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        Eight years ago…

      

      

      

      Although night fell hours ago, the fires blazing along the coastline and through the forest turned the dark skies the orange of a sunset through the haze of smoke. No stars shone through the smog, and the moon hid behind the clouds as though the crackling flames and soldiers’ roars frightened her as much as they did the villagers fleeing through the trees. Screams of terrified women and children echoed over the shouts of those who stood to defend them, even if they knew their scythes and axes wouldn’t stand against the warhorses and cold steel of the new King’s army.

      As the homes outside Athene burned, the army turned its attention to the sacred grove and temple on the hill, the same as it had at the Northern point and the Eastern coast. In the month since Queen Adelaide’s assassination, the lengthy siege at the castle in Aphros ended, and the troops swept through Selennia.

      Dargan Blackwell, a nobleman from the nearby continent, seized the throne, declaring himself the new King. His true desire was always power, but when his attempts to win Queen Adelaide’s heart ended in embarrassment and failure, he settled for destroying everything she ever loved. Backed by religious zealots and other men desperate for power, King Dargan pushed his men onward under the guise of revolution to convert the heathen people of Selennia to the true religion and the real God. To save them.

      His army razed villages, destroyed temples dedicated to the Goddess, conscripted men into military service, and forced women into worse. The new priests who traveled with his forces could be just as cruel as his soldiers, insisting the priestesses in the temples serving the Goddess be cleansed of their sins with holy fire, oftentimes lighting the pyres themselves.

      The bells of sorrow rang through Selennia for weeks after the Queen’s murder, and those in Athene were no different. But tonight they were frantic, warning the townspeople of the oncoming army, screaming for them to flee.

      But the priestesses in the white temple on the hill didn’t flee. In the old days, they would have been the ones to defend the town, but over a century of peace lulled them into a sense of security, and they no longer trained in ways of war. Some of the younger novices and initiates – many not even old enough to have taken part in the rites yet, and those not fully trained — cowered in darkened corners, but there was no hiding from the danger lurking at their door. Whether they wore the mark of the Goddess on their brow yet or not, their fates were sealed.

      The High Priestess stood in the center of the temple’s great entry, her feet grounded on the precious metal sigils that were inlaid on the white marble tiles. She barked orders to the male guards who waited at the oak doors, knowing they would be the first to fall in the name of the Goddess. She knew that she would likely fall shortly after the guards, but held herself straight and proud despite her age — silver hair streaming behind her, the sigil of the Goddess glowing at her brow. She couldn’t allow her fear to show; she knew her duty this night.

      It was said that the priestesses once glowed alongside their sisters, fueled by their hot fury as they walked into battle. But, this night, they stood against the enemy at their doors without their full power to protect them, whispering prayers to the Goddess that one would escape the clutches of the new King. One who would rise again to bring justice to Selennia.

      When the sound of hoofbeats became more clear through the open windows high at the front of the temple, and the smell of smoke wafted overhead, the High Priestess knew the time had come.

      “Nerissa! Aisling! Layla!” Her strong voice carried through the temple, and three young women stepped from the shadows. Fear showed on their faces, but the girls stood firm. All three worked closely with the High Priestess as they trained to bear the title themselves, she knew they would follow her instructions without fail, even if they trembled in terror. Pride at their courage swelled in the High Priestess’ breast as she memorized their faces. Grief gripped her heart that she had not been able to teach them everything they needed to know to keep them safe.

      Her voice dipped low, barely above a whisper, and the younger women leaned in to listen. “Goddess be with you all.” The High Priestess laid a hand on each of their brows in blessing, then commanded, “Make for the escape ways. Now!”

      The three glanced between one another in confusion.

      “Go? High Priestess, we can help —” Aisling began. Her quaking voice betrayed fear despite her bold words, but before she could finish her elder stopped her.

      “This is not an option. This is a command, straight from the Goddess.” Pounding began on the doors of the halls, and every eye in the hall shifted to the wood, groaning loudly under the battering ram that slammed into the doors. “Go now!” the High Priestess roared the command at the three in front of her.

      Nerissa, the most solemn of the women, opened her mouth for a moment to protest, but caught herself before any sound passed her lips. Her jaw tightened before she bowed her head deeply in respect, and was the first to turn on her bare feet to take flight. The other two followed, each headed in a different direction, dark hair flying behind them. Their footsteps pounded down the secret passages that would lead to the forest —  to freedom — as the battering ram breached the heavy oak doors.
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      …Goddess, I haven’t forgotten you. I know I am not the only one who remembers. I can’t be the last. I honor you tonight, as I do each night I am here. Give me strength to endure, don’t forget me either…

      Jingle. Jingle jingle.

