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For Hamnah, if no one else got me, I know you got me
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Sonya Tahir, Her Royal Highness, the Princess of Fairendelle, stood in a dark corner outside the castle’s walls and chopped off her hair. The scissors were much more practical than the small dagger she had in her bag. With its carved marble hilt and the miserably blunt blade, the dagger was more decorative than anything else. Her father, King Roshan, worried she’d nick herself on it and so he ensured the blade always remained dulled.

‘Why not teach me how to use it instead?’ Sonya had once asked, not out of insolence, but out of genuine curiosity. It seemed the more practical route.

The king had huffed and puffed. He was a tall and stout man with ruddy cheeks and a thick mustache, the black hair of which had long turned gray.

‘You are far too delicate, meri bachi,’ he had replied. My little girl. He then gave a glance to Sonya’s three elder brothers, and they’d all nodded in agreement.

‘Quite right, Baba, quite right,’ they had responded in a unified chorus.

Perhaps her father was right, and Sonya was far too delicate. As she cut off her dark hair, her arm muscles ached. With a sigh, she dropped her hand, resting for a moment before returning to her hacking.

Sonya was famed for the black tresses that fell to her waist, thick and long, which was precisely why they needed to go. She continued chopping, listening to the sound of the shears moving. She knew the cut was uneven, but she had no care for vanity and needed to be quick.

Moonlight shone from above, dimmed by the cloudy sky. Light rain fell from the clouds, picking up in intensity. Good, Sonya told herself, even as she got wet. The rain will cover my tracks.

Sonya finished cutting her hair and watched as strands drifted in the wind. The sight of the hair in her clenched fist made a sob rise in her throat. In all the portraits of the mother she’d never met, the late Queen Zoya’s hair was long and dark like Sonya’s.

Her hair had been long her entire life, sixteen years. Even as a child, her braid fell down her back.

Now, with the hair cut above her shoulders, her head felt so much lighter but the black locks were heavy in her hands. Sonya looked around, searching for a spot to hide them. She was at the lowest level of the towering castle, in a quiet corner outside the staff accommodation.

The rain came down more quickly, and Sonya dashed over to the bushes. She kicked aside some dirt and went to her knees, burying the hair deep in the ground, where it wouldn’t be found. She scrambled to cover the hair with more dirt and saw, with disdain, that some of it had got on her dress.

She was wearing a maid’s uniform. It was much simpler than anything she had ever worn; it felt strange not to have the fabric of a floor-length gown swishing around her feet. This dress fell down to her calves and was made of a basic linen. The corset laced in the front for practicality, and she wore an apron on top.

At least the tailoring was well done. She could recognize the masterful hand of a stitch-witch.

Sonya rubbed some of the dirt onto her face, chafing at the feeling. It was necessary, she reminded herself. A shiver ran down her spine; it was early April, the beginning of spring and not quite warm out yet. She clutched her bag, which had very little: she had taken some bits from the kitchen, and a few coins.

While Sonya was a princess, she did not have access to the fortune of the crown—not like her brothers did. She had taken these coins from her eldest brother Shahmir’s room, where she often noticed he would carelessly leave them lying about. Of course, no one would dare risk stealing from the future king. On the other hand, Sonya never had any money because everything she ever needed or wanted was immediately procured for her and she very rarely left the castle grounds.

And now, Sonya was running away.

She couldn’t stay at the castle for another moment.

Taking a deep breath, Sonya walked along the side of the castle in the quiet night to reach a pathway, from where she walked down to the exit of the castle grounds. Her heart began beating fast as she approached the soldiers guarding the gates. In the cold, her body began quivering, and she held her arms to stop the shaking.

Sonya kept her gaze down, letting some of her short hair fall in front of her dirtied face. She kept her pace natural; she could not run. She needed to pass without notice as she grew closer and closer to the soldiers in their silver armor. As the clouds shifted, moonlight was cast over the soldiers, and their swords glinted in the light.

