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	I was once a princess. 

	Someone respected, loved, and most of all, protected. In those times, I felt locked in and I hated it. Like the caged birds in our aviary, I longed to spread my wings and fly.

	So I made a wish.

	A wish which changed my world forever.

	If only I could have known the results of that fateful night. I forgot to exercise vigilance and wisdom, like every princess should; like I had been brought up to do.

	But, most of all, I forgot the saying ‘be careful what you wish for’. This in itself, was my biggest mistake.

	 


Chapter One

	There were three rules by which I lived. 

	One: keep your head down so you don’t interfere in other people’s business.

	Two: never stay in the same town for more than three months.

	Three: always, always keep your hair covered. 

	One may think them strange, yet for me, they were essential, a vital necessity. And after living by them for ten odd years, they had become a habit.

	The dream was the same nearly every night. Once again I saw Lyn’s piercing face, white and terrified in the candlelight, as she thrust a dark hooded cloak into my arms. It was too large for me and I struggled to pull it over my shoulders as the fabric fell in heavy folds to the floor. But Lyn gave me no time to complain, she was already pulling on my arm, heading in the direction of the stables where she lifted me onto a horse. I was about to tell her that I couldn’t possibly ride bareback when she cut off my thoughts by crying,

	‘Go, Milady Nina. Go!’ With one fluid motion, she hit the horse’s rump and it set off into the whistling night air. After a moment I thought I heard her call something out, and turned just in time to see her fall jerkily to the ground, an arrow protruding from her back. 

	I smothered a scream and turned back, urging the horse to plunge onwards through the darkness. I barely noticed as we fled the palace grounds or as the city streets flew past, the sound of hooves hitting the cobbles repeatedly swirled through my mind. It was deathly silent, almost as if every house had been cast under a spell and I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of fear. It took all of my concentration to cling to the horse’s body with my knees, hands clutching and twisted in the mane. After a while my body was screaming out in protest, muscles straining with tension, and yet all I could see was the image of Lyn’s face imprinted on the back of my eyelids. 

	 

	My eyes opened as abruptly as the vision had arrived. I took in one long shuddering breath and exhaled, fingers pressing lightly against my temples as I fought away the rush of faint nausea that greeted me every time I awoke. I always felt like this after one of those dreams; and in the past few months those same dreams had visited often, too often for my liking.

	As soon as my stomach had stopped churning, I rose and dressed quickly, winding my long plait of hair into a low bun. When that small ritual was complete, I pulled out my mortar and pestle and a handful of cranberries from my pack. I crushed them into a fine pulp, grinding continuously until the skin was almost ground to nothing and the juice was all that remained. After pouring some of the juice onto my hands, I began the second part of my ritual, this time in front of a plate of polished copper. There was only one spot on my head that I focussed on: a long streak of white amongst the flaming red of my hair. Slowly but surely the white became tinged with red as I massaged it in with my fingers, so that it almost blended in with the rest of my hair. It wouldn’t be noticeable from a distance, but close up there was an obvious difference. For this reason, I always kept my hair covered under a plain brown scarf. If people knew about the streak of white then I would become exactly what I had been trying to avoid for so long: hunted. 

	There was a rapid knock on the door to my room, and in a sudden haste I thrust the remnants of the cranberries into my mouth and swallowed, before hiding the mortar and pestle in my pack. Within moments the door opened and Mrs Jenkins, my landlady and current employer, peered in to check that I was coming down to work. 

	‘Karliah, you’d better hurry it up, you worthless girl,’ she snapped, ‘there’s customers waitin’ to be fed and tankards to be filled. I can’t run an inn by myself. Get downstairs and get to work.’ 

	She turned and left abruptly and I followed, already dreading the hours ahead. As the rush hour started and hungry people came in after a hard day’s work, my landlady became stressed and unbearable and would take it out on me. As I entered the bar, I was assaulted by the vile smell of beer and body odour, which made my stomach churn even more. Several men leered at me as I went behind the bar, and began filling tankards with a steady hand, ignoring them. The last thing I wanted was for a drunkard to try to get too close to me, and luckily Keely would throw them out if they did. 

	Keely was the only decent hired guard in the township of Little Fleming. I thanked my lucky stars every day that Mrs Jenkins had employed him. He often melted into the doorway, disappearing almost completely from view until such a time came that he was needed. At once he would appear as if from the air itself and wrap a large burly arm around the offending drunkard and toss them out of the inn into the dark street. I was in awe of him, and was constantly amazed that he could look so sinister, with his long dark hair, hooded brows and bulging muscles. He looked almost exactly like one of the evil henchmen that Lyn had described to me as a child in bedtime fairy tales. However, this evil henchman had a soft spot. If a kitten or puppy had been left out to die then Keely would be the first to nurse it back to health. Many a time, when the last customer had left, Keely would bring in one of his new charges: a lizard, cat or a bird with a broken wing. It was through his constant care of animals that he found Lisette. 

