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        Two Months Ago

        Grand Castle of Aphros, Selennia

      

      

      “Bring the new prisoner in,” the Commander of the Guard barked to one of the two soldiers flanking the massive oak doors of the throne room.

      Commander Charleston stood in his usual place, just to the side of the throne where King Dargan Blackwell sat, overseeing his men and the entirety of the throne room. One of the two guards gripped the iron handle to retrieve the prisoner from where he was being kept in the outer hallway, the creak of the hinges drawing the eyes of the guards lining the sides of the cavernous space, empty but for the throne in the center of the room. Cast in cool colors of white and grey, the chamber should have felt serene and light, but the dark man perched on the throne cast a shadow over the room and those within it.

      King Dargan reclined on the stone bench wearing his usual dark tunic and breeches. Tired of listening to the endless prattling of his subjects, he picked at his tidy fingernails with a small blade while the young guard dragged a bloodstained figure through the doors, over the grey and white marble tiles, and to the foot of the dais. Blood and dirt stains sullied the pale floors while Blackwell wrinkled his nose in distaste. He liked things pristine.

      “Why are you bringing this creature before me, Commander?” Blackwell’s deep voice echoed through the empty room. He raised his dark brows at the Commander at his side, impatience written clearly on his expression. Commander Charleston may have been his closest confidant — a friend, even — but today even he grated on the King’s nerves. Charleston, of all people, knew Blackwell’s standing order: criminals, rebels, and heretics were to be executed immediately.

      No trial.

      No appearance before the monarch.

      This spectacle was a waste of time.

      “This man was captured stealing outside the city, then fought against the guards in Athene when he was arrested. But the story he told will be of interest to you, Your Majesty,” the Commander answered, bowing his head.

      Blackwell’s eyes lingered on the Commander as his brow creased in thought. Charleston was always clean-cut — his red and black armor polished to perfection, accenting the simple sword that hung at his side. He was handsome, save for the deep scar cutting from his temple to his chin, just missing his eye, that pulled his mouth into a constant grimace. A remnant from the takeover eight years ago, when he fought valiantly to protect the King as they defeated Adelaide’s forces. Then Adelaide herself.

      “Hurry up, then,” the King demanded of the man slumped at the guard’s feet as he tapped his fingers against the arm of the white throne he sat upon.

      Even though Blackwell’s griffin emblazoned the banners hung on the pale stone walls behind him, hiding the carvings from Adelaide’s rule and the reigns of the queens before her, he never bothered to replace the throne that was once hers. Knowing the rage Adelaide would have felt at seeing him in her place upon the sacred moonstone seat of Selennia brought Blackwell great pleasure.

      In response to the echoing tap, the prisoner whimpered, still curled on the floor. The young soldier who dragged him before the dais kicked his side in encouragement, causing the man to groan and pull his knees to his chest.

      “I’ve already given you more attention than a criminal such as yourself deserves. Speak now, or be hanged for wasting my time,” the King’s voice held no inflection, his neutrality more frightening than anger.

      “Tell your king the tale you spun for my men. Now.” The Commander demanded, stepping off the dais to pull the prisoner to his feet.

      Hanging limply in the Commander’s grip, the man finally looked up at the King with pale eyes full of pain and fear. As if compelled by the force of Blackwell’s dark gaze, words tumbled from the prisoner’s mouth.

      “When my brother didn’t dock in Athene aboard the Bartered Soul, I panicked, Your Majesty,” the prisoner began, his hand hovering over his injured side as he wheezed through what sounded like a broken rib. “I took to the taverns to ask the crewmen of his whereabouts. Most of them pushed me off, refusing to speak to me at all. But one finally took pity on me and whispered a shocking tale.”

      “Get on with it,” the King urged, rolling his eyes. He shot a sideways glance at the Commander, his pursed lips a message that his friend would suffer consequences for this colossal waste of time just as much as the prisoner in his grip if he wasn’t satisfied with the remainder of the tale. The Commander merely encouraged Blackwell to continue listening with a tilt of his chin.

      “The sailor said my brother had been involved with an incident aboard the ship after leaving Artemisia. He disobeyed the captain and was thrown into the sea for it. All over the captain’s whore,” the prisoner spat the final words.

      “Commander, explain to me why this man is still speaking. Why would I care about a pirate’s whore or a criminal’s missing brother?”

      “She… she was a priestess, Your Majesty. One of the whores leftover from the temples!” the prisoner blurted before the Commander, or the vicious young guard still standing at his side, forced him to talk.

      “A priestess?” Blackwell leaned forward on his throne, his curiosity piqued.

      “Yes, my King.” The prisoner nodded vigorously, his eyes expanding as he silently begged for mercy. “The crewman reverently said she was beautiful and vicious, almost like he was proud to have witnessed my brother’s punishment. She must’ve put a spell on the captain — why else would he not let the rest of his crew lay with a whore? After he told me this tale, I made my way down to the docks and saw the bitch with Captain Lennox. He was carrying her back to the ship as if she had tried to escape.”

      “What did she look like?” Blackwell continued his questioning more softly, coaxing the information from the man, even as his eyes glistened with excitement.

      “Black hair. Blue eyes. Skin as perfect as the inside of a seashell. A ghost of Queen Adelaide, herself.” The prisoner clapped his mouth shut as soon as the words left it. Everyone in Selennia knew better than to mention the late queen to Blackwell. The memory of his savage takeover was still fresh in the minds of those who had survived it.

      Blackwell’s dark eyes grew wide as the man spoke, his fingers gripping the armrest of the throne. Hearing of a beautiful, vicious priestess in and of itself would have interested him. He enjoyed breaking beautiful things. But hearing of a woman who resembled Adelaide… This was something Blackwell could not ignore.