Sonya’s heart pounded. Then the moment arrived; she was at the gates.

Holding her breath, she walked past the guards.

They didn’t even give her a second glance, clearly convinced she was nothing more than a simple maid. Sonya quickened her pace, and it was only after she was out of sight of the soldiers that she allowed herself to relax ever so slightly.

Sonya knew too that no one would expect her to run away. Not the princess who hardly ever left her tall tower, let alone the castle grounds. While she had been apprehensive, she wasn’t nearly as frightened as she thought she would be.

She kept walking, heading towards Castletown. She had hardly made it onto the busy streets when she heard the distant sound of horses neighing, followed by the telltale sound of clinking armor.

She gasped, a tremor running through her body. Surely they hadn’t already caught on to her? Fear beat through her and she began running.

It was late, but the town was teeming with life. Sonya caught fragments of impressions through the rain as she made her way deeper into the town: carriages and people, slick cobblestone steps, the echo of laughter. She was out of breath, her vision blurring from fatigue and the rainfall.

Sonya paused to catch her breath, then was shoved. ‘Oh!’ she said, but the group of men walking past didn’t even hear her startled cry.

She looked around, eyes wide. She had never seen this many people before in her life. All sorts of people! She would have been awed if she wasn’t so afraid.

Sonya was used to the castle and its wide halls, everyone clearing a path for her. This part of Castletown, however, was the opposite. The streets were busy, making them feel narrow and cramped.

Feeling small, Sonya tried to take in deep breaths of cool evening air, pushing away the feeling of being suffocated in the tight space. She continued walking, trying to blend into the crowd and not look too astounded by all the new sights.

Because Castletown was home to the king’s seat, it was the richest town in the province of Crownley. As such, it was in good shape, the roads and pathways neat and clean, and the people walking around or stepping out of carriages were dressed in finery. Sonya wondered what other towns were like.

She kept going, deeper into town. She was still too close to the castle; the soldiers would find her easily if her escape became known. She needed to reach the Outskirts, the poorer neighborhood on the edge of Castletown. It was the last place she wanted to go, but it was also the last place the soldiers would look for her.

Sonya wasn’t very good with directions, but as long as she continued going south, she would make it to the Outskirts. Quickening her pace, she weaved her way out of the busy town square. The rain came down harder, soaking her through. Freezing, she wrapped her arms tighter around herself.

The uniform wasn’t doing much to keep her warm. She wished she had a shawl, but they were all of them heirlooms, obvious as jewels with their fine embroidery and expensive fabric. She needed to blend in, not stand out. Her boots, too, were uncomfortable, slightly too big.

Over a month ago, Sonya had asked her maid, Elspeth, for her uniform. Elspeth had red hair and a face full of freckles; she could not be more different in appearance than Sonya, with her rich brown skin and crow-black hair, but they were the same height, just a few inches above five feet, and of similar build, even though Elspeth was four years older.

‘Bring me your spare uniform,’ Sonya had said. ‘I’d like to study the stitching.’

Her maid, Elspeth, had been confused, wrinkling her nose. Elspeth always asked too many questions, but Sonya didn’t mind. She liked Elspeth’s chattering. Even though Elspeth was Sonya’s maid, Sonya liked to think that Elspeth was the closest thing she had to a friend. As such, Sonya knew she could get Elspeth to do things other maids might not.

‘But why should you like to study the stitching of a maid’s uniform, my lady?’ Elspeth asked.

‘I wish to see that the standards are being upheld,’ Sonya responded, the response ready. ‘That the tailors aren’t cutting any corners.’

Elspeth laughed. ‘Well, our uniforms aren’t made by the same stitch-witches who make your gowns or the princes’ suits,’ she said. ‘The uniforms are made by apprentices.’

‘Still, I should like to study one,’ Sonya replied.

‘Alright,’ Elspeth had replied, with a shrug. No one would ever suspect Sonya of anything; she was sixteen and of delicate health. She had no friends save for the staff, who were basically paid to be kind to her. Sonya knew they took pity on her; she took pity on herself.

