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        Nine Years Ago

        Grand Castle of Aphros, Selennia

      

      

      Queen Adelaide stared out the window while the herbs Salome gave her long ago steeped in a mug of boiling water on her desk. I should have listened to you, old friend. I can only hope your wisdom can help me now, Adelaide thought, remembering Salome, the former High Priestess of Selennia and her once closest friend. Salome had warned her these days were coming, but no one had taken her words to heart.

      How did I let this happen? Adelaide wondered, her heart breaking as she surveyed the scene beyond the castle proper.

      The broken bodies of Adelaide’s loyal soldiers hung from the walls of the pristine castle. From this distance, their blood looked like rust staining the grey and white stone they were pinned to. The crofts that laid between the castle and the port in Aphros still smoldered in the fading afternoon light, black smoke curling into the air. The screams of her people had already begun to fade, dead or despondent now, and only the shouts of Blackwell’s soldiers and the whinnying of horses punctuated the silence. With the Central Temple hidden by the forest, Adelaide had no way of knowing if it had been destroyed yet — if its destruction contributed to the smoke choking the sun — or if they’d simply hauled the priestesses out for execution. She had little hope that the holy women had survived this long, or that they’d escaped in time.

      It had taken some time, but Blackwell’s brutal followers had finally defeated them.

      The siege was over.

      The castle lost.

      Failure and sorrow weighed heavily on Adelaide as she turned from the window to stir the steeping tisane, eyes sweeping for the last time over the room she’d spent so many days in since becoming queen.

      Steam wafted off the mug, curling in the air before disappearing, carrying her last hope with it. Even staring at the poison, Adelaide wasn’t afraid to die. Whatever the herbs would do as they eased her toward death would hurt less than the vicious whims of Dargan Blackwell. Even after Adelaide had ignored her words, Salome had left her with this last solace.

      This way, Blackwell could never have her.

      Without the true queen by his side, he would never receive the Goddess’ blessing. He would never be seen as the legitimate ruler of Selennia by its people or the land itself. And, despite what he may think, his god would never tame this island.

      The certainty that the Afterlife waited for her — and the hope that Gareth would be there to greet her — was a comfort, but a tear still slipped from her indigo eye at the memory of her lover, lost so many years ago. Gareth was likely stolen from her by the same man who now stole her home, her castle, and her country.

      Dargan Blackwell.

      Another tear slid down her cheek, this time for her daughter — Nerissa. Regret burned in her breast as her heart ached, causing her to close her eyes against the phantom pain. So much was left unsaid between the two of them, and now it was too late.

      Adelaide had never told Nerissa the truth. Never seemed to find the right time to confess that she was her mother, not a loving aunt who had taken her in. And now, all she could do was mourn their future together while hoping the last piece of her love story — her daughter and heir — had escaped. Regrets of all sorts flooded Adelaide, rushing from her eyes as she sank beneath the window to cry while the tea on her desk cooled to a temperature she could drink.

      She cried for her people, for her country.

      She cried for the Goddess, for Her loyal followers.

      She cried for Gareth, for Salome, for Nerissa.

      She cried for herself. For a future she didn’t have. For all the mistakes she’d made.

      When the tea was ready, Adelaide began to sip the bitter poison. She didn’t know how long it would take to work, but time was running out. Now that the gates stood open to the enemy, it was only a matter of time before her tower would be breached and they would come for her.

      In between sips, she finished a letter to her daughter; a coded confession, just in case. When the ink was dry, she folded it into an intricate design and slipped it into a gap in the stones of the wall of her room — a location Nerissa had discovered once as a teen. Adelaide had little hope that her daughter would return to the castle, but on the chance she did, she hoped Nerissa would think to look for the message. Standing back to be certain the parchment was hidden from the naked eye, Adelaide swallowed another sip. Then another larger one.

      Steps sounded outside her room, coming from the stairwell at the end of the hallway. At the noise, Adelaide downed the remainder of the liquid, then tossed the mug into the fire raging in her fireplace, her stomach flipping with fear as she palmed a sharp knife and squared her shoulders. She stood in front of her desk with her back to the window, the smoke and fires outside the castle a solemn backdrop for her final stand as the footsteps ended at her doorway and the pounding at the lock began.

      Within moments, the thick oak splintered and the door swung wide, allowing Dargan Blackwell and his second in command, Russell Charleston, to step into her chambers. Adelaide didn’t flinch as several other men in red and black filed in behind their leaders, flanking the door to prevent her from escaping. Their boots tracked thick mud on the grey stone underfoot. Her limbs tingled and stomach knotted, whether from fear or the herbs beginning to work, she didn’t know. But Adelaide maintained a calm expression, a wide smile spreading across her face.

      “Come now, Dargan. All this just to woo me?” Adelaide crooned in a singsong voice, the one she knew infuriated the man from across the sea, even as her mouth grew uncomfortably dry. “You’d think by now you would have figured out this is certainly not how to win my heart.”

      “The time for wooing is over, Adelaide. And I don’t give a shit about your heart.” Blackwell’s voice was cold and full of bitter hatred as he stared at the queen he once sought to wed. “Your people are defeated. Your soldiers are dead. What further need do I have for you? This island is mine.”

      The Blackwell that stood before her was different from the one who’d originally arrived in Selenna to propose to her so many years ago. Harder. Crueler. But, even then, Adelaide knew he’d only seen her striking beauty and the lack of a man at her side. As the youngest son with three older brothers, he had little hope of inheriting a title or estate from his family. But she’d seen through him from the beginning — he didn’t want her. He wanted power. He hoped to win her heart and use her love to slowly leech the power of her title so he could rule Selennia.

      Perhaps if he’d been more convincing, things would have ended differently, but, time and time again over the last twenty years, she had rebuffed him. Now, he was finally taking what he wanted by force.

      “My people will never accept you,” Adelaide said, her voice thick as she looked at the men while her vision began to cloud. “My people are loyal not only to me but to the Goddess. They will never love your God or your priests. You cannot rule by fear and force alone.”

