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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​The Chronicles of Kerrigan

Book I - Rae of Hope is FREE!

BOOK TRAILER: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gILAwXxx8MU

How hard do you have to shake the family tree to find the truth about the past?
Fifteen year-old Rae Kerrigan never really knew her family's history. Her mother and father died when she was young and it is only when she accepts a scholarship to the prestigious Guilder Boarding School in England that a mysterious family secret is revealed.
Will the sins of the father be the sins of the daughter?
As Rae struggles with new friends, a new school and a star-struck forbidden love, she must also face the ultimate challenge: receive a tattoo on her sixteenth birthday with specific powers that may bind her to an unspeakable darkness. It's up to Rae to undo the dark evil in her family's past and have a ray of hope for her future.
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Website:

https://www.wjmaybooks.com

Facebook:

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Author-WJ-May-FAN-PAGE/141170442608149

Newsletter:

SIGN UP FOR W.J. May's Newsletter to find out about new releases, updates, cover reveals and even freebies!
COMING SOON – Check W.J. May’s website for details!
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How do you keep fighting when you’ve already been claimed?

When sixteen-year-old Elise is ripped from her home and taken to the royal palace as a permanent ‘guest’, she thinks her life is over. 

Little does she know it has only just begun...

After befriending a group of other captives, including the headstrong Will, Elise finds herself swept away to a world she never knew existed—polished, sculpted, and refined until she can hardly recognize her own reflection. She should be happy to have escaped the poverty of her former life. But she knows a dark truth.

The palace is a dream on the surface, but a nightmare underneath.

With a dwindling population, the royals have imprisoned the teenagers to marry and breed. Only seven days remain of freedom before they will be selected by a courtier and forever claimed.

Danger lurks around every corner. The only chance of escape is death.

But when the day of the claiming finally arrives...the world will never be the same.
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I was in the garden when they came for me, tending to the roses.

Not my garden, of course. Not my roses. They belonged to a wealthy woman who lived on the edge of town. Wealthy was a relative word where I came from. This woman didn’t have access to luxuries like medicine or sugar. But she had regular food on the table, which was more than the rest of us could say. And she had the most beautiful garden.

I cherished the time I spent here, away from the muck and grime of the village. A place where there was grass instead of just mud, and you could hear the birds singing in the forest. I didn’t get to come often, just twice a week. But I lingered as long as she’d let me. Pulling weeds from the soft dirt at the base of the flowers. Clipping back the old growth to allow room for the new. 

They approached so quietly, I didn’t even notice them. My hands were busy in the roses, and my mind was a hundred miles away. It wasn’t until they were standing right in front of me, their shadows blocking out the sun, that I startled in surprise, realizing I wasn’t alone.

“My apologies,” I said respectfully, bowing my head as we’d been taught to do. I didn’t know who the men were or why there were so many, but they were in uniform. And those uniforms demanded a show of deference. “Were you looking for Mistress Calamine?”

The man standing in front stepped forward. A grim-looking man, with a strong jaw and broad shoulders. As he looked me up and down, a tiny glint of light sparked in his eye.

“We were looking for you.”

At first, I didn’t know what was happening—why they were swarming around me, trampling those flowers I’d tended with such tender care. Then, all at once, I understood.

A rose slipped from my fingers as I let out a scream.

I felt silly about that later. We all knew better by now than to scream. But the impulse was so strong there was no fighting it. Strong arms grabbed hold of me before I could take a single step, then all at once I was up in the air, held between two men with my feet dangling off the ground.

No, not this! Anything but this!

“Mistress!” I cried out again, fighting against the arms that held me. A pale face was watching from the window. “Mistress, please help!”

Another foolish mistake.

There would be no help for me. I was beyond help now.

Still, I continued my frantic struggles, twisting my wrists and gasping for breath, fighting against arms much stronger than my own. The guards didn’t move an inch. I wasn’t even sure they noticed. They had eyes only for their commander, who was watching with an amused smile.

“Spirited little thing, isn’t she?”

They laughed obediently, tightening their grip.

Do not cry. Whatever happens, do not cry.

As the man stepped forward, the guards stiffened to attention. The face in the window disappeared. There was such a presence about him, such a forceful bearing, that even I paused my desperate thrashing long enough to stare up at him with wide, terrified eyes.

This reaction seemed to please him and he stepped closer, appraising me with the hungry look of a man who had done it many times before.

“A beauty,” he said quietly. “A truly rare find.”

Silent tears spilled down my face, even as I’d made the silent promise not to cry.

“Tell me, beauty, are you going to behave?”

As he spoke, he reached behind him and pulled out a blunted club. It took me a moment to realize he intended to strike me with it. At once, my sobs quieted. My arms hung limply by my side. I simply nodded once.

“That is a good decision.” He stepped closer still, cupping my chin in a large hand. Then all at one, he stuck his thumb inside my mouth, stroking it over my tongue and lips as he watched with a lazy smile. “Keep making good decisions, beauty. I’d hate to split open that pretty face.”

