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      For Nathan and Arty

      

      Thank you for the magic and the mayhem x
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        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.

      

        

      
        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.

      

        

      
        — Old Kyprian prophecy

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hope is for fools and the damned.

      

        

      
        Arisa was eleven-and-three-quarters when she vowed she would be neither.

      

        

      
        It was the first time they came for her. It was the day she learnt that being Kengian and one of the silver-eyes was the surest path to death. And it was the day she knew for sure that the Water Catcher would never come.
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        * * *

      

      The silver sun was high in the sky casting welcome beams of shimmering light into the shadows made by the school’s high stone walls. The cherry blossom tree sighed as it surrendered its last flower. Arisa watched with a dreamy smile as the white petals floated through the crisp wintry air and landed at her feet.

      ‘Arisa.’ Rea cast an accusatory glance at her. ‘Are you watching?’

      She turned to her friend, who was standing perfectly poised on one leg in the hopscotch square. ‘I’m watching.’

      Rea nodded and tossed her chestnut braids back over her shoulders. She screwed up her mouth in concentration and threw the stone along the line of squares marked out in the playground dirt. It fell just outside a space three places ahead of where Rea stood. She pouted for a moment, before scrunching her eyes shut and reaching out with her left hand. Her fingers glowed, and with the tiniest flick of her wrist, she sent the stone catapulting until it came to rest neatly in the middle of the square.

      ‘Ha!’ Rea clapped her hands in delight and looked back at Arisa with a grin. ‘Did you see that?’

      Arisa should have smiled and said yes, but she couldn’t share Rea’s enthusiasm. It wasn’t just the fact that she was nearly three years older, so had outgrown many of the games Rea liked to play. It was because a jolt of fear had coursed through her when Rea had used forbidden magic. She was scared for her friend – her only friend.

      Their friendship had been instantaneous when Rea had arrived at the King’s School. Arisa had been drawn to the girl with the glittering silver eyes. They were kindred spirits – each of them an outsider. Arisa was the lowborn orphan and ward of an eccentric healer, at a school reserved mainly for the nobility. Rea was a Kengian. Part of a people displaced from their homeland, only tolerated for their uncanny ability to nurture crops in the barren land of Lamore. Being a Kengian made Rea a pariah in Obira City, and a source of admiration for Arisa – especially given Arisa’s guardian made her hide her identity.

      Rea had left her farming family outside the city’s gates and was boarding at the school, but she still embraced her Kengian heritage and beliefs. Arisa had never been beyond Obira City’s walls. Her guardian, Erun, wanted to keep her close to him. He said it was the only way to keep her safe. So she had never met anyone who lived openly as a Kengian – until she’d met Rea.

      The way Rea lived was admirable and terrifying at the same time. Arisa asked her hundreds of questions about her powers. Rea shared her language, her traditions, her Kengian affinity with nature. Arisa was spellbound by tales of the nation cut off from Lamore, and of its people. Rea was her teacher, and Arisa was Rea’s protector. But every time Rea used her powers in the schoolyard, Arisa’s job got exponentially harder.

      Rea tilted her head, as if trying to read her mind. ‘Let’s play something else. You can pick.’

      ‘It’s alright. You choose.’

      Rea’s dazzling smile returned. ‘Let’s chase each other. I’ll be the Water Catcher and you can be the evil king and try and get me.’

      A cold gust of wind manifested from nowhere, sending shivers up Arisa’s spine. She could have sworn she heard the word ‘shhh’ whispered on the breeze.

      Kengians who defied the King’s rule were routinely sent to the dungeons under Lamore Castle, never to be seen again, or else ended up hanging from the gallows. But something even more disturbing had been occurring in recent days. There had been stories of silver-eyes being taken from their homes in the night – permanently vanishing. It wasn’t just silver-eyes, either. Kengians who hadn’t defied the King’s rule but openly practised traditional customs had also been targeted. And it was rumoured that anyone who openly sympathised with the Kengians would be next.

      Erun had implored Arisa to temper her outspoken tendencies and not to publicly support the Kengian cause. He knew she would never distance herself from Rea, so he begged her to try to stop Rea from doing anything that would draw any extra attention to either of them.

      Now, she hurried to Rea’s side. ‘You can’t mention the Water Catcher, or anything to do with the prophecy.’

      Rea crossed her arms and glared at Arisa. ‘What’s the matter? Don’t you believe the Water Catcher will come?’

      Arisa glanced around to ensure they couldn’t be overheard. All the other students were well out of hearing range, but it didn’t mean they would escape notice. She dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘Erun says the prophecy will come to pass, but he also says we should be careful speaking about it. Especially now.’

      Rea rolled her eyes. ‘Everyone I know believes the Water Catcher will come.’ Her tiny voice rose. ‘And they aren’t scared to say so.’

      Arisa grasped her friend’s wrists. ‘But you should be scared. Speaking about the prophecy is the same as speaking out against the King, and he has spies everywhere. It is said Kengians are being kidnapped on his orders.’

      ‘The King should be the one who is scared. The Water Catcher is coming to get him.’

      ‘I don’t know what it’s like in the rest of Lamore, but here we can’t talk about the prophecy and threaten the King. And you can’t keep using your magic.’

      Rea put her hands on her hips. ‘Why not? What will they do to me?’

      They will come for you. They will come for me, she thought, wondering desperately how to get Rea to see sense – but she was distracted by the sudden clattering of wheels and horses’ hooves on the school’s cobblestone driveway.

      A lump caught in her throat as she took in the wagon with its barred windows. An impeccably dressed nobleman and a boy, each on horseback, preceded the wagon, and stopped to speak to the school’s groundsman. Arisa couldn’t make out the words, but could guess their meaning when the visitors looked in their direction.

      She bent down to Rea’s eye level. ‘We have to go. Now.’

      Rea stood frozen. All of her earlier brazenness and courage had slipped away.

      ‘Rea!’

      Arisa tried to shake her friend to life, but it was too late; the man on horseback had already ridden over and dismounted. He was now standing before them, examining each of the girls with cold eyes. She held Rea’s hand tightly in hers as a groomsman wearing the King’s livery leapt from the top of the wagon and ran to help the boy from his pony. Arisa noted that the boy wore an ermine-trimmed purple cloak – the colour reserved for royalty.

      The boy scowled at them, his black eyes narrowed, as he joined the nobleman. He was a heavyset lad, a good half-head taller than Arisa, but slightly younger, judging by the boyish roundness of his face.

      ‘That one.’ The nobleman pointed at Rea.

      The boy peered suspiciously at her. ‘How do you know?’

      The nobleman yanked Rea’s arm, wrenching her away from Arisa. He grabbed her jaw and turned her to face the boy. ‘Take a look yourself.’

      The boy stepped forward hesitantly until he was close enough to properly examine Rea’s face. He gasped. ‘Silver eyes.’

