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      ‘The Water Catcher has risen.’

      The thread of whispered words penetrated his slumber.

      ‘The Water Catcher walks among us.’

      Was it a dream? There was a sense of reality to the words, but he was neither asleep nor awake. He was unable to prise his eyes open. It was as if his eyelids were glued together. But the words kept coming, over and over, beckoning him to wake.

      He gripped the linen sheets in his hands, trying to summon the strength to break out of the in-between world. Chasing the words, he focused all his other senses on everything around him. He was conscious of the soft down mattress on which he lay and the beard scratching at his neck. He recognised the smell of dried lavender, rosemary and sage permeating the air, and between the whispered words, he heard the sound of a crackling fire – it too was speaking to him. ‘The prophecy is upon us,’ it hissed.

      That was when he knew he had to wake up. He was needed.

      The words grew louder. He intensified his focus inward, upon the act of waking up. His eyelashes trembled as he returned to the waking world, blinking to adjust to the light. He tried to sit up but crumpled down again. The thin limbs attached to his body, the limbs of a stranger, felt as if they were filled with stones. He was himself, but the body was not his. There was something missing inside him. The warmth of energy that ran deep in his veins, that feeling of connection to the world, of being at one with the air he breathed – it was gone.

      With a groan, he propped himself up on his pillow and scanned the room. He was alone.

      ‘The Water Catcher has arrived.’

      He turned his head in the direction of the voice, and managed an expression that was part smile, part grimace. There was a Kengian starling in a cage hanging from a roughly hewn rafter. It ruffled its iridescent feathers of gold, purple and blue, and cooed as if to say, ‘About time’. Then the starling spoke again, though its beak was unmoving. The bird planted the words in his mind.

      ‘The prophecy is upon us.’

      ‘But how?’ he asked, his voice raspy and strained. The starling blinked its silver eyes. ‘The Water Catcher couldn’t have come to being…’ he said to himself. ‘Or could it?’

      The starling tilted its head before letting out a loud squawk.

      The bird’s call brought a rush of footsteps toward the room. The door swung open to reveal a tall, dark-haired woman. Her hair hung in long waves. Her skin was luminous, as if covered in a silver sheen. She sat down beside his bed. Her dark blue eyes were all-knowing, hinting at untold wisdom. Her intense gaze probed his face and body. After a few moments she smiled, seemingly happy with his condition.

      ‘Where am I?’ he croaked.

      ‘It doesn’t matter right now.’ Her voice was flecked with air and light. ‘All that matters is that you’re awake and you’re safe.’

      ‘Safe from what?’

      ‘There’ll be time for that later.’ There was something about the calming effect of her voice and manner that tugged at a strand of memory.

      ‘We’ve met before…What’s your name?’

      ‘A more important question is whether you know yours.’

      He made a husky scoffing sound at the absurdity of her question. Of course he knew his name. ‘I’m Alik.’

      The woman exhaled before bestowing one of her soothing smiles on him again. ‘Yes, you are. Welcome back, Your Majesty.’

      ‘Your Majesty?’

      But he was a Prince of Kengia. The firstborn Prince. A Prince only. He was not the King.

      Something was terribly wrong.
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      Prince Takai’s breath hitched in his throat as he caught a glimpse of Arisa standing at the base of Shizen Falls. Her tiny figure was dwarfed by the glacier-fed waterfall hurtling down the face of the Nymoi Alps.

      Takai and Sar had followed Arisa and Elos’s trail all the way to Shizen Lake, riding through the Lamorian countryside to the point of exhaustion. They had finally come to a stop on a small rocky outcrop overlooking the lake and falls. Takai squinted in the setting silver sun reflecting off the glasslike water and snow-capped mountains. His eyes darted across the scene below, trying to catch a better view of Arisa. What was she doing? She appeared to be just standing there, gazing up at the mountain range that separated the kingdoms of Lamore and Kengia. It didn’t make sense; she had to keep moving. The Royal Guards would be close now. Arisa had to escape. She had to make it to Kengia – somehow, she would have to negotiate the treacherous Alps, but standing there simply staring at the mountains wouldn’t help.

      Sar’s loud intake of breath signalled the reason for her stillness.

      Takai rubbed his eyes in disbelief. Arisa’s long bronze hair billowed around her as she reached out toward the falls. Her outstretched hands gleamed. At first it was a soft glow, but it soon extended beyond her hands, cocooning her arms in a dazzling silver light. It was the same light that had overtaken her the day she’d saved him from the sea.

      The glowing beams merged into an impossibly large arc that Arisa launched at the falls, illuminating the water. The falls looked like they were on fire. Sparks of light spat from the middle of the waterfall, as if she were burning a hole through the blanket of water.

      ‘Whoa!’ Sar cried. ‘It’s as if she can bend water…’

      ‘As if she is the Water Catcher,’ Takai murmured.

      Sar slapped him on the back. ‘Ha! There can’t be any doubt now. She is the Water Catcher.’

      Takai barely heard his friend’s words as his eyes were drawn to the tunnel-like hole that had appeared halfway up the Shizen Falls. The hole was spinning and expanding like a whirlpool, until it formed a long, elliptical opening – an opening to what?

      Takai could see what looked like a narrow crevice in the mountain. Arisa and Elos were already making their way up the rockface toward it.

      ‘That’s it. That’s how they’re going to do it.’

      ‘A passageway through to Kengia?’ Sar sounded as if he were in a dream.

      ‘There’s only one way to find out. Come on.’ Takai urged his horse down the hillside, hoping to catch Arisa before she disappeared into the opening.

      Takai and Sar moved quickly, but by the time they reached the bottom of the falls they had lost sight of Arisa and Elos. The pair must have disappeared into the void. A bolt of panic shot through Takai as he noticed the glow in the water dimming. The opening was shrinking.

      He couldn’t lose Arisa. Not now. Not after everything.

      ‘We have to hurry,’ he yelled over the roar of the waterfall. The void was closing rapidly. The water had already reclaimed much of the mountainside where Arisa and Elos had climbed up. There was just one narrow, slippery path remaining. They’d have to continue without the horses.

      With every laboured step Sar and Takai took up the mountain, the opening shrank. Finally, they made it to a rocky ledge at the centre of the opening – the pounding curtain of water was almost skimming their shoulders. There was no sign of Arisa and Elos. Takai could only assume they’d gone into the crevice. He took one final glance back the way they had come, and a fresh bolt of fear sliced through him.