      “Ruling with love and gentleness hasn’t worked out well for you, has it?” Blackwell sneered. Never willing to do his own dirty work, he turned to the younger man always by his side, jerking his chin toward Adelaide. “Charleston, take her.”

      Blackwell’s words stung, but he wasn’t wrong. She’d been foolish enough to think that the people’s love would save Selennia. That notion was how she’d gotten here.

      Salome and her many warnings had been right in the end. Even after Adelaide’s numerous rejections, Blackwell hadn’t faded away — his thirst for power was too great. Adelaide had underestimated the machinations he’d already begun to take hold of the small island country.

      Peace wouldn’t save Selennia like Adelaide had hoped, but she hadn’t heeded Salome’s warnings to protect Selennia from Blackwell in time. She hadn’t stopped Salome from fleeing to New Aphros when her pleas for actions to secure Selennia were ignored. And she’d waited too long to search in earnest for the truth of the ancient priestess-queens’ powers until her greatest ally was already across the sea.

      More regrets, ones Adelaide would never be able to resolve.

      In the time her mind had wandered to her old friend, Charleston crossed the room. For as long as Blackwell had come courting, Charleston was always at his side — ready to do his bidding, no matter how loathsome. “Come on, Addie. Be a good girl and do as he says,” he ordered, a sarcastic smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

      As the Commander reached to take her arm, Adelaide stepped into him. “Fuck you, Russell,” she whispered, then dragged the knife hidden in her opposite hand down his cheek.

      If she’d had her full faculties, she would’ve aimed for something more vital than Charleston’s ruggedly handsome face, but in her weakening state she only managed to cause him enough pain to force him to stagger away from her, gripping his cheek where the blade had sliced from the outer edge of his eye to the corner of his mouth. His bellow of pain filled the air as Adelaide looked up to meet Blackwell’s dark eyes. Her smile was no longer sweet and placating as it had always been. Now her lips curled like a feral creature trapped in its den, waiting to rip out the throat of her enemy, even if she knew she couldn’t defeat the contingent of men standing in her doorway.

      Two soldiers left their positions to aid Charleston, wrapping his face in cloth as Adelaide faced Blackwell. She wiped Charleston’s blood from her blade, staining the silver floral embroidery on her gown a deep scarlet. Now the shimmering leaves matched the soiled foliage of the countryside where her soldiers had bled for her. When the steel shone silver again, she sliced through her palm. A stream of crimson ran down her pale forearm, dripping on the rough stone floors under her bare feet as she recited ancient words to the Goddess. She swayed as she spoke, regretting any doubts she’d had in the Goddess after Gareth’s death. Numbness spread through her from the poison as she quickly prayed for her daughter, her people, her country. Her only comfort was that Salome knew her herbs, and she would be dead before she could be used by this man as a symbol to subdue Selennia.

      “Pray all you want, Adelaide.” Blackwell laughed. “Your Goddess fled your country long ago. She won’t help you, just like she hasn’t helped any of your temple whores.”

      The numbness remained as Adelaide prayed, but it was now accompanied by fear as she worried for her daughter at the temple in Athene, her stomach clenching with nausea and the color draining from her face at the thought that Nerissa might have already perished. Her words changed to a silent prayer of protection for Nerissa, to help her escape so she could one day return to save Selennia.

      To do what Adelaide couldn’t.

      As her strength waned, the knife slipped from her shaking hand. Adelaide reached into her pocket, as though she might have another weapon hidden, but she merely gripped two locks of hair tied with silver ribbon — one black, like a raven’s wing, so like her own; the other dark brown, the last thing she had of Gareth’s now that his knife had fallen from her weakened fingers. Her knees buckled and she fell to the floor, the fabric of her dark blue gown soaking up the blood she offered in prayer while a sheet of black hair streaked with silver hid her face, staring without focus at the bloody stones under her.

      “Go get the bitch,” Blackwell ordered on a sigh, as if Adelaide’s collapse was a mere inconvenience or another distraction, worry never coloring his tone. Two soldiers stepped from his contingent to grip her under her arms, pulling her along toward her fate as she clutched the remains of her family. Adelaide smiled as she heard a sorrowful howl through the open window before her last breath left her lungs.
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      I watch from the shade of the quarterdeck of the Bartered Soul as Lyra bounces on her toes, tan fingers gripping the railing as the tropical jungle of Delosia comes into view. The bright island sun brings out the red and gold that glint in her dark, tightly coiled, curls glistening with sea spray as she turns her face to the light, warming her cheeks and highlighting the crescent sigil on her brow.

      The call of “Land ho” had reached us below deck, where we were practicing Lyra’s elemental control in the surgery. Immediately she’d dropped the hovering ball of seawater into its bowl and rushed to the stairs to watch as we cut through the bay's smooth turquoise waters.

      Seeing the delight written in her features, I envy her resilience after the losses we’ve suffered since our journey together began months ago. Her bright grin is contagious, and I can’t help but share in her excitement as the shimmering white sands beckon, even if my own smile is far less enthusiastic and my head and eyes ache from lack of sleep from the recurring nightmares that haunt my nights.

      It’s been nearly two months since we said our final farewells to Salome at her funeral pyre and almost two weeks since we departed New Aphros laden with supplies provided by the Merchant Council. We took to the seas earlier than anticipated despite the potential for late winter storms.

      After the attack by Blackwell’s soldiers and priests in the square of New Aphros, we nursed bruised hearts, explored the new power that Delphine had channeled into me upon Salome’s death, and made sure that everything was in order for Celeste to take over Salome’s former duties as madame. Until our return, Celeste will manage the Den of Sinful Delights for Delphine and aid in running the boarding house Lennox bought her. If the threat of Blackwell sending more ships to the west hadn’t loomed, we might have mourned a few more weeks, but, as it was, we were eager to set sail for Delosia, and then onward to the tiny island of Nemi for the annual meeting of the pirate captains on the Spring Equinox.