      Rea hissed in the boy’s face, and he stumbled backwards. Arisa was torn between unspeakable fear and an urge to smile.

      The boy recovered himself and shot an angry glance at Rea. ‘I’ve never seen one before. Not one of the silver-eyes.’

      ‘It’s an anomaly. Silver eyes only appear in the most dangerous Kengians.’ The nobleman then addressed Rea. ‘We hear you’ve been telling tales about the prophecy.’

      Rea lifted her chin and met the man’s gaze defiantly. ‘Mikret Tawreh elli tacusa.’

      ‘What did she say?’ the boy demanded.

      Arisa’s lips thinned. She wasn’t about to tell him what Rea had said in Kengian: The Water Catcher will come.

      ‘Who cares?’ The nobleman waved his hands. ‘It’s enough that she’s Kengian, and one of the silver-eyes. The King wants them all out of the city. He feels safer if they’re far away in the fields where they belong.’ He paused to smile to himself. ‘Or even further away.’

      Arisa noticed a small crowd of their fellow students gathering around them. ‘Get help,’ she appealed to them, but they were silent and unmoving. Some smiled slyly, as if they had known this day would come.

       ‘Rhe sri.’ Rea projected her voice so everyone could hear. She focused her gaze on the boy; her eyes were burning silver-hot. ‘Noy hno uebu tof rom, eo Mikret Tawreh.’ The King’s right. He’s not safe from me, or the Water Catcher.

      The boy clamped his chubby hand around Rea’s arms. She struggled hard against him, as Arisa pulled at the boy’s wrists. ‘You can’t take her.’

      The boy spun toward her, his face flushed red. ‘What did you say?’

      She stood a little taller, determined not to show the fear gurgling inside her stomach. ‘I said, you can’t take her.’

      ‘What about this one?’ The boy indicated Arisa as he called back to his companion.

      The nobleman approached her and closed his hand around her chin. ‘She was mentioned in the report. Doesn’t have silver eyes, but doesn’t mean she isn’t Kengian. She could be one of the ones in hiding.’ He released his grip and glanced down at her worn gown and battered boots. ‘More likely she’s just lowborn.’

      The boy stepped menacingly toward Arisa and made a show of sniffing the air near her. ‘Smells like a Kengian to me.’

      She could hear in her mind Erun’s warning to keep her head down, but she couldn’t stop herself. Someone had to stand up to this bully. Someone had to stand up to them.

      ‘Noy farik noy, aodru-tec.’ She spat the words in the boy’s smug face. You’re smelling yourself, turd-face.

      The boy flung his hands over his ears. ‘Now she’s speaking Kengian, too. She’s trying to bewitch me, Sir Marcus!’

      Sir Marcus? Arisa shivered. The nobleman was Lamore’s High Sheriff, which didn’t bode well for them.

      Sir Marcus exhaled heavily. ‘Kengian magic doesn’t work like that. She’s just baiting you.’ He picked up Rea and headed toward the wagon.

      ‘You can’t take her!’ Arisa cried. ‘She’s done nothing wrong.’

      The boy poked her hard just below her shoulder blade. ‘You can’t tell me what to do. Do you know who I am?’ he snarled, not waiting for a response. ‘I’m Lord Guthrie, the Earl of Chisolm, and kin to King Delrik.’

      She had heard of the belligerent boy, Guthrie, who was also the son of the King’s closest adviser, Chancellor Horace, but his titles didn’t scare her. They only made her angrier.

      ‘So?’

      ‘So!’ Guthrie’s face distorted and turned beet-red.

      ‘So, you’re no one to me.’

      A smirk tugged at the corner of Guthrie’s lips. ‘But I will be someone to you. You were reported too. You’re coming with us.’

      Arisa’s throat closed up and her palms dripped with sweat as Guthrie’s arms went around her. He half yanked, half shoved her toward the wagon, where a burly-looking guard lifted her up and threw her roughly inside. She landed heavily against Rea. Her friend’s normally carefree face was drawn with terror.

      Arisa scrambled back toward the wagon’s open door to see the Schoolmaster running toward them.

      ‘Sir Marcus,’ he panted, trying to catch his breath. He bowed hurriedly. ‘These girls have done nothing to afford you taking them. They are innocents.’

      Sir Marcus shook his head. ‘You know the King’s orders. No silver-eyes in the city. He will not abide anyone defying his laws, or threatening to disrupt his rule.’

      The Schoolmaster pointed at Rea. ‘But Rea has permission to be here. She’s sponsored by the Duke of Lakeford and is the daughter of one of his most trusted tenants.’

      Sir Marcus’s brow furrowed. ‘You can take it up with the Duke, but I’m afraid by the time you speak to him, it will be too late.’

       ‘Too late?’ the Schoolmaster and Arisa said in unison.

      ‘We’re taking them to Ette.’ It was worse than Arisa had feared. There was little chance they could be saved if they were all the way across the Kyprian Sea. ‘You’re looking at Ette’s new Governor.’

      Guthrie puffed out his chest. ‘And I’m to be his Lieutenant-Governor.’

      Arisa thought she saw Sir Marcus wince slightly.

      ‘Yes. Lord Guthrie will be under my tutelage. And these girls will serve in my household. We set sail at first light.’

      More likely we’ll be treated as slaves, she thought.

      ‘The King has agreed to this?’ The Schoolmaster’s voice was impossibly high.

      Sir Marcus nodded. ‘We have need of a household befitting my and Lord Guthrie’s positions, and the local servants are notoriously unreliable.’

      ‘It was my idea to take the Kengians.’ Guthrie thumped his chest. ‘The silver-eyes’ magic won’t work in Ette.’

      The Schoolmaster seemed to collect himself. ‘Congratulations on your new post, Sir Marcus, and yours, Lord Guthrie. But only one of the girls you have apprehended is Kengian. Arisa’ – the Schoolmaster pointed at her – ‘is as Lamorian as you or I. I have known her since she was a babe.’

      A bolt of relief shot through her, but it was just as quickly overcome with guilt. Being saved meant she would have to abandon Rea.

      ‘She’s a known sympathiser,’ Sir Marcus said.

      ‘And she tried to curse me with her filthy Kengian words,’ Guthrie said.

      The Schoolmaster shot a desperate look at Arisa that said, Really? She bit her lip, unable to deny it.

      ‘I’m sure it was a misunderstanding, Lord Guthrie.’

      Sir Marcus sighed. ‘Both girls are coming with us.’

      He mounted his horse as Guthrie was helped on top of his pony. Guthrie shot a triumphant smile at Arisa as the guard slammed the wagon door in her face.

      The wagon lurched into action, leaving her to contemplate her fate. She hadn’t heeded her guardian’s many warnings. She hadn’t protected Rea. And look what had happened. She couldn’t put Guthrie’s cruel smirk or his lifeless black eyes – the colour of death – from her mind.

