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            Heilani

          

        

      

    

    
      The tiger shark approached me, his speed slow and steady. Most people would have screamed, thrashed the water, and prepared to hit the creature, but I held my breath and made eye contact with it. The clear blue waters of Sunrise Kingdom made it easy to see the dark stripes along his long back.

      He’s merely curious, I thought, smiling as he drew close, glanced at me, and turned away.

      I surfaced for air, seeing the shark’s fin cut through the water not far from me. It was then I noticed his fin had been injured, like the tip of it had been cut-off, yet the rest had healed.  Sadness swirled in my stomach as I swam back to shore, eager to sketch what I’d seen of the shark. I loved observing the sharks and hoped the research I conducted might help people see these creatures in a different light. They weren’t monsters, merely predators vital to the life system of the ocean.

      Yet people still think I’m wasting my time… I shook my head to dispel the unpleasant thought and practically ran to my belongings on the empty beach.

      The sun had not yet risen over the lush green mountains of the island. The palace, with its cream-colored columns and ivory railings, was nested in between the mountain ridges, with two waterfalls cascading on either side of it. Palm trees rustled in the gentle island breeze, and the smell of saltwater and ocean filled the air. The sand felt warm under my toes as I pulled up my sticky, salty hair in haste.

      I took off my weighted belt and rinsed off nearby in the freshwater stream. The freshwater tended to attract the sharks, so people didn’t dare swim over here. It was my secret place, where I didn’t have to worry about putting on a mask, or pretending to be angry all the time.

      After rinsing off, I wrapped myself in a clean white towel and pulled my notebook from my bag.

      My pencil moved feverishly, as I didn’t want to forget the beautiful sight of the tiger shark. Though I didn’t have time to fill in the details of the drawing, I sketched the rough outline completely. Strands of wet hair fell from my messy bun, allowing water to drip on the page.

      I groaned to myself as I held the notebook up, swiping the water off. The pages were all crinkled from the many times they got wet, but this notebook meant everything to me.

      “You look busy.”

      I jumped at the unfamiliar voice, looking up to find a tall man standing not far from me. I’d been so focused on my drawing, I didn’t notice his approach.

      “I am busy,” I snapped, shoving my book into my bag and surveying the man.

      It was difficult to make out the man’s facial features. His face hid behind a golden brown beard with intricate braids running down his chest. Long dreadlocks fell along his back. His triangular, black hat cast darkness over his eyes, and he wore the typical outfit of the seamen. Or perhaps his attire was that of a former pirate: a trench coat, a pair of scuffed black boots, a dirty, stained white shirt, a few necklaces, rings on every finger, and a vest. The man gripped the hilt of his sword, but it remained in its sheath.

      The Pirate Wars had ended about a year ago, thanks to Prince Jax of Alpenglow Kingdom, and with the end of the wars, seamen scattered throughout all the islands. Most of these seamen often wore a similar appearance to this man: dreads, facial hair, and long beards.

      I made a face, looking around and finding us alone on the beach. “People don’t usually come to this part.”

      “I heard there was a tiger shark and wanted to take a look myself.”

      I frowned, annoyed that he’d somehow discovered this secret. Why would he want to see a tiger shark anyway? Nobody liked sharks, besides me.

      “You think you can just come here and swim with it?” I lifted my chin and folded my arms, already getting a headache from trying to appear irritated this early in the morning.

      The man smiled… or at least it looked like a smile. It was hard to tell with all that hair and his black hat. “I don’t have the expertise that you do, princess.” He tipped his hat to me and I stood taller. At least he knew I was the princess. “But I hoped to see it from shore.”

      “You won’t see it from shore.” My curiosity got the best of me. “Why must you see it anyway?”

      “Is it a sin to want to see a shark with my own eyes?”

      “No, but…” I tried to find something else to say, but nothing came. The man was innocent in his interest, and I had no reason to bother him. I pursed my lips, slipped my bag handle over my shoulders, and started tying on my sandals.

      “You know,” the man said, taking another step closer. I paused, studying him, my internal alarms telling me to be cautious. Although many ex-pirates were just friendly seamen, there were occasional bad ones. “I noticed you were drawing something. I heard that you have a great knowledge of sharks.”

      My eyebrows creased, and I finished putting on my sandals so I could hurry back to the palace. “I do,” I muttered. “After all, they call me the shark princess.” I held the strap of my bag. “Better not get too close, or I’ll bite.” The words came out bitterly, as they were the long-standing joke in my large family and extended family.

      The man didn’t laugh, like others normally did when I or someone else said those words, but he studied me. “My younger sister loved tigers,” he said, not acknowledging my angry words. I wasn’t sure if his lack of reaction left me feeling irritated, or curious. “She would draw and study tigers. Though the shark is far from a tiger, I thought that maybe if I saw it, I could tell her what it was like.”

      For whatever reason, my heart softened. I had two younger sisters myself, Luni and Atamai. They were fifteen-year-old twins, and people called them the lights of the kingdom. Both had sweet, bright personalities. Their genuine nature and innocence made it difficult not to like them.

      I love my sisters. I never said the words aloud, preferring to keep up my facade, but my sisters meant everything to me. Biting my lower lip, I could sense how much this man must care for his own sister. It pulled at my heartstrings, and looking into his sea blue eyes made it even worse.

      He’s a stranger.

      No… he was a stranger with a sister he cared about.

      I care about my sisters… If only they saw what I did for them. If only they knew how much I loved and admired them…

      I cleared my throat. Though I rarely showed my work to others, I found myself pulling out my notebook.

      “I just did a rough sketch of the tiger shark I saw this morning.” I flipped to the page and heat rushed up my cheeks. The sketch was very rough, so much that I almost pulled the book back to show him a more finished version. It barely showed the skeleton outline of the shark.

      But the man stood next to me, so much taller that his face seemed to hover over mine. He smiled. “That’s beautiful, your highness. What happened to its dorsal fin?”

      I touched the outline with my finger. “He was either wounded from a boat, or hunted but got away.” I bit my lower lip. “Or he was caught in a net.”

      “It’s a very nice sketch, your highness.”

      A weird sensation made my stomach feel tight. Nobody had ever complimented me, and especially not my work. Everyone said it was a waste of time.

      “I have a better one here.” In spite of myself, I flipped to a completed sketch.

      “Stunning.”

      I looked up to find the man staring at me. The smile was still on his face, and I realized he was younger than I thought. He probably couldn’t be much older than my nineteen years of age. Standing this close, I could see that his sea-blue eyes looked kind. He bowed. “I’m sure my sister would have loved to see these sketches.”

      My throat suddenly felt dry.

      “Here.” Before I thought too much about it, I ripped the sketch from my notebook. “You can give this to her.” It was so unlike me to give anything away, but all I could think was that this man was incredibly sweet to care so much for his sister. He even knew about her interests.

      The man took the picture in reverence, his ringed fingers grazing mine. I stepped back, nervousness flooding my body, though I didn’t know why.

      “This is an honor, your highness. Thank you.” I watched him holding it, as if it was the most precious thing, and my heart hammered in my ears. The overwhelming sad emotions that filled me was too much for me to bear.

      It’s too early to feel this much… My head started pounding more.

      “Good day.” I turned to leave.

      “Wait, your highness?”

      “Yes?”

      He smiled and tipped his hat to me. “Thank you, princess.”

      I nodded, not used to being thanked. Everyone always said I was an annoyance, or a selfish, spoiled brat…

      A ringing started in my ears, and I blinked before nodding and hurrying away.

      What got into me? I asked myself over and over, thinking about his kind blue eyes, and the mixture of sadness and happiness I felt. As I brushed past him, I caught a whiff of him. He smelled like the sea: salty and sunshiney. I would never admit it to anyone, but I loved that smell.
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            Heilani

          

        

      

    

    
      I arrived late to my meeting with Iosefa, my oldest brother, but he didn’t look surprised. He paced in the throne room, rubbing his forehead.

      “Iosefa?”

      “There you are.” He motioned for me to sit on the queen’s throne. I did so, already anticipating his words.

      “Prince Othello sailed away this morning, as did Chief Rune from Aurora.” Iosefa sighed. “Why won’t you…” He didn’t finish the sentence, but he didn’t need to.

      Why won’t you marry one of the suitors?

      I had rejected nearly every suitor who came to ask for my hand. With the recent end of the Pirate Wars, the seas were clear, and Sunrise Kingdom was in a terrible debt. All of our treasures and funds had been either stolen by pirates and would never be returned to us, or depleted because of the war. Prince Jax of Alpenglow, in his undercover operations as a pirate, was able to find some of Sunrise Kingdom’s treasure and return it to us, but our kingdom was definitely struggling financially.

      My brother, King Iosefa, saw me as the easiest solution to clear the debt. All I had to do was marry someone wealthy, and they would export all the goods of our kingdom—sugar cane, pineapple, and more. My marriage would ensure our kingdom's financial stability.

      “Prince Othello has a reputation—you know this.” My eyes narrowed at my brother. “And Chief Rune is the chief of a mere town. Not to mention Aurora is all the way across the seas.”

      “Heilani.” Iosefa threw his hands up. “You have a reputation too. You’re lucky you’ve even had this many suitors.”

      He shook his head and sighed, which sounded so much like our father that a pang struck my chest. It had been a year since our father died at the end of the Pirate Wars, and Iosefa took his place as king. He was doing his best to be a good king, but the lack of funds in our kingdom was affecting everything. We didn’t have the means to build new ships to export goods. We didn’t have funds to pay our farmers or fishers for the food they could contribute to an emergency supply. We didn’t have funds to keep the school systems and libraries running throughout the kingdom.

      We had nothing.

      Hence the reason I must get married. The faces of the men who came offering their hand in marriage came to mind, and I glared at my sandals. None of them asked for my older sister’s hand. Filia didn’t have the same “for sale” label on her head as I did. She was too perfect.

      No… Filia has a purpose here.

      She was renowned on our island for her skills as a nurse, something to offer our people, while I had nothing except my status. I hated that I was just a pawn in all of this. I’d known it my whole life, but rejecting the suitors gave me a sense of satisfaction.

      “It’s not about the man you marry. It’s about our kingdom.” Iosefa sat on the throne next to me and fixed one of the woven mats that stood up behind mother’s chair. She hardly came around since father’s death. And while my siblings felt her absence, I felt nothing. Mother had never liked me anyway, leaving me with a numbness, something I needed for my own survival.

      Iosefa leaned on his knees. “We’ve all made sacrifices, and you’ve done nothing but complain about each sacrifice.”

      I rolled my eyes, not wanting to get into the same argument with my brother that we always got into. He would tell me every one of my faults: I was selfish, I cared more about jewels and fine dresses, and I didn’t care that my people were dying. All I cared about was the fact that the Pirate Wars had taken away many of the luxuries I’d been used to, like multiple servants, the ability to buy whatever I wanted when I wanted, and so forth.

      I swallowed hard, but kept a straight face. Iosefa, along with everyone else in the Incandescent Kingdoms, didn’t need to know the real reason I liked luxurious items.

      “You’ve been offered marriage from many wealthy kingdoms—”

      “You complain that all I care about is money, yet you would marry me off for that.” I sat up, like I always did, my face in a constant scowl. “Why don’t you marry someone?”

      “Because I am betrothed, but my betrothal is for symbolic purposes.” Iosefa didn’t need to explain it because I already knew what he’d say. Father wanted him to marry the daughter of a local tribe leader. It would keep the blood of our royal line full of our island roots. “Prince Othello is our best choice. The kingdom of Moonlight is wealthy. It hasn’t seen wars like we have. A marriage to him would help secure our kingdom’s future,” Iosefa finished. I avoided eye contact, hating this entire conversation, this entire situation.

      I didn’t want to marry Prince Othello. I didn’t want to marry anyone. I would rather study my sharks and avoid people at all costs.

      “It’s not too late to send a boat out to bring Prince Othello back.”

      I looked out the large window, watching the sunlight dance on the sea in the distance.

      “Your majesty.”

      One of the servants had entered and bowed before us. “There is someone here to see you…” The servant glanced at Iosefa, then me. “And the princess.”

      “Another suitor?” Iosefa asked, sitting up.

      “Yes, your majesty.”

      I slumped my back against the throne, crossing my legs, fidgeting the lace on my dark dress, and staring at the pillars that lined the room. I thought the whole ordeal was over. Prince Othello was the last man to ask for my hand.

      Hence the reason Iosefa wanted to talk to me.

      “Let him in.”

      The servant left, and Iosefa let out another sigh. Again, it sounded just like our father and I swallowed hard, a lump forming in my throat. Father had always been so disappointed in me. I’d heard that sigh probably more than a hundred times.

      “Please, Heilani. I’m pretty sure every kingdom and wealthy estate owner has come.” His creased look also looked like father’s and I tried not to shrink under it. “You must put your selfishness aside, and choose to serve your people first.”

      The door opened, and the servant let in a tall man. I gaped, heat rushing up my cheeks, and I looked away to recompose myself.

      It was the seaman from that morning, and from the way he walked, which I hadn’t noticed earlier, it was easy to tell he’d once been a pirate. The pirate clans were all dissolved now, resulting in peace on the seas, but these experienced ex-pirates did come around often in our kingdom.

      He walked with confidence, his fingers on the handle of the sword hanging from his belt again. His white shirt was slightly opened, revealing parts of his tanned, muscled chest. His scuffed black boots looked worn out and sun damaged.

      I pursed my lips and rolled my eyes at his dirty boots. I hadn’t noticed them earlier but now I felt like a fool for letting this stranger see the other side of me. Even more embarrassment panged my chest that I’d given him one of my sketches. Would he reveal that? It would show Iosefa the side of me that he thought died long ago…

      Iosefa rose as soon as the man stepped in. “My friend! You are most welcome here.”

      My curiosity piqued. The two shook hands and hugged.

      “It’s been a while,” said the young man, his voice husky, like he’d spent too much time in the sun.

      Or too much time yelling at his crew. I hadn’t noticed the sound of his voice earlier, maybe because I was too distracted by his thick beard.

      “I’m relieved it’s been a while. Thanks to you, the pirate clan wars are over,” Iosefa said, nothing but relief in his tone. I stole a second glance and took in his features.

      It’s the “Pirate King,” Prince Jax… He surely did not look like a prince, especially since I could barely see his face through all that beard and hair. That only furthered my embarrassment about that morning: the youngest prince of Alpenglow had greeted me as the princess and I hadn’t even recognized him.

      He met my eyes and smiled, his teeth white and straight. I rolled my eyes, hoping he’d forget the way I’d acted that morning. I rested my chin on my hand, and stared at the paintings on the walls.

      So many chief kings and queens, adorned in lei and feathered capes, so much history here at Sunrise Kingdom, I thought to myself. And I’m just a pawn in all of it.

      I should have been showing the same gratitude as Iosefa though. The Pirate King was not officially a king, as the golden wizard hadn’t bestowed his kingdom with a special stone. But the Pirate King was responsible for the end of the Pirate Wars.

      Prince Jax was actually the youngest of three princes from the Alpenglow Kingdom. Rumor said that he wanted to do more to help end the wars, where pirate clans roamed the seas and destroyed or kidnapped anyone who dared to sail. So Jax went undercover amongst the pirates, found their secret places, dug up all their stolen treasure, and destroyed the pirates from the inside out. His information was priceless, as the combined armies from Alpenglow and Sunrise were able to use the same strategies as the pirates and over take the clans, the pirate ports, and hang the pirate lords responsible for the war.

      Naturally, a place for refugees and merchants grew under the prince’s command. The location of the island, called Aqua Isle, was about a week and a half of overseas travel from Sunrise, and was said to be a thriving town.

      But it was not an official kingdom until the golden wizard came down and left a special stone for the kingdom’s leader to find. The golden wizard hadn’t appeared since the first time he placed the stones, which led many to believe that there were no more Incandescent Kingdoms. Only Sunrise, Moonlight, Starshine, Fireblaze, and Alpenglow would forever be the only Incandescent Kingdoms. The rest were only towns, ports, or cities.

      But people began speculating that because Aqua Isle was thriving under Prince Jax’s leadership, it had the potential to become a kingdom. And Prince Jax would truly be a king, not just the labeled “Pirate King.”

      I was in no mood to give the prince accolades… because I knew why he was here. It was only humiliating that he had witnessed a little of my kindness that morning.

      Iosefa and the prince exchanged pleasantries, then he addressed me. “Princess Heilani.”

      I barely tipped my head to look at him. Ugh. He was so dirty, and his hands looked completely weathered and toughened from all that time at sea. How could he possibly be a prince?

      I felt Iosefa’s anxiety, as he looked from me to the prince, mentally begging me to accept whatever offer came my way.

      “I actually came to ask for your hand. I know I do not have an official kingdom yet.” The prince chuckled and I had to keep from rolling my eyes again. “But I do hope that, with a queen at my side, the golden wizard may consider bestowing a stone on my kingdom.”

      “That’s it?” I raised an eyebrow at him.

      He shrugged, then said, “A marriage to you would also be symbolic, because Alpenglow and Sunrise have worked together through these wars. Our marriage would seal the friendship of our kingdoms.”

      “And?”

      Prince Jax folded his arms. “I’ve heard about how you’ve turned down many suitors. And if I’m correct, every kingdom has offered marriage.” He cleared his throat. “I would be your last option.”

      He was right, which felt quite annoying. Every kingdom, including wealthy men from Alpenglow, Prince Jax’s home, had been represented in my suitors.

      And I turned them all down.

      I couldn’t care, because I was not for sale. I was my own person… or was I? I lifted my chin and could already feel Iosefa’s irritation.

      “You will be disappointed then,” I told the Pirate King. “I am not interested in a marriage to you. Go find someone else to be your queen.”

      Prince Jax studied me, and, for a moment, I was afraid he’d bring up the encounter that morning. Instead, he shrugged. “Then you will let your kingdom suffer? The education system, the farmers and fishers, the security of your people? Everyone knows that Sunrise has suffered the most from these wars. Not even Alpenglow Kingdom is in as much financial ruin as Sunrise.”

      My jaw dropped, but I recomposed myself in a split second. Prince Jax was the only one to question my decision. All the others had left, rejected, without even looking back.

      “No. I will serve them in other ways.”

      He laughed. “Oh, by buying more jewels? Importing more fabrics for your gowns?” He motioned at my dress. “I can tell that’s fabric made in the kingdom of Moonlight. It’s expensive… and you’ll sit in that while your people go hungry?”

      Iosefa remained silent while my anger fumed. What did this Prince Jax know of me? He knew nothing. Just like everyone else in my life. I did do things for my people… just when nobody could see. I did serve my people, in ways that nobody knew.

      I stood, my eyebrows creased and my lips pursed. “You will stand there and mock me. Look at you, a prince from Alpenglow, but you look nothing like it—”

      “I don’t have to look like a prince to be one,” the Pirate King came back.

      “Perhaps your uncomely appearance is why the golden wizard hasn’t bestowed a stone on your so-called ‘kingdom,’” I said, knowing that I should stop. He showed me nothing but kindness, courtesy, and appreciation that morning. He loved his sister and went out of his way to observe tiger sharks for her.

      But something about the prince’s confidence made me want to challenge him, to be right.

      “I doubt it,” he said, grinning. “In the past, peasants have become kings through finding the special stones. If you know the history of Alpenglow, my ancestors found the stone, and they were not the ruling family at the time.”

      It was true. When the golden wizard started bestowing stones, he left them in specific places and at specific times, making it possible for even peasants to find the stones and become the ruling leaders of that kingdom. Alpenglow’s history was memorable because of the adventurous story of a young peasant man who found the stone and became king. He was a generous and kind king, replacing the murderous and cruel king of the time, and changing the course of the kingdom’s history forever. In fact, every person who found the stone and became ruler of one of the Incandescent Kingdom had been people of peace. Before the golden wizard placed the stones, there was only war after war between the kingdoms.

      That had all ended, until pirates started roaming the seas.

      That’s over too though… Thanks to the young man standing before me. In many ways, he did deserve to have his own kingdom. It was through his single-handed efforts that there was now peace.

      “I’m sure if my ancestors—in their ‘uncomely’ appearance—found a stone, there’s hope for me,” Prince Jax said.

      “If you’re so sure a wife will help you get your kingdom,” I said, “Then find someone else to marry.”

      The pirate prince tipped his head. “If I’m clear… your only reason for objecting to my proposal is that… you don’t like the way I look?” The young man raised an eyebrow.

      “And because you waltz in here with an ego bigger than the ocean itself,” I said.

      This obviously deflated him. He frowned. “I have a big ego? I’m not the one who turned down multiple suitors due to selfishness and vanity.”

      Now I was sick of him. He didn’t know my true reasons. “You and your disgusting hairy beard can leave,” I said, turning to exit the throne room through the back door.

      “So I guess the rumors are true,” Prince Jax said. “You really don’t care about anyone but yourself.”

      I lifted my chin. “You are excused, Prince Jax.”

      He looked like he wanted to say more, but, instead, turned and stormed out, his fists clenched.

      “Heilani…” Iosefa rubbed his forehead again, closing his eyes, as if not wanting to believe I turned down, quite possibly, my last suitor. “That’s it,” he said. “The next man who walks in and asks for your hand will marry you—”

      “You can’t force that—”

      “I can, and I will.” Iosefa’s words came out fast and angry. I stared at him, wondering if he was serious. For a moment, he looked like he might soften up, just like he always did. But, instead, he stormed out the opposite way, slamming the door that the Pirate King had left through.

      I lifted my chin. Iosefa would forget what he said. He had never forced me to do anything.

      I felt hot and parched, like the brief conversation with the Pirate King left me drained.

      He doesn’t know anything about me, I thought. But his words kept haunting me.

      So the rumors are true… You really don’t care about anyone but yourself… The Pirate King knew nothing about me, and he would probably never know, just like everyone else.
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      Dang it.

      I fully expected that Princess Heilani would say no to marrying me, but it did nothing to lessen the sting of rejection. I could have asked any other princess to marry me, in the hopes that my own town on Aqua Isle would become a kingdom.

      But I chose Heilani. I needed her.

      No. I need what she knows…

      There was nothing more that I wanted than my own kingdom, and Heilani could help me get it. Growing up in the Alpenglow Kingdom, as the youngest of three brothers, I fully knew that I would never be a king. My oldest brother, Dawson, was the Crown Prince and he studied and trained laboriously under our father’s care.

      And since father was always so busy with Dawson, my next oldest brother, Vance—who we called Wolf—and I mostly messed around… until the Pirate Wars started.

      My brothers went off to lead and fight naval armies, while my father kept me back. He said I was too young, immature, and inexperienced.

      Father didn’t know me…

      As I walked out of Sunrise Kingdom’s palace, I saluted the guards and then turned right to a bridge overlooking one of the waterfalls. Two waterfalls cascaded on either side of the palace. It was magnificent, and truly made the palace look every bit magical and royal.

      Leaning on the rail, I watched the water rushing down. When the breeze picked up, some of the water sprayed or misted the bridge. It felt cool in the warm weather.

      What should I do?

      My thoughts trailed back to the night I decided to disobey my father. I knew I could do it, because I’d always been good at putting on a mask, pretending to be something else. I did it every time I was with my father. But when I wasn’t around him, I could be mischievous.

      My little sister, Aria, used to call me a trickster, the fox.

      I tricked my way through the Pirate Wars and brought peace to the kingdoms and seas, I thought, stroking my golden beard. And I can trick my way to marrying Heilani.

      She was the only person I could think of who would be able to help gain my kingdom. I’d never wanted to be king, but after the many successes I had in the Pirate Wars, I could think of nothing else.

      I deserve to be king. Even Dawson said I deserved it. I would never become king of Alpenglow, because that was Dawson’s place, but I did have a thriving town on my hands at Aqua Isle.

      I just need a queen. The waterfall was so loud, it seemed that my second thought was muted. But it was there, and I knew there was one more thing I needed to be king. I have to rescue her… Not Heilani, but someone else. The golden wizard, on a rare visit to Aqua Isle, told me what to do to gain a kingdom, and I had my work cut out for me.

      My thoughts swam in all the ways I could win Heilani’s hand. It didn’t take long for an idea to come, but before  I could find King Iosefa, Heilani’s brother, he found me.

      “Jax!”

      I still stood on the bridge, leaning on the marble railing. Tipping my hat to him, I smiled. He looked completely unearthed.

      “I’m so sorry, Jax. I hope you’re not offended by Heilani. She didn’t mean what she said.” Iosefa rubbed his dark forehead, stress emitting from him.

      A laugh escaped me. “Oh, I’m pretty sure she meant every word.”

      Iosefa sighed. “Well, even if she did, I hope you don’t believe them.”

      I clapped Iosefa on the back. “We’ve been through wars and horror together. Do you think a princess’s words can break me?”

      Iosefa relaxed, but only a little. I was never one to have strong friendships. When I went undercover, I pretended to be loyal to the various pirate lords… and they believed me. I learned all their secrets, only to betray them later. They were all dead now, hung. I did feel bad about it, but only for a little. I had to harden my heart and become numb to forming any sort of attachment. The pirate lords had been terrorists, hunting anyone who roamed the seas and pillaging any port they passed. I did what I did for the greater good.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked. The words sounded sincere, but in my heart, I knew what I wanted: I want to convince Iosefa to wed Heilani and me…

      The king of Sunrise Kingdom turned and leaned on the railing. He looked up at the waterfall.

      “I’m at a loss with Heilani. She’s turned down every suitor. Our kingdom is in debt.” Rubbing his forehead again, his countenance falling, he said, “I’m afraid that Sunrise Kingdom will crumble under my leadership.”

      “Iosefa, my friend.” I put a hand on his shoulder and shook him. “Don’t speak like that. If you can lead armies to battle and conquer our enemies, surely you can lead a kingdom from its ruin.”

      My words brought some light back into Iosefa’s eyes. But he still looked worried. “I like your optimism… but I keep asking myself, how? How am I going to help my kingdom?”

      I folded my arms, letting a long stretch of silence pass. I didn’t want my idea to seem premeditated, even though it very well was. After what seemed an appropriate moment, I cleared my throat.

      “Back at Aqua Isle, I have at least a hundred chests of unclaimed treasure. The treasure does not belong to Sunrise or Alpenglow, so I decided to keep it.” I leaned on the railing. “But that’s not even the bulk of the treasure. There is so much more. I’m still roaming the seas, unburying the rest of the pirates’ treasures.”

      Iosefa listened, his eyebrows still creased in concern.

      I continued. “I know Princess Heilani rejected me, but would you consider marrying Heilani and me, in exchange for all those chests? I can promise you at least a hundred chests.” I shrugged. “Don’t you think that will be enough to rebuild your ships and ports, get the farmers started again, and get the education system back in place?”

      The king’s expression turned from worried to glum. “She’s my sister. I…” He remained quiet for a moment, then sighed. “I told her that the next man who walked in and asked for her hand would marry her. She didn’t believe me, and—,” Iosefa swiped his hands over his long hair. “I don’t believe myself. I can’t just sell her off to someone… I can’t.”

      Not even to me? I didn’t say the question aloud but made eye contact with the king, so he knew I thought it. He looked away.

      “I understand,” I said, stepping away from the railing. We slowly crossed the bridge, away from the palace and towards the botanical gardens.

      You’re a fox. My sister’s words echoed in my ears, as I knew this whole thing was me using Iosefa’s worries to my advantage. By showing him that I understood his situation, he would only trust me more.

      After a while of walking in silence, Iosefa let out a sigh. “You’re right. The chests would greatly help my people.”

      “But I understand your predicament. She’s your sister. I had a sister too,” I said. “And I know what it’s like to want to protect her.” This was one of my greatest tactics: pretending to sacrifice something. If only Iosefa knew I was one of the greatest con artists in the Incandescent Kingdoms.

      Iosefa paused. “I know that a marriage to Heilani would help you become more established, and that will show the golden wizard you’re worthy of becoming a king.”

      “Aye.”

      "I can’t believe I’m saying this," Iosefa said, letting out a nervous sigh. "I think I have no choice. I know you’re an honorable man—"

      A pang struck my chest, but I showed no emotion, only tipping my head.

      “You’re too generous.”

      “No, it’s true. You, out of anyone in the Incandescent Kingdoms, deserve your own kingdom.” Iosefa said the exact same words as Dawson, further boosting my ego. It took away the sting of Heilani’s rejection.

      “I promise I’ll take care of her,” I said, knowing full well that marriage to Heilani would not be romantic in the slightest. She had a purpose in helping me earn my kingdom, but that was all.

      Maybe, in the process, she’d also be humbled. A new idea began to form, one that would not only help me get my kingdom, but also teach Heilani her place. It would make her sorry for all she ever did to her past servants, people who fled to Aqua Isle for refuge from her…

      At that moment, Prince Malosi and Princess Filia walked through the garden, approaching us. They were the two middle siblings between King Iosefa and Princess Heilani.

      Good. Her siblings were here because I needed them to be in on it too.

      I bowed to them, but Iosefa didn’t greet them, cutting straight to the chase. “I’m arranging for Prince Jax and Heilani to marry. I’ll sign the papers tomorrow morning.”

      “Excuse me?” Filia frowned, looking from me to her brother. She looked different from Heilani, softer and quieter. She was one of the most helpful nurses during the wars. I thought of asking for her hand, but she didn’t have the information I needed. She was also so important to the people of Sunrise, both emotionally and physically, that taking her away from them seemed like a crime.

      Plus, I thought, my inner adventurer rising within, Filia would not be a challenge to be with, not like Heilani, at least. And I never run from a challenge.

      Malosi had a long scar across his cheek. He had served under my command, as had Iosefa. The siblings were all arranged in the brown color of their skin. King Iosefa was the darkest of them all, with a wide nose and square face. His black hair was long and pulled back into a ponytail. He looked like their late father, who was killed in the wars. Malosi was a little lighter in color, taller, and not as broad as Iosefa. He wore his black curly hair down and wore a shark-tooth necklace around his neck.

      Filia had olive-tanned skin, with naturally pink cheeks and large brown eyes. Her hair was pulled back in a low bun, making her look more nurse-like. Their whole family looked perfectly like island royalty.

      “Heilani won’t accept me as the Pirate King. I have another identity on the high seas as Captain Fox.” I smiled. “I want to propose to her as the captain.”

      “What difference would it make?” Filia asked, a bundle of leaves, branches, and flowers in her hands. “If she doesn’t wish to marry, then she won’t.”

      “Well, I told her that the next man to walk in and ask for her hand will marry her,” Iosefa said, biting his lower lip.

      “I’ll be by first thing in the morning,” I said, feeling slightly sad at losing my dreads and beard, but knowing that this is what I wanted… and this would definitely help me get my kingdom faster. If Heilani didn’t know my true identity, we could start fresh. She already hated Prince Jax, and I sensed her humiliation that we’d shared a moment of kindness on the beach, so it made sense to be Captain Fox.

      “First thing in the morning,” Iosefa said. “Then we’ll sign papers and have her married to you at sunrise.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Filia cut in. “We can’t force our sister to marry someone she does not want to marry.”

      “I trust Jax,” Iosefa came back.

      He trusts me. Perfect. I had to hide a grin from the satisfaction of my tactics working every time.

      “He’s ended these wars, Filia. The least we can do is help him find a wife.”

      “But there are many willing princesses from other kingdoms.” She eyed me. “What about Princess Sen from Starshine? Princess Morrigan from Moonshine? Surely you have other options.”

      “But they’re not Heilani.”

      “Do you even know who she is?” Filia asked, testing me.

      “Do you know who she is?” I raised an eyebrow and Filia faltered, as if questioning if she did know her own sister.

      Malosi chuckled. “Maybe the less he knows, the better, Filia. Don’t make him change his mind.”

      “She’s our sister!” Filia exclaimed. “You two are acting like she’s for sale—”

      “I promise to treat her well,” I said, knowing that Filia might be my only barrier at this point. “And when the time is right, I’ll tell her who I really am.”

      She folded her arms. “A marriage starting with a fake identity?”

      “But it isn’t fake.” No. My identity as Captain Fox was more real than any other I had. Nobody knew it, except my trusted crew, but Fox was the identity I took on during the wars.

      “I don’t like this scheme,” she said, looking from me to Iosefa.

      The king shrugged. “Filia, we have no other options. Heilani will marry Captain Fox in the morning, and that’s that.”

      I smiled, while Filia continued to frown. This was going a lot more smoothly and easily than I anticipated. But little did I know… I was wrong. Getting married was easy, but marriage itself, especially marriage to Princess Heilani, was not.
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      My brother was insane. I watched, in horror, as Iosefa signed marriage papers in the observatory. My siblings were there, the traitors who didn’t even stand up for me, not even Filia. My younger twin sisters, Atamai and Luni, moped that we weren’t even having a formal wedding, but Filia silenced them, another sign that she wanted me gone as much as everyone else did here.

      I had never been close to Filia, though I secretly wished for it. Instead, I spent our lives comparing myself to her… but she was still my sister. She could have at least pretended that this whole thing was ridiculous.

      Captain Fox, the man who came early that morning to ask for my hand, without me even being there, entered the room at that moment. He stopped at the door and did a sweeping bow. I could only stare.

      “I’m sorry to be late. I had to run back and make sure the boat was ready for departure.” He smiled at me and I thought I might throw up.

      He was going to be my husband? I think I would’ve wanted to throw up at the sight of any man that came in. At least he didn’t have all the disgusting scruff like the Pirate King. Captain Fox was well groomed with deeply tanned skin, tousled golden brown hair, and strikingly sea-blue eyes. He held a triangle-tipped brown hat in his hand and, like other pirates, donned a long trench coat. His boots were clean and he wore a white shirt that was way too open, revealing most of his muscled chest.

      A necklace sat on his chest, but I was too far to see what it was. And I didn’t want to make it seem like I was gawking at his tanned chest. Because I certainly was not.

      For a moment we just looked at each other. Something about his nice smile and blue eyes seemed familiar. I thought I’d even heard his voice… but I was sure we hadn’t met before. I rolled my eyes, folded my arms, and looked toward Iosefa again.

      “This is a joke,” I muttered. He continued signing documents, given to him by the magistrate. The sun now barely rose over the mountain, and the room illuminated with natural light.

      “It’s not a joke.” Iosefa looked up, motioning with his feathered pen between myself and the captain. “Heilani, this is Captain Fox. Captain, this is the princess.”

      “A pleasure.” The captain smiled and bowed to me once more.

      “Ooooh,” said Atamai, one of the twins. She and Luni, the other twin, giggled and Filia gave them another one of her looks.

      “I need your signature here,” Iosefa said to the captain. He swept past me and the smell of sandalwood, ocean, and sunshine filled the air. It smelled so nice, but I frowned, vowing to hate those smells for the rest of my life. He walked just like the Pirate King did the day before but that wasn’t surprising. All the ex-pirates walked like that.

      The captain signed something, then the magistrate shuffled through the papers, handed one to Iosefa, one to the captain, and then nodded.

      “It’s done. The marriage is legalized.”

      I rubbed my forehead, a headache coming on. This couldn’t be real. Yet I had no words or energy to resist because the papers were legitimate. My siblings truly did want to sell me off, get rid of me… as soon as today! And apparently, Iosefa gave up on securing a marriage that would benefit Sunrise Kingdom financially. He was marrying me off to a lowly sea captain.

      “So are they going to kiss?” Luni asked, loud enough for everyone to hear. My cheeks reddened as the captain and I made eye contact. I instinctively looked at his lips and he looked at mine.

      Embarrassment flooded my whole body… This isn’t happening. I’m not really married.

      But the marriage document was in his hand. He spared us both the humiliation by clearing his throat as if he didn’t hear her. “I have a few more things to take care of at the docks, then I’ll be back to pick you up later.” He rolled the paper into a scroll and placed it in the pocket of his trench coat, adding, “If that works for you. We need to set sail as soon as possible.”

      When I scowled and looked away, Filia answered for me. “That would be good. It will give her some time to pack and say her goodbyes.”

      Although I had nobody to say goodbye to. My siblings hated me, and I loathed them at that moment too. They never cared for me, and the numbness within grew stronger.

      Captain Fox bowed to all of us once more, his eyes shining as he looked at me, then left the room.

      “He’s so dreamy,” Atamai said.

      “And tall,” Luni added. They giggled more and Filia hushed them. Iosefa stood, holding up the paper for everyone to see.

      “Heilani is the first married in our family.”

      I glared at him, then at each of my siblings: Malosi, Filia, Atamai, and Luni. I had a soft spot in my heart for my younger twin sisters. They had always been kind to me when everyone else seemed distant and judgmental.

      But, at this moment, I couldn’t stand to even look at them. They were in on this too.

      “I hope you all are happy,” I said, then stormed out, my heart hammering against my chest, a lump forming in my throat.

      I will not cry. I will not cry. I clenched my fists and gritted my teeth so hard that my jaw hurt. My legs burned from sprinting to my room, where I locked the door behind me. Sweat had formed on my forehead and I wiped it, leaning against the door for support. I blinked more than a few times to stop the tears then grabbed my traveling bag from under the bed.

      This is just a joke, I thought. Maybe Iosefa thought he’d sold me off, but I would make Captain Fox’s life so miserable, he’d rip up the marriage papers and send me back.

      Yes. That is what I would do.

      

      One of my servants helped me pack my favorite dresses. She kept eyeing me with worry as if I’d explode at any moment. But I remained quiet and calm, scheming all the ways I could make the captain’s life miserable. When Iosefa told me the shocking news of my arranged marriage that dark morning, he said the captain lived on Aqua Isle. He was a merchant captain, meaning he shipped goods from one place to another. It also meant he made decent money.

      But I didn’t care to hear the rest. Iosefa’s words fell on deaf ears as I realized that not only would my marriage be pointless—doing nothing to serve the people of Sunrise—but my brother was literally demoting me.

      The life of a princess would no longer be mine. Was I that useless that he didn’t even arrange my marriage to someone wealthier? So when my servant asked if I wanted to pack some of my biggest ball gowns, I told her to leave them. Instead, I packed my favorite lace dresses, which, as the Pirate King pointed out the previous day, were luxurious items from the kingdom of Moonlight. These had come in handy before, and perhaps they would come in handy in the future.

      A knock on the door roused me from packing.

      “Heilani?”

      I rolled my eyes, recognizing my sister’s voice. “It’s Filia. Can I come in please?”

      My servant, an older woman and one of the many replacements, paused as she carefully folded one of my dresses.

      I sighed and made my way to the vanity, where a large mirror greeted me with my reflection. “Go away,” I said, packing my brush and looking through my jewelry. I wouldn’t need all my jewelry, since I didn’t plan on being gone for long…

      “Please?” The door opened anyway, and Filia closed it quietly behind her. “Heilani, I know you’re upset… and I’m sorry this is how you’re getting married.”

      I kept my back towards her, trying to keep my fingers from shaking in anger and betrayal as I picked out some earrings and necklaces.

      “What do you care? You’re not the one being sold off like a slave.”

      “You won’t be treated like a slave,” Filia said. The tension between us was so thick, I could’ve reached out and touched it. My servant continued to fold dresses, but her unease made the energy in the room worse. “I really think you should give the captain a chance. From what I’ve learned, he’s a good man.”

      “Then why don’t you marry him?”

      Silence. “My duty is here, with our people.”

      Of course, it is… Filia had a purpose, and the people loved her. She taught others all the skills she knew as a nurse. Not only that, but her knowledge of natural remedies and plants was impressive. She could help anyone by using whatever natural resources she found around her. Because of her knowledge, Filia worked with a local publisher and artists to compile a book on natural remedies. And on completion of the book, the kingdom of Sunrise would make copies and gift them to other kingdoms.

      Yes. Filia had a duty here, and she was shining brightly in it.

      I had no purpose here, except to be sold off. I tried to swallow the lump in my throat again but it seemed to have only grown bigger.

      Filia spoke up again. “Heilani… I just think… you shouldn’t judge him by his looks or outward appearance. There’s more to people than meets the eye.”

      I whipped around, glaring at her. “You don’t know anything—”

      “I know you’re upset. I know this isn’t the marriage and fairy-tale wedding you wanted—”

      “It’s not even about that. You, and the rest of our family, hate me. You want me gone. You’ve always wanted that. So why did you even come in here?” I pointed to the door. “ I don’t wish to talk to you.”

      The hurt reached Filia’s eyes and I regretted every word. She really had done nothing in life to treat me poorly, but I had always been jealous. My parents doted on her, always sharing how beautiful and sweet she was. While Filia was off at princess lessons and training, I was always stuck with my brothers and cousins.

      Stuck. Bullied…

      I couldn’t even stand to look at Filia, reminding me just how ugly I was inside. I really was a shark princess.

      She tipped her head, the wisps of hair that fell from her updo effortless and accentuating her natural beauty.

      “I’m sorry, Heilani…”

      I turned my back to her again, pretending to pack my jewelry until I heard her dress rustle out and the door close. But even with my sister gone, I didn’t relax.

      My family hates me. They all do. Not only my siblings and parents but my aunts, uncles, cousins, grandparents, everyone…so what was worse? A forced life with Captain Fox, or this miserable place where everyone hated me?

      

      Before I knew it, Captain Fox had arrived. My siblings and the rest of my extended family stood outside the palace to bid me farewell. My servants gathered too: an old guard who watched over me since I was young, and my who-knows-what-number replacement maid who came with me everywhere I went. She had helped me pack earlier and now stood to the side, looking uncertain.

      I was so anxious about leaving, I didn’t notice that my maid and guard didn’t have bags of their own.

      The carriage pulled up, a rented one from town. It was nothing fancy, and my cheeks heated up at how utterly disgusting and embarrassing this whole thing was.

      Not only had I not had a royal wedding, but my so-called husband now showed up in a rented carriage. At least the horses looked well-taken care of, something I prided Sunrise Kingdom on.

      Captain Fox stepped down from the front of the carriage and gave one of his sweeping bows.

      “So handsome,” Luni muttered behind me.

      “We wish you safe travels,” Iosefa said, breaking the silence and shaking Fox’s hand. “You are always welcome here.”

      Everyone turned expectantly to me. “Are you ready?” the captain asked, then eyed my bags. I only packed two trunks and a traveling bag, but I could have filled at least ten trunks with my belongings. Standing there, surrounded by a family who hated me, made me wonder if I should have packed everything. Did I really want to come back, or should I accept my fate?

      I didn’t answer the captain, but, instead, turned to my maid and guard. They avoided eye contact. Usually, my guard didn’t do such a thing… unless they knew something I didn’t.

      “Well, it’s time,” I said. The captain brushed past me to pick up one of my trunks. He really was tall, especially when he was right next to me.

      “They’re under no obligation to go with you,” Iosefa said, cutting through the awkward silence. “Unless they wish it. Your guard and maid will be reassigned to other duties here, in Sunrise. Their families and home are here, and they won’t be forced to leave.”

      If my face wasn’t red enough, it definitely burned now. I shouldn’t have expected my guard and maid to come with me… of course they weren’t coming. I was demoted, and my guard had a wife and children. My maid was a grandmother… or, was she? I never asked…

      Guilt welled up in my chest as I looked at them, mentally begging them to come with me. But I knew if I even asked it of them, I’d only make more of a fool of myself. Of course, they’d say no, because they had no reason to leave. And why would they ever want to come with me, the spoiled, mean princess of Sunrise?

      Instead of losing my composure, I straightened out and nodded to them, then turned to my family.

      “Bye Heilani!” My twin sisters rushed to hug me, enveloping me with their arms. Numbness overcame me, and I stiffened. They immediately let go, knowing that we hardly ever hugged each other. There were only a handful of times I was forced to embrace any of my siblings.

      “This is for you,” Luni said, holding out a locket. I knew what was inside without her saying so. Within the golden heart-shaped locket would be small locks of each of my sisters’ hair: Luni, Atamai, and Filia. I stared at it, my heart ripping in two. I wanted to take it, as a reminder of my sisters, who I loved deeply, even if I didn’t show it. But bitterness also kept me from accepting it.

      My sisters hate me. Why would they give me a parting gift?

      My hesitation caused one of my aunts to “tsk” in disapproval. I quickly grabbed the locket and stuffed it in my pocket, knowing very well that this situation would spread amongst my family, the gossip as hot and fierce as any wildfire.

      “Thank you.” Now I had to bear the awkwardness of hugging each of my siblings, and my family members, though it was the last thing I wanted to do.

      Filia embraced me, and I weakly tapped her back before hurrying to give the same awkward, resistant hug to Malosi and Iosefa. Each of my aunts and uncles expected me to hug and kiss their cheeks, which I also did in haste. Mother appeared at the last moment and I was forced to endure hugging and kissing her cheek too.

      And when it was over, I hurried to the carriage, where Captain Fox watched me, one of his eyebrows slightly raised, like he was confused.

      “Goodbye Heilani!” my twin sisters said, and Atamai started dabbing her tears. I wanted to roll my eyes at her dramatic display, but at least someone seemed sad to see me going.

      Captain Fox got in the carriage and sat across from me, then closed the door and waved. “I promise she’s in good hands!” he said and saluted Iosefa. The carriage lurched forward and I clenched my teeth so tightly from anxiety, my jaw ached.

      The faces of my siblings passed through the window as they waved to me: Iosefa, my kingly brother. Malosi, the noble prince. Filia, the princess nurse. Atamai and Luni, the bright lights in our kingdom. My aunts, uncles, and mother all waved, but there was no kindness in their eyes.

      They’re so glad to be rid of me. I sat back, trying to swallow but finding that I fought tears again. I will not cry. I stared at my hands in my lap, fighting to keep my composure.

