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      To those questioning or unsure. And to those that have always known, deep down. You are valid and you are loved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Sing me no songs of daylight,

        For the sun is the enemy of lovers

        Sing instead of shadows and darkness,

        And memories of midnight”

        –Sappho
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        O sailor in the lonely night

        Whose ship has crossed the ocean

        Fierce as you are with all your might

        May join me with your devotion

      

      

      
        
        Come one, come all

        Don’t worry, don’t be afraid

        Come let the water stand tall

        And join a pretty young maid

      

      

      
        
        Let go of your worries

        Let go of your fears

        Join hastily with hurry

        Let me wipe away your tears

      

      

      The piercing golden eyes of the siren stunned the pirate. Her voice had the means to captivate any poor soul who could hear her song. Completely out of control, the pirate stood motionless, mesmerized by the pretty face. Painfully cold water splashed the pirate’s face and engulfed them in frozen darkness. The devilish creature had overturned the paddleboat. The pirate frantically looked around in the ocean for any sign of her, but the moon had disappeared behind a patch of clouds, leaving them in the dark.

      Before the pirate could even attempt to swim up and catch a breath, a ripple in the water revealed the siren’s glistening skin. Her scales lit up and illuminated her entire body. Her laughter contorted her once beautiful, flawless face into something ugly and sinister as her sharp teeth sank into her victim’s neck.
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      The sword’s tip dug into the skin at the center of my collarbone, momentarily distracting me from the pounding headache of my hangover. The sharp metal bit into my skin, giving enough pressure to make me stand still, but not enough to draw blood. The man at the other end flashed a wicked grin at his victory. I raised my sword and dropped it, feigning defeat.

      I had never been one to take losing with my head held high.

      The sword relented and gave me enough space to duck and swipe my right leg out, knocking over the tall man off his feet. Dalton was just over six feet, towering above me with very tippable long legs. His dirty blonde hair clung to his temples in damp strands, a clear indication that he was trying to work off the rum from last night.

      He fell down hard with his breath whooshing out in surprise. The wooden deck soaked through his pants, still damp from last night’s light rain. I grabbed the dagger from my belt and pointed it right at his nose, the black metal shimmering despite the cloudy skies. Dalton rolled his eyes and pushed it to the side.

      “You’re such a sore loser, Kae,” Dalton grumbled, a wrinkle forming at his brow. I smiled cheerily and helped my best friend rise to his feet.

      “Captain Kae,” I corrected him in a tone an octave lower than my natural voice. He may have been my closest friend, but that did not mean he could undermine my authority. Especially at sea.

      “Captain Kae,” Dalton repeated, mocking my voice quietly so that no one else heard. He might be a jerk at times, but Dalton would take my secrets to the grave.

      I shoved him hard in the shoulder and we both nearly collided into the main mast. He rolled his eyes again in response.

      A slight breeze due east picked up. My heated skin welcomed it as the gust billowed into the white sails. The ship rocked gently along the small turquoise waves, lethargic as an overfed cat. Just one glance at the sea made me want to jump into the warm waters and swim the rest of the way.

      “We’re just about due for docking! We’ve arrived!” The shouts from my quartermaster, Ruff, echoed across the main deck of my ship. He was one of the few that took exact scheduling seriously. I gave him a thumbs up and went to collect my sword.

      “How do you two have this much energy after all that drinking last night?” Ruff questioned as he made his way over to us. He had barely drunk the night before, a rare occurrence for him. Instead, my quartermaster had decided to call in early.

      Dalton and I shrugged simultaneously.

      Though we had tried finishing a small barrel of rum between us, most of my half had come back up later in the night. Truthfully, I had not slept for more than three hours. Nightmares consisting of sirens—always sirens—had filled my mind. The dark circles under my eyes had taken up permanent residence over the last few months.

      Dalton had greeted me at dawn, asking if I was up for sparring. I had gladly accepted, wanting to sweat out the horrid night with the clash of swords. Fighting always helped me focus my jumbled thoughts. I never turned down more practice, as the streets of whatever kingdom we visited were my teachers. Bar fights, my mentors. Two years with a blade in my hand and it had quickly become an extension of myself.

      “Years and years of experience.” Dalton winked at Ruff, who scoffed in return. Dalton made his way up to the helm of the ship to assist in steering.

      I entered my quarters below the helm, shutting the door softly behind me before I placed my sword inside a locked cabinet alongside the rest of my clothes and some jewels for emergency funds. I grabbed my travel bag, the weight of its contents heavy against my hip. Without dwelling too long, I turned the brass key, feeling as though I was leaving a finger behind. Hopefully sometime soon I could come back to visit my sword before dust collected on its blade. With another turn of the key on the door to my quarters, I backed out onto the main deck one final time.

      My men hurried about the ship to prepare for docking the Mar Daemon. Most had declined on joining Dalton and I for drinks last night, wanting to be sharp for when they eagerly returned home. Chatters of what awaited them back in our home kingdom, Avalon, filled the sea-salted air. It had been a little over a year since we’d all left the Golden City. The names of girlfriends passed their lips. No name came to my mind.