      Rea sat beside her. ‘It’s alright, Arisa. The Water Catcher will come.’

      ‘Stop saying that,’ she snapped. ‘That’s how you got us into this mess.’

      Rea’s face fell. ‘I’m sorry.’

      She immediately regretted her comment. Rea had done nothing but be proud of her heritage and who she was. ‘It’s not your fault,’ Arisa said in a softened voice. ‘You didn’t do anything wrong.’

      ‘I did. You told me to stop talking about the prophecy and not to practise my magic. But it’s not proper magic; I can only do a few little tricks. I can’t actually hurt anyone. I didn’t think anyone would care.’

      Arisa’s gut churned with anger. Rea was in the right, but it didn’t matter. Being right and just held no power in Lamore. ‘Don’t blame yourself. You can’t help who you are. It’s not fair that we can’t say what we want.’

      Rea nodded her head miserably. ‘We’ll be alright. They might not really take us away.’

      Arisa took the girl’s shaking hands in hers. ‘Sure, they might not,’ she lied.
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        * * *

      

      The wagon jostled its way through Obira’s winding alleyways until it came to a stop at the port, where Arisa and Rea found themselves being pulled across the gangplank of a cargo ship. The King’s peregrine falcon flag flew high on the mast.

      They were shoved down three floors until they reached the ship’s hold. Arisa shuffled forward in the dark, the guard pushing her further toward the sound of Kengian voices. He threw her to the floor. Her back thumped hard against a post. She could feel a sea of limbs moving around her, and hear the clinking of chains as the prisoners made room for the newcomers.

      ‘Sorry.’

      Her apology went unanswered in the fetid hold. Straw scratched at her legs. The space reeked of human waste. Arisa shuddered at the coldness of the metal as manacles snapped closed around her wrists. She heard the click of a second pair next to her. She reached out for Rea’s hand.

      The guards left them, and her eyes adjusted to the darkness. Dozens of eyes peered back at her. Many of them were silver, but a few weren’t. Some of the captives looked like they hadn’t seen light or a good meal for years. She wondered if they had been freed from the dungeons, only to now be bound to a life of servitude.

      A frail-looking man fixed a blank silver stare on her. His eyes were empty, as if he had long ago given up trying to make sense of what was happening.

      ‘Arisa?’ Rea squeaked.

      ‘It’s alright.’ She squeezed Rea’s hand. ‘It will be alright,’ she lied again.

      ‘I’m never going to see Mother and Father again,’ Rea cried.

      ‘It will be hard. Trust me, I know. But at least we’re together. We can survive, as long as we’re together.’

      ‘You promise you won’t leave me?’

      ‘I promise.’ Arisa could feel Rea’s warm tears as they dropped onto her hand. ‘Don’t cry.’

      Never let them see you cry. Erun’s words were etched in her mind. Words she’d never hear again.

      ‘Don’t cry,’ she repeated, biting back her own tears.
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        * * *

      

      Arisa wasn’t sure how long they had been in the hold. She couldn’t tell if it was day or night. She had managed to fall asleep at some point, despite the voices all around. A Kengian chorus repeated the same mantra over and over: Mikret Tawreh elli tacusa – the Water Catcher will come. Others just rocked themselves back and forth, moaning.

      Arisa propped herself up against a barrel, being careful not to disturb the sleeping Rea snuggled up against her. On the deck above, she could hear the crew as they prepared to set sail. Supplies had been delivered periodically into the hull where they were being kept.

      Rea’s eyes opened with a start as the noises above them intensified. A guard appeared at the bottom of the ladder.

      ‘This way.’

      The guard led a man toward them. He was carrying a wooden case, and wore a uniform Arisa recognised from Smith & Son – the establishment of a merchant friend of Erun’s. There was something familiar about the man’s gait; the way his lanky limbs knocked together.

      He lowered the case to the ground next to her. The bottles inside it chinked together, and the guard licked his lips greedily. ‘The finest rum,’ the man said.

      Arisa bit her tongue as she recognised her guardian’s voice.

      ‘I don’t suppose you’d like some?’ Erun reached into his coat. ‘I’ve got a little extra here.’

      ‘Could I?’

      ‘Of course – but you will want to do something for me in return.’

      ‘Yes, I suppose so.’ The guard’s voice had turned flat and mechanical.

      ‘You want to let one of these girls go.’

      ‘No…’ The guard shook his head slowly. ‘No, I don’t.’

      Take it easy, Erun, Arisa thought. He has to believe your words.

      ‘No one will notice one little girl gone. No one.’

      The guard’s face distorted in the dim light.

      ‘And a little Lamorian girl at that. A Lamorian, just like you.’

      After what seemed like an age, the guard nodded. ‘A Lamorian girl.’ He took the rum and shoved it in his coat, before unlocking Arisa’s manacles.

      She didn’t budge.

      ‘Come on,’ Erun hissed in her ear.

      ‘Not without Rea,’ she whispered back, relief and guilt warring within.

      Erun approached the guard again and pointed at Rea. ‘That one too.’ 

      The man shook his head, trance-like. ‘Not that one. She’s Kengian.’ He was still under Erun’s suggestive powers, but only just.

      ‘She’s a wee little thing.’ Erun’s voice was carefully measured. ‘No one would notice if she was gone.’

      The guard shook his head violently, as if he had a tic.

      ‘It’s no good,’ Erun whispered. ‘He will never agree to releasing Rea.’

      ‘No!’ Arisa cried, but Erun clasped his hand over her mouth and pried her away from her friend.

      ‘The Schoolmaster is speaking to the Duke about Rea, but right now you have to come with me. Put this on.’

      He handed her a uniform. She shook her head, refusing to leave – but Rea nodded her encouragement, as did some of the other prisoners present enough to realise what was happening.

      ‘Rea, I – I’m going to get help.’ She choked on her words. ‘I promise.’

      Rea smiled a little too brightly. ‘I know.’

      Arisa put on the uniform. It was large on her, but she could probably pass for a delivery boy. After a long hug with Rea, and more promises to be back soon, Erun led her up out of the hull, onto the upper deck, and across the gangway to the wharf.

      Everyone on the ship was too busy with their own duties to notice the deliveryman and boy. But all the while, Arisa didn’t dare to breathe. Erun led her wordlessly along the wharf and up the steep path leading back into the city. He didn’t slow his pace until they made it back into the anonymity of Obira’s bustling streets. They stopped in the shadows of a quiet laneway.

      ‘Where’s the Schoolmaster? We have to make sure…’ 

      Erun’s downcast eyes stopped Arisa in her tracks. 

      ‘We have to get help for Rea,’ she finished.

      ‘We can’t.’ Erun’s voice broke. ‘We can’t help her.’