	At first I had stared, astonished and amused, as Keely brought in the small budgerigar, laying it down carefully by the fireplace. Winter had just set in, bringing freezing gales and late night frosts that lasted until mid-morning. I’d just arrived in Little Fleming, and I watched cautiously from the shadows as Keely knelt down by the hearth. The poor creature was bedraggled and almost dead from cold, but Keely tended to it, his large chunky fingers stroking the feathers and gently restoring it to life. Within two weeks, Lisette had gone from an almost death-like trance, to fluttering around the rooms, before landing on Keely’s shoulder and preening her green and yellow feathers proudly. It was Lisette who chose her name, for, by the second week, she had opened her beak and spoken it loud and true. Keely had been over the moon, and proclaimed to anyone that would listen that if Lisette could tell us her name then she was a very clever budgerigar indeed. Personally, I wasn’t sure about the size of her brain because after that rare occurrence, Lisette had done absolutely nothing special. It was quite disappointing really. 

	When winter had ended I knew that Keely was waiting for Lisette to leave, as all of his animal charges had done eventually. Strangely enough, she didn’t, preferring instead to remain sitting on his shoulder, staring down every customer with a beady eye. He had taken this in his stride, but on rare occasions a contented smile would spread across his face when Lisette perched on his shoulder. 

	The door opened, bringing with it a rush of cold air, jolting my mind back to the tankard I was filling. I hastily pulled it away before the beer overflowed and placed it in front of one of the newcomers. He didn’t take any notice of me, but just leaned closer to his companions, whispering intently. They had formed a small group, clustering around the main speaker, whose dark eyes glanced frequently around as if to check that they were not being overheard. 

	Despite myself, I was curious. I leaned towards them while I filled the next tankard, feigning nonchalance. Deep inside I was burning to know what they were talking about, and thankfully, I could hear the man’s low voice, which throbbed with strange passion. 

	‘She’s alive, I tell you. The Usurper has sent out ten more battalions in pursuit of her, he knows that she might hear of the Resistance, and seek to join them. He knows that she could be the only one to take back the throne.’

	‘But the princess has been missing since the Dark Time,’ another interrupted, ‘she’s most probably dead, long dead.’

	‘Then why hasn’t the Usurper declared it loud and clear, for the whole world to know?’ The first man asked, ‘surely news like that would diminish any hopes of retaking the land. The princess is the last remaining member of the royal family, the last hope for the People. If she died then the Usurper would trumpet his success, not keep it hidden.’ 

	I had stopped breathing, frozen in shocked silence. Frantically I placed two more tankards in front of the group, hoping desperately that they would not notice me. I hadn’t heard talk of any sort of Resistance for years, not since the last of the Usurper’s Trackers had hunted them down in their mountain fortress and annihilated them. There were tales that smoke still emerged from the crumbling ruins of the last Resistance Stronghold, but no one dared go there. Would the Resistance really set themselves up again in the ruins of their last defence? Surely they wouldn’t be that stupid, especially when the Usurper knew where the fortress ruins were. Or had the Resistance moved to a new, safer location? If so, where was it?

	‘Karliah, idiotic girl, what are you doing?’ Mrs Jenkins snapped, as I realised that the tankard I was filling was overflowing. A pool of beer was forming around my feet, but I had barely noticed the damp entering my shoes. In a haze, I gave the final member of the group his beer and bent to mop up the spillage. On hearing my landlady’s voice, the group had fallen silent and watched me shrewdly. I felt like cursing my employer, and myself for losing track of what I was doing, but hearing about the Resistance brought new hope. It meant that I had a place to go. A place to hide.

	 

	It was common knowledge in Scardia that I had escaped that night. The night had been the first of the Dark Time, which had lasted several years, casting a shadow of fear into the hearts of even the bravest men. I had been seven at that time; young, naïve and spoiled. When the Dark Time began my world was turned upside down, and for the first time in my life, I had to take care of myself. There weren’t any servants or nurses, no mother or father to run to in times of trouble. And now - ten years later - I was almost eighteen, and eligible to ascend the throne as the laws of Scardia decreed. 