      ‘Look!’ He pointed in the distance to the Kyprian Sea, where a fleet of ships was snaking its way down the Lamorian coast.

      ‘The Northemers,’ Sar confirmed.

      Takai looked again into the dark crevice, leading presumably to Kengia, and back again at the Northem fleet. His country was in imminent danger from Malu and his fearsome army. He needed to warn his father. But he also needed to get to Arisa. Once again, he had to make a choice between the country he loved and the person he may not be able to live without.

      He ground his teeth back and forth. There was only one choice.

      Takai shot his friend a look that said: Let’s do this.

      Sar nodded and ventured first into the opening. Takai took a deep breath and followed him into the darkness. He crept forth slowly, pursuing the sound of Sar’s feet crunching on the gravel floor. Takai was acutely aware of the rumbling coming from the falls as the opening continued to shrink. There was little more than a sliver of a gap left in the water. They were committed to going wherever this cavern led – or didn’t lead.

      With a final resounding crash, the opening in the falls closed, sending shockwaves through Takai’s body.

      They inched further into the darkness. Just when Takai was sure they were destined to be entombed in the mountain forever, Sar let out a whoop. The source of his excitement became clear as Takai discerned the faint light ahead in the distance. They pressed forward, moving toward the growing light, until they reached the end of the tunnel.

      Takai shielded his eyes from the sunlight as they emerged. Slowly, Kengia came into view. Their position high up on the mountainside afforded a breathtaking panorama of the nation that had been closed off from Lamore for nearly two decades. Over Takai’s shoulder were the familiar Nymoi Alps, extending for miles, but below him was a deep valley, with sparkling streams and rivers meandering their way through lush plains and hilly mounds. It was a kaleidoscope of the bluest blues and greenest greens. Woodland, a hundred times bigger than the King’s Forest, lay at the bottom of the range on one side. On Takai’s left, the sparkling sea winked back at him in the distance.

      Sar whistled, echoing Takai’s first impression of Kengia. The Prince hadn’t known what to expect from the land that had closed itself off from Lamore after his father, King Delrik, had tried to invade it. It was a country full of people with magical abilities that he’d been taught to fear. Yet he had ventured willingly into this enemy territory, driven by his love for Arisa – a Kengian girl. And not just any Kengian girl. He’d fallen for one of the silver-eyes – the one from the prophecy.

      It was hard to make sense of it all. All Takai knew was that he had to get to her. He had to see if there was still something between them. He hoped more than anything it wasn’t too late to make amends for betraying her to Horace. But as his eyes fell on the scuff marks on the ground, and the footprints leading down a narrow track, he realised with a shudder that time may have already run out.

      It was terrifyingly clear that Arisa and Elos had met with company when they’d arrived in Kengia.

      Sar must have had the same thought, for he bent down to examine the ground. His hand closed around something. He held up a thin wooden needle for Takai to inspect. There appeared to be a blood spot on its end.

      ‘What do you suppose—’ he started.

      ‘A poisoned dart,’ Takai said. He raced down the path with Sar in tow.

      The pair were coming around a bend when a voice stopped them in their tracks.

      ‘Hur mayer!’

      Takai could tell from the tone of voice that it was a warning or threat. Blocking his path was a mountain of a man, with another four men standing behind him. Takai’s eyes went to the long, curved swords each man held aloft. The blades’ edges glinted razor-sharp. He noticed that each man had a second shorter sword tucked into a belt around his waist. They wore chest plates of metal scales and helmets that extended over their faces like masks. Each helmet featured a fearsome-looking beast or demon.

      Takai searched his mind for the Kengian words he needed. He knew only the basics of their language from the time he spent at Talbot hearing the Kengian farmers speak. ‘Igre rel? Igre Arisa?’ Where is she? Where’s Arisa?

      ‘Surrender your weapons,’ the man barked in Kengian – words Takai recognised.

      His hand tightened around the hilt of his sword. ‘What have you done with Arisa?’

      ‘Surrender your weapons!’ the man repeated.

      Sar did exactly the opposite and unsheathed his sword, lunging toward the man. In one lightning-fast movement the man swung his curved blade through the air, blocking Sar’s strike – and slicing his broadsword in half. Sar’s eyes widened as he stared at the sword stump left in his hands.

      Takai leapt toward Sar’s attacker to make his own strike, but the man blocked it with ease, the force ricocheting Takai’s sword out of his hand and throwing him to the ground. Takai looked up in horror as his opponent raised his sword above his head, readying to bring it down on him. He held up his hands in a futile attempt to protect himself from the deadly blade⁠—

      Sar threw himself in front of his friend, holding up what was left of his sword. The Kengian blade cut through the remaining part of Sar’s sword and sliced into his arm – the same arm that had been injured during his escape from the castle.

      Sar groaned as he fell to the ground, clutching his bloody arm. The Kengian raised his sword again, ready to finish him off.

      ‘Hur!’ a girl’s voice rang out. ‘Hur!’

      Takai remembered then. It was the Kengian word for stop.

      The Kengian’s blade paused in mid-air and everyone turned in the direction of the voice. It was Arisa, Elos with her, wobbling toward them with bound arms. They were being propped up by the vicelike grip of a fearsome-looking Kengian, followed by another in amour and a horned helmet. Sar’s attacker looked to the armoured newcomer for direction, as if he were the leader.

      ‘They’re mine,’ the assumed leader said in Kengian.

      Sar’s attacker grunted his assent and lowered his sword before backing away. The remaining Kengians yanked Takai and Sar to their feet and pinned their arms behind their backs.

      ‘Unhand us!’ Takai ordered with feigned confidence. ‘Don’t you know who we⁠—’

      ‘I don’t care who you are,’ the leader said in heavily accented Lamorian, ‘but you should care who I am. For mine will be the last face you’ll see, Lamorian scum.’
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      The last thing Arisa remembered was Elos wanting to tell her something about her father, right before a dart had punctured his throat and he’d collapsed to the ground. She recalled the prick on her own neck, and nothing but blackness after that.

