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      The healer – the witch, as some called her – had seen it.

      A reckoning. The means for restoring balance and prosperity to all of Kypria. But the exact path to the final outcome was clouded. Her vision nothing more than a series of interspersing images, like thousands of silk threads that must be woven in a precise manner and order to produce the desired pattern. Even so, she had seen enough to know with certainty what she must do. The first step on the journey was as clear as if it had been illuminated by a thousand Alia crystals.

      Blood. Fire. A girl.

      To stand a chance of saving the Kyprian nations, and her own kind, she must save the Ettean Princess and get her to safety.
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      Navigating the Ettean mountains took an equal amount of care and confidence. One misplaced step or lapse of concentration could spell disaster. But even at ten – nearly eleven – years old, Gwyn could traverse the scree slopes and sheer-faced ridges with the agility of a mountain goat. The Borderlands and its towering jumble of rocky peaks were her home and the only world she knew.

      She bounded down the gravelly incline. Every angle, pebble and rock formation was committed to memory, enabling her feet to move in a frantic yet finely tuned and choreographed dance. Her sheepskin pouch, filled with wild berries, slapped furiously against her thigh. Her mother had promised to make berry pie to welcome home her father – the tribal Chief or King of these parts. Gwyn’s father had been visiting other villages in the region, helping them to prepare their defences against the Lamorian forces.

      For more than a hundred years, Lamore had ruled Ette, but the original inhabitants, particularly those in remote areas like the Borderlands, had been left alone in relative peace, as long as they never challenged the Lamorian regime. But things had changed in recent times. Grumblings of discontent among the people, over rising taxes and the disintegration of Ettean rights, had crescendoed. People like Gwyn’s father had started speaking of a revolution – a plan to retake the country and appoint an Ettean King as their leader.

      When whispers of an uprising had reached the Capital, the Lamorian-appointed Governor had begun to pick off the nation’s regional leaders one by one, putting an end to any potential opposition. The Ettean Kings were given a choice: relinquish their titles and bend the knee to the oppressors or die trying to defend their birthright. Gwyn’s father was the last King standing. Many of the women and children had recently fled their village in anticipation of an attack, but Gwyn and her mother had stayed put. The King, of course, had begged his wife and daughter to leave for their safety, but both had refused. Gwyn’s mother argued her place was by her husband and their people’s sides, and Gwyn was unwilling to be parted from her parents, practically screaming down their stone hut at the prospect of leaving them.

      She tried not to think about the danger they were all in, or about whether her father was still alive, but when her mind did unwittingly wander to those thoughts, a hard, spiky lump formed in her throat. Today the lump was overly present. As she raced down the mountainside toward where she hoped to find her father, something felt amiss. The lump suddenly ballooned, threatening to choke her. Gwyn struggled to draw enough air into her lungs and her footing became less sure. Her legs pumped uncontrollably, moving like they had a mind of their own.

      A tight corner and a ledge that dropped away to nothing loomed ahead. Gwyn dug her heels into the gravel. Tiny bits of stone sprang up at her, pricking her legs. The passing landscape a blur, she struggled to stay upright as the ledge grew terrifyingly close. She pressed her heels harder into the ground. She was slowing, but the ledge…

      Gwyn mustered all of her strength, digging her feet even more forcefully into the gravel, her leg muscles on fire. Heart lodged in her throat, she finally skidded to a halt and came to a shuddering stop just short of the edge.

      Doubled over, her eyes closed, Gwyn sucked in chestfuls of air. She told herself to stop panicking. Her father was practically a god – at least in her eyes. He couldn’t die…He couldn’t…

      One deliberate inhalation. Another. Her breath slowly regulated. As she opened her eyes, her gaze fell on a lone dandelion, its spherical head a cloud of seeds as light as air. A tentative smile came to Gwyn’s lips. The dandelion was a hopeful sign. The plant could survive and thrive almost anywhere.

      Gwyn watched the dandelion for several moments, entranced by the delicate arrangement of seeds bending and swaying in the breeze. She recalled a day, a year or so before, when she and her father had been on the mountain trying to track down a stray sheep and had come across a lone dandelion like this one. He’d picked the flower from the ground and shown it to her, explaining how the dandelion’s fragility was its strength.

      ‘Each individual seed is filled with the promise of new life,’ he’d said. ‘Poised for release, they’re ready to accept the call to unknown adventures and a new home where they can take root.’ Then he’d blown the seeds until nothing was left but a bare stem.

      Gwyn had cried, accusing her father of killing the flower.