	The revival of the Resistance was probably no matter of luck. Its leaders must have remained vigilant, awaiting the year when I would turn eighteen, when I would be of use to them and their plans. I bit my tongue absentmindedly, lost in thought. What benefit could I really be to the Resistance? I had fled the palace before I could learn anything necessary about ruling the kingdom. My father died before my thirteenth year, the traditional moment when an heir to the Ice Throne would begin to learn the secrets that Scardia’s rulers had kept for centuries. 

	My thoughts were brought back to the present by a harsh slap assaulting my cheek. 

	‘Worthless girl!’ My landlady snarled, her red-rimmed eyes blazing with fury. ‘Why can’t you stop daydreaming and start doing your job?’

	The abruptness of the slap had shaken the shawl around my hair and, as I hit the bar, a wisp of hair fell out of my bun. The red fell across my face, and I could taste the faint trace of cranberries on my lips. I pushed the hair back behind my ear, and turned away from the curious gaze of the group of men. The leader was staring at me, eyes blazing with an uncomfortable intensity. It made me feel awkward, and paranoid that he might have seen the hint of white in my hair. Did he realise that the princess he had been talking about was right before his eyes, in a bedraggled and stained gown? I prayed to the Gods of the Sky and Sea that he hadn’t. 

	‘This has been happening too frequently of late,’ Mrs Jenkins was saying, unaware that I was barely listening, ‘I won’t stand for it any longer. All winter you’ve been here, and half of the spring too and there has been no improvement whatsoever. You have the rest of the night to get packed but at first light tomorrow, you are leaving here.’

	I had been here all winter and half of the spring? Why hadn’t I realised before? Normally I would be already gone by this time, I had broken my second rule. How could I have done that? I couldn’t be this slack again, especially now the Tracking parties had increased. If I wasn’t careful he’d find me, and who knew what terrible punishments the Usurper would bestow on Scardia’s last remaining member of the royal family.

	‘Karliah, girl, are you listening to me?’ Her face was an inch from mine, red and sweaty, crooked teeth bared in a grimace. 

	I ducked my head, ‘Yes, Ma’am.’ The horrifying visage withdrew slightly and I felt a couple of coppers being put in my hand. 

	‘Here’s your wages for the last month,’ Mrs Jenkins snapped, ‘now go.’

	I fled from behind the bar, the gazes of the customers, and, in particular the beady stares of Lisette and Keely following me. The coppers were clasped tightly in my fist, and I peeked at them, realising that they barely covered half of my monthly wage. This was so unfair.

	I took the stairs two at a time and shut my door behind me as quietly as possible. Now that I was alone I felt the tears start to well behind my closed eyes. I took a few deep, steadying breaths, got myself back under control and began packing my bag with the few possessions I had. I preferred to travel light, which was helpful if I had to make a hasty escape, though luckily that had not had to happen frequently. The few coppers in my hand were placed amongst my other ragged dress and holey stockings. The stained scarf came off my head and was placed on top, wrapping everything into a bundle. 

	The only garment that I had bothered to take care of was my cloak, which now just lightly skimmed the ground. I had grown into it, as I’m sure Lyn had foreseen when she chose it, so now it fit perfectly. As I picked it up the comforting aroma of pine needles and freshly turned earth filled the air, and I held the fabric close, relishing the moment of peace. I barely noticed my hair come out of the bun and fall down to the nape of my back. All that mattered was the second of comfort and tranquillity that only my cloak could provide. 

	The cloak had originally been my father’s. As a young girl I remember him wearing it whenever he went out riding: a billowing cloud of black that followed him like a shadow as he rode into the forest to hunt. And when he returned he would reach down and place me before him in the saddle, laughing as I squealed in delight. I could no longer remember the sound of his voice or the comforting touch of his hand on my shoulder, and that knowledge cut deeper than any knife. The tears that I had been holding back broke forth and ran down my cheeks. I clutched the cloak tighter, desperate for the security it reminded me of. 

	There was a light cough from the doorway and I jumped, spinning to notice Keely shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot. Lisette was perched on his shoulder and regarded me with glinting eyes.

	‘Are you alright?’ Keely asked, edging forward.

	‘How long have you been standing there?’ I demanded, furious with myself for a momentary lapse of weakness. I was sure that I’d closed the door, but how could I have forgotten to lock it? ‘You had no right to come in. Get out.’ 

	Keely was taken aback at my ferocity, and I heard Lisette click her beak. They hadn’t ever seen me lose my temper, I realised, for I preferred to act timidly and meekly around other people. But his being in my room was dangerous – what if he noticed my hair? 