      After eight years on the throne, Blackwell was no fool. He was fully aware that the majority of the population of Selennia disapproved of his rule, both because of the way he took power — sending soldiers to drag priestesses and villagers alike out to be slaughtered and tossed in mass graves, or hung in town squares to serve as examples while destroying temples and neighboring sacred groves along the way — and because of the continued violent persecution of those who dared to speak against his policies or the new religion he forced upon them. Many still worshipped the Goddess even though it was now illegal to do so, feigning adherence to the new religion while risking their lives to meet in whatever groves still stood under full moons. It was only by fear that he controlled them at all, kept the rebellion that simmered from boiling over, and kept the Old Ways hidden from plain sight.

      When he disposed of Adelaide, he had sent men to all of the temples to crush the threat of the priestesses, the last ones who might stand in his way. But his troops were also supposed to search for, and bring back, any of the young women who resembled the late queen. He knew she had an heir hidden in the temples, but his spies hadn’t been so gifted as to know where, or what the girl’s name was.

      Peasants still whispered about a lost heir, one who might return to save them, like a heroine from some fairytale. If she were to resurface now, his tenuous hold on the country could slip and he could lose power completely. But, if he could finally locate the woman and force her to stand at his side, if he could unite their rule with her as his captive queen, then he would secure his position permanently through her connection to Selennia and its people.

      “Commander, it sounds like we need to send men to speak with the madames along the coastline. Especially in Artemisia and Athene. Investigate the brothels and find this woman. See it done. Immediately.” Blackwell’s orders were terse and Commander Charleston gave a sharp nod of his auburn head in understanding.

      “What of this one, Your Majesty?” Charleston gestured toward the man still kneeling on the floor.

      “What was he arrested for in the first place?” Blackwell asked.

      “He was caught stealing in the market, mainly foodstuffs. When he was confronted, he put up a fight.”

      “Ah, a thief. And he consorts with pirates; he admitted as much. Brand his cheek to mark his crimes for the people to see. Then hang him from the gallows at the docks as an example,” Blackwell calmly replied.

      “What? No! Your Majesty, I beg of you!” the young man pleaded, his throat raw from the beating he had endured already. “I have a family, I didn’t steal anything worth hanging for! I was just trying to provide for them!”

      “A swift death is more than you deserve. Get him out of my sight.” With a wave of dismissal and a cruel chuckle, the King dispensed his justice as the younger soldier dragged the sobbing prisoner back through the blood and dirt and out the oak door. Another soldier standing to the side looked disturbed at the struggle but rearranged his face before it was noted.

      “Find the whore, Commander. And bring her to me.”

      “As you say, Your Majesty,” the Commander agreed, then bowed and marched through the open oak door to dispense orders and ready his men.
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      “Are you ready for tomorrow?” Lennox asks, stroking my hair while my head rests on his tattooed chest, the amber light from an oil lamp washing the room in a dim warmth. Our ship sways with the soothing waves of the gulf as we lay tangled together in the linen sheets of his bed, the orange sunset fading to twilight as we discuss our arrival in New Aphros tomorrow morning. The cabin of Andromeda’s Vengeance is smaller than the one we shared on the Bartered Soul, but it has been a comfortable haven for us since leaving Delosia.

      “I think so,” I answer honestly, tilting my head up so I can look into his dark green eyes. “I hid my feelings and pretended to just be a whore for so many years, I’m sure I can fall back into the act.”

      “You just need to be prepared.” He places a tender kiss on the top of my head.  “I have to be the man you thought I was, the one you hated when we left Selennia.”

      “I know.” The memory of the cocky rogue with his feet on Madame Celeste’s desk at the House of Starlight ready to purchase my company rises to my mind, so at odds with the man holding me.

      But now, two and a half months after that fateful night, I know the truth about Captain William Lennox — not just his hidden identity, but his honorable motives, as well. Just like he knows I’m not merely a priestess he fell in love with in the midsummer rites years ago or a prostitute trapped in a brothel on the shores of Selennia. A smile creeps across my face at the memory of how angry I was the night he procured Lyra and me, and then how relieved I was when I found he hadn’t left me behind on the white sandy beaches of Delosia a week and a half ago.

      “Remind me who Salome is again.” I roll to my side and prop my head on my hand. We should reach New Aphros tomorrow, and I fight the drowsiness that threatens to pull me into sleep so I can hear his words. “And why we are staying in a brothel and not a boarding house.”

      “Salome was a friend of my mother’s — another priestess. But she left Selennia years ago before Blackwell took power. I told you about joining Captain Jackson’s crew after he took over the King’s ship I was pressed on. The first time we docked in New Aphros, I found her. She’s one of the wealthier madames in town and has helped find safe refuge for some of the women and girls I’ve brought across the sea over the years.” He rolls to face me, aimlessly running his fingers through my loose hair.

      “She’s like family to me. But to the residents of New Aphros, I serve as a supplier of goods and women for her business. In exchange, she provides me lodging and diversion while I’m in the city. We need to uphold that image, my pretty priestess. I don’t want anyone in New Aphros to think you might be a potential weakness to use against me. I won’t risk you that way.” His expression hardens, the muscles in his jaw tensing. “I have enemies everywhere — both uptight politicians who care more about tax dollars and think to catch me selling under the table and other pirate captains who wish to exploit any potential advantage over me. Even though New Aphros is a free city, run by the Merchant Council instead of a monarch or church, there are too many desperate people there for me to let down my guard.”

      “I understand. I can hide my feelings if you can.”

