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CHAPTER ONE


          

          JUNIPER

        

      

    

    
      I tied my hair above my head and stared into the darkness. This was my life until the first bell of the day tolled, the bell that woke everyone up for their daily activities, if they weren’t already up. This was my life for the last twelve years. I served my court, my people, and then nothing else mattered. I was no one, I was nothing. All that mattered was my service.

      Then it finally happened, the first bell sounded and my feet were knocked out from under me. The bell tower was directly above my station and each day it stole my breath. The lights flickered on a few seconds later. I gasped for air when the bell finally came to a halting stop and my world was right again. My head would feel a little dizzy for a few minutes, but it wasn’t anything permanent. Even if it was? I had no room to complain. The Kingdom allowed me to live here, to serve them, how could I want anything more? My leather shoes scraped across the stone pavers as I walked to the door. I pulled my hood over my head and exited the only place I had called home since I was a child.

      It wasn’t often that I saw others, but when I did it was servants or courtiers, no one of noble birth.“Peace be with you,” I would mutter to them under my breath. Every day it was the same thing; until I went to my room for the night but some days there were people and other days there were empty hallways. I preferred the solitude most of the time, as it meant I didn’t have to pretend. But when I would return to my chambers, the lights would already be shut off and I would have to prepare for sleep in the darkness. There was no room for being vain while serving the kingdom.

      Which didn’t bother me now. In the beginning, it had. I cried for hours until I had fallen into a restless sleep. When I had awoken that first night, a woman was standing above me.

      “Good morning, child,” she said with a sneer. “You are a child of the Veil now. As you grow older you will become a servant of the Veil. Do you know what that means?”

      I had shaken my head no. I didn’t know why I was taken from my parent’s farm the night before. All I knew was that they were paid handsomely for me. Maybe they would make it through the winter without any problems because of the gold they had been gifted in exchange for my life. Maybe their lives would be easier now. But what did it all mean for me?

      “It means that you will serve this kingdom with everything you have, you will bless it with your presence. You will serve the new gods, you are a sacrifice to them, in a way.”

      I hadn’t understood her words and even now, as I walked through the hallways of the castle—I still didn’t understand. I never had any special training after that old woman had come to visit me. I was told to do the same thing over and over. Peace be with you was the only term I was taught. Other than that, I remained silent. That was why I preferred the solitude, I didn’t have to second guess myself or worry that I was doing the wrong things.

      “You will get dressed in the darkness, you are not to gaze upon yourself. You mustn’t grow vain as you age. You will then walk the halls and place a blessing upon those you pass.”

      I nodded my head.

      “No one will touch you, but if they do, you come to me immediately.”

      That had never happened. Everyone was too afraid to touch a child of the Veil and eventually a servant.

      When my first moon passed and the blood came, the old woman appeared again just like she had the first time. Throughout my blood moon I was to stay within my chambers, in the dark. When it was over, the lights would be returned and I would be able to clean up. The first phase had been the most difficult. I hadn’t been prepared for the pain that came with it or really anything about it. We weren’t permitted a pillow so I clutched my blankets to my chest and wept in the darkness. Water and bread appeared each morning by the door. The scent of the bread was the only indication that I hadn’t been alone for a moment. At first, I ate it greedily and gobbled it down but as the portions got smaller and smaller, I grew smarter. I rationed my bread and made sure I had enough to stretch out the days of my blood moon time. Which seemed to get longer and worse as the years passed.

      When my cycle was over, I piled up all the wasted blankets and sheets outside my door and flipped the mattress. The next cycle I was smarter, I tore strips off of my blankets and used them to soak up most of the blood. My mattress didn’t need to be flipped again when my cycle was over. But I had gotten a lashing for the cuts of fabric, but that didn’t matter. I wasn’t allowed to look at myself. What were a few scars? No one else would ever gaze upon my body either. Who would know? Who would care? My presence in this kingdom was a blessing, and I had to do my part. No matter what that part was. I was still trying to figure that out.

      There was a small ache in the center of my abdomen that hinted my blood moon would be upon me soon. I briefly closed my eyes as I walked down the long empty hallways. My life was nothing, I was nothing, I was no one. The blood moon that brought happiness and blessings of prosperity to the rest of the kingdom did not touch me. My blood moon was a waste, at least that was what my keeper spat at me every time it began early. I would be a week earlier than usual. I wasn’t surprised, merely offset. Not exactly prepared either.

      I passed another servant of the Veil and we bowed to each other. At least, that was what I thought as my eyes skipped over his robes. I had never seen him before. His eyes studied my face before they dipped to my lips. I had never passed another servant of the Veil though I had been told they existed. His robes, though they held similarities, they were drastically different.

      His robes fit snugly to his muscular body while certain parts of the cloth were cut out. He also wore ornate golden cuffs on the tops of his arms. They almost resembled a branding of sorts.