      The sound breaks through my silent prayer, and my eyes snap to the golden bell hanging next to the door of my room as it sweetly chimes, signaling the start of another evening. I’ve lain awake for the past hour, absently staring out the window to admire the sky changing colors as the sun slowly sinks behind the buildings that block my view of the distant mountains.

      The moon will be full over the city of Artemisia tonight. In what feels like a previous life, my entire day would have been spent in prayer, and I would now be anointing my skin with sacred oils and silks in preparation for the full moon celebration. But that life no longer exists. Instead, I will be anointing myself in the cheap fragrance and tacky clothing Madame Celeste demands we wear.

      I assume Celeste isn’t her real name; she thinks it a clever choice to play off the blatant celestial theme she chose for the brothel I now call home. Each one of her girls must select a constellation for her namesake. I chose Andromeda, but I’m not foolish enough to think a hero is coming to save me.

      The bell rings another warning, so I sigh and push myself from the feather bed to begin my evening routine. I wash my body and comb my dark hair, braiding the front portion into a crown with the rest free to tumble down my back. The style, along with the faint crescent sigil on my brow, is a reminder to the world of what I once was. I smear kohl around my eyes and smudge stain on my lips to darken the deep rose hue I was blessed with.

      To honor the Goddess, I delicately trace gold dust along my collarbone and the tops of my shoulders. The small jar has barely any dust still clinging to its sides — one of the last remnants of my old life that I smuggled with me when I fled the temple all those nights ago. In the dim lights below no one will realize what shimmers on my skin, but She will know I still honor Her.

      My hands graze over the inky blue scrap of fabric I choose to wear this evening, almost the same color as my eyes. Its sheer panels barely hide my breasts and the skirt lands just below the curve of my backside — leaving things to the imagination is not one of the tenets of Madame Celeste’s establishment.

      Fortunately, she has allowed several concessions for me — I am allowed to pick the colors I wear and I only bed the men of my choosing. I command a higher rate and privilege because of my talents, both those I sell to the customers and those I offer to the other girls — challenging me is not worth the hit her profits would take if I left.

      With a last glance in the mirror, I stand taller. The proud priestess I once was is a mere phantom staring back at me from behind my kohl-darkened eyes.

      Before I make my way down to the main salon, I stop in at one of the girl’s rooms. Knocking softly, I push the door open to check on Carina — although she’s confided that her given name is Lily — and drift to her bedside.

      “How are you feeling today?” I ask. My hand brushes lightly over her arm as she reclines on the bed recovering from a miscarriage.

      She smiles politely at me, and I take that as my answer. My hand skims her forehead to feel for fever before I shift to the table in her room, withdrawing a packet of herbs. I mix a tisane for the pain and to soothe her ragged nerves.

      She didn’t want the babe, but that doesn’t change the distress she must feel in her body and heart. She is much younger than I, barely more than a child herself, and I curse the false King and his religion for making this girl’s choices harder than they already were.

      The door closes softly behind me as I continue down the main staircase, and my bare feet sink into the thick carpet at the bottom — black, woven with silver stars. I nod to Jacob, one of the large men who watch over us for protection, as I do every evening. He rarely speaks to us, but returns the gesture, bowing his bald head to me. The velvet chairs in the main salon are beginning to fill with customers and girls flutter at their elbows like the gulls at the docks flocking to fishermen’s boats. The flirtatious giggles from the girls blend with the deeper murmurs from customers and the music from the piano player in the corner.

      Madame Celeste reclines against the bar, drink already in hand. In the years I’ve been with her, I’ve never actually seen her take a sip. She prefers to always maintain a clear head in case of unruly patrons, but I understand her reasoning — one must keep up appearances.

      Tonight she is resplendent in a gold gown that hugs her ample curves, a matching crown of rays on her auburn head like she is the Sun itself. I meet her gaze, and she grants me a smile that’s as artificial as her hair color before I scan the men lounging throughout the room.

      This early in the night the clientele consists of regulars — merchants, nobles, and other men of means who stop in a few times a week for refreshments and conversation with their favorite girls. Some of them will go upstairs, but many seem to be content with a round ass on their lap while they sip on Celeste’s finest whiskeys and wines. They tip the girls handsomely, so no one complains. It’s easy money, even if Celeste takes a cut.