      ‘What do you mean? You said—’

      ‘The Schoolmaster went to the castle and tried to get an audience with the Duke, but he is away at Talbot. The Chancellor was hearing petitions on the King’s behalf and laughed him from the room.’

      The realisation washed over Arisa like a series of needles stabbing into her one by one. She tried to ignore the heartbreak she saw in Erun’s eyes.

      ‘We have to go back.’ She clutched her guardian’s arms. ‘You have to use your powers.’

      ‘You saw what happened. I could only get you out. They won’t let a silver-eyes go.’

      ‘No! No! No!’ She thumped her fists against Erun’s chest. ‘We have to go back—’

      Erun wrapped his arms around Arisa and held her to him. ‘I’m sorry, little one, but you have to believe she’ll be alright.’

      She pulled away from her guardian. ‘No! Believing in impossibilities is how Rea ended up on that ship. There’s no hope. And there’s no Water Catcher to save them.’

      ‘The Water Catcher will come, Arisa. You have to believe that.’

      ‘No. The Water Catcher can’t be real. If they were, they would never let terrible things like this happen.’

      Erun’s brow crinkled. ‘There’s always hope,’ he said with certainty.

      ‘Not for Rea or people like us.’

      ‘And that is why no one will ever know the real us, or we will end up like Rea. As you have seen, it’s too dangerous.’

      Arisa’s next words were bitter in her mouth. ‘Not as dangerous as waiting for a hero that will never arrive.’

      

      Arisa didn’t cry that day. She couldn’t let anyone see her cry. But she did make a promise to herself. From that day on, she wouldn’t rely on hope. She would do whatever she could to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves. Maybe it might help wipe her conscience clean for not being able to save Rea, and for knowing her secrets were the only thing that had kept her safe.

      At eleven-and-three-quarters, Arisa replaced stolen hope with a grim determination to never let anyone – to never let them – get the better of her again. They would pay for what they had done. And she would be ready the next time they came for her or anyone she loved.
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        Six years later

      

      

      

      Arisa walked alongside the towering wall of stone and wood that surrounded Obira City, separating it from the rest of Lamore. It was the same wall that divided Lamore’s capital from the all-seeing castle on the headland above.

      It was a wall she yearned to escape beyond.

      She tried to force herself to forget the fact that she was trapped in this place. She let her thoughts wander to the Nymoi Alps and their snowy peaks in the distance, the glittering sun hovering above them. For the millionth time, Arisa imagined what it would be like to cross the mountain range and visit the long-lost land of Kengia that lay on the other side.

      It was that fleeting time of day when dusk and twilight met. When the silvery hues of the afternoon sun gave way to pearly roses and purples, and the first evening stars pierced their way through the sky’s blanket. When anything seemed possible and she could forget, if only for a few magical minutes, that everything she wished for was in fact impossible. At this time of day, she could forget the darkness; a darkness that only intensified with the coming of night – and right now was setting in fast. She must have stayed back at school much later than she thought.

      Arisa quickened her pace along the cobblestone streets, jostling through the end-of-day crowds. She screwed up her nose as the city’s stench came to her on the wind. She was overly familiar with the smell: a mixture of raw sewage and sickness. Obira’s foul air was something you couldn’t easily forget or become accustomed to, but tonight the odour was worse, amplified by the yowling wind tunnelling its way through the city. Arisa shuddered as the temperature dropped. She pulled the boy’s cap further down over her ears and wrapped her cloak a little tighter. It was frightfully cool, even for a winter’s night. The kind of cold that burrowed into the core of your bones.

      Another blast of the unfamiliar wind came, howling as it startled a flock of pigeons. She shielded her face as they hurtled toward her. But just as abruptly, the birds turned skywards. The flock tracked across the sky, silhouetted by an immense full moon. The sight reminded her of Erun and his steadfast belief that the strangest things always occurred when the moon was full. She smiled at the thought of her guardian and his fantastical mind. But her smile faded as she registered again how quickly the light was disappearing around her.

      She walked faster, striding easily in her boy’s tunic and battered leather boots. Arisa was seventeen, but her slim build meant she could still easily pass as a boy. She need only tuck her long hair under a cap. It gave her a certain level of protection when travelling Obira’s unpredictable streets at night, as she did all too often. She felt a little safer seeing the lamplighters move from one streetlight to the next, illuminating a path through the city’s murk.

      She passed a row of groaning stone townhouses, each as dirty and rundown as the last; shopfronts with their overhanging second stories, and lines of threadbare rags strung between the buildings. It was a sea of grey-and-brown sameness. Hollow-faced children looked out from doorways with wide eyes and outstretched hands, and scrawny women balanced screaming babies on their hips.

      Arisa reached the city gates, watching enviously as lines of Lamorian citizens passed through, returning to their homes in the countryside for the night. Coming in the opposite direction were noblemen re-entering the city. A pair of Royal Guards stood outside the gatehouse, nodding deferentially to the richly dressed lords as they headed back to the safety of the castle after visiting their grand manors in the counties. Wordlessly, the nobles passed the fishermen, the villagers and the farmers whose blood, sweat and tears sustained their luxurious lifestyles.

      Arisa and her lowborn compatriots stood aside as a liveried coach passed through the gates. Beside her, a merchant she recognised from a stall that sold mackerel pies struck up a conversation with another man. 

      ‘What news from your village?’

      The man shook his head and sighed. ‘Taxes have been raised again to make up for the shortfall in crops.’

      ‘It’s the same in ours,’ the stallholder lamented. ‘But it could be worse, I suppose.’ He looked around surreptitiously and dropped his voice. Arisa leaned closer to hear. ‘The Chancellor has enclosed the common lands near Calliope. He’s dismissed his farmer reeve, Sergei, and evicted many of his tenant farmers.’

      ‘Sheesh,’ the other man muttered under his breath. ‘I guess after they managed to get the silver-eyes and Kengians under control, it was only a matter of time before they came after us.’

      It unsettled Arisa, how easily each man accepted this latest act of cruelty. She wanted to physically shake them, to urge them to stand up for their rights, but the pair had moved on, rejoining the queue to leave the city. 

      She would usually turn away from the gates now and head into the labyrinth of alleyways that weaved through the city, but a sudden darkness fell around her, swallowing everything in her path.

      She looked up, a little hesitantly. The full moon, which had filled the sky just minutes before, was gone, completely obscured by clouds. The glowing line of lamplights that had stretched out ahead was now a series of dull, disconnected dots in the distance. Obira had been reduced to a mass of sinister shadows.

      A heaviness formed in the pit of her stomach. Arisa was thankful when one of the guards lit extra torches outside the gatehouse and along the wall.

      The remaining guard kept a watchful eye on the Lamorians leaving the city. ‘Don’t we know you lot?’ he interrogated one family, a man and a woman who were attempting to lead an old workhorse and a rickety cart through the gates. A boy who looked to be seven or eight years old – it was hard to tell from his thin frame – was sitting in the cart among small piles of rejected vegetables. He caught Arisa’s eye and gave a shy smile. She smiled back.