He left without another word, back up the garden trail. I stared after him, frozen in a state of shock, until the world flipped upside-down as one of the guards threw me carelessly over his shoulder. My dark hair swept along the ground as I was carried away from the only place I’d ever allowed myself to love. The commander’s club was trailing the ground in front of me, leaving a groove in the dirt. The tip was angled and crusted over with something dark I feared was blood.

My eyes locked onto it, wondering who hadn’t behaved.

*   *   *
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I ASSUMED THE SOLDIERS had travelled by horseback, but I blinked with surprise when they loaded me into the back of an old feed truck. It smelled of salt and vinegar, and there were bits of grain sprinkled across the floor. I’d seen vehicles like it before, but only in pictures. Since the queen had banned the use of such technology, cars and trucks had been abandoned—left to rust on the side of dirt roads—while those people who could afford it pooled their money to share a horse. But it wasn’t the truck that captured my attention. It was the rusted manacles anchored into the side.

I stared at them just as I had the club, shuddering to think how they’d been used before.

“Watch your head.”

The bright sunlight was suddenly muted as I was flipped upright and deposited roughly inside the truck. A heavy canopy dropped behind me, sealing me inside. Alone. My legs quivered, but I didn’t fall down—not even when the engine fired up and we took off down the rough gravel road.

“You can sit here.”

I froze where I stood, peering fearfully into the darkness, then felt a small surge of relief when I saw a pair of bright eyes staring back. His name was Thomas, a boy from my village. In the early years, when we’d still had a school, he’d sat next to me in class.

“Thomas, I...I’m sorry.”

The initial relief upon seeing him dissolved into a frightful feeling of guilt. How dare I be pleased to see him, sitting in the dark. He’d been captured and brought there just like me.

His eyes flickered nervously to the front of the cab before pressing a finger to his lips. “We’re not supposed to talk.”

I followed his gaze, then sat down quickly—leaning my shoulder, without thinking, into his side. Guilty or not, it was nice to not be sitting alone as we bumped and bounced over the dusty road, thinking in silence about all that was about to come...

It had started ten years ago, when I was only a child. The destitute and starved provinces around the capital had received a royal decree. On a date to be determined, soldiers of the queen’s own guard would be sent to every village to collect the best and brightest that village had to offer.

The most beautiful and most talented. Those people with the greatest potential.

It quickly became clear that beauty was prized above all else. And the people selected were frightfully young. That first year, everyone chosen was eighteen. Now, it had dropped to sixteen.

It was meant to be an honor—that’s what the decree called it. A chance to serve one’s queen by offering the most precious of gifts. When I’d seen it the first time, hiding on the butcher’s roof, it hadn’t seemed like an honor. All I saw were screaming children being ripped away from their homes. 

Of course, it wasn’t some act of random cruelty. Like every other command issued by the royal family, it came from a clever school of thought.

Since the rebellions, the realm was unevenly divided into extreme wealth and extreme poverty. While this wasn’t uncommon for a monarchy, the problem was the numbers. Only a small fraction of the population was living in decadence, and that fraction was dying off. In an effort to strengthen their numbers and subdue the lower factions, they decided to infuse fresh blood.

Those selected would have two years of acclimation before they were expected to marry. A year or so after that they were expected to have children. There was never the slightest chance of returning home to one’s family. Those who’d tried were executed. People had stopped trying.

And so it began...

The first year of selection, the soldiers had been announced to come on a certain day. The young people in each township were to be standing in the public square to await examination. Of course, when they arrived the royal guards were dismayed to find that several hundred young people were conspicuously missing. Despite arrests and beatings, no one seemed to know where they were.

The year after that, they didn’t announce the date of the selection. We knew it would be in the springtime, after the crops had been planted for the following year. But it was a large kingdom, and those living on the outskirts had no real way of communicating with one another. With no warning and no chance of escape, the most one could do was simply hope they wouldn’t be chosen.

...like me.

The truck was hot and the road was long. Long enough that I had plenty of time to think about my predicament. Time enough for the fear to suspend, allowing me to see things clearly.

I wasn’t as strong or fast as others in my village. If we were being selected for breeding purposes, I didn’t have much to offer by means of that. I was smart, but not particularly well educated. I was kind, but no one in the provinces or the capital placed any value in that.

But ever since I was a child, people had told me I was beautiful.

A waste—they called it.

It was the village joke, meant to be sweet. That a face like mine would be hidden away somewhere high in the mountains, invisible to the rest of the world. But as time went on, as I grew older and learned what life in those mountains meant, the joke took on a new meaning.

It was a waste.

Of all the things to receive as a gift, there was nothing more useless than a pretty face. What I would have given for a pair of strong legs, or skill with an arrow and bow.

Now that gift had come back to curse me one final time.

Quiet sounds broke the dull monotony of the drive. Fractured breaths and silent sobs. I sat still for a moment, listening, then glanced up to see that Thomas was crying.

My lips parted in surprise.

The strongest man I’d ever known. With arms and legs as sturdy as an ox. But a few hours in the back of a truck was enough to unravel him.

Risking the wrath of the guards, I whispered words of comfort.

“We’re going to be all right, Thomas. You’ll see. We’re in this together.”

A lie.