      Men that were servants of the Veil usually serviced the kingdom in other ways. Their presence was required in almost every event. Their appearances were kept up with, unlike the women, and they never went without. Keeper said it was because the gods smiled upon the men and were displeased with us women. Which didn’t make much sense, considering only women ruled in the kingdoms but she didn’t give me an explanation either. I knew better than to question the authority above my station. The tops of my thighs were riddled with scars from the lashings I had received. Even though the rest of my body stayed covered, Keeper kept to the same place. I didn’t understand why she didn’t move to another spot on my body, though I didn’t complain. The skin was damaged enough in my legs to the point of not being able to feel the lashings anymore. The only thing I feared was infection. Infection meant a fever and not being able to walk aimlessly through the halls. If I were to fall sick, there was no telling what would happen to me. I had pushed through it anytime I had gotten sick, which thankfully, wasn’t often. I wasn’t allowed to care for myself or the punishments I had been dealt. I simply waited for them to heal on their own and prayed to a faceless god that I wouldn’t get sick from it. If that were to happen, there would be absolutely no saving me. I was a sacrifice, after all.

      “I haven’t seen you around here before,” his deep voice vibrated through the hallway. I didn’t bother with pointing out that we were of different stations, and I had a feeling I was the lowest of the low for the female servants of the Veil. Since I had never seen another.

      I nodded once as I looked away from his searing gaze. A small sparkling stone glittered from his earlobe. Why did he bother to stop to talk to me?

      “What is your name?” His question yanked me from my thoughts and I almost sputtered.

      “I am no one,” The reply came easily enough. It was what I was programmed to say. It was the truth. “I am a servant.”

      He scoffed and my eyes rounded in my skull. “You are silly. You must have a name.” Who was this man to question me so?

      I shook my head quickly.

      “I like you, no name. You follow the rules, even if they don’t suit you.” He crossed his arms over his chest as he spoke.

      Once again, I could feel his eyes assessing me. He raked a hand through his shoulder-length blond hair. When my eyes met his blue ones, they sparkled with mischief.

      I shook my head. This was silly. “I’m not sure I understand.”

      He took a step closer to me and I took a step back. I could feel the wall closing in behind me. I wasn’t permitted to be alone with men in the court, but did that include servants of the Veil too? It had never been specified and I knew better than to ask. My mouth dried as he continued to stalk me down the hallway. I had never been put in a position to question my bounds.

      “Don’t be afraid.”

      My gaze skittered around us. This was one of the busiest hallways. Where was everyone now? As soon as that thought appeared, I banished it. There was no use in anyone coming down this hallway. If I was caught with this man in any compromising way, it would be my fault. No one would save me, I would be condemned.

      Sacrifice, the voice in my head whispered.

      “There is nothing to be scared of,” he cooed as he grew closer and my willpower started to diminish. What was to happen if he asked for something I couldn’t give? He was above me in every aspect.

      I nodded my head again, my mouth too dry to speak.

      He sighed and took a step away from me. I could finally breathe again. I clutched my hands to my chest. “I am not afraid.”

      One corner of his lips lifted. “Then tell me your name?”

      I blinked. I couldn’t tell him even if I wanted to. I didn’t remember it. Or maybe my brain was protecting me and blocking the memory of it. Either way, I no longer knew it. If I had, it wasn’t something I could share.

      The half-smile on the man’s face slipped away. “You are someone, you just have to remember her.”

      Like a flash, he was gone and I was left wondering if I had imagined the entire thing.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner waited for me in front of my bedroom door when I returned from my walk for the day. I was only allowed to return to my room when the sun had begun to set, or if my blood moon appeared. My blood moon had thankfully stayed away for another day. Which was lucky, the moment my blood moon began was the moment every little luxury they allowed me was stripped away. If I had to waste a week in my blood then I could do it with minimal food and water.

      A thick ceramic bowl waited for me on a thin metal tray in front of the wooden door that led to my chambers. A hard crusty slice of bread sat on a little white plate and a metal cup full of water beside it. At least the food wasn’t terrible. I sunk down onto the cobblestone floors before I pulled the tray onto my lap with a delighted moan in the back of my throat. Stew was my favorite. It was the only time I knew I was going to get a healthy serving of meat and vegetables. The cook always made sure to fill the stew completely. A potato and a bit of carrot floated on the surface of the soup and my stomach growled.

      Forks and spoons were reserved for royalty, which meant I had to drink the stew. I dunked the slightly stale bread into the thick broth before I shoveled it into my mouth. Flavors exploded on my tongue and I felt some of the stiffness in my back and shoulders relax with the warmth flowing down my throat. I held the bowl up to my nose and inhaled deeply. The warmth from the soup fanned over my face and a small smile curled my lips. This made it all worth it.

      When Cook cared enough to prepare a stew more than twice a week, she would load my bowl full of all the things that would get me through my upcoming blood moon. But I couldn’t complain. I couldn’t afford to think negative thoughts about the kingdom. At the end of the day, I was here for a purpose, even if I didn’t know what that was.
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        * * *

      

      My blood moon never came. Maybe the gods had finally taken away the prosperity the Keeper was always complaining about. Maybe, after all of this time, they realized they were wasting fertility upon someone that would never have children. Someone that didn’t even know how to have a child but knew that it wasn’t possible for me.

      I tucked my feet beneath myself as I braided my hair down my back. Most days I left it down, but today I was feeling a little more festive. I hadn’t been starved for two weeks since my blood moon was gone and I could feel some filling out happening around my stomach, even if I couldn’t see it in the daylight.