      “And you, Captain? Who’ve you got waiting back home? A man like you must be drowning in lasses!” a scrawny boy named Kipp addressed me.

      Kipp was one of our more trained fighters, despite his bony stature. He could not have been older than fifteen, but it was obvious he had lied about his age to get around my prohibition against kids to join the crew. Kipp made up for his youth by being our best sharpshooter on board–his skills with a crossbow were unmatched.

      His sand-colored hair was tied back with a bandana and sweat gleamed his brown skin. He had been training below deck, though I hoped it was for fight stances and not letting arrows fly loose where the rest of the men slept. The crossbow slung across his narrow back, held by a strap of leather. I would bet five gold coins that Kipp slept with the weapon, always itching for a fight despite becoming queasy at the mere sight of blood.

      At his comment, I absentmindedly tugged my tricorn hat further down on my head, making sure no strands of my curls were seen. Kipp looked at me expectantly and I smirked at him.

      “A man like me never ties myself down. I suspect I’ll be collecting new hearts to break real soon,” I said with confidence. Kipp lapped up every single word with bright eyes.

      As the anchor lowered and the Mar Daemon made its way to the port of Avalon’s harbor, the conversations jittered to a stop. The ship jolted with its successful docking. My eager crewmates looked to me for a final sendoff. I had never quite grown to enjoy giving speeches. My hands always itched whenever I spoke in front of crowds, but as captain, speeches were part of the job. They needed the motivation and confidence from their authority figure.

      “This year has been a test of our endurance and our survival. We lost Haz and Crook and we honor them every day. We honor all of those lost souls who were taken too soon from us by those monstrous sirens. Our vengeance has led to the deaths of seven sirens just this past year. And while we are now home to celebrate, we must also carry our friends’ deaths with us. So, drink deeply tonight, lads, for you have earned it. Enjoy tonight and every night, and when the sea calls, may we sail again!” I finished my harangue with a clenched fist raised into the air.

      The crew shouted with glee and clapped each other on the back.

      One by one, the pirates walked the plank onto the port, wishing me luck back home and saying goodbye. They carried all sorts of bags, boxes, and trunks as they left, their belongings accumulated after a year at sea.

      Dalton nodded at me as he left with only a small burlap sack slung across his back. I knew I would run into him at some point at the local bars, so this was not a final goodbye.

      Ruff lingered behind, being the last to leave. He had been hounding me all of yesterday to join the crew for drinks once we were back in Avalon. I assumed he wanted to get in one last word about my decline to partake in the festivities.

      “I just think it’s right for a captain to be with his crew at the end of our big journey. We went through so much together. You should be there with them,” Ruff said, continuing our argument from yesterday.

      He knew I tended to distance myself from everyone else, yet he kept bothering with this for some unknown reason. I hated lying to him. He was a close friend, yet I couldn’t help the piling of secrets that I kept from Ruff. It ate away at me.

      “Look, you know I understand all of this. I want to drink and be merry with my crew. They laid down their lives for this cause. But, I have further duties that cannot be avoided. I hope to see you soon, my friend.” I clapped Ruff on the back, trying to appear lighthearted.

      Ruff sighed and outstretched his hand for a shake. We slapped our palms together and then slapped the backs of our hands before shaking hands in a tight grip. We mirrored grins before he left for the pubs that lined the harbor. He gazed back over his shoulder, mouth open as if to say something.

      With a shake of his head, Ruff waved and kept on walking, disappearing into a tavern. Making sure he was out of view, I headed in the opposite direction, toward the center of the city. I entered a deserted alleyway that was free of any onlookers, frequently casting backward glances to ensure I wasn’t followed.

      Ruff meant well, but that did not mean he wasn’t suspicious. He had reason to be, but I hoped for both our sakes that he actually stayed at that tavern. Exhaustion bit into me and the last thing I needed was confrontation.

      Opening the bag that I brought with me, I reluctantly pulled out the pristine navy coat and threw it on. I regretted wearing it in the warmth as sweat began to trickle down my back. Summers in Avalon were always brutal, but there was no other way to hide the sailor’s garb without stripping in public. I kept the coat on.

      I took off my hat, letting my curls fall free, and placed it inside the bag next to the other headpiece that I avoided looking at. Covering myself up, my true self, was as detrimental as a fish parting from the sea, but I couldn’t let any of my garb give me away.

      Buttoning up my coat to the top, I reentered the streets of Avalon. The further away from the harbor I travelled, the more crowded those streets became.

      I was in the outer sector of the kingdom, meaning I had about an hour of walking to reach my destination. Avalon was arranged in ring-like sectors that represented the three social classes: lower, middle, and upper with the wealthiest of the city housed in its interior. At the very center was a castle that housed the royal family.

      Knowing I had plenty of time to reach the castle, I stopped by local vendors, trading bronze coins for delicious fruit-flavored sweets. Berry tartness flooded my taste buds. A small child watched me eat while he played by himself in the street. I offered him a piece, and he took it, running away without a backward glance.