      She had come to propped up against the mountainside’s rocky face, her hands bound tightly. Meteor was nowhere to be seen, but a concerned Elos was next to her, asking if she was alright. She didn’t have a chance to answer before they were hauled to their feet by two armed Kengians. Their own weapons were gone.

      The larger of the two lifted her chin and scrutinised her face.

      ‘Hands off her!’ Elos cried, only to receive a blow to the back of his head.

      The Kengian narrowed his dark eyes as he peered through his horned mask and grunted, ‘Yerev lisse.’ A silver-eyes.

      ‘Malt ubs ehst iwyht Lifnairo.’ But she’s with a filthy Lamorian, the other man had replied, glaring at them before spitting on the ground.

      ‘Te elli nous amid bo is-rael, tod ouri imp isreh tomash samna arem omeh.’ We’ll go back to the others and see if there are any more of them.

      Arisa wanted to explain who she was, and that she and Elos had come alone, but the poison from the dart had rendered her silent.The Kengians shoved her and Elos back along the mountain path. She placed one wobbly foot in front of the other, willing her surroundings to come back into focus.

      When they came across Takai and Sar, she thought she was hallucinating.

      Had Takai followed her? But how? Why? Did he really care for her? No, he’d made it clear he didn’t. Confusion and doubts circled her muddled mind, but the metallic smell of blood broke through the haze enough for her to find her tongue and shout at the attackers to stop.

      It was only a short reprieve.

      ‘I don’t care who you are…but you should care who I am,’ the Kengian who appeared to be the leader spat at Takai. ‘For mine will be the last face you’ll see, Lamorian scum.’

      The leader’s threat and the blood pouring from Sar’s arm sent panic through Arisa. Elos was struggling against his captor, trying to get to his son, but another swift blow to his head knocked him to the ground. She was Takai and Sar’s only hope. Somehow, she needed to convince the Kengians that she wasn’t their enemy.

      A heavy ball of fear churned in her stomach as she realised she had no choice but to tell them who she was. She had to tell them she was the daughter of Prince Alik – she was of the firstborn line…She was the Water Catcher. But they’d never believe her. She needed to give them proof.

      ‘You have the proof,’ a voice mumbled nearby. Arisa swung around, trying to spot the source of the voice, but there was no one there.

      The ground beneath her began buzzing, the feeling entering her feet and rippling through her limbs. The hairs on her arm shot up as the ripples reached her neck and head. A humming sound reverberated in her ears, coursing through her whole body now, connecting her with the ground and the mountains. ‘The coins,’ came the voice in her head. It was the earth speaking to her.

      Just as she’d always hoped, her silver-eyes’ powers had been awakened. The power of the earth was surging through her, breaking her out of her trance. Her head had never felt clearer.

      ‘The coins,’ she said to herself.

      ‘What?’ The leader spun around to face her. ‘What did you say?’

      She pushed back her shoulders and stood up tall. ‘You can’t hurt them,’ she said in Kengian. ‘They are my friends, and I’m yours.’

      ‘Ha! Just because you’re a silver-eyes, doesn’t make you our friend.’

      ‘But I’m not just a silver-eyes. I’m the daughter of Prince Alik. I’m of the firstborn line.’

      The Kengians mumbled. A couple launched crude insults at her in their language. The leader held up his hand to silence them.

      ‘Prince Alik died before having a child.’

      ‘Yes, that’s what you’ve been told. What everyone has been told…but here I am. His living, breathing daughter…and I have proof.’

      The leader stepped menacingly toward her. His helmeted face was only inches from hers. ‘Show me this proof,’ he hissed.

      ‘It’s in my pocket.’

      The leader nodded for her to retrieve it. She reached into her pocket, pulled out the three Kengian coins and her broken medallion necklace containing the final coin, and handed them to the Kengian. On the side of each coin was a letter; together they spelled out Alik. On the reverse sides were symbols – a koi fish, a starling, a yew seed and a phoenix – representing the natural elements of water, air, earth and fire.

      The leader held the coins up to the sun, peering at each of them in turn. He took a deep breath.

      ‘Are they Alik’s?’ one of the men asked.

      The leader nodded slowly in response before composing himself to speak to Arisa again. ‘This proves only that you’re a thief.’

      She bristled. ‘I am Alik’s daughter. I am of Kengia’s firstborn line. And I am the Water Catcher,’ she said with as much force as she could muster.

      The leader pounced on her, pressing his sword against her throat. ‘You lie!’ he snarled. ‘I will hold on to the Prince’s coins so they can be returned to his real family.’

      Arisa lifted her chin defiantly, pushing her throat further onto the blade. She felt a trickle of blood run down her neck. ‘I am his daughter and the Water Catcher. How else do you think we got through the Shizen Falls?’

      The leader’s eyes darted back and forth, as if searching for another explanation. ‘I don’t know who or what you are…but I promise I will find out and make you pay for your lies.’

      One of their other captors approached the leader. ‘But if what she says is true⁠—’

      ‘It is true!’ Takai cried out in Kengian, only to receive a sword hilt to the side of his head.

      The leader paced back and forth.

      Elos, Sar and Takai all lay injured around her. Arisa was sure the leader was about to order all of their deaths. He stopped pacing abruptly.

      ‘Release her.’ The leader pointed at her, and one of the men cut the rope binding her wrists.

      She ran to Sar’s side. His face was pale from blood loss. ‘Sar?’

      He gave a low moan. Arisa tore ribbons of linen from her underskirt and started bandaging his arm. The blood seeped through almost immediately. She bound his arm with more linen, but the torrent of blood seemed unstoppable.

      ‘We have to get help for him.’

      ‘There’s no help to be had up here,’ the leader said, his tone disinterested.

      ‘Medicine, then, to stop the bleeding.’

      He scoffed. ‘I’m not a healer.’

      A healer. That was it. She thought of her guardian; her uncle. It felt strange thinking of him as her uncle after all this time, but as she’d learnt, he was Alik’s brother, so uncle he was. Erun – Amund – was a healer and a Kengian Scholar. He had taught Arisa everything there was to know about Kengian medicine. She had learnt many of his books by heart. In Lamore, access to many of the most powerful Kengian healing plants had been limited, but now that she was here, she may have a chance of saving Sar.

      ‘I need cayenne, comfrey or plantain leaves, and silver root,’ she demanded.

      The leader tilted his head, as if surprised by her knowledge of Kengian medicine. ‘Get the girl what she needs,’ he ordered one of his men.