       ‘We do. We do know them.’ The other guard pointed a stubby finger at the family.

      The father shook his head and gave an apologetic smile.

      ‘They’re some of those grubby Kengian farmers we booted off the Chancellor’s land,’ Stubby Fingers persisted.

      His offsider gave a menacing smirk. ‘I think you’re right. A little hard to tell, though – Kengian filth all looks the same to me.’

      Arisa watched nervously as the boy stood up, as if to challenge the two guards, but his mother reached out to still him.

      The first guard picked up an undersized potato from the cart and examined it. ‘Where did you grow this?’

      ‘In a village near Iveness.’ The mother spoke with downcast eyes.

      ‘You wouldn’t be sneaking back onto the Chancellor’s lands and taking things that don’t belong to you?’

      ‘You accuse us of being thieves?’ The father stepped forward, his shoulders squared.

      Stubby Fingers surveyed the man with a sneer.

      The woman grasped her husband’s arm. ‘Please be assured, we would never steal from the Chancellor. These were grown on a small allotment a villager was kind enough to share with us.’

      There was a moment of silence while the guards stared at the family and their cart. Finally, Stubby Fingers grunted, ‘I think I believe the Kengian wench. Take a look at this.’ He picked up a spotty-looking squash. ‘You’d never find produce like this on the Chancellor’s lands.’

      Stubby Fingers’ friend wandered over. He took the squash with a smirk, before dropping it to the ground and smashing it under his foot. Arisa’s face burned in anger.

      ‘Not even fit for pigs.’ The pair laughed heartily.

      She heard the woman urge her husband in Kengian to forget about it. But Arisa couldn’t. She bit her lip, trying to avoid drawing attention to herself.

      In the years since Rea had been taken, she’d let the darkness grow inside her, fuelled by hatred of the injustices she saw every day, but she’d been careful not to speak out. She knew where speaking out in Lamore got you. But every inch of Arisa’s being urged her to do something now; to stand up for what was right. She couldn’t fail to protect these people, like she’d failed Rea.

      She stepped toward the guards, not knowing what she would say – but she needn’t have bothered, for the guards’ attention was elsewhere. Their eyes were fixed on the sky above.  

      Arisa followed their gaze upwards, catching sight of the moon as the clouds parted. It transformed from darkness into grey, into shades of yellow and orange, before finally turning a bright, fiery red.

      ‘It can’t be,’ she whispered to herself.

      ‘A blood moon,’ came the Kengian woman’s unbelieving voice beside her.

      The guards pointed at the moon, their mouths agape.

      A buzz started around the gates as everyone stopped what they were doing. People came out of nearby houses to watch as the sky morphed from black all the way to crimson, until it matched the flaming red of the moon. The air was full of wonder for a few moments – before it thickened with fear.

      ‘A blood moon…I haven’t seen one of those since the year the Prince was born.’ Stubby Fingers’ voice was shaking. ‘It’s a bad omen, it is.’

      Arisa shuddered at the truth in his words. The last blood moon had brought death to her doorstep, as well as many others.

      ‘Mother, does this mean the Water Catcher is coming?’ came the boy’s small voice.

      ‘Shush, Hyando.’

      ‘It does!’ He clapped his hands with glee. ‘The blood moon is the first sign. It means the Water Catcher will come and save us. And defeat the mean King.’

      ‘What’s that?’ Stubby Fingers spun around to face the boy.

      The father stepped in front of the cart, waving his hands pleadingly. ‘Nothing. The boy said nothing.’

      ‘It didn’t sound like nothing. It sounded like treason to me.’

      The boy jumped up and down on the cart, and began shouting at the top of his lungs. ‘The blood moon is here. The Water Catcher is coming. The Water Catcher is coming!’

      His cries elicited a mixed chorus of whoops and hisses from the crowd.

      ‘Listen here, brat—’ Stubby Fingers manoeuvred his bulky frame up onto the cart and tried to grab the boy.

      ‘Leave him. He’s just a boy.’ The mother struggled against the other guard as he pinned her arms behind her back, and the father tried futilely to pull Stubby Fingers away.

      Arisa watched on, frozen, as the guard clambered toward the boy and slipped on a stack of hessian sacks. The cart wobbled heavily and the horse bolted forward. It happened so quickly, yet time seemed to slow as the sudden movement propelled the boy into the air, momentarily suspending him.

      Then everything quickened again, and he plummeted to the ground.

      His head connected with the cobblestones with a sickening crack. And then there was nothing but silence. Silence and blood. The ground, the sky, this night; they were all stained with blood.

      And Arisa had done nothing to stop it.
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      Prince Takai had been back at the castle for two days, and other than at supper in the Great Hall among all the other nobles, he still hadn’t spoken to his father.

      For the many years he had spent under the stewardship of the Duke of Lakeford at his property in Lamore’s north, Takai had only seen his father a handful of times. He had seen his mother even less. They were practically strangers to him, but now that he was back, he expected things to be different. He was nearly eighteen, so it was time he took his rightful place at court, and become involved in ruling the kingdom that he would one day inherit – but he seemed invisible to the court’s decision-makers.

      He was intent on putting a stop to that.

      Takai left his apartments and was heading toward his father’s private rooms when the King’s chief adviser, Chancellor Horace, emerged through the privy chamber doors. The Chancellor was one of the people – if not the only person – who had unchecked access to the King. His position was at odds with his humble origins; Horace had ascended to power far beyond someone of his lowly birth. He was elevated at court because he had been the King’s childhood companion, and was now married to the King’s distant cousin, Countess Datanya. Yet, from what Takai knew, Horace had his sights set even higher.

      Judging by what the Duke of Lakeford had told Takai, being the King’s chief adviser and strategist wasn’t enough for Horace. These, after all, were just job titles. Positions that could be easily taken from him at the smallest slip-up or sign of the King’s displeasure. Horace needed to shore up his and his family’s power. He wanted the kinds of titles that could never be taken from them – and he would do anything to get closer to the crown.

      ‘Your Highness.’ The Chancellor greeted him with half a bow.

      ‘Chancellor,’ Takai grunted, and made to go around him, but Horace blocked his path. Takai gritted his teeth, knowing the Chancellor took his role as the ‘voice’ of the King seriously and wouldn’t be in a hurry to allow anyone else access to the monarch. ‘I’m just calling on my father.’

      Horace clicked his jaw and grimaced. ‘Apologies – the King has just retired for the evening. But please, come and speak to me a moment.’ He indicated the way to his own rooms, and Takai resigned himself to another day without speaking to his father.