      The King had wrapped his daughter in his giant arms and assured her that everything was well. ‘The dandelion is born of the earth, like you and I, and its roots will reshoot again – but its destiny lies in the wind and air.’

      Gwyn would help this dandelion fulfil its destiny, but she would ask something of it in return – she would make a wish. She plucked the dandelion from the ground and held it aloft. She didn’t dare say her wish out loud in case it wouldn’t come true, but what she desired was no secret. Gwyn took a deep breath and wished for the safe return of her father before blowing directly into the dandelion’s heart. She grinned as the feather-winged seeds came unstuck and took flight into the clear blue sky. She imagined the seeds reaching all the way to the clouds – the home of the Princess Guardians.

      Ettean mythology was another thing the King had taught her, including the tale of the three Princesses. War had come for their father too. Invaders from a far-flung land had arrived to take the Ettean nation as their own. They attacked the Princesses’ village and there was a great battle. The King and Queen fought side by side, but the invaders vastly outnumbered the Ettean villagers. The Princesses were only young, not much older than Gwyn, so were put into the care of an elderly couple who tried to take them to safety, but the girls evaded their protectors. They took up their own weapons and followed their parents into battle.

      The King, distracted by his daughters’ arrival, took an enemy’s spear to the chest and perished. The Queen fought on valiantly, trying desperately to keep the girls from harm, but she too was fatally injured. As the Queen drew her last breath, she called on the power within the earth – the Ettean land to which they were forever connected – to save the Princesses.

      Wings suddenly sprouted from the Princesses’ backs and they rose up into the clouds, where they would remain to watch over the citizens of Ette for eternity. One of the Princess Guardians became known as Honour. The second was called Justice. And the third was the Ettean Guardian of War.

      Mythology, as well as other aspects of Ettean culture, had long been banned by the Lamorians, but it didn’t stop the people from believing. All Etteans had a strong connection to the land they lived on, and they had all, at one time or another, called on the Princess Guardians for guidance and protection.

      Gwyn drew back her shoulders, confident that her dandelion wish and the Princess Guardians would be enough to secure her father’s safety. Taking in a lungful of crisp mountain air and the warming rays of the silver sun, she found herself imagining a different future for her country – a future free of Lamorian rule.

      From her vantage point high up in the mountains, she surveyed her homeland. On the horizon, the hint of a river winked back at her as it wound its way through green pastures and orchards all the way to the Capital. Ette’s capital city was the reason the Lamorian King Emberto had taken Ette in the first place. It was the largest and most powerful trading port in all the known world – this was why it was known simply as the Capital. Gwyn had never visited the place and never would while she and her family were a threat to Lamorian rule. She sighed, shifting her gaze to the scrubby hills and barren landscape that was the Borderlands – and then she saw it: two distinct clouds of dust to her right, coming from the direction of the village closest to theirs.

      The sound of pounding horse hooves reached Gwyn’s ears as the outline of a dozen or so riders became clear ahead of the first dust cloud – her father and his men heading toward their village. Some distance behind, a much larger group of riders followed with a flagbearer at its head. Even from this distance, Gwyn immediately recognised the image on the banner. A peregrine falcon – the Lamorian King’s insignia.

      Gwyn’s hands balled into fists, and after one final glance to the sky and a silent appeal to the Princess Guardians, she raced down the mountainside, ready to defend her home.

      

      A breathless Gwyn arrived back in her village amid chaos.

      The cries of children and the thunderous approach of horses’ hooves filled the air, which was wound so tight there was no room for anything but a sense of rising terror. People sprinted to the village entrance, armed with spears, bows and arrows. A group of older women and children raced toward Gwyn. They barged past her, satchels hung haphazardly over their shoulders, contents spilling to the ground as they rushed toward the trail that led to the neighbouring country, Ivane.

      Gwyn grabbed a woman – Trina, the blacksmith’s wife – by the arm. ‘Have you seen my father?’

      Trina shifted her panicked gaze to Gwyn, her eyes struggling to focus. Then there was recognition. She grasped Gwyn’s free hand.

      ‘Princess, you have to come with us to safety. The Lamorians are on their way.’ She tried to drag Gwyn away from the village.

      ‘No. I can’t go.’ Gwyn pulled against her, but it was no use; Trina was much stronger than her, having assisted her husband at the forge for years. ‘I have to see my father!’

      Trina ignored Gwyn’s pleas and dragged her further away.

      ‘Father! Mother!’ she screamed, but her words were drowned out by growing sobs, wails and calls to battle.

      The sound of hooves reverberated in Gwyn’s ears. The riders were close; her father was close. She struggled to break free of her self-appointed saviour, but Trina only tightened her grip.