      They all hate me… And for good reason.

      But I won’t be with the captain long, will I? As I distracted myself with thoughts of making the captain’s life miserable, he took my hand.
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      Her hand was soft and warm, and usually, my flirtatious ways worked with the young women I met… but not Heilani.

      “What are you doing?” She yanked her hand away as if I were dirty.

      “Trying to comfort you.”

      Princes Heilani laughed, and my insides fumed at the way it sounded of sheer mockery. If only she knew who I really was.

      Not yet. I wanted to drag out this scheme until she was humbled, because the girl sitting before me was much too proud, too conceited, too vain.

      “Comfort me?” She rolled her eyes. “You’re the last person who will ever comfort me, Captain Fox.”

      I smiled wryly. “Perhaps, but we are married now. And a ship can get small the longer you’re on it.” I couldn’t help but wink. “We’ll be getting quite comfy, I assure you.”

      “You’re disgusting.” She looked out the window, all the sadness that had emitted from her earlier now replaced with fuming hot anger.

      It had been weird watching her say goodbye to her family. I expected the Heilani from the shark waters to appear—the one that loved her sisters, that was gentle and sweet. But I was wrong.

      She was awkward, and I felt awkward observing the light hugs, the way she barely tapped people’s backs as she hugged them. What was wrong with her? Were her relationships with her family so poor that she couldn’t even bear to be around them? And if so, wasn’t I doing her a favor?

      Good thing this is all just for my kingdom, I thought, glad that at least I could check marriage off the list. When we returned to Aqua Isle, depending on the level of Heilani’s pride, I’d give her an option…

      But that option depends on the situation…

      “So tell me, captain,” Heilani said, folding her arms and glaring at me. “What’s in it for you, marrying me? Obviously I’ve been demoted from the life of a princess. Iosefa hasn’t even offered a dowry.” She raised an eyebrow. “Are you going to sell me off for money? Or, perhaps, my belongings?”

      “No.” Did she really think so low of me, when she didn’t even know who I was? “Lucky for you, the answer is simple.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out a gold coin. It had the mountain symbol of Alpenglow on one side, and a sun crest on the other. “A marriage to you raises my status as a sea captain. I work for Prince Jax as one of his highest sea captains, but marrying a princess will only elevate that.”

      She studied me, as if not believing my words.

      I continued. “I command his naval armies, have charge of all his ships, and go on any expeditions the Pirate King sends me on.”

      “Alright. So what does that have to do with me?” She frowned. “And does this even benefit my people? I’m surprised Iosefa agreed to this marriage when he was so set on receiving something in return for Sunrise Kingdom.”

      “Our marriage will affect Sunrise Kingdom,” I said, knowing that this information might help her realize she couldn’t go anywhere, especially if she realized that pulling out of the marriage would negatively affect her people. “I’ve agreed to send a couple of treasure chests to the palace in exchange for your hand.”

      “How many chests?”

      I had thought long and hard about this, wondering if I should tell Heilani I had a hundred chests… or if I should be modest and conservative. I erred on the conservative side, so she wouldn’t suspect anything.

      “Ten.”

      For a moment, her face relaxed, as though she was pleased that our marriage had some benefits to Sunrise Kingdom, but then she scowled. “Only ten? That’s not enough to save our kingdom—”

      “Iosefa—err, King Iosefa is resourceful.” I stumbled over my words, realizing that I couldn’t simply say her brother’s name. In her eyes, I was not royalty and therefore, could not call Iosefa by only his name. Then I chuckled, muttering, “If only you saw the sizes of the chests.”

      She clasped her hands together, her jaw tight, and we sat in silence for a while.

      “How big are they?” Heilani finally asked, as though she had to weigh her options.

      I motioned with my hands, proud to estimate their large sizes.

      “And how did you obtain this treasure?”

      “I work for Prince Jax. He has dozens of maps with marked treasures, and it’s my job to find and return the treasure to their rightful owners. When we can’t find the owners, Prince Jax keeps them, or he gives them to me and my crew.”

      Heilani gaped, as it meant one thing: I was wealthy, and surely I had given Iosefa enough treasure to help him with his kingdom.

      “This doesn’t change anything,” she said, and I smirked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You will be miserable with me, I can assure you. Just because we are married, and your treasure will help my people… doesn’t mean you and I are friends.”

      I laughed. “Fine.”

      “Fine.” She frowned and returned her attention out the window. I watched her though, the determination in her face to hate every minute spent with me.

      I wished I could say it didn’t bother me… because I’d gone into this fully knowing that she and I would not get along. Yet, there was something in me that changed as I watched her say her goodbyes. It was as if she were a mirror of myself: always putting on a mask, always pretending to be something else… She acted like she didn’t care about her awkward relationships, but was there a possibility she did care? Was there something more going on with her family relationships?

      Was it possible that there was more to Heilani than met the eye?

      No. I reminded myself not to be interested, not even to be curious. She had the information I needed, and we would succeed in my quest so I could become king.

      “Why must we leave so soon?” Heilani asked.

      “Don’t you want to leave?” I couldn’t help saying it aloud, raising my eyebrows, hoping she knew I saw her weak goodbyes.

      She swallowed, and, for a split second, I thought she might cry. But she tucked her long dark hair behind her ear and sat up. “This marriage benefits my people, so yes. But why are we leaving so soon?”

      I sat back and folded my arms, the smirk returning to my face. “We’re going on a quest.” I didn’t need to tell her all the details, especially since she currently hated me. If I told her everything, she’d know that I was using her, and that might make her even more mad. Maybe she would even purposely withhold the information I needed.

      It was best to keep her on her toes.

      “Where? What sort of quest?”

      “I’ll tell you when we get on the ship.” I drummed my fingers on my arm. “It’ll make more sense when you see the map.”

      “So we’re getting treasure?”

      “Aye, sort of.”

      She glared at the way I said “aye” instead of “yes,” as it spoke volumes about my past. I was an ex-pirate. She opened her mouth to say something, but the carriage stopped. I looked out.

      “Ah, we’ve finally arrived.”

      Heilani could ask all her questions later, and I’d have to be careful in dodging them. But despite my reservations, I had a feeling she wouldn’t believe I was actually Prince Jax even if I told her the truth. She kept looking at me as if trying to figure me out. And maybe I did look and act familiar, but she hadn’t spent enough time with me as Prince Jax to know my true identity. Besides, she was disgusted by the Pirate King, only focused on his dreads and beard. No doubt it would take her a very, very long time to learn and then to accept my true identity.

      I left the carriage first and offered my hand, but she ignored it and stepped out on her own. As I picked up her trunks and she held her woven bag, she looked about the port in bewilderment. Those who passed her avoided eye contact or turned and walked another way.

      “Congratulations on your marriage,” snickered a sailor to her and hurried away. He was clearly mocking her, as others standing around turned and laughed or eyed her in disgust.

      Her brown eyes turned glossy for a moment, and she looked down at her sandals, biting her lip. At that moment I saw someone else, someone who might be hurting…

      It did something weird to my heart.

      No. I shook my head and motioned for her to follow me. No attachments. I was not going to feel sorry for Heilani. She was a spoiled, mean princess.

      We continued walking to the ship.

      The port smelled of fish, oil, and salt. People bustled on by, many of them making way as they saw the princess. I thought they’d be scared of her, but they mostly looked annoyed by her. How did she get a reputation with the people anyways? Was it because she was so cruel to her servants?

      I thought of how sad she looked when we stepped out of the carriage and the sailor mocked her. Was I missing something?

      I looked once back at the princess to find she had been studying me. A rosy color blossomed in her cheeks as her eyes darted away in haste.

      Was she… checking me out?

      I couldn’t help smiling to myself as I stole another look at her. Her dark hair fell in waves down her back. She wore a dark blue lace dress, with a woven ta’ovala around her slim waist. Strapped sandals covered her feet and her fingers clung to the handle of her bag.

      She’s very pretty. I looked away as fast as possible, surprised that in just a few seconds I’d felt sorry for her and admired her looks.

      Her only role is to help me earn my kingdom, I reminded myself and nodded, determined to keep things that way.
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      All plans to make him miserable enough to divorce me now fled. The amount of treasure he promised to send Iosefa meant I had to stay. I was stuck…

      Again.

      But at least this time I had some kind of purpose. The people of Sunrise Kingdom would be able to rise from the financial debt of war. They’d be able to thrive.

      I swallowed hard, trying to let it all sink in. It didn’t make things easier, and I had no reason to like Captain Fox. If anything, I found him to be quite irritating.

      He walked around like he knew everything. He was self-assured to the point of arrogance. And, perhaps what bugged me the most was that he was right…

      Fox knew I would choose to stay. I had no choice because this marriage directly benefited my people.

      That doesn’t mean we have to be friends.

      Following him made me realize just how lonely I felt. Obviously, news of my marriage spread through the kingdom and the citizens took every opportunity to give me the eye, mock me, or say something as I left. They were happy to be rid of me, just like my family.

      I tried to ignore the teasings and unkind looks by focusing on Captain Fox, walking in front of me. He held a trunk on each of his shoulders, and I realized my younger sisters weren’t wrong to ogle him. Tall, tanned, and toned, he had a lean, attractive shape. Even his face would make any girl drool. With a strong jaw, angled cheekbones, soft-angled nose, and sea-blue eyes, he had the face of a prince.

      He glanced back at me, finding me staring at him, and I blushed.

      I am certainly not interested in Captain Fox. I’d never been interested in anyone. It was easier to keep a distance, and I’d do the same with Fox. Yes, he did a favor for my people, but we would never be friends, and I would never trust him.

      As I boarded the ship, I looked up at the golden sails and observed the intricate details of the wood railings.

      “Isn’t this Prince Jax’s ship?” I asked, touching the gold designs on the mast.

      “Aye. He gave it to me. She’s the fastest ship in all the seas. Behold, the Golden Albatross.” Fox winked and walked towards the captain’s quarters. I followed, feeling small and intimidated by the strong sailors moving about the ship. The sailors wore uniforms: a light brown vest over a white shirt, and dark pants and boots. Many of them wore triangle-tipped hats, but I was surprised by how clean they were.

      Perhaps I expected a dirty, motley crew of ex-pirates. But these men seemed like honest, well-mannered sailors. They seemed like the sort of sailors that went around with royalty.

      Fox opened the door and let me enter first.

      “The map room…” I murmured to myself, taking in the glossy wooden cabinets, maps along the walls, and a large table in the middle. I had been on ships before, and, being royalty, usually slept in the captain’s quarters. When I used to attend balls and events in other kingdoms, the captain of the ship gave up his quarters for the royal family to use.

      This was all familiar.

      “You’ve sailed before?” Fox asked, stepping to the back of the map room and opening another door. I didn’t answer because panic started panging my chest.

      He went into the bedroom and I followed, seeing only one big white bed. I hadn’t even thought about sharing a bed, even though it was acceptable because of our marriage.

      My head started spinning and I stepped back, bumping into the wall.

      “Heilani?” I hadn’t heard him say my name yet, and it caused more panic to rise in me.

      This isn’t happening… this is a dream… But as sweat made my hands clammy, I knew it was all real. I was married, and with marriage came certain… obligations.

      “I don’t…” My voice got stuck in my throat.

      Fox eyed me, then looked in the direction of my gaze. The bed looked clean, white, and cozy… but I could care less. A smile crept up his lips.

      “Don’t worry Princess. I’m not interested in you for that reason.”

      I don’t know what shocked me more: the fact that a man didn’t want a woman for pleasure, or that he had ulterior motives for marrying me.

      “Excuse me?” I glared to hide my emotions.

      “You’re very pretty, but this marriage is all business.” Fox chuckled as he left the room. I still stood there, unsure of what to say or do. I should’ve asked him what he meant by “business,” but my breaths were shallow and I had to slowly inhale and exhale to try and recompose myself.

      “Come on, don’t you want to see the kingdom one last time?”

      I whirled around and followed him, my head still dizzy from the shock of it all.

      I’m married. I’m leaving Sunrise… It was all real.

      Fox led us to the helm, where he placed one hand on the wheel, pulled out a compass, then looked up at the sails.

      “Good day for sailing, Princess,” he said. I leaned against the golden railing and stared at the island, a mixture of sadness, relief, and confusion sinking onto my shoulders like a thousand pounds. The palace, with waterfalls cascading on either side of it, looked stunning in the distance.

      The warm sun of Sunrise Kingdom shone high above us, enveloping me like a hug. Although… I didn’t hug or receive hugs very often. I blushed just thinking about the excruciating goodbyes I said that day.

      My hand instinctively went into my pocket, where I’d thrown the golden locket given to me by my younger sister.

      Before I knew it, we were sailing away from the port. I watched as Sunrise Kingdom grew smaller and smaller. Seagulls flew ahead, and occasional water would spray across the side of the ship. I bit my lower lip and tried to remember the color of the water: light blue, clear, like glass.

      I walked to the other side of the ship to look for the beach where I would swim with sharks. Would the sharks remember me?

      Probably not. Nobody would remember me, so why would the animals?

      “Are you going to miss it?”

      I jumped a little at Fox’s voice and realized it was just the two of us at the helm. Earlier he had disappeared for a moment, walking around the ship and preparing things. He moved about the ship with ease giving orders, talking to his men, climbing and adjusting things… I had to admit, even to myself, that his leadership and knowledge were impressive. I had found a place to sit and lean against the mast. The steering wheel was not far from me, giving me enough space from Captain Fox that I could ignore him if I wanted, but close enough that I could hear him too.

      I hesitated to answer Fox’s question, then lifted my chin and folded my arms. “Why do you care?”

      He shrugged. “Fine. Sorry I asked.”

      I never had a temper, contrary to what people said about me, but I could get irritated. And the nonchalant way Fox replied to everything I said made me want to get some kind of reaction out of him.

      “Are you going to miss Sunrise Kingdom?”

      Fox shrugged. “I like it here, so yes. I’ll miss it a little. The weather is nice. People are very friendly.” He winked at me. “The women are beautiful.”

      “Why are you doing that?” I glared.

      “Doing what?”

      “Flirting.”

      “Can a husband not flirt with his wife? Besides, I like seeing you blush.” His grin was killing me.

      “I am not blushing. And don’t call me that.”

      “Call you what?”

      “Your wife.”

      He smirked. “What do you want me to call you? My mate?”

      My cheeks were heating up by the second. “No, of course not.” I tried to mask my embarrassment but he was obviously winning this battle. “Fine. Call me your wife.” I glared, searching for a change of subject. “What is all this ‘business’ about anyways?”

      Fox chuckled. “I’ll show you tonight. It’s in the map room. Not only is marrying a princess going to raise my status, but you’re going to help me on a specific quest.”

      His answer gave me enough time to straighten out and put my scowl back on. “Fine.”

      “Fine.” He wiggled his eyebrows and then continued looking at his compass.

      “You know,” I said, not wanting to lose this challenge. He made me blush, and I wanted—no, needed—to get even. “You may have married me to raise your status, but it doesn’t make a difference.”

      He turned around and closed his compass, one hand still on the wheel. “What do you mean?”

      I tsked and smiled, enjoying the way his own grin faded away. “You’ll still just be a lowly sea captain, working for someone who is a real prince.” I shook my head. “I’ve lost my status as a princess, so you’re still a nobody.”

      This time, my words cut to his core. Captain Fox straightened out and his fingers tightened on the compass. He opened his mouth to say something, then took a sharp breath and turned around.

      I grinned, reveling in my victory.

      We’re even.

      As Sunrise disappeared from view, my enjoyment of victory lasted only a little while longer. No matter what, I was leaving the only home I knew… except… was it my home? I had never thought of it that way, and that terrified me.

      Because if I didn’t belong in Sunrise Kingdom, then where did I belong?

      I slipped away from the helm and Captain Fox, choosing to pace back and forth on the ship, pretending to watch the sea. But I panicked inside. Who could I trust out here?

      As the sun began to set over the horizon, I paused in my walk and glanced up at Fox. He’d been staring right at me, but when our eyes met, he looked at his compass, pretending to be busy.

      I can’t trust him. I can’t trust anyone. Fox was not my friend. He said I was married to him for business, and though I’d find out everything soon, I reminded myself that he was an enemy… at least until I knew exactly what he planned to do with me.

      Because, from the looks of it, he didn’t care one bit about me.

      So I’ll never care one bit about him.
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      As the sun set over the horizon, I gathered my men on the deck for a quick meeting. I’d done it earlier in the day, before picking up Heilani. My sailors were all men I trusted, and they were under strict guidelines to not call me Prince, Jax, “your highness,” or anything related to my royal identity.

      I’d sailed many times with this crew and trusted each of them completely. They were the only people who knew that I, Prince Jax, had gone undercover as Captain Fox.

      They’d kept my true identity a secret many times before, so it wouldn’t be hard for them to keep it a secret from Heilani. But I still kept aware in case anyone slipped. The men seemed uncomfortable around Heilani anyway, so I had a feeling they’d avoid her anyway.

      “Princess,” I said, motioning to her to join. She reluctantly stood next to me, her hands clasped in front of her.

      “Gentlemen, I want to go over a few things.” I talked about the various duties and responsibilities of this journey, and then gave assignments for that night’s shift. Then I stepped back and placed my hand on Heilani’s back. She immediately glared at me and moved away.

      The men raised their eyebrows and shuffled their feet, obviously not taking a liking to the princess.

      “This is Heilani, my wife.”

      She said nothing to correct her title as “Princess Heilani,” because she truly believed she was no longer a princess.

      “You are to show her nothing but respect,” I said. “She is very important to this expedition, and we need her in good health.”

      She glared at me when I said “good health.” I ignored her glare, knowing it would all make sense once she saw the map and our quest.

      “She will not be given any duties or obligations like the rest of the sailors.”

      Some of the men looked like they wanted to complain about that, but others just shrugged like it made sense. Most captains would make anyone on board a sailor, but Heilani was a woman and my wife. Though I didn’t like her, nor care what she thought about me, I still had some respect for her.

      “Heilani, I’d like to introduce you to my sailors.” I pointed each one out. “This is Philip. He’s my first mate.” With bright blonde hair, Philip was the same age as me, and we met at the beginning of the Pirate Wars. When I went undercover, he found ways to cover for me as prince. He sometimes acted as a liaison between myself and my brothers.

      “This here is Elijah. He’s our navigator, as well as doctor or surgeon should the need arise.” Elijah tipped his hat to Heilani. He was the oldest man on board, with white hair pulled into a low ponytail, a tanned, aged face, and bright blue eyes.

      Heilani nodded to him, and perhaps she only acknowledged him out of the whole crew because of his age.

      “Tokoni here is the cook.” The big, brown man was from Sunrise. I had no doubt Heilani and Tokoni knew each other, or at least knew each other’s families. Everyone in Sunrise Kingdom seemed to know everyone.

      “Caxton, Benwick, and Marco here are my most experienced sailors.” I motioned to the three most dangerous-looking men. They were ex-pirates who changed their lives around and were good now. But Heilani only stared at them, her scowl showing her obvious distrust.

      I introduced a few of the other sailors and then pointed out the youngest of our crew.

      “Hans here is our cabin boy.” Hans was no more than twelve years old, but he took off his hat and bowed to Heilani.

      I gave the men instructions, then let them retire for the night. Heilani followed me to the captain’s quarters, where I locked the door behind us.

      She eyed me with suspicion. “Do your men come in unannounced?”

      “No. I just want some privacy.”

      Heilani stepped back and I laughed, annoyed. “I’m not going to do anything to you. Come on. I’ll show you where we’re going.”

      I pulled a small map from one of the cabinets and unrolled it on the table. It had been rolled for so long that it wouldn’t lay flat. Heilani grabbed one end of the scroll and her fingers brushed mine.

      She glared when I looked at her, and I forced my attention back to the map.

      “This is our destination.”

      Heilani frowned, turning her head to examine different parts of the map. “I don’t recognize this island. Or any of these places.”

      “It’s in the outer seas, but not far from Aqua Isle. We’ll probably reach it within a day or two of leaving Seadog port.” I pointed to the rock jettison that made it an obstacle course to reach the island. “The problem is… a ship can’t get through all of this. A dinghy probably couldn’t make it either.”

      The princess sat in the chair next to me, still studying the map, ignoring the rocks jutting out around the island. “What is the treasure on this island?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then how do you know if it’s worth it?”

      “Well…” At this, I rubbed my chin. “I got this map from a pirate lord. He had the biggest pirate clan on all the seas.”

      “You mean the pirate lord Altun?” Heilani asked.

      “Yes. And you know what the rumors say about him, right?”

      “He had a daughter who was an enchantress… but she put a curse on him, which drove him to his cruelty and barbarity. With an unkind heart, he locked her away.” Heilani looked at me. “Is his daughter on this island?”

      “I think so, but I can’t say for sure.”

      “But why would you rescue her? She cursed her own father…” She frowned. “You’re not thinking she would make a good match for the Pirate King, would you?”

      I wanted to laugh at her guess because she had no idea the Pirate King stood before her, already married. Instead, I shook my head and pointed to words on the map.

      “It says an ‘act of kindness towards the enchantress is seen by all.’”

      “Oh, I see.” Heilani nodded. “So you think rescuing her will help the Pirate King get acknowledged by the golden wizard?” She traced the island with her finger. “Why doesn’t the Pirate King get her himself then?”

      “He sent me on this mission, and I’ll make sure to bring the enchantress to him.”

      “It doesn’t seem that brave if he doesn’t do it himself,” she muttered

      “I think the golden wizard would still acknowledge that the Pirate King has specifically called for this mission.”

      “So what is your plan to get past this… obstacle course?” She pointed to the rocks and reef surrounding the island.

      “I have a friend at the port I need to speak with. He’ll know how to get through. And if it’s the way I’m thinking, then we’ll need your help.”

      Heilani folded her arms. “I still don’t understand what you want from me.”

      “I won’t ask it of you until we find out at the port.”

      The princess played with something under the table and my curiosity got the best of me.

      “What is that?”

      She pulled out the smallest, most pathetic dagger I’d ever seen. It was tiny and rusty, without even a proper handle. Cloth had been wrapped around one end to act as the handle.

      I laughed. “That’s probably dangerous to carry—do you even have a scabbard?”

      Heilani shook her head and didn’t offer any explanation. Instead, she leaned her head to one side, studying me. “I carry it in case there’s any trouble… or in case you try to force me into something I don’t want to do.”

      “I won’t force you to do anything.”

      “What if I don’t want to help you get the enchantress?”

      I winked. “Trust me, you will want to help.”

      “I will never trust you.” Her words went through me again, just as they did earlier when she told me I’d always be a nobody.

      I glared, searching for something to say, but our tension-filled conversation was interrupted by a knock.

      “Captain, your dinner.” Hans’ voice came through.

      “Would you put that thing away please?” I asked, knowing that if she or I happened to get cut by it, it could easily get infected with all that rust.

      I brushed past Heilani and opened the door. Hans handed me a platter of food and I put it on the dining table. I never ate in here, because I would eat with my men.

      Heilani hesitated, then put her knife away in a place under her ta’ovala.

      “Thank you, Hans. Have a good night,” I said.

      “You too, captain.” The boy paused. “And you too, Princess Heilani.” He obviously had a big crush on the beautiful princess.

      She turned around. “Oh. Thank you.”

      The boy left and I closed the door. As I put the platter on the table, I cleared my throat. “You may not trust me now, princess. But if you don’t trust me, who will you trust?”

      She sat, placed the napkin on her lap, and shook her head. “Nobody.” I could tell she meant every word, and it caused my heart to harden.

      Fine. Be that way…
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      We ate dinner in a cold silence. I had no desire to ask the captain about himself or about anything, really. All I could think about was the shock I still felt at everything that happened.

      I was married. My family loathed me and were eager to send me away. I was on a ship with a captain, my husband, a complete stranger. We were going on a quest to find an enchantress, and the captain was using me in a way I didn’t yet know.

      His loyalty to Prince Jax was equally as shocking. The captain would marry me just so he could help Prince Jax save the enchantress? It blew my mind because the captain said this was all business. When we were done with the business—which I assumed was the quest—what would he do with me then? Would we live at Aqua Isle?

      I couldn’t help shuddering at the thought, which didn’t go unnoticed by Captain Fox. But he didn’t ask any questions. He finished his meal first and sat there, staring at anything but me, waiting for me.

      After dinner, we entered the bedroom once more. I still felt uneasy about our marriage relationship, but reminded myself that this was all business, as the captain said. And with that reassurance, I now noticed that the bedroom was quite spacious, with a fireplace and soft couch on one side and a big white bed on the opposite end. Dozens of windows overlooked the back of the ship. A simple bench faced the windows so one could sit and look at the water trailing behind the boat.

      Unlike some captain’s quarters, the room was mostly simple, with a few paintings, rugs, and goods from all over the Incandescent Kingdoms: porcelain vases from Starshine, macrame tapestries from Moonlight, a soft woven blanket from Fireblaze, and some koa wood carvings from Sunrise.

      But despite the goods from other kingdoms, the paintings portrayed landscapes of Alpenglow Kingdom. I wasn’t surprised. This was Prince Jax’s ship once, and he was from Alpenglow.

      I glanced at Fox, wondering where he originated.

      I don’t need to know…

      

      After dinner, Fox had left me alone in the room as I went through my belongings. I regretted not packing more clothes, especially since I wouldn’t be returning to Sunrise Kingdom, but told myself I would make do with what I had.

      “Well, it’s late and I’m going to sleep.” Fox came from the bathing area, all washed and wearing fresh clothes. He smelled clean, and the scents I vowed to hate filled the air: sandalwood, ocean…

      I hate those scents, I hate them, I told myself over and over.

      I yearned to get cleaned up myself, but my stomach twisted at the thought of sharing a bed with Fox. I didn’t trust him, not for one second. He saw me as a commodity, just like everyone else, and that meant he’d throw me away someday, just like everyone else.

      Before I could say something, he walked past me and sat at the edge of the bed.

      “I’m not sharing a bed,” I finally piped up, my voice shaky. I stood straighter to try to bring on my intimidating persona, but he laughed and laid back on the bed, putting his hands behind his head.

      I glared, and he crossed his feet as if he knew how greatly it irritated me.

      “We’re married, princess. It’s fine. Besides, as I said, this is all business. You won’t have to worry about anything.” He covered his mouth as he yawned.

      Anger welled up in me. “I refuse to sleep in the same bed.”

      Fox motioned to the couch. “Then be my guest.”

      I gaped. “You’re a pirate, Fox. A filthy pirate.” I stormed to the bathing area and slammed the door shut, furious. He would make me, a princess, a woman, sleep on the couch while he got the bed?

      I bathed in complete anger, and as I brushed my hair, I thought of all the reasons I hated Fox: he was using me, he was a flirt, he had no manners, he was not a gentleman for a second…

      I hate him. I did, and I had no choice but to stay with him. For Sunrise Kingdom.

      After I had aggressively finished bathing and preparing to retire for the night, I opened the door and found the bed empty.

      A brief wave of panic overcame me that maybe he was going to jump out of the dark and scare me. But then I caught a form on the couch in front of the fireplace.

      Good. That’s where he deserves to sleep. The satisfaction of winning this battle lasted only a moment as I passed the couch to get to the bed. Fox’s legs were longer than the couch, so he was curled up on his side. He didn’t even have a blanket on, and I wondered if he might get cold.

      His white shirt was gaping open, revealing most of his tanned, muscular chest. And I wasn’t trying to stare, but walking this close to him, I could make out the necklace on his chest: a flat stone face of a fox.

      Fox’s eyes opened and I nearly jumped, not expecting him to wake up.

      A smirk started on his face. “What were you staring at?”

      I rolled my eyes and climbed into the bed. “Don’t try anything,” I warned him. “I have my dagger.”

      The captain laughed. “Trust me. I won’t get anywhere near that thing.”

      If he said “trust me” one more time, I was sure I’d lose it.

      I’m never going to trust anyone, especially not Fox.

      

      Two days passed since leaving Sunrise Kingdom, and while I still didn’t have my sea legs, I did find a nice place to sit and watch the water. It was at the front of the ship, where there were wooden benches all along the edges under the railings.

      The sun beat on the ship all day, and I had a bad burn from being in it for too long. But I felt too cramped and hot inside the quarters. I wore my hair down because if I pulled it up I was afraid I looked too much like Filia. The heat on my back from my long hair was almost unbearable, but I kept committed to my cause.

      I pulled out my notebook and worked on finishing sketches, or compiled my research in a way that publishers might find worthy of printing and distributing. My cousin, Sefina, was the same age as me, and she’d left a year ago to study the migration of humpback whales. She was in Aurora and had sent me a short letter about her research.

      I always wanted to be closer to my cousin, but it was difficult to connect, probably because I was secretly jealous of her too. She was so pretty and bright, like Filia. And Sefina’s kindness brought light anywhere she went.

      I was especially jealous that people supported her research of whales, while they frowned at my own research of sharks.

      As I pulled out her letter and touched the beautiful sketch she did of a salmon shark, a shark species that lived in the colder waters of Aurora, her words of encouragement boosted me, but only for a moment.

      Please don’t give up on your research, Heilani. If people could only see that there’s so much more to sharks than meets the eye. They’re vital to the systems of marine life. The sharks need you. We need you.

      I sighed. Nobody needed me unless it was to trade me for something else. Iosefa traded me for the financial security of our kingdom. Fox needed me for one mission, and then he would probably get rid of me. I looked behind me to find where the captain might be.

      He stood at the helm with Elijah, the old man, and Hans, the cabin boy. Fox looked through a telescope in the distance, and it was the first time I’d seen his eyebrows creased in genuine worry.

      I studied the horizon, wondering if a storm might be approaching us. Is that why Fox seemed concerned?

      “All hands!”

      I jumped as the first mate, Philip, started barking orders. His bright blonde hair was hard to miss as hurried around then went below deck. The sailors ran back and forth, rushing to pull out cannons and cannonballs. Many of them strapped swords and guns on their belts.

      My heart started pumping.

      “Heilani!” Fox came running up the stairs. “I need you to lock yourself in the quarters.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “See for yourself.” He handed me the telescope. My hands were so shaky, I couldn’t focus on anything. Fox stepped behind me, his arms enveloping me as he steadied the telescope so I could see. At first, I couldn’t figure out the blob in the distance, because all I could think about was how much I hated Fox and his flirtatious actions.

      But he smells so good. Not to mention his muscled arms were warm.

      No, that’s disgusting Heilani.

      I focused on the blob, seeing black sales. I gasped and pulled away from Fox.

      “Pirates? I thought Prince Jax took care of them all.”

      “I think we’ve been tracked.” Fox shook his head. “There are still some ex-pirates that want revenge on the prince. They must have followed us from Sunrise.”

      “Really?”

      “This ship is distinct from all others. Everyone knows this is the prince’s ship.” He cleared his throat. “Er. It used to be. It’s mine now.”

      “What do we do?” I began putting my papers away in haste then faced him.

      “We’re going to fight.” Fox took my shoulders but I shrugged his hands off.

      “Don’t touch me—”

      He raised his hands. “You are going to hide.”

      “I can fight—”

      “It’s too dangerous.”

      “What if they break into the quarters? That’s the first place pirates would go. Everyone knows the treasures are always in the captain’s quarters.”

      Fox studied me. “That may be true, but I don’t trust you going below deck. I wouldn’t be able to know where you are down there.”

      “Pirates don’t go below deck… do they? There’s nothing down there.”

      The captain folded his arms. “No, but the wounded are sent below deck. You’d have to pass them on your way up.”

      I tried not to make a face, but I did anyway. “Fine. I’ll hide in the quarters.”

      “Thank you.” Fox pressed his palms together. “They’ll be on us within the hour. When you’re in, barricade the door and don’t let anyone in except me, understand?”

      I nodded, and for the first time since leaving Sunrise, I was afraid. As Fox escorted me to the quarters, I paused before closing the door.

      “What if the pirates take over the ship?” I asked.

      Fox grinned and winked, which filled me with both anxiety and relief. Was he confident, or overconfident?

      “They won’t take over the ship, I can assure you. You’re in good hands.”

      I glared, realizing that he probably saw me as weak—incapable.

      I can take care of myself…

      I closed the door, went straight to Fox’s closet, and smiled as I found exactly what I was looking for: a sailor’s uniform.

      I’ll show him…

      

      The pirate ship drew close, the black sails waving in the wind. As if to compliment the mood, dark clouds pulled over the skies, making the water darker and the air thick with anxiety.

      Philip and Fox ran around, giving orders, and I fell in step with the other men. I’d managed to sneak out of the captain’s quarters in a sailor’s uniform, my hair pulled up in a triangle-shaped hat. I rubbed some soot from the fireplace on my face and hands, then I ran out in time to join the others loading the cannons.

      I spotted Hans at the end. An older sailor, with waning eyesight, worked with Hans and I joined them.

      “Prin—” Hans started to say but I hushed him. His blue eyes went wide as he started to stand and draw Philip’s attention but I yanked him down.

      “Not a word, Hans.” I gave him my most serious look.

      He hesitated, then nodded. “Yes, your highness.”

      The sound of the pirates filled the air, and I looked at the helm to find Fox pulling out his sword.

      “We fight!” he called out to his sailors, who cheered.

      I heard about the Pirate Wars. When my extended family and I camped on the beaches for reunions and other events, we would also stay up the whole night talking stories. Iosefa, Malosi, my uncles, and cousins had a lot to say about the wars. It didn’t seem real when they spoke of it, but now… it was all real.

      The black sails, the dirty faces, rotting teeth, and dreads… so many dreads. Most of Fox’s sailors had dreadlocks down their backs, but the pirate locs looked even more filthy and uncomely than I expected.

      As the ships slowed down, side by side, Fox’s voice rang in the air.

      “Fire!”

      Hans lit the cannon and motioned for me to cover my ears. I was glad I did because even with my hands over my ears, a ringing sensation filled my head. It was followed by the splitting sound of wood. Cracking. Burning. Screeching.

      We weren’t the only ones firing.

      “Your highness, they’re coming—you have to go!” Hans jumped up, pulling his sword from its scabbard, as pirates boarded the ship. I pulled out my small knife, the only weapon I had.

      Everything went in slow motion, as a pirate swung from a rope, landed on board, and came straight for me. He swung his sword, and I blocked it with my small knife.

      He laughed at the knife I used, but I focused, fear pumping through my veins like blood.

      Sure, my knife was small. It was old. But it wouldn’t break, and it certainly could do some damage. The pirate swung, laughing, the air reeking of his breath.

      I blocked again.

      I’m not afraid. I told myself over and over again. I’d done this many times, with my brothers and cousins. Memories resurfaced of the many times I’d been chased by the boys, pushed down, hair yanked—bullied. It was always me. Never Filia. Never Sefina. Never any of the girls in the family. Only me. I was an easy target to prank, to push, to tease. My survival instincts started kicking in.

      “Hans, sword!”

      The boy tossed it to me, and my arm moved of its own accord. As I whipped my sword down on the pirate, he blocked and I kicked between his legs as hard as I could. He screamed and fell back.

      I’m not a murderer. I wouldn’t kill anyone, just hold them back. With the pirate I fought now on the ground, crying and cursing, I looked around.

      Chaos. Everyone was fighting, the sailors and the pirates going for it. I saw Fox at the helm with, what appeared to be, the captain of the other ship. Fox moved with confidence, dodging, blocking, and attacking. Was this a game to him?

      “Behind you!” Hans grabbed the sword from my hand and blocked a pirate who had come for me. Adrenaline made me grab the closest thing, which happened to be a mop. And I moved to aid Hans.

      Two pirates rushed towards us. One tried to stab my face, but I held up the mop to dodge it. Surprisingly, the sword got stuck in the wood of the mop. The pirate looked at me and I mustered my strength. I kneed him in the stomach, to which he fell back.

      The other pirate tripped Hans on the ground, so I hit the pirate’s arm as hard as I could with the end of the mop.

      He fell back, sword falling to the ground. I helped Hans to his feet. But now three very unhappy, irritated pirates surrounded us.

      Hans held his sword and I held the mop.

      “You’re outnumbered,” said one of the pirates, the air foul with his rotting breath.

      I gave Hans a look, and he nodded. We would have to fight. The pirates ran towards us, and I dodged two hits with the mop, while Hans blocked the other pirate. I threw Hans one end of the mop and, holding it horizontally, we pushed it straight into the pirate’s stomachs, which allowed us to push them back. The unspoken plan between Hans and me was to push them off the ship. But one tripped and reached for my head, yanking the hat off.

      My hair came tumbling down, and a gasp escaped Hans and all three pirates.

      “It’s the princess! She is on the ship!” All eyes turned towards us, and I looked up to see Fox gaping at me.

      “Get her, ya squalid cockroaches!” said the pirate captain and swiped his sword at Fox. Fox barely dodged it, his shock at seeing me evident in the way he tripped while the captain attacked.

      All the pirates turned towards me, ignoring the fights they were currently engaged in. It seemed like everything moved in an unreal, unnatural way again as every person on the ship came rushing towards me. A ringing sensation filled my ears.

      Then someone yanked my hair, and Hans rushed to help me. But someone else pulled him as he kicked and tried to break free. Another person grabbed my hands, twisting them behind my back.

      Sailors and pirates surrounded me, all of them fighting to either help me or grab me.

      I’m going to die. No. They were going to kidnap me and then I would die.

      Keep fighting! I whipped around, punching the pirate who tried to tie my hands. Another pirate grabbed my hair, but I screamed, swiped for something, found his shirt, and kicked as hard as I could.

      “Get her, ye blubbering—” I didn’t hear the rest because something hit my head, and the ringing sensation returned. But this time, things started turning a weird color and blurred together.

      It took me a split second to realize that someone had hit me across the forehead and that I would faint. I looked up at Fox, his desperate attempts to come to me as he fought the pirate captain. We made eye contact as he delivered a blow to the other captain’s head and didn’t skip a beat in jumping over the helm, rushing towards me.

      His eyes were frantic, looking at nothing but me.

      “Fox…” I started falling, everything hazing out. Someone grabbed me under my shoulders, easing me to the ground.

      The last thing I saw were the boots and shoes of sailors and pirates around me. Then beyond that, pirates ran below deck.

      Wait… pirates don’t go below deck… do they? I thought as everything went black.
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      What in the blazes was she thinking?

      If she wasn’t passed out, we’d probably be arguing right now. Anger pulsed through my veins at her irresponsibility, her lack of respect, and her disobedience. At first, I just stared at her, so frustrated that I couldn’t bring myself to even touch her.

      After Heilani passed out, the pirates surrendered. Not only were they heavily outnumbered, but their captain was wounded. We took all their treasure and left them with enough food to make it back to Sunrise, then we sent them on their way. The kingdom guards patrolling the island would surely spot the pirates and turn them in for trial.

      I didn’t wait to clean the deck and get my men back in order, because all I could think about was Heilani. I gave Philip charge of the crew, then I carried her limp body into the room. Her head rested on a pillow at one end of the couch, and her legs curled up on the seats. I sat on the ground, a bowl of water, a damp towel, salve, and bandages on the low table next to me.

      Heilani had a few open wounds on her hands and arms, and the soot she had rubbed on herself started smearing on the furniture, but I could care less.

      All I could care about, at the moment, was that her foolishness almost got her killed.

      Calm down. Taking a steadying breath, I knew I needed to survey her head wound. After squeezing water from a damp cloth, I gently wiped Heilani’s forehead, my own hands still bloody from the battle. Luckily Elijah caught her before her head hit the deck.

      The scenario replayed in my mind over and over… Seeing her on the deck with Hans, both of them holding a mop sideways to push some pirates off the ship… her hair cascading down her back, giving away her disguise… the look of panic she gave me as everyone on board ran towards her… and, finally, the way her lips moved as she said my name before passing out.

      It would haunt me.

      I didn’t get to her fast enough, and the blow she received could have killed her. If Elijah hadn’t jumped in to catch her, she probably would have died from hitting her head on the wood boards.

      I leaned in, checking her breathing, then shook my head. I should have locked her in the quarters. If I lost her, then…

      My thoughts stopped. Then what? Was I so unfeeling that I only cared about her for the purpose of gaining a kingdom?

      Something inside of me stirred to life. If I lost her, I wouldn’t forgive myself. But why? Was it because… I cared for her? I shook my head. No. I certainly didn’t care for her. But for the first time, in what felt like years, I thought about how my choices—my personal interests—affected someone else, specifically, my wife.

      I brought her here…

      On business, of course. But… seeing her so helpless, her eyes pleading with me, begging me to aid her… and I couldn’t save her.

      I paused from wiping her head and rubbed my own forehead. I had received a few injuries myself—a big welt across my cheek, some cuts to my shoulder and fingers—but nothing huge. It was all nothing compared to Heilani’s wound, which might take a week or two to heal… if it didn’t damage her mind.

      Again, guilt seeped in. Do I really only care about her for her knowledge?

      I hadn’t planned on caring about Heilani for, well, Heilani. She was a tool to help me get what I wanted: a kingdom. Yet, staring at her now, tending to her wound, remembering how she spoke my name before passing out… she was helpless.

      She’s just a person…

      I’d been undercover for so long, tricking everyone to always get my way, that it was easy to not care about people. It was easier pretending to care about others, than to actually care.

      Unfeeling. Perhaps I had become uncaring, unfeeling, and insensitive. Apathetic. Even the thought I had of locking her in the quarters was wrong.

      I can’t let myself feel though… That got me into trouble, and I was tired of the pain caused by caring. I’d turned in pirate lords, uncovered their treasures, betrayed so many people… and I had to not care. It was for the greater good.

      A pang struck my heart but I pushed it away. I couldn’t care for Heilani, and this, too, was for the greater good. If my town at Aqua Isle became a kingdom—one of the Incandescent Kingdoms—my people would be respected… not seen as merely refugees, runaways, or ex-pirates. It would be one of the wealthiest, most thriving coastal kingdoms of all. As I continued to carefully wipe the injury, a dent on her smooth brown skin, like a crack in polished stone, I made a new commitment.

      I’ll look out for Heilani, but I won’t care for her. Right. That meant I’d do everything possible to protect her. She was my wife, after all. But I was strictly keeping her safe, and it would mean nothing. I’d do it as her husband, and because I brought her into this crazy, dangerous sea life with me.

      A soft moan escaped Heilani, and I sat back, not wanting to alarm her with my face so close to hers. She gently stirred awake, her long lashes slowly lifting. When her eyes opened, she looked at me, confused.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked. “You got hit pretty badly.”

      The princess moved her hand to her forehead but I grabbed it. The touch must have woken her because she started sitting up, alarmed.

      “What’s going on?”

      “You’re on the ship, in the bedroom. You’re fine.” I put my arms on her shoulders, pushing her back down. “Do you remember what happened?”

      She let her head rest on the pillow again, but continued to stare at me with complete distrust. “Pirates.” At this, her eyes narrowed at me. “And you were once a pirate?”

      “Aye. Not anymore.”

      Heilani sighed and relaxed on the couch, looking up at the ceiling. “Is your name really Fox?” Was she delirious, and thus asking random questions? Or did she suspect my true identity?

      “Aye.”

      She glanced at me, her eyes falling to the necklace I wore around my neck. “Did your mother give you that name?”

      “No. My sister did.”

      At this, her whole look softened, reminding me of the first time we met at the beach. She gave me a sketch of a tiger shark, and I kept it in my coat pocket. I don’t know why I liked keeping it so close to me… maybe because it was kind of her. Or maybe because it reminded me of my own sister…

      “Is your sister older or younger?”

      “She was younger.”

      Heilani’s eyebrows creased. “Was?”

      “She died.”

      A small gasp escaped the princess. “I’m so sorry Fox.”

      I looked away, not wanting to remember that dark day, nor the rest of  the deaths that plagued our family, catching us when we were most unaware.

      Heilani studied me, like she wanted to do or say something more, but she returned her gaze to the ceiling. “My sisters are all alive, but they might as well be dead to me.”

      “You shouldn’t say that—”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course you wouldn’t understand. What a guy.”

      I sat up and dabbed at her wound again, which caused her to jerk away, her hand instinctively pushing my chest. She winced at her own sudden movements and squeezed her eyes shut.

      “Just relax,” I said, hovering above her, pulling her hand off my chest and placing it on her stomach. Her hand was warm, soft, reminding me of the first time I took her hand in the carriage.

      For a moment, her brown eyes pierced into mine. They were full of anger, sorrow, and… something else. But the emotions passed and she let her body sink, defeated.

      I gently turned her face so I could better care for the wound. “Your sisters are alive,” I said, continuing the conversation. “And you seem to care about them very much. You carry that golden locket with you everywhere.”

      She opened her mouth to deny it, but bit her lower lip before saying, “I wish you didn’t have to be so close to me.”

      “Just hold still, I’ll be done in a few minutes.”

      Heilani didn’t address my words about the locket, but remained quiet. It wasn’t like I watched her all day, but I did notice how she sometimes put her hand in her pocket, most likely touching the locket. It was a habit. She also had a tendency to bite her lower lip when she was deep in thought. I saw her doing that when she paused in her pacing of the ship, or when she looked out to sea, her notebook in hand.

      “I do care about my sisters,” she finally said. “It’s just…” Her voice trailed off.

      “Just what?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Come on, that’s not fair. You can’t just start saying something and then leave it unfinished.”

      For a long moment Heilani kept quiet. She stared at the ceiling, and I just knew there was something on her mind.

      “Do you like your sisters?”