      The smell of cheap alcohol and freshly caught fish filled the air out here, where the outer sector touched the harbor. I tried not to let my delicate, hungover stomach get too used to the stench and pressed on.

      The kingdom’s university came looming above me next. Long, black metallic spires topped the gothic towers. The stained-glass windows looked as if they had just been recently washed, kept as pristine as the teachers demanded. I stopped at my old school to watch students file out with gleeful expressions and loud voices. Distant memories called out to me like the whispers of ghosts. I shuddered and trudged on.

      The main street of the middle sector cut directly through the kingdom’s marketplace. I kept walking through, not trusting myself enough to avoid being tempted by all the goods offered at the multiple stalls. If I so much as glanced at what was being sold—vibrant colors calling to me from my periphery—my pockets would immediately empty. I breathed through my mouth when syrupy sweets wafted through.

      Most of this sector dwelled in the blocks past the marketplace. The buildings pressed against one another like a tightknit school of minnows. A variety of painted stone apartments meshed together, distinguished by housing or storefronts alike. From most windows hung flower beds filled with tulips, roses, and dangling ivy that nearly reached a floor down.

      On the balconies of some apartments, occupants enjoyed the summer air while leaning against the railing, waving a lazy hand to fan their dripping faces.

      The middle sector was by far my favorite, not for the sights of liveliness, but for the smell, too. Fresh cinnamon wafted from the bakeries, promising delicious fried sweets to any who entered. Spilled ink hit me when I walked by the mailer’s quarters. My nose scrunched up of its own accord. Still, there was also the sweet nectar of flavored rum that sloshed out of drunken mugs and ran through the grooves of the cobblestone road, slickening the ground outside the tavern.

      Shouts of those men living their happiest lives filled the air, melting with the bangs of a blacksmith’s hammer against flattened metal. I smiled at the brand-new swords up on display. The one hidden back on my ship could do for an upgrade, but that would be for another time.

      The end of my journey drew nearer and nearer as I entered the inner sector. This part of the city was home to Avalon’s wealthiest and most influential families. Horse-drawn carriages filled the streets. The rich didn’t believe in walking everywhere and displayed their wealth through the design of the most intricate carriages. Golden swirls decorated a black carriage trotting past me.

      I had heard that the Manko family–the wealthiest family in Avalon, second only to the royals–had theirs built entirely out of porcelain, if that was even possible. The luxurious houses were more spread out than in the outer sectors and were far bigger than the small families that inhabited them needed, I was sure. They towered above me.

      I kept my head down as I continued to walk, not wanting to directly look at the obscene wealth. Not when I knew so many who suffered more than they had ever deserved. Guilt twisted my stomach at the many years of blissful ignorance I lived in before meeting my crew. Before I knew the lives they had led prior to sailing under my command.

      The wall surrounding the castle loomed above me in a mixture of gold and marble. I trailed alongside it until I approached the nearest guard station. I knew that once the royal guards were alerted, there would be no turning back. It wasn’t like I had any other choice. The King and Queen would surely send out a search party if I did not arrive by nightfall. Today was the date I promised in my hastily written letter I would return home by. They were nothing if not punctual.

      My breath caught in my chest, fluttering within my lungs like a trapped bird. That’s what I would be once inside those walls. Trapped again in an old life. It was as if the walls enclosed around me, shrinking until I could no longer breathe.

      As fast as it came, I shoved the feeling aside. There would be no fear today. I took a step forward as if marching to battle. Then another.

      I approached a man dressed in the colors of a commander of the royal guard. Golden tassels marked his moderate rank. I smiled innocently and gave a little wave. We stared at each other for some time and then, without missing another beat, I reached into my bag and placed the headpiece atop my head.

      A golden crown with alternating rubies and sapphires sparkled in the sunlight. The commander’s eyes widened in recognition and he scrambled to get a carriage ready for me. As if just remembering, he bowed to me before barking orders to anyone within earshot. I had to be barely recognizable, what with my short hair and grimy face.

      Another much younger guard sat in the box seat of an approaching horse-drawn carriage, pulling at the reins to stop. He jumped down and opened the door for me, head bowed so as not to make eye contact. I thanked him and stepped inside, sinking into one of the plush seat cushions. It would take some getting used to being doted on again.

      The carriage rumbled past the wall and onto castle grounds. Many fountains and rose bushes lined the road with posh décor. I smiled at the memory of getting caught swimming naked in one of those very fountains.

      Endless, pristine yards of grass the richest shade of green stretched out on either side of the road. Beyond that was the royal cemetery, adjacent to the lavender field. When the breeze picked up ever so slightly, the wafting scent of lavender reached the open carriage window. I delighted in the smell.

      The carriage came to a stop, and the guard opened my door again. The trip ended all too soon. I begrudgingly accepted his outstretched hand and descended the two steps to the ground. I could get down on my own, but knew I had a part to play.

