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      For the ones still fighting for their future selves. To the person you will become.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

          JUNIPER

        

      

    

    
      The cold blade pressed to my neck in an ominous warning. My friends, the only friends I had in the castle, came back. But I had a feeling they weren’t here for friendship any longer and I doubted they were here for a rescue mission. I wanted to fight but my body was still too sore to do anything about the threats at our backs.

      The moisture in Livia’s eyes made them appear glassy as she lifted her chin in defiance. Livia was the first friend I made here in the underground Rebel’s Keep. She talked animatedly and when she came around, I enjoyed her company. She always made sure I had more food than I needed. In a way, she became my family here. She was a constant in my life.

      A grin split across Ash’s face. She dropped the knife to the floor and took a step back with her hands up. “This is your bodyguard?” Her question was mocking and full of disbelief.

      The steel at my neck disappeared and I whipped around to find Reva standing there but there was no amusement on her face, like there was on Ash’s. A thick, jagged cut sliced through her red brow and then disappeared into her hairline. Her brown eyes were tired and her body looked like it was going to collapse at any moment. Just like Ash, she was covered in dry blood, sand, and what looked to be smudges of dirt. Her eyes stayed on Livia.

      “Who’s that and why is she here?” Her chin jutted in Livia’s direction.Livia was now standing with her arms wrapped around herself and was cowering against the wall, but she hadn’t taken her eyes off of the other friend of mine.

      Grove leaned against the wall and picked under her nails with a short throwing knife as she watched all of us. Her face wasn’t any friendlier than the other two. Her black hair was loose around her shoulders and her dark skin was ashen from all the sand they had traveled through. Her cheeks were gaunt and her eyes had dark circles under them.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and wished I brought Ryven’s knife with me into the bathing chamber. “This is Livia, she is partly my guard. She brings me food.”

      Grove kicked off of the wall and pointed her shining knife at my friend. “She’s your guard?” Her words were filled with disgust as she shook her head. “Why would they assign her to you?”

      Reva cocked her head to the side. “She doesn’t look like a guard and her reflexes suck.”

      “Are you here to kill me?” I might as well get all my thoughts and doubts out in the open. The three women that had become my best friends in the Ender castle looked to be enemies now. They pressed blades to our skin. What else could they be? They were here to bring me back to the castle, dead or alive. I just knew it.

      Grove snarled. “Why would we do such a thing?”

      Both of my brows lifted on my forehead. “Is that really a question?” I pointed to Reva. “She was holding a knife to my neck.” Then I pointed to Ash. “She had a knife to my friend’s neck. Why wouldn’t I ask that?”

      Reva let out a deep sigh and closed her eyes. “We aren’t here to hurt you. Our plan was to see how much training you received and if your guard was actually worth a damn or if Alric was truly protecting you— it completely backfired on our intentions.” Her eyes rolled to the ceiling as she sank against the wall. “If we were actually a threat, like a real enemy, you both would be dead. We thought you would be better prepared for battle, fighting, protecting yourself. I don’t know. We expected a lot more than this.”

      Livia’s chin trembled as she listened to Reva’s harsh words. But it wasn’t Livia’s fault. She had entirely too much on her plate. I was sure Ryven thought he was giving me a fair guard that cared for me and had good enough experience. It wasn’t her fault that she was having to raise her siblings. It wasn’t her fault that she couldn’t work tirelessly to be a guard like I knew she wanted. She had other responsibilities. As for me…

      My shoulders straightened. “We are doing the best we can here. It is none of your business why Livia’s training isn’t where you think it needs to be. She showed Ryven that she knows how to handle a sword and a bow. She is the one that wants to be here. It would only put me in more danger to have someone stationed here that didn’t want to be here and trust me, there are plenty of those.”

      “Like Anya,” Livia muttered under her breath. Anya was Ryven’s past lover and she didn’t like me living in her old home.

      Reva frowned. “Who’s Anya?”

      Livia tucked her knees to her chest. “Ryven’s ex-lover. She used to live here and now she thinks Juniper is trying to steal him away.”

      Grove scowled before her face morphed into amusement and I found myself softening toward my friends all over again How could they win me back so easily? “Are you trying to steal Ryven away?”

      I shook my head as heat crept up my neck. “No.”

      Ryven was the commander of the rebel army. He took up entirely too much space in my brain but I would never admit that. He hated me. I needed to get off the subject of him or they would know the truth soon enough. No, I wasn’t wanting to steal him away but the few times he had let me through that hard exterior, I found myself wanting more. His molten gazes were enough to set me on fire. I blinked and tried once again to expel those thoughts.

      “As far as my knowledge or reflexes or training goes…” I gritted my teeth. “Ryven has denied me the opportunity to train with him or any of his guards.”

      Ash came unglued at those words. Her hands flew with her rage. Her light green eyes sparkled as she shook her head furiously. “You have to be kidding me! He denied you?”

      I nodded solemnly.

      Reva’s eyes narrowed on my appearance. I was still bruised and beaten up from the tumble through the stormy river the day before. I was almost certain I was sporting a black eye, but I hadn’t wanted to look in the mirror. The thought of that made my stomach hurt. I knew I looked a mess, I didn’t need confirmation of it.

      “Then why do you look like that if you aren’t training?” Reva’s voice was full of steel like she was ready to go to war for me. My heart warmed a bit at it and I no longer felt as strongly that they were here to murder me or bring me back to the fraud queen.