We were not going to be all right. We were the very farthest thing from. But growing up in the Midlark Highlands, I’d learned that a lie could comfort as well as the truth.

He bowed his head, ashamed I was seeing his tears.

“It isn’t that,” he whispered. “It’s Katie. I can’t believe...I’m never going to see her again.”

Those soothing lies fell silent on my lips as my hand lowered back to my side.

Katie Harrow and Thomas Murdoch had been sweet on each other for as long as I could remember. They went fishing in the summer. Picked apples in the fall. He’d once carried her nine miles to the healer when she’d broken her leg. Everyone said that he was going to propose.

“I didn’t even get to say goodbye.”

My eyes glassed over as I realized the one thing I’d failed to consider.

“What about you, Elise?” he asked quietly. “Did you get to say goodbye?”

...my mother.

Thomas was leaving behind a large family. Brothers and sisters and cousins. All of whom would miss him terribly when he was gone. I was leaving behind just one person.

And I couldn’t be sure she would notice.

“No,” I said calmly, smoothing down the skirt of my dress. “I didn’t get to say goodbye. But we can’t think about that anymore, Thomas. We need to be strong now.”

His face tightened in almost physical pain. “For what?”

For a moment, my heart stilled in my chest. Then I forced a tiny smile.

“For Katie.”

*   *   *
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I COULDN’T SAY HOW long we were in the truck. Beneath the heavy canopy, the two of us were baking alive. There was no food or water, and by the time we lurched to a stop my head was starting to spin. We stood up slowly, holding onto the sides for balance.

There was some muffled talking. The sound of a heavier engine, and of doors slamming shut. A moment later the canopy ripped open, and we were blinded by a sudden light.

I winced and turned my face, but no sooner had the light appeared than we were being dragged into it. Rough hands grabbed my upper arms and pulled me forcibly across the truck. From the scuffle I heard behind me, Thomas was being treated the same.

I clung desperately to the men who held me, unable to see a thing. Then all at once, they vanished and I was falling into the air. A silent scream caught in my throat but I was caught a moment later, my feet lowering instantly to the ground.

Slowly, the image around me began to focus. The dark blotches in the sun-stained landscape sharpened into people. There were soldiers moving everywhere, more soldiers than I had ever seen in one place. Some were laughing with each other over cigars, recounting tales of their adventures in the outer rim. Some were bent seriously over sheets of paper, frowning as they compared notes and figures. Still others were unloading trucks similar to mine, vanishing into the sweltering darkness before dragging scores of teenagers into the light.

All were frozen in a state of terror. All were temporarily blinded by the sun.

I stood quietly beside the men who’d brought me, watching the scene unfold. It was as grim and frightful as anything I could have imagined. The transportation of chattel from one location to the next. I doubted there were names on those sheets of paper; I most certainly hadn’t been asked my name. I suspected there were merely numbers and rough descriptions. For what were we now except a series of pretty faces, each more expendable than the last?

“Fear not, lovely one.” The commander flicked me under the chin as he walked past. “The journey is almost behind you. Just one step left to take.”

He was right, I supposed. And I should have been afraid. But I found myself in a place beyond fear. A place where I could only watch with a resigned sort of detachment. As if the story of whatever happened next would belong to someone else.

We stayed there for a while, waiting until the last of the trucks had arrived and deposited their shivering cargo. From what I could tell, most of those selected were my age. To have lasted sixteen years in the provinces was an accomplishment all by itself, but they’d never faced challenges such as these. Between the soldiers and the fear of what lay ahead most had been rendered mute.

Finally, when the last of the trucks rattled away down the road, the commander lifted his hand and we set to marching. There were no actual instructions, just some threatening gestures from the guards, and we fell instinctively into place. There were a few covert glances, a few darting eyes to the gaps in the procession, space enough where a person might slip through unnoticed.

But before we’d gone more than half a mile, the ground leveled suddenly and we found ourselves standing in front of the most impossible sight.

A quiet gasp rose from the captives as we tilted our heads to stare at the same time. In all my years I had never seen anything like it. I could never have believed such a thing was real.

This must be the train.

The tracks spanned the entire kingdom. I’d walked across them often enough, mostly when I’d been sent to the town in the valley to exchange produce for linens. We had been told since we were children that a ‘train’ rode on those tracks. But even as we nodded along, for the life of us none of us had any idea what that ‘train’ might actually be.

A dozen doors swung open. The captives took a step back.

Then the commander lifted his hands again with a grand smile. “All aboard.” He gestured dramatically. “Your destiny awaits.”
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Like all other things in the kingdom, save for the capital itself, the train was a bygone relic. A mere shell of the decadence it once possessed. The rows of chairs inside were plush and richly decorated, but the edges of the fabric had begun to fray. Wide tears and stains stretched over many of them, and those rusted manacles were mounted every few feet into the wall.

I paused where I stood, terrified we were to be fastened to some of these, but my fears were soon laid to rest. The second I finished climbing the steps, I saw a small sea of faces before me. All of them unbound, sitting as comfortably as could be expected. When a soldier nudged me between the shoulders, I gathered that we were free to choose where we’d like to sit.