      She would not flee from her home like a coward. She would not give in to the invaders. She had Honour, Justice and the Guardian of War on her side.

      Gwyn closed the arm’s length distance between herself and the blacksmith’s wife and lowered her head. She opened her mouth wide, then bit down hard on Trina’s arm.

      ‘Ow!’ Trina howled, releasing Gwyn from her hold. ‘What did you do that for?’ She rubbed the bite mark on her upper arm.

      ‘I have to help Father.’ Gwyn stood up to her full height. ‘We have to stand up to them.’

      A sad look came to Trina’s eyes. ‘And that is what we tried to do. All of Ette tried, but we failed, child. It’s over.’

      Gwyn jutted out her chin. ‘Not yet it’s not.’ She spun on her heels and ran full tilt back into the village.

      ‘May the Princess Guardians watch over you,’ the woman shouted after her.

      Gwyn reached the village entrance and pushed her way to the front of the group assembled there, desperate to catch a glimpse of her father. By now everyone was silent, watching and waiting, just as she was. Their collective gaze was on the bend of the road – the final approach to the village. The only sound was the drumming of hooves on earth. Gwyn held her breath, her fingernails digging into her palms. She wished she had stopped to get a weapon.

      ‘Gwyn!’ Her mother’s voice, high-pitched, behind her.

      She turned slowly to face the Queen.

      ‘What are you doing here? Go back up the mountain or leave with the others.’ Her mother’s eyes darted to the road and back again. She tightened her grip on the blade-tipped staff in her hands; her knuckles went white. ‘You have to go now.’

      Gwyn lifted her chin. ‘I belong here, fighting for our people. And I have to see if Father…’ Her voice broke. She took a deep breath. ‘I have to see if Father is alive.’

      The Queen’s stern expression softened. She bent down so she was eye to eye with her daughter.

      ‘Your father is the greatest warrior ever known. He lives; I know it in my bones. But he will never forgive me if I let harm come to you.’ Her serious face returned. ‘You have to get to safety.’

      A man’s scream pierced the air. It came from the same direction as the approaching riders.

      Gwyn crossed her arms, partly to show her defiance, partly to still her shaking hands. ‘I’m not leaving,’ she said with as much courage as she could muster.

      Her mother’s protest was drowned out by another villager’s shout.

      ‘They’re here!’

      Gwyn swivelled to look for her father and the Ettean riders came into view, their faces and leather chest armour a grimy mix of blood and dust. Several were slumped over in their saddles. The King rode at their lead. A bloody gash arced his upper arm, but otherwise he seemed uninjured.

      Gwyn made to run to him, but her mother’s firm grasp stopped her.

      ‘Stay alert!’ the Queen ordered their group. ‘The Lamorians will be close behind.’

      The King galloped toward them and leapt from his horse. ‘This is it!’ he shouted to his people as he took up a position in front of them, along with what was left of his riders. He raised his sword in the air. ‘We take our last stand here!’

      Gwyn wrenched herself free of her mother’s hold and rushed to the King’s side. ‘Father!’ she cried, throwing her arms around his waist.

      The King’s eyes widened. ‘Daughter? What are you…?’ It was the first time she had heard fear, real fear, in her father’s voice. Then her mother was there, and the King fixed an accusatory stare on his wife.

      ‘I’ll get her to safety.’ The Queen yanked Gwyn’s arm.

      ‘No!’ she screeched, pulling hard against her mother. Her ear-splitting scream was second only to the burgeoning roar of the enemy’s cavalry. She thrashed around and twisted until she managed to break free and ran back to her father.

      She puffed out her chest and looked the King squarely in the eyes. ‘I’m no coward. Give me a weapon and I will fight.’

      The King reached out with a calloused mitt of a hand and lifted her chin. A smile tugged at the sides of his mouth. ‘No one would ever accuse you of being a coward. You have the combined heart of all the Princess Guardians.’

      Gwyn’s heart billowed with pride, but deflated almost as quickly when her father’s smile gave way to a frown.

      ‘But this is not your fight, daughter.’ Gwyn made to object, but he held up his palm to silence her. ‘The day will come, Gwyn, when you get to fight for what you believe in, but it is not today. Today you must let us defend Ette. It is our responsibility. It is theirs.’ He glanced around at the assembled group. ‘More than that, it is our honour. An honour we can’t be denied.’ The King’s eyes shone with tears. ‘But if you are here in battle, all I will be concerned with is your safety. And it shames me to say that I would forsake my duties to my people to protect you instead. Do you understand?’