      Livia straightened up from the floor and walked to the food on the table. She piled up a plate and then brought it to me. She answered for me as I took a bite out of a cinnamon bun. My stomach needed food and sustenance after everything it had been through recently. “She’s training with Alric in secret and training went wrong yesterday.”

      Grove narrowed her eyes. “Alric is one of the best. How would it have gone wrong?”

      Livia narrowed her eyes at the three. “How would any of you know? And obviously, you know Juniper here, but I don’t know any of you. I haven’t seen any of you before. What is your business in the queen’s home?”

      Ash sighed though her eyes flashed. “Finally some backbone from your guard.”

      Reva took a deep breath. “You’re right. Why should you trust us, especially after our stupid attempt to test you? Alric can vouch for us, but as for the rest… Can we bathe and eat first before we dive into our long history as criminals against the faux empire?”

      Livia and I locked eyes. She didn’t trust them but nothing in my gut was telling me this wasn’t a good idea. Plus, I missed them. Maybe, now that we could talk more freely, I would get the answers I had been hoping for since the moment I met them.

      When I lived in the castle, the three women I called my friends took care of me. They made sure I had more than enough Moon Root to get me through my monthly blood cycles and lessen the pain I experienced with them. They let me bathe in their luxurious bathing chamber. They gave me plenty of food, books, and laughter. The least I could do was try to repay them. The least I could do was give them the benefit of the doubt now.

      They stacked up plates with various foods and then sunk down on the floor beside me. Livia eyed them cautiously as they chewed quietly. They hadn’t hurt me, so I didn’t feel as much animosity as Livia. Livia hadn’t been harmed either but her pride was stomped on and I could sympathize with that. Before, I had no idea how I was going to repay the three for everything they had done for me, but now I knew I could help them a little with food and rest.

      “How did all three of you get in here?” Livia asked as she picked at her food.

      Reva chewed slowly and swallowed. “We sent a falcon a few weeks ago. Ryven returned instruction on how to get through the beginning of The Wastes and how to get here.”

      “You three have never been here before?” I didn’t know why I thought otherwise. Maybe it was because they found my home effortlessly or maybe it was because I didn’t know anything about them to begin with. They were essentially strangers.

      Ash shook her head. “No, Alric is the one that trained us in the castle.”

      Grove narrowed her eyes at Livia. “I thought we would give all of our information after we ate and rested.”

      Livia’s cheeks turned pink. “I’m sorry. You’re right.”

      We all ate in silence until Reva stood up and put her plate in the small sink. Ash and Grove followed her and did the same. “I don’t think any of my clothes will fit you,” I began. “But I can send for some robes and towels.”

      Livia narrowed her eyes at me in disapproval and shook her head but I didn’t care. Everyone kept spewing that I was going to be the queen, they needed to stop contradicting their words. I needed to act like a queen, right? “Livia, send for Alric and then go to Sita and request some robes, please.”

      She clenched her jaw. “I will not leave you alone with them.”

      Reva cocked a red brow that caused the cut on her forehead to wrinkle but said nothing.

      “If it would make you more comfortable, you can wait for Alric to get here, but if you don’t send for him, he may never know his presence has been requested.”

      Her eyes burned with anger but she nodded once before she disappeared through the doorway. All three women rushed me and I tensed before they wrapped their arms around me.

      “We were so worried about you,” Ash grumbled against my shoulder. “No one clued us in on the plan. We were only given instructions for when the castle came down. We thought you would be with us then. We had no idea someone would come for you first. We thought you were dead.”

      Reva nodded as she pressed her face into my hair. I could no longer tell where they began and I ended. We were a tangle of limbs. A hand rubbed circles on my back while an arm made contact with the wound on my side. I hissed in pain and they all pulled back. “What happened?”

      I touched my side tenderly over my robe. “A branch got me in the river rapids yesterday. I have a few stitches but I’ll heal fine.”

      “All of you were involved with the castle coming down?” I asked as they looked at me sheepishly.

      “While we were with the bookbinder, we sent word to Alric and he got in touch with Ryven. I don’t know how they stayed in contact but Alric is a master spy for a reason.” Grove cut Reva a look but Reva didn’t stop speaking. “While we were there, we had several things done to prepare for the castle to crumble. We just didn’t understand the extent of General Nova’s power.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      Ash answered. “We printed new words from the gods but we made sure they were all about you.”

      “Me?”

      My friends laughed in unison and my chest ached with the sound, I missed them more than I thought possible and here they were. “Well, the Mage Queen. That she is back and the people have a reason to hope again.”

      A laugh escaped me this time. “I am not her.”

      Reva’s brows pulled together. “What do you mean you aren’t her? Of course you are! I saw the beginnings of your mark for myself.”

      My brows wrinkled before they rose on my forehead. “The mark?”

      “On your back! The thing that made you pass out before Nova got her claws into you for being involved with Alric.” Reva shook her head like she couldn’t believe I didn’t know what she was talking about.

      Ash put her hand on Reva’s shoulder just as Alric breezed through the doorway with Livia on his heels. Ash and Grove rushed right into his arms and practically squeezed the life out of him with the force of their embrace. Reva folded her arms over her chest and watched their affection with disinterest. Which was notable, considering Reva was the most affectionate out of all three of them. Livia observed them all with calculated eyes. I knew Alric had to be just as sore as I was, but he didn’t voice it nor did any discomfort flash across his face. His shoulders seemed to sag under their weight like he missed them as much as I had.