My eyes searched instantly for Thomas but he’d been siphoned off to another compartment, and I quickly abandoned the idea—selecting a seat as far from the door as possible. While other cars in the train had looked full as we’d boarded, this one was virtually empty. There were only a few other girls scattered about the chairs, and a woman I was surprised to see was middle-aged.

As she was the one closest to me I flashed her a tentative smile as I settled in, pressing my body discreetly against the window. It was a strange kind of comfort—to be holed up in a corner where no one could reach, yet peering through the glass where I was in a position to see everything.

While the palace surely kept careful records, the people in the provinces had never been told how many of them were to be selected. We knew only the number taken from our own village, but not from the kingdom as a whole. From my vantage point by the window I was able to see no fewer than thirty captives making their way towards the tracks, not counting those already on the train.

Maybe there are hundreds, I thought, watching as a soldier whipped the back of a boy’s legs to get him to walk faster. Maybe the palace is enormous, and we’re meant to fill it to the brim.

The image tore at my heart, but was strangely reassuring at the same time. While there might not be safety in numbers, we could at least draw solace from the camaraderie.

Quite suddenly, before I was ready, the last of the passengers boarded and the train made a deafening groan. The walls began vibrating with the chugging strain of the engine, and the world outside started to slip away as we began toiling up the tracks.

It was then that I felt true panic.

My hand lifted involuntarily to the window as I saw the familiar ridge of mountains slide out of sight, almost as if I could catch the image and hold on to it forever. I’d looked up at them all my life. Had I the talent, I could have traced the jagged horizon from perfect memory. A sudden chill swept over me, but my cheeks were warm. It took me a moment to realize I was crying.

Not here, I told myself. Not now. So exposed—where everyone can see.

I didn’t know anything about these other women, save that they were captives like me, but trust wasn’t one of the lessons you were taught as a child in the provinces. Already several of them were eyeing each other from over the railing of the chairs. Many were frightened, some were merely curious, and some looked almost competitive. All were trying hard to go unnoticed. All except one.

“Well I’m glad that bit’s over.” A girl with bright red hair pushed to her feet, leaning on the back of a chair as she gazed out the window. “Your destiny awaits?” She scoffed, as if the speech given by the commander was against her taste. “A bit heavy-handed, don’t you think?”

I stared at her in astonishment, listening instinctively for a guard.

“I swear, there’s nothing that man loves more than listening to himself speak. Except for maybe using that club,” she added suddenly. “He seemed to love that quite a bit.”

Without thinking I cringed further away in my chair, lest she was overheard and I was somehow tainted by association. My village was remote enough to have had only a few military inspections that I could remember. But I’d seen soldiers beat a man to death for saying far less.

“Oh come now, don’t tell me I’m the only one who noticed?” She prodded at those girls sitting closest to her, trying to coax a smile. “The man has anointed himself king of the wild.”

She’s actually crazy. She’s gone mad with the sun.

“Don’t listen to her,” the older woman said softly, offering a kind smile as she slid into a chair closer to mine. “She’s frightened. That’s why she speaks in such a way.”

I eyed her curiously, smiling tentatively in return.

Unlike the rest of us, she definitely was well into the middle years of her life. Streaks of grey painted the curly wisps that had escaped her bun, and when she smiled deep crinkles appeared at the corners of both eyes. Her knuckles were swollen and callused from work, and though she didn’t seem to notice she was still wearing an apron—as if she’d been pulled straight away from the fire.

She seemed nice enough, but I wondered why she had been chosen.

“Did you travel very far today?” the woman asked with that same kind smile.

I hesitated for the first time, thinking she might be some sort of spy. But I’d seen the rough way the soldiers had treated her, and no spy from the capital would have hands such as those.

“Several hours, I think,” I answered shyly. “It was very hot in the back of the truck, and easy to lose track of time.”

She nodded knowingly, casting occasional glances outside as the scenery flew past.

“Yes, the truck was unpleasant. There were twelve of us crammed in together. By the end of the second day, some of the younger ones had started to faint. Poor dears.”

The second day? The soldiers must have raided the entire kingdom.

“Of course, we should be grateful they weren’t as young as some of those who have been taken in years before,” she continued. “Mere children, they were. Some scarcely twelve years old.”

I remembered this.

Back when there was still a school, there had been a girl in the year below me. By the end of her first week, she was reading better than the teacher. By the end of the first month, she was teaching the class. No one was really surprised when the soldiers took her that spring. I could still remember what she looked like, fingers curled into a faded pink sweater as she waved goodbye to her parents, never knowing that she was seeing them for the last time.

“What about you?” the woman asked with forced cheer. “Do you have any children?”

I shook my head no.

“That’s lucky.”

I almost inquired if she had children herself, but one look at her face and I silently vowed never to ask the question. There was a wistfulness in the way she was staring at some of the girls near the back of the train car. Her fingers clutched tightly to her dress.

“Where are you from?” I asked instead, curious in spite of myself. It wasn’t often I got to speak with people from outside my village. Even then, it was just those who lived in the nearby town.