      Luckily, the fair weather has held, and both our ships — the Bartered Soul and Andromeda’s Vengeance — have made the voyage with little fanfare. While our crew is fond of the island in the distance, our arrival in Delosia serves several purposes: Lennox hopes to gain aid in our endeavors against Selennia’s false king, Dargan Blackwell. In addition, Lennox can inspect the newest ship Erik claimed for him when he retrieved Lyra and Siobhan. The visit also coincides with Lyra’s seventeenth birthday, one that will fall on the same night as the full moon. A celebration — possibly the last one for quite some time — is in order.

      Across the sea, sailing in tandem with us, is Erik Varangr, Lennox’s former quartermaster and now captain of the Vengeance, with my sister priestess Siobhan by his side. Lyra, Delphine, and Delphine’s friend Daniel all sail with us on the larger Bartered Soul.

      Since Daniel joined our group in New Aphros, he’s proven himself a worthy addition, providing internal knowledge of the King’s religion and the priests’ behaviors, as well as a link to the other young men who renounced their new faith in the square and now bunk with our crew.

      Delphine has been more of a challenge.

      The young priestess’ already difficult attitude is heightened by her mourning for Salome, who was both a surrogate mother and a mentor to her. Del’s increased alcohol consumption has only served to exacerbate her acerbic personality, much to the chagrin of anyone unfortunate enough to cross her path. I hope the change of scenery the island provides, along with Lyra’s gentle friendship, might soothe her. But as I watch Del’s pale curls appear through the hatch, grey eyes squinting in the bright light and a scowl on her lips, I can’t help but worry for the young woman.

      Delphine winces and rubs her temples, likely due to seeking the bottom of a rum bottle last night, as she reaches Lyra’s side at the rail, offering a gentle smile in response to Lyra’s excited chatter. Their words are carried away on the ocean breeze, not reaching me where I stand at the entrance of the Captain’s quarters, but relief fills me at the softness between them. Delphine has someone she can speak with, or at least be comforted by, since she refuses to do anything other than scowl in my direction. Taking a deep breath of the briny air, I turn toward the great cabin to ready for shore.

      “Hello, wife,” Lennox greets me as I enter our cabin. I smile at his cavalier use of the title since neither of us has officially shared with our crew that we handfasted in private one night under the dark moon.

      “Hello, husband,” I answer, watching him pack items into a trunk to be hauled ashore. “We’ll have to be careful throwing those words around on shore, won’t we?” We’ll likely both be forced into false personas once again in the months ahead, and I sigh at the thought. I look forward to a day when I’m finally able to just be myself. I can only hope those days will arrive sooner rather than later.

      “We will, my pretty priestess. All will be well,” he soothes, standing and striding across the room to pull me into an embrace. I rest my cheek against his chest as I stare out the back windows to the bright blue sky beyond.

      The stack of books I found waiting for me from Salome still rests on Lennox’s carved desk, mostly untouched. I can’t quite explain why I haven’t delved into the ancient texts, but anxiety ripples through me at the thought of studying them. It’s almost like doing so is the final step to solidify my transition from fleeing priestess to returning queen. Of course, I looked through them before in Salome’s office in the Den of Sinful Delights alongside my mentor, and she’d told me she pored over them after she left Selennia. But tension still skips over my skin when I glance at them as if the power I acquired upon Salome’s death has changed my relationship with the very words they hold — it isn’t just the history of our homeland within their leather bindings; it’s mine as well.

      Salome’s revelations about my mother, my bloodline, and the history of the Goddess rocked me in New Aphros, opening my eyes to the truth of who I could be. Her injury at the hands of Blackwell’s men, and her final sacrifice to gift me the power that should have been my birthright, was the final push needed to set me on the path we all now travel. Though I’ve continued to practice with the elements, as well as the deadly slicing glow I was gifted the night Salome died, I’ve put off inspecting the texts. But I know I won’t be able to do so for much longer.

      The farthest I got in the stack was opening the cover of the first book, the one that contains the drawing of the first king and queen of Selennia that Salome showed me in her office — the image of the Goddess and her wolf. When I opened the cover, I found a letter in Salome’s swirling script hidden away for my eyes:

      

      Nerissa,

      It sounds cliche to write these words, but, if you’re reading this, then my prediction has come to fruition and I haven’t returned from the Solstice celebration. I’m sorry that I kept my visions from you, and that I asked Siobhan and Delphine to do the same. I know you have endured so many secrets, yet here I present you with another.

      I leave you these texts to study. Now that I’ve gifted my power to you, the balance should be restored — the rightful queen and heir of the Goddess holds the full power she should have possessed these past generations. The power to protect herself and our homeland like the Goddess intended when she gifted it to Her heirs so long ago. I still haven’t determined what happened to sever the queen’s power, but I have faith that you will know what to do to save Selennia and reclaim your throne.

      You have a Channeler, a Seer, and a Healer at your side now, not to mention the might of William’s crews and connections. Lean into their support and remember what I taught you. Use your emotions. Don’t let them stifle you again.

      Adelaide would be so proud of you. You have her kindness and her heart, even if you bury it deep, but you have Gareth’s bravery and strength, too. All traits Selennia needs in its Queen. I’ll be certain to tell them both about you when we meet in the Afterlife.

      Take care of William and the others, and take care of yourself, Nerissa. The Goddess is with you and will stand at your side when you need Her.

      All my love,

      Salome

      

      “Shall I pack them?” Lennox asks casually when he sees what captured my attention, as though he’s ignoring the fact that I’ve avoided them this entire time. His warm voice pulls me back from my memory of Salome’s words, and I nod for him to load the books in the trunk with our other belongings. Perhaps having my feet on solid ground will encourage me to search the texts for meanings Salome may have missed before.

      Instead of darkening his hair this voyage, Lennox has allowed the color to return to its natural deep gold. It's longer than I’m used to seeing it, skimming his collar, and light stubble glistens on his cheeks and chin. Instead of revealing my true nature as he does, I cloak the knotwork crown that extends across my forehead, only allowing my crescent sigil to show on my brow like the last time I was here. I’m unsure what reaction the additional mark would attract when we land on the Delosian shores, and I plan to keep it hidden until the right time.

      “Yes,” I reply. “I think it’s time for me to begin studying them.”