      My answer is far more confident than I feel. The emotions that began on our voyage from Selennia to Delosia, then thrived in the tropical heat, have only deepened during the short time it’s taken to sail from the turquoise waters to the murky gulf. The cold facade I spent years building while I hid and worked in the House of Starlight has fully cracked, and I’m not certain I can hide the love I feel for the man at my side. I’ve never felt more vulnerable than I have in these past few weeks, sharing our stories and bodies in the amber lantern light, but I’ve also never felt closer to another person, more open with anyone. I feel safer with him than I have in a long time, even though I’ve decided to follow him into his life of piracy on the sea, where nothing is ever safe.
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      Andromeda’s Vengeance, the sloop taken at a high cost on our trip from Selennia to Delosia, is anchored in the calm gulf. While the ship has been my home for our voyage from Delosia, I’m still not certain its acquisition was worth the loss of six crew members, or the near-fatal wound Lennox took in the battle against the King’s sailors who manned it, even if its capture does weaken our enemy’s fleet.

      Far in the distance, the bones of a new city are just visible from my vantage point at the bow of the ship, framing for new buildings and homes standing out against the wilder landscape beyond. I inspect the other vessels in the makeshift harbor, easily spotting the Bartered Soul, temporarily captained by Erik Varangr, its former quartermaster, for the short voyage from Delosia. The sounds of the crew preparing for the trip to shore is a familiar din, blending with the comforting slap of the waves against the hull. The pull of a now familiar presence drags my attention from the dark water, and when I turn I look up into Lennox’s handsome face.

      His naturally golden hair is masked with black walnut hulls again, making it a dark brown that appears black in the dim mist, obscuring his true appearance. Once again, he looks the part of a dangerous pirate, handsome and deadly, just like he did a few months ago when he pretended to buy my company. Today he wears all black, from his greatcoat to his linen shirt and breeches, while a dark tricornered hat tops his blackened hair. One of his pistols is visible at the front of his belt, while I know the other is tucked at his lower back, and his cutlass swings at his hip, all strategic choices contributing to his menacing aura.

      Wrapping one of his arms around me, Lennox pulls me tight to his side. Together, we stand like dark sentinels on the deck as we prepare to meet the riverboat men who will take us to the free city of New Aphros, taking this moment to show our true affection once more before having to take on the roles of a pirate and his favored whore. Despite my perceived station, my company only adds to his fearsome appearance with the darkened sigil visible on my brow. The silvery upturned crescent mark remains clear after the full moon ceremony with Lyra and Siobhan on the sands of Delosia, no longer resembling a faded scar like it did when I left Selennia.

      The city we are bound for is different from both the tropical island we recently left behind and the cool shores where I was born. Here, we can’t anchor at the port, or row our boats straight to the town. First, we must take a small boat to the shore, then another flat-bottomed vessel will ferry us up a large river to the expanding city. During our layover, our ship’s cargo will be transported aboard the riverboats to the city for sale and trade while we mingle with Lennox’s contacts in the city.

      I changed into a simple, dark grey dress for my introduction to the city, topped with a lightweight frock coat in deep indigo. Even though I’ve comfortably worn my dagger openly in the new sheath I had made in Delosia while on board, I know doing so in the streets of the city is at odds with the image of a pirate’s whore. So instead, I tuck the plain blade away in a deep pocket like I have for so many years now, its presence comforting even if it remains a secret.

      To occupy my time on the voyage from Delosia to the port of New Aphros, I worked with Lennox and Pike, the older man standing in as quartermaster in Erik’s stead, to master the small weapon. Despite the hours of sweating and cursing, having my blade blocked or knocked from my grip by the older man with his affable grin, I made steady progress. I savored the sore muscles Lennox massaged for me in the evenings and the calluses that formed on my hands from those lessons. Each success brought me satisfaction that I was one step closer to being more capable of defending myself.

      Now, I no longer depend on instinct alone to aim my blade, so the fear that I evoke in the sailors we encounter, here and elsewhere, will be more warranted than ever. Not just because of the superstitions the sigil delineating me as a priestess stirs, or the rumors that follow me describing my viciousness, but because there will be no hesitation to defend myself, and because my blade will strike true.

      Double-checking that the dagger is in place one more time, I look out across the gulf. The late autumn air has a slight chill from the proximity to the water, but the mild temperature makes the linen coat I wear over my dress warm enough for the journey to shore and then up the river to the city. Keeping his arm around my shoulders, Lennox presses a final kiss to the top of my head before turning to his crew.

      “Ready the boats!” Lennox shouts, and the crew springs into action, the order spreading through the crewmembers as they prepare several rowboats.

      A deep breath steadies the nerves tingling under my skin, alight at the thought of the unknown that waits on shore. The time spent on Delosia was a pleasant surprise, and the calm days aboard the Vengeance have been a balm to my blemished soul, easing the pain I’ve held close for years. But the city we are entering is completely foreign to me. Uneasiness coils in my gut as I hope I remember how to don the careful facade I created when my old life was destroyed eight years ago.

      Lennox helps me climb into one of the small boats before we are lowered down to the dark water below. The damp ropes creak under the strain of our weight and, despite the water being calm, the jolting splash when our boat hits the sea makes me grip the wood of the bench beneath me. Two of the crew members row our boat, while two additional vessels follow behind.

      Adjusting to the gentle rocking, I turn to look at the other boats following us, inhaling the briny air heavy with morning mist. Erik sits in one of the boats from the Bartered Soul with a few members of his crew and a sampling of the cargo for trade. Erik’s intimidating frame and distinct appearance — dark hair worn in a long braid with the sides shaved to reveal tattoos covering his scalp  — make him unmistakable amongst the other men in the distance.

      With a gentle bump, the row boats quickly come to rest at the edge of the murky water. I glance over the edge of the boat to find there is no pristine white sand to greet me here. Before I can contemplate how to get to shore without soiling my fresh clothing, Lennox hops out, his steps squelching slightly in the sludge, then lifts me to dry ground to save my skirts and boots from sliding in the thick, acrid mud.