      Gwyn bit her lip to contain her own tears. She did understand what her father was saying; she just wished it weren’t true. ‘I will go with Mother,’ she said in a tiny voice.

      The King nodded and drew her into his arms. Pressed against her father’s chest, uncaring of the film of blood and dust, she felt safe, like nothing could ever separate them.

      The King kissed the top of Gwyn’s head. ‘Remember, Gwyn. You are forever connected to this land. You are the daughter of a King, who was born of this earth, who stands as tall and strong as the Ettean mountains to defend what is right. And as my heir, you will get your chance. I love you.’

      ‘I love…you,’ came her muffled, tearful reply, but Gwyn couldn’t be sure if he heard her. At that exact moment, amid a cacophony of war cries, the enemy rounded the corner to the village and barrelled toward them.

      Dozens of warhorses and their Lamorian riders bore down on the Etteans. Gwyn’s father released her and led the charge, sprinting headlong at the enemy with sword and spear raised.

      Enemy riders crashed through the Ettean frontline, their sweeping blades carving through the villagers, separating heads and limbs from bodies. In the distance, Gwyn’s mother called her name, but it was impossible to see her through the swirling dust kicked up by the horses’ hooves. Blood-curdling screams penetrated the murky air along with the whistle of fire arrows, and then the petrifying glow of thatch roofs and huts alight.

      Gwyn spun in circles, searching futilely for her parents, her heart hammering in her chest. She blinked rapidly, trying to discern among the chaos anyone who could help her, but everyone was fully occupied fighting for their lives. An Ettean, the blacksmith, crashed into her, a crossbow bolt protruding from his chest. She stumbled backward, only to be skittled by a passing horse.

      Gwyn hit the ground hard. Something in her chest cracked. An explosion of pain. She pulled breath through her nostrils, but each inhalation was like a knife slicing through her lungs. She pushed herself into a sitting position and, with sobs stuck in her throat, called on the Princess Guardians. Her prayer was beyond honour, courage or victory in war. It was simply to survive this day.

      Running footsteps sounded behind her. Someone grabbed her arm, jolting her and sending waves of pain through her.

      Unable to scream, unable to fight, she closed her eyes for death.

      ‘It’s me, Gwyn.’

      The girl’s eyes flung open to see her mother’s steely gaze.

      The Queen led her daughter back through the village. In her free hand she held her staff at the ready. Gwyn pushed aside her pain, whimpering only when her mother jerked her hard in one direction to avoid a Lamorian soldier.

      The Queen steered them to their hut, where the fire arrows were yet to reach. She flung open the heavy wooden door and shepherded Gwyn inside, then pulled a pile of sheepskin rugs from their beds.

      ‘Hide under these until everything is over,’ the Queen said. ‘Don’t come out for anything, no matter what.’

      Gwyn nodded, beyond any argument.

      The Queen pulled a knife from a sheath at her hip. ‘Take this and don’t hesitate to use it if anyone comes near.’

      Gwyn grasped the bone handle and clenched her fingers into a fist around it.

      The Queen fixed her daughter with a drawn-out gaze, eventually giving a strained smile. Then she jutted out her chin and left the hut, pulling the door closed behind her.

      

      Gwyn had promised her mother she’d stay hidden, but she had to know her parents were alright.

      She scrambled to the nearest shuttered window and angled the louvres open a slit. It was enough to catch snatches of the battle. Lamorians swarmed the village like a plague of hungry locusts. The Etteans floundered in a sea of black and silver – the Lamorian King’s colours. Bodies of men and women Gwyn had known since she was a babe lay scattered, lifeless in the dirt. Their deaths captured in grimaces, frozen-eyed surprise and the most gruesome wounds.

      Bile surged into her mouth, but she couldn’t look away. Her gaze passed over one body, then the next, shifting to the battle itself, searching for her parents. The Ettean numbers were so few it didn’t take Gwyn long to spot her mother.

      At the centre of the village, just visible through the smoke-filled air, three Lamorians circled the Queen. Gwyn’s mother held her staff across her body. Shoulders back, she stepped one way then another, each movement carefully calculated. The Queen’s weapon was an Ivanian staff, famous for the uniquely shaped razor-sharp blade on the top. Over the years, sympathisers in Ivane had secretly shared their weapons and trained the most gifted Ettean warriors in their use. The Queen had proven a natural with the weapon, something these smirking Lamorians were about to discover.

      One of the group advanced on Gwyn’s mother with a rapid series of sword strikes. The Queen side-stepped each with ease, then dropped into a low lunge at the same time as she swung her staff into the soldier’s legs, sweeping him from his feet. Splayed flat on his back, the Lamorian didn’t get a chance to register his predicament before the Queen plunged the tip of her staff into his chest.