“The other side of the mountains,” she replied, lifting her eyes once more to the window like she could still see. “A small township called Wren. It shouldn’t have taken so long to get here, but many of the roads the soldiers were taking had been washed out with the rains.”

I nodded once, not at all surprised. The spring had brought with it heavy rains and equally heavy floods. The fields were drenched with it, and most farmers were worried about the ground yielding enough for them to pay the next year’s royal tax. But in the capital there was only sun.

“And where are you from, my dear?”

I hesitated once more before answering, realizing I’d made a foolish mistake. Already, most of the other girls were listening to our quiet conversation. They wouldn’t like what they heard next.

“...Midlark.”

There was a collective hiss, followed by a deafening silence.

Four years ago, a plague had swept over the land. It had moved quickly, leaving devastating casualties in its wake. Men, women, and children died by the thousands. Not even the livestock were spared. So dire was the situation that messengers had been sent to the palace, requesting aid. But the capital had refused to see them, locking the gates of the city in an effort to seal itself away.

By the time the sickness ran its course, the provinces were in ruin. There wasn’t a single family that hadn’t suffered a loss. Many of them had been wiped out entirely.

Mine was one of the few villages remote enough to be spared. A random quirk of geography, but it had caused a great deal of resentment from the others.

“Midlark?” A girl with long black tresses made a derisive sound under her breath. “A face like that and she’s hiding out safe in the mountains. How’s that for luck?”

My temper flared but I kept it carefully in check, answering with a quiet calm. “Do I seem lucky to you?”

It was hard to dispute, what with the train and the soldiers and the rusted manacles hanging by my neck, but the girl’s eyes narrowed with growing dislike.

“You know, they say some people come to enjoy their time at the palace,” she continued in an innocent voice. “That it takes only a few months for them to forget what their lives were like before, the place they came from. They say some people are just born to live in the capital.”

My eyes flashed at the silent accusation and I was about to say something unwise, when the older woman put a gently restraining hand on my knee.

“That’s enough, girls,” she chided quietly. “We were all brought here together. That means all of us are the same. No one person is different than any of the rest.”

I relented immediately, but the girl with the black hair was unable to let it go.

“You know that isn’t true,” she snapped. “There are levels of prominence even within the palace. Some of us might be claimed by some high-ranking lord, while others—”

“Well, this is exceedingly helpful,” the girl with the red hair interrupted sarcastically. “Fighting with each other instead of the people who brought us here.” She turned to the girl sympathetically, clucking her tongue. “Poor thing. They must have hit you over the head when you got here...”

There was a soft tittering of laughter as the girl, fuming with humiliation, slid back down in her seat. I shot the redhead a grateful smile but she, too, gave me a lingering look.

No one tried to speak again, and for the next few hours we rode in silence. Staring bleakly out the windows. Looking not forward, but back the way we’d come.

*   *   *
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THE SKY WAS ALREADY beginning to grow dark when the door opened and a pair of servants entered, offering us a tray of water and fruit. It was the first thing many of us had been allowed to eat all day and we descended upon it ravenously, shooting glances at the servants all the while.

Though they looked nothing alike, they seemed to reflect each other in every way. Perhaps it was the calm dignity with which they carried themselves, the glazed serenity clouding out every other emotion in their eyes. They looked neither surprised nor bothered by the way we swarmed around them but were rather indifferent, holding the tray with steady hands before sweeping out of the compartment as gracefully as they’d come.

Were they like us once? I wondered, staring at the doors long after they’d gone. Were they villagers who failed to prove useful, or does the capital have a working class of its own?

In a way, I found myself strangely jealous. To navigate such treacherous waters with poise and grace? To stand calm and steady as the rest of the world trembled with fear?

Night fell shortly after, and one by one the other girls fell asleep. At first, I thought it would be impossible. How could one sleep with the palace looming ahead and soldiers patrolling just next door? But the rigors of the day caught up with me and I soon found myself lying down just like the others, eyes fluttering shut as I drifted in and out of dreams.

It wasn’t until just before dawn that I awakened suddenly, roused by the feel of someone stroking a finger along my cheek. I blinked sleepily for a moment before I scrambled back, gasping to find myself face to face with the commander.

His eyes sparkled with a languid smile as he held a finger to his lips, warning me not to wake the others. An almost impossible command to follow but I did my best, praying they’d wake on their own, that the rumbling of the train would rouse them. He waited until I was still, smiling all the while, then reached once more to my face, running his hand along the edge of my jaw.

“Tell me, darling, did you dream?”

I was rigid on the chair, too petrified to speak.

“I’ve always wondered,” he mused quietly, catching a lock of my dark hair, “what villagers dream about during the night they spend on the train.” He tilted his head to the side as he pulled hard then released, watching it bounce back into place. “Do you dream of the uncertainties of the future, or of the comforts back at home? Or do you not dare to dream at all?”

I didn’t know if he expected me to answer any of these questions, or if he was merely speaking to himself. My presence seemed almost superfluous to him, a pretty distraction to help him pass the time. When I cringed away from his hand, he laughed quietly under his breath.