      A group of men stands on the shore between the gulf and the wide river lined with dark trees that empties to the sea. To their right waits a large, flat-bottomed boat, our transportation to the town in the distance. The men shuffle their feet and avert their eyes from Lennox and Erik as if they are wary of their presence, but when I turn toward them the waiting sailors openly inspect me. I can almost hear their jokes as they turn to one another with grins and laughter. I purse my lips and harden my gaze as I continue to observe the men, but their smiles disappear and they return quickly to work as Lennox steps to my side, grasping me firmly by my upper arm.

      “I see your fearsome reputation does precede you here, Captain Lennox,” I murmur to him, cutting my eyes to the side to see his lip twitching in a small smirk.

      “As it should. New Aphros may be a melting pot of people and cultures, but violence is a universal language, and I am known to wield it freely. You should keep that in mind as well, my pretty priestess.”

      Nodding at his warning, I glance around once more at the shoreline and tall cypress trees standing beyond. The earthy scent of mud and silt is so different from the crisp air and rocky beaches of Selennia and the sparkling white sands of tropical Delosia. Memories of my friends on the sunny beach we left behind tug at my heart a bit, but I’m relieved to know they are both in a safe place, even if I work to press down my nervousness at the thought of the new city that awaits me. My fingers brush against my sigil, almost involuntarily as my mind drifts.

      As if sensing the tenor of my thoughts Lennox leans close to me. “Don’t worry about your sigil, there are plenty in the city who keep to the Old Ways. Keep your guard up, but don’t fear Blackwell’s men here,” he whispers against the shell of my ear, his warm breath raising goosebumps along my skin.

      I’m comforted knowing that the Old Ways are allowed in this city — how could they not be, having been named after Aphros, the capital city of Selennia, where the Central Temple and Grand Castle stand? My breath escapes in a sigh as I involuntarily lean toward his heat, but he huffs a laugh as he pulls away to guide me toward the waiting riverboat. With a wicked smile, he asks, “Ready to prowl the city of New Aphros, my she-wolf?” Without waiting for my response, he tugs me aboard.

      As the flat-bottomed boat travels slowly up the massive muddy river toward our destination, propelled by grunts and long oars handled by the rough men from the shore, I perch on one of the crates of contraband staring into the churning water. A breeze from the gulf follows us, wafting the scent of rotting cypress needles and damp earth over me as I watch large white birds launch into the air from the shallows. The trees I saw standing on the shore continue lining the edges of the river as we make our way toward the town, their dark trunks wrapped in eerie mist as if ghosts lurk on the edges of the opaque water. Some are mere stumps sticking above the water line, while others loom high overhead with moss hanging from their branches, swaying in the cool breeze.

      A shiver runs down my spine as excitement and wariness intertwine in my breast the closer we get to the port. Lennox leans against the rail of the boat, casually crossing his arms across his chest to face me, and to keep watch over the men who row and steer the boat up the river.

      “Once we dock, Erik will handle the off-loading of the sample of goods. You and I will head to Salome’s,” he explains. “This week we’ll be concerned with trade and sales so I can pay the crew for the season. Hopefully, we can dispense with the stock quickly and I can meet with my contacts on the Merchant Council for any interesting news they might have.”

      “And what am I to be concerned with, Captain?” I ask, giving him a sultry smile for the benefit of the strangers aboard, even if I am curious how I should expect to spend my time.

      “Ah, you’ll meet Salome and her girls, my pretty priestess. I’m sure between that and my needs you’ll have plenty to do.” His words seem crass, but I simply nod as he pushes away from the rail to lean over me where I sit, knowing prying eyes watch us. His breath is warm as he whispers against my ear, barely audible over the splash of the oars. “I’ll have meetings throughout our stay, but I plan on showing you a grand time in this city, Nerissa. You needn’t worry.” I look forward to exploring a city with new sights and sounds that, from what Lennox has told me, are vastly different than what I experienced in Selennia, sending a ripple of excitement dancing over me.

      “Of course, Captain,” I answer as he pulls away, tipping my chin up with a finger to look into my eyes with a smirk. I avert my gaze, avoiding his burning stare as if he frightens me, the way I would have if I still feared him, the way the men on the shore did when he glared at them.

      “Good girl,” he chuckles roughly, before releasing me and stepping away.
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      When we dock at the port of New Aphros, the familiar cry of seagulls flying overhead greets us amongst the noise of sailors’ shouts and oars smacking onto the wood deck. I wait between Lennox and Erik, dwarfed by their intimidating forms as the gangplank is dropped to the boards on the dock with a loud clap. Lennox steps down in front of me, boots striking a staccato rhythm as he straightens the front of his coat and swaggers onto the dock. Erik gestures for me to walk ahead of him so I’m protected from both sides. The cool breeze doesn’t seem to bother him; his muscular biceps are on display in a short sleeve tunic, the same as they have been most of the time I have known the Northman.

      My eyes grow wide as I step onto the worn planks of the crowded dock, surrounded by the cacophony of the busy street and the bustling port, to view New Aphros for the first time up close. Carriages and wagons line the street, both ornate and utilitarian varieties. Horses and mules resting in their traces snort and nicker to one another while goods are loaded and unloaded. Lining the far edge of the docks vendors selling food and drink hawk refreshments to the crowd, the scent of cider and seafood mingling with the odor of damp wood and men’s sweat.

      Although I lived in Artemisia and Athene, both port towns, they were small and quiet compared to the sight that greets me here. The clamor and activity assault my senses, my eyes darting from one new sight to another as goods and people are transported to and fro. New Aphros is one of the largest hubs for trade on the coast of the new continent, and business appears to move at a breakneck pace.

