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        Did they come to save or break her heart?

      

        

      
        Laya is called the Princess, but in fact, she’s nothing but a slave to her husband and cult leader Andros. Abused and suppressed, she has no hope of escape until three new recruits enter her life.

      

        

      
        They quickly take to living in the compound, but Laya can’t help feeling that they’re different. That they might not believe in what they have to do for Andros. That they aren’t as cold and cruel as him.

      

        

      
        She’s been planning to escape for years, but if she trusts them, will these three men be her salvation or her doom?
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        ***Trigger warning: This is a dark story that contains violence, sexual abuse, mentions of suicide and death. Read at your own discretion.***

      

      

      

      
        
        This story is also available as audiobook and paperback!

      

      

      
        
        Subscribe to Skye's newsletter and get a free book as a thank you:
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        For the Flock. I’d never have been able to write this book without your emotional support.
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      The sound of the whip being unfurled is worse than the pain to come. The tingling of anticipation is running over my skin, preparing my nerve endings for the beating that he’s about to unleash on my naked body.

      
        
        Pain is salvation.

      

      

      I steel my mind like he taught me.

      
        
        Discipline leads to redemption.

      

      

      He only wants to help. That’s why he’s going to whip me.

      
        
        Suffering brings peace.

      

      

      Without pain, I won’t be able to be freed of this mortal world. I won’t be able to ascend with the Prophet and the others. The pain is necessary.

      I take a deep breath, readying myself.

      “Begin.”
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      His ugly scent still hangs in the air even after he’s long gone. It's all over my skin, reminding me of what just happened. I want to cry and have a shower, but the first won't do any good and the second is forbidden. It's still two more days until I'm allowed my next shower.

      I pull my blanket closer, but then throw it away when its touch reminds me of the marks he's left on me. It’s too rough, just like his hands. I breathe in deep through my mouth, but can't stop a bit of his scent getting trapped in my nose. His breath always reminds me of something rotten, something so dead inside that it's almost impossible to hide. But he hides it well. To the others, he's a holy man, a Prophet. To me, he's the devil.

      At least he'll be busy until later today. Time for me to prepare for his next beating. It's one of those days when he's angry and needs someone to let out his frustrations on. He told me once that with every mark on my skin, his anger gets less. It's a sign for him that he's working on it.

      That's what he sees it as. Dealing with his problems. I'm the canvas to paint his anger onto.

      A few more hours until he's back. It's harder knowing what’s to come than when it's one of his impulsive attacks. Those I can usually avoid by staying in the company of the other women. He doesn't do it in front of people. He's their leader, he needs to show how he's the perfect person. The chosen one. The Prophet. The King.

      Inside though, he's rotten to the core. Nothing royal in there. Just hate and violence and anger and pride. All the sins he preaches against are somewhere in him. Maybe that's why he's so passionate about eradicating them. If everybody else is without sin, maybe he will be, too.

      I wish he'd allow us some cream to put on the bruises, but that's forbidden. When I first moved here, I thought it was a good thing that cosmetics are banned in the compound. Now, I see it differently. If he puts bruises on me, he should give me something to treat them.

      He always makes sure that the bruises stay below the neckline. I'm not allowed to wear revealing shirts anyway, none of us are. Our simple uniform includes a long-sleeved blouse and a skirt that reaches our ankles. Together with our shorn heads, we're hard to tell apart. That’s how it's supposed to be. We're all one family, one community, where nobody is better than the others. Except for Andros, of course.

      Twenty women, all thin as sticks, heads bowed, quiet and demure. But still, I'm different, even though I don't want to be. I'm wearing a golden circlet on my shaved head, telling everyone that I'm the Prophet’s wife. His Princess. He's the King, but he is so far above us all that it would be silly to call me his queen. No, I'm the Princess, and that keeps me apart from the other women in the compound.

      Only at dawn and dusk, when we recite the words of our community, we're all the same. When the fog hangs deep in the valley, we assemble in the clearing in the centre of the village and chant together:

      
        
        Discipline leads to redemption.

        Suffering brings peace.

        Obedience inspires happiness.

        Pain is salvation.

        The Angel is our shield and our refuge.

      

      

      It's the mantra I hear every day. I say it every day. And once, I believed it. Maybe I still do.