      The two remaining Lamorians exchanged a glance, then ran at Gwyn’s mother. The Queen ducked and dove, contorting her body to avoid their blades. One must have made contact with her arm, as a trail of blood dripped from the Queen’s elbow, but she showed no sign of impairment. When the Lamorian pair paused to take a breath and one moved to take up position behind the Queen, she switched her stance to attack. She spun and twirled her staff, catching the Lamorian in front of her off guard. She brought her staff to an abrupt stop and leapt toward the enemy. The blade found its target in the man’s torso.

      The Lamorian behind Gwyn’s mother charged. The Queen grabbed her staff halfway down the shaft and yanked it free. She spun to face the other soldier and stabbed him in the neck.

      The two Lamorians crumpled to the ground one after another and a triumphant cry escaped Gwyn’s lips, followed by a yelp of pain from her injured chest. The Queen’s head swivelled in her direction, but her attention was immediately drawn to something else.

      A herald’s bugle rang out across the village. Gwyn’s heart stilled.

      It was a victory call. A Lamorian victory.

      

      The Lamorian leader, a broad-shouldered man with a bald head and a face that appeared carved from stone, dragged Gwyn’s father by his hair to the village centre. He yanked the King’s limp head back and held a dagger to his throat, ordering the remaining Etteans to lay down their arms. Gwyn’s father was barely recognisable under the bloody mass of flesh that was his face. His eyes were swollen shut. A groan that may have been a protest fell from his mangled lips, but the villagers did as the Lamorian bid.

      Gwyn exhaled in relief. They may have lost the battle, but her father was alive. Yes, he and the other Etteans would probably be taken prisoner, but they would live.

      The leader glanced back at a Lamorian rider who had pressed his way to the front of the ranks. Not just any rider; this one wore a crown. Gwyn could barely believe it. The Lamorian King himself had joined his army to witness Ette’s final defeat. He nodded at the bald-headed commander, whose mouth curled into a sneer, vanquishing Gwyn’s hopes. These were not people known for mercy.

      With one smooth movement, the Lamorian slid the blade across the King’s throat.

      ‘Nooo!’ Gwyn screamed, uncaring of the stabbing pain in her chest or whether anyone could hear her. ‘No, no, no⁠—’

      It couldn’t be true. Her father, the strongest, bravest warrior she knew, a giant of a man in size and heart, a King – he couldn’t be dead. Not just like that. Not in such a shameful way. If he had to die, it should have been with a sword in his hand, not while surrendering at the hands of a merciless coward. He should have fought on; he should have done something…but maybe he wasn’t dead.

      Gwyn forced herself to look at her father’s prone body. She searched for any sign of life. There was nothing other than a growing pool of blood.

      Her chest shuddered with disbelieving sobs. She wanted to run to him, hold his hand, beg him to come back to her, but one horrifying sight stopped her. The Lamorians must have heard her scream, because two soldiers were racing toward her hiding spot, the Queen following behind.

      Gwyn backed away from the window and looked helplessly at the pile of rugs that would be no use now in concealing her. The Lamorians knew she was here and were coming for her.

      One of the soldiers kicked open the door and marched menacingly toward Gwyn, his sword pointed at her. She staggered back as far as she could go, coming to a stop against the hut’s far wall. Then she remembered the knife her mother had given her.

      With trembling hands, she held up the weapon and gritted her teeth. ‘Don’t come any closer,’ she said with feigned authority.

      The soldier threw back his head in laughter, oblivious to the Queen’s approach.

      Gwyn’s mother burst through the doorway and grabbed a shepherd’s crook propped against the front wall. The Queen smashed the curved end of the crook into the soldier’s temple with such force that his legs buckled underneath him and he collapsed to the floor.

      ‘It’s alright,’ the Queen panted, eyes softening as they locked with Gwyn’s. ‘I’m he⁠—’

      Her assurances were sucked away with her breath.

      Gwyn’s gaze shot to her mother’s chest, where a scarlet patch bloomed around the tip of a Lamorian sword.

      A ball of fury exploded in Gwyn’s stomach and she launched herself at the soldier, her knife raised. There was a flare of panic in the Lamorian’s eyes as he struggled to pull his sword free. The reason soon became apparent: the Queen was using the last of her strength to hold the weapon in position. Blood poured from her hands where the blade bit into them.

      Fresh pain ripped through Gwyn. She dared not believe it, but her mother was dying before her, mere moments after her father had been taken from her. Another of Ette’s greatest warriors cut down by the hateful Lamorians. Not just any warrior – her mother.