      The man led me through the open doors of the castle. Marble accents lined the pillars and door frames, and the gold accents that lined the marble exterior glittered under the sun. It was a color I had grown to loathe. There was a reason Avalon was often called The Golden City or the City of Gold. The metal was everywhere, sparkling against the marble it was so often mixed with.

      The guard marched on, not slowing his pace to sneer at the castle like I did. We headed in the direction of the throne room, no preambles to further delay a waiting king and queen.

      The last time I stood in the castle, a year ago, felt like an entire lifetime. The return brought both familiarity and repressed memories bubbling up to my mind’s surface. Though the somber air seemed to have dissipated in the months following the death of Avalon’s beloved prince, there was still something awfully sobering about this place. I hated it.

      I hated how quiet it had become in my absence. Not just quiet. Lifeless, hollow. Void of any sort of warmth, mirroring my own cavernous heart.

      I hated that he was gone. Every little thing reminded me of him. I tried to shake my head clear of his face, hoping the pain would disappear. I wished it were that simple. I marched onwards.

      The guard and I reached the majestic double doors that led to the throne room. My breathing became rapid and shallow. The two guards that stood on either side of the doors gave one look at me and bowed their heads. They both pulled on the handle of the doors, opening them outward. I took a deep breath and held it for a few seconds before exhaling.

      Here we go.
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      “Now announcing to Your Royal Majesties, the fair and grandiose Princess Kaelyn has returned!” The young guard smiled widely with pride after his announcement.

      Every single member of the royal court ran toward me and began asking a million queries. Questions about my trip, how I was feeling, if I had eaten today, what I was wearing, what happened to my hair, did I find a husband, and more all spilled from their lips like liquid. Or perhaps being shot at me like arrows was a proper analogy. I grimaced, trying to show how uncomfortable I was without making a scene. They pressed in on me, hand gestures frantically matching their fervent questions.

      “Enough! Leave us with our daughter. Tonight, we celebrate her safe return with a grand ball. I hope that you all have already started the preparations,” the Queen decreed with her chin raised.

      The court members scrambled out of the throne room to continue their planning of the celebration. Their princess and only heir to the throne had finally returned. I watched them leave and avoided eye contact with my parents.

      “Perhaps we can all catch up after the ball. I’ve grown tired of sitting up here all day listening to people complain about their petty squabbles and mundane lives,” the King said. He stood up from his golden throne and descended the pristine marble steps. The Queen hastily trailed behind him. He didn’t so much as greet me as fully ignore me. I didn’t expect anything less from my father.

      “Kaelyn, why don’t you go up and wash yourself. And please change out of that horrid coat.” The Queen gave me a onceover with a stiff upper lip. “It’s from last year, isn’t it? I sent your dress to the maids for tonight. We’ll meet you in the ballroom.” She wrinkled her nose in disgust and dismissed me with a single hand.

      “Of course.” My pithy response didn’t go unnoticed by my parents as I left them and made my way toward my chambers, but they thankfully did not scold me.

      I was glad that my conversation with the King and Queen was put off until after the ball. I didn’t have the energy to lie to them right now. I was hoping the warmth of alcohol would make things easier when we finally did have our little catch up. Nerves ate away at me at the thought of them discovering how I really spent my traveling year.

      I wished I didn’t have to lie at all. I missed my mother and how close we were when I was younger. I didn’t wish I could say the same for my father. I wished that things were easier between us, that I was the perfect daughter he wanted me to be. Facing him was going to make the night seem as long as day. I wished, I wished, I wished.

      Statues and paintings from famous artists across the seas lined up the long halls that led to my bedroom. My parents were weak for collector’s items, wanting to display their vast knowledge and extreme wealth in every way they could manage. The open doors of the many rooms on either side beckoned me with promising distractions on the way to my room. I couldn’t afford to slip into old memories, not here.

      I stopped in front of the grand library. Not that I cared much for books apart from the few I’d found on ships and sailing, but the training room for the royal guards was just beyond the bookshelves. I was already itching to get a sword in my hand again. Perhaps now that I was eighteen, my parents would allow me to finally enter that room as a fighter, rather than a keen observer.

      Time ticked by as temptation called me to the sparring ring. The irritated faces of my parents at my imagined lateness had my legs deciding for me. I kept on walking, leaving the library behind.

      The second I opened my bedroom door, three maids greeted me before I could so much as sigh or take in the scene of my childhood. They rushed over and immediately got to work. My clothes stripped, a running bath steamed, and my body plopped into warm water. All within minutes.

      The months of built-up dirt and grime gave me a shield of protection against the world. It disguised my true identity. I wasn’t eager to shed it so quickly, but I couldn’t lie that the sensation of being scrubbed clean wasn’t rejuvenating. What bothered me the most was losing the men’s clothes and how freeing it felt wearing them. I could easily move around, fight, breathe in the baggy linen trousers I so often wore. The thought of a corset biting into my chest made my ribs ache. Then there was the way I was perceived, in a different, masculine light that made me feel as though I floated on a cloud. No feeling could compare. If it were more acceptable for women to don trousers over ballgowns, I would have a field day.