      Despite being a thorn in my side, I can’t fault Celeste. She is usually fair with us, even if we do have to follow her ridiculous rules, and she takes a smaller cut than most of the other brothel owners along the row. It’s part of the reason I selected this house. That, and the fact that Celeste allows me to use my healing knowledge to help the other women when I can.

      Joining her at the bar, I request the same drink I order every night — a single glass of sparkling wine. I won’t allow myself more — like Celeste, I also prefer to keep a firm grip on my faculties, but one drink at the beginning of the night takes the edge off.

      “Good evening, Madame,” I smirk to my boss, toying with the stem of the glass the bartender passes me.

      “Andromeda,” Celeste answers as her hazel eyes scan the light dusting of gold on my skin in the candlelight. “You look… festive tonight.”

      “I always try to look my best, Madame,” I reply coyly, fluttering my lashes in mock flirtation.

      Celeste knows I hold most of the men who pass through the doors of the House of Starlight in contempt, and any flirtation I exhibit in this salon is just another disguise to smother memories of my past. She also knows that I cling tight to the Old Ways. Hell, she might still do so as well. She has never reprimanded me for it, even though, according to the King, she has every right to have me beaten, or worse, for doing so. From what I’ve gathered she’s only a few years older than I am, and as much as I hate to admit it, she feels like a kindred spirit.

      At twenty-seven, I am the oldest of the merchandise at Madame Celeste’s House of Starlight. I hide my age well. My skin is still milky and smooth due to spending most of my time under the moonlight in service of the Goddess, instead of laboring in the sun or caring for a family.

      Some of my fellow girls haven’t been so lucky, turning to this life in desperation, but the men here don’t seem to care. Most of them are so drunk by the time they reach the rooms upstairs that they can barely remember where to stick their cock, let alone notice a few perceived imperfections.

      As I sip my wine, I turn to scan the salon for tonight’s prey. I prefer inexperienced boys with too much money to spend or older gentlemen with refined tastes. They are usually malleable enough for me to seek my own pleasure in honor of the Goddess while lightening their purses in the process.

      The rougher visitors, men fresh from long voyages or soldiers from  King Dargan’s regiments, rarely make it past my threshold. Celeste decided that forcing me to allow such visitors wasn’t worth the laundry fees she incurred the first few weeks of my residence — bloodstains, courtesy of the dagger I keep under my mattress, are much harder to remove.

      A lonely young man sitting at the corner of the bar snags my attention, and I raise my brow when his gaze meets mine. As I prowl toward him, a hush falls over the salon, as if the air has been sucked from the room on the chill breeze that blows in with the new arrival. With my back to the entry door, I can’t see the newcomer, but I already know who has stepped into the room.

      Captain William Lennox has arrived.

      Shifting my long hair, I sneak a glance to confirm my suspicion and see him settling in at the same booth he has reserved every night for the last week. His hateful eyes sweep the salon and its patrons.

      Celeste has already crossed the room to greet him, a bright smile on her face at the thought of him emptying his pockets into her hands. He keeps minimal candles around his table, making his unnaturally black hair almost blend into the midnight sky painted on the wall behind him. Shadows caress the hollows of his sharp cheeks and strong jawline.

      I swallow my distaste for the pirate lord and rumored flesh trader, returning my focus to the innocent blond in front of me — the polar opposite of the man in the booth across the room. As I continue around the corner of the golden-edged bar, I feel the Captain’s dark gaze prickling between my shoulder blades, the same as I have every night he’s held court here. I take a deep breath and smile at the young man sitting in front of me, refusing to look back at the sinister creature.
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      It only takes a short conversation with my potential customer before he allows me to guide him upstairs to my room.

      “Is this your first time?” I ask as the door shuts behind us. Glancing over my shoulder, I see the boy has stopped just inside the door, eyes glancing between me and the bed. The blush on his face is more of an answer than the small bob of his head, but I smile just the same.

      His pale skin trembles under my hands as he returns my caresses with gentle, awkward touches. I guide him in the ways of women and it takes less time for him to come than it did to talk him into accompanying me upstairs in the first place.

      “Is this enough?” The boy palms several coins as he buttons his breeches, redressing after our quick escapade. The heavy coins clink together as he drops them into my hand, and he blushes before scurrying from the room.