      Back then, I said those words with fervour and passion. But that all changed long ago and now, it's empty words for me. I say them because it's expected of me. Because I will be punished if I don't. As the Princess, I need to be an example, both in good deeds and in my punishments. My husband likes to show everyone how women should be treated. The bruises stay beneath my clothes, but there are other ways to punish and humiliate. Andros knows every single one of them.

      I once admired him for his intelligence and creativity. Now I fear him for coming up with yet another method of punishment. But then I remember that I deserve it, and it hurts less.

      We all deserve to suffer.

      
        
        Suffering brings peace.

      

      

      Does something become true if you say it often enough? Does the universe listen and make it so?

      If so, then I will be at peace. I have suffered a lot. Not just me, we all have. Suffering is at the core of our community. We built it up from scratch, we fought with the inhospitable land to survive. There are no modern conveniences out here; we are on our own. Suffering has been with us from day one.

      How long has it been since then? Five years? Six? Time has lost its meaning.

      Some days, I'm still happy I live here, away from society, together with men and women sworn to a simpler life. Other days, all I want to do is run.

      Pain flares up around my right ankle and I bite back a groan. It always does that when I think of leaving. The thin silver bracelet he once put on me has merged with my flesh, burned into my skin. It was the first and only time I ever tried to run away.

      He said that if I ever tried it again, he’d use the same blowtorch on my head until the golden circlet I’m forced to wear melts and permanently becomes part of me.

      I put a hand on my ankle, the coolness of my skin a soothing relief for the pain that isn’t really there. It’s just a memory. The pain everywhere else is very real, though. Why am I focussing on my ankle when my stomach feels like a car has run me over?

      It’s probably some kind of self-preservation mechanism.

      I roll to my other side to take the pressure off my bruised ribs. Spots dance along my vision as the pounding in my head starts anew.

      How did a life without pain feel like? Was I happier back then?

      We're taught to forget the past, to focus on the present and on our future. Especially on our future. Everything we do is to make sure that we'll transcend once we leave this life behind. Andros says that so far, he is the only one who's ready to ascend, but he's staying behind to make sure that we reach the same level of preparation. He's generous like that, sharing his wisdom and knowledge. Other Prophets may have just left, preferring to be with the Angel.

      Not Andros, though. He cares for all of us, his flock, even though his methods can be rough. At least I think that's what he believes.

      I'm not quite sure if I believe it. I've not known what's real and what isn't for a long time. I hope that Paradise is real. That way, all what we're going through is going to be worth it.

      
        
        Discipline leads to redemption.

      

      

      Our daily struggles, the punishments, the harsh rules, it's all to prepare us for ascension. Right now, we're not worthy of the Angel's attention. But soon, we will be. Andros will make sure of it.

      I focus on that thought. No matter how much I despise Andros, he is the Prophet. The pain will only be temporary.

      But it's so hard to believe. Everything hurts, even lying on the hard wooden floor is painful. I think he may have cracked my ribs again. Every breath is an ache in my chest, but I'm not ready to stop breathing yet. I'm not ready.

      A gentle knock on the door has me sit up.

      Petal enters, searching the room for me before her eyes spot me in the corner.

      "How bad is it?" she asks quietly and hurries to me.

      "It's been worse," I reply with a grimace and take the glass of water she's offering me.

      "Pain is salvation," Petal says, her expression full of hope and conviction. She may be kind to me, but she's also one of Andros's most passionate followers. She was one of the first, and likely she'll be the first of his flock to ascend, too.

      She takes back the glass and hands me a wet cloth. We're not allowed  to put salve on our wounds, but at least the coolness of the water will provide some relief. I start patting my forehead to remove the sweat and the tears. If Andros sees me like this, weak and frail, it will only make him angry.

      While I begin to gently rub away the blood on my shoulders, Petal takes another cloth and cleans my back. Every single touch hurts, but it's a better pain than that of the whip, because it's not intentional.

      "He'll be late," the older woman informs me. "There are three new applicants and he's decided to interview them right away. Three men, I think, but I only got a quick look before he told me to look after you."

      He didn't send her because he’s kind. No, he wants a clean canvas for later to continue his painting. The existing stripes of wounds and barely healed scars don't bother him, but dried blood does. It looks dirty, he says, so he always sends one of the other women to make me clean again.