      Alric looked over his shoulder at Livia. “Go fetch Sita, these ladies will need to be fitted for new clothes. Let Ryven know the three are here, if he doesn’t already, and bring up a cart full of robes and towels, please.”

      She bowed her head before she disappeared out the door. Alric’s blue eyes found mine above Ash’s head. Questions and concern swirled in their depths. I looked away.

      “If you are feeling up to it, Juniper has a hot spring through here,” He was the perfect host as he led them through to my bathing room and right to the hot spring. My shoulders relaxed with them gone and I sunk down in front of the food. I was hungry, my body needed it, but everything I put in my mouth tasted like ash. My eyes drooped as everything came rushing back from the previous day. The journey home through the eastern caverns almost killed me. My hands were just barely scabbed over and my legs trembled slightly. Without the weight of anyone’s gazes on me, all the effort from the day before slammed into me and I felt exhaustion pulling at my limbs. And the mark… what did that mean?

      Alric was back before I could put up a decent front. His smile was sympathetic as he sat down beside me. His blond hair was wet around his shoulders and his face was freshly shaven but his eyes were tired and his gait was slow. Everything that happened to us was beginning to wear on him too. He could only hide it for so long. He was a good liar, but I could see through it.

      “How are you feeling?”

      I blinked slowly. “I’m tired and overwhelmed.”

      His eyes watched the doorway to my bathing chamber. “Yes, those three will certainly do that to you. I’m sure you’re happy to see them though.”

      I nodded reluctantly. “Livia is furious.”

      He chuckled softly. “Yes, she gave me the entire run down about how they showed up. I think they expected you to be a warrior already.”

      I snorted. “A warrior and a queen? What’s next?”

      His face sobered and tucked a strand of tangled hair behind my ear. “The most powerful mage in all the realms.”

      This time, I rolled my eyes. “Whatever.”

      His face held no amusement. “I wish I were lying. But I am with them on this. We won’t be able to convince others until your magic comes in though. Have you felt anything strange recently?”

      I shook my head. “Nope, still nothing.”

      With trembling arms, I held my hands up to inspect them. Nothing special. They were bruised and scabbed over but that was it. My knuckles had little gashes in them and the tips of my fingers were slightly purple.

      Magic, ha.

      The longer I went without magic and the longer people believed I was the Mage Queen, the more comical it became in my mind. I was from a farm, in the middle of nowhere. I was under the queen’s rule for twelve years. I was tortured, beaten, whipped, and left to suffer through my blood moons. They wouldn’t have let me live, I didn’t care what anyone said. This was all a fluke and they needed hope. What better way to have it than to project everything onto the strange new girl that no one had seen in the castle before? The girl with lavender eyes and silver hair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          JUNIPER

        

      

    

    
      My body ached and my eyes begged for a nap but I fought to stay awake. Having this conversation with the other priestesses was important. To prevent my hands from shaking, I clasped them together tightly and tried my best to be patient. After a few more minutes, I couldn’t take it any longer. I got up and paced in front of the windows. People were milling about like normal, like we hadn’t almost died the previous day. Which felt weird, considering everything that happened to us thus far. My eyes filled with moisture as the stress in my chest started to rise until I noticed someone.

      Before I could think rationally, I raced out the front door and down the stairs. My body ached and my limbs felt heavier than usual but I pushed myself as quickly as I could go.

      Out of breath, I crashed into the back of the woman. I grabbed her shoulders and ripped her around. Her blue eyes grew in shock as she realized who I was.

      How did she found me here? When had I gotten the courage to go after another person? I blinked slowly as we both took each other in. The odd sensation I had before, in the Ender Kingdom, the one that forced me to look away and not focus too hard was gone. Thick wrinkles marred the skin around her eyes and mouth.

      “Keeper,” I said with more confidence than I felt.

      She swallowed hard and shook her head. “You don’t understand.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and made sure my robe was covering all of my undergarments. I hadn’t cared as I raced down the stairs, but now I worried about who I had flashed in my mad dash. My cheeks heated as I straightened my back. “Why don’t you explain then?”

      Her eyes turned glassy as she glanced around before she looked up toward the way I came. “They didn’t tell you?”

      My eyes followed her gaze and I shook my head. Reva, Ash, and Grove all stood outside my front door. From this level their expressions were unreadable. I shook my head. “No, so you better start explaining.”

      It was like my nightmares were becoming a reality. I pressed the tips of my fingers into my temples. Was I safe? Would she hurt me here? The area started to spin as my brain picked apart the situation. What was next? This was all too much.

      A smile ghosted her lips. “I never thought I would see the day that you would stand up to me or anyone else. You’ve come so far.”

      My lips rolled together before they flatted into a thin line. I didn’t want small talk. I didn’t want to know she was proud of me. All I could hear on repeat in the back of my skull was the whip smacking the tops of my thighs. Her condescending words. The abuse. The mockery.

      “I am not the keeper,” her voice was so soft I almost missed it.

      The torture happening in the back of my head quieted and I was able to concentrate on what she was saying.

      She closed her eyes briefly as she let out a breath. “I was her for a short period of time—at the end. Reva disposed of her as I took on her role temporarily. I am the reason you were able to be with them. The last keeper wouldn’t have ever let you leave that tower. I don’t think she suspected you were the Mage Queen, but she liked to torment you all the same. The only reason I dragged you to the healer with your missed menses was because the peasants were starting to ask questions. If they hadn’t, we would have let you skip your blood moon more often.”