      The Chancellor occupied the grandest rooms at the castle, second only to the King’s apartments next door. It was a testament to his position and influence at court. There, Horace pontificated for some minutes about how glad he was to have the Prince back at court, and invited him to join the King’s council at its next meeting. He went on to highlight his son Guthrie’s achievements in Ette and how much Guthrie had impressed the Governor-General, Sir Marcus. Finally, he droned on about the virtues of his daughter, Theodora – a pretty enough girl whom Takai had gladly re-acquainted himself with; but he had no interest in discussing her with her scheming father.

      As Horace’s speech seemed about to draw to a close, Takai nodded politely and was about to excuse himself when a howling sound outside silenced their conversation.

      ‘That sounded like a—’

      ‘A wolf,’ Horace said, eyes wide as they both went to the window and opened the shutters.

      Takai peered out into the darkness, convinced his ears had deceived him. He couldn’t remember the last time a wolf had been sighted in the kingdom. But there it was again. An unmistakable howl – and it sounded close.

      He tried to make out the animal in the darkness of the castle grounds. And that was when he saw it.

      Not the wolf. The moon.

      Takai rubbed his eyes and looked again to confirm his mind wasn’t playing tricks on him. But the moon was undoubtedly blood-red.

      Lamore had gone almost two hundred years without a blood moon – until around eighteen years ago, the year of his birth, when one had appeared. And now there was another.

      Horace frowned. ‘Two blood moons in as many decades – both in the King’s reign. The King will see it as a bad sign.’

      ‘Surely he doesn’t still believe in the Water Catcher prophecy?’ Takai said. ‘I thought there was no way of it coming to pass. That the firstborn Kengian line no longer exists.’

      ‘Yes, any hope of a Kengian with the power to catch water – whatever that means – died with the last blood moon. I made sure of it. But your father is superstitious. Especially after—’

      Takai’s hand curled into a fist. ‘After the Kengian Prince tried to bewitch him. No wonder Lamore turned on all the Kengians and silver-eyes.’

      Horace clicked his jaw again from side to side. His lower jaw was permanently misaligned. Takai had heard that the Kengian Prince himself had given the Chancellor the injury, not long before the Prince had been killed in a riot when the people of Obira rose up against the Kengians.

      ‘That kind of magic doesn’t have a place here,’ Takai spat.

      Horace raised a curious brow, but Takai wasn’t about to divulge the reasons for his dislike of Kengians. It would bring back painful memories of his time in Lakeford. Even as a child, he had been singled out by the Kengian farmers, distrustful of the King’s son. Some had been rude, some outright abusive – terrifying for a young boy far from home.

      Takai looked out at the fiery moon with a new sense of satisfaction. Perhaps the blood moon was a sign – not of a prophecy coming to pass, but a sign that Lamore was on the rise, and that Kengians would soon learn their place in the kingdom he would rule…even if they had to be taught the same lesson all over again.
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      ‘Can you save him?’ The father’s voice was pinched with fear.

      Arisa cast her eyes across the room to Hyando, the boy’s broken body disturbingly small in the makeshift cot set up at the back of Erun’s apothecary. Soft dawn light broke through the cracks in the shutters; the blood moon was long gone, but had left its devastating mark.

      Hyando’s mother, Lina, hovered over her son, murmuring words of comfort into his unhearing ears. Arisa stared at his mop of red curls – matted with blood, clumps sticking to his ashen forehead. She desperately wanted to assure Hyando’s parents that their son would be fine, but something in Erun’s manner told her otherwise. She watched as her guardian carefully applied gauze to Hyando’s head. There was a nervous energy in his overly precise movements. Erun examined the boy’s chest and stomach, his expert hands gauging the extent of the injuries beneath.

      He pushed his eyeglasses up his nose and his lips thinned momentarily. A lump formed in Arisa’s throat as Erun walked slowly back to his workstation.

      ‘Can you? Can you save him?’ the father repeated, more urgently.

      Arisa turned to meet the man’s intense gaze. ‘Te elli wuru sou rotse,’ she replied in Kengian. We will do our best.

      The father nodded and gave her a grateful smile. Arisa had to look away. She balled her fists, longing to surrender to her anger. Anger at the unnecessary violence that had brought Hyando here. Anger that an innocent boy had been targeted for his harmless beliefs. Anger that she hadn’t prevented it. She could barely contain the fury churning in her stomach.

      She handed the father, who introduced himself as Cynfor, a fresh flannel to place on the boy’s hot forehead. She hoped it would give him a distraction from pacing the floor and wringing his beaten hands. By the cot, Lina clutched Hyando’s small hand in both of hers, as if willing him through touch alone to come back to her. Her red curls were wild and untamed, dark rings inscribed under her hazel eyes.

      Arisa scrutinised the boy’s ghostly face. It was strangely serene. Erun had given him a herbal sedative to help with the pain, and Hyando had slipped in and out of consciousness throughout the night.

      He was a handsome boy, with perfect rosebud lips. Lips that suddenly contorted with pain.

      ‘Kom iko koelt non. Onmy musi iko,’ Lina whispered. I’m here, little one. Mama is here.

      ‘He’s moving. It’s a good sign, isn’t it?’ Cynfor gave Arisa a hopeful look.

      She glanced over to Erun, appealing to him for an answer, but he was preoccupied compounding more medicine. ‘Let me speak to my guardian.’

      Erun was surrounded by hundreds of vials of colourful liquids, creating an eerie glow around him. His brow was furrowed in concentration. Arisa dropped her voice to a whisper as she approached.

      ‘Please say you can do something.’

      Erun turned to meet her gaze. His harried expression said it all.

      ‘There must be something.’

      Erun shook his head slowly. ‘He has ruptured several vital organs. They’re beyond repair. All we can do now is help him with the pain.’

      ‘Surely you of all people can fix him? You’re a Scholar. This is what you trained to do.’

      Erun took off his eyeglasses and rubbed the nape of his neck. ‘There is nothing more I can do. It’s beyond my powers and learning. The boy’s father asked me earlier to send for the Shaman, in case.’

      Arisa let out a strangled gasp. ‘A Shaman? Are you sure it’s come to that?’

      ‘It has. I sent word during the night. The boy’s parents will take comfort from the Shaman’s ritual. Hyando will be at peace then.’

      ‘But it’s not right.’ Arisa clenched her fists. ‘It’s not fair.’

      ‘It may not be fair, but it is the reality.’

      She slumped into a chair by the fireside and looked over at Hyando again. His father was earnestly patting his forehead. The futility of it engulfed her, a great fire stoked in her belly. Her fingernails dug into her palms.

      ‘I will not have it, Erun. I will not have it.’

      Erun came to sit beside her. ‘You’ll not have what, exactly?’

      Arisa was about to say she would have justice for Hyando, but a small voice cried out from the other side of the room.

      ‘Mama,’ Hyando croaked. ‘Papa.’ His head thrashed from side to side, as if he were having a bad dream. Erun and Arisa raced to his side.