      The bell tolled above my head and my entire world turned sideways. My face met the floor with a sickening slap and a dense, copper taste entered my mouth. I licked the front of my teeth to make sure they were still in my skull. I had never hit my face on the floor, but my head and hands hadn’t been so lucky. Some days I was prepared for the tolling and I would get close to my bed. But this morning I was too distracted to pay attention.

      Thoughts of the male servant of the Veil had been keeping my mind occupied as of late. Anytime I closed my eyes, his bright blue ones were waiting for me in my dreams. He taunted me and chased me, though he never touched me. Some mornings, I was almost certain Keeper would be able to hear my thoughts and punish me for the dreams I didn’t have control over.

      Either way, I couldn’t stop thinking about why he had asked me for my name. We had been forced to forget, right? I remembered the punishments, except those beatings were with Keepers’ fists. In the beginning, she hadn’t been allowed to scar my body. As a child of the Veil, we were able to wear shorter dresses and modesty wasn’t as closely kept. Keeper made excuses for the bruising, I was sure of it. After all, I was a child. That had always been the beginning of the argument. We were rowdy and clumsy. In reality, I wasn’t. Keeper just wanted me to forget. She wanted me scared and she had done a damn good job at it until I stopped feeling the lashes on my thighs. Now, it didn’t really matter what she did. I feared her in a different sense. I feared for my life. I feared infection. I no longer feared pain. I stretched my arms over my head and yawned before I pulled my long, ugly skirts over my thighs then pulled my tunic over my head.

      I couldn’t be late. Though the Keeper didn’t wait outside of my chambers, I knew she would know it if I didn’t emerge soon. I tied my thin leather belt around the middle of my tunic and waist before I laced my leather boots. I flicked my thick braid over my shoulder where it rested heavily over my back. The only part of me that had never been touched. Keeper never lashed my back or hit it when I was younger. I questioned the why behind her motives often. But it was no use. I would never get the answers I felt I needed in my solitude.

      The door was heavy as I shoved it forward and schooled the expression on my face. Any moment now, Keeper would come looking for me. I could practically feel her advancement in my bones. It was like she gave off a certain magic. Which was silly, magic didn’t exist. But there was still a little thought in the back of my mind that reminded me of the stories my mother whispered at my bedside before I had been taken. The mother that no longer had a face in my mind and even though some nights I tried, I couldn’t hear her voice. All I could remember were the stories about magic and unicorns, about the true heirs that belonged in this kingdom. But some of those memories only surfaced in my dreams, and most of the time, I wondered if they were even real or if I had imagined them.

      My hands trembled as I shook my head. I couldn’t think that way, especially not with the Keeper coming for me. There was always a heavy foreboding sense that would wrap my limbs when she came sniffing about. As soon as the thought entered my mind, Keeper rounded the corner ahead of me. Her full cheeks were glistening in sweat and exertion as she marched across the stone floors. Her arms pumped as she walked with vigor, her shorter skirts swished around her knees. Black leather boots, much like my own, encased her feet and the tops of her ankles. She pointed a long slender finger in my direction.

      “You!”

      My chin lowered in respect as she ran a hand down her black hair. She always wore her shoulder-length hair down. Today it was a wild mess around her face. Her full cheeks were usually rosy and her black eyes were always twinkling with mischief. But today, she was angry. Her brows pinched together while the top of her lip lifted in a scowl. I wasn’t to speak unless she required an answer. So I waited patiently for her to catch her breath.

      She wasn’t old nor was she young, but that was where it got strange. If you looked too closely, you really couldn’t distinguish too many of her features. So instead of looking closer, you always felt compelled to look away. Which was what I was doing now. She wasn’t pretty nor was she ugly. Though I really wasn’t one to make an assumption like that, I had no idea what I even looked like.

      When I was younger, I remembered her differently. What had changed? It didn’t matter how much I stewed on it, I couldn’t figure it out. It was like looking at her for too long, it started to make you feel uncomfortable.

      Everything that was sent to me from the kitchen was always in dull metal and I was never permitted in rooms that had enough luxury to reflect my looks. What did my appearance matter for anyway? I was no one. I blinked a few times to hold my composure under Keeper’s scrutiny.

      “You were due for your blood moon weeks ago! Why did you not tell me this? You should have contacted the healer.” She leaned forward and snatched my ear. My body jerked forward under her hand. “What is the meaning of this?”

      I winced but followed her jerky movements down the hall. The small victory of the weight I had put on now felt silly. I was going to be punished for this. I should have expected it, really. “I have no idea, Keeper.”

      She scoffed and yanked on my ear, harder. A sharp pain shot through the side of my head. “I don’t believe you!”

      Keeper dragged me down the golden sconce lined hallway and then down each of the rocky steep stairs. There were a few times when I was afraid I would topple forward and bring us both down the death trap we were marching going down. One fall down these stairs would kill you. I had seen it happen a few times already—I didn’t want to risk my own neck. Keeper was another story altogether. I wouldn’t be upset if she fell forward and broke her neck or cracked her skull open.

      I forced myself to shake the thoughts away. They would do me no good. Especially if there was a way for Keeper to know them. At this point, nothing would surprise me when it came to her.