      “We?”

      She bowed her head. “I have many names. They do not matter here and they never will as my time here is almost up. But I am one of Alric’s top spies. It must have been fate for us to be meeting like this. I was coming in to get new clothes and refreshments for my next mission. I don’t believe in coincidences. The gods are funny like that.”

      I thought back over everything that happened before I was ‘kidnapped’. Alric had known about my missed blood moon, which made no sense at the time but now that she said that, my mind cleared.

      She continued with her tale even though I wasn’t sure I was ready to hear it. “Alric slipped the herbs into your meals while I ensured the cook made you heartier selections.”

      For a moment, she dug around in the oversized bag slung over her shoulder. She pulled a thin shimmering material from the purse. “Magic is interesting and I love learning about it. This allowed me to take on the keeper’s identity. It made people uncomfortable to look for too long and it obscured my true identity. By the time the castle came down, I was racing through the Floria Forest.”

      “How long?” I waved my hand at the magical sheet.

      Her grey eyes grew sad. “Only a year but I did what I could. I convinced them that you weren’t the Mage Queen even though I conspired with others to convince the town that you were her. I never thought it would cause mobs to happen or put you in danger. But we needed to cause an uprising somehow. We had to get the knowledge out there that the Mage Queen is back.” This explained the strange exchange that happened with the healer, Celia, back at the castle. But my brain still couldn’t comprehend what was happening to me.

      Tears filled my eyes as I registered everything she said. Was it true? How could I trust her? The woman she had paraded around as hurt me. She had probably hurt me too to keep her cover. Once again, my head spun.

      “She’s telling the truth,” Alric’s voice pulled me from the spinning in my mind. “She had a role to play but she made sure you were safe. She made sure I could get to you. She ensured that your blood moon could be halted so you could put weight on. She ensured that when the time arose, you could get out. She gave you the liberties and the freedoms you never had before. She is not the keeper that tried to break you. That keeper is dead.”

      

      Alric’s hand wrapped around the top of my shoulder. He leaned forward and his breath brushed against the side of my neck as he spoke. “We need to get you inside. You are indecent.”

      I shrugged his hand off of me. I didn’t care if I was indecent. If I had cared, I would have never raced down the stairs for answers. I wouldn’t have pushed my body to the breaking point in order to know the truth. Now that I knew it, I didn’t know how I felt. I didn’t know how to feel. Once again…

      My hair fanned over my face as I shook my head. “I’m not the Mage Queen.”

      After that, I allowed Alric to guide me back up the stairs. People started to stare but once again, I didn’t care. I needed answers. They haunted my sleep and if interrogating a stranger was the only way I was going to get them… So be it. I was kept in the dark for far too long.

      My three previous friends waited for me in the kitchen of my home like they hadn’t watched everything that occurred between me and the imposter.

      Reva wore a black robe similar to mine and the other two wore tunics and pants that were a bit too big on them. Alric kissed my cheek and disappeared through the doorway without another glance at the women filling my space. Reva’s eyes narrowed on his retreating form.

      Instead of Reva speaking first, it was Grove. She shoved her thick dark hair out of her face and sighed. “Since the beginning, we were given luxuries that no one else was permitted. Of course, there was no reason for it. Why would three young girls from farms be treated like royalty? Especially when they had done horrible things? It was the only way for the Mage Queen to be sifted out. A fake religion was created to keep us under the radar. Queen Ender made up an elaborate story about how the gods were angry that they didn’t have priests or priestesses.” Her face dropped with sadness. “She had the perfect excuse for her concubines. After all, the gods decreed it.” She rolled her eyes. “So it was an experiment. We were to experience everything while two others were locked away—something we knew nothing about until Alric came sniffing around and somehow got us to join his spy network. We had no idea just how vast it was until we met others on the road coming here.”

      Ash piped up then. “Alric taught us to fight and provided weapons.” Her cheeks turned pink. “That was why I hadn’t wanted you going into my rooms when we were gone. That was where we kept all of them.”

      Reva leaned against the wall as she spoke. “The other one that was locked away was hanged because of her pregnancy—honestly, we never thought something like that could happen to any of us—but that’s a story for another time. That day we saw you. Alric told us nothing for weeks as he was in the works of something huge. He needed us to stay silent and away from his operation. Then Keeper came with you on her arm and we knew.”

      Grove nodded her head. “Reva threatened Alric to tell her where Keeper was and she disposed of her quickly. They kept her in a supply closet. She could have been located at any moment. Thank goodness we stepped in when we did.”

      They spoke calmly like they hadn’t murdered someone. Granted, that person was horrible and probably deserved it but they still spoke like it was nothing. Maybe it was nothing. As I looked at each of them, I realized I didn’t know them at all. I knew there were many secrets between us before, but I could have never imagined murder to be one of those things.

      Reva brushed her red hair over her shoulder and she shrugged. “She attacked first. It needed to happen. You can’t have loose ends. One day you will learn this.”

      I swallowed hard against the bile rising in the back of my throat. I never thought about killing someone, at least not outright. I had imagined Keeper tumbling down the stairs a few times. I thought about her breaking her own neck, but it was never me behind her making the move to accelerate it.

      “The mark on my back? Can we discuss that? Have you eaten and cleaned yourself up enough for us to really dive into all the questions I’ve never gotten answers too?” My voice sounded slightly panicked. Which was to be expected considering no one had given me any kind of answers until now and now… Now it was all too much.