The next day, Elspeth brought her spare uniform: it was a chestnut-brown linen, simple and fuss-free, with a round neckline and long sleeves that could be easily rolled up. A few days later, Sonya told Elspeth she had misplaced the uniform and had a new one made for her. In truth, Sonya had hidden the uniform away.

A week after that, Sonya had purposefully spilled food all over Elspeth’s lace-up boots. She made quite the show of being sorry and immediately called to have a new pair made, making Elspeth remove the old pair even as Elspeth protested.

‘My lady, this is nothing,’ Elspeth said. ‘These shoes have seen far worse in the Outskirts.’

‘I insist,’ Sonya replied. ‘Leave the shoes. I’ll have them thrown out.’

But Sonya found them, cleaned them, and kept them hidden alongside the uniform. While she and Elspeth were around the same size, the shoes were a little big.

They were soft and worn in, but Sonya’s footing kept slipping. The rain-slicked ground didn’t help.

The path only grew more difficult as the cobblestone beneath her feet turned to mud. She was scared to be leaving the warmth and light of Castletown as she neared the forest. The path was marked, so she couldn’t get lost; even so, the forest was dark and quiet. She could hardly see a thing.

Sonya had left the scissors behind, but she held onto the dagger that had been strapped to her side. It wouldn’t do much, but it made her feel better to hold it in her hand. It may not have been sharp, but it looked frightening.

Clutching the dagger tightly, Sonya continued. It was about an hour’s walk to the Outskirts, and she was already exhausted, but fear of the forest kept her feet moving. Every little noise made her jump, and she moved as fast as she could.

Not for the first time, Sonya wished she was a witch. Any type of witch. There were some witches who excelled at cooking (kitchen-witches); some who were masters of stories (quill-witches); others who were good with animals (shepherd-witches); and so forth. The most powerful witches were chosen to serve on the king’s council.

Her father and brothers were all witches.

Her oldest brother, Shahmir, was a garden-witch like their father, so his room was full of plants and herbs. There was always something in bloom. The second prince, Irfan, was a shepherd-witch; he was spectacular with animals. There was always some kitten or bird or puppy Irfan was taking care of.

Then, lastly, there was Mustafa, who was a quill-witch. He was a master of stories; there were always ink-stains on his fingers and folded papers in his pockets, ready for notes to be jotted down every time he had an idea.

The type of magic one received was hereditary, but it also could be random, showing in whatever the person had an affinity for. Even though there were no shepherd-witches in the Tahir family, Irfan was a shepherd-witch for he loved animals deeply.

But magic did not always pass to everyone. Which was how, in a family of witches, Sonya had no magic. There was something wrong with her.

It was another reason she did not wish to be married. She could not let a stranger get that close. She was afraid her future husband would only be disappointed in her lack of novelty.

Sonya pushed the thought away and kept walking, until the darkness of the forest finally gave way to reveal the lights of a town ahead of her. It must be the Outskirts; what else could it be?

She took in the sight from higher ground: cobblestone streets between buildings squashed close together. The faint sound of carriages and people drifted towards her, and though her legs were sore, she felt relief.

Sonya released a long breath. She had escaped—she was free.

But the solace quickly morphed to trepidation.

Now what?
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Sonya had been so focused on running away that she hadn’t planned out exactly what to do after she had escaped.

Putting away her dagger, she walked away from the quiet of the forest and towards the buzz of the town, which seemed like a good place to start. Then, she would find someplace to sit for a moment, to collect her thoughts and come up with a plan. She had enough coin to secure lodgings, and after a good night’s rest, she could work out the rest.

Knowing her father, she was certain he would keep her disappearance on a need-to-know basis. To declare her as missing would only put her in danger. What if the wrong sort of people got their hands on her? No, the king would look for her quietly. And they would not find her.