      When we made it down the death stairs, she shoved me forward down a dark hallway to the healers. I had only been there twice. The first time was when I was brought here. They checked to make sure I was healthy, took some of my blood, and then I was free to go to my new prison in the bell tower. The second time was when I got my first blood moon. I was poked and prodded in ways I never wanted to experience again, but I had a feeling it was going to happen today. A sense of foreboding had settled heavily in my limbs.

      A kind woman waited for me on the other side of the wooden door. I had never seen her before, but that didn’t mean anything. I was allowed to go just about anywhere in the castle besides places of royalty or down in the cellars where the cook prepared meals or where the healers resided. I had never felt welcome in other parts of the castle, I blamed it on Keeper and her passive-aggressive demeanor. Based on Keeper’s stance in the doorway, this was an emergency.

      “This one hasn’t started her blood moon yet.” Keeper folded her arms over her chest as she watched me with dark eyes. I looked between both of the women unsure of how to proceed. “I need to know that she isn’t with child.”

      My usually unexpressive face twisted. Any kind of calm I had been feeling immediately went away. “What?”

      Keeper’s gaze swiveled to me. I was going to be punished for that. “Is there something you would like to say?”

      I swallowed thickly and nodded my head.

      Keeper’s eyes dimmed a bit. “Proceed.”

      “I am not with child. I would have no way to know how to even do that.”

      The healer’s brows pulled together as she watched me. Surely she knew the rules of being a servant of the Veil. Things that dealt with the body or prosperity were wasted on me. My looks were wasted, my fertility, and even my life. I honestly had no idea how I was worth anything being here or being what I was. What was my purpose? There was none, besides being a sacrifice for something unknown. I was simply here to be quiet and to bless others with words that had been pounded into my head but meant absolutely nothing to me. But if my life was such a waste then how could I bless others with my presence? Everything about my situation was confusing, which was why I never questioned my placement here. The more I questioned, the more I doubted, and the more I doubted… the more expressive I was. I was better off being silent with no thoughts. I was better off remembering that I was a no one, the gods had intended it that way and I had to accept my fate or I would find myself in one of the seven hells.

      The healer clenched her jaw as she patted the metal table beside her. “Please sit.” Then she looked at Keeper. “All inhabitants of the castle must know how the coupling happens. She needs to know in case she is ever propositioned by the king.”

      Keeper scoffed and rolled her eyes this time. “That would never happen.”

      The healer’s lips pinched together in a deep frown. “You know that it has happened before.”

      Keeper took a menacing step forward. “You know that this one is different. She doesn’t go on any of the floors the other servants go on.” Her voice had taken on a strange tone. One I had never heard before. Her eyes flashed and I wondered if I imagined a color change in them. It was there and gone right before my eyes.

      The healer’s eyes grew round as she looked at me with new eyes. “It cannot be.”

      Keeper’s lips twisted maliciously. “Yes, and you will make sure she isn’t with child. If she is, we will terminate it immediately. Liabilities aren’t allowed.”

      Once again, my face remained blank as two people discussed my life as if I wasn’t in the room. This wasn’t the first time I had vague comments passed around in front of me and I doubted it would be the last. The longer I tried to decipher what they were saying, the more my head hurt. I sighed through my nose as they continued to talk in hushed whispers right in front of me.

      The healer looked at me out of the corner of her eye and her shoulders drooped. “Bastards are killed in this kingdom.”

      Keeper’s nostrils flared. “That may be so, but they are killed after they are born. Not before. If there is a child, it must be terminated immediately. There will be no chance of it escaping, her escaping with it, or anything of the sort. This line must die with her. There will be no arguments about it.”

      Once more, the healer shot me a sympathetic look. What was so wrong with my line? I was from a family of farmers. Maybe my blood was too lowly. Either way, my life wasn’t my own. Runaway with a child? Where would I go? I would be killed immediately if I tried. But even still, I wouldn’t have any idea of where to go either. I had never been permitted a map. I hadn’t been allowed to see outside of the coach window when I had been brought to the castle. I knew absolutely nothing of the outside world.

      This was all so silly. I was defiant but in other ways. My thoughts for example but I still tried to keep them in line. The kingdom kept me alive when my family would have probably perished throughout that first winter. The crops hadn’t been doing good, I remembered that well. All the nights my mother and father had cried as the land drew up dry once again without any fruit from all of our labors. No matter how hard we worked, it amounted to nothing. It seemed as if our land had died.

      All I could hope was that the money had done them good and they were still alive thinking of me as I thought of them. I pulled myself up onto the metal table and took a deep breath through my nose. The room smelled like herbs and something rotten, I would have guessed death but I had never come face to face with that scent before. The table squeaked as I scooted across it.

      Keeper got comfortable against the wall and the healer gave a shake of her head as she pointed at the door. “You may leave now.”

      “She is not to be out of my sight.”

      The healer let out an exasperated sound and crossed her arms over her chest. “This is my place. If you deny me what I ask, I will take it to the queen.”

      Though there was a king, he didn’t rule this kingdom. The queen did. She had all of the power in this region. The king would never be able to overthrow her or overrule her. He simply existed to give her children, at least that was what I heard in whispers down the hall before people realized I was there. Gossip was the only way I could gain information if Keeper didn’t freely give it to me.