      Standing at the washbasin in the corner of the room, I wipe the evidence of our joining from my skin in anticipation of my next visitor. My thoughts drift away from the walls surrounding me as I replenish the water in the ewer, the motions methodical and mindless, landing instead on the moonlit ceremony so many years ago; the night I lost my own innocence in dedication to the Goddess. A smile ghosts across my lips before a quick rap at the door startles me back to the present. My heart races at the sound; no one approaches my door at night.

      Customers are required to stay in the main salon unless they are accompanied by one of the girls. Otherwise, someone will ring the bell to request us. Maybe it’s just the blond boy coming back for something. I cast my eyes around the room, looking for anything he could have forgotten when the knock comes again, this time louder. Confusion leaks into my expression as I crack open the door, and then step back, surprised to see Madame Celeste herself standing in the hallway.

      “Is everything all right?” I glance around the plush hallways for an explanation. The hall is silent except for the moans of pleasure and occasional slap of flesh coming from the neighboring rooms.

      My reflection peers back at me in one of the mercury glass mirrors opposite my doorway, and I am ashamed to see a hint of fear in my eyes at the unusual visit. I can only assume one of the other girls is sick or injured for Celeste to leave her post entertaining the customers in the salon.

      “Come with me, Andromeda,” Celeste commands and turns on her heel, knowing I have no choice but to obey.

      I stand straighter as I pull my door shut behind me to follow, padding down the carpeted hallway toward Celeste’s office. Jacob has been pulled from his post downstairs and waits at the end of the hallway next to the gilded door that separates our rooms from the Madame’s private domain.

      I glance up at Jacob in question, but his face is unreadable as he holds the door for us and then steps inside behind me. I’m sure the same cannot be said for my own expression when I stop dead in the center of the doorway staring at the man seated behind Celeste’s desk. His boots rest on the top, crushing the papers that litter the surface.

      Casually sipping whiskey in the soft leather chair is Captain Lennox.
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      My heart skips a beat — two — as I stare at the man in front of me. Since he began visiting the brothel years ago, I have avoided this beast’s proximity and now he sits only a few feet away from me. His eyes roam my body, matching the wicked grin on his face as if he can read my emotions through my carefully schooled mask. My chin tips towards the moon as I force my legs to propel me into the room after Celeste, who hasn’t noticed my hesitation.

      “This is who you were requesting, correct, Captain?” Celeste asks, resting her hip against the front of the carved desk. She gives the Captain a sideways glance as she speaks, and her lips purse in irritation at his choice of seat. If I wasn’t so concerned with why this man is summoning me I would be surprised at the crack in her pleasant facade.

      I stand on display in the center of the room, wishing I could sink beneath the thick rug. My jaw clenches, refusing to show any emotion when the Captain smiles again, flashing his surprisingly straight, white teeth glinting in the lamplight.

      Celeste, ever the gracious hostess, never allows anything but her customer’s happiness to run the evening. Her hand waves into the air towards me as she encourages him to inspect the goods.

      The Captain pushes back from the desk, dropping his feet to the floor. His footsteps slap a loud staccato rhythm in my ears as he prowls toward me, that smile never departing his lips. I grip the edges of my short skirt, wishing it were the hilt of my dagger hidden so far away in my room instead. His steps circle me — fingers grazing my loose hair, rubbing the pad of his thumb across my lower lip. He even has the audacity to casually flip the back of my skirt up to view my bare backside.

      Despite willing myself to remain calm, my breaths become uneven at his boldness. I feel like a mare at auction — which, to him, I am — and I’m surprised when he stops short of inspecting my teeth. If he had, it would have taken every ounce of strength in me not to snap them at him. Hopefully, my tremble of rage is mistaken for desire, otherwise, he will know I would love nothing more than to claw his dark emerald eyes from his face.

      “Oh, yes,” the Captain finally speaks. “This is the one, Madame. I’ve been admiring this beauty for a while.” His voice is deep and melodious, and, dare I say, pleasant. Something I wouldn’t associate with the shark circling me like I’m blood in the water.

      “She’s a bit…older...and significantly more… experienced, than your usual preferences, Captain,” Celeste delicately states in her soft, breathy voice. “Are you certain she’s the one you would like after closer inspection?”

      My gaze drops from the ornate gilded lantern above me to meet her eyes instead, unclear whether she is insulting me or trying to deter what’s coming next.