      “I can help you search through them. You don’t have to do it alone,” he responds, stepping away from me to gently place the books in the trunk amongst our clothing. The weather still isn’t as warm as it was when we last visited Delosia, but the closer we’ve drifted to the island the brighter the sunlight shines and the more temperate the days grow. We won’t need our heavier clothing items, leaving linens and the lightest wools to cradle the ancient books in the trunk.

      “I know,” I answer. This isn’t the first time he’s reminded me of the fact that I have friends to support me, but I still catch myself retreating inward more in the past weeks. Not necessarily from him, just to sit with my thoughts and come to terms with the choice I’ve made and the dangers we face, constantly wondering if returning to Selennia to reclaim the throne is the right decision.

      Lennox’s touch draws my eyes up to his face as he returns to my side and cradles my cheek in one palm. I gaze into his dark green eyes, my heart swelling with the emotions that burn brighter each day we spend together. “Are you all right?” he asks, studying my face as I press my cheek into his caress.

      “Yes,” I breathe, kissing his palm.

      “You’re certain?”

      I nod, reassuring him and pressing a kiss to his full lips before crossing the room to add a few extra items to our trunk.
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      This time we dock in the harbor, not bothering with the secret bay the pirates usually use when they come to Delosia. We aren’t expected, but Lennox’s presence isn’t unusual here, and since Lyra’s grandmother, Marie, is the leader of the island we have no reason to hide our arrival. I follow Lennox down the gangway to the dock, followed by Lyra, Delphine, and Daniel. The young man, dressed in the rough clothing of the other sailors instead of the black habit of the priesthood, has filled out noticeably since the Solstice, and his lash wounds have healed into pink scars to cover his flesh like Lennox’s. He walks protectively behind Del and Lyra, looking around curiously at the dockworkers and island residents as they go about their duties. Daniel’s relationship with Delphine is still a mystery to me, but the young woman hasn’t offered any details to clarify, even if I know he slips into the room she shares with Lyra frequently to help look after his friend.

      We stand on the white sand beside the dock while we wait for Erik and Siobhan to leave the deck of Andromeda’s Vengeance. Once they clear their ship, our group proceeds to Maryanne’s tavern in the center of town. Delphine and Daniel marvel at the lush jungle filled with tropical plants that thrive here year-round on our way to the only town on the island. Some of the trees are broken and debris litters the edges of the path, but overall the island looks the same as it did when we left it nearly four months ago. The blooming flowers fill the air with sweet scents and surround me with memories of the hothouses at the Grand Castle in Selennia.

      Strolling in a group through the sandy streets, Lyra points out a few sights to Delphine and Daniel, the trio making easy, quiet conversation while Lennox and I walk hand in hand toward Maryanne’s. I glance around, looking for signs of the encounter with Blackwell’s fleet, but don’t notice anything out of the ordinary. Erik and Siobhan walk quietly at the back of the group, so I fall back to stroll alongside them, letting Lennox lead us through the streets.

      “Was any damage done by the soldiers, or is this from the storms?” I wonder, gesturing to palm fronds that have fallen along the path.

      “The cannon shot did not make it this far inland, and the men in town were surprised by the militia, so I think this was all storm-related,” Erik answers as he inspects the buildings and broken trees.

      “I’m anxious to see if my shop still stands. I know they ransacked it, but I didn’t take inventory or inspect it afterward. We left so quickly for New Aphros,” Siobhan says, looking down the sidestreet that leads to where her shop and home were located. She sighs, “My garden is likely ruined, but I suppose I won’t need it anymore.”

      Sadness washes over me at the memory of Siobhan’s peaceful garden on the outskirts of town where she grew herbal remedies as well as fruits and vegetables for her neighbors. “Perhaps someone kept up with it while you were gone? Was there no one else who would have tended it?”

      “Perhaps,” she replies, toying absentmindedly with the gold torc at her throat, but her tone doesn’t seem convinced. Erik wraps a long arm around her and pulls her tight to his side as we walk, offering gentle comfort so at odds with his menacing frame.

      “And your grandmother rules here?” Delphine asks Lyra, still looking around at the various businesses on the main street.

      “She’s their leader, but she isn’t like a queen or anything. It’s all by vote. She wins each time because she’s well-liked and fair. There’s an agreement between her and the captains of several pirate vessels who make decisions, helping ensure the residents get the goods they need while skirting excessive taxes. Plus, the pirates know they can dock here without harassment. They usually have a peaceful accord with one another while on the island.”

      I cut my eyes to Lennox, finding a small smirk twitching at the corner of his mouth at her words. The last time we were here, the accord was almost broken when another captain laid hands on me at Marie’s Hallow’s Eve masquerade. For a moment that evening, I thought he was going to punch Captain Mario di Micios in the middle of the dance floor.

      “Here we are!” Lennox announces, pushing through the bright coral door of Maryanne’s little tavern. He holds it open for us to pass through into the dimly lit interior where customers cheerfully sip rum punch and look our way as we enter.

      As soon as the door closes behind us, a cheerful voice booms through the room. “Lyra, darling girl what are you… Lennox! Andromeda! Siobhan! You’re all back!” Maryanne, the middle-aged bar owner dashes from behind the bar to greet us, pulling each of us into a tight embrace against her full bosom in turn. She pauses at Delphine and Daniel momentarily, but smiles and grabs them too, saying, “Any friends of this lot must be good ones, come here loves! I’m Maryanne, who might you be?”

      Daniel can’t resist the woman’s infectious glee and introduces them while Delphine’s face remains impassive at the affection. “I’m Daniel and this is Delphine, Mistress. We’re traveling with them from New Aphros.”

      “Oh, no need for formalities here, Maryanne will suit just fine. Let me get you all something to drink!” Before we can protest or make any requests, Maryanne has already turned toward the bar to pour ladles of rum punch into mugs. She returns to where we have taken seats around a large table, distributing the drinks in two trips before standing next to Lennox with a hand on his shoulder.