      The maids made quick work of scrubbing me clean and lathering my skin with all sorts of oils. My aching muscles relaxed and some tension released while I sat in the tub, head pressed back against the elevated lip. Growing up in the castle, I was used to the maids seeing me nude or underdressed. It was part of their job to help me change into various, stifling layers of a dress or to wash my hair in the tub.

      I was more worried they would comment on my lean muscles—very unladylike—or the male clothing hidden under my coat. One mumbled about getting them washed and left right away. Though I didn’t recognize any of these maids, I knew that most who worked for the royal family were loyal and not ones to gossip. There were dire consequences if otherwise.

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like some time alone,” I asked once they were done washing me. They shot each other wary glances.

      “Please. I assure you all that I know how to dress myself.”

      “Of course, Your Highness. We will return soon for your hair and makeup,” one of the maids murmured.

      I tried my best to give a reassured smile, hiding the fear at her promise that sounded like a threat. The maids quickly filed out, leaving me alone at last.

      I paled at the thought of what their return would entail and lowered myself further until my head was fully submerged underwater. The warmth covered me like a childhood blanket. The salt and dirt that had become engrained in my skin for a year washed away like the shedding of a second skin. Captain Kae dissolved in the soapy water, leaving Princess Kaelyn behind. After a minute, I came back up for air and sighed. I already missed my days out at sea and I haven’t even been home for half a day.

      With another sigh–I was doing a lot of that since returning–I got out of the tub. I dried myself off with the fluffy white towel draped on the counter and wrapped it around myself before heading into my bedroom.

      My furniture was made of dark mahogany wood, lined against cream-painted walls. The windows with flowing curtains led to the open door of my balcony. I took in the familiar sights and felt myself ease just a bit. The familiarity jolted me. My bedroom was nothing like the captain’s quarters back on the Mar Daemon. Three of my quarters could fit into this royal suite.

      Still. I grew up here.

      Fairytales were told beneath warm covers, reluctant baths scrubbed away mud and frequent scoldings. In the doorframe of my bathroom, tiny slashes carved into the wood marked my changing height over the years.

      I plopped down on the large bed, pinching the soft sheets in my hands. They were nothing like the rough, wool blanket that donned my hard mattress on the Mar Daemon. I couldn’t help but compare the two as my fingers sunk into the bed.

      My skin felt scrubbed raw. My deviant short hair was certainly going to produce whispers behind my back tonight. I loathed the gawking and attention that the court and their like gave me. I pretended not to care, though deep down their rejection stung. But I wouldn’t let that stop me from doing what I wanted, regardless of the stares. As if they knew anything about me.

      A shudder went down my spine. I had always wondered in my months at sea what would disappoint my parents more: that I was a pirate captain parading as a man or that I was solely attracted to women. When the rumors had spread that I was spotted in brothels kissing women, my father had grown red in the face with embarrassment. As if the horrid things were being said about him instead of me.

      My mother was quick to come up with lies and explanations to cover things up. My brother showed neither contempt nor support. I much preferred his neutrality over the reactions of the other two. I never brought it up to them again. It was obvious my father would welcome a pirate scoundrel over an “abnormal” daughter.

      “Ready to be dressed, Your Highness?” One of the maids poked her head in the doorway. I hadn’t realized how long I had been laying there, thinking about the first time I had kissed a woman. How freeing it had felt. The feeling of her soft lips against mine and her auburn hair entwined in my fingers.

      “Yes, sorry. I didn’t get a chance to pull my dress out of the closet.”

      “No need to apologize. It’s my job, after all.” The maid crossed the room and began pulling the components of my outfit out of drawers.

      Still wrapped in only a towel, I stood up and allowed the maid to dress me. I had nearly forgotten in my time spent out at sea how long it took to be properly dressed, instead of hastily throwing on trousers and the like. All the lacings to be tied, the layers of undergarments. The itchy material. I allowed myself to be tightened into this contraption of a gown without so much as a whimper.

      A second maid came in and placed the makeup she was carrying on my vanity. I took a deep breath, bracing for battle.

      The many lies I had conjured over the last year ran through my mind as I rehearsed what I would eventually say to my parents once we spoke later tonight. The buzzing thoughts distracted me from the tightened lacings enclosing me in my dress.

      My parents believed that I left Avalon a year ago to study different cultures from our neighboring kingdoms and allies. My father agreed that I would embark on a yearlong journey studying the ways of life in the other kingdoms. When my coronation day eventually came, I would be adept in handling all foreign affairs with ease.

      They hadn’t been there to see me off on my journey, nor did they see that the crew they thought would accompany and protect me did not exist. Instead, my crew was not compiled of trained guards or the like, but the pirates I had grown to treasure above all else.

      I technically didn’t lie about visiting kingdoms and learning new things. While at sea, my crew and I stopped at the coastal cities to restock on food and supplies. And I could never deny my men the opportunity to drink and party ashore, with a little stealing from the rich to boost morale.