      Reva crooked a finger in my direction and I obeyed on wooden legs. She motioned for me to turn around and pulled on the back of my robe, it slipped down my shoulders and revealed the top half of my back. The silence was deafening as I waited for something—anything.

      “Well, that’s unexpected,” Grove muttered behind me.

      Reva huffed out a breath and my lungs seized up within my chest. “It was here.” Her voice came out in a muffled whisper as a cold finger traced down my spine. I yanked my robe back up my back and whipped around. Reva’s hand was pressed to her mouth and Grove was staring at something over my shoulder. “It was here,” she said again as she shook her head. “Alric saw it. He helped me with her.”

      Ash merely blinked like she couldn’t believe it.

      “I hate to interrupt,” A deep voice spoke from the doorway. I tightened my robe and turned to Ryven standing just outside of my home. “But I need to show these three to their chambers and Reva needs to see the healer.”

      She rolled her brown eyes and shook her head. “I’m fine and I can take care of my own injuries.”

      Ryven merely cocked a brow in response.

      Grove openly scowled at him. “And you are?”

      Alric slid into the room out of breath. “This is Commander Ryven, he is over this entire operation.”

      Not a single expression changed in the room. Alric ran his fingers through his hair as he chuckled nervously. “I’m not sure any of you heard me, but this is the commander.”

      Ash rolled her eyes. “And?”

      Alric nodded his head rapidly. “I see I should have taught you all some kind of decorum while I was teaching you how to fight.”

      Reva’s face remained emotionless while Grove’s eyes narrowed. “You told us not to care about any kind of royalty or formalities unless it was the Mage Queen.”

      Alric bared his teeth and shrugged in an uncomfortable manner. “Yes, well, I didn’t imagine we would all end up here at the same time. Sooo, now you should probably do something besides be disrespectful.”

      Ryven’s face softened and a chuckle rumbled from his chest. The sound of it caused a weird feeling to ripple in my stomach. I blinked in surprise. I never thought I would see the day that he was amused by snarky women. I expected him to at least be annoyed. A treacherous thought entered my mind that if I had been snarky with him, he wouldn’t have liked it. His thick dark brows would have dipped low over his face and his lips would twist in displeasure. He ran his hands down his face and shook his head. “I wouldn’t expect anything less. These are some of your best?” he asked Alric.

      Alric nodded somewhat hesitantly. “Yes, these three excelled at everything I threw at them.”

      Ryven’s brows rose on his head while he nodded. “If you would like to see your chambers, I would be delighted to escort you but if you would like to wait that is fine too.”

      All three women visibly relaxed. “I think we will stay here with the woman we swore to protect.”

      My eyes swiveled between my past friends and Ryven. He wasn’t one who got told ‘no’ often. He merely nodded once and slipped back through the door. Alric placed his hand over his chest and nodded erratically like he couldn’t believe what had happened either. I simply stood there like a gaping fish.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE
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      Questions swirled around in my head as I lay in bed that night. All three of my friends camped out in the living area to give me space and I was thankful for it, though I didn’t know how they were going to stay here long term. My home was comfortable enough for me; but for everyone else mashed in here? Not so much.

      When the market below my home started to bustle and the city was waking up, I quickly dressed in my looser fighting clothes and tiptoed around the snoring bunch. The exhaustion hit them hard and as much as my body ached, there was too much adrenaline rushing through my veins for me to be still any longer. I couldn’t wait for them to wake and get settled. Alric leaned against the mountainside, outside of my home with a lifted brow.

      “You don’t need more rest?” he whispered as I closed the door behind me.

      I shrugged. “I couldn’t sleep even if I wanted to.”

      I toyed with the laces on the front of my shirt as I followed him down the stairs. His pace was slow and lazy and I wondered if we would get any training done or if we would practice something else. When he lit the lantern on the wall of the cave, I stopped.

      “Did you see the markings on my back?” It was barely a whisper but it echoed through the space all the same.

      He ran his hand down the side of the wall and swallowed audibly. “The beginnings of them, yes.”

      My heart rate accelerated and my breathing labored. I closed my eyes as I pulled on the laces on the front of my shirt and turned toward the entrance of the cave. I purposefully dressed for this reason and left my breasts unbound so my back was free. I knew we wouldn’t train and I needed to know. It didn’t help that the girls hadn’t said a single word the night before when they gazed upon my bare skin. They clammed up and went right to sleep after Ryven left. The linen shirt slipped down my shoulders, then into the crooks of my elbows while I covered my breasts with my palms. The sound of his footsteps was deafening before his fingertips brushed the bare skin of my back.

      “Just when I think I know something, just when everything makes sense…” His calloused palm flattened on my spine and I held my breath. “It’s gone.”

      My head fell forward and a tear slipped down my face. I didn’t know why I was crying or why I was sad. Maybe it meant that I wasn’t anyone special and it hurt. Or maybe it just continued to confuse me and those around me. Why was there a mark at one point and now there wasn’t? I scrubbed my face with my hands and Alric pulled his hand from my back. I just managed to cover my breasts with my arm and shrug the shirt over my shoulders when Ryven, quiet as a wraith, breezed into the cave. His eyes skipped over the both of us—me slightly undressed and Alric a hairsbreadth behind me. His thick lips evened out into a straight line as his face hardened. I opened my mouth to speak but he was already gone.

      Alric snorted behind me. “I guess this does look rather indecent.”