      Keeper’s jaw worked as she considered her options. I had seen the look many times. She didn’t like being overruled, but I enjoyed seeing it happen. It wasn’t often that someone put her in her place. After all, she was only the keeper of the servants and children of the Veil. She had no royal placement, she had no titles. She was as much of a no one as I was. Which gave me a sick satisfaction that I had to work hard to keep off of my face. Even though I had to hide it, the satisfaction was sweet.

      “Fine,” Keeper huffed as she pushed off of the wall. “I will be waiting outside.”

      The heavy door shut with a finality that worried me. I had never been permitted to be alone with anyone but Keeper. This was new and scary, but also something else… a different feeling I couldn’t place or name. It felt good, it gave me…hope? Hope to all the questions that had floated around in my head for so long. But I knew better than to voice my questions or thoughts. I didn’t know this woman or her motives. Just because she looked kind didn’t mean she was. I had learned that the hard way when I had first come to the castle.

      The healer looked at the door and rolled her eyes. She didn’t like Keeper at all, which was probably an advantage to me. She breathed deeply through her nose as she took me in. “You have never laid with a man before?”

      I reared back on the table as if she had struck me. “What?”

      She sighed. “I thought as much. I can see the innocence in your eyes, as well as your demeanor. The last thing I want to do is defile you. I will not check your maidenhead today, actually, I’d rather never do it. But I digress, we must make this believable. Please strip down to your chemise.”

      I did as I was told, even more confused now than I had been before. Maidenhead? My mind drew a blank. What did that even mean? So many questions that I would never get answers to. But my presence here was a blessing, right? That was what they always told me. Keeper had drilled it into my head at least a hundred times. Sacrifice.

      “My name is Celia, and I am sorry that all of this is so confusing. I wish I could give you the answers you seek. You are too good for this place, too pure.” I wanted to argue with her that I wasn’t as good as they thought I was, that I thought horrible things and wished for a life far away from here, but all that would do was show how ungrateful I was for everything that had been given to me and my family. Especially since the kingdom had probably saved all of us from freezing and starvation. “You are kept separated from everyone else because your fate is not on this plain. You are meant for more with the gods.” Her eyes were shifty as she gave me a tale I had never heard before. I had been told similar things but not like this. “This world is a wicked one and they are keeping you away from all the sins of this world. Your spirit is a pure one.”

      I remained silent as Celia motioned toward the table. What was there to say? What if Keeper was listening on the other side of the door? What if this was a trap? “Lay down please.”

      I did as I was told, the cold metal chilling my backside. Celia squeezed her eyes together above me, like she was the one in pain. Her whisper chilled me worse than the cold metal beneath me. “You are made for greatness, Juniper. You are meant for more outside of these castle walls and it will find you soon enough. When it does, go willingly.”

      I gasped softly as my eyes searched her face, but it was now unreadable. She wasn’t going to reveal any more. All I knew was that I had an ally in this strange kingdom and that weird feeling of hope only continued to blossom in my chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          JUNIPER

        

      

    

    
      The healer’s words stayed on repeat inside my head. They stayed prevalent in my dreams too and they kept me on my feet when the bell tolled above my head. Made for greatness? What could that possibly mean? A slight cramp made my legs wobble as I walked down another empty hallway.

      I drew up short as I came across the servant of the Veil that had stopped me just a few short weeks ago. He shot me a knowing grin and stopped as he watched me from across the hallway. His bright eyes looked me over in my baggy clothing and I felt heat stretch across my face. No one had ever paid so much attention before. Especially not a man. My fingers twitched to touch my face self consciously.

      “Have you been eating well?” His question took me by surprise.

      I sputtered. “What do you mean?”

      His gaze softened and a strange warm feeling took hold of me. “You look well-fed, is all.”

      He noticed that I wasn’t being starved because I didn’t have my blood moon, I guessed. I was actually able to put on weight for once. I nodded my head.

      The cook had been preparing a new stew almost nightly and I reveled in each one. Mine were full of hearty vegetables and lots of proteins. It made sense because the seasons would be changing soon. The winds were picking up outside the castle walls and the floors were beginning to hold a chill. I was thankful for the steaming bowl every night I finished my rounds. It warmed me in ways my blankets and sleep never would.

      I nodded my head and hoped he continued walking but his words made my blood run cold. “Your blood moon will start today.”

      My nose wrinkled as I watched him like a hawk this time. Who was this man? How could he know such a thing? It had been two months since my last blood moon and it didn’t seem to be anywhere in sight.

      The strange servant of the Veil continued. “You needed to put on some weight.”

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes. This man had a lot of audacity, but he was still above my station. I couldn’t afford to disrespect him. My punishment would then go above Keeper’s authority. I could be hanged or thrown into the dungeons.

      “That is none of your concern, sir.”

      His eyes raked over me and his voice dropped. “It is my duty to watch over you.”

      This conversation was well beyond my scope. I nodded my head once, pulled my skirts up, and fled the way I came. The only reason I knew anything about my day-to-day life was the changing seasons and the bell tolls. This was all too much. My head spun.

      That night, I quickly scarfed down my food without tasting it and tucked myself into my bed. A strong pain in the center of my stomach woke me from a dreamless sleep. I sighed into the darkness as another cramp paralyzed me. How had that man known it would come today?
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        * * *

      

      I doubled over as I tried to hobble to the door. It seemed like hours had gone by since the harsh knock on the door had indicated dinner. It had taken me far too long to unfold myself from the fetal position on the bed.