“My bet is you dream of the palace, of everything that awaits you there.” An involuntary shiver raced up my spine as he cupped my cheek, stroking his thumb across my frozen lips. “But you have nothing to fear from the palace, dear one. With that face?”

Our eyes met, and his smile turned dark.

“Or maybe you have all the more to fear because of it.”

There was a moment where time suspended, where he leaned forward and I had no idea what he was going to do. But then the door banged open, startling the rest of the girls awake.

At once, a pair of soldiers swept into the room. Both were tall and fit, yet looked strangely disheveled. Both flushed with apology as they came to a stop at their commander’s feet.

“Sir, I’m sorry to disturb you, but we’re having trouble with one of the villagers.” A trickle of sweat ran down the side of the man’s face, vanishing into his collar. “He’s trying to start a riot.”

One of the villagers...I wondered why they didn’t just call us prisoners. Someone was starting a prison riot—that would have made more sense.

The commander leaned back, looking irritated yet interested all at the same time. “The same man as before?” he asked curiously, pulling a pair of gloves from his coat.

“Yes,” the soldier affirmed, nodding swiftly, “the same man. We’re bringing him to you now—”

No sooner had he spoken than the door burst open again and two more soldiers marched inside. They were dragging a man between them, panting with the effort of holding him still.

The commander pushed to his feet, smiling slightly as he walked forward.

“So this is him?” He slowly pulled the gloves onto each hand, taking care to adjust the fingers. “The little general responsible for our insurrection?”

I stared in terror, braced against the chair.

There were no degrees of punishment for disobedience. An attack on the queen’s soldiers was seen as an attack on the queen herself—an offense punishable by death. At this speed, the commander could simply open a door and throw the man in question right off the train.

“Come now. Don’t be shy.”

The man’s ankles had been chained together, and he was bent at such an angle that I was unable to see him clearly. Dark hair veiled his face, but his eyes were piercing through, staring at the commander with such raw hatred I was surprised the man didn’t start to bleed.

Still, he said nothing. With his body imprisoned, it was the only defiance he had left.

The commander took a step closer, enjoying himself immensely. He wetted his lips then grabbed the man by the chin, tilting up his face to stare directly into his eyes.

“Are we having trouble calming down?”

With no other warning, he struck the man twice across the face—knuckles cracking with impossible force against the delicate bone. It was only then I saw the reason for the gloves. The blunted strips of bronze sewn into the leather. The man let out an involuntary gasp, but made no other sound. He merely straightened back up, staring at the commander with steel in his eyes.

I had never seen anything like it.

On occasion, there had been men who had revolted in my own village. But they had done so furtively and were quickly hung from the nearest tree. Never before had I seen such defiance, such unapologetic rebellion. This man was fearless, looking almost hungry for another blow.

The commander took in every detail with silent, watchful eyes.

“Take him back to his seat,” he instructed impassively, wiping the gloves before placing them back in his coat. “If he tries anything else, throw whoever’s sitting next to him off the train.”

With perfect synchronicity the soldiers hastened to follow his command, dragging the man back up the narrow corridor and vanishing through the door. It closed behind them with a loud bang, leaving the room in a deafening silence.

Why didn’t he kill him? The thought raced through my head, over and over, as I replayed the brutal scene. Why did he leave him alive?

The answer was beyond me. I could have asked a thousand times without discovering the truth. Not until I saw the gleam in the commander’s eyes did I suddenly understand. It was then that I realized something very important. A simple lesson that could come to govern the rest of our lives.

We are not our own. We no longer belong to ourselves.

Back in the provinces, we were expendable. People died swiftly and often, and these very soldiers would take our lives for the slightest offense. But we were no longer in the provinces. We belonged to the palace now. And by claiming us, the palace had placed value on those lives.

We no longer had the right to think or feel. To rebel or dream. To keep hold of any part of what we had been before. That was over now. Our very essence had been claimed by another.

We had even lost the right to die.

But even as I understood this, a darker truth slowly came to light. One that resonated in my very bones as the commander stepped forward, staring with great anticipation at the door.

“Oh my, are we going to have fun with you...”

There are some things worse than death.

––––––––
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​Chapter 3
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Not long after the commander departed, the servants returned with another platter laden with food. Unlike the ripened fruit we’d been offered the night before, the breakfast was something more like what we might have eaten back at home. A hastily-prepared porridge with a little too much water and not enough grain that you ever felt full.

It was a strange sort of comfort, and I wasn’t the only one who felt so. With practiced and efficient hands we divided up what there was and ate quickly, then placed the empty bowls back on the silver tray. The servants waited with endless patience, but there was a slight edge to them that hadn’t been there before. An almost imperceptible crack in an otherwise perfect calm.

“Has something happened?” I asked the one standing closest to me. He was somewhere in his early twenties, with sandy blond hair and metal cuffs around both wrists. “Are we close?”

He flashed me a quick smile before retreating in silence, carrying the tray to the next car.

In a way, it was the most unnerving thing that had happened. Instead of sinking back into our chairs, we milled restlessly around the cabin—like nervous animals who’d been kept in their pens too long. The train was curving around the side of a mountain, providing no clue as to our location, nothing but the same endless forest scenery we’d been staring at before. The trees flashed before my eyes in a kind of haze and I’d just turned away, when there was a sudden cry from one of the girls.