      “Oh. I’m very certain, Madame.”

      The Captain gives me another glance, his lip quirking up on one side as he looks into my eyes, before walking to the desk and dropping a heavy leather pouch on the carved surface. The familiar clink of coins draws my attention and I jerk my eyes from Celeste’s to the pouch and back. She has a catlike smile plastered on her face and won’t meet my stare.

      “Then it’s agreed,” Celeste replies.

      “What is this?” I finally ask, breaking my silence for the first time, looking between the two.

      “The Captain has generously offered to purchase your company for entertainment on his next voyage, Andromeda. You should be honored at the opportunity to get away from these walls for a bit,” Celeste sharply states, as if I have no say in the matter.

      I choke on a bitter laugh.

      “Honored….honored? To be bought by a madman to do with as he pleases? Celeste! You know what happens to the women he buys for entertainment. I will not go! I’m not a slave.”

      “Andromeda,” my name rolls off his tongue as the Captain chuckles to himself. “How fitting. A beautiful princess waiting for a sea monster to gobble her up.”

      His words unleash my anger. All of my carefully cultivated restraint deserts me as I launch myself toward him, but I’m abruptly caught around the waist by Jacob, who pins me gently to his chest with his massive forearm across my chest.

      The Captain seems genuinely amused by my outburst, and he approaches me with a smug smile, running a rough finger down my cheek while my arms are trapped at my sides. He then bites his thumb and continues to smile while he observes me, a few gold rings glinting in the lantern light on his long fingers.

      “Oh yes, Celeste. She’s a proper she-wolf, indeed. She is exactly what I want. I believe the deposit is what we arranged for her… and the younger one.” He looks over my bare legs and arms, skirt hiked up around my hips from being restrained. “Of course, she will need more appropriate clothing for the voyage. I will send a trunk of things for her and the girl within the week, on top of the fee arranged.”

      Knowing I won’t be released until I am more composed, I take a few deep breaths, anger still seething through me. As I will myself to calm down, my eyes drift over the Captain.

      Up close he radiates authority and control, right down to his simple, finely constructed coat. This man has clearly amassed great wealth through his life of piracy. But unlike some of the other pirate captains who visit the House of Starlight, he isn’t ostentatious or a peacock. My eyes slide over the man the same way he has inspected me, before finally returning to meet his stare. A spark of something burns in his dark green gaze. I involuntarily swallow and shrink further into Jacob’s chest as Lennox steps closer to me.

      “We set sail soon, Andromeda.” He bends at the waist and I feel warm, rough hands on my wrist as he focuses on some task. Bound by Jacob’s large arms, I cannot see what he is doing — even as cold metal wraps around my skin and I squirm to get a better view. The Captain fiddles about for several moments before he stands and pockets a small metallic object. He then winks at me and bows to Celeste before exiting the room.
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      When the door clicks shut behind me, I struggle again in earnest to escape Jacob’s grasp. “If he releases you, will you promise to control yourself?” Celeste asks me. “I don’t need you ruining my hair or dress. The night is still young.”

      My breathing is still ragged as anger courses under my skin, but I give a small nod. Jacob releases me immediately at Celeste’s indication and ensures I am steady on my feet before looking to the Madame for a dismissal. Simultaneously, she waves him away and flicks her hand towards the chair in front of me. Although I’m practically vibrating with rage, I know emotions will not win me anything tonight. They haven’t in the past.

      “Celeste…” I manage to say through clenched teeth,  “What have you done? What about my choices?” I demand, trying to rein in my anger. Reminding her of our agreement —  that I am not chattel to be sold to the highest bidder.

      “Andromeda, be reasonable. You aren’t some virginal innocent being sent to sacrifice. The Captain’s fee is so handsome you wouldn’t have been able to resist the offer if I had given you the choice.” Celeste dismisses me as if she doesn’t understand that the choice itself is more important to me than the money.

      “They don’t come back, Celeste,” I whisper, fear finally seeping through me and coating my words. “They never come back.”

      “Don’t be silly — a few have come back, Andromeda. There’s one at the House of Graces down the row.” I know the girl Celeste mentions as she waves her hand dismissively. She acts as a laundress for the pleasure house a few doors down, but no one has heard her speak since she returned from losing her maidenhead for entertainment on one of the Captain’s voyages. No one knows what happened to her, but it doesn’t take much imagination to assume the worst.