      “Oh, I like this one,” Delphine murmurs once she’s tasted her drink. She holds it up to Maryanne in a gesture of appreciation before relaxing into her hardbacked chair to look around the room.

      “So, New Aphros? Did you see Salome for the Solstice then?” Maryanne inquires, cheerfully sipping from her own mug. At the mention of Salome and the Solstice, all our faces drop.

      “We did. It didn’t end well, Maryanne. That’s part of why we’re here,” Lennox murmurs, gently patting the older woman’s hand as she studies his face with apprehension. “I need to send a message to Marie to let her know we’ve arrived.”

      “Of course, I’ll grab you a parchment and quill. Just a moment.”

      Maryanne disappears into a back room, leaving us all in silence as the rest of the customers carry on with their conversations and dining. The tavern is unchanged from months ago; tables are still tightly packed together and the shutters allow the breeze to blow through, cooling the crowded space. The memory of how relieved I was to feel free in this pub returns at the sight of the men and women laughing together, encouraging me to relax in my seat and take comfort in the familiarity. Although a new young woman carries empty dishes to and fro, the rest of the establishment remains as cozy as if the skirmish with Blackwell’s soldiers was a dream. Before long, Maryanne returns with a sheet of parchment, a quill and inkwell, and a stick of wax. Lennox scratches a short note, then seals the letter with the wax, pressing his signet ring into it.

      Maryanne calls the new serving girl over and hands her the note. “Take this to Mistress Benoit directly and with haste. Wait for her response and bring it straight back.” The girl nods and dashes out of the tavern, not even stopping to remove the apron she wears to keep her dress clean from her duties.

      When the girl returns from her errand, everyone is quietly sipping their second mugs of rum punch. All our heads turn to her when she approaches the table. She averts her eyes when Lennox looks up at her but hands him a note with a deep purple wax seal — Marie’s color that I remember well from my first visit. He cracks the wax, mossy eyes traveling over the script, then hands it to me to review.

      

      William —

      Dinner, tonight. Bring everyone involved. Chastain will be there. —M

      

      “Who is Chastain?” I ask, handing him the note back. He stuffs it in his inner coat pocket before responding.

      “Captain Morel, of the Island Queen.”

      “Ah,” I reply, having suspected as much, remembering the pirate captain who winters here on the island.

      “He’s likely to ally with us, but tonight will be important,” he adds, finishing his drink.

      I nod my understanding and look over our small group. Daniel, Delphine, and Lyra chat quietly across the table while Lennox turns to Erik, explaining the plan for the evening. Siobhan watches the men, then turns toward me, our eyes locking momentarily as we give one another matching tight smiles.

      Tonight, the wheels will begin to turn in earnest.
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      “What do I need to know about Captain Morel? I don’t remember much about him from our last visit,” I ask Lennox as we stroll toward Marie’s home, the sunset painting the sky in pink and orange streaks over the jungle.

      “As you may have surmised by Marie’s casual reference to him as Chastain,” Lennox says with a relaxed smile, “he’s close with her, and the Delosian people in general. He’s native to the island and his family still lives here. Morel’s brother sails with him, as do several cousins. They always ensure the best prizes they take at sea benefit the people here first.”

      “He also has the best gossip on the island, and a wonderful sense of humor,” Lyra offers, earning a sharp glance from Delphine as they walk side by side.

      “He is known to be lighthearted with those who call him a friend, but don’t think that makes him any less dangerous. There’s a reason Marie and the militia call for his aid from time to time. He can be ruthless, and is a brutal fighter when crossed,” Lennox concludes as we come into view of Marie’s.

      Marie Benoit’s home is as elegant and inviting as it was when we last visited with its welcoming verandah and open shutters allowing the fragrant island breeze to dance through the parlor. We are whisked through the foyer and into the formal dining area as soon as we arrive, where the large dining table decorated in bright orchids and palm fronds is set for our meal. Marie sits at the head of the table beautifully attired in a cobalt linen dress accented by a printed head wrap, regal as any queen. Lennox takes the seat at the other end after I declined the place. The rest of us select open chairs — me to his right, the rest filled in with Erik and Siobhan, Pike, Lyra, Delphine, and Captain Chastain Morel.

      I vaguely remember Morel from our last visit, even if I was too distressed at Marie’s hints about my heritage to pay close attention to him. He has a dazzling smile which he flashes with ease. His dark eyes and complexion are nearly the same shade of rich, dark brown as Marie’s, and his tightly curled hair is nearly black, worn closely cropped to his head. It’s hard to determine his age, but I assume that he’s similar in years to Lennox and myself, possibly a few years older.

      The same butler as before brings refreshments around the table while we become reacquainted in the candlelight, Lyra chattering with Marie and Pike, Siobhan and Erik engrossed in one another, and Delphine downing her drinks faster than a small woman should be able to.

      Lennox grazes my hand under the table, his warm touch sending a pleasant shiver over me as I watch him. His gaze drifts around the table to our friends with a small smile on his lips. I already long for the comfort and quiet of our room back at the boarding house after several weeks on the noisy ship, but the meal has yet to begin, and I assume this won’t be a short engagement.

      “Andromeda,” Marie calls from the end of the table, drawing my focus to her. We only exchanged the briefest salutations upon our arrival before being whisked to the dining room, so this is the first time she’s directly addressed me. “What did you think of New Aphros? I was sorry to hear about the loss of Salome.”

      Lennox had pulled Marie to the side once we entered the foyer earlier, explaining how Salome died in the square on Solstice. The older women didn’t know one another closely, only by name and in passing through their link with Lennox’s mother, but her startled gasp, and the fierceness of the embrace she wrapped Lennox in, was enough to know she recognized the impact of the loss.

      I clear my throat slightly before answering. “New Aphros was enlightening. But I think it’s time we all start using my real name, don’t you? Please, call me Nerissa.”

      The table grows quiet as I speak, and even Delphine looks up from her wine glass. Although those closest to us know my true name and identity, I rarely use it in public, my alias feeling like a comfortable second skin I’ve inhabited for so long.