      ‘Hyando!’ Lina reached out to touch her son’s brow.

      Cynfor leant over the boy. ‘We’re right here.’

      Hyando’s eyes flung open. And that was when Arisa realised the boy’s fate had been decided long before this night.

      She stood frozen as she stared into Hyando’s eyes. It wasn’t the look of the sick and dying that struck her; she had seen that look many times before. It was something she hadn’t noticed in the darkness – but now, with the arriving dawn, it was unmistakable.

      Hyando’s eyes were silver, like a shard of mirrored glass.

      Arisa hadn’t seen anyone with that eye colour since Rea. It brought a flood of emotions back to her. Emotions she’d tried hard to forget.

      It didn’t matter what happened here today. Hyando hadn’t stood a chance in Lamore. Like Rea, he could never have escaped persecution. His eyes would always have betrayed his identity. Even if he could dress, speak and act like a Lamorian, it was useless if he bore the mark that only a Kengian with forbidden magic could possess. Arisa felt suddenly ashamed. Ashamed of the city she lived in, ashamed of her own relatively privileged and protected life. A level of shame she hadn’t felt since Rea.

      ‘Where am I?’ Hyando asked.

      Lina patted her son’s hand. ‘At a friend’s.’

      The boy’s eyes sought out Arisa. His silver gaze locked on her amber one, but she had to look away.

      Instead she watched Erun as he examined the boy. She looked up briefly to give his parents a half-smile. A smile that gave no false hope or promises. A smile that said: Savour this. Savour this small moment in time, while you have your son back.

      Erun gave Lina a small nod and squeezed Cynfor’s shoulder, then he and Arisa stepped away, back to the fireside.

      ‘I’m cold, Mama,’ Hyando squeaked.

      ‘Here you go.’ Lina pulled the blanket up over her son’s shoulders, her face wet with tears. Hyando winced at her touch. ‘Does it hurt a lot?’

      ‘Not so much,’ came the brave response. Lina patted his hand gently. ‘Mama, tell me a story, please.’

      ‘What would you like to hear?’

      ‘A story about Kengia.’

      ‘Which story?’

      ‘The prophecy, of course.’

      ‘No. Not that one.’ She gave a pained smile. ‘Not today.’

      ‘Yes,’ the boy insisted. ‘That one, please.’

      Like Hyando’s mother, Arisa wasn’t sure she wanted to hear it. The prophecy had been the trigger for last night’s accident – but something about this family made her want to listen, to be part of their closeness somehow, even if she didn’t believe in the story they were sharing.

      Finally, Lina took a deep breath and began. She spoke in her native tongue, haltingly at first, but soon slipping into the lyrical cadence the Kengian language was known for. Even in her sadness, her storytelling had a musical tone. Hyando nestled into the cot, clearly soothed by his mother’s voice.

      ‘A long time ago – about two hundred years ago, in fact – King Alfred ruled the kingdom of Lamore. It was a golden age. Lamore’s neighbour was the much larger kingdom of Kengia, our homeland. The two kingdoms were, of course, separated by the Nymoi Alps.

      ‘In King Alfred’s time, access between the kingdoms was possible via a narrow, winding mountain path. And despite their vast differences, the two nations lived in peace. Trade occurred between them, with Kengia supplementing Lamore’s few natural resources. A formal alliance between the nations was cemented when King Alfred married the Kengian King’s firstborn child, Mary.’

      Hyando’s eyes lit up. ‘And she had magic powers.’

      Lina smiled. ‘As the eldest royal child, Mary possessed an unusual power over nature. Stronger powers than any Kengian, even the silver-eyes like you. She was able to control the air and wind. While most Lamorians were scared of magic, Mary gave them no reason to fear her. They came to love their queen, as well as King Alfred’s ability to bring peace and prosperity to their kingdom. It wasn’t an empire, back then. King Alfred didn’t rule over other lands or kingdoms. But not everyone revelled in Lamore’s peaceful existence. Alfred’s brother Emberto—’

      ‘The Conqueror?’

      Lina’s brow furrowed. ‘Yes, that is what the Lamorians call him. Emberto resented Lamore being reliant on the good nature of the Kengians, and was scared of Mary’s powers. He urged Alfred to invade Ivane and Ette, across the Kyprian Sea, as they too were rich in natural resources. King Alfred didn’t agree, which made Emberto look for a reason to turn on his brother. And he found a reason – in the prophecy.

      ‘Emberto remembered hearing it as a boy. The prophecy foretold that someone of Kengia’s firstborn line would cause the demise of the Lamorian regime. The prophecy said there would be a child who could—’

      ‘Catch water.’ Hyando’s voice rose with excitement.

      Lina laughed. ‘You know this story too well.’

      ‘Please go on, Mama.’

      ‘Since Queen Mary possessed magical powers over nature, Emberto paid great heed to the prophecy. Alfred knew nothing of his brother’s fears, which only grew with the appearance of a blood moon – the first sign the prophecy foretold. King Alfred and Queen Mary’s son was born shortly after, and the child’s birth was celebrated with a great display of lights in the sky.’

      ‘Firesky!’

      Lina nodded. ‘The prophecy’s second sign. It was all Emberto needed to be convinced the prophecy was coming to pass. He overthrew his brother, and imprisoned the King and his family, though Mary and her son were able to escape back to Kengia. Sadly, the child was not the Water Catcher, and Emberto soon invaded Ette and Ivane.

      ‘He even imprisoned the last Firemaster, trying to force her to make great new weapons for him. Emberto may not have got his weapons, but through great determination he took Ette and Ivane as his own. It started one hundred and eighty years of Lamorian occupation, and what became the Kyprian Empire. The empire held until twenty years ago, when King Delrik’s father lost Ette and Ivane.’

      ‘But King Delrik took Ette back,’ Hyando said quietly.

      ‘Yes, he did.’

      ‘And will he want Ivane back from King Laskar too?’

      ‘He probably will.’

      ‘And Kengia?’

      Lina shook her head decidedly. ‘No one will ever be able to take Kengia. Not while the Kengian King continues to use his magic over the coastal and mountain borders.’

      ‘King Leo will protect Kengia until the Water Catcher comes and saves us all,’ Hyando said.

      ‘Yes. When the Water Catcher comes, everyone will live in peace, and we will return home again. Until then, Kengia will remain shut off from the rest of the world.’ Lina paused. ‘I’m sorry there isn’t a happier ending.’

      ‘It’s alright, Mama.’ Hyando smiled up at his mother. ‘There will be a happy ending. The Water Catcher will come.’ He nodded to himself.

      Arisa wished she could share the boy’s confidence. But she knew there would never be a Water Catcher.