      More silence, then a glare. “What does it matter to you?”

      I shrugged. “I care about my siblings—family is important. They help shape the way we see the world.” My curiosity continued to build. What was Heilani hiding? “Are you close to your sisters?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “My sisters are perfect,” she said. “They’ve always been perfect. Filia is the nurse princess. Atamai and Luni are the lights in our kingdom.”

      “And you?”

      “I’m the shark princess.” At this, she pushed my hand away. “I think that’s enough.”

      “At least let me put some salve on it.” Her words rang in my ears.

      My sisters are perfect. And she felt she couldn’t live up to the image she had of them?

      “Well.” I didn’t know what to say, which made Heilani roll her eyes again.

      “I want to bathe and rest.”

      “Wait.”

      Don’t say anything. I had just vowed to not care…

      “I’m sure your sisters aren’t perfect.”

      “I don’t want to talk about—” She started to rise from the couch but I put my hands on her arms, forcing her to move slower.

      “I’m sure there are a lot of things they struggle with too. Maybe you just don’t see those struggles.”

      “I doubt it. They’ve had the perfect lives.” Heilani now sat up and leaned her hands on her knees. The way I knelt, our faces were level with each other. “And I was always just…” She paused and shook her head. “Nevermind.”

      “No, finish.” My insides fumed at me, my voice sounding weird, yet… I wanted to hear Heilani share. “Please?”

      Heilani’s cheeks turned a rosy color as she tucked hair behind her ear. “I was always with my brothers and cousins. I didn’t do any of the princess things. If anything, I was treated like the boys growing up… sometimes worse. I was easy to pick on, easy to push.”

      “But what came of it?” I asked, a chuckle escaping me. “I’ll admit I’m still mad at you for dressing up as a sailor. But I did see what you did with that mop.”

      I had never seen Heilani smile. No, I had seen her smile, but it was more of a smirk when she thought she won in an argument. The corner of her lip turned up, but she looked away. “I mean… sometimes you just have to use what you have, you know?” She bit her lower lip, as if trying to fight the smile. “So you better be careful Fox. You teased my knife, but I can use anything I can get my hands on as a weapon.”

      “I don’t doubt it, although we’ll have to formally spar to find out who’s better with a weapon.”

      Heilani covered her mouth, as if suppressing a laugh. “Challenge accepted.” She looked up. “But when we spar, I do request a normal sword.”

      I nodded, something flaring to life inside. “See? Can your sisters do that? Accept a challenge to spar with a handsome, ex-pirate sea captain?”

      She looked down, and I knew she fought the smile. Instead of answering, she shook her head. “Not that I know of…”

      “Maybe you weren’t raised the same way as your sisters, but you’re perfect the way you are.” As soon as the words left me, heat rushed up my face. What did I just say? And why?

      Heilani avoided my gaze, and I quickly re-established my commitment. As I put the salve on her forehead, I said, “Next time you want to do something crazy like dressing in a sailor’s uniform and sneaking out of the captain’s quarters, at least tie your hair up better. As soon as he knocked the hat off, it gave you away.”

      This time Heilani did laugh. “I’ll take note of it.”

      I gave her a serious look as I stepped back, my heart hammering for no reason… or at least I thought it was no good reason. “But seriously. You really could have gotten killed. I expect you to obey my orders, as captain of this ship. Understood?”

      She nodded, a sparkle in her eye. “Understood, captain.”
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      Fox reminded me that he was still mad at me for dressing up as a sailor, but the way he treated me the following days, as my head recovered, was… quite sweet and said otherwise. He brought me food, pumped up my bath water, and left clean bandages out every day… without being asked.

      And when we did cross paths, which usually only occurred in the night, before he went to sleep on the couch, he always asked if I was feeling alright. We didn’t speak much, especially after the longest conversation we had while he tended to my wound, but… it seemed like he did want to talk.

      Yet neither he, nor I, made any move to ask more questions than necessary.

      This is all business, I reminded myself over and over. But even as I thought that, the question kept resurfacing, like a bubble making its way to the top of the water: Would I have to trust Fox?

      He was the last person I looked at before I passed out. He was the only one I felt I could turn to. Was he? The longer we were on the ship, the more I realized there was nobody else I felt safer with.

      And that terrified me.

      Because he was still a total stranger, and he looked at me as a commodity. We were in this together in a strictly business-like way. But were we?

      The whole conversation with Fox, as he tended to my wound, kept replaying in my mind, especially his words.

      You’re perfect as you are. Surely he wasn’t thinking straight, right? He didn’t really know me.

      But could he get to know me? Could I get to know him?

      As I sorted out my emotions and thoughts, I finally made a decision: I would try to get to know Fox a little better in hopes that I might be able to trust him. But I would not get close, and I would certainly keep things business-like. Professional. Platonic. Because, I realized… maybe he wasn’t out to get me. And maybe, if I tried, I could look for and see the good in him.

      

      Luckily the head injury hadn’t caused any sort of damage to my mind, and everyone on board was safe. There were a few injuries and wounds, but nothing too serious. After the whole ordeal, I made sure that Hans wasn’t punished for his silence. But Fox did have a word with the boy about obeying the captain and not his wife. I couldn’t help smiling when Fox briefly reminded me, again, that he was the captain and he gave orders.

      Overall, I was especially grateful to hear of the way Captain Fox handled things after the whole incident. We took all the pirate’s treasure and left them with enough supplies and food to sail to Sunrise Kingdom, where the guards patrolling the seas would no doubt bring them for trial.

      I found myself trying to avoid Fox, but curiosity finally got the best of me.

      The sun beat down on us, but the air felt cooler. It seemed that the farther we sailed from Sunrise Kingdom, the colder the air turned. Fox stood at the helm with Elijah, both of them looking at a map. When I approached, Elijah bowed to Fox and me, then he excused himself.

      The captain continued to look at the map as he said, “We’re close to the port. Should arrive tomorrow.”

      “And you’ll get some answers, especially about me?”

      “Aye.” He looked up at me once. Then did a double take. “Did you change your hair?”

      I blushed. “What do you mean?” I gave up trying to keep my hair down, so I pulled it up in a messy bun. A wave of insecurity overwhelmed me. It was so surprising, especially since I hardly cared what others thought, that I swallowed hard and stared at the map, hoping the captain wouldn’t see my insecurity.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. You did something—pulled it up or… I don’t know.” A smirk spread across his face, making me realize he liked surprising me, catching me off guard. “Looks nice.”

      I should have said “thank you,” but my heart started pounding so loud in my ears, I hurried to ask my question. “Why were we attacked by pirates? I thought they were all dissolved by Prince Jax.”

      Fox leaned over the map, using one of his navigation tools to calculate something. “It seemed to be a sort of grassroots rebellion.” I watched the way he wrote things down. Numbers. Lots of numbers. He paused to look up at me.

      “I’m sure there are many pirate lord sympathizers and followers still out there. And they’re bent on getting Prince Jax.” He winked, causing a strange sensation in my stomach. “You’re in for an adventure, being on his most prized ship.”

      Fox didn’t lie when he said he was Prince Jax’s favorite captain. Because who would give up their most valuable, fastest ship? Where did Prince Jax go after proposing to me anyway? Did he go to a different kingdom?

      I didn’t have time to think about Prince Jax. I was here, with Captain Fox, and that hairy, bearded prince could find someone else to wed and help him gain a kingdom.

      Fox continued to work on something and I stood there, wondering if I should leave or try asking more questions.

      Just leave. This is embarrassing. I shouldn’t want to talk to Fox. He was busy. He was the captain of the ship. I nodded, smoothed out my ta’ovala, and took one step.

      “Were you hoping for more pirates?”

      Startled, I turned to see Fox standing straight, compass in hand.

      “Oh. No. I hope to never see pirates again.”

      “Besides me?” He grinned as I scowled.

      “No.”

      Ignoring me, he continued his work as he spoke. “I was surprised by that crew.”

      “Why?” I drew closer again, a foreign aching in my chest beginning to form.

      “The captain was someone I knew before.” He tapped his pencil on the map. “Well, I knew him because Prince Jax knew him.”

      “Who was it?”

      “He was formerly Altun’s first mate. Apparently, he’s captain now.”

      “Really?” I’d heard of Altun. We were on our way to rescue his daughter, the enchantress, on the hidden island. He was the most feared of all pirate lords.

      Fox rubbed his chin. “Aye, it was odd seeing him. I thought all the pirate lords and their crews were hung or sentenced for life. Altun’s first mate must have escaped.”

      Awkwardness ensued, as I didn’t know how to reply. I didn’t have conversations often with people, especially normal conversations. Whenever I spoke with someone, we would argue or end the conversation short. People never wanted to talk to me…

      So I don’t want to talk to them…

      Yet, I still stood there, aching to know more, to just… talk.

      “Where did you serve in the Pirate Wars?” I asked.

      “Under Prince Jax.”

      “So you went undercover with the prince?”

      He shrugged. “Sometimes.”

      “Did you fight in many battles?”

      “Too many.” Fox closed the compass and straightened out, his full attention on me. He rubbed his wrists, as if remembering something, then folded his arms, studying me. I wanted to disappear. This was a bad idea. I shouldn’t have wanted to talk to him. He would only tease me, just like everyone else. My mind searched for any excuse to get myself out there, away from him.

      I’m going to sketch.

      I think I’ll just keep walking.

      I’m going to the front of the ship…

      Just as I opened my mouth to say something, Fox threw the compass on the map. It made a knocking noise against the wood table under it. I jumped.

      “Tell me, princess,” he said, putting his pencil down as well and running a hand through his hair. I felt hot and short next to him. “While I was off fighting in the Pirate Wars, what were you doing? Everyone knows Filia became a nurse. Your two younger sisters helped widows with children.” He raised an eyebrow. “But I never heard anything about you…”

      “I was busy.”

      I need to get away from him… I’d never told anyone what I really did all that time, afraid that if people found out, they’d reject me even more.

      “Busy doing what?”

      “I think I’m going to walk.” I took a breath and turned, but I hadn’t taken a step when Fox hurried next to me, arm extended. My heart skipped a beat. “What—”

      “I’ll walk with you.”

      “I… uh…”

      Fox wasn’t going to let me not finish my story. With great hesitation, I took his arm. He wasn’t wearing his coat, so I could feel the muscles under his thin white shirt. A black tattoo peeked out from under the sleeve of his wrist but I suddenly felt too nervous to ask or say anything. I swallowed hard and we slowly paced the ship.

      “So what were you doing during the Pirate Wars?” He looked down at me, and I blushed at how nice he smelled.

      I hate those smells.

      “I suppose I can tell you…” I wasn’t ever going back to Sunrise Kingdom, and what’s done was done so… I cleared my throat. “I went to schools in rural areas to teach.”

      Fox paused in our walk, his eyebrows raised. “Wait… really?”

      “Don’t act so surprised.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Yes, you are.” I frowned at him.

      “I just—” His voice trailed off and he recomposed himself. “I mean. What I heard is that you spent what money you could find on expensive fabrics. Not to mention many of your servants fled your service…”

      “Do you believe everything you hear?” I bit my lower lip, trying to decide how much I should tell Fox. He already thought so poorly of me, as exemplified by his shock.

      “I’ve met some of your former servants. They fled to Aqua Isle… The things they said about you—”

      “Alright, I get it.” I rubbed my forehead, though the place of the wound was still tender. Should I even tell him the truth about the servants?

      Too much information… I told myself I’d get to know him, but that didn’t mean we needed to be friends. I didn’t have to tell him everything, especially when he didn’t give me any information.

      Yet, there was something, deep in me, that longed to tell him… And I didn’t know why.

      “So… you were teaching?” Fox asked again, as if to confirm.

      “Yes. I went in disguise because I was afraid the education systems of our people were failing, especially in rural areas where the people already have so little.”

      “The people didn’t recognize you?”

      “In the rural areas, no. Only people in the capital really know who I am. As soon as I left the capital, people treated me normal.”

      “What do you mean, normal?”

      We reached the end of the ship and turned around. I felt self-conscious of my hand, like it was getting sweaty on his arm. But I took a slow breath, telling myself it didn’t matter. This was all business, and we had to get to know each other, at least a little.

      Doesn’t mean I have to trust him, I reminded myself.

      “People didn’t speak to me like…” I sighed. “Nevermind.”

      “Please finish.” Fox was looking at me in a way that made my stomach do somersaults.

      “Um. Just like… like I’m a waste of time.” I tucked back a piece of hair that had fallen from my messy bun. “Nobody in the capital likes me, let’s just put it that way.”

      “Why don’t they like you?”

      I shrugged. “It’s too much to explain.”

      The captain stopped and leaned one arm on the railing. “I’ve got all day, princess.”

      Biting my lower lip, I leaned over the railing too, avoiding looking at him. Should I tell him? I’d never told anyone the whole story, because everyone always had their own version of it.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter.” Fox scooted next to me, his arm touching mine. The contact shot a tingle up my arm, like I’d been shocked. “Come on. I’m listening, and I promise I won’t be surprised.” He winked. “I think nothing will ever surprise me more than seeing you attack pirates with a mop.”

      In spite of myself, I laughed, which made him smile. His smile was so…

      No. Don’t think it.

      I quickly cleared my throat and stared at the dark swirling water below. “Fine. I’ll tell you.” I nudged his arm. “But you must promise to tell no one.”

      “Promise.” The grin on his face made my heart feel all weird. “But you should know…” He tipped his head. “Pirates don’t really keep promises.”

      “Even ex-pirates?”

      “Once a pirate, always a pirate.”

      “Then I’m not going to tell you.” I looked out to sea. I had no reason to talk to him or share my story, so why did my heart keep aching for him to persist in asking questions?

      “Look, princess,” Fox nudged my arm and I considered moving away from him, but stayed put. “I won’t tell anyone unless it’s a life or death situation.”

      I rolled my eyes. “As if someone would threaten you for information about me.”

      He shrugged. “You never know.”

      “Fine.”

      Why share anything with him if he can’t keep a promise? My heart warred with itself, but the longing to be heard won.

      “When I was younger, I didn’t go to princess lessons like Filia.” I’d told him this before, when he tended to my wound. But I didn’t tell him the whole story. “My parents thought I was unimportant. I’m just a commodity to one day be sold off for wealth, alliance, land…” I gave Fox a look. “And that has happened.”

      For a moment he looked guilty, but before he could reply, I continued. “So I spent a lot of time with my brothers and cousins. Except… everyone was mean to me. I cried easily, and threw temper tantrums.” Shrugging, I added. “I probably just wanted attention. And it did earn me attention. I was the one who got pushed first. I was the one whose hair got smothered in sand every time we went to the beach. I was the one my brothers and cousins would push around.” I shuddered. “But one of my cousins was the worst. His name was Fetu. Everyone loved Fetu. I don’t know what he did to earn it, but every aunt and uncle doted on him. My parents saw him as one of their own sons.”

      The wind picked up, and the sails above us made flapping noises. I looked up, but Fox’s eyes never left me. I chewed the inside of my lip, thinking about all the times Fetu hurt me. “He would chase me with a knife and cut my hair. One time he thought it would be funny to hold me under the water.” I shuddered. “I was only nine, and I thought I would drown.”

      “That’s horrible.” Fox’s eyes were wide. “Why didn’t you tell your parents? Or an aunt or uncle?”

      “Because nobody believed me.” At this, I held back tears. I’d never told anyone this story before. “When I tried to tell them, they said I was just being a spoiled brat, and Fetu would never do anything like that.”

      “Heilani.” Fox turned, taking my arms so I faced him. “Where’s that imbecile? I will punch him so hard, he’ll never know what hit him. He can go straight to—”

      “Fox!” I stopped him. “Watch your mouth.” At first, I wanted to laugh, but then I shook my head. “He’s gone.”

      “Where? Did he run away? Coward.”

      “No.” I shrugged Fox’s hands off me and leaned on the railing again. “He was killed in the Pirate Wars.”

      “Oh.”

      “I couldn’t go to his funeral.” I quickly wiped my eyes before a tear escaped. “I couldn’t get myself to go. I thought I’d be happy he was gone, so he couldn’t ever bully me again but… I was angry. I was angry because everyone said I needed to go. They said I’d always been disrespectful of him, and that I should go to his funeral and honor him.” My fists clenched and I grit my teeth. “Honoring him was the last thing I wanted to do.” I put my head in my hands and stared at the horizon.

      “So that’s why everyone hates me. My aunts, uncles, grandparents, parents, cousins… everyone gossiped about how disrespectful I was. Rumors spread like fire and before I knew it, everyone in the capital called me the shark princess. Spoiled. Angry. Dishonorable.” I sighed. “My servants… they hated me from the beginning. My parents would never let me have servants from the rural parts—where nobody knew anything about me. My servants treated me poorly, and sometimes I just…” I blushed. “I lost it. You can only get pushed around for so long before snapping.”

      I wasn’t proud of the moments I got angry and yelled at my servants. I wished it had never happened, but there were moments I got so angry and tired of being pushed around.

      Silence stretched between us. The sound of the waves lapping against the ship filled the gap. I didn’t expect Fox to say anything, and I immediately regretted telling him the story. I shouldn’t have shared anything. I never shared anything, so what got into me?

      When I looked at Fox, he stared at me, his jaw clenched and his eyes a mixture of emotions: anger, surprise, sadness.

      “This doesn’t change anything,” I said, reminding both of us of our business-like relationship. Fox’s frown deepened, as though he was focused on anything but us.

      “Not even your parents cared to know the truth…” he muttered.

      “Anyway.” I patted Fox’s arm, hoping it was innocent and playful, but he caught my hand. For a moment he just stared at me.

      “You don’t have to say anything—” I shouldn’t have even said all that I did.

      He paused, considering my words, then tipped his head. “If anything, this explains your skills.” The mood changed from serious to playful, as I hoped it would. “We’ll see if you’re skilled enough to fight me though.”

      I pulled my hand away, confusion twisting my heart to pieces. Why did he grab my hand? And why did it feel so nice? “I’m sure I’ll win.”

      He laughed, then looked towards the helm. Elijah had returned to the wheel and was looking through a telescope.

      “You should get back,” I said. “Sorry for distracting you.”

      “Distracting?” Fox shook his head then leaned over the railing and smiled up at me. “Maybe just a little.”

      I tipped my head, excusing myself, but Fox grabbed my arm. “Wait, Heilani.”

      His hand on my wrist made my heart patter, like rain on a tin roof. “I truly am sorry your family treated you that way.”

      “It’s alright—”

      “It’s not. And I’m sorry I judged you too.”

      I gaped. Nobody had ever apologized to me before. I pulled my hand away, realizing it was the second time he’d touched my hand. When I couldn’t find words, Fox ran his fingers through his hair and took a step back.

      “Is there a story behind those fabrics then?” He winked. “I have a feeling you were doing something with those.”

      “I gave them to village chiefs of the most rural parts of Sunrise Kingdom. They would sell them to passing merchants at their ports.” The smile Fox gave me was everything, and the sparkle in his blue eyes made me want to melt into a puddle. “I never told anyone in my family, because they thought the rural parts were uneducated, too primitive.”

      Fox bowed. “It seems you are not only skilled with a mop—”

      “And a blade,” I corrected him, suppressing a laugh.

      He continued. “But my princess is also skilled at smuggling goods.” Fox took my hand—the third time. But this time he kissed it. “You would make a fine pirate.”

      I rolled my eyes as I turned and practically skipped to the front of the ship. As I sat and pulled out my notebook, I couldn’t keep from smiling. I shouldn’t have shared as much as I did, especially when Fox offered so little information about himself.

      But something in me began to shift. He was curious about me… had anyone been curious about me before? And even more significant, he called me something new today.

      My princess.
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      I’d been wrong before in my life, but I’d never been so wrong about someone, specifically, my own wife.

      Heilani.

      After she shared her story, I couldn’t help looking at her. And each time I spotted her, either strolling the ship or sitting at the front sketching, she would be watching me.

      I smiled, but she looked away in haste.

      When she started her story, I thought she might be lying. She was the shark princess, and the servants who fled her said terrible things about her. They would share how she screamed at them, gave them the most impossible tasks, and got angry when the tasks weren’t fulfilled.

      But the more I thought about it, the more I realized that those servants had a certain personality: entitled, loud, boastful. I listened to and believed their stories so quickly.

      And the way Heilani spoke… it was real. She admitted to getting angry, and she even teared up when she spoke about her frustration regarding Fetu’s funeral. But she was true.

      I’d never seen someone so vulnerable, so honest, especially to someone undeserving. Many people trusted me, and I turned on them, namely, the pirate lords.

      Don’t get close. But it was hard not to… Flirting came almost too naturally to me. I was so used to being charismatic to trick others and get what I wanted, that it scared me. Was I fooling Heilani? Was I even fooling myself? Because if I was, someone was bound to get hurt.

      And it’s not going to be me. Right. So we needed to keep this relationship shallow, or we’d be in big trouble.

      

      Heilani and Hans stood at the front of the ship, the young boy pointing things out to the princess. Seadog Port was wedged between all sorts of black rocks jutting from the ocean. The jungle-like mountains behind it were lush and green, reminding me of home. But we weren’t home… not yet. The crisp air made my nose pink and runny, and the overcast skies kept the sun out.

      Seagulls hovered in the air, gawking and making loud cawing noises. A salty, sticky smell wafted through the area as the breeze stopped beyond the black rocks.

      When we finally pulled into the dock, I left immediately. Philip was in charge, with instructions to prepare the ship to leave within the hour. I wanted to get to the island as soon as possible, because the sooner we finished this mission, the closer we were to Aqua Isle, where I’d tell Heilani the truth, and we could keep a healthy distance from each other.

      The hustle and bustle of the streets overwhelmed my senses. Body odor, alcohol, smoke, and fishy smells wafted through the air as people moved about. Young boys ran through the crowd, bumping into people and making trouble.

      If I became king, I would make sure ports like these were safer, well taken care of, and clean. It saddened me that there were homeless children here. They needed homes, and I wanted to do that… if I became king.

      I could do that without being king, I thought, but shook my head. Who would listen to me?

      I walked down a dark alleyway, where two women stood outside a door. They eyed me, their corsets too tight on their bodies, makeup plastered on their faces.

      “Ah, it’s the prince,” said one. I instinctively looked behind me, afraid that Heilani might have followed. But the alleyway was empty.

      “Is Salazar here?”

      “You need the passcode and payment, of course,” said one of the women, touching her fake mole.

      I pulled a heavy bag from my pocket and handed it to her. As she opened it, examining the jewels within, I said, “Take me to the moon, or the sun. But never to the bottom of the sea. I am afraid. Though I be a seafaring man, I do not want my bones to lie alone in the darkness.” I had come here many times before, as Salazar knew the ocean and its many legends like nobody else. The passcode was part of a poem.

      The woman nodded and opened the door. As I entered, it took my eyes a second to adjust. Salazar sat at the end of the room, his face withered, an eye missing. I tipped my head. “Hello, old friend. I have a question for you.”

      He laughed. “I know what you want. The answer is yes. She can get you to the island.”

      

      As I walked back to the ship, excitement building within at the information Salazar shared, a voice caught my attention.

      “Let go of me—”

      I whirled around. “Heilani?”

      She stood at the port, surrounded by three drunk men. One had grabbed her wrist, while another stroked her hair.

      “Get away from her!” In a few long strides, I was beside her, sword drawn.

      “Eh, we don’t want trouble,” said one of the drunk men. Another tried to pull out his sword, but was too inebriated to do so.

      “Come on.” I gently took Heilani’s arm. She practically ran to keep up with my long strides. “What were you doing?” I asked.

      “What were you doing?”

      “Getting the information, I told you.”

      “Are you sure you weren’t just…” She glared. “Flirting with other women?”

      “Flirting?”

      “I saw you. In the alleyway. You know,” she said, stopping before boarding the ship. “If you want to flirt and be with other women, why marry me?”

      I frowned, not caring that some of my sailors lingered around, eavesdropping. “I don’t want other women. Those women are trained killers. They guard Salazar’s home. Wait. Did you follow me?”

      “Of course I did.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Why can’t you just trust me?” At my words, the scowl she wore faltered, but only for a moment.

      She folded her arms. “I don’t trust anyone.”

      “Well you better start.” I didn’t feel like arguing with her, especially because I now knew I needed her. As we pulled out of Seadog port, Heilani avoided me.

      Much to my surprise, it filled me with disappointment. I thought we were starting to become friends. She shared so much with me.

      No. We can’t be friends. The reality of my situation sank in. I had decided not to get close to her… but was it possible I didn’t want to put on a mask anymore? I’d done it for so many years. Was I tired of it?

      The longer we avoided each other that day, the better.

      Except… it wasn’t better. She was in the wrong, accusing me of cheating on her. And it proved my point all over again: don’t get close.

      Right. I shouldn’t have cared so much when she shared her story. It was all just a part of her little scheme to get to me. But I wasn’t that easy to fool, or was I?
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      The confrontation before boarding the ship filled me with shame. I had followed Fox off the ship, and I peeked into the alleyway as he leaned in to whisper something to a woman.

      The women were shameless in their dress, and when he finished telling her, what I could only assume were his desires, she smiled and opened the door.

      Anger fumed within me, and I’d been so disgusted, I hadn’t noticed the drunken men following me. That’s when Fox saved me.

      So not only did he save me, but he was in the right. The women were keepers of Salazar and his knowledge.

      Which meant one thing.

      I have to apologize. But I was too proud, and I avoided him all day. I knew I’d have to talk to him that night. There was no way around it, and yet, as I climbed into the bed, I kept silent.

      Fox came inside the bedroom and went on the couch. It always looked too small and cramped for him, but he never complained, a fact which filled me with even more guilt.

      The fireplace crackled, though it sounded so much louder with the forced silence.

      Fox tossed one way. Then the other. I had heard him tossing and turning before, but nothing like tonight.

      Come on Heilani…

      I knew what I had to do, but I didn’t want to do it. It was embarrassing. I hardly apologized to anyone, as my “shark princess” identity was easier to follow.

      But did I want to be the shark princess? If I was a true shark princess, I would be full of grace, like real sharks, not the made-up biting, aggressive image that people had of sharks.

      I swallowed hard and climbed out of bed, wearing my thick white nightgown. My hair was in a loose braid to keep it from tangling during the night, and I slipped on my cozy woven slippers.

      As I approached the couch, I cleared my throat. “Fox?”

      He opened his eyes and sat up, leaning one elbow on his knee. “Can’t sleep?” he asked, though his tone sounded rather sharp.

      “I… I…” A blush made me feel hot all over. “I just want to say…”

      Fox raised an eyebrow and put both feet on the ground so I could sit on the couch with him. I did so, sitting on the very edge, as far away from him as I could.

      “About earlier. I just wanted to say…”

      The captain sat back. “Yes?”

      “It’s not easy for me to say, but…”

      “It’s not that hard,” Fox said, the corner of his lip turning up as he folded his arms. His biceps looked exceptional, but I would never admit it. I looked at the fireplace.

      “I’m sorry.” The words came out, barely a whisper.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m sorry.” I said it louder, my voice choked. “I’m sorry, alright? I made assumptions about you and I was wrong.” I stood. “Now good night.” Humiliation burned in my chest.

      “Wait, wait.” The feel of his fingers on my wrist made me whirl around, feeling dizzy. How many times would he reach for me?

      “It’s late—”

      “Thank you, Heilani.”

      I gaped.

      “Thank you for apologizing.” He smiled, and it was so easy and friendly, it could make any girl’s heart beat the way mine did.

      I nodded. “It really is late—”

      “Don’t you want to hear what Salazar said?” The boyish excitement in Fox’s voice made it sound like he’d been waiting all day to speak to me.

      I fought a grin as I sat on the couch again. “Yes. What did he say?”

      Fox pulled out the map, which had been sitting on the rug by the couch. It seemed as if he’d anticipated me talking to him at some point. After rolling the map out on the low table, Fox pointed to the jagged rocks surrounding the island.

      “My guess was right.”

      “What was your guess?”

      “That we’d have to swim. No boats can fit through here.” Fox pointed to the border of the map, which featured hammerhead shark paintings. I had admired them, but didn’t say something for fear the captain might say, like others, that my interest and research of sharks was a waste of time.

      “No doubt you noticed these, aye?”

      I bit my lower lip and nodded.

      “This island is surrounded by hundreds of hammerhead sharks.” Fox sat up and faced me. “Heilani, we can’t get to the island without you.”

      Realization began sinking in.

      Fox needs me… This quest needs me… I knew it since we spoke of it in the carriage, but the reality of it filled me with… excitement. Purpose.

      “I’ve never heard of anyone in all the Incandescent Kingdoms who has swum with sharks,” Fox said. “We can take a small crew—no more than six men—and swim to the island. Do you think you could guide us?” He shrugged. “Or teach us how to swim with the sharks?”

      “Of course.” I tried to hide my smile, but every part of me wanted to burst.

      “Great.” Fox relaxed a little. “I trust no one more than I trust you with this.”

      He trusts me? A sense of pride filled me.

      “Sharks aren’t out to hurt anyone,” I said. “They just can’t see well. They are predators so they will defend themselves if they feel threatened. But I can make sure everyone in the group knows what to do when a shark approaches.” I spoke so quickly without even realizing it. “I can even give tips on how to swim in a way that the sharks won’t even bat an eye.”

      Fox watched me, fascination in his eyes.

      How embarrassing. I was so excited, I spilled too much information.

      “I mean… if that’s what you want to know.” I tucked a piece of hair behind my ear.

      “Tell us everything,” he said. “Even what you shared just now… I didn’t know any of that.”

      I bit my lower lip.

      The captain continued. “I’m going to choose some of my best sailors, and we’ll swim to shore. We should arrive at the island in a day’s time, and will camp on the beach before searching for the enchantress.”

      I nodded. “That’s plenty of time to teach you and the others. And I’m coming with you, right?”

      “Of course you are.” He started rolling up the map. “You’re the most important person on the whole expedition. I wouldn’t get in the water without you.”

      “Hopefully the enchantress can swim.”

      “She can.”

      I eyed Fox. “How do you know?”

      “I met her.”

      For whatever reason, my stomach tightened. “You have?” Was she pretty? Did he like her?

      What if he’s just using me to get her?

      “She’s Lord Altun’s daughter, and I may have crossed paths with her when I was undercover.”

      “Oh.” I stood. “Well, I better get to sleep.” Disappointment panged my chest. Fox had specifically said we were rescuing the enchantress for the purpose of helping Jax get a kingdom. But… could there possibly be another reason?

      Fox is a stranger. The reality settled in once more.

      “I’m not interested in Altun’s daughter,” Fox said. He’d been watching me the whole time. “And just so you know, those women at the alley were Salazar’s daughters. But even so, I wouldn’t cheat on you, Heilani. I’m not like that.” His tone was so candid, I knew he wasn’t lying. “I mean. I may have had a… past… but now that I’m married I won’t do the things I used to do.”

      Heat rushed up my cheeks. “What did you…” I paused. Should I even ask?

      He sighed, answering my unfinished question. “Being an undercover pirate, I may have kissed a couple of girls in the past. Nothing more.”

      A combination of jealousy and anxiety beat in my chest.

      I shouldn’t feel this way. It was fine. It was all in the past. Yet… what if he did have feelings for any of those girls in his past?

      Why should I care? I shouldn’t care. We weren’t romantically involved anyways.

      I fidgeted with the sleeves of my nightgown. “It… It doesn’t matter. We’re not…” My voice trailed off and Fox blushed, picking up on my words.

      “Aye, we’re not…” He didn’t even finish the words.

      Yet his eyes burned with curiosity. “Did you ever kiss anyone, Heilani?”

      Blood rushed to my face as I looked away. “Oh… no. Fetu scared me too much, and after the funeral and all, nobody wanted to get near me.”

      “What about at balls and royal events?” Fox leaned forward, his toned arms on his knees. Through the thin nightshirt, his back muscles were also toned. Though I should have gone to bed, I sat at the edge of the couch again.

      “No… the other royals didn’t like me much. My reputation precedes me.”

      “Oh.”

      I licked my lips, my throat feeling parched just thinking about how afraid I’d been of men, all because of Fetu. “One time, Fetu hit me with a paddle—”

      “What?” Fox sat up, and his jaw dropped.

      “He hit me in the back and thought it was funny. My brothers didn’t even defend me.”

      “Iosefa and Malosi?” The captain looked like he couldn’t believe it.

      “I didn’t blame them. Fetu was intimidating, and they probably wanted to be on his good side.” My fingers continued to fidget with the sleeve. “My parents seemed to love Fetu more than my brothers too, so… perhaps they wanted to earn my parent’s affection by following Fetu.”

      “They’re your brothers.” Fox’s voice rose, and I’d never seen him so… concerned… for me. Well, not since the pirate attack when he panicked as he tried to reach me.

      “I know, but… it’s complicated.” I shook my head. “Anyway, Fetu hit me with a paddle and it hurt so bad, I thought he broke my back. Luckily it was only bruised and tender for a few days. I was only twelve, but it terrified me. And I thought that if Fetu was like this, and not even my brothers or my own father would step in to defend me, then perhaps all men were like Fetu.”

      I didn’t finish the explanation of the story, because it sat in the air: I was afraid to get too close to men because of Fetu. Sure, I had checked out and admired some of the princes at balls and other events, but I was too afraid to even think of kissing them, let alone touch them. Dancing at balls had been excruciating and it took all my strength to not turn pale as a ghost each time a prince put his hand on my waist to dance.

      Fox raised an eyebrow. “When you said goodbye to your family…”

      I nodded, not wanting him to say the words aloud. I had a hard time even touching my own family members.

      “I’m so sorry Heilani.” The captain rubbed his face. “All that you’ve been through.” His fists clenched and he looked at the fire. “If Fetu were alive, I’d punch him right in the gut, the filthy son of a—”

      “Fox!” I gasped. “Language!”

      “I was going to say ‘barnacle.’”

      “No, you weren’t.”

      Fox held back a smile. “How do you know?”

      “I—” I hesitated. Did I dare let myself show a sense of humor? I folded my arms. “I could just tell.”

      The captain now grinned, looking away and back to me in almost a… flirty way. “So now you’re reading me?”

      “I am not—” My words came out shallow and panicked.

      “I admit you were right. I wasn’t going to say barnacle.”

      “You really ought to watch your language.”

      “Trust me, I’ve kept my sailor’s mouth at bay around you, princess.”

      “You kiss your mother with that mouth?” A laugh escaped me. It was quite amusing that he cared so much about me. The fact my life stories could evoke such strong emotion in the captain made my heart lighten a little. He stared at me, and self-consciousness flooded my senses. I moved my braid to the front of my body and played with it, too afraid to meet his eyes.

      After a moment, the captain took a small breath. “Actually, my mother is also dead.”

      “Your sister and your mother?” I gaped, embarrassed I’d even said the joke. “Fox, I’m so, so sorry. I had no idea.”

      “It’s alright. She’s probably turning in her grave at the language I’ve used.” Fox smiled. “But now I have a wife to remind me to be proper.”

      “That’s not all a wife is for.” I rolled my eyes, realizing I didn’t want to explore this topic of a wife’s duties. Because, surely, married couples had more obligations and duties beyond helping each other in propriety and careers. “Do you have other family members?” I asked in haste, scooting back into the couch to get a little more comfortable. I had planned on going straight to bed after he told me about Salazar, but something kept me rooted in place.

      “I do. I have two older brothers.”

      “Where are they? And your father?”

      “My father and oldest brother are in Alpenglow, but the next oldest brother, Wolf…” Fox shook his head. “He went missing after the Pirate Wars.”

      “Missing?”

      “I searched everywhere for him, but he just disappeared. We can only assume he’s dead too.”

      My heart ached for Fox. I’d been opposed to learning about him, but now that he shared about his family, I realized he had suffered so much loss.

      “My father is in Alpenglow too. He is a good man. Strict. But good.”

      “And your brother’s name is Wolf?”

      “The one that went missing, aye. And my oldest brother we jokingly call Bear.”

      I smiled. “So what are your real names?”

      The captain winked. “We don’t really share them.”

      “Not even to your wife?” I crossed my legs and placed my hands on my knees, looking innocent.

      Fox ran his fingers through his hair as he smiled at me. “One day you’ll learn my real name, princess.”

      Again, I had to look away, excitement making me want to curl my toes and smile girlishly. “Very well. I will just call you Fox for now.”

      Though the room was dark, with only the light of the fireplace, it felt different. Perhaps it was because something felt different between Fox and me.

      “Did your sister have a nickname?” I asked, knowing it was getting late, but somehow wanting to continue the conversation.

      “She did. It was Robin.” He made a motion with his hand, as if mimicking long hair. “She had really red hair.”

      “That’s so lovely.” I couldn’t help staring at him, though I needed to stop. “You really cared about her, didn’t you?”

      He nodded, the shadows of the fireplace dancing on his face. “She drowned in the lake. She was too young.”

      “How old?”

      “Eight.”

      My heart might have stopped. I couldn’t imagine losing Atamai or Luni, especially at such a young age.

      “How old were you?”

      “Sixteen.”

      “I’m so sorry, Fox. That’s devastating.”

      “It was. She somehow slipped away from the fall festivities. We found her body when it was too late.”

      The more he shared, the more it broke my heart.

      “My mother died two years later. She had the Crimson Cough and her body was found in the apple orchard near our home. She had been severely sick but said that fresh air would do her well. The cold was probably too much for her, and…” He shook his head. “Wolf has been missing for over a year. I can’t believe the Pirate Wars have been over for more than a year.”

      I wanted to do something, anything, to comfort Fox. The torment and sadness in his eyes were too much to handle. Without thinking about it, I touched his arm. “I’m truly sorry.”

      He didn’t even flinch at my touch. If anything, his shoulders relaxed a little. “Take me to the moon, or the sun,” he said, reciting something softly. “But never to the bottom of the sea. I am afraid. Though I be a seafaring man, I do not want my bones to lie alone in the darkness.”

      What did it mean? The captain looked at me. “Salazar is the most experienced sailor I’ve ever met. His knowledge of the sea and its secret places is incomparable. But even he doesn’t want his bones at the bottom of the sea…” His jaw tightened. “I used to think I wanted to die at sea. But I don’t want to die alone. My sister was alone. My mother was alone. And Wolf was probably alone…”

      All I could do was stare. What was he saying?

      He smiled, though it was sad. “Hey, it’s getting late.”

      “Right.” I pulled my hand away, nervousness making my fingers tingle. As I stood, I knew I should say something, anything. He had shared about his past and opened up. “Where did that poem come from?”

      Fox winked. “I wrote it during the Pirate Wars. I was going to toss my notebook into the sea, but Salazar kept it. The poem resonated with him, and he uses it as his passcode now.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “Thanks.”

      We stared at each other, a strange aching stretching between us. “Well, good night.” I tipped my head and hurried to the bed. As I crawled in, all I could think about was the well of emotions building up within.

      Fox has had such a hard life… The deaths of loved ones, fighting in wars, going undercover for who knew how long, and now living alone at sea. I thought he was unfeeling, selfish, with ulterior motives… but could I be wrong?

      Was he truly afraid of being alone?

      He isn’t alone. I tried to close my eyes, but all I could see was his face, the sadness, the aching, the loneliness in it.

      I’m here with him now. Yes, I was his wife. But was it possible the aching I felt within meant I wanted more? And if I wanted more than just our business-like relationship, did that mean I’d have to trust him?

      No, no, no… I fought the feelings within. I couldn’t possibly have started to find Fox interesting, could I? But the more I fought, the more it seemed I was falling… and that was something I just couldn’t afford to do, not when I was at risk of hurting from the disappointment that the captain saw us as a business deal.

      Or… was it possible things were changing for him too?
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      The air grew colder, and fog settled around the ship. I leaned on the railing, staring at the dark, murky water, so different from the crystal blue seas of Sunrise Kingdom, and different from the emerald teal seas of Aqua Isle.

      I couldn’t help turning to see Heilani also looking over the railing.

      Since our talk, we kept aloof from each other again. Yet all I wanted to do was be by her, talk to her, just do anything with her. Instead, I stuck to my duties, continued to keep my men in order, and prepared supplies for the trip to the island.

      It had been fun watching Heilani teach me and the men about shark behaviors. She went over what to do when a shark approached, and also what not to do, like wearing certain colors, splashing, and so forth.

      We had a few more hours before I fully expected to see the dark island in the distance.

      But even as I looked ahead, my eyes moved of their own accord to Heilani. She continued to stare at the water, her hair pulled back in a low bun. I’d never wanted to get close to anyone, not after losing so many people in my life.

      But, for the first time in a long time, I felt something. And I knew it was because of her.

      She seemed deflated when she found out I had kissed other girls, and she especially seemed wary that I once knew the enchantress. After the discussion, my only desire was to prove to Heilani that I would be faithful to her.

      And that was scary. Why did I feel such a burning passion to prove myself?

      Especially when I have no plans to get close to her…

      Except I knew that was changing too. When she touched my arm, it took all self-control to not take her hand and hold it. Even now, I resisted the urge to walk next to her.

      She looked up at me and when our eyes met, a smile crept across her lips before she turned and began strolling to the front of the ship. I watched her, knowing I should do some navigating calculations with Elijah, but she was proving distracting.

      Sometimes she went below deck to help Tokoni prepare meals, but for the most part she stayed above deck.

      “Sir?”

      I turned to see Elijah, Caxton, and Tokoni standing at the helm.

      “Gentlemen.”

      Caxton, with his lot of dreads, one of my most experienced ex-pirates, spoke first. “Sir, we were wondering if we should leave our pistols and guns on the ship. They might get wet while swimming.”

      “Even when packed up?” We had packed bundles of supplies and food, and I’d hoped to at least carry a few pistols.

      “The bags are a little worn out and no longer water-tight,” the sailor said.

      “And that’s my problem too,” Tokoni added. “The princess said not to pack fish, but anything else—besides fruits and vegetables—will get soggy in the bags.”

      “So I propose that, once on the island, we forage for food,” said Elijah.

      I nodded. “That would be good.”

      Sometimes little things like this wore me out. I liked being a captain, but the minute details of everything could get boring. Fast.

      “Captain! Captain!” Hans waved his hands in the air as he ran to me. “Man overboard!”

      “What?”

      The boy was frantic. “I mean, woman overboard!”

      “All hands!” I called orders without even hearing them, running as fast as I could to the edge of the boat. I threw off my coat and dove in as soon as I spotted her. The icy water greeted me. It was so cold, it felt like someone slapped me across the face. Pins and needles pricked across my skin.

      We’d have to be prepared to swim in this to the island, but I hoped Heilani wouldn’t freeze in it.

      If she didn’t drown or get left behind just now…

      What in the blazes is she doing this time?

      Someone rang the ship’s bell while the men ran around, turning the ship around. Hans dove in after me, and I couldn’t be mad at him.

      “She was going after a shark caught in a fishing net!” he said as he panted to keep up with me.

      It didn’t take me long to reach Heilani, but before I could get close to her, she screamed. “Fox, stop! Don’t come any closer!”

      “What in the world—”

      “Just give me a minute,” she said, calm, yet rushed.

      “Shark!” Hans, swimming behind me, panicked. Then I saw it. Not far from Heilani was a fin sticking out of the water. There was a lot of thrashing and moving too.

      “It’s stuck in a net, but if I can just get a little closer—” Heilani disappeared under the murky, dark water.

      “Heilani!” I didn’t care about her passion for sharks at the moment. She was being reckless.

      The thrashing and splashing stopped, but Heilani didn’t surface.

      My heart hammered in my ears like the pounding of a drum. “Heilani!” I swam to the spot she’d disappeared, moving my hands around, trying to find her.

      The fin cut through the water, swimming away, and vanishing under the water’s surface.

      “That was huge!” Han’s voice was getting farther from me, meaning we were getting pulled by the current.

      “Hans get a rope from the ship!” I called back, but all I could think was that Heilani was still gone. Missing. I dove under the water and opened my eyes, but everything was black.

      Blast these waters.

      After I surfaced, the panic escalated. “Heilani!”

      Did she drown? Did the shark drag her away?

      Blast her compassion.

      For a few painstaking moments, the only noise being my own breathing and splashing of water, I searched for her. Suddenly, her dark hair surfaced a ways from me. She took a deep breath of air, but didn’t have much time to keep breathing, because I pulled her into my arms.

      “Heilani!” For a moment, I had no words. Then they all poured out. “You could’ve been left behind! You can’t just jump off the ship—”

      Heilani’s lips quivered. “I couldn’t just let it suffer like that. He could’ve died.” She didn’t push me away, but took my arm. “It would have been a long, painful death of starvation.”

      “Then we should have shot it out of its misery—”

      “Fox!” Now she pushed me away.

      “Captain!” Hans came swimming towards us, rope in hand. The ship was coming closer, and I could see the men on board waiting for us to take the rope.

      “Thanks, lad.” A mixture of anger and relief swarmed through me. I wrapped my arm around Heilani’s waist, and this time she seemed too tired and cold to resist. I wanted to say something, to tell her how ridiculous she was, but no words came.

      She’s safe. I thought of how frantic I’d felt as she was under the water. What if… what if she did die?

      No. She didn’t die. She’s here. My hold on her tightened, and she drew closer to me, as if sensing my thoughts.

      “Please don’t do this again,” I said as I took hold of the rope.

      She nodded weakly.

      “You don’t look so good, your highness,” Hans said. She didn’t. Her brown skin turned pale, and her lips grew darker by the minute. I held her in my arms as the men pulled us onto the ship.