      Celeste is right: I am no innocent virgin, but the hatred I feel toward the Captain isn’t because he exercises the baser needs of humanity by purchasing women’s bodies for pleasure. It’s because he is known to snap up any of the young girls who have just reached womanhood before their first customers get to them.

      Whenever he docks, the brothels know they will have a visit from Captain Lennox shopping for the latest virgin to entertain his crew. The girls know if they step foot on the deck of his ship, they will not return to the city in one piece, if at all. No one is sure if he sells them off at the next port, or if they ever make it to their destination.

      “I won’t go. Give him the money back.”

      “Oh, you won’t? How will you manage that exactly?” Celeste asks, glancing down at the metal on my wrist. In my fear and fury, I forgot about the cold bite of the bracelet that now hangs from my slender wrist.

      I look more closely at the gold band and note that, although it is a delicate piece, it is screwed on securely. Too small to slide over my hand, but not so tight that it’s painful. The surface is engraved with various designs representing the sea — waves, reaching tentacles of a Kraken. But in the center, it’s clearly marked — Bartered Soul.

      His ship. I am now marked as his.

      There will be no escape from the city if any of the dockworkers or sentries manning the gates see this on me. I would have to cut my hand off and risk bleeding to death to get it off.

      “Here.” Celeste passes me a glass of honey-colored whiskey. “Drink this.”

      I grimace at the liquor, but decide to give up my carefully crafted exterior for one moment and swallow the burning liquid in one gulp. It heats my throat and chest immediately and tendrils of fire tickle my senses, ready to numb them entirely with another glass.

      “You’ll be free, Andromeda.” Her voice takes on a wistful tone that catches my attention.

      “The amount of money he has offered to pay for your services is more than you could make in several years. You are here of your own accord. Once you make it back, you can leave. Start your own pleasure house, run away from this city. Hell, run away from Selennia altogether.”

      I look up into Celeste’s eyes, and they are gentle for the first time since I stumbled onto her doorstep years ago.

      “And you can be there for Lyra,” she whispers, clutching my hand. I still and appraise Celeste, the fear and pride warring in her eyes.

      So the girl that will be accompanying me is Lyra, her own daughter.

      “How could you?” I snatch my hand away, looking at Celeste as if she is the sea monster, not Captain Lennox.

      “She will command enough to escape this life, too. He promised it will be just one time and then he will give her the fee she is due. Please, Andromeda.” Her last words are a plea.

      Celeste’s reasoning makes painful sense. A woman has few choices without a husband or money in our world. The bastard daughter of a whore, even if she is the Madame of an expensive brothel, won’t command either of those options easily. This could be the way for the girl to buy her freedom from the legacy of her mother. If we both survive the voyage.

      “Fine,” I sigh, holding my glass out for another shot of oblivion. “I’ll go. I’ll keep watch over Lyra. Without a fight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      The following few days become a blur of flesh and wine as I allow myself to wallow in my misery — the first time I have done so since I first arrived at the House years ago. My usual standards for who I allow into my bed slip so that I only care that they are relatively handsome and clean, and I drink far more than my typical glass of sparkling wine per evening. Anything to distract me from the fact I will be sailing any day now from the relative safety I found at the House of Starlight.

      The only standard I cling to is my choice in dark swaths of fabric instead of the bright colors the other girls wear, and I slide into an obsidian silk slip of a dress when a light tapping interrupts my thoughts.

      This early in the evening, I have yet to depart my sparse quarters for the opulence of the salon. I wince as the nervous tapping at my door sounds again, echoing in my pounding head.

      Tonight I will not drink anything, I tell myself rubbing my temples.

      I crack the door open, peering out to see a delivery boy standing next to a large trunk. He's holding his cap in hand and looking everywhere except at me as I stand scantily clad in the doorway. His obvious discomfort causes my lips to quirk at his nervousness.

      “May I help you?” I ask the boy who glances up at me briefly before returning his gaze to his shoes.

      “I… I was told to deliver this trunk to you, Miss. Um… I mean, Mistress. From the seamstress down the road. On the order of Cap— Captain Lennox, Mistress,” he says, stumbling over his words.

      I’m not sure who he fears more, me or the Captain.

      “I see. Please bring it in and set it near the window.” I stand away from the doorway and the boy reddens at the request, clearly nervous to enter a room in such a place. I suppress a chuckle, thinking how many young men only a few years older than him have tried to gain entry into this House, let alone into one of the girls’ private rooms.