      But maybe the Queen could still be saved. Maybe Gwyn could save her. She was, after all, an Ettean Princess and the King’s heir. It was up to her to fulfil her destiny and be the leader her father had raised her to be. Gwyn knew then that not only were the Princess Guardians with her, filling her with courage, but so were her father and mother.

      She jammed the knife hard into the soldier’s neck. The man’s blood spurted all over her face, but she didn’t stop to wipe herself clean. She was already by her mother’s side, clasping the Queen’s maimed hands and begging for her to live.

      ‘It will be alright, Mother,’ she sobbed. ‘The soldier’s gone now. I did my duty. Now it’s up to you. Come back…please.’

      But all too soon, the glimmer of life in the Queen’s eyes faded away to nothing.

      ‘Ready to bend the knee, Princess?’ A malignant voice behind her.

      Gwyn jumped to her feet and faced the bald-headed leader. She squared her shoulders. ‘Never.’

      The Lamorian shrugged and struck her in the side of the head with the hilt of his sword.
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      Fragments of images came to her. Flames licking a tapestry on the wall. Blood – everywhere. Choking on smoke. Searing pain in her chest. A woman with silver eyes leaning over her. The sensation of being dragged from the hut. More pain. Homes on fire. Mortar cracking. Stone walls crumbling.

      Her head throbbed. The burning village was getting smaller. She had an urge to stay put. An urge to fight on. A silver-eyed girl was telling her it would be alright. But there was a knowledge that nothing was alright or would ever be again. And then there was nothing…

      

      Gwyn’s eyelids cracked open a sliver and slammed shut immediately against the fiercely bright sunlight. She had no awareness of where she was or what had happened. There was a dull thudding sensation in her head. A tightness in her chest that intensified when she drew breath. Underneath her, rough material that felt like hessian rubbed and scratched her exposed limbs. Beneath that, a hard surface like timber. There was the sense that she was moving. The clatter and crunching of wheels on gravel. Her body rocking and jolting with the motion of what she guessed was a cart.

      She clawed her mind for clues – and soon wished she hadn’t. Like a lamp suddenly flaring to life, she could see everything. The bodies. The fire. The blood.

      Her parents.

      Gwyn’s eyes flung open and she sat bolt upright. She found herself in the tray of a mule-driven cart. A woman and a child sat at the front, but their features undulated; the scene was a blur. Gwyn’s head reeled from sitting up so fast. Her hand went instinctively to her scalp, where she detected a lump and a crusty wound. She glanced down at her fingers, covered in a grey, gritty gunk.

      ‘It’s a poultice!’ a small voice declared. ‘I made it.’

      Gwyn struggled to focus on the wavering figure before her. A girl maybe two or three years younger than her, with a mass of brown curls and saucer-like eyes – silver eyes.

      Gwyn recalled the image of the silver-eyed woman who’d dragged her from the fire. But none of it made sense. The only people who had silver eyes were of Kengian heritage, and that country had shut itself off from the rest of the world nearly two centuries ago. It was rare to come across anyone of Kengian blood, let alone a silver-eyes. But the girl spoke perfect Ettean, the same dialect and accent as Gwyn.

      Realisation hit her with the force of a ram’s charge. She jabbed a shaking finger at the woman driving the cart. ‘The witch.’

      She had heard tales of the line of women with silver eyes who had lived in a cave high up in the Ettean mountains for generations. They were reported to possess magical powers, earning them a reputation as witches. They rarely came down from their mountain home unless called upon to heal someone. Gwyn had always wondered how desperate someone would have to be to make a deal with a sorceress. In every tale she’d heard or read, magic always had a price.

      The girl cocked her head and laughed. ‘That’s not a witch. It’s my mother, silly.’

      Witch or not, Gwyn wasn’t about to stick around to find out what the woman wanted from her. ‘Stop the cart! I have to go home.’

      The woman gave no indication she had heard.

      ‘Stop!’ Gwyn attempted to get to her feet and lurch to the front of the cart, but her head spun violently.

      ‘You have to rest.’ The girl tugged on the back of Gwyn’s tunic, causing a fresh burst of pain in her chest.

      Gwyn winced as she lifted her shirt. Her ribs on one whole side were black and blue.

      ‘Mother says you cracked some ribs,’ the girl said by way of explanation.

      ‘Where are you taking me?’ Gwyn hissed through clenched teeth, gripping the side of the cart as the pain in her head and chest magnified.

      ‘To the Ivanian King,’ the girl said matter-of-factly.