      ‘I need to get Sar to shelter, somewhere with clean water,’ she went on. ‘Where’s my horse? We can use Meteor to carry him.’

      ‘It is Meteor, then…Alik’s horse.’ The leader appeared to be talking to himself. ‘I dared not believe⁠—’

      ‘Where’s Meteor?’

      He shook his head. ‘She has been taken to our mountain camp. You two—’ He pointed to a pair of his men. ‘Carry the injured man.’ The Kengians immediately complied, lifting Sar and carrying him back down the path. ‘The rest of you, help the other prisoners back to camp, but don’t let them out of your sight.’

      The leader turned to Arisa.

      ‘One false move, and you and all your friends are dead. Do you understand?’

      She nodded vigorously, not doubting for a second his resolve to follow through with the threat.

      ‘Follow me.’
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      Theodora felt a ripple of pride at the continuous stream of councillors, courtiers and secretaries coming and going from her father’s apartments. Now Horace was back in the King’s favour, their family’s power was restored, and perhaps Theodora’s failure to secure the crown would be forgiven. The fact that her father had summoned her when he was so busy must be a good sign. And Horace was undoubtedly busy.

      Only days before, he had stripped the Duke of Lakeford of his title as Lord Commander and taken it for himself. Horace had been lost in the political wilderness for months, exiled from the King’s presence after King Delrik and the Queen had temporarily reconciled. But when the Queen had refused to be Delrik’s ‘true’ wife, the King had turned to Horace, his childhood friend, reinstating Theodora’s father as his chief adviser. Horace had declared martial law and mobilised the King’s army in pursuit of the infamous Lamorian rebel leader, Sergei, and his supporters. But the rebels, having been warned, had launched an attack on Lamore Castle.

      No sooner had the rebellion been quashed than word had spread that Prince Takai had disappeared. Theodora understood that he had gone after Arisa. It defied her comprehension that Takai favoured the annoying and, frankly, ordinary-looking creature over her, even if Arisa was the supposed Water Catcher.

      Prior to that, Theodora had done everything in her power to try to keep Arisa and Takai apart. She had even put her father’s plans to imprison Arisa at risk, providing a warning for Arisa to stay away from the castle when she was in Lakeford. But the stupid girl had returned, only to enact her escape shortly after and entice Takai to follow her.

      And now Theodora was expected to believe that Arisa could be the fabled saviour of all Kyprian nations. She found it hard to imagine, even if the second sign in the prophecy – firesky – had recently appeared. Yet the Lamorian King clearly feared the possibility, sinking into a deep depression, holing himself up in his private rooms and refusing access to anyone other than Horace. This, of course, worked entirely in Horace’s favour, with Theodora’s father now back in charge of the whole kingdom.

      Maybe he was about to take Theodora into his confidence and share his latest plans with her. At the very least, she was hoping to get some intelligence on several topics of personal interest.

      She had welcomed the news about the imprisonment of the spiteful Queen and the uppity Gwyn, who had gone to great lengths to belittle Theodora and impede her attempts to marry the Prince. Along with the Kengian healer, the two women had been arrested for aiding Arisa and Takai’s escape, as well as their involvement in launching firesky as a signal to the rebels.

      Was this why her father had summoned her so late in the day? Did he have some fatherly impulse to check on her welfare after she had been humiliated by the Prince? Theodora shook her head, admonishing herself for such an indulgent thought. Horace would never waste his valuable time mollycoddling his children. He saw any emotion as a sign of weakness. Her father must want something else from her. And this time she wouldn’t disappoint him.

      Theodora paused outside the oak door leading to Horace’s privy chamber and patted down her dark waves of hair. She lifted her chin and pushed back her shoulders before admitting herself into the room. Her father was alone, pacing the floor, clicking his jaw from side to side and running his hands through his hair, oblivious to her presence. She cleared her throat.

      Horace spun toward her. His eyes, as black as her own, were alert, but filled with something she had never seen in her father before. The hairs on her arm stood on end as she absorbed the magnitude of what she saw: fear.

      ‘Father, you summoned me.’

      ‘I did.’ There was a hint of distraction in his voice. ‘As you probably know, the Queen and Gwyn have been imprisoned.’

      She gave a smug smile. ‘Indeed, I do.’

      ‘They are to be released from the cells and placed instead under house arrest.’

      Theodora’s face flushed with anger. ‘But why would you release⁠—’

      Horace dismissed her protest with a wave of his hand. ‘I made a promise to the Duke that I would release them, on the proviso that he supports the alliance with the Northemers. I also had to reinstate him as Lord Commander, but the price is worth it, because now that I have the Duke’s support, the rest of the council will follow.’

      Theodora bristled with curiosity. The Lamorian court was abuzz with news of the Northem fleet making its way down the coast toward Obira. She knew that her father had been seeking an alliance with the Northem leader, Malu, promising him a weaponised firesky.

      ‘So we do have an alliance with them? I had been wondering⁠—’

      He held up a hand to silence her. ‘Don’t worry about that. I have a job for you.’

      Theodora gritted her teeth. Her father never shared anything of real importance with her, and every task he gave her was menial.

      ‘You are to stay in the Queen’s rooms and be my eyes and ears. Report on everyone who comes and goes.’

      She groaned inwardly. It wasn’t the first time she had been told to spy on the Queen. It was a tedious and unchallenging job.

      ‘Father, I was actually hoping I could do something more…useful for you. Perhaps I could assist you here, learn all there is to know about running⁠—’

      Horace cocked his head to the side. ‘Are you seriously asking for a seat at the table? You?’

      She pushed back her shoulders. When her father said You? he really meant A girl? He’d never seen her as anything more than a pretty pawn. He’d even offered her hand to a treacherous pirate in exchange for information. Theodora had only just managed to escape marrying the vile man after he had disappeared without a trace – something she’d had a hand in making happen.

      ‘Why not? You promised my foolish oaf of a brother a councillor’s position, and he couldn’t even bring the Prince back to the castle.’

      Horace clicked his jaw. ‘Never mind your brother. Focus on the task I have given you, and if you happen to get me information of real value, perhaps we can discuss a role more to your taste.’

      She opened her mouth, itching to know what her father had in mind, but they were interrupted by the appearance of her brother, Guthrie, who announced the Queen and Gwyn.