      As he struggles to drag the heavy trunk into the room, I retrieve my coin purse from under my mattress to pull out a few small coins for his troubles. But before I can hand them to him, he holds up his hand.

      “Oh no, Mistress! I was specifically told to not accept any coin from you or Miss Lyra. Captain Lennox was very clear that you aren’t to part with any money.”

      “Is that so?” I’m puzzled, but drop the coins back in my purse before dismissing the boy. He bows deeply to me and dashes out the door and down the hallway.

      My back presses against the wood of the door as I close it and stare down at the trunk’s considerable size; I knew clothing would be sent but hadn’t expected something so large. Dread fills me as I inspect the chest, surely full of frothy laces and extravagant corsets to please the Captain’s desires, but curiosity takes hold and I can’t help but take a peek before I go down to the salon for the night.

      When I open the lid, my heart skips. The objects in the trunk are far from what I had imagined I would find. These pieces are neither lewd, nor depraved. At the top, thick, soft fox fur lines an indigo cloak of heavy wool. The cloak is tucked neatly alongside fine dresses in simple, refined styles made from muted neutrals and dark jewel tones. Even tunics and dark-colored breeches cut to my proportions are included in the box.

      None of the clothing is in the bright tones women of my station are usually relegated to and I thank the Goddess for the anonymity these colors will grant me. Without a thought, my fingers drift over the fabrics, and just as I suspected, the pieces are as high quality as the clothing the Captain himself wore the night he bought my company from Celeste.

      It has been years since I have felt such fine fabrics against my skin and I lovingly run my fingers over the soft materials. Several other lighter items made from linen and cotton for warmer weather lie at the bottom of the stack, as well as a pair of soft leather boots with low heels suitable for walking or riding.

      As I continue to look through the selection, my hands still. At the very bottom, I touch a fabric I haven’t felt for what seems like a lifetime. My hands move of their own accord, ripping the fine garments out of the trunk and onto the floor next to me so I can see the final piece lying under everything else.

      Cloth of silver that looks like liquid moonlight is pooled in the trunk. Golden embroidery is stitched around the edges, showing the moon phases, protective sigils, and healing symbols.  A small sob catches in my throat as I sink to my knees next to the trunk, clutching the garment to my chest.

      It is a priestess’ robe.

      When I can breathe again, my eyes drift back to the chest in front of me. A golden choker accompanies the robe with a thin chain dangling down from it to connect to another chain that circles the waist. When worn it glistens on the skin, fully displayed by the low neckline of the robe, matching the hammered gold circlet to place on the brow — both traditionally worn for ceremonies. I haven’t seen such things since I fled the temple, when the King’s soldiers ripped our garments and adornments from our bodies and burned them to a chorus of our despair.

      I have no idea how the Captain came by these, or if he had them made. This delicate fabric is not one you’d find at a seamstress’ shop anywhere in Artemisia. Despite the tears gathering in my eyes at the knowledge that I once again own such items, I cannot comprehend the meaning behind them being included in my trunk, or how the Captain obtained them. A knot of anxiety takes shape in my stomach at the possibilities.

      After a few moments, I force myself to return the clothing to the chest, carefully hiding the robe and jewelry under the wools and linens. A small compartment on the top contains undergarments and silks, none of which are as scandalous as those most of us wear regularly here in the House of Starlight.

      A note sealed with a drop of dark green wax sits amongst the silks. My finger slides under the seal and my eyes scan the document — a note from the Captain himself:

      

      I hope you find these items to your taste and proper size. Should you need any alterations, Mary Ellen at the seamstress shop will visit you at your convenience this evening – send word with the delivery boy. He will wait for an hour outside the House.

      I have indicated that you should be provided with a trunk large enough to add any personal effects you choose to bring as well. Have your belongings packed and dress warmly for our departure tomorrow afternoon. – WL

      

      A shaky breath passes my lips.

      Tomorrow afternoon.

      My mind quickly shifts to all of the many things I must complete before I leave. There will be no time to see clients this evening if I am leaving tomorrow, so I quickly pen a note to Celeste telling her that I will not make an appearance in the salon tonight. I send it with a girl that passes in the hallway and retreat to my quarters. Knowing that Lyra will be leaving with me, I doubt Celeste will make much of an appearance herself.

      Striding back to the trunk, my fingers close over the dress from the top of the pile, it’s made from lightweight wool in the darkest charcoal. Then I quickly strip out of the gauzy black fabric I’d planned to wear this evening.