      Once on board, I gave Philip charge again.

      “The island is in sight,” he said. “Are we going to postpone the journey?”

      “Aye. Drop the anchor. It’s getting dark and we don’t want to hit one of the rocks. We’ll continue tomorrow.”

      A wave of disappointment covered the men. They were always eager to land and explore a new place. But there was no way we could swim now, not with Heilani nearly freezing to death.

      “We were so close to the island,” muttered a sailor before returning to his work.

      I carried Heilani into the bedroom and set her in front of the fireplace. Her teeth chattered and she hugged her arms.

      “Here.” I handed her a towel, which she took with shaky hands.

      “The shark needed help, Fox…”

      “I know.” I took off my shirt, knowing that we both needed to dry off and get warmed up. “You don’t need to defend yourself, Heilani. I know you were trying to be helpful.”

      “And I was. That shark is free now. And it’s not that bad we’re a little behind schedule.”

      “The men are upset because they were eager to get on shore today. It’s always exciting to explore a new island, as well as camp on the beach.”

      She looked down, guilty. “I didn’t know it would take time to turn the boat around—”

      “If the boat even turned around. You could’ve been left behind if Hans didn’t see you go overboard.”

      Heilani avoided eye contact, like a child getting scolded.

      “The men will be fine,” I said after a pause. The postponement of our trip was the last thing I was worried about. “Come on, Heilani. Do you want to get sick?” I approached her and began stripping the woven ta’ovala off her waist.

      She blushed and stood. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Then hurry.” I went into the washroom and changed into dry clothes, and when I came back out, she had on her nightgown. Her fingers shook as she dried her hair.

      After adding wood to the fireplace, I stood and pulled Heilani into my arms. She gasped and tried to step back.

      “You’re going to freeze if you don’t get warmed up,” I warned her.

      Her whole body shook uncontrollably, her teeth chattering against each other. After a moment, she stopped resisting and rested her head on my chest.

      “Thank you, Fox…”

      There were a million things I wanted to say, but I just held her a little closer.

      “I’ve never seen a great white shark,” she said after her teeth stopped chattering. “I’ll always remember this experience.”

      “There are lots of great white sharks around Aqua Isle.”

      “There are?”

      I looked down at her and nodded. “And don’t worry. The water is much warmer at Aqua Isle.”

      A giggle escaped her and she blushed, hurrying to bury her head in my chest again.

      I had to avert my gaze. Her hands were wedged against my chest, and she played with the stone necklace.

      “Can you just promise me you won’t do that again?” I asked. “You could’ve been left behind, Heilani…” A lump formed in my throat.

      “I promise.”

      We stood in silence. The cracking noises from the fireplace replaced the pounding in my head and the chattering of my teeth.

      “Do you miss Alpenglow?” she asked, breaking the quiet and changing the topic. I was glad she asked about something, anything. Because the quiet was killing me and making me realize how nice it was to stand so close like this, to have her in my arms.

      “Sometimes. It’s truly beautiful—the mountains are breathtaking. The pine trees… when it snows in the winter, the pine trees are just…” I sighed. “It’s magical. Don’t even get me started on the autumn season.”

      “Do you think we’ll ever go to Alpenglow?”

      “We can if you want.”

      I smiled at her as she looked up at me, her eyes sparkling.

      “We can go anywhere you want,” I said, not believing I was saying these words. “Do you miss Sunrise?” I asked, keeping the conversation going.

      “Not really.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I didn’t push the conversation, but instead, started to slowly rub her back. Was it bad that I enjoyed this so much?

      Yes, it’s very bad. I’d never… touched Heilani before. Sure I would reach for her hand. And there was the one time I kissed her hand, but I’d never touched any other part of her. In fact, we’d never been this close before.

      As my hand moved to the crook of her back, she took a sharp breath and stepped back. “I’m sorry for inconveniencing the trip…”

      My shoulders tightened, aching for more…

      Don’t think like that.

      She’s so beautiful.

      My thoughts warred with each other.

      “And I promise I won’t do that again,” she said.

      Just one more touch… I tucked a piece of hair behind her ear, staring into her brown eyes. “If you’re going to save a shark, at least let me know next time.” I winked and, for a moment, her eyes dove to my lips.

      I looked at hers, wondering what it would feel like to kiss her. It was such a surprising thought, I cleared my throat and turned my attention to the fireplace.

      “I need to get back on deck.”

      “Right.” She hugged her arms. “And I better put some proper clothing on.”

      I suddenly felt hot just thinking about what she said. “Right.” I quickly bowed and left the room before my emotions got the best of me.

      Don’t get too close… The words echoed in my head, but the more I tried to think about keeping a distance, the more I didn’t want to.

      If I could hold her in my arms again, I would be the happiest man alive… And that should feel so wrong, but it didn’t…
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      The long, black rocks jutted out of the water ahead of us, and the five sailors Fox chose to go on the journey stood on the decks, preparing our supplies for the journey.

      “How long do you think we’ll have to swim?” Hans asked as we stood at the front of the ship. The young boy and I had become friends since the pirate attack, probably because we fought together. He kept an eye out for me, and I kept an eye out for him.

      Hans reminded me of the students I taught in the rural parts of Sunrise Kingdom. I missed them, and I hoped they were doing well. It hurt my heart that my parents thought so low of certain “lesser” tribes around the island. Sometimes I taught Hans new things, like helping improve his handwriting. He was a bright kid, and I knew he was learning many life and sailing skills under Fox’s leadership. But there were still a few gaps in his knowledge, and when he had breaks during the day, I’d teach him different things about history and geography.

      “I hope we don’t have to swim too long,” I said. “This water is like ice.”

      Hans shuddered. “Took me all night to finally warm up.”

      I was glad Fox chose him to come with us on the journey because it was nice to talk to someone…

      Anyone besides Fox.

      The previous day, when the captain held me in his arms, things changed between us. It was terrifying and exhilarating all at the same time. The moment I looked at his lips, I knew something was definitely different. Something was budding within me, and I had to keep fighting it.

      We’re not friends. Or anything more than friends…

      Just focus on the mission, I reminded myself. This is all business. Right. People who did business together sometimes learned things about each other, and it didn’t have to mean anything.

      Besides, I was afraid of what would happen after this expedition. What would Fox do with me then? Would he have any use for me?

      “Heilani, Hans.” Fox called us over to join the others. I wore the same sailor’s outfit I’d stolen from Fox during the pirate attack. None of my dresses would work on this expedition. “We’re ready,” he said.

      Already some of the sailors climbed the ladder into the water. Elijah, the oldest man on the ship, was coming with us while Philip, the first mate, stayed behind.

      “Remember, no splashing,” I said, hurrying to join the sailors. I wanted to make sure I was in the water at all times, to keep an eye on the sharks.

      There were plenty of hammerhead sharks, so much that they swam around the men as they entered the waters. The sailors looked at me, nervousness in their eyes.

      “It’s alright.” My bare feet entered the water and the iciness enveloped me. Already, I began to shiver.

      “Let’s swim fast, but no splashing,” Fox said, climbing into the water after me.

      “Stick together,” I reminded the men. “Remember it makes us look larger. Hans—” I took the boy's hand. “Stay in the center of the group.”

      “Yes, your highness.” Nothing I said or did would make the boy stop calling me “highness.” I was not a princess anymore, yet he still used my title.

      Fox does too.

      I ignored the thought. Fox was a flirt. Even now he looked at me and winked, causing my heart to patter... and not from the cold.

      One of the sailors let out a quiet scream. “Heilani, one’s coming towards me.”

      I moved quickly, pushing the sailor behind me, sinking into the water,  and facing the approaching shark. The hammerheads were quite beautiful. They moved fast, and many of them came close to us, but they always turned another way before I could deter them.

      “They’re just curious,” I said, after surfacing.

      “Keep moving.” Fox took charge, and before we knew it, we swam toward shore, using our hands to avoid the many black rocks jutting out of the water. Some parts were so narrow, our floating bags barely fit through.

      “Makes you wonder how Altun even got the enchantress here,” said Caxton, his dreads floating behind him.

      “Remember, Altun didn’t have magic,” said Elijah.

      “That’s my point. And were they not afraid of the sharks?”

      “Perhaps Altun had someone like Heilani,” the old man said, glancing back at me. A fin cut through the water towards us, and I prepared to deter it. But the shark turned away.

      “Or perhaps the enchantress used her magic,” Fox offered.

      “Aye, you knew her, didn’t you?” Elijah asked.

      “Aye. She had a knowledge of potions and such. We’ll have to ask her how they brought her here.”

      “The rumor I heard is that Altun dumped her in the water here,” said Caxton. “But her magic was so dark and wicked, the sharks avoided her. Didn’t like her energy I suppose.”

      Silence ensued, as many of us were shivering so severely, our teeth wouldn’t stop chattering. Fog filled the air, making it impossible to tell if we were close to the island.

      The icy water continued to swirl around, with fins occasionally cutting through the surface, circling us.

      Finally, Fox and a few of the other sailors let out a cheer as their feet touched the gray-black sand.

      “We made it! Everyone out!” Fox helped the sailors, and then he reached his hand to me. I took it, and despite the cold, felt warm inside. The captain gave orders right away. Some of the sailors set up camp while others foraged for food.

      “There’s only one dry towel. The rest are soaked,” Hans said, pulling things out of the large bags.

      “Here, take it.” Fox handed it to me, but I stepped back, shivering.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Really.” He wrapped it around my shoulders, and it offered a little warmth. The air was cold and heavy with humidity, but luckily there was no wind to make it worse. My hair was pulled back into a tight bun, so that wet hair wouldn’t drip down my back. But it left my ears exposed, and every part of me began to feel frozen.

      I helped Hans start the campfires, and some of the sailors returned with fish and berries, but the skies were heavy with clouds, so the day seemed to turn dark too early.

      The whole crew ate around the fire, trying to dry ourselves off at the same time. We spoke little, until Elijah started sharing some tales of the sea and the wars. I’d listened to my brothers, cousins, and uncles talk about their experiences in the Pirate Wars, but Elijah truly had a way with words. He spoke of the inexperienced men he trained, the undercover expeditions he carried out for Prince Jax, and so forth.

      The whole time I sat next to Fox, our arms touching. We’d finally dried off, yet a cold fog settled around us, making it impossible to see beyond our little campfire.

      “Captain,” Elijah said after he finished one of his stories. “Let’s hear a story from you. How about something that has to do with Altun? We are here to rescue his daughter, after all.”

      I glanced at Fox. He’d been staring at the fire the whole time, completely quiet. There was a hint of pain in his eyes, and I wondered if Elijah’s stories brought up old trauma. Many of my family members who served in the wars weren’t the same when they returned from war. Little things would set them off. My own brothers weren’t the same either. They used to laugh, tease, make jokes, and pull pranks. But after the Pirate Wars, they were almost always quiet, and they had that same hint of pain in their eyes, just like Fox.

      I’d never sympathized with my brothers, but seeing the sadness and hurt in Fox’s expression made me feel a little… guilty. I was constantly mad at my brothers, and especially Iosefa since he married me off.

      But now I began to think… maybe I was wrong about them. Maybe I didn’t truly understand the stress and trauma they experienced.

      “Altun has been called an illusionist,” Fox finally said, leaning forward on his knees. I tried not to stare at how nice his back looked, and, instead, focused on the fire. The light from the flames danced on the faces of all the sailors in the circle. One sailor stood off to the side, keeping watch. Hans leaned in, and it took me a moment to realize he always leaned in, intrigued, whenever Fox spoke. The boy truly looked up to the captain.

      “It took Prince Jax a while to gain Altun’s trust,” Fox said. “Altun had heard there was a traitor in the midst of the pirate lords, but he never suspected the prince.” He shrugged. “I suppose the prince had a similar personality to Altun: charismatic, a people pleaser, with a good sense of humor.”

      “Aye, Altun liked to laugh,” said Caxton. Fox told me Caxton used to be one of Altun’s pirates, but Caxton had turned his life around. His locs hung down his back, and his facial hair looked scruffy, giving him an intimidating appearance. What would it have been like to be a pirate under the most dangerous pirate lord of all time?

      “Altun was a terrorist. He would… you know.” Fox’s voice trailed off a moment, and he didn’t need to finish listing Altun’s crimes. The man would attack any sea vessel it came upon. He and his pirates would raid the ships, take people, supplies, and treasures,  and, sometimes, burn the ships, leaving people stranded in the middle of the sea. Altun pillaged ports and coastal villages. He had secret hideouts throughout the Crystal seas, but nobody knew where they were. He’d kidnap men, women, and children to work as slaves. All in all, he was a horrible man.

      The day he hung at Alpenglow Kingdom marked the end of the Pirate Wars.

      “We were sailing towards Sunrise Kingdom,” Fox said. “The prince made sure his brothers were prepared for battle at the port. Along the way, Altun’s fleet gathered and it seemed to get larger and larger. I’d say there were at least fifty ships. On one of the ships was his daughter, Lavender.”

      Hearing Fox say her name sent a pang of jealousy through me.

      It’s fine, I told myself. He was allowed to know other women.

      “I’d never met her up until that point. She’d been hidden for a long time—for reasons I never knew. But as we sailed to Alpenglow, she was brought onto her father’s ship. Many of the men pined after her, but nobody dared touch the captain’s daughter.”

      At first, I wondered if Fox was one of the men pining after her, but his expression was serious as ever. Did he feel bad for her? A string of pity made me feel sorry for Lavender, the daughter of a pirate lord. What would that kind of life look like? Was she constantly in danger from the men around her? I shuddered.

      “The rumor was that she could wield magic, that she was an enchantress, like her mother. Nobody believed it—she seemed too small and fragile to have such power.” Fox shook his head. “As Alpenglow Kingdom came into view, though… that’s when we realized that maybe there was something more to Lavender.”

      Goosebumps ran up my arms.

      “The captain distributed some potion she made, and, since I was undercover with Jax, I had to drink it.”

      A chill went down my spine. What sorts of things did Fox do while undercover? He said he kissed a few girls before… but was that possibly part of his facade? It dawned on me how similar Fox was to Prince Jax. Why didn’t Fox get any more accolades for going undercover?

      Or maybe he did… Being Prince Jax’s most esteemed captain was an honor in itself. The prince even gave Fox his favorite boat.

      The captain continued. “The potions were made from some plant on an unmarked island. It gave the men extra strength. It also made it possible for the men to heal quickly should they get wounded.”

      A cricket began chirping in the background, and Fox paused, listening to it. The waves broke along the shoreline, and the salty smell of the sea filled the air.

      “My brothers were ready for Altun, but nothing prepared them for the zombie-like pirates they fought. When wounded, the pirates didn’t fall or recoil like a normal person would. Instead, they seemed to gain more energy. It was the bloodiest battle I’d ever been in and the last.”

      “Aye, the last,” Elijah said, remembering. The other sailors nodded in agreement, and Hans only looked as terrified as I felt.

      “Altun got away with his daughter. We tracked them down and found him in one of his hideouts. Lavender was nowhere to be found.”

      “Until you got the map?” I asked.

      “Aye. We found the map in Altun’s chest pocket. He tried to burn it before being hanged, but we got it first.”

      I bit my lower lip, thinking about it all… Altun truly was an evil person. He deserved to be hanged for all the deaths he caused—for all the people he kidnapped and forced into slavery, for all his cruelty and the life he forced on his daughter.

      “Perhaps he thought hiding his daughter would make it impossible for anyone to use her, besides himself,” Fox said. “The rumor is that she did curse him though, so that he became more and more evil in his deeds.”

      “It’s a rumor or it’s true?” I asked.

      Fox shrugged. “Nobody knows.”

      “What if she’s dangerous?” Hans piped up. “The enchantress, I mean… what if she does something to us? Curses us?”

      “Aye,” said a few other sailors, obviously spooked by the story.

      “She’s not dangerous,” Fox said, and the same green envy flooded through me. “I knew her, and I believe her father just used her.”

      How well did he know her? I hated how jealous I felt. I shouldn’t have felt that way at all… Fox could do what he wanted. But that did nothing to change the anxiety in my heart.

      “That’s enough boys,” Fox said, standing. “It’s late, and we have an early start tomorrow.”

      The rest mumbled in agreement, though the story left many of us feeling antsy and nervous. Hans, especially, kept looking around like something or someone might jump out of the fog at any moment.

      Fox gave orders, and the men moved in haste to prepare to sleep. The night shifts were arranged, and, in a few moments, there was another campfire with a tent set up.

      “That’s for you,” Fox said. “You shouldn’t have to sleep around the campfire with the men.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “But I won’t.” He gave me a look. “I do trust my men but… I’d feel more comfortable if you were separated from them.”

      I looked into the little tent, finding a comfortable bed and blankets. Did Fox make his men bring these in the floating backpacks? At first, guilt hung on my shoulders, but it was followed by a fluttering in my stomach. Did Fox bring these… for me? It was quite…thoughtful.

      “Where will you sleep?” I asked. The bed could easily fit us both, but I knew I wasn’t prepared for that, especially not after what happened the previous day. My cheeks warmed just thinking about the way Fox held me, the way he looked at my lips…

      “I’ll sleep right here.” He sat at the door of the tent and looked up at the stars. “But if you don’t mind, I think I’m going to take a little walk.”

      “Can I join you?” The words came out on their own and I blushed furiously. Where did that come from? I shouldn’t want to do anything with Fox…

      “Of course.” His smile was easy as he stood and offered his arm. I realized he’d taken off his shoes, and I took mine off too, loving the way the soft sand felt beneath. It reminded me so much of Sunrise Kingdom, a wave of homesickness came over me.

      How long had we been at sea? Did my family miss me?

      Why would I ask such a question? Because, if I was honest with myself, I did miss them. I missed my sisters, my brothers, our kingdom… The previous day I told Fox I didn’t miss Sunrise but I would probably always get waves of homesickness like this. Maybe it’d go away, eventually.

      “What are you thinking about?” Fox asked.

      “Oh.” My breath hooked, as I searched for some other topic. “The sand feels so nice.”

      He studied me, and in the light of the moon, I could tell he wasn’t convinced. I bit my lower lip, trying to find something else to say, to ask.

      “Something’s bothering you,” he said, his voice low. “Did one of the sailors say or do something—”

      “No, no. Not at all. I was just thinking about Sunrise Kingdom. That’s all.”

      “And?”

      “And?” I looked up at him, startled at the strange emotions that made my knees weak. He looked exceptional, his hair tousled from a long day of swimming and setting up camp. A small amount of scruff covered his chin and cheeks, but it only made him look more… handsome.

      My fingers loosened on his arm, as I tried to convince myself that wasn’t the case.

      “And what were you thinking about Sunrise Kingdom?”

      I sighed, focusing on my feet and the way the soft sand felt under them. “My siblings. Family.”

      “You miss them?”

      I nodded, still staring at the ground. Water washed up to our feet, and Fox led us away from the shore. He sat and patted the spot next to him, inviting me to join him. I did so, and our arms brushed against each other again. My heart started pounding in my chest.

      We’re alone… I stole a look at him, finding him leaning over his knees. He gazed at the starry sky.

      “I’m sorry I took you from your family,” he finally said.

      My jaw dropped. “No, it’s not like that—”

      “But it is.” He met my eyes. “I know you’ve said before that you’re not close to your siblings, and that they don’t like you but… I can tell they mean a lot to you. Even though your relationships aren’t perfect, they’re still your family.”

      A lump formed in my throat. “I suppose.”

      “I’m sure they care about you very much,” Fox said. “Maybe they weren’t good at showing it, but sometimes family is just complicated.”

      “Your family doesn’t seem complicated.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe we look perfect on the outside. But we’ve got our problems too.” His fists clenched for a moment. “My family has had a feud with another family for generations.”

      “Really?”

      The captain nodded. “There have been multiple assassination attempts on my brothers and father.”

      I sat up. “It’s that bad? Usually, royal families are the ones who have that threat.” A thought began to enter my mind. Was Fox’s family from the rich upper class of Alpenglow?

      “Aye.” Fox offered no explanation, but moved on. “Anyway, those kinds of things brought my family closer together. That, plus the death of my little sister. We try to look out for each other a little more now.”

      My heart ached for the loss of Fox’s sister.

      “I don’t feel close to my family most of the time,” I admitted then motioned with my hand to the stars. “But when I come out in nature, I feel closer to them, especially my ancestors. Like now. Seeing the stars always reminds me of my wayfinding ancestors.”

      “Ah, wayfinders.” Fox nodded. “Such a fascinating skill. I’ve always been intrigued by your people’s ability to find their way using the stars. That is a navigating skill I would love to learn one day.”

      I couldn’t help smiling. “Yes, my ancestors were voyagers. My people don’t use wayfinding techniques nowadays, but sometimes when I feel lost, I think about how my ancestors found their way using only the stars.” I looked up. “If they could find their way, I can find my way too.”

      Just the thought of it buoyed me up. Perhaps Fox would dispose of me after this expedition, but I would find my way. My ancestors found their way, and I would too.

      When I looked up at Fox, he stared at me. My stomach did all kinds of somersaults, realizing the electric energy buzzing between us. It was the same as the previous day, when we stood in each other’s embrace.

      “That’s beautiful, Heilani,” he said, and I looked away, feeling his eyes pouring over me. Before I could find something to say, he gently turned my chin to face him. My heart pounded so hard, I was afraid he could hear it. “Do you feel like you’ve found your place?”

      I couldn’t help it. I looked at his lips because his eyes dipped to mine. We were sitting so close, and his fingers were so warm on my face…

      Panic overwhelmed me.

      I can’t kiss him. I can’t… Because if I did, what then? Fox had probably planned this all along, and he still needed me to guide the crew back to the ship. What if he was trying to kiss me to make me stay?

      I pulled back, blinking rapidly as I stared at my feet, a million thoughts hammering in my mind.

      Should I have kissed him?

      I kind of want to.

      But I shouldn’t.

      The moment passed once more.

      “Sorry,” Fox said, also pulling away, stuffing his hands in his pockets and looking up at the stars. Awkwardness stretched between us. I played with my hair then finally spoke.

      “I can tell you the names of the stars in my ancestor’s language.”

      He smiled at me, but it was sad. It made my heart do all kinds of strange things. I tried to smile back, but the unspoken question lingered between us: would we ever step over the line in this relationship?

      No. We can’t.

      “Hōkūpa’a.” I pointed to the brightest star, trying to pull us away from our warring thoughts and emotions.

      “The north star?” Fox asked.

      “Aye.”

      “Aye?” He grinned. “That’s the first time I’ve heard you say that.”

      I bit my lower lip. “I’ve been living with pirates—”

      “Ex-pirates.”

      “Ex-pirates,” I corrected myself. “I can’t help it.”

      Fox smiled at me for a moment longer than what was probably normal, then he returned his attention to the sky. “The big dipper. What’s the name for that?”

      “Na hiku.” We spoke about the stars for a while longer, and my heart wouldn’t stop melting and hardening all at the same time. As I snuck in secret glances at Fox, I couldn’t help from asking myself… what if?

      What if we did kiss? And what if it was wonderful? What if Fox didn’t actually have plans to dump me after this whole thing was over?

      What if?
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      Fighting the urge to kiss Heilani was getting harder and harder. When I finally acted on my impulse, touching her face and drawing closer to her, it seemed like she wanted it too.

      Except… she pulled away. I could see her fighting through her thoughts, as though reminding herself that she still didn’t trust me.

      As I lay awake outside the tent and stared at the stars, I couldn’t think of anyone else I would rather be with than Heilani. The thought scared me because Heilani had one purpose in my life: to help me get a kingdom.  Once the golden wizard saw I was married—to a princess, at that—then he would give me my kingdom.

      But this was becoming something more than I thought it would…

      

      I awoke early the next morning and gave Heilani some private time alone to prepare herself for the day. As I helped clean up camp, the sailors’ enthusiasm and excitement built me up.

      Anytime we landed on an island to uncover treasure, there was always an anticipation: What would we find? What lay ahead of us?

      We split up, some of my men taking the map to find buried treasure while I took a small crew to find the enchantress. The map showed that she was in the middle of the island, so it shouldn’t be too hard. It was a small island, after all.

      I wouldn’t even be surprised if the enchantress saw us camping at the beach the previous night. She wouldn’t come to us, especially knowing how fragile and scared Lavender always seemed, but she would definitely expect us. She might even hide.

      I had to prepare for any and all situations.

      “Good morning Captain.”

      I turned to see Heilani standing there, her hair pulled back. Though I liked her hair down, she looked quite stunning with it in a loose, low bun. Wisps of hair fell to the sides of her face, and I resisted the urge to tuck a piece behind her ear. She wore the sailor’s outfit and looked rather cute in it.

      Stop checking her out.

      “Good morning Princess. Did you sleep alright?” I checked the knife at my side, refocusing on anything but her. I examined both sides of the knife, making sure it didn’t get water damage. The thing was still sharp and shiny as ever.

      “I did, thank you.”

      Since when did she start saying thank you?

      “And you?” She watched me with her brown eyes, but I tried to avoid eye contact. If I looked into her eyes, especially after last night, what would I find? Would I find myself more attracted?

      “Aye. I enjoy sleeping under the stars on occasion.”

      Heilani smiled and I couldn’t believe this person who had emerged. What happened to the angry, scowling princess from Sunrise Kingdom?

      Is she playing games with me? Not sure if I could trust her and this new, pleasant personality of hers, I motioned to her to follow me. After getting my crew together, with supplies, medical equipment, and food in our packs, we trudged through the jungle.

      It was a chilly, foggy morning with heavy humidity, but Elijah, Caxton, Heilani, and Hans followed my lead. Using my compass, I set my course. Though it was early morning, it felt more like an evening. The island was so dark and the air so cold, and when we stepped into the jungle, the shadows only increased.

      Bird squeaks and squalls, bugs chirping, and running water sounded all around us. How could animals survive out here? It was so dark, and cold. I used my cutlass to swipe through the vines, paving our own pathway.

      Something loud sounded in the distance. It was like a squealing, obnoxious scream. Heilani grabbed my arm.

      “What was that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Probably a bird,” Elijah, standing behind Heilani, said.

      “Or a monster,” suggested Caxton from the back. Heilani met my eyes. For a moment, there was fear, and then a sly smile turned up one corner of her lips.

      “Maybe it is a monster,” she laughed, nervous. Hans didn’t laugh but wiped sweat from his brow.

      “I hope not.”

      “If it’s a monster, Heilani will attack it with a mop.” I winked at her, and she covered her mouth to suppress a giggle. “Or a branch, or whatever she gets her hands on.”

      I beckoned to my men. “Come on.” I couldn’t help smiling to myself that it was this early in the morning and I already made Heilani laugh.

      The jungle only seemed to grow thicker with each step. By the time we reached a wide river, I was sweating. I took my coat off and shoved it into my bag. Most of my men did the same thing, leaving us with our white shirts. I loosened and opened my shirt so more of the cool air could brush across my chest. Heilani watched, and when our eyes met, she quickly turned away, pretending like she was studying something across the river.

      “How are we going to cross?” Hans asked.

      “We’ll swim.”

      Heilani and Hans exchanged worried glances.

      “We can’t see what’s in the water though,” Heilani pointed out. Indeed, the river moved slowly, the water brown and murky.

      “There could be an alligator,” Hans said. “Or… snakes.”

      “Snakes?” Heilani bit her lower lip.

      “There could be,” I said, stepping into the water, finding that it only went up to my waist. “Come on.” I reached my hand out to Heilani. The men moved past her, eager to get across. Heilani hesitated, her brow knit in concern… or maybe she was trying to decide whether she should take my hand or not.

      After a moment, she did take my hand. I couldn’t help remembering how perfectly it fit in mine.

      “Hans?” She offered the boy her other hand but he shook his head, though he stayed close to her. Instead of just holding my hand, she intertwined her fingers in mine, which caused my heart to race.

      We crossed the river, only pausing when Elijah, standing at the bank on the other side, told me to stop.

      “There’s a snake!” he pointed out. I held still, as did Heilani and Hans, as a red and black snake slithered across the water in front of us. Heilani’s hand squeezed mine.

      “It’s alright,” I said, and once the snake disappeared down the river, we kept going. On the other side, Caxton cursed.

      “Leeches,” he said, prying a black object from his arm.

      “Ugh,” Heilani gasped, looking down at herself, lifting her pants to check her legs and feet, then turning around and checking the inside of her blouse. Hans, too, seemed quite disturbed by this, itching himself and swatting at bugs. When everyone was clear, we continued on our journey. Much to my surprise, Heilani reached for my hand when the loud screaming noise rang out. I didn’t hesitate to let our fingers weave together and held on tight as we walked.

      When we reached the swamp, I stepped into the marshy water. My boots, already wet from the river, sank into the cakey mud.

      “Do any of you see a path?” I asked as Elijah, Caxton, and Hans spread out around me.

      “It’s all swamp,” Hans said, stepping into the marshy waters himself.

      “Heilani, do you want to get on my back?” I asked. “It’s pretty swampy…”

      “Sure.” She climbed on my back and we started across the swamp. I held her legs as she wrapped them around my waist. The water here, unlike the river, felt grossly warm.

      “There are some tall mountains here,” Heilani said, and I looked around, for once. Indeed, tall, steep, jaggedy mountains surrounded us. The fog and mist still hung around in blobs, making it impossible to make out the distance of things, but it was still beautiful in an eerie way.

      “The island is a lot bigger than I thought it would be,” I said, internally marveling at this find. In all my years of going to islands and finding treasure, I’d never come across one like this. It was magical, in a way, with the hammerhead sharks circling the island, the jaggedy forms, and the tall mountains. Not to mention it housed an enchantress at its heart. And what other beasts, birds, and animals resided here? It would be fascinating to explore but…

      My purpose is to rescue the enchantress. And that was it.

      “Captain!” Hans stood in a fog that grew thicker by the minute.

      “What is it?” I and the others approached the young man.

      “Lights.” He pointed to the distance. A grove of twisted and knobby trees blocked most of the light, but Hans was right. The light was, no doubt, coming from somewhere. Or someone.

      “I think we’ve found the enchantress,” I said, pulling out my compass and nodding. We finally stepped out of the swamp and Heilani slipped off my back.

      “Thanks, Fox.”

      Another thank you today? We were truly making good progress!

      “Let’s go boys,” I said. “And be prepared for anything.”

      I noticed Heilani touch something in the small woven bag hung across her chest.

      “Don’t tell me you brought that rusty thing,” I said.

      She hid a smile. “And if I did?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. The rust on that thing could hurt someone just by looking at it.”

      The princess pursed her lips to keep back a laugh. “It was from my great-grandfather.”

      This time, I glanced at her. She cleared her throat. “I didn’t know him personally, but out of all the people in my family, out of all my ancestors, I feel the closest to him. My grandparents were going to throw this knife away, but I asked to keep it.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      She continued. “It served many purposes, and I like to think my great-grandfather would be grateful his knife went to good use.” We stepped over a few thick roots. “I usually keep it in a hidden pocket in my ta’ovala.”

      So that’s where she hid it the first day we were married…

      “I’m sure he’d be honored that it was also very loved.”

      Heilani looked away, as if trying to hide her smile.

      “You know, we can clean it up, make it like new. Back at Aqua Isle, I have—” I paused. I was about to say “servants” but caught myself. “I have, uh, supplies to sharpen it. We can also make a new hilt for it.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course.”

      Heilani bit her lower lip. After a moment of walking through the witchy trees in silence, she said, “Thanks, Fox. I would really like to do that with this knife.”

      Despite the fun conversation and the pounding of my heart each time I looked at her, I kept my eyes open for any signs of danger. Elijah, Caxton, and Hans also kept looking around and jumping up at any noise.

      Finally, we broke into a circular clearing. The light came from an old, half-destroyed cottage in the middle of the clearing. The roof was sinking on one side, stones had fallen out of the walls, and the glass window panes were completely stained from the humidity and sun.

      Much to my surprise, Heilani kept her hand in mine, making no move to let go. What had gotten into her today?

      Before any of us could knock on the old, splintered door of the cottage, it opened with a loud squeaking noise. From the darkness inside emerged a young woman. She looked as I remembered her: around Heilani’s age, with long white hair and big violet eyes. Her skin was fair, and she wore a black dress.

      For a long moment, Lavender could only stare at us, gaping.

      “Are you… real?” she asked, her voice soft and gentle.

      “We are,” I said, stepping forward. Heilani let go of my hand at that moment, and a pang struck me. I should’ve held on to her. I remembered how jealous she seemed of other girls…

      Is she jealous now? I didn’t dare look at her.

      Lavender’s eyes turned glossy and she slumped to the ground, sobbing. “Have you come to help me escape this place?” she asked.

      Did she recognize me? Or perhaps she was so overcome with emotion, she hadn’t quite registered who any of us were.

      I stood there, awkwardly. “Um…”

      “Yes, we’re here to help you.” Heilani brushed past me and knelt next to Lavender, placing her hand on the enchantress’s shoulder.

      Lavender pulled herself together, though she still trembled. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Heilani.”

      “Princess Heilani from Sunrise?”

      “Aye.”

      Probably feeling a little comforted by Heilani’s kindness, Lavender wiped her tears and looked around. Her eyes immediately fixed on me.

      “You.”

      Just great…

      I tipped my head. “Lavender.” Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Heilani shift uncomfortably.

      Lavender stood. “How dare you come here J—”

      Stay calm, stay calm… I had a feeling she would use my real name and jumped in before she could say anything else. “The name is Fox—”

      “Oh, Fox, is it?” She placed her hands on her hips. “And you expect me to trust you?” A gasp then escaped her and she stumbled back. “Caxton? What are you doing here?”

      All eyes turned to Caxton except mine. “He’s good Lavender,” I said. “The Pirate Wars are over. Caxton has turned his life around—”

      “And what are you going to do with me?” the girl asked, returning her attention to me. “I don’t trust you—I don’t trust any of you.” She paused as she realized Heilani was still there. “Except you—what are you doing here princess? You shouldn’t be here, with these men.”

      The princess looked confused. “Why—”

      “We need to get moving,” I interrupted. “Lavender, we’re here to rescue you off this island—”

      “I’m not leaving,” she said. “And you can’t make me Fox.” She emphasized the name. “Why won’t you use your real name anyway?” She frowned. “Are you still fooling people, prince?”

      Heilani’s cheeks colored, and so did mine. She probably thought there must have been something between Lavender and me, especially since she called me “prince.” I would have to reveal my true identity to Heilani… as soon as this expedition was over… or as soon as we returned to Aqua Isle… I wanted my kingdom, and if she ran away before then, all of this would have been for nothing…

      “I’m not fooling anyone.” I totally was. “Now come on, we need to get to camp before dark.”

      “If Caxton is still alive, there’s no doubt my father is still alive,” Lavender said, folding her arms. “I’m not leaving, Fox, and you can’t make me.”

      “Altun is dead,” Heilani said. “He was put on trial and hanged for his crimes.”

      The enchantress obviously trusted Heilani, but she shook her head. “No, he’s not. And if he gets a hold of me again, these Pirate Wars will start right over. I can’t leave this island.” She spoke only to Heilani now. “Please, princess. You must understand. It’s for the protection of all the Incandescent Kingdoms. My father will force me to make potions that control people, and I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself… I already can’t…” Her heartbreaking words lingered in the air, revealing the sad, lonely, miserable life she led here on the island. She probably blamed herself for so many things, yet it was her father’s doing… Lavender was just a victim in the whole situation.

      A light thunder rolled across the sky, causing us all to look up. Heavy clouds hung over us.

      “Storm’s coming. We better head out before that river gets too deep,” Caxton said from the back.

      Lavender’s frame shook once more and she looked demented for a moment in her trembles. “Heilani,” she said, taking the princess’s hands. “I don’t trust any of these people, but if I come you must promise me… you will not let my father find me.”

      Heilani looked at me, as if she was starting to question everything now, and I nodded. The princess bit her lower lip and then squeezed Lavender’s hands. “I promise.”

      The enchantress looked only a little relieved. She ran inside to grab her things, and Heilani held her own arm, waiting. She made no move to come by me, so I went by her and placed a hand on her back. She didn’t move or flinch.

      “Altun is dead,” I said, as though needing to hear the words aloud. “I saw him hang.”

      “Aye, as did I,” Elijah added.

      Caxton nodded, and Hans just stared after the enchantress. A light rain began to drizzle on us.

      “Are you alright, Heilani?” I asked, my insides tightening. What if Lavender told Heilani everything about me? I needed to tell the princess the truth before the enchantress did…

      But I don’t want to… I rather liked this facade.

      Grow up. I had lived a facade for so many years, I didn’t even know how to be myself anymore… did I? The realization stung like a bee.

      Lavender came out with a small bag and nodded, then we all ran into the darkness together. I reached for Heilani’s hand, and, much to my relief, she didn’t resist.

      When we reached the river, it went up to our necks. Again, I held onto Heilani’s hand as fiercely as possible. Lavender held Heilani’s other hand, and Hans held Lavender’s other hand, forming a line as we made our way across the river, which seemed to surge stronger and stronger by the minute.

      By the time we reached the other side, I was breathless. But our task wasn’t over yet. We hurried through the rest of the jungle, not resting until we made it to the camp on the shore.

      It was too dark and the waves had become too choppy to swim back to the boat, so I ordered the men to set up camp. The two women sat by the fireplace as I looked over the treasures that the other crew had unburied. Though the treasures were few, they were very valuable things, like relics from some of the Incandescent Kingdoms. It made sense—how could the pirates carry trunks full of treasure to the island?

      As I worked with my men to find food and prepare for a long night of rain, I couldn’t help glancing at the campfire. The two young women talked with each other, and my anxiety rose.

      What if Lavender told Heilani everything? Especially that I was actually Prince Jax? I needed to tell Heilani the truth.

      After making sure all things were in order, and giving Elijah special orders to keep an eye on Lavender—she didn’t run away or that the sailors didn’t bother her—I asked Heilani for a word. She reluctantly followed, and I knew Lavender must have said something.

      The worst part was that Lavender must have said the truth to Heilani about me, and I should have been happy, but it only filled me with dread…
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      It was hard not to be jealous of Lavender. She was so beautiful, and when she emerged from the cottage, all the men gaped, including Fox. When the enchantress also called Fox a “prince,” I knew there had been something between them.

      When Lavender and I sat around the campfire after the hike, the men were busy and it gave us an opportunity to speak. She spilled as much information to me as she could: Altun was a master of costumes and had probably dressed an unfortunate sailor to look like himself, so Altun couldn’t be dead. She asked if I noticed anything unusual on Fox’s ship. Did any of the men make me uncomfortable? Was Caxton really a changed man now? He was a captain in Altun’s fleet, after all, so did he really feel bad for his actions in the Pirate Wars? She doubted it.

      When she found out Fox was my husband, she asked plenty of questions: Was I sure he intended to stay married to me? Were there ulterior motives behind his marriage to me? Did I know who he truly was?

      After I answered her with mostly “I don’t know,” Lavender looked like she was about to tell me something very important. But Fox interrupted, asking for a word with me.

      I’d never felt so confused in my life. I’d known Fox for a few weeks now, while I’d just barely met Lavender. And yet it seemed like I should trust her more than any of the men around me, especially Fox.

      “They’re all pirates,” she had told me amidst all the questions. “Bloody pirates. You can’t trust any of them, hear me, princess? I don’t care if you’re married to Fox and he claims he’s an ex-pirate.” Then she grew serious. “Does he love you?”

      I had hesitated to answer, and Lavender’s expression turned from somber to sympathetic. “Oh… you love him?” She almost seemed… sorry for me. I told her I didn’t and that our relationship was just one of business, but she didn’t believe me.

      And, well, I started to question myself. Did I have feelings for him?

      I don’t, I told myself as I followed Fox and we walked along the shoreline.

      Perhaps I was right to judge Fox. He couldn't be trusted, yet… I had started to trust him. Just that morning I woke up with a resolve to treat him kinder, and get to know him better… but now I didn’t know what to think.

      

      The skies were dark, and a light rain began to fall. Yet, Fox made no move to turn back. My heart began to hammer in my chest. What did this mean? A sinister thought came to mind…

      What if he means to dispose of me now?

      Perhaps he was feeling confident about swimming back… maybe because he had Lavender now. I hadn’t thought to ask her how they came to the island with all those sharks swimming around. Fox needed me specifically to guide the sailors through the shark-infested waters. But with Lavender, perhaps they had no use for me… Could I trust him?

      Instinctively, my hand went to the knife in my bag. I touched the handle, making sure it was still there.

      A rumble of thunder rolled through the sky.

      “We should probably turn back,” I said, my voice unusually quiet.

      “Heilani, we have to talk,” Fox said and continued walking. He seemed stressed, antsy even. He kept looking around, making sure we weren’t being followed. He scanned the nearby forest with his eyes, and all the thoughts ran through my head:

      He’s looking for a place to put your body.

      He’s making sure nobody is following so it can all seem like an accident…

      I can’t trust him.

      He’s a pirate… a bloody pirate…

      I stopped in my tracks. “Alright, talk about what?”

      Fox took a deep breath, putting his hands in his pocket. He’d put his triangle-tipped hat on, probably because of the rain, and he looked exceptionally handsome.

      He’s not that handsome, I told myself. I tried to read his blue eyes, but was getting nothing.

      “Did Lavender tell you anything?”

      “Anything?” I raised an eyebrow. “About what?”

      “About me?”

      “Are you hiding something?” I asked, folding my arms, my heart pounding.

      He looked away then down at his feet. The waves started crashing in the background as the wind picked up. “I didn’t want to tell you now,” he said. “But Lavender hasn’t left me a choice. You can’t believe everything she’s said—she’s been trapped here for over a year. Isolation makes people kind of…” He hesitated.

      “Crazy?” I asked. “I know. I’ve met people who have been marooned, Fox. I know what it does to people’s minds. But she seems to be in her right mind.” I couldn’t help frowning. “Look, if you and Lavender had a… thing for each other before, then that’s fine.” I lifted my chin. “We can just get this mission over with, and you can rip up our marriage papers, and…” My voice started feeling tight in my throat. Was I… crying?

      I’m not going to cry…

      “And we can just part ways after this, alright?” I had no idea where I would go, and my head started spinning.

      “What? No, no—”

      “She called you a prince—”

      “Because I am a prince!” Fox rubbed his face as I stared at him, confused. “I’m Prince Jax, alright?”

      My jaw dropped. He was lying. There was no way that Captain Fox was Jax. “It’s a crime to claim yourself as royalty,” I started to say but Fox let out a sigh.

      “I knew this would happen,” he muttered. “I really am Jax, the youngest prince of Alpenglow.”

      “I don’t believe you.” I stepped back, fear eclipsing my heart.

      Who is this man? I recalled meeting Prince Jax, first on the beach after swimming with the sharks, and then when he offered his hand. Now that I thought about it, I couldn’t point out any of Prince Jax’s features except…

      His eyes. I looked into Fox’s eyes, but my memories were fleeting.

      It can’t be him…

      “You didn’t like my beard and dreads, so I cut and shaved it all off. I spoke with Iosefa and we made an agreement for the marriage.”

      “No…” I took another step back. “No. You’re not Jax. You’re Fox…”

      “Fox is my undercover identity. I would go back and forth between Fox and Jax to make it confusing for people…”

      “But…” My heart was now pounding so loud I couldn’t think straight. I brushed back loose pieces of hair and stared at Fox, shaking my head.

      “Look.” Fox pulled a piece of paper from his coat pocket and it seemed like I’d been hit by a huge wave. He opened it, revealing the tiger shark sketch I’d given to Prince Jax.

      “Why?” My emotions were a mess. I didn’t know what I should feel—should I be happy? Angry? Sad? “I don’t understand…” Now tears started falling. My own husband was a scam. Even I wasn’t worth it for him to even share his true self with me.

      None of this is real… I still didn’t believe Fox was Jax. “The prince gave that to you—”

      “He didn’t. Listen, Heilani.” Fox put his hands on my arms and I pushed him off.

      “Stay away from me—”

      He spoke rapidly, following me as I began to storm away. I didn’t know where I was going. All I knew was that I needed to get away from Fox, Jax, whoever this stranger was.

      “I was going to tell you when we got to Aqua Isle.” Fox kept pace with me easily. “I was afraid that if I told you who I was, you wouldn’t learn—” He didn’t finish his sentence.

      “Learn what?” I whirled around.

      “Learn humility.” He looked ashamed. “You were so snobby—” I didn’t need to hear anymore. Why did I ever think there was a budding relationship between Fox and myself? He’d judged me.

      And I judged him too… Just that morning I woke up feeling like maybe, just maybe, I could trust Fox. But now….

      “But I was so wrong.” Fox dug his hands in his pocket, making him look like a little boy who got in trouble.

      “So what’s your grand plan?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “The golden wizard told me that if I marry a princess, and tie up all the loose ends from the Pirate Wars—which is why I had to save Lavender—then he would give me an Incandescent Kingdom.”

      I couldn’t help gaping again.

      “I had no intention of…” Fox sighed, still looking down.

      “No intention of what?” I swiped away some tears.

      “Of having a relationship… I thought we’d just be indifferent to each other, and once I got my kingdom, you could leave.” He lightly kicked some sand with his boot. “We could get a divorce and you could return to Sunrise. Sunrise Kingdom would still get all the treasure chests I promised, you wouldn’t have to deal with me, and everything would work out just fine.”

      Except it wasn’t going to be fine, because my heart was hurting so bad I wanted it to stop. Why couldn’t the earth just open and swallow me now?