There were fewer carriages here in the Outskirts and many more men, laughing and talking as they went from one establishment to the next. Her ears rang from the noise as she went down a lane. It looked to be an area for travelers; she saw a sign for a carriage stop that would take passengers to different cities.

Sonya considered hopping onto one for a moment, but just the idea made her shrink with fear. Being this far away from the castle felt frightening enough; going hundreds of miles further would be too much too soon.

Shivering, Sonya wiped her face. Her newly cropped hair was sticking to her face and neck. While the short length was much lighter, it felt messier, untidy. Now that she was safe, she suddenly felt overwhelmed.

Sonya was used to everything being neat at the castle—fastidiously clean—from her appearance to her rooms to everywhere she went and everyone she interacted with. Because of her health, her father was strict about keeping everything unsullied and immaculate. She had spent many days watching as a team of maids scrubbed and cleaned and organized. There was never a speck of dust to be found in her room; the sheets and towels were washed continuously; and she wore a new dress every day.

The dress she wore now was far from starched and new. She needed to get out of the rain. Sonya looked around, and she spotted a few people leaving a tavern.

Nobody batted an eyelid at her as she entered. Even so, she was still self-conscious. No one will recognize you here, she reminded herself. Having been kept tucked away all her life, there were very few people outside her family who’d recognize her like this, and none of those people would be found within miles of the Outskirts.

Sonya had never seen a place like this. The tavern was quite old and run-down, two hundred years old at least, and with hardly any upkeep. Wooden tables and chairs filled the hall, chipped and worse for wear. Cups like barrels with handles lined the tables as people drank; the cups were much bigger than anything she’d used or seen to drink beverages before. Nothing like the fine crystal goblets or dainty porcelain teacups she was used to.

Nibbling on her lower lip, she wondered what to do. Sonya wasn’t sure of the etiquette of such places. Standing by the side, she stood and watched. The front door opened and two girls who looked about her age entered. They walked to the end of the tavern, where a woman and man were standing behind a counter. Behind them, a door seemed to lead into a kitchen.

The girls spoke to the woman, then went to sit down, finding empty seats at one of the tables, though most of the tables were full of people eating, drinking, and talking. It was so loud in there that Sonya’s head had begun to hurt after only a few minutes.

Sonya watched as the woman at the counter filled two metal cups with something and, a few minutes later, the man returned with two plates of food. He balanced them in one hand and took the two cups from the woman, bringing it all to the table where the girls sat and setting it down in front of them. The drinks sloshed over the tops of the cups.

Interesting. Gathering her courage, Sonya walked to the counter. She braced herself to be recognized, but the woman hardly spared her a glance as she filled another cup.

‘What’ll you have, love?’ the woman asked. Her accent was rough, and Sonya tried to mimic the way the woman spoke to conceal her refined accent.

‘Em, can I have your best …’ she started, but the words most definitely sounded strange, and she found she didn’t know exactly what it was that people were drinking.

Luckily, the woman nodded. ‘Anything to eat?’

As if on cue, Sonya’s stomach growled. She had been so anxious during dinner in her castle rooms earlier that she had hardly eaten, and the long walk from the castle to the Outskirts had certainly made her famished. ‘Yes, please.’ She thought about it for a moment, then decided for a safe answer: ‘Whatever you have will do, thank you.’

The woman gave her a funny look. ‘Sit down, then.’

Sonya nodded, thanking her again before turning to find an empty seat. She didn’t wish to impose on any party, but there was no table void of patrons entirely, so she had no choice. She made her way to a table with a bench and squeezed in on the end. Luckily, there was a bit of space between her and the group of men beside her, and they were so preoccupied in their own conversation that they didn’t spare her any attention.

Folding her hands on her lap, Sonya looked straight ahead. The tabletop was covered in breadcrumbs and spilled liquid. Sonya considered that she’d feel disgusted by such things, but she wasn’t. Conversely, she felt … excited.

She had left the castle and was out in the grand world! It felt like an adventure, the type she had only read about in her novels. A few moments later, the barkeep brought over one of the cups she had seen earlier, along with a bowl of food. It was massive.