      I rolled my eyes to myself as I quickly laced up my shirt. “Well, he thinks we are courting, doesn’t he? This would play right into our story, I suppose.” Even though my words were light, my stomach felt funny. It was one thing to be parading around like a couple, but another for someone to think we were doing more physical activities, than just fighting.

      “Except, a Queen shouldn’t be bedded before her wedding night.” I whirled around at Alric’s words.

      “What?”

      He shrugged. “It is a rule.”

      “That’s a stupid rule,” I scoffed. “Especially since the current queen sleeps with everyone but her husband. It makes you wonder if she followed the rules.”

      Alric chewed on his bottom lip. “Though this is a topic for you to discuss with a handmaiden or even your chosen guard, she did follow the rules.”

      My face twisted. “How would you know?”

      “There were rumors that she hadn’t followed the rules, as you said, and they—the fraud queen and king—invited spectators in on their wedding night.”

      All I could do was blink at him. “We are better off it was Ryven than someone else. Next time you want to de-robe in front of me, please be sure to give me a heads up so I can make sure no one can walk in on us like that again.” He winked and my face flamed. “Ryven will not spread rumors about what he saw today, but I doubt he will be happy about it.”

      This pulled another snort out of me. “Why wouldn’t he be happy about it? He hates me.”

      Alric shrugged with a smirk and didn’t say another thing about it. There was no point in speaking about how moody and unpredictable Ryven was. It would only frustrate me further.

      I waved a hand at my now-covered back. “What about my mark? Or lack thereof?”

      Alric pressed his lips together. “The only explanation I would have is that your magic was starting to manifest and General Nova either stole it, or she scared it off.”

      A laugh escaped my lips. “Scared it off? Like it’s a living, breathing thing?”

      Alric didn’t laugh with me. “I am not a true priest, nor will I ever be, but I was in the right place to learn everything there is to know about magic and the Mage Queen. Even if in the beginning, I didn’t care to learn.  Magic will only manifest when the host is in the right environment. This is especially crucial for you as you have never known comfort. You have only known survival. For most other magical users, they know love and affection, it’s easy for their magic to flourish under that kind of environment.”

      “Do you have magic?”

      I regretted the question as soon as it left my lips. His face fell and his shoulders slumped. “What little I had of it was stolen from me,” he shrugged. “Either way, it doesn’t matter. All that matters is making sure that you feel safe enough for your magic to come back.”

      I didn’t say it but I thought it all the same. If General Nova didn’t steal it.

      

      Back in my home, Alric didn’t mention my lack of mark and the girls didn’t push about seeing it again. I was thankful for both. I could only process so much shock while my body was trying to heal. Reva popped a small berry into her mouth as she watched me across to the little table.

      “So you’ve managed to almost die, not just once…” Her eyes flicked to Alric lounging across the room on a stack of colorful pillows. “But twice.”

      Grove leaned forward on her elbows. “Annddd you’ve only managed to train, eat, and sleep?”

      Ash grumbled something under her breath while she dug into the feast spread out between us.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “What else was I supposed to do? Practice magic?”

      Ash scoffed. “What did you do for fun?”

      My eyebrows met my hairline. “Fun?”

      They all seemed on the same wavelength as they rolled their eyes in unison. “Yes.”

      Reva chewed on her bottom lip. “You have had freedom for all this time and you haven’t done anything fun?”

      Alric grinned as he stood abruptly. “Before I incriminate myself in whatever you three are scheming, I better get lost.”

      I frowned and Alric disappeared through the front door. “What was that about?”

      Ash only grinned while Reva rubbed her hands together. Grove looked between them like they were planning something horrible. Based on their facial expressions, they were cooking up something bad.

      “Ash, go find the kitchens. We are going to need something to use as dye.” Though it seemed impossible, Reva’s grin continued to stretch across her face. “Grove, get all the indecent clothes out of Juniper’s trunks.”

      Her brown eyes swiveled to me and my face grew hot.

      “Yes?” I squeaked.

      “How bad is your bruising?”

      I shrugged a shoulder up. “It could be worse.”

      “Excellent.”
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      Reva’s idea of fun was going to get me in trouble, especially considering it included enough swamp root to color my hair black. My hair stunk from the root sitting on my hair for what seemed like hours, but then Ash came forward with a glass perfume bottle and I knew—wherever we were going—everyone would smell us from a mile away. My clothes were strung about the room, much to Grove’s displeasure. I didn’t know how to feel about it all. I was just thankful I had my friends back, even if they brought chaos with them. It was enough for me to feel like I was back to normal, if only a little bit.

      My hair was still drying in a thick towel wrapped around my head when Ash threw a dress my way. The black silky material pooled in my lap and spilled almost to the floor. I knew which dress it was too. It had golden thread sewn into the plunging neckline and the high slit up the side. “What’s this for?”

      Reva looked at me over the stacks of trunks in the center of the rooms. “Hmmm,” Her eyes skimmed over the luxurious fabric I held in my hands. “You’re right. We can’t stand out, we have to blend in. Ash, save that for a rainy day.”

      Ash slipped the dress from my hands and marched back to the overflowing boxes. She threw a pair of leather pants and a tight tunic at my face. They slid into my lap slowly. “How are these supposed to keep us from standing out?”

      Reva rolled her eyes at Ash and grabbed a handful of clothes. This time more practical pieces were put in my lap. Ash openly pouted. “I wanted us to look sexy.”