      It was all happening so fast, and the reality of my situation made my ears ring like the aftermath of a cannon going off. As I registered all the information, Fox took one long stride to close the gap between us. He cupped my chin and leaned in to kiss me, but I jerked away, pulling my knife from my bag.

      “Don’t you dare touch me, Fox… Jax…” The words came out with bitterness. Everything was making sense now, all the hints of Fox’s true identity and I hadn’t even noticed: the family feuds he mentioned, where people tried to assassinate his brothers and father, the “gifted” ship from Jax, the missing brother, and dead mother and sister… Alpenglow’s queen had died of the Crimson Cough and I vaguely heard the story of the young princess drowning… The second prince of Alpenglow went missing after the Pirate Wars and word spread that he had probably died. And, of course, Fox had the sketch I gave him. What more proof did I need?

      Fox held his hands up. “Whoa, calm down.”

      “I can’t believe you lied to me, and then you think you can just kiss me?” I was beyond disgusted.

      Fox folded his arms, and for the slightest moment, he seemed… amused. Amused?

      “Is everything a game to you?” My anger flared.

      Fox pulled a cutlass from its scabbard and threw it at my feet. “You could let out some steam, princess.”

      He pulled another cutlass out, and I realized he had two cutlasses, one on each side of his belt.

      I picked up the cutlass. “Answer me, Fox. Is it all a game?”

      “I’ve been undercover for a long time.” He shrugged. “I’ll admit it wasn’t very hard to get you to believe my identity.”

      “What is wrong with you?” I lunged forward and attacked, but Fox dodged it, swiping the cutlass toward me as he whipped around. I blocked and stomped on his foot.

      “Ouch!” He jumped up, surprised, but recovered quickly. “Come on, princess. Is that all you got—”

      I attacked again and again, my insides fuming.

      He lied to me.

      He’s using me.

      He’s a filthy, disgusting pirate.

      I can’t believe I was falling for him! And I only admitted it to myself now. I was a fool to start having feelings for him.

      We sparred, and as the rain began to pour harder, it became increasingly difficult to see. But I would not rest til I won.

      Fox was quick, agile, and he didn’t seem to tire the way I did. If anything, he seemed to enjoy this match and I occasionally saw him smiling. At one point, our blades clashed and he leaned in, our faces close to the blades, yet close to each other.

      He winked.

      “Ugh, stop it!” I pushed him away and swiped my dripping wet hair. “When this is over, you’re taking me straight back to Sunrise!”

      The clanging sound of steel on steel rang through the air, yet thunder boomed over it. I was growing fatigued… fast.

      “And if I don’t?” he asked above the sound of the rain.

      “Why wouldn’t you? We don’t match—”

      “Are you sure about that?” He smiled, blocking another one of my hits. “Is it so bad to be married to an ex-pirate?”

      “You’re so selfish—you’ve only married me for your personal gain.”

      “Don’t pretend you’re glad to be gone from Sunrise,” Fox said. “If you returned, what would you do? You might miss your siblings, but what is left for you there?”

      “What do you know of purpose?” I hit harder. “All you do is play pretend—you don’t even know who you are.”

      My words must have cut through him because he faltered for a moment, the playfulness gone from his eyes. He attacked, and I blocked, stepped back, and found myself stumbling into the forest.

      “Because being somebody I’m not is easier,” he said, and I blocked another hit, my wrists and forearms aching from the impact of the blows. He twisted his blade around my cutlass, forcing it out of my hand and flipping it into the air. He caught it and held both cutlasses up to my neck as I found myself pinned against a tree.

      His face was hardened, angry… No, hurt. He put the cutlasses away and grabbed my arm before I could push him away.

      “Whether I’m Fox or Jax to you, know that I’m still a man of honor—”

      “Honor?” I wanted to spit. “What do you know of honor? Don’t you ever get tired of pretending? Your whole life is a lie.”

      The hurt returned to his eyes. “Heilani, I ended the Pirate Wars. All those things I did were for my people, your people. How else would the wars have ended?”

      I should have been more grateful, but I was too angry.

      He continued. “Do you know how many times it killed me inside to be someone I wasn’t? To do things I didn’t want to do? Do you think it was all fun and games? I had to do plenty of things that made me sick to my stomach.” His eyes darted to his left wrist and I couldn’t help but look. The sleeve had rolled up his arm revealing a tattoo of a snake wrapped around a skull.

      I shuddered.

      “It is tiring, Heilani.” He paused and I realized how close we stood next to each other, one of his hands holding my arm, and his other hand leaning against the tree. I was pinned in place.

      My heart started to ache for him. Perhaps I should have asked more questions and got to know him better. He’d tried to get to know me.

      I hadn’t ever thought of Jax not wanting to play pretend. I glanced at the tattoo once more, then up into his eyes. He studied me, and his gaze moved to my lips.

      For a moment, I wanted to kiss him. I’d never thought of Fox—Jax—hurting as much as he did, hating some of the things he had to do to be an undercover pirate.

      Fox leaned in just a little, and I didn’t try to pull away. I don’t know why I had the feeling and desire to kiss him, but I wouldn’t have been mad about it if he did.

      “People seem to like me better when I’m someone I’m not…” he said, his voice soft. He was standing so close, I could feel his warmth through the cold rain. I ached for him to kiss me. “Including you.”

      My hair stood on end and I met his eyes.

      That’s not true! Or was it? Did I only like Jax when he was undercover?

      A splitting sound of thunder rippled across the sky, followed by several flashes of lightning. The thunder was so loud, I jumped and looked up at the sky. Fox broke away and looked up too.

      “We should get back,” he said, the rain now falling hard.

      Heat spread up my cheeks as Fox gently moved a wet strand of hair from my face. He didn’t seem in any rush to get back. If anything, he looked like he wanted to try kissing me again.

      “You can return to Sunrise Kingdom when all of this is over,” he said, his voice barely audible above the rain.

      My heart pattered.

      Kiss me…

      What am I doing? I was so confused, feeling both delighted and disgusted at what just happened. Why would I want to kiss a man who lied to me? Who told me I could leave him after he was done using me?

      “Come on.” Fox pulled away, breaking the moment. As we ran back towards camp, I kept replaying in my mind how we'd almost kissed. Inevitably, I couldn’t hide my feelings anymore.

      I think I’m in love with Fox. But he lied to me about his identity. I had fallen for Fox, not Jax. How could I ever trust him now?
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      If only I could sort out my feelings. I definitely liked and found Heilani attractive, but did I love her?

      I’d been fooling people for years—if I hadn’t, how would we have ended the Pirate Wars? But now that I had Heilani, I questioned whether or not I was true. Was I really feeling something for her, or was I pretending to?

      Memories resurfaced of flirting and kissing girls during the Pirate Wars to get the information I needed, to pretend to look busy while eavesdropping on pirate lords, and so much more… I was a horrible flirt, not to mention none of those kisses meant anything.

      But kissing Heilani would definitely be something else, and it was confusing and exhilarating all at the same time.

      I used to think girls were complicated, but I certainly made things complicated for myself.

      

      The men set up canopies around the campfire to stay dry. Heilani and I both changed into dry clothes before sitting together under the canopy, a blanket around both of our shoulders. The wind howled, causing the rain to come at an angle. It seemed that no matter how hard we tried to stay dry, we would get a little wet.

      Lavender was huddled under a canopy, while my men also held their jackets firmly around them. The storm raged on for, what felt like, hours. There was no way we could talk, but also no way we could plan or prepare to swim toward the ship.

      I was eager to get back to Aqua Isle and show the golden wizard, if he was there, that I had tied up all the loose ends of the Pirate Wars and that I had a wife.

      That’s what this is all about… but even as I thought the words, my heart sort of… hurt. I pushed it aside and glanced at Heilani. Her lips were purple and she shivered.

      I wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close to me. Surprisingly, she didn’t resist. She wore a sailor’s uniform, with her hair pulled back into a loose bun, and I couldn’t help thinking just how beautiful she was to me.

      Stop… I looked away, but scarcely had a chance to remind myself of our relationship status because she rested her head on my chest and, well, snuggled me, her arm on my chest, her knees bent and resting on my legs. I held her in my arms, not sure what this meant, or what any of our interactions meant anymore.

      The storm finally let up, with thunder rolling quietly in the distance. It was late though, and there was no way we would swim in the dark. I pulled away from Heilani to order my men to start some fires. We needed to get warmed up before swimming in the icy morning at first light.

      The princess pried herself from me, as if doing so grudgingly. When I met her eyes, however, she blushed and picked up the pace.

      “Thanks, Fox,” she muttered, drawing the blanket around herself and looking away. I wanted to do something—anything—to not make things awkward between us, but I wasn’t sure what to do. If I stroked her cheek, was I doing it because I liked her, or was I keeping up my player facade?

      As I got to work starting some fires with my men, I tried to distract myself.

      Once we get back on the ship, things will go back to the way it was between Heilani and me. But what if it didn’t? I had fully intended on “humbling” her. Turns out, she really was a nice person under all those layers and masks she put on. So what now?

      The fires started more easily than I thought, and I returned to the tent with Heilani. She slept peacefully, and I didn’t want to bother her. As I put out a mat on the wet sand to lay out and sleep, the princess sat up.

      “Fox? You can sleep in here if you’d like.”

      What in the…

      My feet moved of their own accord. Heilani moved over. The tent was propped against a tree, so I leaned against the tree and Heilani moved into my arms again.

      “I’m just really cold,” she said.

      Right. She’s just cold, so she wants me for warmth… But even as she snuggled into my arms again, my cheeks heated. Heilani never let anyone touch her, especially not a man.

      Things are changing… I tried to sleep but all I could think of was the fact that at the end of this expedition, and upon our arrival at Aqua Isle, I would tell Heilani she could stay or leave… All I wanted her for was my kingdom… but was this becoming something more than I thought it would? And was she alright with me being Jax after all?

      

      As soon as the skies began to lighten, I was up. Heilani moved slowly, probably tired because we went to sleep so late and woke up especially early. I was eager to get back to the ship, but mostly eager to have some space from the princess and my confusing emotions.

      While I helped pack up camp, the two young women left to prepare themselves for the day. When they returned, Heilani bit her lip and approached me.

      “Lavender says she has a bad feeling about that pirate attack at the beginning of our expedition,” she said, wringing her hands together. “She says it was probably a decoy of some sort so that her father and a crew could board the ship.”

      “How would anyone have boarded the ship though?” I asked, rolling up the canvas tent. Heilani crouched down to help me, and her arm brushed against mine. I made a face, trying to tell myself it was nothing.

      “I…” She looked nervous and I paused. The princess chewed the inside of her cheek. “I forgot all about what I saw… because I thought I was delirious.”

      What was she talking about?

      “When those pirates attacked, someone knocked me out and…” She looked anywhere but at me. “And when I fell to the ground, I saw some pirates go below deck.”

      I rubbed my chin, studying Heilani, trying to process her words. If what she saw was true, then where did those pirates go? We did a sweep of the whole ship before sending the pirates away, and there was nothing suspicious on or below deck. I shook my head. “Even if pirates went below deck, they would have been captured and returned to their ship.”

      “But Fox—Jax…” Heilani looked confused for a moment then returned to the topic. “Lavender says no doubt it was Altun and his men.”

      “Lavender has been trapped on an island for over a year,” I said, tying a string around the mat so it stayed rolled. I began attaching it to one of our large backpacks. “If there’s anyone delirious, it’s her.”

      “Fox, that’s not nice—”

      “Trust me, I’ve met many people who have been marooned.” I twisted my finger by my ear, the sign of “crazy” and Heilani shook her head.

      “I don’t think she’s like that. She’s definitely in her right mind.” The princess followed me as I took the bag to the pile of our supplies to return to the ship. I returned to the campfire, spreading the coals around. “Fox, she told me all the different plants and herbs she knows. She’s not a witch. She doesn’t know magic. She used to live at Twilight—”

      “The Haunted Island?” I glanced at Heilani.

      “Yes.” Heilani looked around, then crouched next to me. “It’s where she got all her plants for the potions. Twilight has things like no other island—”

      “Right. Because it’s haunted,” I reminded the princess. There were no towns, ports, kingdoms, or anything at Twilight because the whole place was full of darkness.

      “Altun has hideouts there, and she says there are hundreds of stolen treasures hidden there too. She grew up there until her father took her to sea.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t take any of the princess’s words seriously, because I didn’t take Lavender seriously. She seemed a little… off. Like she’d been on the island, isolated and alone, for so long, that she’d gone a little crazy. But this made sense. Lavender grew up in a dark place, so she’d have to quickly learn which plants were poisonous and which plants were not. Because, from what I heard, Twilight was dangerous and full of every vile and poisonous thing possible.

      I’d never heard of Altun having a hideout there… I’d never heard of any pirate lord or person having a hideout or home in Twilight. Maybe there was more to this than I thought. If Altun had stolen treasures at Twilight, I’d probably have to retrieve and return the goods, or the golden wizard wouldn’t give me my kingdom.

      A hint of annoyance welled up in me, but I shut it down. I liked adventure.

      But the problem is Heilani…

      If I had more loose ends to tie up after the Pirate Wars, would she have to go with me, as my wife?

      “Fox, are you taking this seriously?” Heilani looked genuinely hurt that my mind had wandered off.

      I shrugged. “Not really. I’m not worried. The pirates that attacked us were probably a grassroots rebellion, pirate sympathizers, those who don’t want to move on.”

      The princess sighed. “Nevermind then.” She followed me to the bags again, where I slung one over my shoulder and motioned for my men to begin packing up. Lavender stood away from the group, staring at the dark waters.

      “Lavender has a plant from Twilight island that keeps sharks away,” Heilani said, disappointment in her voice. Why was she disappointed though? When I glanced at her, I could tell it was because I didn’t take her or Lavender seriously.

      I’m the captain and an experienced pirate. I know a plot when I see it, I told myself, ignoring the hurt on her face.

      “Is that how they were able to swim to this island without the sharks bothering them?”

      Heilani nodded, her voice soft. “Aye.”

      “Well that’ll be nice, but…” I placed a hand on her shoulder but she didn’t meet my eyes. “It’ll still be nice to have you in case the sharks do approach us.”

      “They won’t,” she muttered, turning away. I reached for her wrist and held it gently as she turned. A flashback of the previous night, our almost kiss, came to mind.

      She must have thought of it too because she blushed. For a split second, the princess looked like she wanted to say something, but she pursed her lips together and pulled her wrist away.

      “We should get going—”

      “Heilani, I’m glad you’re here,” I said before I changed my mind. She remained quiet, and I wondered what she was thinking about.

      "Captain, are we ready?" interrupted Hans, who carried a bag that was half his size on his back.

      “Aye. Let’s go.”

      I led the way and before we knew it, we all swam towards the ship. I kept looking at Heilani. Her teeth chattered in the icy water, and she kept an eye out for any approaching sharks. Yet despite being alert, she also looked… distracted.

      When she caught my eye, she looked away in haste.

      “Are you alright?” I asked, swimming towards her and asking softly.

      “What do you think?” she snapped, quiet enough that the rest of the crew couldn’t hear. I wanted to say something, feeling dumb that it almost seemed like we were at the beginning of our relationship and annoyed with each other.

      Before I could say something, though, Hans gasped. “Captain!”

      We had just emerged through some tall black rocks, so the ship sat in the distance. It was beautiful, with the golden lined sails and dark wood.

      But my heart might have stopped. “What in the—”

      There was another ship next to mine, the same ship that attacked us at the beginning of the journey. Not only that, but the flag on my ship was replaced.

      “Is that a pirate flag?” Heilani asked. It felt like my blood went cold, and not from the water. How long had it been since I saw that flag? It had a skull with a snake wrapped around it. That flag had been burned ages ago, and the leader hung shortly after…

      “It’s not just any pirate flag,” Lavender said, her face pale as she looked back, wondering if it was too late to get back to the island. Already the tide had risen, and it would be dangerous. She shook her head, knowing we were past the point of return. As if to further emphasize that she could not go back, some men in dinghies already rowed towards us. Lavender said, with anger in her voice, “It’s Altun’s flag.”

      

      Everything happened so fast: a combination of my sailors and pirates helped us onto the dinghies. The pirates threatened us, saying that if we even thought of attacking, they would slice right through us. All of our weapons were safely stored in the backpacks to keep dry, so we were defenseless.

      “Filthy pirates,” Lavender spat as she got on the dinghy and glared at the men. She probably recognized many of them.

      Sitting next to Heilani, her face pale with fear, was the worst part for me. I didn’t believe her earlier. If only I’d listened to her concerns, and taken her seriously.

      As we boarded my ship, I felt sweaty all over. Lavender let out a cry and slumped to the ground. Heilani knelt next to her, but someone grabbed her, tying her hands behind her back.

      A man stepped down from the helm, his long dreadlocks and facial hair all white, with beads and other things braided into them.

      “Altun…” My stomach twisted over and over. “It can’t be… I saw you die.” I stepped back, my whole world turning upside down for a moment. I watched Lord Altun get hanged. I saw his lifeless body dangling from the noose, the color drained from his face.

      Altun, the most dangerous pirate lord on the seas, grinned. Black tattoos covered parts of his cheeks and face and he wore the same black trench coat he always wore, with a large triangle-tipped hat. Like Lavender, he had violet eyes, but they were full of darkness.

      “Good to see you too, Fox.” He said the name in jest, looking from me to the princess. “You know, she deserves better.”

      I couldn’t process the information. Altun? Alive?

      “How did you—”

      “You forget I’m a man of charisma.” He played with some rings on his finger. “It wasn’t hard to convince the prison guards to disguise one of the other prisoners as myself. You didn’t even hear him begging, pleading that he wasn’t me, did you?” Altun stepped towards me and my whole world felt like it was turning upside down.

      This can’t be real… Altun, the most dangerous and evil pirate lord, is dead… But there he was, standing before me.

      “All you cared about was watching him get hanged. I escaped easily. But I’ll spare you the details.” The pirate lord turned his attention to Heilani and I immediately lunged forward, ready to wring the man’s neck myself if I had to.

      But a group of pirates were ready, and they pulled me back. “Don’t you dare touch her you—” My words were muffled as the pirates gagged me. Now I realized that the rest of my sailors who came on the expedition with me to the island were tied and gagged too… all except Caxton. He had gagged Lavender’s mouth and tied her hands behind her back.

      My anger fumed. I trusted the man. I thought he turned his life around. He caught me looking at him and grinned.

      Bloody pirate.

      Heilani was the only one who wasn’t gagged. “What are you doing?” she asked as Altun approached her. Surprisingly, she didn’t look afraid of him, and my insides soared at that. She was stronger than I gave her credit for. “What’s your plan?” Her eyebrows creased in anger. “What do you want from us?”

      Altun stroked her cheek and I fought against the pirates with all my resolve.

      How dare he touch her! Someone kicked me in the stomach, while another whacked me across the face. Everything turned green for a moment.

      “Don’t hurt him!” Heilani’s voice. She struggled against her captors.

      Altun gave me a bored look, then cupped the princess’s chin. I was going to kill that man if he touched her one more time…

      “Our goals are a little more… loftier,” Altun said, then licked his lips as he studied Heilani’s face. My blood boiled. “We’re going to torture your liar of a husband, and let him witness the rise of the pirate lords again.”

      “You won’t get very far.” Heilani tried to wring her hands free, but the pirate held her firmly. “We’re stronger than you—”

      “You’re actually not. Not only are you outnumbered, but my dear daughter, Lavender, will make potions to force your crew to serve me.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Everyone will take the potion, except you.” Altun still gazed at Heilani in his creepy way that I just wanted to gouge his eyes out. “We will take you back to Sunrise, and use you to gain your kingdom. Then we’ll take Jax here to Alpenglow and gain his kingdom.”

      “You’ll be sorry to hear that my brother doesn’t deal with terrorists,” Heilani said. “Nor does he care for me. You’re better off killing me now.”

      The captain eyed her. “We’ll see about that.” He snapped his fingers.

      “You know what to do with the prince.” He motioned to Lavender and Heilani. “And these two. Take them away. The rest of you, join my crew or suffer the penalty of death.”

      “Fox—” Heilani looked at me, panicked, as the pirates took her into the captain’s quarters with Lavender. “Fox!” Her voice rose to panic.

      “Don’t touch her—” I couldn’t bear to hear her sound like that. It was terrifying, especially when I was so helpless.

      “Fox!”

      I fought my way against the pirates, managing to get my hands free and punch one. I kicked the other one in the stomach, but when I turned around, Altun held a gun to my face.

      “Fox!” Heilani was screaming now. The pirates took her and Lavender into the captain’s quarters and shut the door behind them. What were they going to do with the young women?

      I was frozen in place though.

      “Move another step and I’ll shoot this through your brains boy,” Altun said, smiling. “Gladly.”

      I swallowed hard, then let out a forced breath as one of the pirates hit me across the head. Another punched my stomach, and before I knew it they tied me up and made a public example of torture out of me.
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      The pirates dragged Lavender and me, kicking and screaming, into the captain’s quarters. Once inside, they bolted the door from the outside. No amount of force from myself or Lavender would free us.

      My heart shrank smaller and smaller each time I heard Fox let out a cry of pain.

      “What are they doing to him?” I pounded on the door over and over until my fists hurt and my voice went out. Much to my surprise, I found myself sobbing after a while. Were they killing him slowly?

      I didn’t think I’d ever cry for Fox, but hearing him, in addition to the thumps and bumps against the deck outside, was unbearable.

      “Heilani, step away. There’s nothing you can do.” Lavender gently pulled me back and I sank to the ground, trembling and exhausted. My head pounded, both because I was just icy cold from the water outside, and because I couldn’t believe this had happened.

      Mutiny…

      “He’ll be fine,” Lavender said, patting my back like a friend would. She helped me stand. “We need to dry off and eat something—“

      “How can I eat something when Fox is out there being tortured?” I was about to fall into another fit of tears when Lavender shook my shoulders.

      “Heilani. These are pirates we’re dealing with. I need you to put your wits together.”

      “I can’t—“

      “You can, and you will,” she said sternly, her violet eyes fierce with anger. “Listen to me. The best way you can help Fox is by taking care of yourself, not by crying anymore. Understand?”

      Lavender had seemed so weak and timid on the island, but it seemed that being on the ship, and probably seeing her father, had brought strength and courage to her. I had to trust her.

      Trust her? My eyes went wide.

      I swallowed hard, wondering if I could do this…

      For Fox… Since when did I care that much about him?

      I wiped my eyes and pulled my composure together, just like I did as a princess every day of my life.

      “What do we do?”

      Lavender studied me for a moment then nodded. “Hurry. Change into dry clothes and eat something. We need to come up with a plan to get you and Jax off this ship as soon as possible.”

      

      The plan was simple… almost too simple. Once we got close to Sunrise Kingdom, Lavender would distract her father and the other pirates, while I snuck below deck.

      She said they would probably keep Fox in the prison cell below deck, so I’d need a key to get him out.

      “Father always keeps the prison keys on him at all times,” she said. “But if I can get close enough to him—which I will—I will get the keys.”

      I didn’t know how she would do it, but she briefly explained that being on a pirate ship, with scarce rations, taught her to be somewhat of a thief. Lavender had more hidden skills than I gave her credit for.

      We looked at the map of the Incandescent Kingdoms and estimated how long it would take to get to Sunrise Kingdom, then what I would do once there.

      “I’ll have to sneak to the palace and get my brother’s help,” I said as I ate some sweet potato, bread, meat, and cheese brought to us by Hans. The boy wasn’t allowed to say anything, and I felt sorry for him. He’d been forced to sign on as a pirate.

      “I have a feeling this plan is bigger than we think,” Lavender said after swallowing her food. She pointed to Sunrise Kingdom on the map. “Whenever my father comes to get me, I’ll find out all his plans.” She stood and paced the map room while chewing her food. “Does Sunrise Kingdom have a strong army?”

      “Not as strong as Alpenglow. If we hadn’t allied up with Alpenglow Kingdom during the Pirate Wars, our kingdom probably would have been overrun or destroyed.”

      “Does Sunrise have a lot of pirate sympathizers?”

      I nodded. “Of course. There are many ex-pirates who turned their lives around and now work in fields, have families, keep the ports… you know.” I shrugged.

      Lavender tapped her chin and shook her head. “I think my father intends to kill you, Heilani.”

      My blood went cold. “I thought he was just going to use me as a bartering tool.”

      “I think you’re his backup plan.” She went on to explain that there were probably pirates who still served Altun. They would likely attempt to overthrow the crown of Sunrise Kingdom before Altun’s arrival.

      “What good would that do?”

      Lavender rolled her eyes. “One word. Caxton. He’s coveted the island for years, and has served Altun diligently in the hopes of ruling it.”

      “He can’t—not if he doesn’t have the stone.”

      “These are pirates, remember?” A bitter smile crept up Lavender’s lips. “They don’t play by the rules.”

      

      Lavender taught me how to hide the silverware knife in my pocket for emergencies. I showed her my rusty old knife and she made a face, but let me hide it in my boot anyway.

      We both wore sailor’s outfits and braided each other’s hair after they finished drying. “The last thing you need is for your hair to get in your face while escaping,” Lavender said as she finished my fishtail braid.

      A knock on the door startled us, but we kept calm. It was exactly as Lavender suspected: her father would want to see her. She left, and I sat alone in the map room.

      Not knowing what else to do, I paced back and forth. I dug my hand into my pocket, feeling the locket my sisters gave me.

      Is Fox alright? What are we going to do?

      I thought about what he said, how nobody liked him when he was his true self. He said the same applied to me: I didn’t even like Jax. I had learned to like Fox, but not Jax.

      A pang struck my heart. It was full of sadness and anger. How dare he lie to me!

      I was mad at him. And I was mad at my brother, Iosefa. He had probably known all along.

      I released the locket and shook my head. My sisters must have known too!

      More disappointment flared within. All of my siblings were in on this, and did they think it was funny? Did they think they were so clever setting up their sister with the prince of Alpenglow?

      At least my marriage benefits all of Sunrise Kingdom. Fox was going to send ten treasure chests. Then I thought of what Fox said.

      I hope you would learn humility. Humility? I stepped into the bedroom and paced in front of the large window.

      What a jerk! Again, the whole thing was infuriating. After we returned to Aqua Isle, he also planned on giving me the choice to stay with him or to divorce him.

      He never wanted me. Then why did he look like he wanted to kiss me? And why did I have a desire for him to kiss me?

      Before I could explore the topic, the door opened and Lavender entered. The door slammed behind us, and the clicking of the lock sounded. Lavender raised an eyebrow and turned, leaning against the door to make sure nobody was there.

      “We’re a day out from Sunrise,” she said quietly, approaching me. From her boot, she pulled something.

      My heart beat wildly. It was the key. It was the key I had to use to sneak past the pirates downstairs and rescue Fox…

      Can I do it? I swallowed hard and nodded. For Fox?

      He was a man I still felt I didn’t know, a man who lied to me. He was also a man who was starting to tug at my heartstrings.

      But I can’t let him. I would rescue him and get us all out of this mess. Then I’d figure out my purpose and path, because the more I thought about it, the more I realized I didn’t really know why I was here. Or anywhere.

      

      Time seemed to move slowly, but Lavender and I kept busy. We went over backup plans and escape routes in case things went wrong. After she returned from another evening of speaking with her father, she looked both smug and disgusted.

      “I was right,” she told me. “There are pirates in Sunrise who have plotted to overthrow the crown. When we get there, they should already have the palace under siege and the royals either killed or taken hostage.”

      The whole room suddenly felt cold, even though the fireplace burned. My siblings were so unaware of this plot. Would they be alright?

      I didn’t want to imagine the pirates taking my sisters, Atamai and Luni, Filia, or my brothers, Iosefa and Malosi, and either torturing them, throwing them in prison, or worse, killing them.

      Lavender also revealed that Altun intended on sailing straight to Aqua Isle after ensuring his regime started at Sunrise Kingdom.

      “He intends to rule that island, but mostly, he wants his treasure back. Jax took most of Altun’s treasures and they’re in the palace on Aqua Isle.” She shook her head. “He will take his treasure back to Twilight and hide it.”

      “Why is he so obsessed with his treasure?” I asked.

      “He’s always been covetous of his goods. I would say it’s an addiction.”

      “What good is the treasure if he can’t use it?”

      “He always dreamed of having a kingdom at the Haunted Island,” Lavender said. “I think he secretly wanted to pay people to live at Twilight. But he is an evil man, and he wouldn’t care if people were killed by the harsh conditions at Twilight. He also would knife a man just to get his own gold back.”

      “What’s with the kingdom obsession?”

      “Who wouldn’t want an Incandescent Kingdom?” Lavender asked. “These are the chosen kingdoms of peace, prosperity, and, most importantly, light.”

      “Sunrise doesn’t seem all that special,” I muttered.

      “But it is.” Lavender stood by the window and watched the water trailing behind the ship. “You don’t realize how lucky you are to have grown up there. Your people, culture, food… all of it is so grounding. There’s a sense of belonging on your island that can’t be found anywhere else.”

      I swallowed hard. Did I never realize it?

      “Other kingdoms also have their own characteristics.” Lavender folded her arms. “Alpenglow’s forests and woods have reared some of the greatest hunters and gatherers. The mountains are majestic and humbling.”

      Her voice sounded almost like a song. It was beautiful and melodic. “Starshine has people who are honorable, respectful, and peaceful. Their culture is unique and wonderful in its own way. Anyone who visits Starshine can feel their own sense of duty and responsibility.”

      She paused and looked at me. “Every kingdom has purpose, and gifts those who live within it some form of light to look up to. Can you imagine the sense of accomplishment you would feel to be the founder of an Incandescent Kingdom? Can you imagine how you would feel if the golden wizard found you worthy to bestow a stone?”

      I had never thought of that. I shook my head and thought about Fox… Jax. “Fox married me so he could get his own kingdom,” I said. “And you were the last thing he needed to take care of for the Pirate Wars.”

      Lavender moved her long white braid to the front of her body. “He deserves his own kingdom, after all he did for the wars.” She cleared her throat. “But Jax will die if we don’t rescue him soon though.”

      My heart did a weird pattering.

      “You care about him, don’t you?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know what to think.”

      “He cares about you.” She sounded so matter of fact, it took me off guard. What did Lavender know? “It took eight pirates to hold him back from going after you the other day. And then it took a few more to give him a beating enough so he couldn’t move. He was so bent on rescuing you.”

      Heat rushed up my cheeks. Really? He was fighting… for me?

      “I requested for my father to let you see Jax.”

      “Really?” She hadn’t shared this… til now?

      “He said no, of course.” The white-haired girl played with her braid. “But I convinced him to give you a few minutes.”

      “How?”

      She lifted her chin. “I’ve lived with pirates my whole life, so you’ll have to forgive me if I sound harsh sometimes, princess.”

      I didn’t understand her, but she continued. “I told him to let you see the prince. It would be defeating for both of you. It would lower your morale. He’s in terrible condition, Heilani. Jax has been beat up before, but nothing like this.”

      My mouth felt parched and my hands started sweating.

      “But I think the prince needs your strength. And he’ll need that strength for your escape.”

      “Why are you helping us?” I asked, suddenly aware that Lavender had more power in persuading Altun than anyone else on the ship.

      “Because I’m tired of these wars,” she said. “Jax was the only one who ended them, for the most part. It’s not his fault my father is still alive.” Lavender gave me a look. “So I owe it to him.”

      I thought she was going to say something about Fox and me, but she obviously had her own reasons. A knock on the door made us both jump. Someone started opening it, and I knew they were going to call for me.

      “I also arranged it because he loves you, Heilani.”

      “Princess, get out here.” A gruff voice called from outside.

      Lavender continued to keep her eyes on me, her face serious. “That boy doesn’t love lightly, and I don’t even think he realizes it. He saved all the Incandescent Kingdoms, and the least I can do is help save his heart.”

      “Princess!” The door slammed open and a pirate marched in. I hurried to follow him before he grabbed my arm.  I wanted to say something to Lavender, to ask if she knew more about Jax than I did, or if there was something I had missed.

      Because surely the prince didn’t love me…

      Or, as Lavender suggested, he didn’t realize it. Did I not realize it either? Or was this all a confusing part of Lavender working for her father? Was she messing with my mind? Who could I trust?
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      Light footsteps came down the stairs, followed by a short gasp.

      “Fox…” It was barely a whisper. “What did they do to you?”

      I couldn’t open my eyes, but I knew it was her.

      “Please let me inside.” Her voice was shaky, but firm. A jingling of keys sounded, followed by the guard’s gruff voice.

      “Don’t try anything, or I’ll cut yer hand.”

      Cold hands pulled me into an embrace and I didn’t try to resist.

      “Fox.” She was trembling. “Fox… are you alright?”

      I said nothing, but let my head rest on her chest. She held me, her embrace surprisingly strong. Or perhaps I was too weak to even hold myself up and she had to do the work.

      I was ready to kill the next person who touched Heilani, but it seemed my torture and payback from Altun were long overdue. After every pirate had a chance to kick, punch, or whack me, I was severely whipped. My back was in shreds, and I felt slightly embarrassed that Heilani had to see me like this.

      I’d been beaten up several times before—and not just as a pirate. In my youth, I was the one with the smart mouth, which got me into trouble too often. I could see my mother’s face, even now, as she chastised me while tending to my wounds.

      Well, I couldn’t even see Heilani’s face. My face was so swollen from the beating, that my eyes were shut.

      “I should have brought some salve or something.”

      “Your hands…” They did feel good. They were cold, probably because she was cold.

      She placed them on my forehead, on my cheeks, and then she touched my back. I let out a small sigh. Though pain rippled up my back when she touched my wounds, the cold was relieving.

      “I’m so sorry Fox. I should have been more persistent after talking to Lavender—”

      “You have nothing…” I coughed, my voice so dry from the lack of water.

      “Get him some water,” Heilani told the guard.

      “I don’t take orders from—”

      “I demand you get him some water now.” I’d never heard Heilani’s voice this cold or serious, and it even made my own skin crawl. The pirate muttered some curses under his breath, locked us both inside the prison, then left.

      “Don’t talk, just rest.” I could imagine her, but I couldn’t quite read into her emotions. Was she upset? Scared?

      “Are… are you alright?” I asked.

      “Fox, how can you ask me that—I’m fine. Lavender and I have just been locked up in the quarters. We have a plan to get you out though, alright?” She ran her fingers through my hair and it sent a wave of electricity through me. What was she doing? Especially when I was so disgusting to look at?

      After our encounter the other night, I was pretty sure Heilani would divorce me. She had no reason to stay. I was a fraud, and once I got my kingdom, I wondered if I wanted her to stay. Relationships were complicated, and it seemed that she had started to like Fox… but she certainly didn’t like Jax. People always liked the version of me that wasn’t acting, so why try to be myself? She was probably right: I’d been acting for so long, I didn’t even know who I was anymore.

      “Listen to me, Fox. We’re going to get you out at Sunrise. Lavender and I came up with a plan.”

      Good ole Lavender. I never judged her for the potions she made. Her father probably threatened her in evil and cruel ways, so she did it for her own survival. But after a year on the island, Lavender must have hit her tipping point. I was grateful she was helping us, as her father would believe her lies and mask.

      In a way, Lavender and I were similar: always putting on a face, always going undercover. I felt sorry for her.

      But nobody feels sorry for me… I thought maybe Heilani would see how hard it had been to do what I did for so many years. But it seemed everyone took my undercover operations for granted. I had become nothing more than a fact people would state when reciting the history of the Pirate Wars.

      “Once we’re in reach of Sunrise, I’ll be back, understood?”

      “Yes ma’am.” I attempted a smile and it was received with a quiet sob. “Heilani?” I sat up now, searching for her face.

      “How could they do this to you?” She hugged me and I realized she was trying to be strong earlier. But she was obviously crying. After a moment, where she wiped her tears and sniffed, she said, “I’m so scared, Fox.”

      Vulnerability pulsed through both of us. I found her arm and stroked it. “I know.” I took a small breath. “I am too.”

      “What—”

      “I was always one step ahead of the pirate lords. My brothers were always ready to jump in when I needed them.” I rested my head against Heilani’s head, loving her scent: coconut, vanilla, flowers. “I didn’t see this one coming. I thought Altun was dead.” My raspy voice was barely a whisper.

      “I want to be brave—”

      “You are brave. You’ve been brave throughout the wars, the expedition—”

      “Fox, I’m supposed to be comforting you, not the other way around.” She let out a little laugh. “I’m failing horribly.”

      I couldn’t help a grin but suppressed it when I remembered my lips were cracked. “I wouldn’t be opposed to some comfort.”

      “Are you seriously flirting right now?” She pushed me away.

      I chuckled. “Who said I was flirting?”

      “This is serious Fox—”

      “You’re the one who said you’re here to comfort me.” I wished I could see her face. “It’s not working.”

      I could imagine her rolling her eyes. “I don’t even know what to say—”

      “How about we start with how brave and intelligent I am, cause right now I don’t have handsome looks going for me—”

      “Oh stop it.”

      “I’m honestly embarrassed that you are seeing me like this—”

      “Fox, you look good no matter what.” The words must have slipped because she went silent for a moment. “I meant…”

      My heart skipped a beat as she searched for something to say. “You are brave. And you are intelligent. Which is why we’ll get out of here alive. We’ll get my siblings’ help at Sunrise, and Altun will pay for his crimes.”

      “And what will become of us?” I asked it in a playful tone, but my stomach did all sorts of somersaults thinking about our precarious future. She knew she could leave me at the end of all of this…

      “Us?” She hesitated. “I don’t know… Right now we’re a team but… once you get your kingdom…” Her voice trailed off before she cleared her throat. “Once you get your kingdom I suppose we don’t have a need for each other.”

      We don’t have a need for each other? It felt like someone slapped me across the face but I nodded. Right. We didn’t need each other.

      My mind went in circles. But was it possible we could want each other?

      Nobody wants me. Right. Nobody liked the real Jax. Everyone was just like the person Jax pretended to be, even when he was Jax!

      I held in a sigh, too tired to discuss the matter further.

      We were never meant to be, I thought and nodded, as if to solidify my decision.

      Heilani took a breath to say something, but the guard returned with the water. She helped me drink, then was escorted out of the prison cell.

      Left alone to my thoughts, I couldn’t help but loathe this situation, but more so, myself. It wasn’t Heilani’s fault she didn’t like me. I did this to myself. I was the one who acted and put on masks. So she was right. After this was all over, and I got my kingdom, there was no need to stay together.

      Besides, I got her into this mess. It was up to me to get her out of it.

      

      Time moved at a weird pace. I would fall asleep and wake up in, what felt like, hours. But they would only be mere minutes. The cell had no windows, but even if it did, I couldn’t see a thing.

      The swelling had gone down a little, but not completely. At least I could open my eyes a little.

      Altun came down twice to personally whip me, just for fun. He said it was his favorite sport, and laughed each time the whip hit my back.

      All I could think about was how I would escape with Heilani. She said she had a plan, but did she realize how bad my condition was? My back was so sliced, I could barely move it.

      However, as the moon sat over the water, light footsteps came down the stairs. And whether I was ready or not, strong enough or not, I knew this was it. This was our escape.

      

      There were no guards at this hour, because it was late at night and they went to sleep. The guard, however, did take the keys with him. I prayed Heilani had the keys.

      “Get up Jax.” It wasn’t Heilani, but Lavender.

      I obeyed, though I moved at a snail’s pace. “Thanks for helping us, Lav.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Sorry.”

      She knew me too well, because I’d worked for her father. When my identity was revealed, she must have thought so low of me. I used to openly flirt with her, just so I could blend in with the others. Everyone called her “Lav” so I did too.

      Now I realized how rude it was, and how I didn’t need to put on that facade anymore. She was Lavender, the daughter of a pirate.

      “Turn around.”

      She stood at the door, and I could barely make out her striking white hair. It was braided and she wore a sailor’s uniform. I did so, and she put something on my back. The soothing, cold relief made me let out a breath.

      “Listen.” She spoke before I could thank her. “We have only a few minutes, the smallest window of time, understood?”

      “Aye.”

      “Heilani is already waiting for you outside the ship. We’re coming up on a bundle of floating seaweed and you’ll both sneak into the water. No splashing. Swim underneath as much as possible. You’ll have about a mile to swim to Sunrise. Father plans to pull into the bay at first light. You should reach the palace before us, and warn them. Be sure that they have their men at the ports with cannons. Send vessels around the island to corner this ship in the bay. My father is acting boldly by pulling the ship into the bay, but if you surround him, he’ll surrender.”

      She continued to put the salve on, then turned me around, her cold fingers rubbing it on my face. “When he surrenders, spare no time in killing him. Understood?”

      I could tell she had thought this all out, and to hear her say to kill him… that was harsh. But understandable. She knew the evil he was capable of. He escaped once, but not again.

      “Aye, understood. Thanks Lavender.”

      “No thanks necessary. I owe it to you, Jax.” She placed something in my hand. A knife. “Come on.”

      We ran up the steps as quietly as possible. The sound of laughter came from the mess hall, along with someone playing the violin.

      “Where’s Altun?”

      “On deck.”

      “Is he protected—”

      “We’re not killing him now. There’s no way, with your condition especially.”

      “You’re the only one granted one-on-one time with him. Why don’t you—”

      “I can’t kill my own father, Jax.”

      “He would kill you if needed.”

      “I know. But I am not my father.”

      I felt sorry for Lavender. What an unfortunate circumstance she had to grow up in. We reached the deck with some difficulty. We did bump into a sailor but luckily it was Elijah, and he raised no alarm but pointed toward the direction that was clear.

      As we snuck onto the deck, Lavender motioned where I should start climbing down the side of the ship, then nodded. “Good luck,” she said, then started towards the helm. Altun must have given his daughter privileges to roam the ship freely. And she would probably go distract him now.

      I didn’t get very far when I felt Heilani touch my hand. We didn’t exchange words but held onto the side of the ship, watching the water ahead of us, searching for the seaweed forest.

      Though my vision was still pretty bad, I could make out Sunrise Kingdom in the distance.

      A mile. We’d have to swim a mile. I took a slow breath. I could do this.

      I would be exhausted once we reached the island, but I only needed to do one thing at a time. Moonlight shone on the water, which would make it easy for the night watcher to spot us.

      Which is why we must swim in the seaweed forest. Then nobody would notice us.

      “Ready?” Heilani’s voice sounded squeaky, probably because she was as nervous as I felt. This was all very dangerous…

      As the ship skimmed over the seaweed forest, I eased myself into it. Heilani did too. Not one splash came from either of us, and we made eye contact before taking deep breaths and swimming underwater in the direction of the island.

      We did this for a long while, and when I looked towards the ship, it continued to sail on, unsuspecting of us.

      Whew.

      Heilani found my hand. “Are you alright Fox?” she asked in barely a whisper. The salty water moved all around us, and the seaweed felt slimy against my body.

      “I’m good. You?”

      “Aye.”

      “Thanks for getting us out of there.”

      “Most of it was Lavender.” She squeezed my hand. “Come on. We’ve got a ways to go.”

      I didn’t say anything but, my cheeks warmed. If Heilani was sure we weren’t going to be together, then why would she grab my hand?

      She’s just being nice, I told myself. Yet as we swam, I had to let my thoughts distract me from the ever-growing pain in my back.

      What if she does like me but is playing hard to get?

      What if Heilani didn’t mean what she said earlier?

      What if she is in love with me? Would that change things for me?

      As we finally dragged ourselves onto the sandy shore, I let myself collapse. The last thing I saw was Heilani’s face in the moonlight, her hand on my cheek. I liked how she touched me. “Hang on, Fox. I’m going to get help.”
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      I pounded on the door of an aunty’s home. I knew every part of the island and many of my extended family lived in this fishing town. I recognized the beach as soon as Fox and I stood on the shore. I chose my Aunty Langi’s home because, unlike my other aunts who openly despised me, Aunty Langi was indifferent.

      She didn’t address my behavior like the others, but, instead, ignored me. That seemed like a better choice to me than the rest, who gossipped. If they saw Fox like this, the rest of the island would hear all about it.

      “Aunty Langi, please open up!” I left Fox behind, on the shore, because there was no way I could carry him. A light rain began to drizzle, covering up the moonlight.

      “Who’s there?” My uncle’s voice. Uncle Sefo was rough, big, and intimidating. But, like Aunty Langi, he was indifferent to me. And that was better than him telling me what a terrible person I was for not going to Fetu’s funeral.

      “It’s me, Heilani! Please, I need your help!” Before I could knock again, the door opened.

      Aunty Langi and Uncle Sefo stood there, gaping at me. “What are you doing, Heilani? Get inside!” Aunty Langi pulled my arm and slammed the door shut behind me.

      “I need your help. Fox is on the shore and he’s wounded and I can’t—” I didn’t finish because I gasped. From the small hallway emerged Iosefa. He was followed by Malosi, Filia, then Atamai and Luni.

      “Heilani!” Filia ran to me and pulled me into an embrace. Everything started to get dizzy.

      “What’s going on—”

      “Are you safe?” Iosefa asked, hesitant to give me a hug, but doing so anyway after Filia stepped back.

      “Were you followed?” Uncle Sefo asked, and I noticed he held a machete in his hand.

      “No, but Fox is on the beach and he needs help and I can’t carry him—” I was out of breath and ready to cry from exhaustion, relief, and confusion. “What are you all doing here?”