“Look!”

At once we swarmed to where she was perched at the very back of the car, pointing with wide eyes to something out the window. For a moment, it was impossible to see anything through the tangle of hair in front of me. Then there was a break in the trees and I saw it for the first time.

The queen’s palace. Shining like a beacon in the valley below.

All my life I’d heard stories, speculation. No one from my village had ever travelled as far as the capital, but we traded occasionally with people who had. A gilded marvel, they’d called it. Walls inlaid with ivory and gold, and towers stretching into the heavens as far as the eye could see.

Those who’d seen it were never the same. Eyes that had been so dazzled could never readjust to a world of worn leathers and shades of brown. It burned itself into the minds of its subjects as powerfully as the mighty queen herself, dominating everything that had come before. 

We’d walked away, rolling our eyes and sharing secret smiles, like it had all been some great exaggeration. I saw now that for all their flowering description, they’d been unable to do it justice.

Even from a distance, the palace was immense.

A dense maze of winding turrets and spindly towers, each one capped with ivory, and each so delicately crafted it looked as though they had been cut from glass. The walls themselves were oddly reflective, swelling with a slight curve and letting off a lustrous shine. Thick windows were dotted into them, hand-carved with swirls of stained glass and intentionally placed to shine with each hour of the sun’s passing radiance. Even now they beckoned us ever closer, sparkling like little jewels as they caught every bouncing beam of the rising sun.

The merchants were right—it was a marvel. A testament to the imagination and ingenuity of man. But there was a natural beauty to it as well.

Tucked away in the back of a wooded valley, the architects had allowed the flowering blooms of springtime to spill straight out of the forest and climb up the curved walls. Strings of blossoms dangled from the windows, like gauzy curtains whispering in the breeze. Ancient trees dotted the outer courtyards, and a thick lattice-work of ivy crept along the shining stone.

I’d imagined a den of vipers. A nest of crackling storm clouds, where stray sparks and streaks of lightning ripped apart the sky above.

But it was beautiful. It was maybe the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

I wasn’t the only one staring. The rest of the girls were pressed to the window just like me, their breath fogging little clouds onto the glass as they gazed into the horizon with saucer eyes.

“It...it’s so...”

For once, the girl with the pretty red hair found herself at a loss for words.

“Yes,” the older woman answered grimly, “yes, it is.”

We didn’t head straight to the palace. Instead, the tracks curved around the edge of the valley to a small docking station adjacent to the main road. We were then unloaded, blinking incredulously with the look of a group of people who’d just ventured out of a cave.

I didn’t understand...was this part of the capital?

The cheerful store fronts and brightly colored banners were richer and more decadent than anything I’d ever seen. Horse-drawn carriages swept past, their steel shoes clattering over the cobblestones as crowds of people strolled by at a more leisurely pace. They stopped at once when they saw us, pointing excitedly and whispering behind their hands. The legends of the court were well known to everyone in the kingdom, but these people surely knew them better them most.

Even now they were sizing us up, making their own unofficial selections and speculating as to who might be claimed by whom. It was a terrifying prospect and, like we were animals who couldn’t understand, no one bothered to lower their voice.

A group of gambling men was placing bets on a girl standing on the fringes. Just sixteen, but she was very pretty and had surprisingly large breasts. A bright-eyed child with a ribbon in her hair pulled the edge of her father’s coat and asked if she could have a look at one of the ‘guests’ up close.

I had forgotten that. From this point on, we were to be known as the palace guests.

He smiled indulgently, instructing her only to look but not to touch. She skipped closer with glee, coming to a stop in front of a handsome boy who was staring down at her in disbelief.

She decided to touch anyway, reaching out a darting hand to tug the edge of his shirt. A peal of giggles burst from her lips as she raced away, delighted with her own daring. His lips parted, but of course he made no move to follow. He simply stared after her, then straightened his shirt.

The streets grew louder and louder as the crowd began to swell. Apparently the arrival of the guests was an annual spectacle, because it wasn’t long before merchants with carts began popping up on the street corners, peddling their wares with booming voices to the raucous crowd.

“Bless my stars—look at that one!”

I lifted my head when I heard a sudden shout, then realized in horror the man in question was talking about me. A violent blush stained my cheeks as I inched backwards, trying to blend in.

“That face, those lips...” More people had gathered round, clustering behind him and pointing in glee. “And those eyes...they’re almost violet.”

“She’s young,” another man piped up behind him, watching me with an evil smile. “I’d wager she probably hasn’t been with a man. As fresh as newly-fallen snow.”

“They’re all young,” a third man argued, popping a piece of candy into his mouth. “And I wouldn’t be so sure about that last part. You know what they say about the villagers. They screw like rabbits—the lot of them. How else are they supposed to stay warm?”

“Good practice for the palace,” the first man said slyly.

A roar of laughter followed the remark as they continued to the next unfortunate soul.

We stood there silently, heads down, trying our best not to listen, then looked up with something close to relief as the commander finally swept toward us, a pair of guards at his sides.