      From the ship’s deck, the city appeared small, despite what Lennox told me about it, but now that I stand ashore I can tell that the land dips and its true size was hidden from view. The center of town is far more developed and decorative than I expected, with a large central square across the street from the port, separated from the busy riverfront by a wrought iron fence and surrounded by neat rows of brick and multi-hued buildings. An ancient oak tree stands in the center of the square with a partially completed stone half-wall circling it. Multi-colored ribbons tied to its lower branches dance in the breeze. The construction I viewed from Andromeda’s Vengeance lies on the outskirts of the city far in the distance, evidence of the growth of the elegant free city.

      Men stand on scaffolding to work on the construction of a cathedral that faces the square and the docks, its clocktower barely cresting the top of the oak tree to greet merchants and sailors as they step into the city or pass by on their errands. The clank of their hammers and the faint sound of them singing work songs and laughing to pass the time barely reach me over the rattle of carriages, clack of hooves, and grunts of men carrying heavy parcels to and from the boats tied at the dock.

      I grit my teeth at the sight of the construction; it seems even here, the new religion so beloved by King Dargan is spreading and trying to take over the central life of the place, even though New Aphros was founded on freedom and answers to no king or deity. Although my sisters and I worshiped the Goddess, we never proselytized from our temples, merely opened our doors to help those who sought us out. No doubt priests will soon stand in front of the freshly completed steps to rant about the sins of a city that is founded on, and controlled by, commerce, both legal and illicit, if they don’t already. It’s how they operated before their feet stepped on Selennian soil, and how they have continued since Dargan Blackwell embraced their word and funded their spread.

      Waiting on the dock, my eyes move beyond the cathedral, where streets run from the square into the other portions of the city. Foot traffic and carriages disappear from my view down different pathways between lines of buildings made from bricks and wrought iron. Vast numbers of plants hang on the balconies that line the streets and I’m reminded briefly of Delosia, where the tropical plants were as much part of the building as the wood and masonry, even if these look different than the ones that thrived in the bright island sunshine.

      “That trunk and crate of liquor go with the Captain,” Erik advises, instructing the men that rode up the river with us. Two of them lift the trunk with our belongings, grunting as they carry it to one of the waiting carriages, followed by a wooden crate that clinks from the glass bottles enclosed.

      “Erik, we’re off to Salome’s. You’ll be at your usual lodging?” Lennox confers with Erik for a moment while I wait, still standing in awe of the crowds that swirl around us, tucked close to the familiar warmth of the two men.

      “Aye, Captain,” Erik answers. “I will have the crew unload these, then meet with the tavern owners and see what they need.”

      “I’ll meet you back here in the morning, then. Send word to the Den should any trouble arise.” Lennox shakes Erik’s hand, before turning his attention to me. The larger man nods once before returning to his task, his lilting accent bellowing over the cacophony of other seamen.

      “Let’s go,” Lennox orders, roughly gripping my elbow to pull me toward him. For a moment, I start to pull away, startled at his grip, but catch myself and follow as expected. People scramble from our path and avoid eye contact with the Captain as we approach the waiting carriage, their behavior further confirming his fierce reputation in the city. Once we clear the main portion of the dock, the crowd thins and he releases his tight grip, pressing his hand possessively against my lower back to guide me a step ahead. He offers me a hand to climb into the carriage, where I arrange my skirt and sink into the padded cushion, watching the people pass by through the window.

      “Take us to Salome’s place,” Lennox orders the driver, then follows me inside tapping once on the roof to indicate our readiness.

      Once ensconced in the carriage, Lennox’s hard expression dissolves, and his comforting presence, so unlike the man he seems to be in the street, radiates warmth next to me on the velvet seat. We sit with our hands entwined between us while I gape out the window to observe the city as it passes by. Snippets of music and laughter squeeze through the windows as we move away from the noisy din of the docks. This city is already so much livelier than Artemisia or Athene where I lived for so long, and the happy sounds make my heart feel lighter. Perhaps we will have a bit of fun in this new place, after all.

      Sensing my happiness, Lennox caresses my hand with his thumb, sending shivers up my arm. He removes his hat before grazing my neck with light kisses as we bump along.

      “I’ll take you out to hear the music one night, maybe to the theater if you’d like,” he whispers against my sensitive skin. I lean into him, enjoying the touch and pulling my eyes from the sights outside, but before we can pursue any other affection we come to a stop at a building just off the square.

      “Here we go,” I sigh, offering a smile to Lennox as he replaces his hat.

      He answers with a quick kiss on my forehead and opens the door, jumping out into the damp street. I take his hand as he assists me out of the carriage, raising my eyes to the ornately painted sign over the door illuminated by oil lanterns hanging from the facade: Den of Sinful Delights.

      The two-story brick building sits on the corner with a wide red double-door set at an angle offering access to both of the intersecting streets. An iron-railed balcony juts from the second story, wrapping around the entire building, accented with hanging ferns and flowers. Several women in slim-fitting sheer gowns recline on settees just inside the tall open doors leading into the second-floor rooms.

      “Welcome back, Captain!” one of the women whoops from the balcony, and Lennox responds with a wicked grin as he glances up toward her. Her pouty lips and strawberry-blonde hair are on full display as she leans forward over the railing to better enhance the view of her nearly exposed breasts. Passersby on the street gawk at the beauty as she flirts, her companions giggling and waving down to the men on the sidewalk.

      “Remember, it’s all for show, my pretty priestess,” Lennox whispers to me, his breath tickling the sensitive skin of my neck before he places his hand on my lower back once again to guide me toward the open door.

      Music spills from the illuminated interior of the Den, the notes swirling on the breeze and into the cobbled streets. A broad-shouldered, ebony-skinned guard at the entrance dips his chin in a solemn welcome to Lennox as we approach, stepping aside for us to enter through the open bloodred door. Soft candlelight from candelabras strewn around the foyer cast a warm tone over the space, even though the day still has at least an hour of light left outside the front door. My eyes pause on a luminous crystal chandelier throwing rainbows of light around the space, reflecting the soft flickering of the flames.