      My voyage was driven by vengeance. My older brother, Edmonde, had been killed by sirens a year ago. The attack sank his ship, killing most of his crew. He had been traveling to meet his betrothed in Vrolon, a neighboring kingdom, when tragedy struck.

      Since then, I made it my mission to wipe out the demons responsible for his death. I would give my last dying breath if it meant taking down a siren alongside me.

      “Is the corset too tight, Your Highness?” the maid dressing me asked.

      I barely had any room to breathe, but shook my head anyway. The corset could have been pulled tighter, but I wasn’t willing to risk passing out in front of everyone tonight. I was led to the chair in front of my vanity where the two went to work on my makeup.

      “Shall I do her hair while you paint her face?” The third maid entered, addressing the other two.

      “Yes, make sure it is styled with jewels to match her dress and crown,” the eldest said while she slipped heels on my feet.

      I sighed. This was nowhere near the comfort Captain Kae’s clothing brought me.

      No one knew my little secret, except for Dalton. He was the only person to know that Captain Kae was a woman. My navigator and close friend had walked in on me changing by accident toward the beginning of our journey last year. He had immediately covered his eyes while my face turned red.

      I had explained why I did it–apart from the way the clothes felt more freeing physically. They also made me more confident, stronger. I would not be perceived as weak or less than. Especially on a ship surrounded by only men.

      Dalton had claimed he would keep my secret and offered his own in return to make things even: he liked both men and women. I was so relieved not only to have a confidant but also a friend who was similar to me.

      I missed those times, being able to truly be myself while we both spilled our guts to each other in the middle of the night after everyone else went to sleep. The ghosts of our laughter rang in my ears.

      “We’re finished, Your Highness.” The voice of one of the maids snapped me out of my thoughts.

      The bloodthirsty pirate I had transformed into was no more. A glance in the mirror was like staring at a stranger. The haircut I had blindly given myself months ago was now shaped into something anew; a style that I had originally tried going for. My curls were even and pronounced, reminding me of dark chocolate swirls in my favorite childhood sweets. One of the maids had placed small rubies in my hair that glittered like blood droplets whenever the light caught each jewel. The dark red color dripped into my dress, outlined by golden lacings that looped at the bodice.

      Gone were the salt and dirt that once served as my makeup. Instead, my eyelids were painted a shimmering gold; my lips a bold crimson shade. Blush highlighted my cheekbones. Reds and golds were everywhere, reminding me of both a massacre and treasure. I lifted a hand and watched my reflection do the same. That was really me.

      “Thank you. This is perfect,” I replied.

      Though I was against the dress, the rubies, even the makeup, I had to admit I looked stunning. Princess Kaelyn looked stunning. I looked not at all myself.

      I could manage to play dress up for just one night.

      “Will you be needing anything else, Your Highness?”  The third maid caught my eye in the mirror.

      I shook my head and reached a hand to touch my cheek. The maids bowed their heads and left my room.

      Not wanting to stare at myself any longer, I got up and almost stumbled. I wasn’t used to wearing pointed heels again. My boots had always been flat and simple. At certain times, drunken times, I even walked around the main deck barefoot, allowing the sea-salted wooden floor to soak into my skin. I walked a few steps, trying to balance myself before it returned like muscle memory.

      “Greetings, Your Highness.” Two unknown court members stood at my door. I couldn’t seem to get any alone time.

      “Hello.” I walked over to them. “I apologize, but I’m not sure we’ve been previously introduced.”

      “I am Harrye, one of the King’s advisors.” The taller of the two bowed his head in greeting.

      Harrye wore an affable grin that showed off his straight teeth. His suit jacket had tassels on the shoulders, indicating his high status to the King.

      “And I am Nikias, ambassador of Vrolon,” Nikias said.

      He had a more nervous demeanor, eyes trained on the ground where his right foot tapped incessantly. No tassels adorned his shoulders, instead the kingdom’s flag etched a pinned brooch on his jacket.

      Vrolon was one of our neighboring kingdoms–Evrelon, the other. For centuries, we had strong alliances with the two. It had been natural for my brother to be betrothed to the princess from Vrolon. A means in my father’s eyes of strengthening our ties to them.

      The name of the kingdom felt like a punch to the gut as I was reminded of Edmonde.

      “Pleased to meet you both,” I said after a few seconds of awkward silence.

      Several of my father’s court members had retired just before I left a year ago due to old age. Harrye and Nikias must be some of the few that had replaced them.

      “We’ll be leading you to the ballroom, Your Highness,” Harrye said.

      He extended his arm to which I graciously looped mine through. Trying my best to conceal that I leaned against him whenever my heels threatened to roll my ankle. Nikias walked on my other side and struck up amicable conversation.

      As we made our way down the dimly lit halls, I tried my hardest not to envision a younger version of myself running alongside Edmonde as we raced through the castle in fits of giggles. We all stopped at the entrance to the large ballroom. I took a deep breath and wondered if it was too late to bail and hide somewhere for the rest of the night. The kitchens might be a good place to start, furthest from here in the eastern wing.