      "Where are they from?" I ask her, but she clucks her tongue in disapproval. Their past doesn't matter. We shouldn't question where they come from, just where they're going.

      “If he agrees to take them in as novices, we’ll have an assembly tonight,” she informs me instead of answering my question.

      I suppress a sigh. If there’s an assembly, I have to leave our hut, which means wearing my scratchy, heavy robe on my open wounds. It’s going to be even more painful than it is now.

      The last time we had new people join our community is months ago. Maybe even a year. Now that we're completely self-sufficient, we don't communicate with the outside world any longer. Andros is the only one who leaves occasionally to buy supplies. Nobody knows we exist. Sometimes, Andros talks about wanting to spread the message of the Angel so that more people can be saved, but then he decides that we're enough followers. If we'd accept new people, it would take them long to adjust and to learn. Our own ascension would be delayed, and Andros wouldn't like that. He's stayed here with us for too long already. He wants to ascend and join the Angel, just like we all do.

      "Let's pray," Petal says, and sits down by my side, her hands on her knees, turned upward so that the blessings of the Angel can flow into her. I take the same position, trying not to wince as pain flows through me. This beating was worse than the ones before, and I know it's going to take a while to heal.

      "Angel, your words are salvation," Petal begins and I join her, my mind focussing on the mantras and forgetting the pain.
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        * * *

      

      The bell is loud and doesn't stop ringing for several minutes. I try to ignore it, but the sound hammers against my sore head until I can't stand it any longer. I get up from my thin mattress on the floor and put on my white robe. It's assembly, and we don't wear our normal clothes for that.

      Petal left after our prayers and I got to sleep for a bit, but it seems that my time of rest is over. At least Andros hasn't had time to pay me another visit.

      I carefully lift the robe over my head and let it fall on me, hoping that it won't reopen my wounds. They seem to have closed while I slept, but the blood on my sheets tells the story of my agony.

      I stay barefoot; we're only allowed to wear shoes in the winter.

      Warm evening light welcomes me as I step out of my hut. The sun is low behind the hills in the distance, its last light bathing the compound in orange hues. The sunsets always are spectacular here. In a moment, the sun will disappear behind the hills with one final goodbye, a bright crest on the top of the mountains, before only its light remains.

      The bell finally stops, and I hurry towards the community hall in the centre of our fenced village. The fence is to keep others out, or so Andros says. We're living in the middle of nowhere, so there are wild animals that we need to prevent from invading our home.

      Almost everyone is assembled in the hall already, and I take a seat at the back, kneeling on the thin mat covering the ground. We only use the hall for assemblies and in the winter; now during the summer we do our prayers outside, despite the midges.

      Andros is standing at the front, easy to see as everyone else is kneeling. Next to him are three men, already wearing the red robes of novices. That was quick. Usually new people take several days to bring their belongings here and to say goodbye to the world. Once you're here, you don't get to stay in touch with your relatives. It's a final decision, and most aren't brave enough to make it.

      We are the steadfast ones, the loyal followers who've made that decision. We've forsaken all worldly pleasures and connections and our only purpose in life is to serve the Angel and prepare to join him.

      I keep my head bowed but sneak a look at the men nonetheless. Their faces are hard to see under their hoods, but one of them has long black hair falling to his chest. He's going to have to cut it off soon. I almost pity him for it; it must have taken him years to grow his hair that long. He has a shaggy beard as well, barely visible under his hood. The other two are clean-shaven, but that's all I can make out. One of them is a little broader, but it’s muscles, not fat, as far as I can see from here.  The other two are quite thin, or at least athletic. That's good, they won't mind the lack of big meals then. In the summer, we only eat twice a day, once before sunrise and once after sunset. I've got used to the clenching feeling of hunger in my stomach, but that's only after years of living like this.

      The large doors close behind me and Andros steps forward, looking down at his followers.

      "Welcome, flock of the Angel," he says in his loud, booming voice that easily reaches every corner of the hall. "We're assembled tonight to greet our newest members and welcome them into our midst. I will decide their names later, so for now, they remain nameless. The cleansing ceremony will be tomorrow. Bryan, Eamon, Jeremy, you'll be assisting them in the process."

      Three men get up from the floor and bow deeply, before kneeling back down.