      Theodora didn’t bother to check the smirk spreading across her face as the pair of women appeared in the doorway next to Guthrie. They didn’t so much as flicker their eyes toward her in acknowledgement, but she didn’t care. Seeing them in this state was enough to placate her. She had never seen Queen Sofia or Gwyn look so dishevelled and old – they looked as if they had each aged a decade.

      Guthrie shoved the shackled women into the room, looking expectantly at Horace like a dog seeking a reward from its master. Horace dismissed his son, ordering him to wait outside the room.

      Guthrie’s cheeks reddened, but he complied, baring his teeth at Theodora as he stomped past.

      ‘Did you sleep well, Your Majesty?’ Horace asked pleasantly, not offering a seat to either woman.

      The Queen lifted her head a little higher in response.

      ‘I suspect you didn’t, but I’m a merciful man.’

      Gywn made a scoffing sound, which Horace ignored.

      ‘You are to be released from the cells.’

      The Queen raised a brow in surprise. ‘We’re free?’

      Horace crossed the floor to stand directly before her. His face expressionless, he said nothing for several drawn-out moments. ‘You are to remain under house arrest while I undertake a full investigation into your involvement in the recent rebellion, as well as your collusion with the Kengian, Amund, and how you aided in the escape of his ward.’

      The Queen hadn’t so much as flinched at the name Amund. Had she known all along that the healer was a Kengian Prince? What else did she know?

      ‘Do you have nothing to say?’ Horace snapped at the Queen.

      Sofia’s lips thinned. ‘What would you have me say?’

      ‘Anything which may convince me to spare your head, and that of your lady.’ Horace nodded at Gwyn. ‘Your cooperation will be taken into account and leniency applied.’

      ‘You will carry out your chosen punishment regardless of what we have to say.’

      ‘Perhaps I will, but I would like to hear what you have to say, all the same. For instance…’ Horace paused, as if deciding how much to say next. ‘What do you know of the last Firemaster’s book?’

      ‘Nothing,’ the Queen said, a little too quickly.

      ‘So you don’t know how Amund produced firesky? Or anything of the protection spell on the book?’

      Theodora’s head was spinning as she struggled to keep up with the new information. She had only recently learned that Erun was actually the Kengian Prince Amund. But what was this of a Firemaster’s book and a protection spell? Is that how he’d discovered the secrets to firesky and managed to keep it from her father so long?

      ‘How would I know anything about firesky, some book and whomever this Amund is?’ the Queen said.

      ‘Don’t play me for a fool, Sofia. I know you aided Amund and his ward. The Kengian escaped when he was supposed to be under house arrest in your own rooms. He and his ward were in contact with the rebels. And I also know that you knew Amund as far back as when the other Kengian Prince, Alik, was here at court.’

      Horace turned now toward Gwyn.

      ‘You remember Alik, don’t you? The father of your child. Arisa’s father.’

      The Queen and Gwyn both stood tall and rigid. They did not appear even a little rattled. In fact, the pair were smiling serenely at Horace.

      ‘You don’t dare to deny, Gwyn, that Arisa is your daughter?’

      The tiniest muscle in Gwyn’s cheek twitched for a moment. ‘I have nothing to add to what the Queen has already said.’

      ‘But she has said nothing. Neither of you have explained why you helped Amund and Arisa escape from the castle. And what would make Sar – your adopted son, Gwyn, a Captain of the Royal Guards, a knight – what would make him turn his back on his duties to help the traitors?’

      ‘Sar was doing his duty.’ Gwyn’s eyes blazed. ‘Protecting the best interests of this country.’

      Horace clicked his jaw back and forth. He turned back to the Queen.

      ‘And what of your son? Why did Takai follow the girl?’

      ‘What of Takai, indeed?’ the Queen replied. ‘I was hoping you could tell me of his whereabouts and how he fares. I have not seen my son since he left the castle. You remember, he left under the King’s orders to get to safety during the rebel attack?’

      ‘I remember,’ Horace hissed. ‘I remember how you tricked your husband into letting him leave. In any case, I am unable to attest to the Prince’s whereabouts, except to say he is in the company of Sar, and presumably Arisa.’

      There was a flicker of relief on both of the women’s faces.

      Horace clenched his fists tightly. ‘I have had enough of you two and your games. You know me well enough to know that, given the chance, I will have both your heads on a spike.’

      The Queen held his gaze. ‘I imagine you will find it quite difficult to convince the King to carry out such a threat.’

      ‘Don’t be so naïve, Sofia. Your latest betrayal has sent the King quite mad. His bouts of anger are unpredictable. He is in no condition to deal with matters of state.’

      The Queen appeared to stand up even taller. ‘You cannot act without the support of the council.’

      ‘I expect the council is going to be somewhat distracted by other events shortly – events in which I have the Duke’s support.’ Horace gave a benign smile.

      ‘Out with it, Horace. What do you wish to tell me?’

      He shrugged. ‘Just that we have an agreement with the Northem leader, Malu, and that together we will attack Kengia and then your beloved Ivane, starting with your brother’s palace at Nadis.’

      ‘I don’t believe you,’ the Queen said.

      Horace shrugged again. ‘You don’t need to believe me, but it’s true. I received a message from Malu just two days ago, confirming our arrangement.’

      Theodora’s ears pricked with interest. He must be referring to the message that the pirate had brought to him right before he’d disappeared. The information he’d promised Horace.

      ‘The King is no longer interested in joining forces with your homeland,’ Horace went on. ‘Your dreams of an Ivanian alliance are dead.’

      The Queen and Gwyn glanced at each other.

      ‘Yes, my Queen. I shall have your head as promised, but not before you get to see us decimate your homeland. We will bend Ivane to our submission and restore it as Lamorian territory, once and for all. Only then can I take pleasure in your death.’

      ‘Do what you will to me. But you will not succeed. And your fall from grace next time will be as spectacular as your rise. That is my promise to you.’ The steely strength in the Queen’s voice set Theodora’s teeth on edge.

      ‘Guthrie!’ Horace shouted. The door opened to admit Theodora’s brother. ‘Take the prisoners to the Queen’s rooms. They are to remain under house arrest.’ He then addressed the Queen. ‘Theodora will take the ward’s old rooms next to Gwyn, so you can be sure that everything you say and do will be reported back to me.’