      The music grows louder as we approach a heavy velvet curtain in another variation of the deep red that surrounds us, the fabric separating the foyer from what I assume is a salon space. My heart beats faster, its rhythm hurrying to match the sultry notes. I expect to see men at tables with women fluttering around like I was used to at the House of Starlight, my home for so long before the pirate ship, but stepping through the velvet partition I immediately realize that New Aphros is an entirely different beast compared to anywhere in Selennia.

      Nude women writhe on small stages in the corners, their hips moving to the music of a band tucked in the front of the salon on a larger raised stage that fills the entire front of the room. Their backs face the closed shutters lining the street, but the stage seems far too large for only the musical quartet, causing me to wonder what other kinds of shows are performed here. A small bar is set in the back of the space, while darkened booths line the walls, full of upholstered benches and tables. These booths are surrounded by more heavy velvet fabric to offer more or less privacy as the patrons prefer. Sounds of pleasure emanate from the dark spaces and I’m mildly surprised to see couples in various erotic positions in the shadows of the booths with curtains left open to the room. In Artemisia, there was no doubt about what was occurring in the brothels, but it was never on full display due to the puritanical ideals of the King’s new religion.

      While my eyes scan the salon, a small, curvaceous figure approaches from the bar. Several decades older than I am, her bronze complexion, berry-stained lips, and shining sable waves make her appear as decadent as the exquisitely decorated salon. Moving with easy grace, her sensuous curves are accentuated by the elegant, form-fitting burgundy gown she wears. Black lace adorns her bustline, as does a sparkling necklace of rubies. This woman is a living reflection of the luxurious and sensual room we stand in. As she nears, tension radiates off Lennox for a moment, tingling through his fingers on my lower back, but it disappears along with his touch as she approaches. Tilting his head arrogantly, he runs his eyes over the woman’s form with a sly smile.

      “My darling, William! You’re finally back,” the woman croons before pressing her lush mouth against Lennox’s, rubbing against him in her low-cut gown. I tense when his hand snakes up to grip the back of her head, tangling in her dark waves as he returns the kiss.

      It’s all for show. It’s all for show, I remind myself over and over, forcing breaths in and out of my chest to dispel the jealousy that rages through me, hoping that my expression remains indifferent.

      When the woman breaks the kiss, she steps back to appraise me, taking in my sigil and my fists clenched at my sides. “My, my, William, who have you brought me this time? She’s exquisite,” she coos as she drags a long finger down my cheek and touches the hair that hangs over my shoulder.

      “That she is, Salome, but I didn’t bring her for you. This one is for my personal use, at least while I’m in town.” Lennox smiles devilishly as he turns my face toward his and grips my chin, pulling my mouth to his for a rough kiss. “Isn’t that right, love?”

      “Yes, Captain,” I reply, hiding my irritation by looking away from his hard gaze as if in submission. I knew this was what was expected, but it chafes when some of the patrons eye me surreptitiously, leering and whispering to one another. Especially after his lips were just touching this other woman’s.

      He strokes his hand down my arm, then wraps it possessively around my waist, gripping my backside for the men in the room to observe, before directing his words to the Madame. “Let’s discuss the rest of our stay somewhere more private.”

      Salome turns and beckons for us to follow, glancing seductively over her shoulder as she leads us toward the back of the salon. Lennox grabs my arm at the elbow pulling me along with him, following Salome’s swaying hips. As we pass through the room, patrons seated at the various tables take our measure, some appraising us openly, while others are far more guarded in their curiosity. The men are all well-dressed with fine clothing and flashy jewelry, which is unsurprising. Judging by Salome’s attire and the finely appointed salon, it’s obvious that this establishment caters to the higher classes in New Aphros.

      Lennox follows Salome past the bar, leading me down a hallway and into a plush office where the sweet scent of burning herbs caresses me as I enter the room. A miniature version of the chandelier from the foyer hangs in the center of the ceiling, while a flickering fire anchors the back wall. Books fill a shelf behind a large desk, and the decor is completed by a couch and two plush armchairs in one corner. Before I can look around further, Lennox tugs me towards the couch, pulling me down onto the soft cushion next to him. Salome gracefully sits in the chair closest to me and pours a healthy drink for each of us from a decanter full of amber liquid into cut-crystal glasses waiting on the low table in front of us, handing the glasses around before sitting back to take a sip.

      "So," Salome starts after swallowing a sip of her drink, "I see you found her, William." Her demeanor has changed from graceful seductress to relaxed confidante as she sinks into the seat, eyes softening as she looks between the two of us. I whip my head between the two of them and note the change in Lennox as well. He reclines against the back of the couch with his hat balanced on his crossed knee as he takes my hand in his, stroking his thumb over the back in soothing circles. The knot of jealousy eases in my chest at their friendly demeanor. Embarrassment tickles my senses; I knew the behavior was only an act, but the sight of her mouth on his was still an unsettling surprise.

      “I did. Andromeda, this is Salome. She’s the owner of the Den and a dear friend.” He smiles conspiratorially with the older woman and she winks at him before turning her eyes to me. Their clear, light green color is striking against her tan complexion, and they shine with mischief and knowledge.

      I continue to silently bounce my eyes between the two, wondering why Lennox had not better prepared me for what to expect, but Salome draws me in. “Andromeda is not your true name, surely?” she asks, raising her dark brows over the edge of her drink.

      “Is Salome yours?” I counter harshly, unwilling to share too much with this woman.

      How am I having this same conversation with another older woman who seems to know so much more about me than I wish them to? Marie’s questions on Delosia were an uncomfortable surprise, now Salome’s knowing looks eat at me.