‘Ale for you, and some stew,’ the woman told her, setting the cup and bowl down. She was gone before Sonya could give her thanks.

Sonya turned her attention to the food. She took a tentative sip of the ale, which was warm and had quite an interesting taste, unlike anything she’d had before. It was robust and fruity, which she hadn’t expected. The foam on top tickled her lips.

After tasting the ale, she looked at the bowl. The stew was thick. There were potatoes and small pieces of meat in a thick dark brown sauce with carrots and other chopped vegetables. Besides that, there was a large hunk of bread that looked to have been torn off a loaf by hand.

By hand! She had never seen bread broken that way!

The meal was a far cry from the delicately decorated courses she ate at the castle, but as she took a tentative taste, surprise shot through her. It was good! Peppery and hearty. The bread was a bit dry, but still soft and spongy, a thick piece. The bowl had only a spoon, and Sonya wondered how to eat the bread. She looked to the group next to her: the men were eating a similar meal. She watched as one man dunked his bread into the stew, then took a bite.

Feeling slightly ridiculous, Sonya did the same. Delight spread through her. Delicious!

She bit back a smile, hoping she didn’t look too silly and draw attention to herself. She had spent so many days staring out of the windows of her high tower, looking out to the world beyond her castle. She had dreamed of what it would be like to explore, and now here she was!

It was a lot dirtier and busier than she had imagined, but she was still proud of herself for making it here—even if she was a bit guilty about running away.

You had no choice, she reminded herself.

Eating her food, she listened to the conversation of the group of men next to her. They looked to be in their thirties; one man had a beard, one had long hair pulled into a bun, and one man was very thin.

‘… worked like dogs all day to prepare Castletown and for what?’ the man with the beard complained, taking a large sip of his ale.

‘For Her Royal Highness, of course,’ the thin man said, adopting a high-pitched, mocking tone. He drank his stew straight from his bowl, carelessly wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

Sonya’s heart rate quickened as she realized they were talking about her.

The man with the bun made an irritated sound. ‘Don’t see why we have to repave the streets just ’cause the king is having a fancy tourney to sell off his daughter.’

‘Job’s a job,’ the bearded man said, ‘but, lord.’ He stretched his back, groaning.

Sonya bristled.

King Roshan of Fairendelle was hosting suitors to win the princess’s hand, and Castletown was preparing for their arrival next month. The courting would last however long it took for the princess to make her choice; then, she would be wed on the summer solstice, June 21st.

It was why Sonya had run away.

‘You will be wed on your birthday,’ Roshan had informed her at breakfast one morning, a few months ago. ‘It is up to you to decide who will be at the altar beside you.’

Sonya had all but choked on her eggs. ‘What? Why?’

Her father looked at her as if she was silly, brow furrowed as he slathered jam across a slice of toast. ‘Because it is time for you to be wed, beta jaani,’ he replied to his dear daughter. ‘Do not worry, your brothers will each choose a suitor and you will have your pick!’ His tone was magnanimous.

Sonya had been shocked by this sudden development.

Shahmir, her eldest brother, had smiled at her kindly. ‘Don’t worry, dearest,’ he’d said. With a twirl of his hands, a rose appeared, and he handed it to her. ‘We will choose the very best suitors, of course. I’ve already got my sights set on the Duke of Granger’s son.’

‘I have high hopes for an earl from Crownley.’ Irfan, the second eldest at twenty-three, added, petting a puppy in his arms.

Mustafa, the youngest brother at twenty-one, was too busy jotting down a note on a piece of paper beside his breakfast plate to chip into the conversation.

‘But why?’ she had asked, incredulous.

Shahmir looked confused. ‘Because that is what princesses do, Sonya,’ he said. He was nine years older than she, but at that moment, he spoke to her as if he was many decades wiser. ‘They get married.’

Well. Not this one.

‘I’ve heard the princess is plain,’ the bearded man said now, pulling Sonya’s attention back to the present.