      The Queen and Gwyn had the gall to flash condescending smiles at Horace as Guthrie escorted them out.

      Theodora’s father slammed his fist hard on his desk. The two women clearly knew more than they had let on. Conniving, manipulative she-wolves. But none of this came as a surprise to Theodora. She was more interested in the news of Takai.

      ‘Takai is with her, I know it,’ she said. ‘That little witch has put a spell on him. Father, you must find them, and Arisa must be punished. She has ruined everything.’

      The Chancellor frowned. ‘Yes, the Prince has made fools of you and me, and if I thought for a moment it was your heart, not your pride, that had been injured, I could tolerate your whining. But I know as well as you that you don’t care for the Prince. Your cold heart remains intact, so I neither have the inclination nor the patience for childish tantrums.’

      Theodora couldn’t deny the truth in her father’s words.

      ‘Right now our priority is creating an alliance with the Northemers,’ he went on. ‘They are key to all of our future plans. With them you will get your revenge on the Prince, the ward, everyone who has wronged you.’

      ‘The Northemers will help us get that revenge?’

      ‘Not yet. I haven’t the time to explain everything, other than that I need the secrets to firesky. But without Arisa I no longer have Amund’s cooperation…I need you to stay close to the Queen and Gwyn. Anything they say about Amund, Arisa or anything connected to firesky, I need to know.’

      ‘What about the Water Catcher?’

      ‘Yes, if they discuss the prophecy, let me know. But you are not to mention what you know about Arisa being the child of Prince Alik to anyone. We will keep that information to ourselves – there’s no point getting everyone up in arms about a prophesied saviour, when it may come to naught. Not a word.’

      ‘I understand.’ Theodora liked the idea of knowing something hardly anyone else knew. Information was power, as her father had taught her. He was also right when it came to her motivations. She had never loved the Prince; it was the idea of being Queen that had appealed to her. But she liked the idea of revenge, and if it meant siding with the Northem army, she was all for it. ‘So the Northemers and their leader, are they as terrifying⁠—?’

      She was interrupted by the arrival of an out-of-breath guard.

      ‘They’re here! They’re here!’

      Horace shot the guard a thunderous look. ‘Who’s here?’

      The guard sucked in a large gulp of air. ‘The Northemers. They’ve arrived at the port.’

      Horace turned toward Theodora. ‘It seems you will get your answer very soon, Daughter.’
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      Arisa sat cross-legged on a cushion across from the Kengian leader. He had removed his horned helmet to reveal a formidable stare. He clutched her medallion and Kengian coins in his hand with a possessiveness that made her think she’d never get them back. She steeled herself for the interrogation that was to come.

      With the fall of night, the Kengians had taken them along a winding path until they came to a cave carved into the mountainside. Meteor had greeted her at the mouth of the cave with a whinny. Inside was a series of rooms housing around a dozen men, from what Arisa could tell. It was rudimentary living, but all the basics for sleeping and eating were there. There was also a well-stocked armoury that hadn’t escaped her notice.

      The Kengian leader had allowed her to tend to Sar. His men had brought her the medicinal plants she had requested. She had been surprised when, without her asking, one of them immediately set about making a broth from the cayenne, as she crushed the leaves and root to make a poultice. She had applied the poultice to the wound on Sar’s arm and managed to coax some of the broth down his throat. Soon after, she’d been relieved to inform a frantic-looking Elos and Takai that the bleeding had been stemmed.

      ‘He is stable,’ she had said with cautious optimism. ‘We need to keep up the broth, change the poultice regularly, and ensure the wound remains clean…’ She hadn’t finished her sentence to qualify that Sar was still in grave danger of losing his arm, or worse. While there was hope, she wasn’t about to take it away from his father and best friend.

      Arisa glanced across at Elos and Takai now, their hands still bound, a ring of the Kengian warriors guarding them at swordpoint. She drew some strength from Elos’s steady gaze, but she couldn’t allow herself to look at Takai properly. She could feel his dark eyes searching her face, trying to catch her eye, but looking at him would undo her. Right now she needed to focus. She couldn’t be distracted by thinking about why he was here.

      When she had left him at the castle, his feelings for her, or lack of feelings for her, had been clear. Takai had betrayed her to the Chancellor, and agreed to marry Horace’s cunning daughter, Theodora. His actions meant Arisa’s guardian and uncle, Amund, and her mother, Gwyn, would be imprisoned, or worse. Unthinkably, Takai had also betrayed his own mother and put the Queen in danger. Takai had put his crown before all of them – yet he had followed Arisa into Kengia.

      While she and Elos had been escaping from Lamore, Sar had gone back to find Takai. He had been certain Takai regretted his actions and wanted to see Arisa was safe. She still couldn’t bring herself to believe it. Time and time again the Prince had shown where his true allegiances lay, and it was never with anyone or anything other than the Lamorian regime.

      Her conflicting thoughts circled her mind, but this wasn’t the time or place to try to make sense of them. Arisa shook her head and turned back to meet the leader’s cold gaze.

      ‘Explain yourself,’ he barked in Kengian. ‘The truth.’

      ‘I’m not sure where to start.’ She spoke hesitantly, also in Kengian.

      ‘Start at the beginning. I’m not going anywhere’ – he looked over at Sar, Elos and Takai – ‘and neither are your friends.’

      ‘Could I ask who I am speaking to?’ she ventured, wanting to know more about this man and whether she could trust him.

      His lip curled in response. ‘I’m the one asking the questions, and right now I’m asking you to explain who you are and how you came to be here.’

      Arisa shuddered, not liking the way he had stressed the word asking, as if it were a veiled threat. She took a deep breath, knowing that more than just her fate depended on what she was about to tell him.

      ‘My name is Arisa, and I was born in Lamore. As a baby, I was taken in as the ward of the healer and apothecary, Erun, who you may know better as Amund.’

      The leader’s even more intimidating companion, who was sitting next to him, snorted at this.

      ‘Amund, you say?’ the leader continued.

      ‘Yes, Amund – the Kengian Prince, son of Queen Mira and the late King Leo, and brother of the heir, Prince Alik.’

      Her words were met with more snorts of derision, but the leader held up his hand to quieten his men.