      Marie gives a small smile, dipping her chin to me in response, her ebony skin creasing at the corners of her dark eyes. “Very well, Nerissa. Can I take that to mean what I think it does? Are you here for more than just Lyra’s birthday celebration?”

      “That depends. I had hoped we could speak about it privately, but if your men and Captain Morel agree to help me… help us… then yes. I believe it does.” All eyes travel between me, Marie, and Captain Morel as I sit straight in my chair.

      “What is it you are asking me to do?” Morel speaks, his voice deep and accented like those native to Delosia.

      “To aid us in overthrowing Selennia’s king. The way Erik helped you dispose of his soldiers when they came here,” Lennox responds when I look at him to answer. “We plan on taking the request to the annual meeting on Nemi but thought to ask you now before the rest of the captains convene. To ask you to back Nerissa’s claim to the throne of Selennia.”

      Morel nods his head once, a thoughtful expression turning the corners of his lips upward as he considers the request. Marie watches him with a goblet of wine in her fingers.

      “Varangr did aid us. But would those soldiers have come here if not looking for you?” Morel asks me, studying my response to his statement. Although his question grates on me, there’s nothing hateful or disrespectful in his tone, more like a musing or thinking out loud.

      “That’s a shitty thing to say,” Delphine slurs from across the table. I tense as all eyes turn to her, but her only response is to purse her lips and shrug, taking another drink from her freshly refilled wine glass.

      Morel laughs deeply in response to Delphine’s attitude, his sense of humor in line with Lyra’s comments earlier. Thankfully, he’s not as offended as I expected, with a wide smile that lights up his handsome face with glee. “The truth is often unpleasant, Miss,” Morel says to Delphine with a wink. Surprisingly, she raises her brows and purses her lips in an expression that says she agrees. “But, I think it’s a valid point nonetheless. No offense meant to you, Captain. Nor to you, Mistress,” he directs to Lennox and me.

      “You’re not wrong, Captain Morel,” I admit. “But, judging by the infiltration by Blackwell’s men in New Aphros before I ever arrived, I have no doubt his reach would have extended to the island regardless. Between his search for me and Blackwell’s desire for power, no one will be safe from his ambition if we don’t defeat him.”

      “I have no love for Dargan Blackwell, especially after his trespasses this winter,” Morel begins, swirling his wine and following the dark liquid with his eyes as it circles his goblet. “But I’ll need to speak with my crew before making a commitment. I want to do what’s best for the people of Delosia, for my people. Mistress Marie, is this why you invited me tonight?”

      Marie turns to Morel, her long silver braids falling over her shoulder as she does. She smiles wide, sipping from her wine glass once before nodding. “Yes, Chastain. I hoped that Nerissa would return to take her place in Selennia, even if my daughter-in-law and granddaughter are no longer trapped under Blackwell’s rule there. Having a queen in Selennia again will increase trade, which benefits Delosia, and would allow some of you who don’t wish to live a life on the account any longer to return home.” Her last words settle over us, while her dark brown eyes focus on Lennox. His jaw twitches, but he says nothing.

      “Very well,” Morel nods, sipping his drink. “I shall speak with the crew this week and return my answer to you. If they agree, we will side with you at the council meeting on Nemi at the Equinox.” A curt nod from Lennox ends the topic, and the butler files in a few minutes later with the next course, while the gathered guests fall into quiet conversation once again.

      Lyra and Pike decide to remain at Marie’s after dinner, choosing to spend more time with her when Marie offers spare rooms to them for the night. I could see the eagerness in Siobhan’s eyes after Marie mentioned the neighbors near her shop had cleaned up the mess left by the soldiers, so it’s no surprise when Erik and Siobhan retreat shortly after the plates are cleared. Delphine agreed to stay with Lyra, preferring her company to mine, but I doubt she will be awake much longer as it is.

      Lennox and I left hand in hand after dessert and cordials, bidding farewell to Captain Morel who turns the opposite direction from our boarding house. “Do you think Delphine will behave?” I ask, my arm resting in the crook of Lennox’s as our boots crunch on the grit underfoot. The breeze is cool and the temperature is mild as we meander through the dark streets.

      Lennox shrugs, answering with a huffed laugh. “Even if she doesn’t, Lyra and Marie can handle her. I think her soft spot for Lyra will keep her in line, but Marie has a good sense of humor. Either way, they’ll all be fine for the night.”

      “Do you think Morel’s men will agree to back me?” I toy with the seam on the edge of my pocket with my free hand, hoping to dissipate the nervous energy our meal has failed to soothe. The Delosian captain seemed amenable enough, but I know one’s placations don’t always equate to action, and I’m nervous about our proposal being openly broadcast before the time is right.

      “I think so,” Lennox says, placing his hand over mine where it rests on his arm, the touch comforting. “Marie has more sway than she and Morel let on at dinner. If she supports your claim, the rest will fall in line. No one wants to be at odds with her in the end; they know it will make trade difficult for them here. But,” he pauses, squeezing my hand lightly, “you may have to show them a bit of your power to convince them.”

      Stunned by his words, I stop and drop Lennox’s arm. “I’m not going to threaten them to side with me.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” He snags my hand, casually pressing a kiss to my knuckles before entwining our fingers and pulling me to walk with him once more. “I only meant for you to show them what they might ally with. Pirates aren’t known for their self-sacrificing nature, but if they see what you can do, it would encourage their loyalty.”

      “I’ll consider it,” I concede as we near our lodging. “Perhaps on the full moon.”

      We arrive at the steps of the boarding house, where the lantern swings gently in the breeze out front, its flame flickering merrily. Laughter floats out of the open doorway promising a busy courtyard beyond. It seems like both a lifetime and no time at all has passed since we stood here last. Except then, the most pressing thing I had to worry about was whether or not I should reveal my true feelings to Lennox. Now, I feel as though I have the weight of the world on my shoulders. Or, at least, the weight of Selennia.