      Already Malosi, Iosefa, and Uncle Sefo left to get Fox, while Aunty Langi helped me sit on a woven mat on the floor. Filia wrapped a dry towel around my shoulders.

      “You should get dried off. The men will get Fox—” she started to say.

      “What’s going on?” I asked again, and Atamai and Luni knelt next to me, staring.

      “Where did you come from?” Filia asked.

      “Altun snuck onto Fox’s ship and there was a mutiny and he’s hurting and we just barely escaped and…” My breaths started coming out short and I realized I was hyperventilating. There was so much to explain, and why in the world were my siblings all at Aunty Langi’s house?

      “It’s alright.” Filia wrapped an arm around my shoulders while Atamai and Luni took my hands.

      I didn’t want to cry in front of my siblings, but the tears poured out. I sobbed, overwhelmed by everything that just happened. I also didn’t expect to see my siblings and I felt a mixture of relief and hurt.

      “The kingdom was attacked by a fleet of pirates,” Filia said. “We weren’t prepared, and they overtook the palace. We barely escaped.”

      Atamai and Luni squeezed my hands, as if trying to comfort me.

      “Pirates are running rampant and they say the new king of Sunrise will be a man named Caxton, one of Altun’s captains.”

      Bloody pirate. But I didn’t have time to think much about it.

      “We’ve been hiding here for less than a day,” Filia continued. “Aunty Langi seemed like the only family member who would be able to hide us well.” In other words, she wouldn’t go gossiping to the rest and before they knew it, the whole kingdom would know where they were hidden.

      “We’re sailing out tomorrow,” Luni said, her big brown eyes studying me.

      “And we’ve already sent out a messenger to Prince Dawson at Alpenglow for aid,” Atamai offered.

      “Where are you sailing?” I asked, wiping my tears in haste.

      “Apparently the pirates had planned this all along.” Filia took a cup of hot tea from Aunty Langi and offered it to me. I tried to drink, but my head was racing. Was Fox going to be alright? What would happen to Sunrise Kingdom? Lavender was right all along… this was a bigger scheme than any of us realized.

      “We were going to sail right away to Aqua Isle. We’re going to a village on the outskirts of the kingdom in hopes they can offer us a speedy ship. Altun has plans to overtake Aqua Isle and become king there. The people of Aqua Isle are mostly defenseless but the pirates must be stopped. Also, we were worried about you.”

      I rubbed my head. They were worried about me? “Well, I’m here now,” I said, and the look Filia gave me was sincere.

      They all sold me off… I reminded myself. I didn’t know what to say. Obviously, I wanted to go with my siblings to Aqua Isle. We had to help the people or do something—anything—instead of waiting around for Prince Dawson, Jax’s oldest brother, to bring his naval fleet.

      The door burst open and my brothers and uncle came in. My large uncle had Fox over his shoulder and all the women gasped at Fox’s bloody, torn-up back. I covered my mouth, not realizing he’d been that injured.

      “Get him down, now.” Filia was already up, and I saw her nurse-like self kicking in. She hurried to pull her hair up into a messy bun and started giving orders. “Atamai, grab my bag from the room. Luni, grab some clean water. Aunty Langi I need some clean cloths.” She looked at me. “Heilani stay with me. Jax will need you.”

      So they knew that Fox was Jax. The mixture of feelings caused by their betrayal returned.

      I don’t trust my siblings…

      Yet there they were, helping me. Helping Fox. Filia and Malosi took off Fox’s shirt, though it was so torn up, it seemed more like a mere scrap of cloth. I stood to the side, too much in shock to move.

      The cuts looked like red ribbons across his back, and though I’d noticed the muscles on his back, I didn’t know he had tattoos there too. There were different ones, and I recognized them as belonging to different pirate lords. Altun’s was the snake around the skull, and that was on Fox’s wrist. Inked into his back was an anchor, a shark, a hook, some colorful fish, and many more elaborate and detailed tattoos.

      Heilani took off Fox’s necklace, the stone face of the fox, and handed it to me. I watched the way she worked, fascinated and fearful all at the same time. How could she be so strong when seeing all that blood? She didn’t hesitate to dab something on Fox’s back and he jumped up, gasping in pain. I’d never seen my sister at work during the Pirate Wars, but there was a passion in her brown eyes.

      “Malosi, Iosefa. Hold him down. Heilani.” She motioned to me and pointed to his hand.

      I did as I was told, but everything seemed to move in slow motion. I thought of telling her I would be useless if I held his hand, but I did it anyway. Each time she dabbed at Fox’s cuts, he tried to leap up. My brothers held him down while Filia spoke soothing words.

      “It’s going to be alright Jax.”

      “Focus on your breaths, prince.”

      “You’ll feel better when this is all over.”

      He clasped my hand and I couldn't help but look at his face. The swelling of his eyes had gone down, but dark purple circles blotted his skin. His bloodshot eyes looked up at me, pleading. My heart felt like it was breaking in two at the sight.

      Fox moaned as Filia poured water on his back and dabbed at his cuts. “This will burn, prince,” she said, “But hang in there. It’ll be over soon.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut and I wished I could take away all his pain. I stroked his hand with my thumb.

      “Fox?”

      He looked up at me and I offered a smile. “We made it. We swam a whole mile in the middle of the night.” I didn’t know what else to say. While the captain prince groaned in pain, why were my thoughts focused on how we managed to make it?

      “And guess what?” I pulled my rusty old dagger from my wet boot. “I still got this.”

      The corner of his lip turned up. Despite all the pain he experienced, he could still smile. It made my heart skip a beat.

      “Of… all the things…” Fox’s voice was raspy. “You brought that?”

      “And this.” I showed him the silver knife from the dining table in the captain’s quarters. “Lavender taught me how to slip it into my waistband and then bring it out without anyone noticing.”

      I was trying to think of something, anything, to say to distract him. But I probably didn’t need to. He stared at me longer than what was probably normal or appropriate.

      I cleared my throat and he looked away.

      “There.” Filia motioned for my brothers to help Fox sit up. Then she began wrapping a clean white cloth around his whole torso. I was surprised at how confidently she moved. I would’ve been uncomfortable next to a partially dressed man—a wounded, partially dressed man at that. But she seemed right at home, and it dawned on me that if she acted nervously or uncomfortably, it would no doubt make the patient feel the same way.

      I’d always been jealous of Filia, but watching her made me… admire her. She was so skilled, no wonder the kingdom considered her the nurse princess. We were lucky to have her. I was lucky to have her as my sister.

      There was nobody else I would trust to care for Fox than her.

      Trust? I blinked a couple of times. Did I trust my sister?

      Aunty Langi brought in food and drink for us, and before I knew it, I changed into dry clothes, explained the whole story and journey to my siblings, then crawled into bed next to Atamai and Luni.

      Even though I was exhausted, all I could think about was Fox. Was he alright? Malosi, Iosefa, and Fox slept in the room next door, and I had no intention of checking on the captain. Not when he was with my brothers.

      When sleep didn’t come, I got up and went to the main living room. Aunty Langi and Uncle Sefo were probably asleep in their room, but Filia sat on the ground, pestle in hand, grinding things in a mortar on the floor.

      Her hair was in a messy bun, with strands falling down the sides of her face. She wore a short lavalava, with a white blouse on top. The sleeves were rolled up, revealing her slender, golden brown arms. She wore ankle socks over her feet, which was odd considering we usually went around barefoot in our homes. In a way, her legs looked almost… weird. She sat cross-legged but I couldn’t pinpoint what about or why her feet and legs looked strange. Filia and I had the same build and color, but she always seemed so much more gentler and softer in appearance. She was always so beautiful, another reason I was jealous of her.

      But now… I saw my sister. Filia. Memories resurfaced of our days as children, when we were always separated: she’d go to princess lessons and I’d be stuck with my brothers and cousins.

      She was always the special one… The perfect princess. And I was not.

      She looked up and quickly tucked her legs under her so that she was kneeling. “Heilani, you should really rest. We’ve got a long journey ahead of us tomorrow.”

      “You should rest too then.” Awkwardness kept me rooted to the spot. I remembered the last words I spoke to her, when she came to my room and said not to judge Fox. She knew all along he was the prince… they all knew… The hurt returned, but I didn’t know where else to go, or what to do. I didn’t feel like tossing and turning in bed, and I probably couldn’t go outside alone. Not with Altun’s pirates keeping the kingdom under their jurisdiction.

      Filia glanced at me with her big, soft brown eyes. When I didn’t move, she motioned to the mat across from her. I sat, looking at all the plants and things around her.

      “What are these?”

      “I’m making a salve for the prince. It’ll speed up his healing and recovery.” She continued mashing whatever it was in the mortar. “He should be feeling better by the morning, but this will ease his pain during our journey.”

      “Thanks for helping him.” I swallowed hard. I never told my sister thanks, or anyone in our family for that matter.

      Here in Sunrise I’m the shark princess… I’d forgotten my mask, and I sat a little straighter, trying to remember my old scowling face. But it didn’t come.

      I just felt… tired.

      After a few moments of Filia grinding her paste, she let out a sigh and met my eyes. “Heilani, I’m so sorry I let this all happen.”

      “Let what happen?”

      “We sold you off to the prince—I mean, we all knew it was Jax.” She paused. “You know Fox is Jax, right?”

      “Yes. He told me a few days ago.”

      “Only a few days ago?” Her eyes went wide. “Why did he wait so long?”

      “It’s complicated.” I rubbed my forehead.

      Filia studied me. “Complicated, as in… he likes you?”

      We’d never talked “boys” before. In fact, I’d never talked about boys or crushes to anyone. I bit my lower lip. “I don’t know.”

      She played with the pestle, then put it to the side to pick some leaves off a branch. “Well, I do need to apologize. A hundred treasures chests is still not worth it to sell your own sister—”

      “A hundred treasure chests?” My eyebrows shot up. “Fox said ten.”

      “No. A hundred. And they’re all probably being stolen by Altun’s pirates.” Filia rolled her eyes. “It took all day for the captain to offload those treasure chests, which is why he took you later that day.” She swallowed. “Anyway, I’m sorry Heilani. I should have never let it happen. You didn’t deserve that. You don’t deserve that, I don’t care how much of a hero Jax is.” She began pounding the leaves, and the juices spilled out. “Did he hurt you, Heilani?”

      “No.” Well… what did she mean?

      “Did he force you to do anything you didn’t want to?” Her gaze was serious as ever, and, for the first time, I saw a protector in her.

      She’s my older sister… And maybe she hadn’t ever been my older sister until now? Or perhaps I’d never noticed.

      “No.” I blushed. “We didn’t even sleep in the same bed.”

      Her shoulders relaxed. “So you’re… you’re alright?”

      Was I alright? I licked my lips and stared at the woven mats on the floor. “I think so.”

      A long silence passed, and when I looked up, Filia seemed like she wanted to say something. But she shook her head and looked down. “I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if he did something to you against your will. If he hurt you, or...” She didn’t finish, and I realized she must have thought of all the worst-case scenarios.

      “He was… honorable.” I paused. “Except for not telling me his true identity… I’ll admit I still don’t know how to feel about that.”

      “You only just found out, I’m sure you’re still shocked about it.”

      I never thought Filia would be able to sympathize with me. But here we were, and everything she said felt so… validating.

      “I thought…” I hesitated. I never shared my thoughts with anyone, much less my own family.

      “You thought?” Filia picked a few more leaves from another branch and added them to the mortar.

      “I thought I could trust him.” I let out a breath. “But then… then everything was so confusing.”

      “I’m sure it was—is.” Filia shook her head. “I should have stood up for you more, Heilani. I let Iosefa convince me that our kingdom is more important than you—that treasure and gold are more important than you.” She sighed. “It’s not. You’re my sister. You’re family. Nothing will ever replace that.”

      My vision got blurry. I’d never heard anyone in my family say words like these. I swiped my eyes, and though Filia noticed, she spared me any embarrassment by looking down at her work. “So I truly am sorry Heilani. I hope you can forgive me one day.”

      “I do forgive you.” It was easy to do. I didn’t blame her for doing what she did. Our kingdom did need the finances. And… I was alright. I didn’t know where my relationship with Fox would go, but I was alright.

      In fact, I was more alright now than I had been in a long time. Being away from my family and Sunrise Kingdom had actually been… good.

      I appreciated everything a lot more, but I especially appreciated my sisters. For the first time in my whole life, I didn’t want something to get between us. I wanted a relationship with my sisters. My hand instinctively went to the locket in my pocket.

      “Thanks Heilani.” Filia smiled a little, then quickly returned to her work.

      I cleared my throat. I certainly wasn’t innocent in this whole thing.

      “You know the day I left…” I bit my lower lip. Apologizing had to be the most agonizing thing I did… or was it? A lump formed in my throat as I met Filia’s eyes. “I’m… I’m sorry for what I said to you—”

      “I’m not mad,” Filia said. “I probably would’ve said the same things—”

      “No, you wouldn’t.” A nervous laugh escaped me. “I mean, you’re just nicer.”

      She studied me, a small smile on her lips. “I wish I were. Obviously, I thought it was alright to sell you off for treasure and that is not nice.”

      “Well, I still shouldn’t have been so… mean… to you.” My hands felt sweaty. “I’m sorry Filia.”

      “I forgive you, though you don’t need it.” She winked. I don’t think I’d ever seen my sister wink. The smile she gave me, though, meant everything. I knew she forgave me, and I was grateful I mustered the courage to apologize.

      This was new for her too, no doubt, and we would probably have to navigate a lot of challenges as we tried to be better sisters. But I felt something in the air, a lightness, a refreshment.

      I glanced towards the boys’ room, knowing that all of this would have never happened if not for Fox.

      “What’s new with you anyway?” I asked. I’d never asked the question but it felt kind of… fun.

      “Iosefa is setting up my own betrothal.”

      “Really? To who?”

      “A chief across the island.” Filia shrugged. “Another symbolic marriage, you know.”

      “Did you meet him?”

      She shook her head. “Malosi is lucky. He actually likes his bride-to-be. And let’s not forget she’s only a year younger than him. The chief is at least fifteen years older than me.”

      “Whoa,” I said. “Iosefa really needs to not set us up.”

      Filia chuckled. “Agreed. He’s not very good at it…” A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Or is he?”

      I blushed, understanding her meaning. “There’s nothing—”

      “There’s nothing,” Filia mimicked. “You two were ogling each other the whole time I was fixing up his back—”

      “We were not—”

      “I might have been busy, but I certainly noticed.”

      “Filia!”

      “He couldn’t keep his eyes off you. You were the only one who could bring him some peace.”

      “Stop it.”

      “Let’s not forget how you couldn’t keep your eyes off him with his shirt off—”

      “Not true!” I found myself laughing, and nudged Filia’s arm.

      She giggled. Had I ever heard her giggle before?

      “Grab that branch right there. Can you strip the leaves off? I’m going to use them all.”

      I happily grabbed the branch and did as asked. We didn’t speak anymore of our arranged marriages, but I couldn’t help smiling to myself. I’d never laughed with Filia before.

      Perhaps, despite all the darkness surrounding us, there was something good happening after all.
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      I woke up to sunlight in my eyes.

      Salty air. The sound of waves. Sails flapping in the wind.

      “He’s awake!” An unfamiliar voice. Then footsteps on the deck. Lots of them. I sat up and let out a yelp of pain. It felt like a thousand daggers ripped through my back.

      “Easy there.” Another unfamiliar voice. I blinked awake to find Princess Filia kneeling in front of me, her hand on my arm, steadying me. Three other heads popped up behind her, watching me. I immediately zoned in on Heilani.

      “What’s going on? My head—” I rubbed my pounding forehead.

      “Here.” Heilani crouched by me and held a jug of water to my lips. I drank, then looked around. We were on a ship… an old ship. It looked like the wood had gone years without proper cleaning or staining. The sails above were slightly ripped. And where was the crew?

      It was so quiet, it almost seemed haunted.

      “How do you feel?” Heilani asked, almost shyly. Her sisters all watched with great interest, and I wondered if she felt awkward interacting with me in front of them.

      I sure did. And it wasn’t just because they were all staring at me. I wasn’t even properly dressed. There was a great white bandage around my torso, but I didn’t wear any shirt. My skin was tanned from being exposed to the sun.

      Heilani must have noticed, because she quickly gave her sisters orders. “Atamai, get an extra shirt from Malosi, will you? Luni, can you grab him something to eat?”

      Filia got the hint. “Let me grab my things. I’ll be back to check on you in a few minutes,” she said, then left us.

      I sat at the front of the ship, on the floor. But there were woven mats and blankets under me for comfort. Apparently I’d been lying on my side, leaving half of my back open to the sun. I must have rolled onto my back, which woke me up.

      Heilani wore an old blue dress, which barely reached her ankles. A ta’ovala sat around her waist but… I kind of liked seeing more of her. She had nice, small feet, and the sandals she wore reminded me of the first time we met. Her dark hair was pulled up into a bun on her head, just like her sisters’ hair. A rosy color painted her cheeks and nose, meaning she’d gotten some sunburn already.

      “There’s a lot to explain,” she said, handing me a shirt from Atamai, then waiting while I put it on.

      A sense of modesty returned to me.

      “How are you doing?” I asked, instead of going through the details of our plan. All I could think about was her. She handed me food from Luni, but I continued to look at the princess.

      “I’m alright. A little tired, but glad to be off that ship.”

      “You’re not hurt?”

      “No, but you are.”

      Filia came at that moment and handed something to Heilani. “Put that on his back, will you?” She nodded to me. “Good to see you Prince Jax.”

      I tipped my head, but the pounding wouldn’t go away. Heilani moved behind me and lifted the shirt. So much for my modesty and dignity. She started unwrapping the bandage and I half helped her, half ate.

      Iosefa and Malosi were at the helm while the twin sisters walked about the ship, arms linked, pretending to do something but continuously looking our way. Filia joined her brothers at the helm.

      “It’s just us?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just your family and I on this ship?”

      “Aye. Well, actually we had two stowaways.” Heilani motioned to the twins. “They snuck on the boat—they were supposed to stay in Sunrise with Aunty Langi.”

      The twins smiled up at us, as if knowing that we were talking about them. The princess continued. “The palace has been taken over. Those who worked for royalty were forced to serve the pirates or would suffer death. We didn’t have time to recruit others. We have to get to Aqua Isle as quickly as possible before Altun gets the fleet of ships and uses Lavender’s potions to force the people—ex-pirates, mostly—into servitude.”

      She explained how Lavender’s mother had a book of potions, and Altun found it. He didn’t know how to read the mother’s encryptions, but Lavender did.

      So he was going to force her, again, to make potions for his benefit.

      I tried to think about the dangers of this, and how sorry I felt for Lavender but… I found myself distracted.

      Very distracted.

      Heilani’s soft fingers stroked my back. I knew it meant nothing, but it made my body feel all weird. It was hard to focus on the mission ahead, or all that transpired especially when my mind kept going back to the way she held my hand last night, the kindness she showed me… And now, every touch of hers sent my mind reeling.

      She’s just putting medicine on…

      “Word has also spread that since Lavender has been rescued, the golden wizard will place a stone at Aqua Isle.” Heilani touched a particularly sensitive spot and I jumped.

      “Sorry—”

      “It’s fine.” I looked back at her, her face close to mine. She looked so pretty, like an innocent island girl, in the plain clothes she wore, her hair in a messy updo. “Thanks, Heilani.”

      “What for?”

      “I don’t know. For everything.” I hurried to turn away.

      “You can thank me if we get through this whole ordeal alive.”

      “If?” I raised an eyebrow. “You mean, when we get through this whole ordeal alive?”

      “I don’t know if I believe your optimism.”

      “You have to have some kind of optimism when you’re dealing with pirates.”

      “Ah, another lesson from the ex-pirate captain, the undercover prince himself.”

      I glanced at her to find a small smile on her lips. She was teasing me, obviously. She closed the glass jar of salve and stood.

      I changed the subject in haste. “Has a messenger been sent to my brother at Alpenglow?” I asked, not really wanting her to leave. Heilani hesitated, then crouched next to me and avoided eye contact. I realized it was probably because my shirt was still off. But I made no move to put it back on.

      “Aye. I’m not sure how long it will take for the messenger to get there.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Once Dawson gets the message, he’ll be at Aqua Isle in a few days’ time.” I trusted my oldest brother and even gave him my second fastest ship. No doubt he would arrive with an army to aid me.

      “Fox?”

      “Yes?”

      “Those tattoos on your back… why didn’t the pirate lords assume you were undercover if you had them all?”

      “They knew I was undercover.” I attempted to put the shirt on but Heilani stopped me.

      “You have to let the medicine dry a little.”

      “Oh.”

      She bit her lower lip and sat back down. A surge of energy ran through me.

      She’s staying here… to talk to me.

      I ran my fingers through my hair and noticed Heilani looking at me. She blushed and stared ahead at the sea.

      “I was a spy for all the pirate lords. They all learned to trust me over time.”

      “How did you get the pirate lords’ attention?”

      This time, I blushed. “I was a pirate, princess. I acted and did things pirates did. I can’t say I’m proud of it, but I was doing it for a greater cause.”

      “Would you ever… share some of your stories?” She hesitated, then shook her head. “Nevermind—”

      “I can share whatever you want to know. I mean… you are my wife… for now…”

      My last two words lingered in the air. For now…

      Heilani lifted her chin, ignoring the sadness in those words. “Well, as your wife, I would like to know the truth. Will you share some true stories to pass the time?”

      I smiled, though my insides ached a little. “For my wife, of course.”

      Then I winked.

      She nudged me. “No flirting.”

      “A man can’t flirt with his wife?”

      The princess rolled her eyes. “Not unless he’s trying to woo her.”

      “Who said I wasn’t trying?”

      She blushed. “You flirted with a lot of girls before, haven’t you?”

      “I had to.”

      “May I ask… if you…” She hesitated, playing with the locket in her pocket. “Did you enjoy it?”

      I shrugged. “At first it was all fun and games. But it got old.” A salty breeze made me feel sticky all over, but Heilani’s full attention was on me. I wiped my forehead and continued. “It often felt like all women were the same—and I know that’s not true. It’s just the ones I dealt with were at pirate ports or other places women shouldn’t be.”

      “And you kissed a lot of girls?”

      We were back to the kissing topic again. Embarrassment made my stomach twist. “Aye.”

      “But… why?”

      Obviously, this still bothered Heilani, and because she was my wife, she should know about my past. I sucked in a short breath.

      “One girl I kissed back in Alpenglow. I was young and stupid. I thought I liked her but she was just a flirt. The rest I kissed as a pirate, and they were all for distractions.”

      “Distractions?” Heilani frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I eavesdropped a lot, and the easiest way to do that was to find a girl to kiss in the right spot, at the right time.”

      She eyed me, and I knew I had to explain myself.

      “When I needed to get some kind of information, I’d get close enough to the person I needed to listen to. Then I’d kiss the closest girl—”

      “What if they had some kind of disease?” Heilani looked horrified at this, and I was embarrassed to admit my tactics.

      “Look, you asked—”

      “But I thought these were girls you actually liked!”

      “You probably won’t like any of the other stories I have,” I said, turning away, now wanting Heilani to leave. It was hard being a pirate, doing all the dirty things I had to do…

      “The tattoos on your back… the girls… the strategies…” Heilani placed her hand on my arm, and I couldn’t help looking at her.

      I thought she’d be disgusted, but she only seemed… sad.

      For me? Nobody had ever understood all the heartache, trauma, and sacrifice I went through to end the wars. Everyone assumed it was so easy to go undercover. My own brothers sometimes asked me for information and I would get frustrated that they never understood how hard it was to get even the smallest bits of knowledge I gave them. They didn’t even realize I was putting my own life at risk doing such dangerous undercover work.

      “I never realized how hard it must have been for you.”

      I avoided eye contact, not wanting her to see that I really did appreciate her words.

      “Thank you, Jax.”

      Now I did look at her. It was the first time she called me by my real name. She smiled. Then, as if realizing we were gazing into each other’s eyes for a longer than usual amount of time, she blushed and looked away.

      “Here come my sisters.” Atamai and Luni approached. Heilani squeezed my arm. “Will you share some stories with us—if it’s not too much to ask?”

      I rested my elbows on my knees and looked out to sea.

      “Sure. I’ll share the good ones.”

      “They’re all good,” she reassured, then patted the deck. "They're all good because you're good." Atamai and Luni giggled and seated themselves beside Heilani. They quickly bombarded me with questions about my travels and adventures.

      As I shared some of my stories, Heilani listened intently. I avoided some of the heavier stories, opting for the lighthearted ones. The girls laughed and were enraptured in the tales.

      But the whole time, I couldn’t stop making eye contact with Heilani. She smiled the entire time, something I’d never seen her do.

      Was it because her relationship with her family was changing? Or was it because our relationship was changing?

      

      Later that night, I spoke with Malosi and Iosefa. They didn’t have time to get expert navigators to join the expedition, so the two were using ancient wayfinding methods, taught to them by their ancestors. I watched and listened, fascinated by their expertise.

      Heilani came above deck to join, but the brothers mostly ignored her.

      “Can I see what you’re doing?” she asked as Malosi wrote something on a paper. Iosefa had his hand out to the stars, doing some kind of calculation.

      When the brothers didn’t answer her and, instead, kept asking her to move away, she retreated below deck. She didn’t even look at me when she passed me, and my heart ached for her.

      After she told me all the stories of her life growing up, I could see why she didn’t feel like a part of her family. Her brothers outright ignored her, as if she wasn’t even important.

      For whatever reason, anger flared within me. Why didn’t her brothers look out for her more?

      “Heilani told me about Fetu,” I said, my comment completely off-topic of everything going on.

      Iosefa and Malosi exchanged looks. “What did she say?” Iosefa asked, steering the wheel a little to the right.

      “She said he used to hurt her.” I folded my arms.

      “Heilani was always asking for it,” Malosi said, almost uncomfortably as he pretended to study the map on the table.

      “You obviously didn’t grow up with her,” Iosefa said. “If I’m being honest, it’s a relief that she’s gone now. She’s married to you and the kingdom got the financial aid it needed.”

      I thought of my own sister. If she were still alive, would I ever say such things about her?

      “She’s your sister,” I said.

      “And you’re her husband,” Malosi pointed out.

      “Did either of you ever realize that your sister was being bullied?” I frowned. “That she’s still being bullied by those in your family?”

      The brothers remained quiet.

      “I think you owe an apology to your sister—”

      “For what, though?” Iosefa asked. “If I hadn’t intervened, she would probably be back at Sunrise, doing nothing for our people—”

      “She went to rural schools during the Pirate Wars to teach,” I said, my words coming out rapidly. I promised Heilani I wouldn’t tell, and I reminded her it was a pirate’s promise… meaning I would probably break it.

      For a good cause…

      “She donated imported goods to rural areas to sell at their ports. She was looking out for your people, it seems, more than you realized.” I never thought I’d defend Heilani, but I was livid with her brothers.

      I did respect them. They had fought and led valiantly in the Pirate Wars. And they appreciated any help or knowledge I gave them, unlike my own brothers at times. But family was more important than all of that.

      A person could do all the good in the world, but if they couldn’t even love and serve their own family, what was the point?

      The brothers paused, exchanged glances, then looked at me.

      “Are you sure?” Iosefa asked.

      “Why would I lie about this?”

      Silence.

      “I didn’t know that’s what she did,” Malosi said quietly. “Why didn’t she tell us?”

      “Would you have believed her if she told you?”

      More silence.

      Iosefa cleared his throat. “Jax, I trust you. I admit I don’t want you involved in our family affairs, but… you are married to Heilani. So you are our family…”

      And? What was the king getting at?

      He nodded. “I probably wouldn’t have believed her, but… I want to.”

      “She’s your sister,” I said again. “Family. Isn’t your culture known for strong families? Don’t just pretend it because your ancestors held those beliefs.”

      The brothers were being chastised, and I knew I had to go easier on them. I was speaking out of turn, especially to Iosefa, who was a king, while I was only a prince.

      I bowed my head. “Forgive me, brothers. I don’t mean to cause contention. I just want you to see your sister the way I see her.”

      What? How did I see Heilani?

      “She’s a better person than you give her credit for.”

      Iosefa approached me and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Thank you, Jax, for loving Heilani.”

      Loving? No, no, no. They were reading this all wrong.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but Malosi spoke first. “We probably should talk to Heilani, Iosefa.”

      The king agreed. Before I could defend myself and say I didn’t have feelings for Heilani, that all of this was a business and professional relationship, the brothers started sharing stories.

      Their stories were from their youth, of times they hadn’t realized Heilani was struggling… but looking back they could understand why she acted the way she did.

      They went on and on, but I could hardly comprehend their words. Iosefa’s praise rang in my ears: Thank you for loving Heilani.

      I shook my head. I’m not in love. I told myself the statement over and over again.

      I just need her for my kingdom, and then that’s it.
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      The air grew colder, as expected. I sat with my sisters at the helm of the ship, our hands busy as we wove lauhala mats to sit on. It was a commoner’s task, but mother ensured we learned all the customs of our ancestors. It was a good way to keep busy and pass the time.

      I kept watching my brothers, trying to figure out what they were doing. I attended my grandfather’s lessons on wayfinding, but I was never allowed on the canoe to actually practice.

      My brothers ignored me, as usual, but I craved the knowledge and kept lingering around, hoping to glean some information. Perhaps if I returned to Sunrise Kingdom, I could ask some older folks to teach me how to wayfind.

      Atamai cleared her throat and nudged me. Her straight black hair ran down her back, while Luni’s curly hair fell all around her face.

      Luni giggled. “Someone’s coming for you, Hei.”

      Jax bowed and heat rushed up my face. After our conversation last time, I kept thinking about all he’d gone through to end the wars. Going undercover wasn’t as… easy as I assumed it was. It was Jax who made it look easy. But deep down, he probably had his own battles, traumas, regrets…

      “Good evening, princesses.”

      “Good evening,” my sisters said, but a lump formed in my throat. There was still an unspoken option up in the air: after Jax got his kingdom, I was free to leave…

      If I want to… The only problem was I had no idea what to do. Throughout the time on board the ship with my siblings and the prince, I took time to be alone. I asked myself questions and poured over my memories with Jax: almost kisses, times he listened to me, even sympathized with me, and the adventures we went on.

      And despite the giddy feeling in my stomach, the fluttering sensation that made me realize I liked him more than I thought I did… I still couldn’t trust him. He lied to me for so long. If it hadn’t been for Lavender, would he have ever told me his true identity?

      It’s all a game to him, I reminded myself. Yet that didn’t feel true either. He told me himself that it got old. So was he the same person who fooled people, or was he, well, himself? How could I trust someone who wasn’t even true to himself?

      “Princess, I wondered if I could talk to you.” Jax looked nervous, maybe even a little uncomfortable. Was it because of me? Or because my sisters kept looking from him to me, smiles all over their faces? I gave them an eye then took his arm and we started pacing the length of the ship. My brothers, as usual, were also at the helm, and when we passed, they looked at me.

      Since when did they notice I existed?

      Jax’s arm was warm, a welcome feeling in the cold air. The overcast skies made the water swirl in dark blue colors. I scanned the surface, always looking for a shark fin, but found none today. It was strange to think that I didn’t worry about my shark research, back on Jax’s ship. I’d worked so hard to gather all that information yet… our lives were so much more important than that.

      “You look like you’re feeling better,” I said after an achingly long silence.

      “Filia’s medicine has worked wonders.” Jax nodded. “We’re lucky to have her with us.” A pang of jealousy struck my chest again.

      Filia is always so perfect, so appreciated… I swallowed hard to dispel the lingering thought. I had decided not to hold anything against my sister.

      Instead, I squeezed his arm and took a small breath. “We are lucky—I’m lucky to have her as a sister.” I felt better just saying that, because it was true. I did appreciate my sister and the hard work she went through to learn all that she did.

      He studied me and we stopped at the front of the ship. I looked back to find my sisters watching. I never knew I’d miss the privacy of Jax’s ship. It wasn’t exactly private, but the sailors didn’t stare down our every move. They went about their business. My own siblings, on the other hand, were overly interested in my and Jax’s complicated relationship. Sometimes it felt like we were actors on a stage, with the audience watching our every move.

      “One time, during the Pirate Wars, I got into an argument with my brothers,” Jax said. The story was so irrelevant, I just stared at him.

      “Excuse me?”

      He gave me a sly grin. “Just listen. It’ll make sense.”

      We leaned over the railing, watching the sea below us.

      “Dawson was ready to attack the pirates, instead of waiting for them to come to Alpenglow. Wolf—well, Vance—thought I was just wasting time away going undercover.” His fist clenched. “I was so mad at both of them. They didn’t understand how hard it was to acquire and convey information to them. The pirate lords were masters at keeping their strategies a secret. And the knowledge I shared with them was priceless. To me, that information could win us the war—and it did, eventually.”

      My attention turned from the ocean to the prince. He looked so… tired, yet calm. As he spoke, the wind blew through his golden hair. The white shirt he wore from Malosi was oversized, but his physique sometimes showed through when the breeze blew against his body.

      I looked away in haste. Why was I always checking him out? It wasn’t good.

      “Anyway, I should’ve just listened to my brothers, tried to understand their points of view.” The prince ran his fingers through his hair. “We were all under a lot of stress. So many valiant men had died in these wars. Ports and ships had been pillaged and destroyed. So much was at stake, and we couldn’t risk losing anyone else to the pirates.”

      The sails behind us made a flapping noise but Jax ignored it. “If I had listened, we would’ve been able to resolve things sooner. That argument ate away at our relationship. Towards the end of the war, I didn’t get to see my brothers. I sent Philip as a messenger. We won the wars, and I reunited with Dawson but… Wolf went missing.”

      I blinked. The second prince of Alpenglow was assumed to be dead, as no amount of searching brought any hope.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t be sorry. I’m just sharing this because I wish I hadn’t parted with my brothers on bad terms. I wish I’d been more honest with them. I was so caught up in this…” He motioned with his hands. “This facade of being undercover, I forgot the things most important to me.”

      My heart ached for Jax, and I stood closer to him so our arms touched. He froze, as if he didn’t know what to do, but then he relaxed.

      “Your brothers do care for you, Heilani. And I know you care for them.”

      Oh so this is what the whole conversation was about… I glanced behind us at my brothers. Iosefa, with his face and physique so similar to our father’s, Malosi, with his long hair and fish hook necklace… they were always just my brothers. Not friends.

      My sisters, busily weaving behind my brothers, had started their own conversation. Seeing Filia smile, the giggles from Atamai and Luni… it tugged at my heart.

      I want to be friends with all of my siblings. When was the last time I laughed with my brothers?

      They were always too busy laughing at me, I reminded myself and my jaw tightened.

      “I’m just saying…” Jax continued. “Maybe you all could do a little more… understanding each other.”

      “My brothers don’t care about me, obviously,” I said.

      “They do, though.” The prince sighed. “I think men are often just not… good at expressing themselves.” At this, he made eye contact with me and I felt a hundred feelings coming from him: longing, sadness, loneliness, anger, fear, tenderness… love.

      I looked away. “I don’t even know how to talk to my brothers without them making fun of me. Everything I say turns into something they can tease me about.”

      “Have they teased you on this trip?”

      “No, but they’re dead set on ignoring me.”

      “Did you ever think that… maybe they don’t know how to talk to you?”

      I bit my lower lip. Did I ever consider that? They seemed so confident.

      I always seemed confident. I was the shark princess, and I owned that. But I didn’t want that mask anymore…

      Since when? Since I talked with Filia, or, perhaps, it was sooner than that. Perhaps it was when Jax asked me questions about myself and was genuinely interested…

      “Well, you’re a guy. Tell me,” I turned around and leaned my elbows against the railing. “What should I say to them?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Be yourself.”

      Be myself? I gave him a look.

      “I don’t have the best advice. I am an ex-pirate, after all.” A smile tugged at his lips. “But I do wish I could go back and make things right with Wolf. Dawson and I have a strong relationship. There’s no person I trust more than him. But if only things had gone differently with Wolf…”

      I fidgeted with the locket. “You’re right… I should talk to them.” But I was nervous. What should I say? How could I be myself? I didn’t know when was the last time I was myself around them… I always got nervous, antsy, awkward, and, most times, snobby, around them. It was easier to be like that than to have a genuine conversation. Or even a genuine relationship.

      “You look nervous.”

      “I am nervous.” I frowned up at him. “Are you reading me now?”

      “I’m reading you all the time.” He winked.

      I pushed him while rolling my eyes.

      “I think you like it when I flirt with you,” Jax said.

      “No, I don’t—”

      “You’re smiling.”

      “Am not.” But the more I fought the smile, the harder it was to keep a straight face.

      “I should flirt more often—”

      “Why?” My chest was full of irritation and longing.

      He grinned. “You’re my wife. I’ve told you before…  Isn’t flirting a thing husbands are supposed to do to their wives?”

      “I suppose if he wants to keep her…”

      Jax tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear and heat rushed up my cheeks. “Sounds good to me,” he said, a big smile on his face. Jax did smile a lot, but there was something different about this one.

      I didn’t want to entertain the idea of him trying to pursue me. Our marriage relationship was different from others, after all. From the very beginning, it was just business. Nothing serious.

      Or… was it?

      

      Jax found some stain below deck, so he showed my sisters and me how to stain the ship. As he and my sisters worked, I glanced up at my brothers. They were busy studying a map.

      I kept looking at them throughout the day, trying to decide if I should talk to them or not.

      The same question kept replaying in my mind: What should I say?

      I knew Jax felt sorry for the argument he and his brother, Vance, had, and the fact that he would probably never have a chance to repair that relationship. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like if one of my brothers or sisters went missing. There would be no closure…

      But Jax wanted me to have hope in my own family relationships. I thought of my growing relationship with my sisters.

      I do want that with my brothers. I couldn’t force it, especially if they weren’t interested. I learned long ago that I couldn’t change people. But… maybe we could start small? Maybe we could connect on some other level?

      In spite of the nerves tingling through my body, I placed the bucket of stain down and approached Iosefa and Malosi.

      Malosi nodded to me, but said nothing. He nudged Iosefa, our oldest brother.

      I cleared my throat and Iosefa looked. “Oh, Heilani.”

      Awkwardness ensued. “Can I…” I still didn’t know what to say. “Can I help you? Er… Do you need help?”

      Malosi swiped back his long hair and shrugged. “So far we’re on course.”

      In other words, they didn’t need my help. I swallowed hard. “Alright.” My voice sounded squeaky like a mouse and my stomach felt tight. I turned to leave when Iosefa sighed.

      “Wait, Heilani.”

      “Yes?” I was so embarrassed I’d even come up here. Why did I even try? Jax kept glancing up at me, and at one point, he winked.

      He’s making this worse… I should have never listened to Jax. He was probably just manipulating me to make me feel stupid. Because I definitely felt stupid now.

      “Do you remember the name of the north star in the ancient language?” Iosefa had one hand on the wheel, but he turned towards me.

      “Aye. Hōkūpa’a.”

      “Oh that’s what it was!” Malosi laughed. “I wish I’d paid more attention when grandpa told us the names.”

      “Do you remember all the names?” Iosefa asked.

      I nodded. “And the stories.”

      “At least someone remembered that part.” The king smiled a little. I didn’t feel one bit at ease.

      “Well, um. I’ll just get back to work.”

      “Hang on.” It was Malosi who spoke first. He looked as awkward as I felt. Iosefa’s face hardened, reminding me so much of the look father used to give me. The king focused on the sea ahead of us while Malosi attempted a conversation.

      “Do you still carry that rusty thing grandpa gave you?”

      “Aye.” I showed him my old knife.

      Malosi laughed. “I do too.” He pulled out his own rusty knife. “I use it when I go spearfishing.”

      I didn’t relax just yet. “Oh…”

      “Remember when grandpa took us fishing?”

      I did remember it. He took me, my brothers, and our cousins. Fetu was there too. I must have made a face cause Malosi looked down at the map and shook his head. If he was deciding on whether or not he should say something, I didn’t want to wait.

      “It was fun but… I should probably help Filia guys…”

      “Did you have fun, though?” Malosi looked up.

      I shrugged. “Sort of. Sometimes. Not all the time.” I wasn’t making any sense.

      “Was it because of Fetu?”

      A lump formed in my throat and I felt so uncomfortable standing there, with nothing in my hands. I dug them into my pocket, finding not only the locket, but Fox’s stone necklace too. I should return it to him as soon as possible.

      “Um… maybe.”

      Iosefa ignored us, and I had a feeling he was uncomfortable talking about this. Did he know, all that time, that he should have done more to defend me?

      Malosi, who had a more relaxed personality than Iosefa, put his own hands in his pocket. He wore a lavalava, with a white shirt, sandals, and a ta’ovala. We all looked so plain without our royal attire, but, in a way, it was good to see each other like this. Perhaps stripping our status made us more… approachable. To each other, at least.

      “I never realized what Fetu did to you… I mean…” Malosi took a short breath. “I mean. I think I knew he was mean to you, I just didn’t know it affected you. Did it?”

      I nodded, feeling like I might cry.

      I should get back to staining. This confrontation was a horrible, horrible idea.

      Malosi bit his lower lip. “Well, I’m sorry Heilani.”

      I gaped. He was… sorry?

      “I think I knew he was a bully, but…” Malosi shrugged. “Everyone went along with it. And, to be honest, you were really annoying at times. It seemed like you deserved the way Fetu treated you but…”

      “But if there’s anyone who should’ve defended you, it was us.” Iosefa now added his voice to the conversation.

      “It’s alright.” My voice sounded high-pitched again as I fought tears. Their apologies were probably sincere but, at the same time, I wasn’t sure if I could be friends with my brothers.

      Earlier it had seemed so easy to think about coming and talking to them. The idea was nice. But the execution was awkward and… painful. My heart pounded in my chest.

      Malosi looked nervous, probably because I was nervous. Iosefa, always the one to hide his emotions—except irritation—leaned on the wheel and studied me.

      “It couldn’t have been that bad—” he started to say, and the tears started pouring. Iosefa had no idea of the abuse and trauma I suffered at the hands of Fetu.

      I felt so silly, standing there, everything blurry as tears ran down my cheeks. I thought about running below deck, but then everyone would see. I didn’t want my sisters or Jax chasing after me. My feet were rooted to the spot and I swiped at my tears as fast as I could, trying to stand tall and keep my composure. But I was shrinking inside.

      “Heilani.” Malosi was the first to jump up and gently touch my arm. We didn’t give each other hugs, and so I choked back tears as he stood there awkwardly, trying to comfort me.

      “I’m alright—”

      “Obviously not.” Malosi had a kind voice. He was only a year older than Filia, so they were closer to each other, but I did notice, growing up, that he was gentler than Iosefa. “Listen. I’m really sorry Heilani. If you want to talk about it more, we can but…” He swallowed hard. “I think it’d be nice to just kind of… start fresh.”

      I nodded, but couldn’t speak because I was holding my breath too much. My back faced my sisters and Jax in the hopes they wouldn’t see me crying.

      Malosi smiled a little. “If you’d like, I can teach you how to wayfind. It’ll take a while, but…” He patted my shoulder. “It could be fun. You’re a fast learner, aren’t you?”

      I wiped my tears, trying to think about how that would look. Would it be fun to learn wayfinding from my brother?

      It would. I licked my lips, took a few steadying breaths, then nodded.

      “We could start now, if you’d like,” Malosi continued. He really was a sweet brother, and his smile was kind. “Or you can hang out here until your face isn’t so red.”

      I rolled my eyes. Malosi was kind, but also blunt. The corner of his lip turned up, but he didn’t laugh. I pushed his hand off my arm. “Your face turns redder than mine when you see your betrothed,” I said, my mouth gummy from crying.

      He laughed. “I won’t argue with that.”

      I swallowed again and sat next to Malosi as he brought out an old book. It belonged to our grandfather, when he started to teach us wayfinding.

      Iosefa hovered over us, his arms folded. We looked up at him, and his face continued to be stern as ever. I remembered the morning I rejected Prince Jax’s hand in marriage and the frustration on Iosefa’s face.

      Malosi had apologized, but I wasn’t sure if Iosefa was ready to. He didn’t seem like he wanted to.

      I cleared my throat, reminding myself that I couldn’t force anything.

      But I probably owed Iosefa an apology.

      “I’m sorry for rejecting all the suitors,” I said to him, before I changed my mind. My voice was raspy and still high-pitched. He remained stiff, but tipped his head. “I’m sure it was stressful for you,” I continued.

      “Very stressful,” Malosi muttered under his breath as he opened the book.

      Iosefa gazed at the sea, then let out a quiet sigh. “I should be the one apologizing. It’s… it’s not easy.”

      “I know,” I said, sniffing and wiping my eyes in haste. “It’s not easy for me either.”

      For a long moment, he said nothing. He even placed one hand on the wheel, as if to end our conversation. A light, cool breeze wafted through the area, picking up the corners of the map on the table.

      Iosefa finally turned around. “I am sorry Heilani. As soon as you left with Jax, Filia was livid. She said no price or treasure can replace you and…” He shrugged. “I just always thought you were annoying.”

      Ouch.

      “I already said that,” Malosi said, as if telling Iosefa to go easy on me.

      “You were spoiled, selfish, rude… but Jax told us what you did during the wars.” He nodded. “It was… honorable.”

      If my face had returned to its normal color, it was probably red again now. I swallowed. “Thank you.” My voice was a squeak again.

      “I’m sorry I judged you,” Iosefa said. “Maybe we can… start new too.”

      I nodded. “Of course.”

