farts who had no love for the process of making money. They only cared about fattening their bank balances and would do anything to keep that going, including throwing me out of the company I had founded. But here, I was in control completely and I threw open the blinds, welcoming the streaming rays of the sun that was rising slowly on the far horizon. Green fields sprawled for as far as the eye could see. Animals wandered around grazing. 

“Good morning, Sebastian,” Jude, the farm manager waved eagerly at me. 

Jude was a stout, strong man. I suspected he’d had a tough life before he was my employee and he had scars to show for it. Jude was very secretive about his past, but I liked how dependable he was. I knew the farm was safe in his care. Once, he had even stopped a bunch of burglars from breaking in. When I got the call, the first question that nagged in my mind was how he had managed to stop five burglars all alone. I knew not to ask. Maybe he was a former soldier or a retired criminal just living out the rest of his days on my farm. Whatever, Jude didn’t scare me. No, I felt protected in his presence. I knew he’d do almost anything to keep me safe so he could carry on with his tranquil lifestyle. 

I waved back at him before I turned around, as I heard rattling sounds from the kitchen. It was Andy, my chef. We greeted each other curtly. Silently, I prepared my first cup of coffee. 

But Andy still encroached upon my personal space. “Would you like breakfast, sir?” 

I shook my head. The effect of my rest was beginning to wear away and anxiety was taking its place. I tried not to think of the troubles I was facing back in London. It could cost me everything. Leah, my business partner, said I was fleeing when I went to my farm, but I just needed to get out of the city. I would lose my mind if I didn’t. Here, everything stilled and I could hear myself breathe again. I could unplug my gadgets, take long walks around the estate, run my hands along the bodies of my animals, ride out through the woodland on my favourite horses and remember how to live again. Here, I could be normal. 

After my cup of coffee, I took a quick bath before I wandered out to the stables. Jude was cleaning out my horse’s hooves, Tender. I loved this horse – its gracefulness and agility. I loved the way it galloped, jumping over obstacles fearlessly. I wished I could be more like Tender and never be afraid of any obstacles in my way. I didn’t want to have to run off to the countryside whenever I faced a crisis that threatened my livelihood. 

I patted Tender, running my hand down his smooth flank. “How’s he doing today?” 

Jude shrugged without looking up. “He’s doing better than fine.” 

Tender whickered happily, its eyes sharp on my face. I chuckled and stroked his nose. 

“Guess he seems happy to see you,” Jude said, dropping Tender’s hoof back down. 

The other horses whinnied in envy, or hunger. Jude walked over to a bag of horse nuts that had an open tear in it, grabbed a few handfuls and threw them to the horses. 

“Where are the others?” I asked. 

I let Jude hire the other farm workers. Although he claimed he didn’t need the help, I could tell that he was grateful for them. He was very hard on them sometimes but I noticed he acknowledged their services when credit was due. Jude loved to act tough but underneath the rough exterior, he was a really kind and sweet man. 

“Out in the woods, there have been sightings of…” Jude was interrupted by a deafening noise sounding like a blast in the forest beyond the boundary of the house’s garden and a distance away.
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