	My hair. Oh by the Gods, it was undone. I knew it would look too suspicious to cover it now, so hoped and prayed that he would leave before noticing the obvious cranberry streak.

	‘I heard you crying,’ he said, ‘and I thought it was because of you being thrown out so sudden.’

	Suddenly, I corrected silently, as I wiped my cheeks dry with the back of my hand. There was no chance that he would catch me crying again. 

	‘I wanted to see how you were after she hit you,’ he continued, and I felt a stab of shame for being so rude. ‘And to make sure that you have somewhere to go tomorrow. It’s not right for a woman to travel alone, at least, not with the Trackers and bandits on the roads these days.’

	I was touched. But not enough to stay in Little Fleming. I had been here for nearly five months, which was far too long. 

	‘I’ve been fine before, Keely,’ I said firmly, as I walked over to the door, preparing to close it in his face. ‘I’m touched that you care enough to check how I am, but I’m fine. I’ve been taking care of myself for long enough to know how to deal with these things.’ I indicated the red mark that had bloomed on my cheek. ‘Thank you for your concern, but I will be alright tomorrow. I have a place to go.’ This was a lie, but Keely didn’t need to know that. This false security would calm his mind, and let him say goodbye with a clear conscience, under the impression that I would be safe.

	‘Where?’ 

	Damn, why was he so inquisitive? And, more importantly, why did he care? 

	‘Um,’ I searched my mind for a moment, trying to locate the name of a town, any town, ‘Turfsdon.’ 

	‘Turfsdon?’ He asked sceptically, raising an eyebrow. ‘Really?’

	‘Yes,’ I replied quickly, ‘Turfsdon.’ My hand was on the door, ready to push it closed. Lisette squawked as Keely reached forwards and touched my hair. I recoiled, stepping back, terrified. No one had touched my hair since the Dark Time. 

	‘Your hair is real pretty,’ he said, but I could tell that he was confused by my reaction. In an instant I was back by the door, and closing it.

	‘Thank you,’ my voice was tight, restrained. 

	Lisette landed on my head and I felt a tug. A low cry escaped me and I saw Keely’s eyes widen as Lisette dropped a hair into his hand. A hair whose light covering of juice had now faded, revealing the pure white beneath.

	 


Chapter Two

	There was no time to waste. I slammed the door shut, locked it and turned to grab my bundle. In an instant I had crossed the room and opened my window. The night air was cool as I placed my pack on the roof tiles and prepared to follow it myself. I turned around, checking quickly that I hadn’t forgotten anything.

	Outside the door Keely was silent, until there was a light knock. When I didn’t reply, he knocked harder, turned the handle and realised that I had locked the door.

	‘Karliah?’ He said, ‘please open up.’ 

	I let out a quiet breath and vaulted out of the window, landing silently on the tiles. With shaking fingers, I picked up my bag and slung it across my shoulder, whilst tying the cloak under my chin. The hood fell over my head, masking my hair and face, as I crept across the roof as stealthily as possible.

	I was sure that he would try to break the door down and discover that I had escaped. Would he follow me or go straight to the nearest Tracker Tower and let them know that the missing princess was fleeing Little Fleming? 

	I didn’t want to know: all that mattered was that I get away as soon as possible. My foot slipped on a tile and I began falling, plummeting towards the ground. If the group of men leaving the inn had not exited at that exact moment, then my story would have ended then and there. Instead I shrieked, and hit the tallest one, knocking him to the ground. 

	‘What on earth…?’ The others began, as I lay in the mud, gasping for breath. The man I had knocked over looked at me, and I thanked the gods that he had not been too badly hurt. Shocked, maybe, but not hurt. 

	‘Wait a moment,’ one of the men was saying, ‘isn’t she the girl from the inn?’

	‘I am so sorry,’ I whispered to the man I had hit, ‘so very sorry.’ There was a commotion from above and Keely poked his head out of my bedroom window. He had knocked down the door, then. Adrenaline gave me strength and I leapt to my feet, backing away from the group of men who were all leaning down to help their friend up. Keely saw me and called out something, but the sound of my pounding heart filled my ears as I sprinted away, so I never heard what he said.

	The steady thump of my feet hitting the cobbles helped me to concentrate on what had happened. My chest hurt as I tried to breathe, but I ran on, determined to put as much distance as possible between myself and the inn. The sooner I got to the stables, the better. Once there, I could mount Dolce and go. 