“Is this everyone?” he said briskly, looking pressed for time. “What’s the final count?”

A smaller man was hovering in his shadow. He didn’t wear a soldier’s uniform, but was holding a clipboard and pen. “Fifty-four, sir. But the last car is still being unloaded.”

The commander nodded distractedly. I stared at the pen.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen one. Pens ran out of ink, then what could be done with them? In the village, we’d had only pencils. And those were scarce.

There was more muttering between the two men, more catcalls and jeering from the crowd, then my gaze lifted at a sudden burst of applause as the final car finally joined us. This one consisted mainly of men. Upon their arrival, it soon became clear that the women in the crowd were just as vile as their husbands.

One of them grabbed a wide-eyed captive as he walked past. Another darted in for a kiss before ruffling the man’s hair and darting back into the crowd. As a group the men froze in fleeting shock, staring in astonishment at the spectacle before them. Then they seemed to realize that they themselves were the spectacle, and hurried to join the rest of us.

The commander waited impatiently as the new tally was counted. The harsh laughter and loud voices of the crowd became a muted ringing in my ears. In an effort to distract myself, I cast a shy glance at the boy standing beside me. He was handsome, like all the rest of them, with braided hair and bright eyes that had glassed over as he ran his toe gently along the cobblestone.

Judging by his matted clothing and the fair pallor to his skin, I was guessing he came from one of the mining villages—places even more impoverished than mine. Chances were he’d never seen a paved road in his life, only the packed dirt that crisscrossed the provinces.

In a burst of impulsivity, I found myself on the verge of speaking to him. While they tallied his number, I’d ask for his name—holding his hand to stop the involuntary tremors. But just as I was about to introduce myself, my eyes strayed past him to the person on his other side.

My body froze in shock. It was the man who’d been causing trouble on the train.

He’d taken the commander’s beating well, but the marks it left were impossible to hide. A deep bruise ran from his jaw to his temple, and there were several thin lines from where the strips of bronze had cut into his skin. Aside from that, he looked like all the others. Tall, attractive, and athletically-built, despite the fact that he was slightly malnourished.

He was also slightly off-balance, swaying gently where he stood. I wondered if it was just the jarring savagery of the crowd. Maybe he’d refused to eat on the train.

“All right, that’s all of them.” The commander glanced one final time at the numbers before nodding approvingly. “Let’s get moving.”

Of one accord we started walking, eager to get off the street even if it meant taking to the palace trail. But almost immediately we were siphoned onto a side street instead, heading towards an empty store front as the palace loomed in the background.

“Not yet,” he chuckled quietly, following our questioning looks. “You’ll have to remove several layers of dirt before stepping through those gates.”

The door slid open, rattling in its metal frame, and we tentatively stepped inside.

It was a warehouse of some kind. At least, that’s what it used to be. What stood before us now was a hastily compiled assortment of screens and wash bins, brushes and towels. There was probably plenty more in the boxes stacked against the wall, but they had yet to be unpacked.

As we stood there staring a wiry man with nervous, jittery hands raced forward, practically crawling on his knees to the commander’s feet. “Sir, allow me to apologize for not being here to greet you. I’ve only just heard the news of your arrival—”

“Peace, Higgins,” the commander held up a hand, eyes sweeping over the room. “You didn’t know we were coming. There is nothing to forgive.”

With all the careful planning that seemed involved with rounding everyone up, I wondered how it was possible that this man had fallen out of the loop. Perhaps the schedule had been changed on purpose, to avoid deserters amongst the villages. It had happened before.

“So tell me where we are.”

“We’re still in the initial stages,” Higgins answered fearfully, relieved to have been forgiven but still wringing his hands. “I’ve had men bringing it down from the second location. I was told to expect you three days from now—”

“Plans changed,” the commander interrupted briskly. “I don’t need much right now. Just get them cleaned up enough for the trip to the palace. The grooms can take it from there.”

The man nodded in automatic compliance, though his eyes remained worried.

“Cleaned up...” he muttered, as if it was an affront to his standards. “Even that might be asking the impossible. There’s not much to work with—”

The commander spun him to face us, stopping short his reply.

“That’s what you have to work with.”

Whoever the man was, whatever his job title might be, the commander was wise to have directed his attention from the supplies to the subjects. At once those layers of worry melted away as he clasped his hands together, looking nothing short of delighted.

“Oh, yes...they’ll do quite nicely.” He began pacing in front of us, stopping every now and then to examine someone who caught his eye. “Really took the pick of the realm, didn’t you?”

The commander’s eyes glowed with a secret smile.

“Yes, we have big plans for them.” He left abruptly, turning on his heel and doubling back the way we’d come. “Do what you can. I’ll be back in an hour.”

The door shut behind him.

We looked around uncertainly, some fighting the visible impulse to run, but the commander had left guards on both sides of the door and escape seemed impossible. Instead we turned back to the man, frightened that for however short a time, our fate had been placed in his twitching hands.

“Yes, yes—quite nice indeed.” He was muttering to himself, taking mental notes as he moved through the crowd. “But no time, there’s just no time to
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