      Lennox pauses before leading me up the stairs, looking into my eyes in the glow of the lantern. “You’ve taken the first step, Nerissa. Trust that the pieces will come together. Let’s get settled here for a bit. We can start looking through the texts Salome left, plan Lyra’s party, and, once Morel has decided, we’ll determine our course of action.” He tips my chin up with his index finger, smiling at me with his head cocked. “You’re not alone anymore. Don’t get lost in your mind.” He brushes a soft kiss against my lips before guiding me with a warm, steady hand at my lower back up the stairs and into the boarding house to get lost in one another instead.
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      “Delphine… Del? Are you listening?” My voice is sharper than I intended, but my frustration leaks through as I attempt to capture Del’s attention. She snaps her head up to glare at me, eyes sunken from lack of sleep as they’ve been for the last week.

      The first full day after arriving on Delosia was spent settling in at the boarding house. Both Lyra and Delphine are staying on the bottom floor in adjacent rooms, while Lennox and I share the larger suite upstairs that he claimed on our last trip to the island. In the week since then, I’ve met with both of them and Siobhan to continue our work from the voyage, attempting to hone our powers and test our strengths. Today, we intend to practice for a few hours, then we’ll turn our attention to the excitement of preparing for Lyra’s birthday and the full moon ceremony this evening.

      “What?” Del asks with a frown from where she sits across from me at the small table in my room. The sounds of the birds in the jungle outside the boarding house drift in through the open shutters along the back wall, but I know the lull of birdsong isn’t what distracts Delphine.

      “We’ll perform the ceremony first, then have dinner, then we can enjoy the beach.” Lyra patiently repeats my earlier words, studying Delphine. Lyra’s full lips tilt downward at the edges just enough to show she’s growing frustrated with her friend, too.

      “Ceremony, food, sand. What is it you need from me?” Delphine asks, rubbing her temples.

      “Your participation,” I snipe, tired of Delphine’s lack of focus. While Lyra has continued to study and increase her skills, Delphine has come to a point of stasis, as though the loss of Salome has stunted her desire to use her powers at all. I can sympathize with the pain she feels, the need to numb it and to be lost in something other than her grief, but I also know that if she continues to handle it the way she’s been doing, especially pushing her friends away, it could end up bringing her more pain in the end.

      “Why don’t you come with me, Delphine?” Siobhan interrupts, walking behind Delphine’s chair to place a gentle hand on her shoulder. Her words are for Delphine, but the look in her eyes, showing she’s putting herself between both mine and Del’s rising tempers, is for me.  “Come help with my garden. We can gather supplies for the decorations to take to Marie’s. When Erik and I visited, there were plenty of plants in bloom that would be beautiful to display tonight.”

      “Fine.”

      Delphine stands, following Siobhan out and shutting the door while Lyra and I remain in my chambers.

      “How is she?” I ask Lyra once they’ve gone.

      Lyra drops into the chair across from me that Delphine abandoned, her slouched posture showing her exhaustion. “Not well. But she wouldn’t dare tell you. Or admit it to anyone else,” she grumbles, her usual sunny disposition faltering. “I try to be there for her, to get her to talk, but she won’t.” Lyra’s cheeks flush with her frustration, tears barely held at bay in her hazel eyes. “She won’t talk to Danny either. She just drinks and rages during the day, but I can hear her crying at night when she thinks I’m asleep. I tried to hold her the first night I heard her, but she pushed me away and went up on the decks instead, so I’ve pretended to be sleeping since.”

      I lean forward, taking her hand in mine. “You can’t soothe everyone’s hurts, Lyra, as much as I know you want to. Everyone processes grief differently. I wish she would talk to you, but maybe she needs more time. I can’t imagine how hard losing Salome has been for her, but I’m at a loss for how to help her aside from giving her space.”

      Guilt eats at me, a nagging ache since that night, knowing Delphine blames me for Salome’s death, even though I had no idea what she was planning. I too mourn the loss of the woman I grew close with while in New Aphros. If Salome had told me of her visions instead of asking Siobhan and Delphine to keep them secret, perhaps I could have helped discover an alternative to her death in the square of New Aphros. A way I could have taken on her power to boost my own to the level of the former Selennian Priestess-Queens without requiring her sacrifice. But I was never given that chance.

      Pushing the knot of guilt and worry down, I plaster a smile across my face for Lyra’s sake. It’s her birthday, and I want her to have a night of enjoyment before we turn our sights to the seriousness of the meeting on Nemi and then what awaits us in Selennia. At sixteen, she reached the age we would usually have celebrated as her entry to womanhood in Selennia last year, but her birthday was never celebrated openly in the House of Starlight.

      Celeste kept Lyra carefully secluded, hidden from everyone but those of us who lived there. Her unusual upbringing in the brothel meant Lyra is far more mature in some ways, but was sheltered in others, so Lennox and I want her to have a proper celebration after the years of quietly marking the passing years. I just hope the night will go smoothly after I make my announcement. Lyra’s party is the only opportunity to address the islanders en masse, even if I hate to detract from her night.

      In the last week, Morel has hinted to Lennox that his crew is hesitant to back an unknown without a show of power, regardless of Marie’s enthusiastic support, and I wonder how many other Delosians will feel similarly.

      “Now,” I start, smiling more broadly despite my gnawing thoughts, “tell me again about the cake you requested Marie’s cook to make while we figure out seating.” Lyra returns my smile before starting to chatter about cakes and flowers.
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      “How was your dinner with Morel?” Captain Jackson asks when we step into the street in front of the boarding house.

      It’s always a pleasure to see Jackson’s smiling face and patchwork coat. As usual, his dark brown hair is tied back in a tight club at his nape, and his blue eyes narrow in the bright sunlight, deepening the lines that always bracket them. Without him, I’d never have had the opportunity to lead a mutiny against the captain of the ship I’d been pressed onto after Blackwell’s initial invasion. When Jackson and his crew of pirates had approached far from Selennia, it had been enough to distract the captain and quartermaster who had so enjoyed brutalizing me for my rebellious nature. They never expected so many of the others would join me in rising up against them. After escaping and joining Jackson’s crew, the outlaw captain became like a father to me, encouraging me to take my own ship and allying with me afterward. Jackson arrived in Delosia last night, having taken an extra week to depart New Aphros, and is just now catching up with me after settling his crew on the island.