	My silent curses filled my mind, how could I have been so stupid? In one night all of my three rules had been broken. Who knew what would happen now, now that someone else knew my secret? There would be no point in denying anything, because my flight only highlighted the truth of my identity. 

	Had the group of men noticed anything suspicious apart from my toppling from the roof of the inn? It had been too dark for them to notice the colour of my hair, although they would have been confused by my sudden departure. I had to admit, I couldn’t have chosen a more inconspicuous method of leaving. 

	So much for remaining discreet. 

	 

	I paused for a moment, wheezing painfully on the bridge in the centre of Little Fleming. The small river flowed beneath me, lapping softly against the banks. The clouds had parted and the stars twinkled, winking to me in the night sky. Apart from the harsh sound of my breathing, everything around me was tranquil. But in the distance I could hear someone calling out my name, not my pseudonym, but my real name.

	‘Milady Nina! Wait!’ 

	In that instant the tranquillity was broken and a cold sweat broke out over my body. I forced my feet to move, stumbling towards the dark stables at the end of the street. I cursed Keely as I entered to the musty smell of horse and hay. Of all things, he had to use my real name. If he had wanted there to be even a slim chance that I would stop and listen to him, he had lost it now. There was no way that I would stay now. 

	Dolce was in the stall furthest from the door and I walked towards her, trying to calm myself so that I didn’t wake the other horses or scare her. It took a lot longer than I would have liked to prepare her for our departure, since time was of the essence and I couldn’t bear to waste a moment. My hands shook slightly as I tightened the straps on the saddle and led her out of the stall. With the help of a mounting block, I sat astride her and began leaving the stable. 

	I couldn’t trust Keely. Who knew how large a reward he would receive from the Usurper if he handed me in. Of this much I was certain: if he caught me and turned me over to the Usurper then he would be given enough gold to see him live in luxury for several lifetimes. Even an honest man would hesitate at this ostentatious reward, and there was no way that I wanted to put Keely to that test. 

	Dolce began to trot and I wound my hands in her mane, muttering silent but necessary prayers under my breath. Lyn had always told me that one must ask the Gods’ favour before setting out on a journey. Their blessing would guarantee safe travel and, with the current situation, there was no way that I wanted to risk avoiding that. If I had had more time before departing, I would have made a small offering to the Gods of the wind and fortune. A small sprinkling of crushed foxglove petals or mint leaves would ensure that all went well. But alas that offering would have to be overlooked. Hopefully the Gods would understand, and be content with my prayers. 

	It wasn’t fair, I thought to myself. I had finally found a town where I could become invisible, a place where I could disappear entirely from human existence. Why did my cover have to be blown, just when I had started to believe that I was disappearing from memory? If only the Usurper hadn’t sent out more Trackers, thus highlighting the fact that I was still alive. It made me more vulnerable than ever before. 

	I should be glad that I hadn’t been caught. True, there had been quite a few close shaves in the past, where Trackers had been hot on my trail and I had eluded them. But this was different. Now that I was older, I could stand up against the Usurper and try to reclaim the kingdom but after all the years of hiding and running, the idea of taking that responsibility was too heavy a burden to contemplate.

	Dolce halted, shying away from something ahead, and snorted uncomfortably. Something was fluttering around her head, pecking mercilessly at the wispy mane. I caught a glimpse of green feathers and groaned. 

	‘Lisette, go away.’ I swatted at the budgie, who darted just out of reach and continued to torment my horse. In vain, I tried to urge Dolce forward but she stood firm, terrified of the vicious presence flitting around her head. 

	I could hear distant footsteps now, steadily gaining on me. My heart started to pound even louder and the shaking hands that clutched the reins were sweaty. Dolce shied again, faltering before Lisette’s onslaught. 

	Angrily, I dismounted and led Dolce by the reins, swatting away the pestering budgie. With me in front of her, Dolce calmed down enough to walk in a straight line, tail and ears flicking in annoyance at Lisette’s pesky chirping. I made soothing noises to ease Dolce even more and fixed my gaze on the horizon. Our progress out of the township was inexorably slow; it would only be a matter of time before Keely caught up with us. 

	My breaths kept coming short and fast, so it was hard to think properly as my head started to spin. Dolce’s head butted me gently and I realised that I’d stopped walking, and that my clenched hands were white, the knuckles garishly outlined in the moonlight. A loud chirp made my eyes glance up from Dolce’s neck, and see Lisette perching on the saddle, watching me beadily. She chirped again and ruffled her feathers in the chilly air, before falling into expectant silence. 

	Silence. 

	I stood frozen, holding my breath, trying and failing to hear the
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