      Panic tore through Gwyn’s body. Ivane, like Ette, was ruled by a Lamorian, a man by the name of Lewin. The difference was the Ivanian Governor had married a Princess of the country’s defunct royal line so he could style himself as King. The man’s ego was said to be second only to his appetite for power. Gwyn didn’t dare think what the Lamorian would have in store for her – heir to an Ettean throne. In any case, she wasn’t going to let anyone take her to the enemy.

      Gwyn’s gaze probed the passing landscape for a means of escape. Fields of wheat ran either side of the road. They would provide plenty of places to hide if she could get enough of a lead. The sun was starting to set over the mountain range behind them. She could stay hidden until nightfall and then find a way back to Ette. She had to see what was left of her village.

      The cart wasn’t travelling terribly fast, so Gwyn figured it would be easy enough to jump from it…if she weren’t already sporting several debilitating injuries. But she had to risk it. She had to. She just needed some of that courage she’d had back in the hut when she’d killed the Lamorian soldier.

      She flinched at the memory, but just as quickly pushed it aside. She would think of that later…She would think of all of it later.

      Gwyn stumbled to the rear of the cart and took a deep breath, readying herself to jump.

      The child’s hand clutched her arm. ‘You can’t jump. You’ll hurt yourself.’

      Gwyn turned to face the girl, whose wide eyes were flooded with concern. ‘Leave me be.’ She batted the girl’s hand away.

      ‘Mother!’

      Gwyn’s fingers curled into fists by her sides and she made to leap⁠—

      The cart shuddered to an abrupt stop, throwing her back to the timber floor.

      Stabbing pain radiated from her ribs. Her chest heaved, desperate for oxygen, breath evading her. She looked up to the sky, sure she was going to die, angry the Princess Guardians had forsaken her. Hopeful that in death she may see her parents’ faces again.

      The afternoon sky, sprayed violet and apricot, gave way to darkness. This was it. This was the end.

      ‘I’m coming,’ she whispered to her dead father and mother.

      Then the darkness took shape. The figure of a woman. Her features slowly came into focus.

      Braided brown-black hair. Compressed lips. Piercing silver eyes.

      The woman tilted her head and scrutinised Gwyn. She frowned and shook her head.

      ‘You better be worth the trouble,’ she muttered.

      

      After Gwyn’s failed escape, the woman directed the cart off the road and stopped by a stream to set up camp for the night. She helped clean the blood from Gwyn’s body and clothes, giving her a blanket to wrap around herself while her tunic dried. She then handed Gwyn a hunk of bread and some cheese, which Gwyn wolfed down, her appetite winning over the hundred questions that threatened to erupt from her mouth.

      The girl plonked herself down on the ground next to Gwyn, grinning stupidly at her between bites of her own bread.

      Gwyn took a swig of water from a flask the woman offered her. It did little to quench her thirst. The woman nodded for her to continue drinking. Gwyn guzzled the rest of the water down, one eye on her captor the whole time. The woman returned her stare, silver eyes appraising her – searching for what, Gwyn did not know.

      ‘How are your ribs?’ the woman eventually asked.

      Gwyn’s hand went automatically to her injury and she cringed.

      The woman opened a satchel by her side. The scent of dried herbs and plants wafted from the bag filled with small clay jars, vials of coloured liquids and a mortar and pestle. ‘I can make you something to ease the pain.’

      Gwyn grunted her thanks. She couldn’t understand why the woman would want to help her. ‘What do you want with me?’ she asked.

      The woman ignored her question and busied herself pulling items from her satchel. It was the girl who answered.

      ‘We’re saving you.’

      Gwyn turned to her. ‘You have already done that.’ She forced a sweet smile. ‘And I thank you for it. But now I must go back to my village and help anyone who survived.’

      ‘But…’ The girl’s bottom lip quivered. ‘It’s just…’

      A rock formed in Gwyn’s stomach. ‘What is it?’

      The girl looked down at her feet.

      ‘There were no other survivors,’ the woman said without looking up from her mortar and pestle.

      Gwyn’s stomach churned violently. She wished she hadn’t eaten with such vigour. ‘But there are others. Others who fled to safety before the battle. They will return – they will rebuild, and I need to be there…I need to help my people.’ Her last words sounded like an afterthought, but she was coming to understand that they were, in fact, now her people. She was their leader.

      The woman shook her head. ‘Your destiny isn’t in Ette,’ she said with certainty.

      Anger flared inside Gwyn. She sprang to her feet. ‘My destiny isn’t with the Ivanian King.’