      “Successful, for now,” I answer, squinting into the bright island sun. “I hope his crew will cooperate, but he’s mentioned that some of them are distrustful of Nerissa.”

      “Of her? Or outsiders, in general?”

      “Both. They want to know what the power of a priestess can do, if needed.”

      “That seems understandable.”

      I nod. “I’ve given Morel time to gather his crew and discuss. I assume I’ll hear from him in the next day or two with a decision. I wanted to get through tonight — the ceremony and Lyra’s party — first before we truly begin planning. We need to sail in a week to reach Nemi by the Equinox.”

      Jackson gives a noncommittal snort. “If they saw what she did in New Aphros, they’d likely shit themselves.”

      I chuckle knowing his words are true. Nerissa’s power, and Del’s for that matter, are unheard of these days outside of ancient stories. If I hadn’t seen them standing next to Salome blinding the priests and soldiers lining the walls of the cathedral in New Aphros, watched Delphine wrap them in protective shadows, or witnessed Nerissa slicing men in half with the brilliant power Salome passed to her, I wouldn’t believe it myself. Even Siobhan and Lyra, with their respective Sight and healing, are wonders to add to our ranks.

      “I’m sure Chastain can convince his crew. They trust him,” Jackson reassures me, clapping me on the shoulder as we stroll toward the center of town, planning to join Erik outside Maryanne’s tavern before meeting with the crews to prepare the bonfire.

      I want to believe him, to trust Chastain and his crew will side with us, but doubt has begun to cloud my mind. Worry over Nerissa competes with my confidence in our crews the closer we get to the captains’ gathering on Nemi. I can tell she worries too, even if she keeps it to herself. Each day since we left New Aphros she becomes quieter and more withdrawn. I’m not sure if it’s the prospect of the meeting with the captains, the idea of returning to our homeland, or the impending battles we face that rattle her, but she’s been avoiding my questions, so I’ve allowed it to drop for now.

      Erik’s tall frame looms in front of the tavern by the time we arrive, and he steps in line with us as we continue our walk to the docks. “Good morning, Varangr,” Jackson greets Erik, glancing across me to the towering Northman.

      “Good morning, Jackson. Glad to see you arrived safely,” he replies before greeting  me, “Captain.”

      I smile at the title Erik still refers to me by, even if he’s now a captain in his own right. “How’s Siobhan’s shop faring, Erik?”

      “Good.” He nods. “Better than anticipated. Marie made sure some of her neighbors tended it well in her absence, they even cared for her garden. It is a comfortable home again for us to stay in while we are here.”

      “Excellent.” I smile. Erik and Siobhan have stayed at the apothecary shop for the past week, and he’s hidden away with her, busying himself with whatever she needs to set it to rights. Siobhan was dragged from her home by Blackwell’s men during their invasion this past winter, but Erik retrieved her before she could be taken back to Selennia.

      “Is she planning to return to her life here?” I ask as delicately as possible, keeping my eyes trained on the glittering sand under our feet instead of him. Erik has seemed as lost in thought as me lately, and I wonder if he fears Siobhan won’t return to sea with us when we depart. She never enjoyed being at sea, her fear of the depths being part of what kept her grounded here on the island instead of at Erik’s side for all these years.

      “She says she wishes to return home to Selennia, but I can tell it is not an easy decision for her. This was her home for a long time, but she is loyal to Nerissa. She will go where Nerissa does.”

      “She’s loyal to you, man.” I nudge him with my elbow. He quirks the side of his lips in response, giving me a half smile in return. Since they met, it’s been easy to see that Siobhan and Erik were meant to be. Now that she’s had a taste of what it feels like to be at his side for more than a few weeks, I can’t imagine she would turn away. If we’re successful against Blackwell, she can begin a new life on land in Selennia with him, if she wants. And if we’re unsuccessful… Well, we’ll likely all fall together and end up in whatever Afterlife awaits together, too.

      I shake my head to clear the morbid thoughts of failure and the Afterlife. Tonight is the full moon and Lyra’s birthday — not a time to be sinking into my worries. Those can wait until our plans are fully underway.
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      Once the crews have gathered on the beach, they begin dragging driftwood, gathering fallen limbs, and cutting wood to build the massive beach bonfire. Leaving them to their duties, I’m eager to see the ship Erik captured for us after the raid here this winter, left in the shipwright’s hands, and Erik and Jackson accompany me to the shipwright’s cabin near the docks.

      The older man, Adair, is likely around the age my father would be now had he lived past my childhood. He steps from the threshold of his home to watch as we climb the steep trail from the dock to his door. His craft is visible in all aspects of his home, from the sea creatures carved into the front door to the waves that crash on the trim of his windows as though his love of his work spills over onto whatever he touches. He’s spent his life turning wood into art for each ship he modifies — the priestess of the Bartered Soul, the wolf that graces Andromeda’s Vengeance, and the mermaid on the prow of Morel’s Island Queen are all examples of his craftsmanship. A young man in his early twenties steps from the door, a younger version of the shipwright, to stand with his father.

      “Captains! I was wondering when you’d come to see me!” Adair calls, uncrossing his arms and walking the short trip down the path to meet us with an outstretched hand. He shakes each of our hands and then steps back for his son to do the same.

      “Good to see you, Adair. Erik told me he left a ship of mine with you the last time he left. I’m here to inspect it,” I explain, looking around at the different ships at the docks. None of them resemble one of Blackwell’s fleet, but that doesn’t mean Adair hasn’t already retrofitted it with a new figurehead to make it less conspicuous in my absence.

      “Yes, yes, of course,” Adair says with a bright smile. “I took some liberties with it, my boy. I hope you don’t mind, I had Jacob do the figurehead. I left the name, but it needed something new to make it worthy of you.”

      “Let’s go see,” I reply, a smirk tilting my mouth at the man’s enthusiasm. I’ve seen some of the work Adair’s son, Jacob, has done on other ships, proving to be just as talented as his father, and I look forward to seeing what he’s prepared for me.

      We wind
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
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must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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