      But before I could open the door to get to my food, the door swung open and the tray slid across the floor with a loud screech. The stone floors bit into my knees as I collapsed in front of the tray. The inch of water would get me through the night but the bread would do nothing but make me hunger for more. A tear slid down my face as I picked my food up in the dark and took a bite out of the loaf.

      I paused as flavors and spices invaded my mouth. What was this? Usually, I was given the old, stale bread they couldn’t serve to the royalty or the courtiers. This was different and I wished so desperately I had a little light to see what I held in my hands. I explored the top of the loaf with the tips of my fingers, it felt like any other bread that had been sent up before. Stale and rough. Tentatively, I took another bite and chewed slowly, taking my time to identify the different spices and textures tucked away inside it.

      Sausage and bits of cheese were hidden on the inside of this loaf. Another tear escaped my eye but I swiped it away quickly. There was no room for emotion here. The cook had managed to take care of me again. Six months ago, she would have never done this. What had changed?

      Why were so many wanting to help me now? Where had they been the last twelve years? For the last twelve years, I had been starved, beaten, and whipped. I hung my head.

      My stomach gave another sharp twinge and I was reminded that these could be different people. The healer, Celia, was someone I had never met before. The cook was someone I had never met. There was no telling if she was new or what her prerogative was. I couldn’t judge those that were finally willing to help me. All I could do was be thankful that help was finally happening. My shoulders relaxed with relief. Maybe things would start looking up.

      

      Before, when my blood moon had first come around, I wasn’t allowed to eat every day. Food was reserved for those that deserved the prosperity that was wasted on me. This past week, there had been all kinds of surprises stuffed in all the breads sent up. Cinnamon and honey had been hidden in the ones sent up for breakfast and others were filled with different kinds of meats and cheeses. It was magical and unexpected and by the last day of my blood moon, the pain hadn’t been nearly as bad as all the others. When the surprise breads stopped, I was almost disappointed, until the first night after another walk around the castle, a huge bowl of soup was waiting in front of my door. A small cry left my lips as I sunk down in front of my food and devoured it as quickly as I could. The warm broth slid down my throat and settled heavily in my stomach. Everything was right in the world when I had this food.

      A soft chuckle behind me made the hairs on my arms stand on end. I wiped my mouth on the back of my sleeve and turned on the man waiting behind me. He looked to be a few years younger than me. His dark hair flopped over his forehead in a messy mop and the knees of his pants had holes in them.

      He didn’t belong in this part of the castle but my curiosity got the best of me. “Who are you?”

      He bowed his head in reverence though his eyes gave his mocking thoughts away. He must have thought the bowing was silly. The twist of his lips confirmed it as my brows rose up my forehead. He bowed again and this time when his face came up, the mockery was gone. “I will be sure to relay to the cook how much you enjoy her food.”

      I frowned. “You aren’t supposed to be here.”

      His full, red lips pinched together. “How do you think you get food each day? Ole’ Keeper would never do it herself.” His voice dropped low. “How do you think I’ve been able to sneak you larger helpings than what you usually get? How do you think you were able to get all of this?”

      I swallowed thickly, unsure of what to say besides being grateful. “Thank you.”

      He shook his head sharply. “Do not thank me. When the time comes, go willingly.”

      The laugh that left my lips was foreign to my own ears. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      The boy didn’t say anything and disappeared down the servant’s stairs and I was left alone with—once again—more questions than answers. Who were these people? What did they know that I didn’t?
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      Months went by and nothing changed. My life continued on like it normally would. During my blood moon, the cook continued to send me the delicious hidden treats within the bread and I was starting to put on weight.

      My legs didn’t ache as much at the end of the day, my joints didn’t protest when I tugged my clothes on in the morning, and my vision had sharpened. It was easier to see in the dark and maneuver around my room now that I wasn’t completely blind. The bell tolling above my head was the only thing that didn’t get easier, because as my eyesight got sharper, so did my hearing. The bell that tolled above my head never stopped and with my heightened hearing…it was worse than before.

      Breakfast had been a new addition to my daily schedule. I had never been permitted to have it before I had missed the two blood moons. But before that first blood moon was over, breakfast began. I didn’t understand the change but I wasn’t going to question it. The last thing I wanted was for it to be taken away.

      Oatmeal and berries waited on a tray outside my door. This time I didn’t take my time to savor the flavors swimming around in my mouth. I didn’t have the luxury of time. If Keeper thought I was slacking in the mornings due to this new meal time, she would take it away just as quickly with a punishment on the side.

      I didn’t see the boy that delivered my food again or the healer or the strange male servant of the Veil. The longer I didn’t need punishment, the more freedom I was allowed. At least that was the way it seemed.

      Keeper met me at the end of the hall. Her eyes watched me with suspicion. “I have never liked you,” she began and I fought the urge to give her a sassy comeback. I had never felt such an urge before. I bit down on my tongue instead and kept a steady pace beside her. “It probably stemmed from your rebellious nature and your lack of discipline in your previous life before we brought you here. Regardless, this last year has done you some good. I have seen a drastic improvement in your behavior and your activities. Because of this, I would like to reward you but understand—the first time I sense bad behavior on your part, it will be taken away.” She clasped her hands in front of her. “And I will not offer it again.” There was absolutely no excitement in her voice or her actions.