      Grove grinned as she held up one of my bralettes. The black lace was completely transparent. They had unearthed the items I tried to hide in the bottoms of the trunks. “Oh, we will definitely be able to be sexy soon.”

      My face flamed and I shook my head. “There is no reason to be sexy.”

      Reva leaned against the wall. “There are plenty of reasons to have fun though.”

      The dress in my lap was plain and had no glittering embellishments or plunging necklines. The hem was glitter free, thankfully. Reva motioned to the towel wrapped around my head. “Take it off.”

      They all gasped as the cloth hit the floor. The inside of it was completely black, I couldn’t imagine just how dark my hair was going to be now. Ash shoved a mirror into my hands and I touched the dark tresses on my shoulders.

      “I don’t know if I like your hair silver or black more,” Grove blinked in surprise. “It’s disgusting how good you look in everything. Even that stupid sack they had you in when you came into our care looked good.”

      I rolled my eyes as I surveyed my new locks in the mirror. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Who knew hair could make you look like a completely different person? Maybe this could work.

      “Who are we trying to fool again?” I wrapped a lock around my finger as I stared at myself.

      “Everyone,” Ash muttered. “We don’t need any more issues with people getting obsessive, or even better… The murderous idiot that has it out for you.”

      

      Ash pulled on the hem of her dress and scowled. “I never agreed to look like a peasant.”

      Grove snorted. “We can’t look like royalty or we are gonna be sniffed out.”

      I looked down at my simple dress that amplified my figure, as Sita wanted all of my clothes to do. But… on the other women, they were either too tight or too loose. Poor Ash didn’t fill out the dresses in the same way I did. She was practically swimming in the material. Reva was too tall for them and they hung just above her knees. Grove’s chest was overflowing from the top. We tried but I had a feeling we were going to stand out more now than we would have in the pants and tunics. Ash stamped her feet and I hid my smile behind a closed fist. Even though the dresses didn’t fit them well didn’t mean they didn’t have weapons shoved in different places under their clothes. Ryven’s knife was strapped to my thigh, a sheathed dagger was wedged between Groves breasts, and I didn’t want to know where the other two hid their weapons.

      Reva jabbed her finger at the other two women. “Fun, do you hear me? We are going out to have fun. No nonsense.”

      Ash saluted with a scowl and Grove’s lips curled in a small smile. Instead of going through the front door, a mischievous gleam lip up Reva’s eyes and she grabbed my hands. She pulled me toward the bathing chamber. I frowned but went along with it. Maybe this fun she mentioned didn’t include going out at all, maybe it was going to be a spa night. I knew better than that but a girl could dream. All this talk of fun had me worried. I had duties and responsibilities. But maybe they would find a happy balance for me.

      Grove didn’t follow us immediately and I wondered what she was doing until we walked right around the hot spring and headed straight for Ryven’s quarters. My feet rooted themselves to the ground. There was absolutely no way. Ash’s grin glowed in the low light as Reva yanked my cloak over my dark hair. What if he was in there? What if he was sleeping? What if… What if he was naked? I couldn’t deny that I was curious, I’d already seen him in the shadows but he would never forgive me. He already hated me enough for something I couldn’t control. This would push him right over the edge.

      My feet skidded across the dirt as Reva and Ash yanked on my arms. I wasn’t going to go willingly either. There was no way in the seven hells I would go in there unless I was forced.

      With Ash’s death grip around my wrist, I started to lose feeling there. I tried to shake her off but her grin grew devious and I knew there was no escape. Even though Grove hadn’t joined us yet, I was still vastly outnumbered and my body still ached, even if it wasn’t as much as it had before. They also knew how to fight and I didn’t.

      But… did I actually want to fight? No. Curiosity relaxed my body slightly and allowed me to be pulled through the darkened doorway. Thankfully, and somewhat disappointingly, the lights were out and Ryven was nowhere to be seen. The pathway from the bathing chamber led to a bathroom with the same toilet I had and then opened up into his sleeping quarters. His bed was made and immaculate like he hadn’t ever slept there. A few books were stacked on the floor but looked untouched like the rest of his space. His room opened up into a large sitting area with plenty of seating for friends and family. Did Ryven have any family? Though we didn’t walk through the kitchen, I could see through the doorway that it was just as big as the seating area but again, it looked completely untouched. Did he even live here? The space certainly smelled like him. Leather, smoke, and something else I couldn’t quite place. But it smelled divine.

      The front door closed softly behind us and I breathed a sigh of relief. We made it. We’d gotten through without getting caught. Somewhat disappointingly, we hadn’t seen anyone naked either. And by anyone, Ryven… I quickly shook the thought away, it would do me no good to think about him in that manner. He hated me, after all. Even if he did look like the gods had personally seen to his sculpting.

      “Where’s Grove?” I whispered.

      Reva looked both ways. I had never been to this side of the mountain, but it overlooked everything. It was breathtaking. No wonder Ryven lived over here. “She’s making sure to cover all of our tracks. Pillows under the blankets and things like that. We have to look like we never left, in case Alric or Ryven come sniffing around.”

      I honestly didn’t understand why we were hiding and sneaking around. No one said I wasn’t allowed to have a good time or leave my home. It was much better now that I had these three to go places with me. It wasn’t as if I wasn’t protected with them around.

      Ash groaned and voiced the thoughts I was having too. “Why are we sneaking around? We have military training and we are grown women. It’s not like we are back at the castle.”