      Filia came up to the helm at that moment. “What are you all gathering round this table for?” she asked, a smile on her face. “I want in.”

      “Malosi is going to teach me how to wayfind,” I said.

      “I want to learn!” Atamai and Luni piped up from behind Filia.

      “Well come on then,” Malosi said, motioning for them to sit next to him. My sisters gathered around, chatting and talking over Malosi until he finally hushed them to start our first lesson. Iosefa added his own experiences here and there to show how the principles Malosi taught applied.

      As my siblings and I learned together, my heart felt a little… lighter. I looked around the table at each of my siblings.

      I love them. I did, and I was glad to start new with each of them. But there was one person missing.

      Jax sat at the front of the ship, writing something in a small book. He must have felt me watching him, because he looked up and our eyes met.

      He smiled and winked, and I couldn’t help but smile back. I was mad at Jax earlier when I approached my brothers, thinking that he set me up for failure. But I would go back and do it a thousand times over to see my siblings around the table like this.

      Thank you, Jax. He nodded, as if understanding my hidden thoughts.

      If family relationships, once ruined and torn, could start new and become something good, could other relationships be like that too? Could a relationship with Jax become something more, something really good?
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      We would arrive at Aqua Isle the following morning, and to say I was antsy was an understatement. I itched to get off the ship, where I could hardly help with anything. I couldn’t navigate, because I didn’t understand or know how to wayfind like Malosi and Iosefa.

      There was only so much “fixing up” of the ship one could do before getting bored. My back was all better and though all the swelling in my face and body had gone down, I had a good amount of ill-colored bruises. Sometimes I felt self-conscious about it, being around the beautiful princess and her good-looking family. Especially the night before arriving at Aqua Isle, I felt like an eye sore. We spent the evening at the helm with foods from Sunrise Kingdom: sweet potato, salty pork, laulau, poi, fish, and coconut desserts. Their aunty really didn’t let them leave without packing up loads of food.

      After we ate, the brothers brought out a guitar and ukulele, and I listened to the siblings sing. I didn’t know Heilani sang too, but she joined them and all I could do was sit back and enjoy. The people of Sunrise Kingdom had the nicest voices—rich, yet earthy. Gentle, yet real.

      I didn’t understand the words because they sang in the language of their ancestors, but when I looked around at them, I knew the words really meant something.

      It got later and later, so everyone retired to bed except Iosefa. As I rested in my cot, the ship swaying back and forth, sleep wouldn’t come. I kept thinking about Heilani… and her family. They seemed… happier together now.

      Homesickness washed over me. I hadn’t missed my family in forever… probably because Dawson and my father were busy at Alpenglow. They had no need for me.

      Which is why I want my kingdom.

      But the thought of my own kingdom, which once excited me, now felt lonely and empty.

      Unless things go well with Heilani.

      I had never thought about a family life, mostly because I was too busy with other things, like ending the wars. But now that I had a wife, could I start imagining a future for myself? A future besides being a king and having a kingdom?

      What in the world? I shook my head. What a ridiculous thought. I was perfectly fine being alone and once I had my kingdom, things would be grand.

      Will it?

      I sat up, irritated at my own thoughts. Not wanting to attempt a peaceful rest any longer, I went above deck. As I looked up at the helm, my eyebrows shot up. I fully expected to see Malosi or Iosefa.

      But Heilani stood there, one hand on the wheel and the other in the sky. She didn’t notice me, as she was so focused on whatever wayfinding thing she was doing.

      I cleared my throat as I approached and she visibly jumped. As she placed her hand on her heart, she let out a breath. “You scared me.”

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to.” I leaned against the railing, hands in my pocket, as I tried not to stare at her. It was hard to do, especially when I enjoyed flirting with her, making her smile, or blush. “So either you tricked your brothers, or you’re a fast learner,” I said, motioning to the steering wheel.

      “I was there when grandpa taught us.” Heilani lifted her chin, as if proud of her words. “But I’d forgotten many things. Iosefa and Malosi are both very tired—they’ve been up all this time, so I told them I’d take a shift.”

      “And you’re not going to get us lost?” I smirked and Heilani frowned.

      “Of course not.”

      “You sure about that?”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “Prince Jax, after all we’ve been through you think I’d lead us astray?”

      I smiled. “There was that one time you jumped into the water after a shark—”

      “Alright, nevermind.” The princess rolled her eyes as she laughed and returned to the wheel. “Maybe I can be reckless, but it was for a good cause.”

      I chuckled and ran my fingers through my hair. Heilani avoided eye contact as she pretended to look at the map behind her.

      “It was nice listening to you and your siblings sing,” I said. “You all have beautiful voices.”

      She bit her lower lip and tapped a pencil on the table before nodding. “Thank you, Jax.” After a pause, she looked up. “And thank you for…”

      I waited.

      “Thank you for encouraging me to speak with my brothers.” She held her arms. “It was hard but… it was worth it.” Heilani let out a breath and it lingered in the air, signifying just how cold it was outside. I noticed a blanket sitting over a chair and placed it around her shoulders.

      I couldn’t help but let my hands rub down her arms. She didn’t stop me, but kept still in place.

      “It makes me happy to see you happy with your family,” I said. “I’m glad things are going well.”

      “I don’t know if I would’ve talked to them if not for you.” She sighed, changing the subject. “Are you looking forward to seeing Dawson?”

      “Aye.” I stepped back to the railing before I lost myself in rubbing her arms.

      “What did you use to do with your siblings?” she asked, then motioned to the table. “You’ve witnessed what we do—we can stay up talking and singing all night. If Filia hadn’t urged everyone to sleep, we’d all probably be out here still.”

      I smiled. “I don’t know if I could stay up late talking with my family… I mean… what’s left of my family.”

      She pursed her lips. “I’m sorry. We don’t have to talk about—”

      “It’s not your fault, princess.”

      She looked nervous as she kept clasping the blanket around her, playing with the wheel, or turning around and tracing her finger on the map.

      “We used to sing too,” I said.

      “Really?” Her whole face lit up. “Will you sing a song now?”

      I shrugged. “If you want me to.”

      “I would love it.”

      I stood next to her and leaned over the railing at the helm. It was too awkward to face her while I sang, so I’d rather face the front of the ship. But being next to her made me feel all weird inside again.

      I focused on the song, one I wrote so long ago. It spoke of the warm, golden alpenglow on the mountains, the pine forests, autumn colors, snowy winters… Just singing it made me feel a little homesick.

      The melody was haunting, yet beautiful. I loved when my mother used to sing it. My little sister sang it all the time too as she skipped to keep up with my pace. We’d take long hikes through the mountains, and she would pick wildflowers to put on display in the castle.

      When I finished, Heilani stared at me, a big smile on her face. “That was…” She shook her head, unable to express her emotions. It made my heart patter. “That was incredible, Jax. Did you write that?”

      “When I was younger, yes. My mother made the melody, and my family sang it together often.”

      Water lined the princess’s eyes and she looked away to swipe them. Was she… emotional from my song? Or the story behind the song?

      “Is that what you were doing earlier?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Earlier, when Malosi and Iosefa taught us wayfinding. You were at the front of the ship writing something.”

      “Aye. I found a notebook and pencil on the ship and decided to start writing songs and poetry again.”

      Heilani looked like she would burst with happiness.

      “Why are you smiling like that?”

      “It’s just…” She let out a breath. “I don’t know. You’re going to laugh…”

      I was on the verge of it, but I recomposed myself and gave her my most serious face. “Try me.”

      “When I was younger, I always dreamed of marrying someone who loves music.” A blush started up her cheeks. “I’ll admit that it was the one thing Fetu didn’t enjoy and he never participated. So when my aunts, uncles, cousins, and family gathered to sing, I always felt… safe.”

      I couldn’t help smiling, feeling an electric energy between us. I bowed. “Well I’m glad I could check off at least one thing off your list of qualities you’d like in a husband.” I stood. “Was there anything else?”

      The blush deepened. “I wanted him to be handsome.”

      I tsked. “Then you must be sorely disappointed—”

      “Am not.” She giggled and I loved the way her smile lit up her face, her brown eyes brighter than usual.

      “Have you seen me lately?” Self-consciousness washed over me again. “I’m like the disastrous painting an artist burns so nobody sees it.”

      “Jax!” Now she bent over in a fit of laughs. “It’s not that bad!”

      “Then why are you laughing?”

      “Because you’re not a messed up masterpiece. You’re perfect as you are.” When she said the words, she paused. Our eyes met and all laughter seemed to disappear.

      Once upon a time, I told Heilani those words. And as I looked at her, I still meant it. She didn’t need to be anyone but herself…

      I love her as she is. I brushed the thought away and stepped back, appalled.

      “Um. It’s late, isn’t it?”

      “Aye.” She tucked her hair behind her ear and dug her hand into her pocket.

      “Well, I’ll let you return to… um…” I motioned to the wheel and Heilani nodded.

      “Right.”

      I swallowed hard and turned, but I hadn’t reached the steps when Heilani bounded after me.

      “Jax!”

      A lump formed in my throat, but I couldn’t figure out why. We just had a good laugh together. So why did I feel sad?

      “Aye?”

      She fidgeted with something in her hand. “I forgot to return this to you.” Before I could react, she reached up and placed my stone fox necklace around my neck. Her warm fingers brushed against the back of my neck, causing a ripple of excitement through my body.

      “Thanks.”

      Heilani stepped back quickly, and the corner of her lip turned up. “You know, Jax. If you weren’t a prince, you’d make a good minstrel.”

      I smiled. “Thanks, princess. I’ll make note of it if I ever find myself not wanting to be a prince… or a pirate.”

      She covered her mouth to hide another laugh. “Good night, Jax.” Heilani returned to the wheel.

      “Good night, Heilani.” I bit my lower lip to keep from grinning too much, then returned below deck. This time, I was able to sleep, with the princess’s encouraging words replaying in my mind:

      You’re perfect as you are.

      

      The following morning, we pulled into the bay at the back of Aqua Isle. It was so nice to be back, I couldn’t help taking big breaths of the fresh, crisp air.

      Lush mountains stood in the middle of the island, with a mixture of forest and palm trees throughout. Seagulls and hawks flew above, and the water circled below us in a midnight blue color.

      The salty smell of the sea blended with the crisp mountain air. Aqua Isle was the perfect blend of Sunrise Kingdom and Alpenglow Kingdom.

      That thought alone made me think about my match with Heilani… would she realize this about the island too?

      We spared no time rowing dinghies to shore and traversing across the island.

      Anxiety panged my chest as I wondered about the condition of my town. Did Altun take over? Were the people safe, or were they forced to take whatever potion Altun made this time?

      What about my fleet? Did he take all my ships and crews?

      The treasure was the least of my worries. It was the people I hoped were alright.

      Heilani and her siblings spoke little as we moved through the forest. At one point, the twins took off their sandals to walk barefoot. The mixture of pines with palms, vines, and moss surrounded us. The fresh breeze blew throughout so that we never felt too hot or sticky.

      I couldn’t help stealing a few glances at Heilani. She, too, had taken her sandals off at one point. Her hair, pulled up, had wisps of hair falling from it. She truly looked effortless.

      She caught me looking at her, and hid a smile. These glances were not lost on Filia, who nudged Heilani and giggled at our secret looks.

      As we came over the mountain, the town lay before us. I sighed in relief as my ships were all still in the bay.

      “Whoa, that’s a lot of ships,” Atamai said. The only way I could tell the difference between the two was their hair. Atamai had straight black hair, and Luni had curly black hair.

      “At least the fleet is still here,” I said.

      “Look.” Heilani pointed to a corner of the town. Smoke wafted into the sky.

      “Looks like some people might’ve put up a fight,” Iosefa said, standing next to us and folding his arms. My heart sank. Hopefully, there were no casualties.

      “Your palace is very beautiful,” Filia said and all eyes went to the palace at the top of the hill, overlooking the town, one side on the edge of a sea cliff. It was tall, with dark blue roofing, cream-colored stone walls, and large arched windows throughout.

      Heilani gaped while her sisters playfully poked and nudged her. I hid a smile. She was impressed, obviously.

      “What’s our plan, Jax?” Malosi asked, hand on a sword hanging from his waist.

      “We need to find Lavender. Without her, Altun has no way to make those potions,” I said.

      “Where do you think she’ll be?”

      “At the palace. It’ll be too hard to get to the palace through the forest. The fastest way will be through town.” I nodded. “Follow me. I know a secret path.”

      We made our way through the trees and finally cut through some alleys in town.

      The place was a mess, with pirates everywhere. We entered an abandoned building and looked over the port.

      “There’s Lavender!” Heilani whispered, tugging my arm.

      Sure enough, Lavender followed her father, Altun, onto one of the ships. He seemed to be surveying them. Her hands were in cuffs, and something was off about her face.

      I winced. Had they tortured her?

      “Lavender…” Heilani’s voice sounded sad, as if she had noticed the same thing.

      There were citizens, but they moved about cautiously, always looking around for pirates.

      “The whole town is probably being held hostage,” Malosi said.

      Iosefa, also peering out one of the broken windows, nodded. “Look there.”

      A group of men, women, and children sat, huddled together, surrounded by pirates.

      “We have to save them.” Filia’s voice.

      “Hang on—” I could feel the anger emanating from myself and the siblings, but from all the years I went undercover, I knew one thing: we needed to stay calm.

      “I have an idea.” It didn’t take long to get ourselves organized, and then, with hearts pumping with anxiety, we said our goodbyes and split up.
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      I watched Filia and Malosi run into a dark alley and disappear from sight.

      Please, please be safe.

      Iosefa and the twins were the first to go, taking the path in the sewers to get to the palace. They were going to get weapons and gather Jax’s army—if they weren’t already under some spell or potion that Altun forced Lavender to make.

      Filia and Malosi were going to rescue the innocent civilians being held hostage.

      Jax and I? We were going after Lavender.

      We had a meeting place, with a time limit. If someone didn’t return by that time, it was assumed they were captured…

      Or worse. I didn’t want to think about the worst-case scenario…

      Both Malosi and Iosefa wanted to go with Jax, because Lavender was being watched like a hawk by Altun, but, in the end, we needed the help from Jax’s troops… at least until his brother, Dawson, arrived.

      I kept telling myself all we needed to do was get Lavender out of here. She was the master potion maker, and if Altun forced her to do those things, the whole town and all of Jax’s troops could be under some sort of spell.

      As we crept through another abandoned house, Jax opened the door and peeked out.

      “Pirates are everywhere,” he said, closing the door and whispering to me. We’d followed the general direction of where we’d seen Lavender and Altun earlier, but they were nowhere to be seen.

      “Is there a unique place Altun might take Lavender? Maybe to the forest?” I suggested. “She needs plants and things for the potions, right?”

      Jax snapped his finger, and the noise made me jump. “You’re right. There’s a lagoon south of town with plenty of unique plants. I’ll bet they went there.”

      He opened the door again and motioned for me to follow. Though Aqua Isle had lovely, cool weather, I was hot and my clothes stuck to me. Adrenaline made me suspicious of everything: the slightest sound, like the waves lapping against the ships; any movement, like a leaf blowing across the cobblestone street.

      Jax suddenly grabbed my hand and pulled me into an alley. The sound of music and laughter wafted through the empty streets. A pair of drunk pirates walked past, and Jax moved so that I was pinned against the wall. His back faced the pirates.

      “What are you—”

      “Sounds like they opened a bar down here,” he whispered. “We can try traversing through the forest but it’ll take too long.” He looked down at me, and I realized how close we were. I swallowed hard, a million emotions flowing through me.

      “Let your hair down so they don’t recognize you.”

      I obeyed.

      “Wait here.” He disappeared into the busy street and returned with a drunk pirate. I gasped as Jax took the man’s trench coat and hat, then shoved him into the shadows.

      “Jax!” I whispered, covering my mouth. The pirate was so inebriated, he stayed slumped in the alley. As Jax again covered me from view, I got a whiff of the alcohol on the borrowed coat.

      I made a face. “That smells—”

      “I know.” He took my hand. “Come on.” We moved from alley to alley, and when we couldn’t walk through abandoned houses, we walked through the main street. Each time we did, Jax put his arm around my shoulders and put his head close to mine. He put his other hand on my face, as if we were talking intimately or kissing. He swayed back and forth as if he were drunk, but it was a good disguise. Nobody noticed us.

      Yet each time his forehead pressed against mine, or his fingers touched my chin, my heart pattered.

      This is just a disguise, I told myself over and over.

      As we neared the outskirts of the town, Jax yanked me into a dark alley.

      “Altun,” he whispered as he covered me from view. “Kiss me.”

      “What—”

      Jax didn’t wait, but leaned in and pressed his lips against mine. His hands pulled me close to him, and I was so anxious about it all, it took me a second to realize…

      This is a distraction.

      I peeked past Jax to see that Altun and his group had stopped and were looking at something. They were standing close to us on the main street, and Lavender looked sick. There was a purple bruise around her eye, and her cheek was red and welted.

      What have they done to her?

      The group paid us no attention, and I heard Altun asking Lavender questions. “Are you sure we got all the ingredients?”

      Silence. A hard smacking sound came from the street and I squeezed my eyes shut, wrapping my arms around Jax’s neck. He made a small groan. Or was it a moan? Was it because he knew Altun had hit his own daughter or was it because we were kissing… really kissing?

      “If we have to come back to this stupid lagoon…” Altun spit on the ground, curses falling from his mouth. Then he grabbed his daughter’s arm. “Come on.”

      They moved on, their boots clicking on the street. A breeze wafted through, and the disgusting smells of Jax’s borrowed clothes disappeared for a moment. When they did, I could only smell him—the sandalwood, salty sea smell that I loved so much. I could only feel him—his soft lips, hands on my hips, and chest pressed against mine.

      My mind reeled that Jax and I were kissing. And it felt so… right.

      “I think—they’re gone,” I whispered between kisses.

      Jax pulled away, as if he were doing so grudgingly.

      I avoided eye contact as heat rushed up my face. “Was that distracting?”

      He stared at me, and blinked, like he woke up from a dream. “Uh… yes. Very distracting.” The prince looked away, his cheeks rosy. “I mean. It was a good distraction, yes.”

      Wait… did he mean I was distracting?

      He cleared his throat as he kept me pinned against the wall and studied our surroundings, looking at anything and everything but me. “We need a new plan.” It took several moments before he gathered himself. My own heart pounded and I could hardly think straight.

      Jax leaned his face next to mine as pirates passed. “Looks like Altun is taking Lavender back to the palace. Seems like she’s been stalling… And if we’re lucky enough, they didn’t have all the ingredients for the potions, so everyone is still normal.”

      I could hardly think about any of it, because the kiss replayed over and over in my mind. When Jax looked at me, a spark lit up his eyes.

      “Now you seem distracted—”

      “Am not.”

      “Was that your first kiss?”

      If I wasn’t humiliated and hot enough, I sure was now. “Maybe.”

      “Are you sure?” The prince raised an eyebrow. What was he saying? I nodded.

      “Was it good?” He winked.

      I gently pushed against his chest, but he stayed put. “Well?”

      “I don’t know. I have nothing to compare it to.” A brief look of disappointment crossed his face. I bit my lower lip and added, “But it was… nice.”

      He grinned and finally pulled away. I felt like I could breathe again. “Good.” He tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “We should do it again sometime—”

      “Jax.” I gave him a look, but couldn’t hide my smile.

      He offered his hand, which I took, and he led the way. All I could think about was the fact that we just kissed… and I liked it… a lot.

      

      We followed Altun and his group for a while as Jax decided whether it was wise, or not, to try to ambush them. We were vastly outnumbered, but Jax kept holding onto the hope that Iosefa and the twins had gathered his army at the palace by now.

      “I should’ve told them about the secret passages,” he said as we secretly followed the group.

      “What secret passages?”

      “I hid secret entrances to the passages in the palace. You can find them if you notice the blue stones.” He tipped his head to me as we hid in an alley. “Always gotta be one step ahead…”

      We finally reached the palace and hid behind some trees, watching as Altun and his group make their way inside. Before they did, however, some pirates and, what appeared to be, guards stormed out.

      “Captain, we caught some invaders!”

      My heart sank, and Jax squeezed my hand. Sure enough, the guards dragged out Iosefa, Luni, and Atamai. I was about to jump up, but the prince pulled me back.

      “Jax, we have to save them—”

      “We’re outnumbered. Look. Those are my guards. Lavender must have been able to make some potions, and my guards were probably forced to drink it.” Jax shook his head. “Makes me wonder if the rest of my army is under whatever potion she made.”

      “It shouldn’t last long if it’s just a potion, right?”

      “I have no idea. Only Lavender and Altun know.”

      “You know what this means,” said one of the pirates in Altun’s group. “That scrub of a prince is probably here.”

      Altun rubbed his chin, as if pondering. “Send out some search parties. I want his head.”

      I shuddered. His head?

      As he snapped his fingers for the guards to take away my siblings, something happened.

      A bright light filled the entire area. It was beautiful, golden, and left flecks of light sparkling behind it like fireflies. The light seemed to suck itself into one place. As we followed the trail of light, it stopped until it was just a pillar standing on the distant mountain.

      For a moment, nobody said anything. The light sparkles around us disappeared, and yet everyone was silent.

      The golden wizard placed a stone here… My mind could hardly process the information. This hadn’t happened in years!

      Sudden whoops and shouts came from the pirates and Altun, and I was startled while Jax continued to stare at the light.

      “New plans!” Altun wore a big smile on his face. “Gather the men! This kingdom is ours for the taking!”

      “Jax?” I tugged his arm, but he remained still as a statue. “Jax, we have to get the stone. This is your kingdom.”

      He blinked a couple of times before nodding. “Right. Right.” But he was still in a daze.

      I shook him. “Wake up, Jax. We have to beat the pirates.”

      Everything was happening so fast, but he pulled himself together. “Right. Let’s pray Iosefa and the twins will be safe during this commotion. Come on. Malosi and Filia should be at the hiding place by now.”

      As we sprinted through the forest toward our meeting place, my mind wouldn’t stop racing.

      Jax and I kissed. My siblings are being held hostage. The golden wizard placed a stone here. Jax could become king! And then his dreams would come true.

      My heart sank. And then he’ll have no use for me…

      

      Sure enough, Malosi and Filia waited for us. But when they saw us alone, Filia’s face dropped.

      “Where’s Luni and Atamai?”

      “Captured,” Jax said, and Filia looked like she would slap the prince.

      “We have to go after them—”

      “Iosefa is with them,” I reassured her, as if that was reassuring at all. “And the pirates are busy now, going after the stone.”

      “We have to go after the stone,” Malosi said to Filia. “If we don’t, this place will be ruled by terrorists. Who knows what will happen? We can’t let Altun rule an Incandescent Kingdom.”

      Those who ruled the kingdoms had a special light about them, but if someone evil were to take the throne, it would cause the destruction of that kingdom, and, possibly, other kingdoms.

      Alpenglow once had a wicked king who ruled. The whole kingdom was at war with itself, and the king would’ve gone to war with Sunrise Kingdom if a peasant boy hadn’t found the stone. The boy became king of Alpenglow and restored peace.

      That boy turned out to be one of Jax’s ancestors. But the lesson remained: if someone unworthy were to become the ruler of an Incandescent Kingdom, it would cause death and destruction throughout our whole world.

      Filia frowned but let out a breath. “Fine.”

      “Did you free the citizens?” Jax asked.

      Malosi nodded. “And those filthy pirates are tied up in an abandoned house.”

      I wanted to ask how they did it, but the prince looked towards the light, impatient.

      Malosi glanced at mine and Jax’s hands. Our fingers were intertwined with each other, and I let go without even thinking about it.

      Jax didn’t notice, however, his attention on the light in the distance.

      Malosi motioned to it. “We should go. You know this island best, Jax. You lead the way. I’ll stay close and keep an eye out for dangers.”

      “I’ll take the back of the group,” Filia volunteered, a sword hanging from a belt at her waist.

      “I’ll stick with Filia,” I offered, unsure of what to do.

      The prince then took off at a sprint, and the rest of us followed. The whole time, my legs feeling like lead, and my breaths shallow, I thought: This is it. Jax is going to become king of his kingdom.

      I thought I’d feel excited for him, but I just felt… sad. Empty.

      And he probably won’t want me. I’ll just return to Sunrise Kingdom. I glanced at Filia as we ran through the forest.

      At least I have my family.

      

      As we climbed the jungle-like mountain, the brush grew thicker and harder to traverse. Malosi and Jax disappeared ahead of us, and the only sign of them being there were the cut-up vines and branches they left behind. Sure, it made a path for us, but it still wasn’t easy.

      Only once in a while, the two waited for us, but after reassuring them that I and Filia would be alright, they sprinted off.

      Time was of the essence because, no doubt, Altun and his pirates were already on their way to get the stone too.

      Thick roots covered the ground, and the moss growing on top of them made it easy to slip. The skies grew dark as evening came upon us. Birds flew overhead, cawing, as if telling us to go faster.

      My heart pumped from the effort, and each time I looked back, it seemed as though Filia lagged further and further behind.

      “Come on!” I encouraged her. “We’re getting closer!”

      She would smile and nod, but the effort of the sprint was clear on her face. Her cheeks were rosy, and wisps of hair plastered to her face. Filia was not an unhealthy person. I, of all people, knew that. She went swimming every morning—in a spot different from where I used to swim with sharks. If anything, she swam more than I did. She also did a lot of hiking and horseback riding to retrieve plants from the mountains of Sunrise Kingdom.

      So why was she so slow?

      After a while, she started limping.

      “Did you twist your ankle?” I asked through my shallow breaths.

      She shook her head. “Go on, Heilani. I’m slowing you down.”

      “We need to stick together.” But I gazed at the path, wondering how far Malosi and Jax got with each passing second.

      After a brief break, we ran again. A light drizzle of rain fell from the sky and my legs had streaks of mud and blood.

      A loud “oof” sounded from behind and I stopped in my tracks.

      “Filia?” I panted and rested my hands on my knees as I turned to check her. She’d tripped over a root and now slowly pulled herself up.

      Sweat and rainwater trickled down my face and I swiped it away. I backtracked. “Are you alright?”

      Filia propped herself against a tree and sat. “You have to go on without me.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic—”

      “I’m not being dramatic.” I’d never seen my sister angry. Filia was always the gentle, perfect, proper princess. But now her eyebrows were creased in frustration, and she moved her sweaty, sticky hair from her face. “Go on, Heilani. You deserve to see your husband become king.”

      “I’m not going to just leave you here.”

      “I’ll be fine.” But as she spoke, she brought her knees to her chest and touched her boots as if she longed to take them off.

      “Are you sure you didn’t sprain your ank—”

      “I’m sure.” Impatience coated her voice. As if realizing it, she cleared her throat. “I’m sorry Heilani. Just keep going, will you?”

      I persisted. “Are you wounded? If the pirates find you out here alone, they’ll—”

      “They won’t find me. If I can’t catch up, I’ll climb back to the bay and warn Prince Dawson. I’m sure he’ll be here soon.”

      Filia had a perfect proposal but something still seemed… off.

      “If you’re tired, we can just take a breather and then catch up.”

      “Heilani, please. Just go.” She rested her head against the tree and squeezed her eyes shut, as if enduring something.

      I hesitated, but slowly approached and knelt by her. I’d never realized it until now, but Filia had changed after the Pirate Wars. Though she went swimming every morning, she never went swimming with any of the family members. And Filia always used to walk barefoot. Now she wore boots or shoes, and if not that, then socks. I thought of the night Jax and I arrived at Sunrise Kingdom, and how she knelt on the ground with her mortar and pestle. As soon as I entered the room, she tucked her feet under her.

      “Are… are you alright?” I asked, unsure of what else to say. The awkwardness we felt, as we weren’t terribly close, returned.

      She’s my sister. Family. I have to try, I told myself.

      Filia shook her head, and a tear escaped.

      “Filia!” I grabbed her arm. “What’s wrong?” I’d never seen my sister cry. She was always poised and kept her emotions in check.

      “It’s my feet.” She quickly wiped away her tears. “My stupid feet.”

      “What happened?” I reached for her boot but she stopped me.

      “You have to catch up to Jax, understand? I’m wasting time—”

      “You’re not wasting time.” I looked at her boots. “What happened?”

      Filia took a breath and ran her hands over her face. Her brown cheeks, like mine, were streaked with mud and sweat. “Promise to keep it a secret?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “You and Jax aren’t the only ones hiding things about the Pirate Wars.” What was she talking about? She bit her lower lip. “I went undercover as a soldier—”

      “Filia!” I had never in my life expected to hear that from my sister.

      “I was so tired of the wars, so tired of being helpless. I was on Prince Dawson’s ship when we were attacked in the night. A cannon exploded below deck and the debris from it ruined my feet, shins, and ankles—”

      “You said it was the reef!” I said, remembering how sick and wounded she’d been. She told everyone that she’d been caught in the reef, and unfortunately, the wound got infected. It was a miracle she was still alive.

      “I wasn’t about to tell everyone I dressed up as a man and went to war,” she said, rubbing her forehead. “It’s against the law. But if the pirates get that stone, then we’re all going to die.” She shrugged. “And you may as well know the truth.”

      The women of Sunrise Kingdom weren’t allowed to go to war. It was the man’s duty, and an honor for them. But Filia, a princess, had broken the law. If father had known, he would’ve punished her in some way. Maybe demoted her from the life of royalty? Ostracized her?

      I shuddered. “Why Dawson’s ship?”

      “Because we know everyone on our island,” she said. “Or at least someone would’ve recognized me if I decided to sneak onto Iosefa or Malosi’s ships.” Filia squeezed her eyes again and opened them to stare at her feet. “They just really hurt—I can’t go far without this whole thing flaring up.” She motioned to the lower part of her legs. “So go on, Heilani. Please.”

      “Will you catch up?”

      She nodded. “I promise I will, even if it takes me all night.”

      “And if the pirates get the stone first?”

      “I’ll proceed cautiously,” she said. “If Jax has the stone, I’ll come celebrate with you. If not, I’ll go to the bay and get Prince Dawson’s help, deal?”

      “Deal.” I looked towards the path and sighed. “I don’t want to leave you—”

      “Heilani, I was undercover for six months in the Pirate Wars. If I got away with that, I’m sure I can get myself up this mountain.”

      I bit my lower lip. “Right.”

      “Come here.” She extended her arms and I hugged her. She kissed my cheek. “Go on. Your lovesick husband is waiting—”

      “We’re not in love—”

      “Uh-huh, right.” Filia offered a smile. “Hurry, please.”

      I nodded and ran ahead. Who knew how far ahead Jax and Malosi were at this point? As I dashed through the forest, my mind spun in circles. So much had happened in one day!

      I got my first kiss, from none other than Jax. The golden wizard bestowed a stone. Jax might become king. Iosefa and the twins were probably in prison. Lavender was being tortured. Filia’s feet were ruined from the Pirate Wars. Filia was not the perfect princess I always thought she was.

      And I have to hurry. The light shone brightly ahead.

      Almost there…

      

      “There you are!” Jax came running towards me.

      “What are you doing?”

      He no longer wore the borrowed coat and hat. I’d seen it tossed to the side a while ago. Streaks of mud and sweat lined Jax’s face and skin. His shirt was open, and his sleeves rolled up. I didn’t have time to catch my breath as he grabbed my hand.

      “Come on, Heilani! I waited for you!”

      “You shouldn’t have.” My breaths came out shallow and fast.

      Malosi waited at the top, and when Jax and I climbed, I gasped. We were on a tall ridge, so tall that when I looked on either side of us, my stomach tightened. There were some steep drop-offs.

      The light felt comfortable and warm, not as bright as I expected it. The pillar of light shone straight on an aquamarine crystal. It was the size of my fist, with some parts transparent and some parts a milky blue color.

      “It’s yours,” Malosi said, smiling.

      Jax stared at it, and I nudged him. “Go on.”

      He didn’t let go of my hand as he stepped forward. The wind whipped around us, as we were so high there was nothing to block the breeze.

      As Jax started to crouch, a gunshot rang in the air.

      “Get away from that!” Altun’s voice.

      Everything seemed to move slowly, though it all happened so fast. A pirate pointed a gun at my brother’s head, and Altun pointed his gun at Jax.

      “Bloody pirates,” Jax muttered as he stood and held up his hands. I did the same, my heart beating so fast, I was sure I’d faint.

      Sweat and mud lined Altun’s face, but he smiled wickedly. “It’s mine, Jax. Your games are up, boy.”

      “Watch out!” Malosi again.

      A loud noise made me jump and something exploded by my feet. It took me a split second to realize that Altun had shot the ground by my feet. And because I jumped, without thinking, I lost my balance and toppled to the side of the ridge.

      “Heilani!” Jax was there, sliding down after me. I scrambled to hold onto something, anything. Ferns, vines, rocks, dirt…

      I was slipping, slipping… Then a hand grasped mine.

      Jax.

      Tears streamed down my face. I was going to die. But now Altun would get the stone, and it might be the end of the Incandescent Kingdoms.

      “Jax you have to get the stone—”

      “I’m not letting you go.” He was holding onto a branch with his other arm, but I didn’t know how strong it was, or if it could hold us both.

      “Jax!”

      He pulled me up and leaned against the side of the ridge. It was still dangerous and any move could send us falling down the cliff. But the next thing I knew, I was in his arms. “It’s not worth it…”

      “The kingdom though…”

      “Not at the cost of losing you.” His embrace was strong and I melted into it, sobbing.

      “Jax…”

      “Shh… I got you.” His voice was full of emotion, and I wished I could understand what he felt. Was he mad? Regretful? Disappointed?

      The golden light disappeared above us, meaning that Altun got the stone.

      “Jax!” Malosi’s voice. It sounded somewhat strangled. We looked up to find Malosi single-handedly in a fistfight with Altun. The crystal dropped from Altun’s hand.

      Jax let me go too soon and started to climb up. “Wait here.”

      “I’m coming,” I said through my tears. I scrambled behind Jax, concerned for him and my brother. The other pirates gained up on Malosi. My brother was big and strong, but he was outnumbered. Yet he was still able to knock out one pirate, then send another one rolling down the ridge. Altun punched Malosi’s face, and he fell back.

      “Malosi!” Jax and I ascended at the same time. The crystal sat on the ground, and the prince took his chance to grab it. Just as he did, another gunshot pierced around us.

      I froze.

      Jax fell to the ground, and his white shirt began to turn red. Altun stood not far from him, gun in hand.

      This can’t be happening… This can’t be happening. My head pounded, followed by a ringing sensation. The whole world around me seemed to disappear, everything except the prince.

      “Jax!” I ran towards him, but someone pulled me back. I kicked and screamed, tears streaming down my face as I watched the prince dying.

      He looked up at me, and his whole look softened.

      “Jax!”

      He managed to give me a small smile before his face went pale and his eyes closed. I screamed so loud, my voice gave out. But there were no words to express my fear, anger, and heartbreak.

      Heartbreak.

      “Let me go! Jax!” I resisted against whoever held me, trying to get to the prince, who lay still on the ground.

      Please don’t be dead. Please!

      As I let out another scream, it was cut short. Someone hit me in the back of the head and everything went dark.
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      Darkness.

      I was losing my grasp on life, and I knew it. It seemed no amount of strength could pull me back.

      Until I heard voices. Just hearing life around me brought some determination to my waning heart.

      “Jax? Jax, can you hear me?” Her voice sounded familiar.

      “Fox, what have they done to you?” That voice definitely sounded familiar. It was low and brought back memories, nostalgia of Alpenglow Kingdom.

      Someone picked up my body and placed it on something else. It felt like I was being carried. I briefly looked up at the sky, listening to the woman’s voice say, “Be gentle—gentle!”

      Then everything went dark again.

      

      I awoke with a splitting headache. The room was dark, but from the swaying motion, I knew I was on a ship. Whose ship?

      I tried to sit up, but pain ripped through my abdomen. I looked down at myself, finding my shirt was off, but a clean bandage was wrapped around my waist. I slowly moved my arms up to rub my face. What had happened?

      I got shot.

      They took Heilani. Where’s Heilani? I tried to sit up again, an alarm pulsing through me like needles. But the pain returned, stabbing like a hundred knives.

      I did my best to look around while lying on my back.

      Alpenglow paintings. Antlers hanging on the wall. Fresh flowers in the vase. Everything is perfectly organized. Not a speck of dust… I knew whose ship this was.

      The door opened and a young woman limped in.

      “Filia?” Why was she limping? Did she always walk like that?

      “You’re awake.” She let out a breath of relief, then hurried to my side with some water to drink. “Drink. And I’ll get your brother.”

      “Wait.” I had hardly finished swallowing when I grabbed her wrist. “Where’s Heilani?”

      “I think your brother should tell you.”

      “Where is she?” Anger welled up in me. My last memory of her was watching Altun and the pirates take her away. I was so helpless. I couldn’t even defend my own wife—and this was the second time this happened! The first was when the pirates attacked our ship. That seemed so long ago.

      I was frustrated with myself, and my anger rose to a hysterical level.

      “Where is she, Filia? Is she safe? Where’s Altun? I’m going to kill that—”

      “Fox, calm down.” Just hearing the voice brought a sense of peace to me. Filia and I looked to the door where my oldest brother, Dawson, stood.

      He was tall like me, but with dark hair and bright green eyes. He had tanned skin, a slightly wider build than myself, and looked so much more princely. His hair was cut nicely, and he wore clean clothes—a white shirt with a dark vest and pants, with a side cape—and leather boots. A sword hung from the belt at his waist. Dawson was always the most prince-like of us all. It didn’t make him any less tough or rugged, but he just had a way of making himself more presentable. He needed to look the part because he would take our father’s place as king of Alpenglow one day.

      “Dawson.” I was never more relieved to see my brother than at that moment.

      Filia moved to the side and started unwrapping the wound to check it, while Dawson sat on the chair next to the bed.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      I touched my forehead. “I just want to know where Heilani is. Is she safe?”

      “Nobody on Aqua Isle is safe now,” Dawson said, cutting to the chase.

      “Drink this, please.” Filia leaned over to help me drink something. I almost spit it up, as it was more bitter than anything I tasted.

      “Do not even think about it,” she warned and I gulped it, squeezing my eyes to avoid the smell.

      “What is that—”

      “Medicine. To speed up your healing.”

      I drank water in a hurry to get the taste out, but it lingered.

      “Here.” Dawson brought a tray of food that was sitting in the corner. I hadn’t noticed it. Though I was lying down, I ate. I was so hungry that I ate too fast and almost choked, letting out a cough. The cough sent a stinging sensation in my abdomen and I almost puked from the pain.

      “The bullet landed here,” Filia said, pointing to the right side of my waist. “Luckily it didn’t hit your stomach. However, it did hit some muscles, so you’ll be in pain for a couple of weeks.”

      “You’re in no position to fight or do anything, really,” Dawson said.

      I gave him a look. “You know this injury won’t stop me.”

      He sighed. “I know. Princess Filia is an expert and her medicine should help a lot. But that doesn’t mean you should overwork yourself.”

      I was being rude. Ungrateful. This was the second time Filia had patched me up. I nodded to her. “Thank you, princess.”

      She tipped her head to me while checking the wound. As she put some sort of salve and plants on the wound, the whole area felt cool.

      I let out a breath of relief. “Thanks.” Turning to Dawson again, I asked, “So what happened?”

      “You got shot. Altun took Prince Malosi and Princess Heilani prisoners.”

      I winced again just thinking about my inability to keep my own wife safe.

      “Princess Filia stayed hidden and once the pirates left, she helped you. If it weren’t for her, you’d probably be dead.”

      “Thank you,” I said again and she nodded.

      “I saw Prince Dawson’s ship coming into the bay, so I used a mirror to get his attention,” she said while wrapping the wound again.

      “And once my men and I got to the top, you were completely unconscious. We carried you back down.”

      “How long have I been out?”

      “A day,” they both answered.

      So Heilani was in prison for a whole day!

      “I took a few men with me to see the situation at the palace. The prison is heavily guarded, and we were able to overhear some plans… Altun is keeping the royal family alive to use them as a threat to other Incandescent Kingdoms.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He wants to sail to Starshine Kingdom with the royal family… and if the emperor doesn’t agree to let Altun’s men take over, then he’ll kill the royal family of Sunrise and start a war.”

      My blood boiled.

      “Filthy pirates.” I wanted to say more, but Filia was there. And Dawson would definitely scold me for using bad language. Though… I knew I shouldn’t use bad language. Heilani expected better of me.

      “Lavender has been threatened to make potions, and it’s already been delivered to everyone at the palace.” Dawson shrugged. “It’s a potion, so maybe it’ll wear off like it used to during the Pirate Wars.”

      “Maybe…”

      “The citizens of the island have either fled and are hiding in the forests and mountains, or they complied and drank the potion.” My brother shook his head. “They were in a difficult position.”

      I sighed, but that hurt and I squeezed my eyes shut to endure the pain. “So we’re out of luck?”

      Dawson sighed too. “I don’t know. The rest of my fleet should arrive in a few days, so I don’t know if we should attempt anything before then.”

      I gave Dawson my second-fastest ship, so it was no wonder the rest of his fleet lagged behind.

      “We’ll figure something out,” Dawson said, then stood. “You need to get some rest.”

      Filia excused herself, giving me a private moment with my brother. When she closed the door, Dawson folded his arms. “How are you really?”

      “Alright. It could be worse.” Like I could be dead right now. I stared at the ceiling, thinking about Heilani. How would I rescue her?

      “When I received word that you married Princess Heilani, I was honestly… surprised.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, you know her reputation. The sharks. The pride—”

      “I know.” I frowned. “She’s not like that.”

      “You didn’t hesitate.”

      “I was wrong about her, alright? We all were.” I rubbed my forehead. “And now she’s captured and this is all my fault.”

      “I was told you married her as Captain Fox though.” Dawson frowned this time. “So you’re not legally married to her. I’m assuming you had that all planned out?” My brother knew me too well.

      Guilt welled up in me. “Aye.”

      “You were just marrying her to get a kingdom, and then what?”

      “She could return to Sunrise—”

      “That was unfeeling of you, Jax.”

      I didn’t feel like being lectured by my brother, but he was right. He continued. “You put her life—and those of her people, kingdom, and family—in danger. Did you think about that?”

      “I didn’t know Altun was alive—”

      He wasn’t done. “You could have married anyone, but you thought you could keep playing games. Now all of the Incandescent Kingdoms are at risk of destruction.”

      “I get it—”

      “Do you?” Dawson shook his head. “And here I am, cleaning up the mess you made—”

      “I get it!” I wished I could turn away from him, but I couldn’t move a muscle or it would hurt too bad.

      “I hope you realize how selfish your actions were.” Dawson sounded just like our father. “Was it really worth it, to put so much at risk in order to gain a kingdom?”

      I remained quiet and stared at the ceiling. My whole body felt sick with resentment… toward myself. Dawson spoke the truth.

      “And I’m not even going to address the fact that you might have hurt Princess Heilani,” Dawson said. “Her sister said you two seem to have…” He paused, as we never discussed romantic relationships in our brotherhood. But then he stood taller and composed himself. “You two have feelings for each other. Or, at least, she has feelings for you. Is that true?”

      Silence. Was it?

      My lack of answering was an answer and Dawson’s fists clenched. “You’re selfish, Jax. If she has feelings for you, and you’re planning to dump her after all this is over, you don’t deserve a kingdom.”

      With that, he stormed out.

      

      Time moved slowly as I stared at the ceiling, trying to process everything.

      When she started falling, I jumped after her, to save her.

      But when we got to the top, I put down my guard and went straight for the stone. I should have thought of protecting her first, not trying to get the stone.

      Because as soon as I picked up the stone, Altun shot me.

      What was I thinking?

      Anger and disappointment panged my chest. Everything Dawson said about me was true.

      I’m selfish… This whole ordeal was to get myself a kingdom… but did I even deserve a kingdom?

      Dawson’s words rang in my ears: If she has feelings for you, and you’re planning to dump her after all this is over, you don’t deserve a kingdom.

      I rubbed my forehead, but no amount of rubbing would dispel the thoughts that warred within me.

      I’m not just going to dump her.

      I’m giving her an option to stay with me or not.

      She doesn’t even like me.

      But I knew that was a lie… when we kissed, she looked up at me and there was a light in her eyes. When I teased her and said we should do it again sometime, she rolled her eyes but her smile said it all.

      Then I almost lost her…

      It was the umpteenth time I’d almost lost her. She could have plummeted to her death.

      I’m an idiot…

      What would it take for me to realize how much Heilani meant to me?

      I looked out the large windows at the back of the ship. The skies were dark, meaning yet another day was passing… another day she and her siblings were stuck in those prison cells.

      And who knew if Altun felt like torturing them? He tortured his own daughter, so why not the royal family of Sunrise Kingdom?

      I did this to everyone… Dawson was right. I didn’t deserve a kingdom.

      And I don’t deserve Heilani…

      How could I get us all out of this… alive? And when we did get out of this, how could I ever face Heilani and tell her the truth? When she found out she and I, Jax, weren’t legally married, would she hate me for dragging her into this? Would she even want me then?

      I squeezed my eyes shut. If I were her, the answer would be no. I was a despicable, selfish human being.
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      I awoke as the pirates dragged me down the stairs to the prison cell. I vaguely recalled the doors opening, but definitely remembered falling into Iosefa’s arms and sobbing. He held me like a brother would, and my twin sisters stroked my hair and arms to try to comfort me.