      I nodded and kept my gaze trained on the floor. I wouldn’t give her any reason to not offer whatever prize she had concocted in her warped mind. I blinked hard to get the thoughts out of my mind.

      “There are a few other servants. Priestesses, if you will, that live in this castle. I think it would do us both some good if you were to congregate with them. Maybe pray or read out of the gods’ book.”

      I swallowed the gasp in the back of my throat. I must have been living under a rock to not know of actual prayer or the gods’ book.

      Timidly, I followed Keeper down the stairs. We stopped a floor above the healer’s station. I had never been to this floor before. I stayed to three floors for my daily walks and didn’t mix it up or go exploring. I didn’t want another lashing or to be thrown into the dungeons—that had been threatened before. I was also too afraid to explore. I wasn’t prepared to speak to too many people and the floors I stuck to were almost always empty. Being around people was too unpredictable. All that was required of me was to walk the hallways and to stay out of my room until the sun sunk down on the horizon. My existence didn’t seem to mean much.

      The hallway opened up into a massive chamber. Goosebumps erupted on my skin and I fought a gasp in the back of my throat. The floors sparkled an iridescent blue and the walls were made from pastel-colored stained glass. On the far wall opposite me, there was an even bigger window but it wasn’t full of stained glass. You could see straight through it to a huge garden. Vines grew up on the other side of the windows, showcasing a magical oasis on the other side.

      “This is where you will worship,” Keeper said with a hard edge to her voice. “The new Gods of the Veil.”

      Once again, the hairs on my arms stood to attention. The room was empty but there was something else that coated the air. Something thick and different, something I had never felt before. My fingers curled into fists as I fought to rub the spot directly over my heart at the feeling. Keeper couldn’t know my feelings—ever. It would be another thing for her to use against me if she had a reason to.

      We stood there for a few more silent moments before voices floated to us from the hallway. “I am thrilled to meet the new girl,” one of them exclaimed with a shrill in her high-pitched voice.

      Another shhh’ed her as they came through the massive arching doorway. I frowned. They weren’t like me, not in the slightest. I had expected them to wear similar clothing or to at least look like they hated it here. Their clothing was form-fitting with some cuts in the fabric similar to the man I had met in the hallway and they wore jewels on the crowns of their head. Their feet were covered in velvet slippers and they held little leather-bound books between their delicate hands. As they drew closer, I shrunk back. They towered over me with authority and beauty. I didn’t know what I had been expecting, but this wasn’t it.

      The one in the middle with red hair put a hand over her mouth. “She’s gorgeous.”

      Keeper sneered. “You will not defile this one. We finally have her complacent here. You will fit her for new robes and then you will be in charge of her.” Keeper’s lip continued to curl in displeasure. “I can’t wait to be done with this charge. You will report to me monthly and I will approve your activities around the castle, other than that, I am free to no longer see her.”

      The redhead clapped and glee sparkled in her blue eyes as she ignored the negativity the Keeper spewed. “This is an exciting day!”

      The other two women watched me warily. I mirrored their expression. I didn’t know what to think of this mess either. They had obviously never heard of or seen me before. I had always been told there were other servants of the Veil, though I had never seen them besides that man. The man that had predicted my blood moon and seemed to see entirely too much. The man I hadn’t seen since but I still thought of often. Too often for my own comfort.

      Keeper narrowed her eyes at me. “Do not make me regret this.”

      I bowed my head and remained quiet.
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        * * *

      

      The robe fitting was more than I bargained for. I had only been allowed two sets of clothes and now they were fitting me for five. The brunette with soft brown skin watched me closely. “Do you have enough rags for your moon cycle?”

      I frowned. I had a feeling I knew what she was referring to but I wanted to be sure. “What is a moon cycle and rags?”

      The redhead gasped. She was more animated than the others. “Another term is your blood moon? It seems so gruesome, we like to say cycle instead. Seems more feminine and fitting.”

      I blinked at the woman. I had never known anything to be feminine. I wouldn’t have known what that meant or what it entailed even if it had hit me in the face. I was entirely out of my comfort zone and for a moment, I wondered if this was punishment, instead of a prize.

      The little blonde one shook her head. “I see there is much we will have to teach you.”

      I swallowed sharply as they started to pull my clothes from me. I covered my breasts as the heavy fabric piled around my hips. Their gazes were sympathetic. The brunette spoke again. “We will make sure you have enough supplies to get you through your fertility cycle. Do you have enough herbs to help you through it or do you need us to request more for you? I know this is all so new and it is rather new to us. We had no idea you existed, much less you’ve been here for twelve years. We definitely weren’t expecting to gain control of your life either.” She paused as a twinkle entered her eye. “Though I will be honest, we have listened to peasant gossip. We had heard of a certain woman that causes quite a stir among the peasants that have to clean up someone’s bloody mess every month. We have been wondering where they had you hidden away. We didn’t have to wonder for very long.”

      I winced. That was never ideal but I didn’t have any other options, I had gone every month thinking there weren’t any options and now I knew I could have had access to herbs to help lessen the pain and the other crazy symptoms I experienced. The brunette patted my hand in sympathy, as if she could read my thoughts. “Don’t you worry a thing, we will help you. Whatever you need.”