      ‘I will give you the benefit of the doubt, Arisa – if that’s your name – because it is well known that Amund did go to Lamore in search of his brother before the passage between the two nations was closed. So perhaps some of what you say may have a ring of truth. You can continue, but I warn you…if I discover you have lied to me, you and your friends will suffer the consequences.’

      Her brows rose in challenge. ‘I would expect nothing less.’

      The leader waved his hand for her to go on.

      ‘Amund and I have lived in Obira City all these years. He hid his Kengian heritage and I was able to hide mine.’

      ‘I find that hard to believe. You’re a silver-eyes.’

      ‘Yes, but Amund made eye drops that I used to disguise my eye colour. It was easy enough to pretend I was Lamorian. I didn’t have any of the Kengian or silver-eyes’ powers…then. To protect me, Amund refused to teach me how to harness them. I wasn’t even sure I had any powers – I was only half-Kengian, after all.’

      The leader grunted. ‘But you claim to be Alik’s daughter – surely you suspected you had inherited powers?’

      Arisa shook her head. ‘I was told I was the daughter of one of the Kengians killed in the blood moon massacre, and that my mother was a Lamorian seamstress who died of fever shortly after my birth. The only thing I had from my parents was that.’ She pointed to the silver necklace and open medallion containing the Kengian coin with the letter ‘A’ on it.

      ‘How did you learn of your real heritage?’

      ‘I guess it all started with the Lamorian Prince.’ She resisted the urge to look at Takai and give away his identity. She didn’t know how the Kengians would react to their greatest enemy’s son being in their midst. ‘The Prince was in an accident that nearly claimed his life. Amund was called to the castle to save him. The King’s Chancellor had suspicions about Amund being Kengian and demanded he stay at the castle to conjure up the power of firesky.’

      The leader nodded. The firesky part didn’t seem to come as a surprise. This threw Arisa, because as far as she knew, only Queen Mira and the Tribal Council would have known this much. He was well informed, it seemed.

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘I was ordered to serve the Lamorian Queen at court, and while there I discovered that the Queen’s chief lady-in-waiting, Gwyn, is actually my mother. She and Alik had been meeting in secret before the blood moon massacre, and Gwyn had fallen pregnant with me.’

      ‘An imaginative tale that proves nothing,’ the leader scoffed.

      ‘The proof is the coins. Alik gave Gwyn his coins. She kept three of them, giving the fourth one to Amund when she asked him to take me to safety soon after I was born.’

      ‘So your mother gave you away?’

      Arisa took another deep breath pushing aside the hurtful truth that Gwyn had abandoned her. ‘She had to. Alik had already been declared an enemy of the state and had disappeared. She knew if the King or Chancellor realised Alik had a child, I would be in danger. They couldn’t afford the prophecy to come true.’

      ‘And what makes you think the prophecy is true?’

      ‘The three signs have come to pass. Everything in the prophecy is coming to being.’

      ‘I’ve heard enough,’ the Kengian beside the leader growled. ‘She knows nothing of the Water Catcher prophecy.’

      Arisa lifted her chin and began reciting the prophecy in fluent Kengian:

      
        
        ‘Darkness and defeat, a King is to blame;

        A regime must fall for everything to change.

      

        
      
        Heed the three signs by looking to the skies:

        The first will be seen in a blood moon’s rise.

      

        
      
        On the brink of war, the next is firesky:

        Promises of destruction, many sure to die.’

      

      

      The leader shifted his weight, frowning as she finished the last part of the prophecy.

      
        
        ‘An empire’s fate uncertain, until comes the third:

        A catcher of water. Kengia’s firstborn returned.

      

        
      
        Hopes will be tested; some will be betrayed.

        Fire or water – the choice must be made.’

      

      

      The leader’s lips thinned. ‘Yes, we have seen the first two signs. The most recent blood moon was seen by all of Kypria, and our scouts high up in the Nymoi Alps saw firesky last night, but that proves nothing. There is no firstborn. There is no Water Catcher.’

      ‘This girl is a fraud,’ the leader’s companion sneered. ‘She probably doesn’t even have silver-eyes powers.’

      Arisa shot the man a scathing look, taking in the fresh blood spattered on his chest plate – Sar’s blood. She detested him, but still thought she had a chance with the leader. She just had to prove to him she could be the Water Catcher…but how? She had only used her powers twice. The first time hadn’t even been at her beckoning. It had just happened – she had created a giant waterspout to save Takai from the sea. The second time had been mere hours ago, when she had parted the Shizen Falls.

      What had Elos said to her when she had summoned her powers then? He’d urged her to think about what meant the most to her. She had to think about all the things she had to fight for, the people she loved and what she would do to protect them. She thought now of Amund, Gwyn, the Queen and Alik. She looked over at Sar and Elos, the gentle giants of men who had risked everything for her and her family.

      Shifting her gaze, Arisa allowed herself to steal a look at Takai. His eyes locked with hers. The heartbreak she saw there tore a chasm in her soul. She saw all of his love among the shadows of regret. She couldn’t deny what she felt for him, regardless of what had passed and what lay ahead.

      Arisa turned back to the leader with gritted teeth.

      There was a pot of cold broth sitting on the ground in front of her. She hadn’t had the stomach to eat or drink anything they had offered her. She held her hand over the pot, and didn’t need to look down to know what was happening. Warmth snaked down her arms and into her fingertips. Gasps of surprise sounded around her as her hand glowed and began shooting out beams of silver light. The whole cave was bathed in radiance.

      Arisa pictured exactly what she wanted to do, envisioning it in her mind, and at the same moment the broth started to simmer. Within seconds it was boiling with such vigour that the liquid splattered up and out of the bowl. The whole bowl began wobbling and shaking before lifting off the ground.

      With a flick of the wrist Arisa flipped the bowl toward the leader’s distasteful companion, emptying its contents over his boots. He yelped and leapt to his feet as his counterparts stifled laughter.

      She dropped her hand, and just as quickly as it had appeared, the light was gone. The sodden Kengian stepped menacingly toward her.

      ‘Get back, Yuza!’ the leader barked. Yuza hesitated for a moment before he complied with the order.

      The leader stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘Perhaps what you say is true. You certainly possess interesting powers, though they could be just one of the simple tricks that any silver-eyes can perform.’

      ‘I know silver-eyes,’ Arisa said, ‘and no one can do the things I have done.’