      She swallowed the lump in her throat, and tried to distract herself by twirling the silver chain and medallion that hung around her neck. Focusing on the coldness of the chain in her hands, she traced the medallion’s intricate pattern, determined to stop the tears from forming. She caught Erun’s eye, and he was by her side in a moment. His arm went around her shoulders.

      ‘Everything will be alright.’

      ‘It will not be alright.’ She glanced over at Hyando and his family. ‘Nothing’s alright about this.’

      ‘Arisa…’ She could see a question forming on Erun’s lips. ‘You said something earlier. Tell me what you meant by it.’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘You said you “will not have it”. What did you mean?’

      Arisa dropped her chain abruptly and clenched her jaw. She met her guardian’s gaze with a defiant look. ‘I meant that I will not have this grievous act and many more like it go unpunished. The King and his advisers must suffer for what they have done to their people. They are hateful. They must be stopped.’

      Erun rubbed his neck before speaking in a deliberately even tone. ‘Arisa, you shouldn’t speak in such terms.’

      ‘In what terms?’

      ‘In terms of hate. Hate only leads to violence.’

      ‘Maybe violence is the only way.’

      ‘Nobody wins from violence. It only leads to further pain.’

      ‘The Lamorian regime needs to hurt. Hurt like they have hurt others,’ she spat. ‘How can you not hate them for what they’ve done? How can you, of all people, forget so easily?’

      Erun flinched. ‘I have not forgotten, but it doesn’t mean I’m full of hate. I don’t advocate violence against anyone, and you shouldn’t either. I thought you wanted to protect and help people, not hurt them. Isn’t that why you wish to be a surgeon? It’s the reason I’m a healer. It’s the best way we can help, at least until…’ His voice trailed off.

      ‘Until what? Until a Water Catcher turns up? We both know it will never happen. It’s impossible. There can never be a Water Catcher.’

      Erun shook his head emphatically. ‘You must have hope. You must believe.’

      ‘I believe. But I believe in justice, not ancient prophecies.’

      ‘Who exactly do you speak of justice for?’

      ‘I told you. Hyando. Hyando’s family. My family.’

      ‘And…’

      ‘And Rea.’ Arisa’s voice broke as she said the name out loud, her eyes awash with tears. ‘There should be justice for her.’

      Erun gave her a swift look and tilted his head toward the rear door of the shop. She knew she couldn’t cry in front of Hyando and his parents.

      She ran outside into the garden. At least now she didn’t have to meet the eyes of the boy she had failed – the boy they had all failed. Among the rows of herbs and medicinal plants, Arisa could be alone and cry.

      She stood by the evergreen Kengian silverleaf tree. Erun said it reminded him of the sacred yew in Lochlen, the capital of his homeland: the source of all Kengian magic. There, under its silver boughs, she could shed tears for all the Kengians, for her fellow Lamorians, for her parents, and for Rea. The tears ran freely down her cheeks now as she sobbed.

      At times like these, the wonder of Kengian magic seemed so far away. Every Kengian was born with some magic in their veins, and with the right training and dedication, they could become one with nature. Over time, the silver-eyes like Rea and Hyando could learn to communicate on a higher level with all the natural elements – hearing the crackling voice in a fire, the mumbling of a stone. The firstborn line of the Kengian royal family had those silver eyes, but were also gifted with elemental magic. They had the power to manipulate nature, bend it to their will, like the Water Catcher was prophesied to do…If the firstborn line existed at all. But it was lost – lost like the Firemasters, who could not only master the elements but also transform into different creatures. Now all that was left were Kengian Scholars like Erun, who learnt science and spells to harness the lifeforce known as kira; and the Shamans, who were the bridge between this world and the next, who could see through the eyes of those in the past, be it person or animal, and gain glimpses of possible futures.

      Arisa wept. Because despite all of this magic existing in the world, none of it could save Hyando.

      In her grief, she didn’t notice the approach of the woman in the hooded cloak.

      ‘Hush, child. It can’t be all that bad.’

      The woman appeared in front of her, as if she had materialised out of thin air. Arisa stepped backwards, seeking refuge in the shadows cast by the building’s eaves. She tried to mask her face, but her gaze was drawn to the strikingly beautiful stranger.

      The woman pushed back her hood to reveal a perfectly proportioned face, and long black hair that fell in waves midway to her waist. Her skin shimmered as if covered in silver dust. ‘You must be Erun’s ward.’

      Arisa nodded, avoiding the woman’s eyes.

      ‘I came as soon as I got the message. I’m—’

      ‘You’re the Kengian Shaman.’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘You have taken a great risk coming to the city. Shamans are feared as much as silver-eyes.’

      ‘We all take risks when we must.’

      ‘But risk for what? The boy can’t be saved.’ Arisa kept her eyes downcast, but could feel the Shaman’s gaze boring into her.

      ‘I’m not here to save the boy, in the sense that you think. I’m here to guide his soul and help it transition into the next realm, into his next existence. There, he will be at peace.’

      She snorted. ‘Is that all there is to be hopeful for? That his soul will be at peace? Why can’t he live? Why can’t his family’s life be easier in this world? Why can’t we all be saved from this forsaken place?’

      ‘Is that what you believe? That we can’t be saved?’

      ‘We can’t. None of us can be spared from the hopelessness of this kingdom.’

      Before Arisa realised it, the Shaman was standing directly before her again. She reached out and lifted Arisa’s chin. Arisa tried to resist, but was overcome by the strange energy and warmth emanating from the woman’s hands.

      The Shaman stared right at her. She was so close that Arisa saw her pupils dilate for a split second. The Shaman continued looking into her eyes for what felt like an eternity, before smiling and releasing her chin.

      ‘You don’t believe what you’re saying. You know, as well as I do, that there is hope. The blood moon has come and the Water Catcher will follow.’

      ‘I’m well past hoping and believing in an impossible prophecy,’ Arisa scoffed. ‘It isn’t enough.’

      ‘You’re right. It isn’t enough to just hope and believe. You must know it. You must know with every inch of your being: better times are on the way.’

      Arisa made to argue, but the Shaman put up a hand to silence her. ‘Hope and believe for now, and when you’re ready, you will know.’

      ‘Know what?’

      ‘You will know when you know.’ The Shaman gave a knowing smile and one last piercing look before disappearing into the house.

      Arisa was left to puzzle over the cryptic words. What did she mean, Arisa ‘must know’? The only thing she knew was that there must be justice. It wasn’t enough to try to protect others. There must be justice for Hyando, for Rea, for everyone. The hateful Lamorian regime must suffer – suffer as much as she was suffering right now.

      She may not know how and when, but Arisa would make it happen.

      ‘They will be punished,’ she pledged to herself, wiping the rust-coloured tears from her cheeks. Out here, her real self was exposed for the world to see. 

      Arisa raised her eyes to the sky – her Kengian eyes, as silver as the sun above. ‘And I shall be the one who punishes them.’
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