      Had my disobedience kept me from these three all this time? Was this a different kind of punishment? Could I have had friends and knowledge but I was self-sabotaging? I cleared my throat. “Do the male servants of the Veil worship in the same atrium?”

      They took my measurements and wrote them onto a sheet of paper. Thankfully I had learned how to read and write before I had been sold off. Keeper had never asked if I had any kind of education and I wondered if it had to do with my upbringing. It was practically unheard of for the farmers to know basic math and reading, but my mother made sure I knew as much as she could teach me in our little time together. For that, I was thankful.

      The redhead raised her eyebrows and then laughed. “Never. They only worship in the bedroom.”

      To keep myself from seeming even more stupid, I kept my mouth closed and didn’t ask any more questions but the blonde could read my face easily enough. “They worship in the queen’s chambers. They are not allowed to be seen with us. Only the best men are chosen for that role.”

      “Why were we chosen?” I asked as the three women looked each other over.

      “We are the priestesses of the Veil,” the redhead frowned, like this was something I should have known. Like this was the most obvious thing in the world. Like I had been with them this entire time, instead of locked away.

      I pressed my lips together. “I was always told I was a servant of the Veil, a sacrifice.”

      The brunette teetered her head back and forth. “I mean, yes, but no. Where’s your book?”

      I shook my head. “You might as well consider me a newborn babe. I know nothing of this life or my responsibilities.”

      All three of the women shared a look then a deep sigh. “We have much to go over,” they said in unison.

      I pressed again. I had a feeling none of these women would whip me or want to deem punishment. I had a feeling they didn’t care to see Keeper again either. Their looks had gotten a bit more cheery when she walked out and left me with these strangers. They seemed safe enough. “Why were we chosen?”

      “Why don’t we start with our names, yes?” The redhead changed the subject and the color drained from my face. “I am Reva.” She pointed to the blonde. “This is Ash.” Then to the brunette. “And this is Grove.”

      She smiled at me encouragingly. Even though the healer had given me my name and some of my memories back, that didn’t mean I was going to share it with others. So I said what I had been taught from the beginning. “I am no one, my life doesn’t matter. My name is of no importance and my soul belongs to the Veil.”

      Reva, obviously the leader of their small group, rubbed her hand on my arm. “There is no need for that with us. We are no ones too. But we gave each other names so we could speak as freely as we can in this employ. It makes life much simpler. It makes life better—easier. It gives us an identity separate from this place.”

      I didn’t bother with asking if they were paid, I knew better, but what she said did make me slightly suspicious. I pulled at the tassels on the robe they had given me and looked at my feet.

      Ash took a step closer to me. She was the most suspicious of the three, but this time her face held warmth and understanding. “Would you like us to name you?”

      I nodded my head, though I didn’t want that at all. There was something about my name, that I remembered now, that I wanted to hold onto. It was special. It was mine. But I couldn’t share it with any of these women, not yet at least. It was something from my life before. Something I couldn’t let go so easily now that I had it back.

      Reva clapped her hands in glee. “We won’t name you today, obviously. We hardly know you, but eventually, we will.”

      “How did you come to name each other?”

      Grove picked up the sheet of paper that had my measurements on it and walked to the door. She looked at me over her shoulder, her eyes shone proudly. “I love the garden, I spend as much of my free time there as I can.”

      The door swung open and she disappeared to bring my measurements to the tailor. Which was strange enough. No one had ever taken the time to care about the way I looked. No one had really ever done anything for me. I had a feeling things were going to change drastically with these three.

      Reva pointed at the smaller blonde. “Ash loved to catch things on fire when she got here. She almost burned the castle down.”

      I blinked quickly as Ash let her priestess robes pool in her arms around her waist. She turned her back to me and I gasped. Scars marred her skin in perfect lines down her back. She had been lashed within an inch of her life. She shrugged her robes back on and then tied up the front. Her clothes were slightly thicker than the other two, now that I knew what I was looking for. The other robes the priestesses wore were thinner and more iridescent. You would have to be really looking for it, in order to see the differences. I could see Reva’s pale skin through hers, her skin was unmarked and perfect.

      Thankfully, I hadn’t had to drop my robes past my hips for measurements. They would soon notice that my skin was unmarked above the waist, but below it was something I hadn’t even seen in the daylight.

      “And Reva?” I prompted. “How did you get that name?”

      She smiled and her white teeth flashed with it. “It means the woman that moves and I hardly sat still as a child. Neither one of these women named me, this was something the cook named me. She would yell at me in another language and then throw a pot at my head just as I would escape her clutches. One night, she managed to hit me with that pot and her remorse was immediate. She named me Reva as I bled on her kitchen floor. Now she sneaks me all of her newest concoctions and recipes. We are friends and she sees a lot more than she lets on. I owe her much.”

      I could agree with that. The cook had been sneaking me new foods for the last few months. I didn’t mind it one bit, even if it did make my clothes a little snug. But that no longer mattered considering they had me fitted for new robes. The thought caused excitement to zing down my back. I couldn’t believe my life was going to change. I had no idea what it meant, but I wasn’t mad about it. This could be a really good thing.
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