      “Oh, I am known by many names, depending on who you ask.” She smirks as she lowers her glass. “Madame Salome. The Witch Queen of New Aphros. My favorite is the new one the priests building their cathedral have decided on — Consort of the Devil and Mistress of Darkness.” She laughs deeply at the statement, waving her hand nonchalantly. “They are so overly dramatic! As if I’m a succubus or some such nonsense. But once, I was known as High Priestess Salome of the Central Temple of Selennia.” Her seafoam eyes focus on me as my own grow wide at the revelation.
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      My breath catches at the statement and my heart stumbles in my chest at her title. The High Priestess? The High Priestess of the Central Temple was the highest-ranking leader of all the priestesses; she was the most skilled, the most revered. The one sought by the Queen, herself, for guidance. But Salome isn’t a name I recognize, as a high priestess or otherwise.

      Selennia had four coastal temples, each led by a high priestess and her second, a priestess with the same advanced training and knowledge; someone who could step into the role should something happen to the leader. Those four temples answered to the fifth, the Central Temple in Aphros, which worked hand in hand with the queen. When a high priestess retired, she would pass along the title to her second in a private ceremony. No high priestesses left without passing on their power, at least none that I had heard of. How did this woman escape Blackwell’s takeover? Had she left before he arrived? How was her name expunged from memory when she’s barely older than Marie or the former queen herself?

      "I don't understand," I say with a shake of my head. "When? Where were you?" Before I can rein in my emotions, my hands begin to tremble, clutching the thick crystal glass of liquor. "How could you abandon us?"

      No matter how I try to maintain control of my cool expression, I feel it slip. I wasn't expecting this kind of news as soon as I set foot in a new place, in a strange town. Lennox places a hand on my leg but instead of comforting me, I slip my knee free, shooting him a sideways glare. Why did he not warn me about this woman when I asked about her?

      Salome’s eyes dart between Lennox and me, reading my anger. “Did you not tell her who she was meeting this evening, William?” Salome scolds, her dark brows knitting.

      “I didn’t know you were going to dive in immediately, Salome,” he huffs back, his tone contrite and his jaw tense. “Forgive me for expecting a little respite after our journey when we arrived.”

      Salome glares at Lennox, pursing her lips in irritation, before turning to me with a small frown tugging at the corners of her full pout. “Well, my child, I see William did a terrible job of preparing you for your arrival. We have much to discuss, but from your reaction, I do believe I'll leave you two to enjoy yourselves this evening. You’re safe here. Partake as you wish, with whomever you wish.” She smiles seductively at both of us. “We should talk tomorrow. I think a sit down between the two of us would be easier once you have time to rest and clean up after your time at sea.”

      I start to protest, to demand answers to the growing number of questions racing through my mind, but internally acknowledge she’s right and close my mouth. I’m not prepared to discuss this. I need a bath and to talk to Lennox about our plans before I listen to this elegant, enigmatic creature. Instead of replying, I simply incline my head and look to Lennox to guide me from here.

      “William, shall I send up your favorite?” Salome questions. He nods his assent, taking me by the hand and standing. I place my glass down on the table and stand at his side, still watching Salome as she lounges and finishes her drink. She waves her hand toward the door in a dismissal, not rising, as if Lennox is so familiar with the brothel he can find his own way. “Your usual room is waiting for you both, enjoy your evening.”

      Lennox pulls me along behind him as his long strides eat up the hallway and past the bar. We retreat through the bustling salon, through the heavy curtains, and take the mahogany stairs to the second floor where Lennox opens a door at the end of the hall.

      Our shared trunk already waits at the end of a four-poster bed, invitingly piled with luxurious bedding and pillows in matching jewel-toned brocades. The walls are covered in elegant damask wallpaper in deep red and burgundy. A door sits cracked open to my left, hinting at a private bathing chamber beyond. The back of the room has tall glass double doors covered in louvered shutters, to allow one onto the wrought-iron balconies overlooking the street below. Two chairs and a low table are tucked in the space between the bed and door, and a vanity with a full-length mirror sits across the room. Overall, the space is far bigger than I anticipated but as lavish as the room is, and as curious as I am about New Aphros, I’m still in turmoil at the announcement that Salome is the former High Priestess of Selennia, someone who likely had close contact with my aunt and her secrets. She is not merely a former priestess and friend of Lennox’s mother’s like he had explained, and my frustration at the fact that he did not give me any warning puts a damper on my excitement about the city.

      “Nerissa, I’m sorry,” he starts hesitantly at the sight of my tight expression, using my true name instead of the assumed one he gave to Salome. Draping his coat over the back of one of the chairs, he reaches out to take mine. “I didn’t know she was going to divulge her title immediately. I thought I would have time to explain more once we were settled in.” He strokes his long fingers across my cheekbone, cradling my cheek in his palm, and presses his forehead to mine. “And I didn’t know she was going to put on a show as soon as we walked in the damn door.”

      “You should have told me before we got here, prepared me. I don’t know how many more surprises I can handle, Billy.”

      For a moment I want to push him away, instinct telling me to begin building walls around myself again, but I remind myself that we are both learning how to navigate one another after such a long time pretending to be different people. Sighing, I turn my face into his hand and kiss his palm. As I start to rise to my toes to kiss him, accepting his apology, a small tap at the door freezes me in mid-motion.

      “Hold that thought,” he whispers as he rubs the pad of his thumb against my lower lip and turns to open the door.

      Standing in the doorway is a beautiful young woman holding a tray of drinks and food. Her pale blonde hair falls in messy curls across nearly bare breasts covered in sheer rose-colored fabric. Wide eyes the grey of an oncoming storm twinkle as they lock on Lennox.

      The frenetic energy of a squall surrounds her as she grins and squeals, “Lennox! You’re back!”
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      Fuck. Me.

      Dammit, Salome.