      I remember my own cleansing process and repress a shudder. It's not a pleasant experience, but it's necessary to get rid of our mortal sins and prepare our minds and bodies for the Angel.

      Andros smiles widely as he looks at the new men. "You have made the right decision to come here, friends. We will welcome you with open hearts and open arms, and will lead you onto the right path. Once you have your new names, you will be given a hut to share until you build your own ones. You will wear the red robes of novices and study the sacred texts. When you're ready, I will test you, and if you’re found worthy, you will be given the white robes of the chosen ones."

      The men don't say anything, but they all nod to show that they've understood. That will please Andros. He doesn't like it when people ask questions.

      "Sit," he tells them, pointing at an empty row at the front. It's reserved for novices and nobody has been sitting there for a long time. "I don't expect you to take part in our worship tonight, as you don't know the words and rituals yet, but I do expect you to study hard so you can become part of our community quickly."

      Again, they remain quiet. They seem like the perfect recruits: silent, eager to learn, pliable. Andros will like them.
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      My husband was too tired last night to continue his painting, so I got to sleep without new streaks of blood staining my bedsheets. When I wake up, his arm is wrapped around my waist, pressing me to him possessively. His chest is hard against the broken skin on my back. When he wakes, there will be blood on his chest. He will punish me for it.

      I close my eyes and try to get back to sleep, get some rest before the new pain arrives, but it's a fruitless endeavour. I'm awake, and the anticipation of his next beating is rising up in me, choking my heart.

      Suffering brings peace, I recite in my head, focussing on the words the Angel teaches us. Once we've ascended, we won't even remember all the pain we had to endure on the way to his kingdom. We will never feel pain again.

      I concentrate on that thought, imagining the Paradise waiting for us. The endless pastures of golden grass, the two suns in the sky, the sounds of angelic choruses caressing my ears. That's how it's written and that's how it will be. This pain is just a test, nothing more. I have to get through it. I have to be stronger.

      Andros grunts in his sleep and his grip on me loosens slightly. Is it worth trying to get up without him noticing? No, that might just increase the punishment. I stay where I am, feeling the movements of his chest on my sore back, breathing as shallowly as I can so he doesn't wake from the sound of my breath.

      I open my eyes again and look around. The floor is rough, the wood taken straight from the forest without having been polished. When I first moved here, I loved the natural feel of it all, but once I got the first splinters in my bare feet, I rethought that sentiment. Dust is dancing in the sunlight streaming through the windows, and I make a mental note to clean the house later on. If Andros leaves me alone and without further injuries, I'll be able to sweep the hut, maybe even wipe the windows. Their plexiglass always looks dirty and streaked, no matter how much I try and clean them. Still, I won't give up trying. I'd love to have windows I can look through and not see impurities.

      Andros grunts again and I stiffen.

      Is he awake?

      "Little dove," he whispers and his hand on my stomach moves, slowly running over my skin. I shiver in frightened anticipation of what's to come. This doesn't happen often, not anymore, but when it does... I close my eyes again and withdraw deep into myself, willing it to be over quickly.

      He breathes in deep as his fingers reach between my legs.

      "My frightened little bird..."

      He chuckles and drives two fingers into me, surprising me. I'm not wet at all and it hurts. I never get wet for him anymore. I gasp and he takes that as an invitation to wrap his other hand around my head and stuff his fingers into my mouth. His erection presses against my back, hard and ready to invade me.

      I picture the Angel in my mind as he flips me onto my back and begins to take me like I'm his property.

      Which I am. We all are.
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        * * *

      

      We missed breakfast, but while Andros gets himself something from the communal kitchen, I have no such privileges. I've not felt this bad in ages. Hungry, in pain, dirty. I want a shower, but it's not shower day today. Tomorrow, I think. Until then, I will have to make do with washcloths and cold water. It amazes me that Andros wants me to be clean for him, but only allows us a shower every four days. I'm sure there's a reason for it, though.

      I hurry to the office building. It's one of the more elaborate huts; it was built as a community effort and not by just one or two people, like most of the other houses. It also contains the library and a room for Andros to meet visitors. We don't get a lot of them, but sometimes there have been random family members coming to check on their relatives. Often, they think we're some kind of cult and want to 'rescue' their siblings or children, but Andros is good at explaining that we're not a cult. We're a community living in simple ways
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