      “The woman of honor, Princess Kaelyn Amarant!” A servant dressed in a dark navy suit addressed the crowd as we entered the room.

      Cheers and applause followed the announcement. I did my best to remain poised as I smiled and waved at the gathered crowd. There had to be over a hundred people here, the sea of faces unrecognizable as they all laid their attention on me.

      It had been a while since I had been in this ballroom. We hosted the winter festival here shortly before Edmonde had departed on his fateful trip. Still, nothing had changed in the many, many months since then.

      The twenty windows that lined either side of the rectangular ballroom could light up the room with brilliant sunrays during the day. Now, night leaked in, but was not allowed to get very far. Ten chandeliers hung from the ceiling, each lit with dozens of flickering candles. Crystals dangled from each branching arm.

      The marble pillars that surrounded the perimeter were wrapped with golden garlands. Tables lined near the walls, surrounded by many guests. It allowed for ample space in the center to be used as a dance floor. The warm colors of the candlelight set the mood, but I was not sure if they were enough to shake my jitters.

      I gracefully walked over to join my parents at the long table located at the head of the ballroom. I was starving and the smell of roasted meat filled the air. Plates upon plates of Avalonian delicacies were laid out like a feast before us. Chicken, bread, cheese, wine goblets filled to the brim, heaping plates of rice, and various small pastries emitted a combined aroma that had my mouth watering.

      “My beautiful daughter, what a transformation the maids have performed on you. You look absolutely radiant.” My mother beamed at me in a way that truly made me miss home. Her eyes softened and she placed her hand atop my own.

      “But your hair! Why would you cut it so short?” my father critiqued.

      Ah yes, the reason why I didn’t miss home that much. I braced myself. Being home came with the constant belittling comments and snide remarks about my appearance, my actions, my words.

      “It was a terrible accident. I got a sticky tar-like substance in it when I was visiting Eayucia. You know how they are with their inventions.” I smiled sheepishly as I fibbed through my teeth to my father.

      We both took deep pulls from our goblets while my mother shook her head.

      “The both of you better stay sober. Tonight is a night of celebration. I won’t have you make fools of yourselves,” the queen commanded.

      My father and I glanced at each other. I downed the rest of my drink. His eyes lit up at the challenge and he quickly finished his drink. My mother rolled her eyes and excused herself from the table.

      I watched as she made her way over to one of our many guests. Their table was near our own, signifying their high status. The Manko family. The wealthiest and therefore the most pretentious. I plastered a fake grin on my face when my mother gestured over at me with a hand. Eugene Manko, their only son, waved at me. I waved back, knowing full well that the two of us had been sworn enemies since age six. Tonight was reserved for peace, so I didn’t dare make a scene with the most entitled prick in the room.

      I called a waiter to refill my goblet to the brim. My father noticed and had his refilled, too. I scoffed to myself. The only time the two of us seemed to get along was when there was wine involved. He was a competitive one and took these unspoken drinking games as connecting with me.

      I, however, didn’t care for them. They were just an excuse to get drunk while in his presence. That, and the only time my father was tolerable was when wine flowed in his veins. He seemed happier, more caring. It was a lie. Then again I, too, slipped into a more truthful persona when drunk. Captain Kae would come out. I felt more myself with a drink in my hand. It shed away my nerves and allowed comfort in being me.

      I took a deep sip of the dark purple drink, dreading when I would have to get up and converse with each of the guests. I misplaced my manners as I slurped it down, again ordering another refill while I dug into the feast laid before me. My head became lighter as I ate and drank. I lost track of just how many times my drink was filled.

      The last memory of the night I had was eventually standing up and stumbling in my heels as the entire room spun.
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        * * *

      

      “Rise and shine, darling!” My mother’s voice woke me up with a start.

      Instinct made me grab for the non-existent dagger under my pillow, and I groaned at the empty space, remembering where I was. Who I was.

      “Morning,” I replied groggily. My eyes were crusted shut and my head pounded with every beat of my heart.

      I grumbled at the sudden burst of light and sat up.

      “Good morning, how did you sleep?” my mother asked from where she stood by the curtains.

      She scanned my face, and I knew she saw the dark circles under my eyes from the way her lips pursed. I yawned and rubbed at my eyes to answer her question.

      Razor-sharp teeth and sinister golden eyes had raided my nightmares yet again. I had not slept well, despite the lull of the wine I had consumed the night before. I could still see the monstrous sirens in flashes, even when looking at my poised mother.

      “Perhaps if you hadn’t drunk yourself silly, you would not be feeling so improper,” my mother said with her hands propped on her hips. “Your father and I await to speak to you over breakfast. We are meeting some foreign diplomats later today, so hurry up and get dressed.”

      It was far too early to be scolded by the Queen, so to avoid any further argument, I sprang out of bed. I got dressed in the bathroom and noticed that someone must have changed me out of that horrid dress and into a loose nightgown. I had no memory of it. For now, I donned a simple gown without a million skirts or a complicated bodice.