‘And she has no magic,’ the thin man added. ‘She isn’t the best catch, is she?’

They were being so casually cruel, snickering into their stew, and Sonya’s heart sank. But what else could she have expected of the real world? This wasn’t her father’s castle, where the staff were paid to be kind to her. These people did not know the very princess they insulted sat beside them.

‘At least the princes are involved,’ the man with the bun said. ‘The princess must think she’s too good to leave her castle.’

‘I’m sure she’s worried about ruinin’ her shoes,’ the bearded man teased.

Sonya frowned. They weren’t being fair—they didn’t even know her! But how could they? She was so fragile, often getting sick, and as such, the king kept her safe in the castle.

She stayed up in her high tower, doing nothing. Safe—but bored and alone.

‘Hopefully her marriage will benefit us all,’ the thin man said. ‘I’ve got my hopes on the Duke of Granger’s son. We could do with more trade routes opening up.’ Granger was the province north of Crownley, with the most farmlands. While it was small, they produced a great deal of income, and as such, were very wealthy.

There were three suitors coming for the tournament, each picked by her brothers: the son of a duke, the son of a marquess, and an earl in his own right. She didn’t remember their names.

‘I think the earl’s a good pick,’ the man with the bun said. ‘With the king’s favor and attention by being his son-in-law, he could do more for the villagers under his domain.’

‘I like the son of the marquess of Huntington,’ the bearded man said. ‘We could do with more meat.’

Sadness seeped through Sonya, and she stopped eating. None of these men in the tavern were wrong in their assessments of the advantages each union might bring. Sonya hadn’t met any of them, but she had seen their portraits and received letters from each of them.

Not a single one had asked her anything about her, what she wanted, what she liked. It was all about her kingdom and her castle and her father and brothers.

She didn’t want that fate. She wanted love—true love, the kind she read about in her endless shelves of books. The suitors couldn’t fall in love with her, not when they were blinded by her title and riches, and what she could provide for them.

Sonya’s lower lip trembled as her tears filled her eyes. She hated being a princess. It would be different if she was like her brothers, involved in the kingdom, with purpose, but nobody ever expected anything from her. Ever since Queen Zoya, her mother, died in childbirth, her father had been afraid.

But she wouldn’t have to deal with that any longer, she reminded herself.

No longer hungry, Sonya stood. She went up to the barkeep, holding her bag tight. The woman from earlier looked up, meeting Sonya’s gaze.

‘All finished, love?’ she asked. Sonya nodded. She knew this was where she would pay the woman for the food, except she had never done such a transaction before.

‘Thank you for such a lovely meal,’ Sonya said. ‘What do I owe you for it?’ She reached into the bag and pulled out her coin purse. Pulling apart the strings, she reached in and took out three gold coins.

The woman’s eyes widened, her mouth jutting open. Sonya sensed she had done something wrong. ‘I apologize,’ she said. ‘Is it not enough?’

‘Goodness, put that away before someone sees,’ the barkeep said, reaching a hand over to cover Sonya’s. ‘Four silver coins is enough.’

Sonya’s heart pounded as embarrassment flushed through her. She didn’t have any silver coins, only gold. ‘I—I’m sorry,’ she said, her hands shaking. ‘I don’t have any. Will one gold coin be alright?’

The barkeep’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Who are you?’

Blood rushed in Sonya’s ears. ‘I’m nobody.’ She gave the woman a gold coin, then another for good measure. The barkeep took them, pressing her lips together.

‘Nothing to worry ’bout from me,’ she replied. ‘I won’t cause no fuss for you.’

Sonya released a long breath. ‘Thank you for your hospitality,’ she said. With a final smile, she turned and left the tavern, stepping back out into the cold and dark night.

It was still raining, and her damp clothes quickly became soaked once more. Sonya looked around, trying to find an inn or someplace she could stay for the night. Fear pulsed through her, making her feel faint, and she rested a hand against the side of a building, trying to catch her breath. She took in gulps of air, then continued on, turning a corner.