      “Better to ask for forgiveness later and live, than ask for permission and never live.”

      We stayed in the shadows as we descended the stairs. I was thankful for the cover of night and the lack of moon and stars in this underground keep. It allowed us to sneak around. Any other time this would have concerned me and my safety especially since someone did have it out for me, but tonight… Tonight, fun didn’t sound so bad. Tonight I needed this.

      Ash led our little party past the now-empty market and through some darkened alleys before we heard the boisterous music and yelling. My shoulders seized up as we got closer and everything grew louder but Ash simply grinned from under her hood and Reva bit her lip excitedly. Would Grove be able to find us?

      As if she could read my thoughts, Ash looked over my shoulder. “Grove is right on our tail.”

      I looked over my shoulder but the streets and alleys seemed completely silent and empty. But that was why they were the spies and I wasn’t.

      The Rusty Nail; a sign read above the door. That didn’t sound very promising, or really inviting, but who was I to complain? Maybe it would be a lot of fun.

      Reva shoved the door open and the sounds intensified even more. A group of merry men sang off-key in the corner of the room while they played various instruments. They were nothing like the group of people that played in the square at night and the soft music that would float up to my home. This was something else entirely. A few people danced in the center of the room while the rest of the patrons sat and ate. Two barmaids took orders while men either slapped them on their asses or pulled them into their laps. Four men stood with their arms folded behind the bar. No one paid us any attention as we slid into a booth in the back corner. Reva and Ash yanked their hoods down and grinned at the barmaid heading our way. She couldn’t pass the tables nearby without getting her bottom smacked or her hair yanked on, yet she kept a pleasant smile on her face the entire time. Her small breasts were shoved up high, spilling out of her cinched corset and her dark hair was in loose curls around her rounded face.

      “What can I get ya ladies?” I had been so worried, as we walked in, that we would be the only women here besides the barmaids working but as the smoke cleared a bit and people moved about, I noticed more women sitting around drinking and enjoying themselves. My shoulders relaxed and Reva ordered us ale and whatever the nightly special was.

      The large dining area went quiet as a commotion drew my attention to the dark stairs. Just like everyone else, my eyes zeroed in on women emerging from the top floor. The clothes they wore put all of my sexy items to shame. The first woman had dark red hair that hung over her bare breasts. A tight skirt accentuated her little waist and her feet were bare. The next woman had short black hair cropped close to her ears and her dress was a silver transparent slip over her thin body. The dark hair between her legs was visible beneath her outfit and I found myself looking away quickly. Ash leaned forward with a smile on her face just as Grove slipped into the booth across from me. The third woman had short blonde hair just past her chin and her eyes practically glowed in the shadows around them. Her dress wasn’t as indecent as the other two, but provocative all the same. She only wore a tight corset and a large tunic beneath it. Her feet were also bare. A man immediately pulled her into his lap and she giggled at whatever he whispered into her ear.

      “Who are they?” I found myself asking. All eyes in the room were on the three women. They held everyone captivated by the way they moved. It didn’t take long for one of them, the topless one, to secure a partner and bring them up the shadowed stairwell.

      “Those are The Rusty Nail’s best women,” the barmaid slapped our ale onto the wooden table top and grinned. Some of the ale splashed over the rims of the glasses and coated the wooden table we sat at. “They don’t discriminate either. All they like is their coin, doesn’t matter what parts you have.”

      Ash’s eyes lit up at the sound of that and I wondered just how much fun she would be having this evening.

      The barmaid noticed Ash’s anxious face and grinned over her shoulder. “They haven’t entertained yet tonight, either. You better hurry if you want to get a taste.”

      Ash was up and out of our booth faster than I’d ever seen her move. It didn’t take her long to secure the woman with the corset and oversized tunic. Within seconds they disappeared up the stairs. I blinked down at my frothing mug and a giggle escaped my parted lips.

      “Ash has a type,” Grove said as she lifted her own ale to her lips. I touched my hair subconsciously and sniffed the strong drink. My eyes watered as the abrasive smell invaded my nostrils, it was almost worst than the swamp root that coated my hair. Reva held her mug up to her lips and immediately started to chug. I leaned forward as I watched her down the contents of her mug without as much as a blink. Grove took a big gulp just as Reva slammed her mug down and a huge belch escaped her lips. I decided then to be brave, even though I was terrified of what the contents of my mug tasted like.

      I plugged my nose as I lifted the frothing ale to my mouth and practically gagged as the contents spilled past my lips. How did Reva do this without crying? My eyes were watering already. Grove leaned forward and tipped the bottom of the mug up and more than I was bargaining for spilled past my lips and dribbled down my chin. I coughed and sputtered. There was absolutely no way to describe it, but it was horrible. I kind of liked it. The ale sloshed over the side as I set it down on the table quickly. Before I could comment on how horrible it was, a steaming bowl of soup and a large loaf of bread were placed in front of us. Grove groaned as she dug into hers and Reva immediately snatched the crusty bread from the wooden board and inhaled the steam coming off of it. Ash was still nowhere to be seen and the music only continued to grow louder as people danced about the room, pounded closed fists on the tables, and yelled back and forth.

      The small amount of ale I drank started to settle in my stomach and my limbs began to relax. No one knew who I was, no one cared about why we were there, all that mattered was eating, drinking, and fornicating in excess. It wasn’t the best, but it wasn’t terrible. It was a type of fun I never had the privilege to know before.
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