      Instead of immediately closing the door in Delphine’s face, I can only look to the ceiling in exasperation, sending a prayer up in hope that the Goddess will intervene if Delphine and Nerissa go toe to toe. When I drag my eyes back level, it’s clear that Nerissa’s shock at the girl’s squeal has been quickly replaced with guarded curiosity at my expression; her eyes narrow on me and one dark brow lifts slightly as she takes in the woman entering our quarters.

      Delphine waltzes through the door, as if she’s far too comfortable with being in my chambers, carrying a tray of delicacies. Her eyes flit over Nerissa as she bends to organize the plates of food on the table next to the chairs. My lips pull into a strained smile when I look over the young woman, her lithe form almost completely on display through the sheer fabric of her ensemble. The long skirt is slit up both sides, so glimpses of her bare legs peek through with each step as she gracefully moves through the room.

      I know Delphine’s history, so the sight of her legs isn’t a shock, but a stifled gasp from Nerissa causes me to jerk my attention to where she stares at the newcomer. Nerissa fights to keep her expression neutral at the sight of the thick burn scars covering Delphine from her feet upwards to where they disappear under the thin fabric of her skirt. As I look between the women, Delphine’s irritation at Nerissa’s attention is plain. Her jaw clenches and her lips thin, while emotions war in her eyes when she meets Nerissa’s empathetic gaze.

      “So, you must be her then. Lennox’s Lost Priestess,” Delphine states with little emotion, all signs of excitement at my return dashed.

      To her credit, Nerissa never flinches, rearranging her face into a neutral expression as she looks in my direction.  It’s impossible to keep myself from rolling my eyes once more before I release an irritated sigh, secure the door, and walk to stand between the two.

      “Delphine, behave,” I tell the girl sternly. “This is Andromeda. Andromeda, this is Delphine.” I gesture between them in introduction, still using Nerissa’s assumed name until she’s ready to leave it behind, before taking a seat and pouring a glass of wine from the newly delivered decanter. Delphine purses her lips and finishes moving the food and wine from the tray, laying it out on the tabletop for ease of serving.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Delphine,” Nerissa says in the low, gentle voice I’ve heard her take when speaking to wounded men. Thankfully, she seems to be taking the afternoon in stride, even if the women of the Den continue to try to sabotage me. I can’t fathom why Delphine is acting like a jilted lover. Well, I can. She’s always tough on new people, guarded and untrusting, but this is worse than usual.

      “Are you in pain? From the scarring?” Nerissa’s voice pulls me from my musings as she changes the subject. Her eyes drift from Del’s legs to the trunk we brought ashore where I suspect she has some of her herbs stashed away for the many remedies and tonics she makes.

      “No,” Delphine snaps. “Salome takes care of me. I don’t need your pity,” she sneers, noting Nerissa’s wandering eyes.  Holding the tray under her arm, she examines Nerissa openly now, looking between the striking priestess and me. Nerissa stands straight and unflinching under Delphine’s probing gaze — her sapphire eyes meeting the storm clouds boldly.

      “Del,” I start to scold the younger woman, but Delphine’s expression softens as she cocks her head to the side, running her gaze over her as if finally seeing Nerissa instead of preparing her defensive retorts.

      “She is beautiful, Captain. I can definitely see the appeal,” Delphine remarks as she turns to me. She plants a quick peck on my cheek, then breezes from the room without a backward glance.

      “Good Goddess. That girl is like a fucking hurricane,” I mutter when the door clicks shut, leaving us in the room full of tension.

      “A favorite of yours?” Nerissa once again lifts a dark brow, her full lips pursed. For a moment I wonder if she’s jealous, but I hope she has realized Delphine is as good an actress as the rest of us.

      “Not the way you probably think.” I run a hand through my hair and take a piece of fruit from the tray, settling in for the conversation. “Come and sit. Eat. I’ll tell you what I can; Salome or Delphine will need to fill in the gaps.”

      Nerissa gracefully takes the empty chair next to me, sinking into the plush velvet and accepting the glass of wine I hold out to her. A variety of fruit, cheeses, and cured meats sit on the tray for our dinner along with a loaf of crusty bread, and I catch myself watching her as she tries different items. Without further encouragement, she nibbles her meal. I continue to drink my wine, leaning my head back against the soft chair and closing my eyes for a moment to gather my thoughts. The memory of meeting Delphine is another that I wish I could bury. One I don’t wish to burden Nerissa with.

      “It’s alright, Billy,” Nerissa sighs, chewing a sweet fig and taking a deep swallow of the fine wine. “I’m not concerned about the women you’ve bedded in the past. I just wasn’t expecting them to be paraded before me immediately. She’s lovely, if a little… abrupt. We’ve both had other partners. I don’t hold it against you for seeking comfort or pleasure in the arms of someone else these past years.”

      “No. It’s nothing like that.” I rub a hand over my face, although relief washes over me at her reaction. Some women might have responded quite differently to Delphine. “While I have bedded other women over the years, Delphine was never one of them. I helped save her from the priests. The memory of that night is… difficult.” The words are quiet as I meet her deep blue eyes from my reclined position.

      “The priests?” She pauses chewing and sits forward, angling toward me, and placing her food on the table. I don’t blame her for losing her appetite with the mention of priests. The holy men of the King’s favored religion can’t all be evil, but the ones I’ve encountered certainly don’t seem to practice the kindness and charity they preach. Especially not to women.

      Sighing deeply, I lean forward, resting my elbows on my thighs and toying with the empty goblet between my fingers. “I’ve been coming to New Aphros since I led the mutiny and escaped the Royal Navy in favor of sailing with Captain Jackson. When I left the Selkie’s Tears to captain the Bartered Soul, we came on a similar trip you just made with us — Selennia to Delosia to New Aphros. Salome knew my mother, and I introduced her to Jackson. So, between Jackson and myself, we’d been supplying her with goods regularly. I expected that trip to be like any other visit.

      “When I arrived here, I knew something was wrong
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