After a few steps, she realized she had turned into an alleyway. It was much quieter, which was a relief, but she noticed some bundles on the ground that turned out to be people, curled up and huddling together for warmth. Her stomach twisted.

One of the figures muttered something incoherent as Sonya walked past. ‘Miss, are you alright?’ Sonya asked, concerned, and the lady’s eyes opened. They were bloodshot, and the lady swiped a hand forward. Sonya let out a startled cry, stumbling back.

She turned and ran back the way she’d come, but she couldn’t find the tavern. Everything was so dark and wet, muddling in her mind. How did people navigate like this? She was entirely turned around.

She ended up in another dark street, though this one was thankfully empty. She continued along it, hearing voices at the other end.

As she approached, the voices grew louder, and she exhaled a breath of relief. She must have been nearing the main square once more. But when Sonya turned the corner, she bumped into two men.

‘Oh, pardon me!’ she exclaimed. Their focus turned to her, their eyes gleaming. They were swaying slightly, their movements strange. Sonya took a step back.

‘She’s pretty,’ the first man said. He drew the word ‘pretty’ out, his speech slurring on the consonants.

‘Very pretty,’ his companion agreed, speech also slurred.

Sonya backed up further, anxiety coursing through her. ‘Please leave me be,’ she said, her voice terribly small.

‘Ooh,’ the first man sang. ‘She’s got a posh little accent, too.’ Black splotches entered her vision, tremors running through her. ‘Are you lost, little mouse?’

‘I just need to get past—’

‘We should take her home,’ his companion said, ignoring her. He reached out a hand as if to grab her.

‘Get away from me!’ she cried. She was shocked by the pitch of her own voice; she had never yelled before. Fear was making her behave in ways she didn’t know were possible.

‘There’s no need to fret,’ the man said. ‘Why don’t we take you home, little mouse?’

‘Please,’ she said. Tears fell down her cheeks. She reached into her bag and took out the purse of money. ‘Take this.’ She held it out as an offering.

The men’s eyes went big as saucers when they spotted the glint of gold within the coin purse. Dread coursed through her.

It was a mistake. They only seemed more interested in her now.

‘Must be some rich lord’s whore,’ the man said.

‘Have you got more of that?’ his companion asked. He reached for her, and she shrieked, jolting out of the way.

The coin purse fell as the man barely missed grasping her. She turned and ran. Their laughter sounded in the air, followed quickly by the sound of footsteps as they chased her. A sob rose in her throat as she pushed herself harder, running faster.

She rounded a corner, then reached a dead end. ‘No,’ she gasped, out of breath. Panic gripped her. ‘No, no, no,’ she whispered, looking around desperately for an escape. There was none.

She reached into her bag, pulling out the dagger, but she knew it would accomplish nothing. It was dull and she didn’t know how to use it, and there were two of them. She was powerless.

Hands shaking, Sonya picked up a rock from the ground just as the men rounded the corner, and threw. By some stroke of luck, her aim was true, and the rock struck the second man’s temple. Even through the rain, she saw the amusement on his face morph into stark anger.

She threw the dagger at the other man, then picked up more rocks, throwing blindly and desperately, trying to move away, but there wasn’t anywhere to go.

And then there was nothing left to throw.

Sonya squeezed her eyes shut, afraid. She realized then what a fool she had been to leave the protection of the castle. Her father and brothers were right: the castle was the only place she was safe.

She braced for them to grab her but their hands never came. Instead, there was a commotion of some sort. Sonya opened her eyes to find both men on the ground, a figure standing above them.

She trembled as he turned toward her. He couldn’t have been more than a year or two older than herself, and he had a boyish look about him with his messy hair and bright eyes. His expression was kind.

Despite this—and the fact that he had just saved her—fear coursed through her body like tiny icicles pricking her skin.

Their eyes met—and recognition flashed on his countenance.

He opened his mouth, but before either of them could say a word, Sonya fainted.
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