      ‘So you’re trying to tell me that all of this time there was a Water Catcher, but no one knew…not even you?’

      ‘Apparently a handful of people knew I was Alik’s daughter and hoped I was the Water Catcher, but didn’t know for sure.’

      His jaw tightened. ‘Queen Mira. Did she know?’

      His tone had her inclined not to answer, but her silence was enough to confirm that the Queen had known.

      The leader clenched his fists. ‘Typical!’ he spat. ‘The royal family has always thought they know better than the rest of us Kengians.’ He stood up and made to head to one of the rooms dug out in the cave.

      ‘Wait – what about us?’ Arisa was acutely aware of the threatening looks she was receiving from around the room.

      The leader turned back to her. ‘You and your friends are safe…tonight. You have my word on that.’

      ‘Whose word?’

      ‘I’m Cheon. Chief of the Mountain Tribes,’ he said in Lamorian.

      Arisa’s heart fell as Cheon left. She knew from the secret starling messages Queen Mira had sent to Amund that the Mountain Chief had broken away from the Kengian Tribal Council. He was intent on war with the Lamorians and there was little love lost between him and the Queen. Arisa and the others may be safe tonight, but tomorrow was likely to be another matter. They had to earn his trust somehow.

      Elos’s brow furrowed, as if the same thought had occurred to him. He stared intensely at Arisa, then heaved a sigh. ‘There’s more you need to know,’ he called out to the Chief.

      Cheon turned around and folded his arms. ‘What?’ he asked Elos in Lamorian.

      ‘I know Arisa is of the firstborn line, because I knew her father…’ Elos was addressing the leader, but his eyes were on Arisa. ‘Rather, I know Prince Alik.’

      Arisa and Takai exchanged a confused look. What was Elos playing at?

      Cheon strode toward Elos and pulled him to his feet, so the pair stood almost eye to eye. ‘Speak!’ he ordered.

      ‘The Prince is still alive…in Lamore. He was badly injured in the Kengian massacre, but he didn’t die. He has been in a coma…He’s in the care of a friend of mine.’

      Alive. Coma. Arisa’s mind whirred. Could Elos be telling the truth? She couldn’t think of any reason why he’d lie…not about this.

      ‘But in recent days’ – Elos’s voice was rising with every word – ‘he’s shown signs of waking…Soon he’ll⁠—’

      ‘Lies!’ the Chief barked.

      A muscle in Elos’s cheek twitched. ‘I don’t lie.’

      ‘Why should I believe you, Lamorian scum?’

      Elos’s eyes narrowed. ‘Because I have equally important news for you.’

      ‘Spit it out, then.’

      ‘Just before we came through the falls, we saw something.’

      Cheon drummed his fingers on his forearms impatiently. ‘Saw what?’

      ‘The Northemers. There was a fleet of ships on the Lamorian coast. Dozens of them.’

      A hush fell around the cave and Cheon’s fingers froze. Finally, he spoke.

      ‘So it is to be war, then.’

      
      Cheon and Yuza retreated to one of the dug-out rooms to discuss the news of the Northemers, leaving Takai and a shaken Arisa to interrogate Elos. It was the Prince who found his words first.

      ‘What was that?’

      Elos ignored him and addressed Arisa. ‘I’m sorry you had to find out this way.’

      Why was he still pretending that her father was alive? It didn’t make sense.

      ‘Find out what, exactly?’ Takai spat.

      Elos spun to face him. ‘The truth!’

      ‘Explain yourself,’ Takai demanded.

      Elos turned his back on the Prince. ‘The only person I owe an explanation to is Arisa.’

      Arisa’s head spun. She dug her hands into the dirt floor, trying to steady herself. ‘I don’t understand,’ she whispered to herself.

      Elos shuffled in closer to her and lowered his voice. ‘Let me help you understand.’

      ‘I think you’ve done enough,’ Takai said.

      ‘Leave us,’ Elos ordered him through clenched teeth.

      Takai cast a questioning look at Arisa. She managed a small nod, and the Prince backed away, his eyes not leaving her.

      She forced herself to meet Elos’s gaze. There was a gravity in his eyes she had never seen there before.

      She squared her shoulders. ‘Tell me everything…from the beginning.’

      Elos held his bound hands to his mouth in thought before he spoke.

      ‘You know how I said I tried to help your father escape the castle?’

      ‘Yes…’ she said slowly. ‘But despite your best efforts, he died.’

      ‘And that is true, but it’s not the full truth of it…’ Elos grimaced. ‘I did help your father escape, and I could have got him to safety, but he made a careless decision.’

      ‘A decision?’ She couldn’t fathom what Elos was trying to say.

      ‘He chose to go back to the castle, to see Gwyn…to see you.’

      ‘Me?’

      ‘Your father couldn’t bear to leave Gwyn. When I found him, he was already trying to make his way back to the castle. He wanted to get her to try to leave with him. I argued against it. I said we would find another way to get her out, but Alik wouldn’t have it. In hope of convincing him, I told him the secret I had sworn I wouldn’t tell. I told him about you. I told him Gwyn had given birth to a daughter, his child. I thought he would see how important it was for him to stay away – that if he was caught, your identity would become known and it would put you all in danger.’

      Elos paused to take a deep breath.

      ‘Unfortunately, my words had the opposite effect. They only spurred Alik on. I went back to the castle with him. I went to find Gwyn, but in the meantime Alik was discovered…by Horace, of all people. They fought, and your father barely managed to escape.’

      Arisa’s heart quickened. ‘But if he escaped, how then did he…?’

      ‘Luckily Horace didn’t know of your existence, but he did order the guards after Alik. He issued an edict that all Kengians had to be stopped. Punished for their Prince having tried to bewitch the King. That’s when the massacre happened.’

      A sickening realisation washed over Arisa. Her father had only got caught up in the massacre because of her.

      ‘It’s my fault that he⁠—’

      Elos shook his head vigorously. ‘It’s no one’s fault but Horace’s and the King’s…’ He dropped his gaze. ‘And mine.’ His face screwed up at the pain of the memory. ‘Your father was severely injured. I pulled a mob of Lamorians away from him, but the damage was done. I failed to protect him.’

      ‘It’s not your fault he died,’ Arisa said in a quiet voice, still trying to
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