      Ruffling my fingers through my hair, I grabbed my crown off the dresser and walked beside my impatient mother. There was no way she would wait for the maids to come and help me get ready. Besides, I craved the simplicity of dressing myself.

      In the large and vast dining hall sat my father, leaning against his chair at the head of the table with a hand pressed to his head. His eyes remained shut. He scowled in contempt at the daylight streaming in through the many windows.

      “Your pain is your own doing, my love. Maybe next time think twice before playing a drinking game with our daughter at her ball.” My mother huffed and sat down beside her husband.

      Her dark curls had been pinned up in a sophisticated hairdo; the royal crown nestled in the style. With painted lips and kohl sharply pressed beneath her eyes, she looked radiant and put together. And not at all like her husband.

      My father winced. I sat across from them and chowed down on the warm breakfast placed in front of me. It had been a long while since I had such hearty meals back to back. I wasn’t used to the exploding favors and heavy sauces. My mother’s lip turned down at my manners. She opened her mouth as if to say something but merely sipped on her black coffee instead.

      Only the faintest throbbing pain lingered between my eyes. I certainly wasn’t feeling as nauseous as my dear father. I had suffered worse nights. One night in particular was so bad that I had nearly let slip my secret concerning my true identity to both my crew and total strangers.  At least this morning I knew where I was when I woke, even if it had taken me a second to remember.

      “Tis not my fault that I underestimated how well Kaelyn could handle her wine. It’s not becoming of a lady to be that accustomed to the effects of alcohol,” my father said in a tone that did not seem like a compliment.

      I knew he was annoyed with the fact that I had beaten him in his own imaginary drinking game. I smiled slyly at him and tore off a piece of toast.

      “While I do agree, Kaelyn merely rose to the occasion that you presented,” my mother said before she heaved a sigh, shaking her head as she looked between us.

      My father remained silent at that.

      The rigid atmosphere lingered for the rest of the morning as I regurgitated the lies that I had been coming up with over the past few months. I recounted stories of my study abroad that included helping the elderly in one kingdom, giving back to orphans in another, and even speaking with ambassadors in Evrelon about potential suitors. If my parents took to reading fairytales, they might see a suspicious resemblance between my stories and the ones written in children’s books.

      And yet, at least some of my lies came from truths. Of helping those less fortunate by giving them some of our stolen goods, knowing the rich wouldn’t miss any of it. I had spoken to someone in Evrelon, but it wasn’t anyone of high status and it definitely was not about suitors. If my drunken memory served true, the kind gentleman and I talked about our past relationships with women, though mine were a lot more fleeting.

      My father perked up when I mentioned suitors. Marrying a prince from Evrelon would give us an even more advantageous alliance. My mother zoned out at one point and only looked up when Nikias entered the room.

      “Forgive me for the intrusion, Your Royal Majesties. The foreign ambassadors have just arrived,” the ambassador of Vrolon said.

      Nikias stood there with the corner of his lip turned down, as if he could sense the tension in the room. He cast uneasy glances at the three of us. My father dismissed him with a wave and rose out of his chair.

      “Will you be joining us, Kaelyn?” my mother asked, though I suspected that she already knew the answer.

      I had not hidden my distaste for politics. I would only attend at their insistence.

      “I think I’ll take a walk,” I said with a timid smile. “Perhaps I will join you all later for dinner.”

      My father was already out the door. My mother frowned but did not argue, instead following after her husband toward the castle’s grand foyer. I retreated in the opposite direction, returning to my bedroom.

      I was glad to see the clothes that I had arrived in were washed and folded in a neat stack on my bed. A bolt of fear struck me at the thought of my mother discovering the clothes before I had.

      I stripped down and dressed into my brown trousers and white shirt. I slipped into a large dark brown jacket that I had taken from Edmonde’s closet after his funeral and pulled my mud-covered boots up. Gently placing my crown on my bedside table, I covered most of my curls with my tricorn hat.

      A glance into the mirror revealed Kae staring back at me. Kaelyn would be left behind in this bedroom, like a forgotten mask. My shoulders dropped in relief at the familiarity of my appearance, but quickly soured when I remembered when I had last seen my brother in this jacket. It had been raining when he snuck me out of university one spring, using his jacket to cover us both as we cackled and ventured into the marketplace.

      Without thinking, I wandered back into the hallway. Three rooms down and I was in front of his door. With a careful turn of the knob, I found my brother’s bedroom in the same condition as I had last seen it.

      My mother had insisted on keeping it untouched for a short while, but it seemed that no one could bring themselves to clear it out. I crept toward his closet and pulled out a dark blouse. One that had sleeves flowing like the river just outside the kingdom. He had worn this to one of the bars we went to for his birthday. I rubbed the soft fabric between my fingers as I headed back to my own room.

      My bedroom resided only on the second floor of the castle, dangerous, but after a year at sea facing sirens, I wasn’t afraid of heights. With Edmonde’s
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