      Gathering the new dress into my hands, my fingers roam over the fabric again. I’m pleased by how soft the wool is, and despite my hatred toward the Captain and anything he had a hand in, I appreciate the tight weave and fine stitching of the garment and the fact that it will keep me protected in the cool dampness of Artemisia and beyond.

      I rarely wear stays or any garments that require assistance to get into, so I slip the dress over my bare skin in trial. As the fabric swishes around my legs, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror in the corner and have to suppress a gasp of shock at how perfectly it skims my body. The pleasure I feel from my reflection feels almost shameful.

      Curiosity gets the best of me as I slink back to the trunk, removing the buttery soft leather boots. When I slip my feet into them I find they are also a perfect fit. It’s been years since I’ve owned proper shoes – so much of my time is spent barefooted in these carpeted rooms. I twist and turn my feet, wiggling my toes in delight, and am doubly pleased to find that they don’t pinch or rub.

      Even though I long to run my fingers over the other fabrics again, to feel the textures and inspect the quality of each garment, I assume that there is no need to try on the remainder of the pieces, seeing as how these are all a perfect fit. With a contented sigh, I quickly undress and throw on a loose robe before dashing down the stairs to dismiss the delivery boy. Unless Miss Lyra needs alterations, my pieces are fine, and he may go.

      When I return to my quarters, I take inventory of the meager assortment of personal effects I possess. My dagger is the first, and most important, item I gather. It’s placed with the cloak, grey dress, and boots to wear for the journey. Next, I carefully package my sparse collection of herbs and journal of remedies to lay on top of the clothing.

      Chewing on the inside of my cheek in contemplation, I quickly decide to separate several blends to leave for the girls in case of cramps or other feminine ailments while I am away. On each one, I write a brief recipe and leave it with the teas, in case I don’t return. The thought brings goosebumps to my flesh, but I push it aside and continue to pack.

      The small compartment in the trunk I fill with the almost empty jar of gold dust from the temple and a few select silks, jewelry, and hairpins that favored clients have gifted me over the years. Hopefully, the lock holds to keep out prying eyes or sly fingers.

      From my vanity, I pack the small number of cosmetics I keep — kohl for my eyes, stain for my lips and cheeks, and the cheap brush and hand mirror provided by Celeste to all her girls. I am still not certain what form of entertainment the Captain expects me to provide, but these will help me keep the mask I wear firmly intact for the voyage.

      My eyes scan the room as I check to make sure I haven’t missed anything vital, but nothing stands out, anything that remains are pieces of a life I am content to leave behind.

      Packing done, I slip into a simple shift and ghost down the hallway to check on the few girls that have needed my aid in the past week. Lily has recovered from the worst of her loss, although she is still low in spirits, and I cannot leave in good conscience until I am certain of her mindset. My worry for the girl eases when she smiles up at me, clutching my hand in thanks. I can only hope she will pull through this without me guiding her.

      One of the other women has delivered a new babe. Both appear healthy, but the new mother is struggling with pain when she nurses the child, so I offer her an extra jar of salve for her nipples to aid in pain relief and healing the cracks in her skin. If she can keep her milk flowing, she will have the option of working as a wet nurse for a noblewoman, and that could help her leave this place.

      The rest of the herbal mixtures I prepared I leave with the cook and explain to her how to steep them in the boiled water like she has seen me do. Worry eats at me — I hope she will remember the details while I’m gone — but there is no more I can do.

      As I walk back to my room cocooned in the din of soft voices and piano notes drifting from the salon, I glance around one last time at the House of Starlight, illuminated by the candles and oil lamps burning dimly. The gilded trims, plush carpets, and silver stars are everywhere, as if I am supposed to feel like I’m outside instead of trapped within four walls. Emotions war in my breast — I’m torn between the fear of the unknown duties Lennox has planned for me, and the kernel of excitement blossoming in my chest at the idea of being free again. Soon, I will be back under real stars.

      When I pass by Lyra’s room, soft female voices intermixed with the sound of crying drift through the door — Celeste must be in with her daughter, then. My eyes drift closed for a moment as I say a silent prayer for the girl, asking the Goddess for a safe passage for us both as I pad back to my room. After one last rummage through my chest of drawers, I close the lid of the chest over my belongings — new and old — and curl up in my feather bed for the last time.
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