      The woman stopped what she was doing and met Gwyn’s gaze. ‘That is exactly where your destiny is. I have seen it.’

      Gwyn made a scoffing sound. ‘And I’m supposed to listen to a witch?’

      The girl jumped to her feet and glared at Gwyn. ‘Stop calling my mother a witch.’

      ‘If you’re not a witch, then who are you?’ Gwyn directed her question at the mother.

      ‘I’m a healer and my name is Nima.’ She indicated the girl. ‘And that is my daughter, Daria, and as she said: we’re saving you, Gwyn.’

      Gwyn did a double take. ‘You know my name.’

      ‘Of course.’ Daria giggled. ‘You’re an Ettean Princess.’

      Gwyn lifted her chin. ‘Yes, I am, and I demand you take me back where I belong.’

      Nima rolled her eyes. ‘The sooner you accept your destiny, the better it will be for all of us.’

      Gwyn clenched and unclenched her fingers. ‘My destiny is not with a Lamorian invader.’

      Nima burst into laughter. ‘That’s who you think we’re taking you to?’

      Daria was laughing too. Gwyn looked from one to the other. ‘I don’t understand.’

      Nima’s laugh petered away, ending in a sigh. She stood up and stepped toward Gwyn. Her silver eyes clouded with sadness, she reached out and tucked a stray wave of hair behind Gwyn’s ear.

      ‘You poor child,’ she said softly. ‘You didn’t ask for any of this, but there is a reason this future has been chosen for you.’

      Gwyn felt her anger start to wash away with the delicate cadence of the healer’s voice.

      ‘What reason?’ A wisp of a question.

      Nima smiled. ‘Because you have the strength to endure it and more.’

      Tears pricked Gwyn’s eyes. She couldn’t imagine having to endure anything worse than what she’d already faced. Then again, Nima was planning on taking her to Nadis, the capital of Ivane.

      ‘You’re sure my future is with the Ivanian King?’

      Nima nodded her confirmation.

      Daria clasped Gwyn’s hand in hers. ‘The real Ivanian King.’
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      Gwyn travelled south with Nima and her daughter, resigning herself to her ‘destiny’, as the healer called it. It wasn’t like she had any choice. Even if she were strong enough to try to escape, where would she go? She knew in her heart and from the images that permeated her sleep that her village was gone, along with her parents.

      Sitting between mother and child at the front of the cart, Gwyn interrogated Nima with questions about her future and how and what she had seen. Nima would brush off her queries, saying only that she had had a vision showing that she must save Gwyn and take her to the Ivanian King.

      Nima explained that there hadn’t been a true Ivanian King on the throne ever since Lamore had taken the nation nearly one hundred and eighty years before, but in secret, the Ivanian people remembered and recognised their royal line. The Princess, Ona, who the Ivanian Governor had married to become King Lewin, was in fact the eldest child of the surviving royal line, but she wasn’t the heir. The Lamorians failed to understand – or hadn’t bothered to learn about – the thousand-year-old Ivanian custom that didn’t allow a female to inherit the throne. As far as the Ivanians were concerned, their actual King was Ona’s younger brother, Arlo, the Weapons Master at Nadis Palace. This was the man to whom Nima was taking her.

      ‘This Arlo is a good man?’ Gwyn asked, anxious about the nature of the man who was to care for her.

      Nima shrugged. ‘He must be.’ Her eyes didn’t leave the road ahead. ‘Otherwise, I wouldn’t have seen it.’

      Gwyn’s stomach pitted into tight coils. Nima didn’t know the Ivanian King at all.

      Sensing her discomfort, Daria squeezed Gwyn’s hand. ‘You’ll be alright. I know it in here.’ With her free hand Daria tapped her chest earnestly, but it gave Gwyn little comfort.

      Nima clicked her tongue to hurry the mule. ‘I may not know the King, but I know an Ivanian healer who serves at the palace. If you are ever in trouble you can go to him – you can trust Ambra with your life.’

      Then the tears came.

      ‘Please don’t cry,’ Daria pleaded. ‘You will be alright. Mother said they will take care of you.’

      ‘That’s just it.’ Gwyn pushed the words out past the lump in her throat. ‘Yesterday morning I was up in my mountains, collecting berries for a pie to welcome my father home. I had a mother and a father and a home, a kingdom that one day I would lead, and now…’ She choked back a sob. ‘Now I’m to live among the enemy, far away from home, and pretend that I’m someone I’m not.’

      Nima stopped the mule and turned to her.

      ‘I’m sorry that this is your fate, Gwyn,’ she said in a gentle voice. ‘But
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