      I didn’t know I’d need my siblings so much as I did at that moment. My tears and snot got all over Iosefa’s chest, and I shook like a leaf in the wind, but he just held me. I needed his steadying arms, and the gentle touches of my sisters.

      Jax is dead. I saw him die, his face pale, blood spilling from the wound, and his body lifeless.

      And now Altun was king of Aqua Isle. We overheard the guards saying that the name of the new Incandescent Kingdom was written on a large boulder outside the palace: Aquagleam.

      It was a beautiful name.

      And Jax deserved it. He should have been the king and ruled it.

      When my tears dried out, I trembled and sniffed quietly. My siblings said nothing, but continued to stay by me. Someone brought a tray of stale bread, and my sisters looked at it with disgust.

      “They’re really trying to starve us,” Atamai said as she hit the bread on the ground. It made a knocking noise.

      “That’s hard as rock,” said Luni, trying to cause some laughter, but all I could do was stare ahead.

      Iosefa had his arm around my shoulders, and Malosi was knocked out in the cell next to us.

      “Here.” I took the bread and broke it up as much as possible. “Feed it to the mice—”

      “Are you serious?” Atamai raised her eyebrows.

      “Just do it, will you?”

      She scattered it in the corner, and a few little mice had the bravery to run up and grab a crumb before disappearing in the darkness.

      Luni giggled. “I thought you hated mice and rats and all that, Heilani.”

      “I do.”

      “Then why are you feeding them?”

      “Because they’re helpless.” I sighed, too exhausted and my mouth too parched to keep talking. “And I feel helpless.”

      Silence.

      Iosefa shifted. “Do you… want to talk about Jax?”

      I shook my head while trying to swallow.

      He nodded, almost relieved that he wouldn’t have to try and help me feel better.

      “Did you love him?” Luni asked, and my shoulders sank. Did I?

      I was mad when he lied to me about his identity. He should have told me sooner that he was Prince Jax. But there were still so many sweet moments… when he told me I was perfect as I was. When he tended to my wound. When he jumped off the ship to rescue the “woman overboard.” When he looked out for me. When he kissed me.

      Heat rushed up my cheeks just thinking about the kiss. There was definitely something special, something so right about it.

      But had I ever learned to trust him?

      Yes. There were too many instances for me to deny my growing feelings for him. There were too many instances that showed I trusted him.

      I looked at Luni and gave her a sad nod. The heartbreak in her fifteen-year-old eyes said everything.

      “I’m so sorry, Heilani.”

      “I am too.” I wished I could go back and tell him I loved him. I wished I hadn’t been too proud to share my feelings. I wished I’d realized all of this before it was too late.

      I turned my head to rest it on my brother’s chest, too fatigued to think anymore. I fell into a dark sleep, where I rested but didn’t feel rested.

      Because things were only going to get worse from here.

      

      “Heilani.”

      I blinked awake. “Here, drink.” Someone put water to my lips and I drank. It was cool and refreshing.

      “Is she awake—”

      “Shh.”

      I sat up, finding Iosefa kneeling before me, a mug of water in his hand. He had a finger up to his lips to silence the twins. A muffled noise came from the cell next to us and I looked over.

      Malosi’s hands were out of the pockets of the iron cells and he had somehow managed to pin the guard to the door. Luni and Atamai, in the same cell as myself, reached their hands out to the guard, trying to get the keys.

      I woke up. “What’s going—”

      “Shh!” Iosefa looked so cross, I backed up against the wall.

      “What has you—”

      “We’re going to try and escape.”

      “Got it!” Luni piped as she held up the keys, and Iosefa groaned before shushing her again.

      Malosi, whose face looked as swollen and discolored as ever, knocked the guard out, then moved to Luni.

      “Hurry up—”

      “I am hurrying.”

      He reached his hands through the cell and grabbed the keys from her. He tried each key to his cell, but none worked. “Bloody pirates,” he said under his breath, then tried the keys on our cell.

      Though the shock of losing Jax was still fresh for me, a new force entered as I watched my family.

      I trust them. And that all happened because of Jax. He was the one to help me see the good in my family, to make an effort, to forgive, to move forward.

      I loved Jax, and I learned to love my family again.

      Even if Jax was gone, maybe I could trust more going forward. Maybe I could honor Jax’s legacy by doing my best in my family relationships, and then other relationships in the future.

      The darkness I felt at missing Jax was still there. I would probably always grieve his loss.

      But I had gained so much in the process: a more optimistic perspective on life, relationships with my family, and hope for future relationships.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked as I sat up, pulling my hair into a messy bun.

      “Filia is probably out there somewhere,” Iosefa said, as we all watched Malosi try each key.

      “And Prince Dawson should be here anytime soon,” Malosi added.

      “So we can’t let anyone leave this island until Altun is dethroned,” Luni said, a big smile on her face. She pulled her hair up like mine, and Atamai followed.

      “You can join us if you’d like,” she said to me.

      I missed Jax. I loved Jax. But if I wanted to show the world that I did finally trust him, I had to change.

      I have to trust my siblings…

      I looked at each of them: Iosefa, Malosi, Atamai, and Luni. Somewhere out there was Filia, and our deal from earlier rang in my mind: I’ll go to the bay and get Prince Dawson’s help, deal?

      “Filia is at the bay,” I said. “No doubt Dawson is already here—Jax said he gave him his second fastest ship.”

      All my siblings looked at me, and I felt as though I’d risen from a grave.

      “What?”

      Iosefa smiled and held his hand out to me. I clapped it, a little too loudly, which made everyone squirm.

      “What else do you know?” he asked.

      I looked around. “This is Jax’s palace.” He was a trickster, always playing games…

      And possibly with my heart… I would never know if Jax truly loved me or not. But I knew my own feelings, and I would have to one day have closure with it all. But, for now, I could appreciate who he was, and what he taught me.

      “He’s always a step ahead.” An idea came to mind. “Check the walls.”

      “Why?” Atamai glanced at the stone walls surrounding us.

      “They smell weird.” Luni made a face.

      “No, no. She’s right.” Malosi had tried all the keys, but it was fool’s gold. The pirates, of course, wouldn’t leave the real keys with us down here. Malosi started looking in his cell.

      I cleared my throat, though it was still parched. “Jax once mentioned that if he could build his own palace, he would make secret passages.”

      “Here’s something odd,” Luni pointed something out at that moment, and she moved her big curls to one side to get a better look. Iosefa, Atamai, and I crowded around.

      Before I could say something, Iosefa played with the odd-bluish rock in the middle of the white-stone prison. He pulled it, pushed it, wiggled it. Nothing happened.

      “Look for another one,” I said. “Jax said there are secret passages, and maybe there’s more than one blue stone to open those tunnels.”

      “Here it is!” Atamai exclaimed and Iosefa gave her a dirty look to keep quiet. She giggled and covered her mouth, then she and Iosefa pushed the rocks at the same time. A grinding noise sounded.

      “Well, would you look at that?” Malosi stood in the other cell, arms folded, and pointed to a hole that opened up in our cell, closest to him. While Iosefa shone a torch light into it, revealing a tunnel we could crawl through, Malosi frowned. “So how am I going to get out?”

      I bit my lower lip, then reached into my ta’ovala and gasped. Pulling out my grandfather’s rusty old knife, I couldn’t help smiling. The pirates must have overlooked this weapon on me.

      “Do you know how to pick a lock?” I asked.

      Malosi made a face, nodded, and took the knife through the cell. “Don’t ask me how I know though.”

      “Ooohh… were you sneaking into someone’s house?” Atamai teased.

      “No.” Malosi unlocked the cell so quickly, I wondered if we should go up the stairs out of the prison instead of risking the secret tunnel… which we didn’t know where it went or if it was safe.

      But Jax made these tunnels…

      He was always a step ahead, so they have to be safe…

      “How did you do that?” I watched, fascinated as Malosi easily picked the lock to our cell and opened it, then stepped in.

      “The Pirate Wars,” he muttered as he took the torch and motioned for us to follow Iosefa into the tunnel. I remembered how Filia had her own secrets from the Pirate Wars. I did too, though my siblings now knew.

      “How?” I asked, getting on all fours and crawling into the space. It smelled of earth and my hands and knees immediately felt damp from the muddy surface.

      “I said don’t ask—”

      “Oh boo,” Luni interrupted. “If we’re all going to die while getting the crystal from Altun, you might as well share.”

      “We’re not going to die,” Iosefa said from the front, then shushed us again.

      Malosi found a blue stone inside the tunnel and pushed it. The grinding sound of the rock filled the air and a large stone covered the place we entered the tunnel.

      I shuddered, hoping this tunnel led out and wasn’t a trap.

      Malosi answered my question. “In one of the battles, my fleet won and we took all the pirate’s treasure. I didn’t care for the treasure, but I knew we had to open the chests and return the goods to their rightful owners. But they were sealed shut and there were no keys. So I had to learn to pick the locks.”

      “That story wasn’t as adventurous as I thought it would be,” Atamai said.

      “But he did gain a useful skill,” I defended him.

      “Thanks, Heilani.”

      I smiled to myself and we crawled in silence until we reached a fork. A cool breeze continued to waft through the tunnels, which meant they both probably led out of the palace.

      “What’s the plan anyway?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

      “I honestly have no idea,” Luni answered.

      “But you’re welcome to join.” Atamai giggled.

      “Shh.” Iosefa chose the right side. “The plan is to find the throne room, get the crystal from Altun, and kill him, if possible.”

      “Because by now he’s probably forced his white-haired daughter to make potions to force the whole island into servitude,” Malosi added.

      Poor Lavender…

      “What if we split up?” I asked. “Half of us find Lavender and gets her out of here. The other half finds Altun.”

      “Well that doesn’t really work,” Luni said. “Cause then you’d have to split one of us in half—”

      “Stop joking around, this isn’t funny,” Iosefa cut in and Luni rolled her eyes, muttering, “Always so serious…”

      “Girls.” I gave them both a look, though it was awkward because we were all squished in the tunnel.

      “What about getting help?” I asked. “No doubt Filia has found Dawson at the bay by now.”

      “Maybe they’re coming for us, then.” Luni shrugged.

      “But we’re not going to sit around and do nothing while they come,” Iosefa said. “I vote for Heilani’s plan. But let’s try to get a little more information before splitting up, deal?”

      “Deal,” the rest of us said.

      My heart raced as we continued to crawl through the tunnel in silence. We occasionally heard footsteps above us, so assumed that this tunnel must be under the palace.

      Finally, Iosefa stopped. We reached the end, as a cool breeze wafted from outside. We could also hear branches rustling against each other, and evening light shone in. “It’s blocked. Metal bars.” He shook them, but they wouldn’t budge.

      “Ugh, I knew we should have gone left,” Luni started to say, but I piped up.

      “No, there must be something to open the bars. Everyone look around.” Again, we all surveyed our surroundings. Iosefa did find a blue stone and pushed on it. The bars lifted, and we all crawled out then hid in some large ferns.

      Malosi held out a fist which I bumped with my own fist. “Good call finding the tunnel.”

      “What’s that smell?” The twins held their noses and I looked up. Most of the palace windows were dim, except one. In the highest tower, a light burned within.

      “Lavender,” I said. “She’s probably up there, locked away and brewing stuff.”

      Malosi touched the stone wall of the palace. “If we can climb coconut trees back home, I’ll bet we can climb this.”

      “Looks dangerous.” I bit my lower lip.

      “We don’t have much of a choice.” Iosefa placed his hand on mine and Malosi’s shoulders. “Malosi, you get Lavender. Heilani, you come with me.”

      “What about them?” I never thought Iosefa would let them go on alone.

      “You two run straight to the bay and get Filia and Dawson’s help, got it?”

      The twins stood a little taller.

      “Be careful,” I said, pulling them both into a hug. I never hugged my sisters, and it surprised them as much as it did me. But they embraced me.

      “Good luck,” Atamai and Luni said, then ran off into the forest.

      “Good luck.” Malosi saluted us, then surveyed the wall. I looked at the sky, admiring for a brief moment the colorful sunset. Streaks of orange, purples, and pinks were painted across the sky.

      “Ready?” Iosefa asked.

      I nodded. We would stop Altun at all costs…

      For Jax…
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      “We’re leaving.” Dawson stood at the side of the bed, arms folded. I sat up, with great pain, but not so much as the pain in my heart.

      Though my body was fatigued, I couldn’t rest. All I could think about was Heilani. I did this to her, her family, Sunrise Kingdom. If I had been on guard, I would’ve noticed that the pirate attack on our way out of Sunrise Kingdom was a trap. And if I had been on guard, I would’ve done everything to care for Heilani.

      Instead, I brought Lavender right where her father wanted her, which put all of the Incandescent Kingdoms at risk of destruction.

      Because if a leader of a kingdom should be evil, it would mean the ruin of the rest of the kingdoms. And, as of right now, there were two wicked leaders in control of the kingdoms: Caxton in Sunrise Kingdom, and Altun in Aquagleam.

      Aquagleam. It could’ve been my kingdom…

      If I wasn’t such an idiot. I let my selfishness take over, instead of focusing on what I had. In the process of trying to get what I wanted, I lost what I needed.

      Not lost yet… I still had a chance to help Heilani and her family. Maybe she wouldn’t want me after all this was over. I was a rogue, a player, an actor… but I knew one thing that was true:

      I love her.

      The more I rested there thinking about it, the stronger the realization. She was everything I wanted, everything I needed. And even if she decided not to stay with me after all of this, maybe we could try again… maybe she could get to know me, Jax, instead of my secret identity as Fox.

      I took a breath to steady myself against the pain. “I’m coming.”

      “No. You’re staying here with my trusted guards.” Dawson always looked serious, but the expression he wore now was cross. His eyebrows creased and his green eyes were dark. “Princess Filia, myself, and some of the men will go to the palace and rescue her family. When the rest of the troops come, you’ll order them to come to the palace and dethrone Altun, understood?”

      “No.” I leaned over to put my boots on, though the effort was going to kill me. “Filia’s medicines sped up the healing and I’m coming.”

      “You can’t even move.” Dawson tipped his head. “I’ll be forced to sit around while you move at a snail’s pace. You’re staying here.”

      “You were right.” I ignored his words, knowing that I was coming with him, whether he liked it or not. But I wanted—no, needed—my brother to see that I was going to make things right, no matter the cost.

      “You were right about what you said earlier,” I continued before he could ask questions. His eyes narrowed. I swallowed hard. After all the advice I gave Heilani about having peace with her siblings, I needed to do the same. The memory of mine and Dawson’s argument, Wolf included, during the wars resurfaced and I knew I couldn’t do that again.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Dawson’s expression softened, but only for a moment.

      “I shouldn’t have married Heilani as Fox. I should’ve been honest from the very beginning—the wars were over and I had no reason to fake my identity.” I sighed. “I thought I was in the right by trying to humble her but… I misjudged her.”

      Dawson took one step and knelt to help me with my boots.

      “I can do—” I started to say.

      “You’re taking forever. I know there’s no stopping you so might as well help.”

      “Did you hear anything I said?”

      “Of course I did.” He tightened the laces, then stood and grabbed things from his closet: a sword, vest, cape, a new triangle-tipped hat. Everything was so organized and clean, which was so like Dawson. He helped me into the new clothes. “So you do love the princess?”

      “Yes.” I hurried to add, “But I’ll be fair, because I haven’t been fair to her. After all this is over, I’ll let her decide if she wants to stay with me or not.”

      “And if she says no?”

      A lump formed in my throat. “Then I accept the consequences of my actions. I just want to get everyone out of this mess.”

      The corner of Dawson’s lip turned up as he helped me gird a sword. “Good.”

      “Good? That’s all you can say?” I rolled my eyes.

      “You didn’t mention anything about the kingdom.”

      “I don’t even care about the kingdom—”

      “Do you?” Dawson eyed me.

      “No. I just want to get us all out of this.” I was ready, with my clothes and weapons fully equipped. I placed my hand on Dawson’s shoulder and he placed his on mine. “I’m sorry, Dawson. I’m sorry to have dragged you into this—”

      “No, don’t say that. I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have lashed out at you earlier.”

      “It was deserved.” I shrugged, then we gave each other a quick hug. “Let’s go,” I said, and started to march out, when Dawson tugged my arm.

      “Hey, this is my ship. I’m in charge around here.” He grinned and punched my shoulder as we left the captain’s quarters. Princess Filia and a group of men waited outside. They were armed and ready to go. “You may have been a sea captain, but I’m still your older brother,” he said, then nodded to the crew. “Let’s get out of here.”

      

      Though Dawson was in charge, I still knew the island best and directed us through the shortcuts. There were a few old lava tubes that also cut through the mountains, making it easier and faster to get to the palace. However, as we traversed through the forest, on our way to the palace, we heard a shuffling noise.

      Dawson held up his hand, and we all stopped in our tracks.

      We all crouched down and Dawson walked, quiet as ever, through the trees. I wanted to follow, but my side ached so badly I knew I’d be too loud.

      After a long moment stretched in silence, girlish screams rang through the woods. We all jumped.

      Filia was on her feet in a moment. “Atamai? Luni?” She ran towards the noise and the rest of us followed. Indeed, Dawson towered over the twins as they explained their plot. My head swam in circles.

      The siblings found my secret tunnels and escaped the prison.

      Malosi is getting Lavender out of there.

      Heilani and Iosefa are going after Altun.

      Filia held her younger sisters, giving them orders to return with two of Dawson’s soldiers to the ship. But I couldn’t think about anything except Heilani.

      What in the blazes is she thinking? Again, she was putting herself in danger. Why couldn’t she have just come with her twin sisters to the safety of the ship?

      When the twins saw me, they went pale. “We thought you were dead!” Luni exclaimed. Then she went serious. “Well, Heilani thinks you’re dead.”

      “She’s going to lose it,” Atamai said behind a smile.

      “That’s enough girls.” Filia guided them to the guards who would escort them to the ship. “Don’t try anything,” she warned them before we parted ways.

      As we got closer to the palace though, I couldn’t stop thinking about Atamai’s words.

      She’s going to lose it. Why? Would Heilani be happy to see me? Or disgusted? After all, I picked up the crystal first, instead of thinking of her. That’s why I got shot.

      But maybe, just maybe, she could give me a second chance.

      A last chance, I told myself. Because after all I put her through, it’d be a miracle if she forgave me. I had so much to change and work on. The Pirate Wars had turned me into someone I was not, and now I had to be honest with myself and others.

      As my thoughts continued to swarm my mind, I reminded myself of one thing I did know to be true.

      I love Heilani. And I would do anything to show that. As much as it pained me to think about it, I would do anything to show her my love, even if it meant letting her go.

      

      “They must be expecting us.” I kept my voice low as we huddled in the ferns. There were only five of us: myself, Dawson, Filia, and two of Dawson’s soldiers. The other two escorted Atamai and Luni to the ship. Though there were only five, it felt like we had too many people in our group trying to hide in the bushes.

      Dawson counted quietly to himself. “Twelve. Twelve armed men at the entrance… Seems a bit excessive.”

      “They know the rest of your fleet will be here soon,” I pointed out.

      “Makes me wonder if Malosi got Lavender out of here,” Filia said. Her fingers wrapped around the handle of her sword at her waist. I wondered if she even knew how to use it.

      Probably, I thought. Heilani and all of her family were full of surprises.

      “Let’s get to the throne through the back,” I said. “I made a secret passage.”

      “Of course you did.” Dawson laughed to himself. He motioned to his men and we made our way to the back of the palace. Only two guards stood watch over the door.

      “Perfect,” Dawson said, and before I knew it, we knocked out the guards and entered the palace.

      

      A few times we had to split up to avoid being seen, but it was easier to get to the throne room than I thought it would be. I recognized many of my guards and soldiers, but there was definitely something different about them. Surely the controlling potions affected my men. They walked around as if in a dream. And because they were so unalert, it was easy to sneak past them.

      I just hoped whatever they drank would wear off, or that Lavender or Filia could come up with something to reverse the effects. I’d seen what Altun and Lavender’s potions could do, so I knew it was all real. The men weren’t pretending—they really were under some sort of spell.

      Filia, especially, seemed disturbed by my cursed men. “It’s unnatural,” she muttered, shaking her head.

      While I grieved for the curses forced on my men, I wasn’t quite prepared for the circus my palace became. Altun was a pirate captain and lord, but he really let his pirates go crazy. The palace was, for lack of a better word, trashed.

      Paintings, vases, and fine china were shattered and spread all over the ground. Curtains were ripped. Windows had been broken through. Occasionally we’d pass a drunken pirate.

      There’s no way Altun can rule a kingdom with this much dysfunction, I thought to myself. Some of the doors were ripped off the hinges, and the carpets had mud and stains all over them.

      Yet despite all the damage, my mind remained on one thing: stopping Altun and finding Heilani.

      Finally, we reached the doors of the throne room. At least four men guarded the doors, but with five of us, we were able to fight them easily. And, much to my surprise, Filia did know how to use the sword.

      I remembered once telling Heilani that she was probably the only one of her sisters who knew how to use a sword but… looked like I was wrong.

      As we opened the doors, a group of pirates stood around the throne, swords in hand. Altun sat at the head, the crystal in his hand. But something looked… different about him. I couldn’t quite point it out.

      “It’s over,” Dawson said, his hand tightening on the handle of his sword. “My troops will be here anytime soon. You can surrender now.”

      “Or what?” Altun’s voice also sounded… strange? Or perhaps I’d taken too much medicine, overdid things, and all of that had turned me delusional.

      “We’ll kill you now.” Dawson had never been one to hide emotions or secrets, which is why he wouldn’t have lasted a day going undercover like myself. But he was an excellent leader, and his strong sense of wrong and right corrected me many times… like earlier.

      Altun laughed and nodded to his men. They didn’t hesitate to run towards us. Filia ran first, and I lagged behind. The clanging sound of swords filled the air, followed by “oofs” and shouts.

      Pain stabbed my side, but I did my best to ignore it as I fought one of the pirates. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Altun slip out a door at the side of the throne room, the blue crystal in his hand.

      “He’s getting away!” I exclaimed, and Dawson made to follow, but two pirates gained up on him. Filia chased after Altun and I sprinted after her. As I slipped through the door and entered the hallway, I caught a glimpse of her kicking his back. He went sprawling and the crystal dropped, rolling on the carpet.

      She jumped on him, twisting his arm behind his back. “It’s over!” Filia said, anger in her voice. As she held her sword to his neck, he screamed.

      “It’s not me! Don’t kill me, princess, please!”

      “Wait!” I said, out of breath as I approached. A memory resurfaced of watching Altun hang… except it hadn’t been Altun. I’d been blind once. Not again.

      “It’s a decoy!” I crouched and yanked the fake white beard off the actor. The old face of Elijah appeared.

      “Captain!” He looked so relieved, a tear fell down his cheek. “It’s the potion. I have to sit on the throne as Altun.”

      “Where is he?” Filia asked, getting off the man, then helping him up. Dawson came running down the hall and nearly collided into her.

      “Are you alright?” he asked her and she nodded.

      “What about me?” I gave him a look and a rosy color filled his cheeks. I quickly turned my attention to Elijah.

      “Where’s Altun?”

      “He’s got the princess and king.”

      “Where?”

      Elijah shrugged. “My guess is he took them to Lavender. Probably going to try and drug them like the rest of us.”

      My heart sank. No.

      “They put Lavender in the highest tower,” Elijah continued, but I was already moving. The twins had mentioned that’s where Malosi went. I had no doubt Altun would lock his daughter in the tower. Nobody could reach her… except some island boy who used to climb coconut trees…

      “Captain, wait!” Elijah called after me. I looked back and he tossed me the crystal. “It’s a fake. Maybe you can find a use for it!”

      It sure looked real. The crystal was aquamarine, with some milky blue spots. It was slightly smaller than my fist, which made it easy to slip into my pocket.

      Filia and Dawson followed. Dawson’s two soldiers also joined. As we started climbing the stairs, a noise sounded from below.

      “They’re after us,” Filia said, and I picked up the pace, though every step made me want to puke from the pain. We hadn’t reached the top level when a group of pirates, on a different floor, spotted us.

      “Hey, it’s that filthy captain!”

      “Get him!”

      Filia beckoned for me and Dawson to keep running. “Go!” she exclaimed. “We’ll hold them off!”

      I didn’t hesitate, but Dawson stayed put.

      “Come on!” I urged him, but his eyes lingered on Princess Filia. I’d never seen the look on my brother’s face and a thought came to mind.

      Either he’s being chivalrous or he likes her… I turned around to push him. “Stay with your girlfriend—but catch up as soon as you can.”

      “She’s not my—”

      “Go!” I pushed him again then sprinted up the stairs again, my heart hammering in my ears. Dawson joined the fray and the metal grinding sounds from behind echoed in the spiral staircase.

      My breath was so loud and labored, the pain in my side stabbing, and my blood pumping so fast, I wondered if I’d pass out soon.

      Don’t pass out, I told myself over and over. Heilani is in danger…

      When I reached the top, the room was empty. Plants, glass vials, and a cauldron all sat around. But no fires burned, nothing boiled…

      Malosi must have gotten Lavender out of here…

      The room smelled terrible, like there had been too many herbs and spices burning at one time. A fresh breeze wafted through the room from the open window, relieving the smell for a second. The last colorful reflections of sunset light came from a hole in the ceiling, and I walked closer to find a ladder going to the roof of the turret.

      Did Altun take her up there?

      I looked around, and when I found the room completely empty, I climbed the ladder. It was getting dark, and being so high, the wind whipped my hair around.

      “Don’t move.”

      There really wasn’t much on this little turret, just a circular stone platform that was mostly taken up by the blue-shingled roof. We had to maneuver around it, though there was a stone railing to keep anyone from falling off.

      I put my hands up as I stood, now able to get a better picture of the situation. Altun had one arm at Heilani’s back so her hands were probably tied. He held a knife to her throat.

      My whole body numbed. How would I get her out of this? I didn’t have a gun, but even if I did, I couldn’t risk accidentally shooting Heilani. The two stood too closely together.

      I couldn’t throw my sword either because, again, he could use her to defend himself.

      “Jax?” I met the princess’s eyes and tears streamed down her cheeks. “I thought…” Her voice trailed off as her quiet sobs filled the air.

      Altun laughed. “You thought he was dead? He’s a fox. He tricks his way around, princess.” He glared at me. “He’s even managed to trick his way around death.”

      “Let her go,” I said.

      “Or what?” Altun held the knife closer and in the waning light, I could tell he’d already nicked it. Heilani let out a little moan.

      “Jax, he knows Dawson’s troops are coming, and he’s not prepared—”

      “Shut it!” Altun shook her so hard, her eyes rolled around for a bit.

      “Don’t touch her!” I drew my sword, but Altun pressed his knife to her throat. “Put that down or her blood will spill.”

      This wasn’t happening.

      But it is. How was I ever going to save Heilani? I put the sword down.

      “Just let her go.”

      “No Jax—” Heilani started to say, but Altun shook her again and chuckled.

      “Look at you, trying to be chivalrous.” He pulled Heilani’s hair. “Remember when you believed him? Remember when he went for the crystal instead of protecting you?”

      Every part of me hurt physically, but the memory of that moment, before getting shot, jolted me like a wave of electricity.

      I was such an idiot.

      Another tear slipped down Heilani’s cheek. “But he’s here now,” she said quietly.

      “But he’s here now.” Altun spit on the ground. “Look here, boy. This is the deal. You’re going to drink this potion that has been specially prepared for you by our girl Lav.” Altun brought something out of his pocket then put it on the ground and kicked it to me. “And then you’re going to do everything I tell you, understand?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like put a sword through your brother’s gut and give the potion to his troops.”

      My blood went cold as the vial touched my boot.

      “Don’t do it. He’ll be able to control you, Jax. You’ll have to do everything he says—”

      “I said shut it!” Altun silenced Heilani. He returned his attention to me. Though it was a quiet, peaceful night on the island, with the waves crashing in the distance and the breeze blowing around us, I was at war with myself. I couldn’t do this anymore… I mean, I had to protect Heilani at all costs.

      I’d given up so much for this kingdom, but I couldn’t lose her… not one more time.

      But if I drink that, he’ll make me kill my brother. The Incandescent Kingdoms will fall if I trick my brother’s troops into drinking the potion…

      “If you don’t comply, this pretty doll here will suffer the consequences.”

      “Don’t do it…” Heilani’s voice got smaller and smaller as she cried. “It’s not worth it, Jax. Don’t drink it. Not for me.”

      I picked up the vial. “I have to.”

      “No.” Heilani begged me. “Jax, listen. Don’t drink it—it’ll mean the destruction of all the Incandescent Kingdoms. Don’t do it.”

      My fingers shook as I held the vial. What choice did I have?

      “He’s a pirate, Jax. Pirates don’t keep promises, remember?” Heilani continued.

      “Hurry up!” Altun must have pressed the knife further because she let out a quiet wail.

      I can’t lose her.

      I didn’t protect her before… But now it seemed that I couldn’t protect her… or could I? All this time I went around pretending to be someone I wasn’t. Except with her. Though I used my identity as Captain Fox, everything I felt for her was real.

      Every time she told me a little more about herself, every time I encouraged her to do something, every interaction was genuine. I truly loved her, and I wasn’t about to let Altun just kill her. Not if I could do something about it.

      “I love you, Jax.” Her words came out of nowhere and pierced through my heart. “But don’t do this. If you have any love or respect for me, you won’t drink it. The people and kingdoms of this realm are far more important.”

      I gave her a look. “No… you’re most important to me…”

      Altun laughed but it was cut short by a trumpet call. It didn’t sound too far from the palace.

      “The troops are here,” Heilani whispered, and sure enough, the sound of marching came from the distance.

      “Drink it now or she dies!”

      The princess let out a scream and I knew Altun had dug his knife into her skin. It was growing dark, so the moon only gave so much light.

      In all the years that I tricked others to get my way, I had to make one more effort…

      I have to do this… for Heilani. I popped the cork off the vial and put it to my lips.
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      “Jax, no!” He shouldn’t have drunk it… not for me.

      But it’s not for me. Perhaps he still wanted his kingdom, and he was doing it in the hopes of getting his way eventually…

      My heart broke. After all this, Jax was just a pirate.

      Altun laughed. “Ha! Good!” The bloody knife finally left my neck, but he still held my hands. “Now that you drank it, we have no need for her—”

      “Wait!” Jax held up his hands. It was getting darker by the second, so everything looked blue. “Don’t! She has the crystal.”

      Altun laughed. “No, she doesn’t.”

      “Are you sure?” Jax frowned. “Did you hide it?”

      The pirate rolled his eyes. “Of course not.”

      “If you don’t have the crystal, you know the legends… whoever has it is ruler of the kingdom.”

      “I don’t believe that rubbish—” He yanked my arm towards the edge of the railing.

      “Altun, you don’t understand. If she has the crystal, she’s queen.”

      “I don’t—” I started to say. What was Jax talking about?

      “What?” Altun frowned, looking from Jax to me. The pirate reeked of alcohol, but he was completely in his wits. “If he’s speaking the truth…” he muttered to himself, then spun me around. He was about to check me for the crystal, when Jax grabbed me from behind.

      “I believe she hides things in her skirt.”

      “That woven thing?” Altun frowned.

      “I’ll get it.” Jax turned me around so I faced him. I couldn’t even look into his eyes, but he touched my cheek before putting his hand in his pocket. What was he doing?

      He pulled out a blue crystal, then met my eyes and muttered, in a low voice, “Do you still have that rusty thing?”

      Wait… That rusty thing? A conversation resurfaced, one where I’d been walking with Captain Fox through a witchy grove of trees…

      I started to nod.

      “Well, where is it?” Altun stepped forward and stopped when Jax held up the blue crystal.

      “I had my decoy hide the crystal. It’s a fake—”

      “It’s not. See for yourself.” Jax tossed the crystal to Altun, who studied it in the waning light. “She hid the crystal in her skirt.”

      Altun looked confused, then grumbled some curses to himself as he stuffed the crystal in his pocket. I was confused. Earlier, Iosefa and I managed to sneak into the throne room without meeting any opposition. Most of the guards were too sick from the potions to pay attention, and the pirates within the palace were too drunk for reason.

      When we reached the throne room, we found two Altuns there. It turned out one was a decoy. It was Elijah dressed as Altun, forced to sit on the throne. Altun was two steps ahead of us, because when we tried to attack, the guards were more than prepared. In less than a few minutes, Iosefa and I were bound in strong ropes.

      That’s when I saw Altun give Elijah the crystal.

      Iosefa was taken to the port, where sailors and pirates prepared Jax’s fleet to travel to Starshine Kingdom.

      Then they took me to Lavender's tower, only to find it empty. That’s when Altun found out that Dawson’s ship was in the bay at the back of the island, and he’d probably come with his Alpenglow Kingdom troops to rescue us and stop Altun. The captain was so mad, he dragged me to the top of the turret to see the island for himself.

      Sure enough, Dawson’s ship was in the bay behind the island, along with the ragtag ship my siblings and I sailed to get here.

      But I didn’t have the real crystal. So what was Jax up to?

      He must’ve gotten the crystal from Elijah. Then why tell Altun that I had it? It was a useless thing.

      Unless…

      Jax walked behind me and pushed me towards Altun. “Now you can get rid of her—”

      “Jax!” I exclaimed, a rush of emotions making my head spin. “Jax, you pirate!”

      Altun grabbed my arm. “Thank you, boy.” He then pushed me to the edge of the turret, where I planted my feet against the stone railing, resisting him.

      “Jax!” The captain was going to toss me to my death. The sea swirled beneath us, as the palace sat at the edge of a sea cliff. My stomach twisted. Altun paused, while Jax looked on. What was he doing?

      “You know, Jax,” the pirate said, a smile on his face. “Maybe you could be an honest man for once. She deserves to hear some honesty before she dies.”

      My blood went cold as Altun’s fingers dug into my skin, dragging me closer to the edge. “Tell me, Jax. Were you ever legally married to the princess?”

      Jax folded his arms. “No. I married her as Captain Fox, not Prince Jax.”

      Though the pirate captain had cut the skin on my neck earlier, Jax’s words pierced my heart.

      What?

      “So do you think you really deserved a kingdom? You weren’t even married.” Altun laughed. “I think we can all agree I’ll make a much better ruler.”

      My head spun round and round again.

      I’m not married. I’ve never been married. It was no wonder Jax told me I could choose to stay or go after he got his kingdom.

      He didn’t even want me in the first place. He had this all planned. My heart broke when I thought he died, but this time I just felt crushed. My entire body went weak.

      He doesn’t love me. He never did. He was always pretending to… it’s all a game to Jax. Always has been…

      Did anyone want me after all this was over?

      If it ends the right way…

      I looked at Altun, though my vision grew blurry for a second. A smile crossed his lips. “Look. You’ve made her cry.” He tsked and shook his head. “At least she got to see some honesty… before she dies.” His iron grip pulled me to the edge of the turret.

      “Wait.” Jax took a step forward. “Heilani, know that I love you. Everything that happened between us… it was all real.” Before I could process his words, he rushed towards me and pulled me from Altun’s grip. At the same time, I felt him grab the knife from my secret pocket.

      A wail filled the air, followed by a gunshot. I turned to see that Jax had stabbed Altun with the knife, then pushed the captain’s hand away before the pistol fired at him.

      “Jax!”

      He didn’t drink the potion? It was all a blur but I could see a dark spot on the collar of Jax’s vest. Was it possible he didn’t drink the potion? It was also getting dark, and we couldn’t see well.

      He faked it. He faked drinking the potion. Which meant a lot of things but the most important thing rang in my head:

      He’s on my side… and he loves me!

      Altun laughed so loudly, it echoed through the night air.

      “Argh, this is it, boy!” Altun, though bleeding and wounded from the knife in his stomach, withdrew his sword. Jax wasn’t armed, and my hands were tied behind my back.

      Instinct kicked in as I ran to the sword Jax had placed on the ground earlier, and shoved it with my foot to Jax. He got it just in time to block an attack from Altun.

      Though the whole thing was chaos, as Jax and Altun started to sword fight, I’d never felt calmer and at peace inside. After all we’d been through, Jax loved me.

      Or is he lying? For a moment, doubt crowded my mind. I rubbed the ropes against a metal gutter around the roofing, watching the men helplessly.

      He’s lied before. No. Jax lied many times. But could I trust that he wouldn’t lie about this?

      Before I could answer my own question, one of the ropes ripped, allowing me to loosen my hands. Just as I released one hand from the ropes, Altun yanked my arm. Rope dragged behind my other wrist, which was still wrapped tightly. I struggled to get free, knowing that the man was dying. But he was still stronger than myself.

      “You’ll never be king, Jax,” the captain said, dragging him and myself to the edge of the turret. Was he going to toss both of us over the edge?

      “Let go of—” Before I could finish, the captain knocked my head with the bottom of his sword handle.

      “Heilani!” Jax looked panicked.

      “Don’t move another step or we both fall off this edge.” Altun smiled again, but his teeth were dark, probably from blood. “I tried to be a good man, Jax. But people always brought the worst out of me.” He chuckled, but it was full of bitterness. “I tried to be a good husband, a good father. I tried to be a good captain. Nobody respects you when you try to be a good man—you know that Jax. That’s what we have in common. People respect you when you become something you shouldn’t be.”

      He took a step back, and I moved with him. No amount of resisting could break Altun’s grip on my arm.

      “I didn’t have a decoy crystal.” He spat. “Didn’t have time to hide it. So it’s here, and you’ll never be king. You could’ve taken the real crystal and not come after the princess.”

      Jax’s whole body tensed, his grip tight on his sword.

      “I lost everything in my life,” the man said, his voice both sad and hysterical. “So you’ll lose everything too, Jax. That’s the pirate’s life. We steal from others, so life steals from us, aye?”

      I swallowed hard. It did seem that way for pirates.

      Altun dropped his sword and pulled the crystal from his pocket.

      “Take it,” he ordered me. I did so, my fingers shaking. In the light of the moon, the crystal still sparkled.

      “It doesn’t have to be this way,” I said quietly. “You don’t have to keep hurting others, Altun—”

      “Ah, she wants to preach to me.” He laughed. “This be the end, Jax.” Then Altun saluted the prince. “Farewell.”

      “Jax!”

      Too late. Altun yanked me and himself over the edge. We went headfirst.

      It all happened so fast…

      I’m falling. I’m going to die.

      But as soon as I fell, a strong tug from my left wrist yanked me backward. Jax must have caught the rope still wrapped around my wrist. It caught for a split second, then undid itself.

      Before I kept falling, a hand grasped my wrist. The only thing I heard was Jax letting out a scream of pain. I looked up at him to find his face pale, his breathing labored.

      “Pull yourself up with your other hand, Heilani.”

      “The crystal—” It was in my other hand. I couldn’t reach the railing.

      “Drop it!”

      “Jax—”

      “Just drop it!”

      “But you won’t have the kingdom—”

      “Heilani, please!” He looked into my eyes and every emotion flooded me. Tears streamed down my cheeks. I freed my hand and scrambled against the side of the wall until I could reach the railing with my other hand. Jax helped pull me over the stone wall, and then we collapsed on the ground. My head pounded.

      We’re alive.

      We’re safe.

      Altun is gone.

      “Jax…”

      He panted while holding his side.

      “Are you hurt?” I leaned over him, and when he pulled his hand away from—what I assumed to be his wound—it was dark.

      Blood.

      “Jax, talk to me.” I helped him rest against the side of the railing and held his cheeks, trying to get some response. He looked exhausted, purple rimming his eyes, his face pale. “Are you alright?”

      His eyes opened slowly and focused on me. “I’m dying.”

      “No. Not again.” I panicked inside as Jax stroked my cheek, the corner of his lip turning up.

      “It’s an expression—”

      “That’s not funny.” My heart pounded so quickly, I could probably faint.

      Before I could chastise him for teasing me, he leaned in and kissed me. I gasped in surprise, then didn’t hesitate to kiss him back. The kiss was better than our first… maybe because I knew he really loved me. He sacrificed his kingdom for me.

      Jax paused, leaning his forehead against mine, his breaths shallow. “Marry me, Heilani.”

      “What?” My fingers and toes tingled. “I did marry you.”

      “No, marry me.”

      I couldn’t help smiling as I remembered that we weren’t actually married.

      He kissed me again. “You’re married to Fox. I want you to marry me.”

      “Is that the best way you can propose?”

      “If you want me to do something extra, I can.” He winked. “You know I’m good at playing games, being an actor, all that…”

      “This is perfect.” I laced my fingers into his, my body still trembling. “I would love to marry you. Thank you for saving me, Jax.”

      “I would give up a thousand kingdoms just to have you.” He kissed my cheek. We stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment. My heart raced with a hundred emotions.

      He loves me. I love him. He sacrificed all of it… for me.

      “Well.” I made a face. “I realized my pocket came in handy for more than one thing…”

      He tipped his head, then his eyebrows creased as I pulled the crystal from my hidden pocket. “I think this belongs to you.” The aquamarine stone cast light blue reflections around the turret.

      Jax stared at it, then pushed the crystal, in my hands, towards my chest. “You keep it, Heilani. I don’t want it. I just want you.”

      “And you have me.”

      I urged him to take it, but he shook his head. “You’re queen first.”

      “Then you’ll still be king—”

      “I don’t deserve to be king… not after all I’ve done.”

      “You ended the wars, you stopped Altun. You do deserve a kingdom.”

      He shook his head and looked away. “You know… maybe I just won’t feel it until…”

      “Until what?”

      “Until I can make everything right—with my people, your family, your kingdom…”

      I sighed. “We do have a lot of work ahead of us.”

      Jax squeezed my hand. “But we can do it together, right?”

      I smiled as he kissed my cheek. “Aye, captain. Together.” Taking a deep breath, I sat next to Jax and put my head on his shoulder. I knew we should get moving—he was wounded and probably in a lot of pain. But my legs felt like lead, and with my adrenaline fading away, I was exhausted.

      A noise came from the ladder as Dawson scrambled up, Filia right behind him. “Jax! Heilani!” They ran to us, and there were tears and hugs all around. Surprisingly, Filia wasn’t even mad at Jax for overdoing it.

      “I’m just so glad you’re both alive,” she said, and wrapped her arm around my shoulders.

      Dawson noticed the crystal in my hand. “You’re queen then?” he asked, a knowing look on his face.

      I nodded, and he tipped his head to his brother. “Aquagleam has the finest rulers.”

      My heart felt like it would burst, but Filia spoke first.

      “It has the finest rulers if we get this one some help.” She motioned to Jax. “Come on. Up with you.”

      We laughed and carefully helped Jax to his feet. The troops had stormed the palace by that point, and as we made our way down the ladder to get Jax some of Filia’s remedies, he looked back at me with a smile on his face.

      “Thanks for bringing that rusty thing,” he said. “I’m gonna miss it.”

      I nodded. “Me too. But grandpa would’ve been glad I used it.”

      The prince looked at me longer than usual, though it was awkward as his brother helped him walk at a snail’s pace. “Thank you, Heilani… for everything.”

      I took his hand again and nodded. If only Jax knew how much I trusted his words.
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      Dawson’s troops detained all the guards and pirates in the palace until Lavender and Filia could come up with a remedy to undo the potion’s works. Others were very cautious about using Lavender’s help, but both Heilani and I trusted her. Altun’s daughter had been through enough, and she, like myself, probably wanted to do everything in her power to make things right.

      My favorite part of the aftermath was seeing Heilani and her siblings reunite. The twins were giddy with excitement from being part of such an adventure. Malosi’s face was swollen but he looked relieved. Iosefa and Dawson spoke for a long time about what happened and what needed to be done. I ached to join them but… I wasn’t the king of Aquagleam. They invited Heilani to speak with them while Filia tended to Malosi and me.

      Filia left me with strict orders to rest in bed the few weeks after the confrontation with Altun. It was hard for me to lie around while Heilani, Dawson, and others restored peace to the kingdom of Aquagleam.

      Nightmares plagued my nights after Altun’s death, as though I didn’t really believe he was dead. But Heilani always comforted me. She sat by my bedside in the morning, reminding me that Altun truly was gone. There were no more pirate lords, and things would be alright. Since we weren’t married, Heilani and I spent our nights apart, but she visited me during my recovery as much as possible.

      I loved Heilani with all my heart, and, as she was the queen of Aquagleam, she ruled the kingdom. While I recovered, she was busy… sometimes too busy to visit. I understood, though I ached to be more useful.

      In all, everything was going well… yet… I was still disturbed. We had a lot of work ahead of us. The Pirate Wars weren’t really over, not when Caxton was still sitting on the throne at Sunrise Kingdom. Not when Altun still had stolen treasures and secret hideouts in Twilight.

      But we had plans to make all things right. After order was restored in Aquagleam, the royal family of Sunrise prepared to return home with the aid of Dawson’s troops. We didn’t know the condition of Sunrise Kingdom, or if Caxton was still on the throne, but I, especially, had to do everything to make things right. Heilani and I also planned on going to Sunrise, while she left the kingdom in the hands of her advisors.

      Meanwhile, Lavender and Elijah were putting together an experienced crew from all the Incandescent Kingdoms to retrieve the stolen treasures and destroy Altun’s hiding places at Twilight, the Haunted island.

      So as our ship pulled out of the bay at Aquagleam, I felt some sense of peace. Heilani stood next to me, her hand in mine. I took a slow breath. Though I asked her to marry me, things were so busy, we didn’t schedule a time or place.

      But, in my mind, I hoped to marry her once I felt worthy of her. And that meant making all things right first, cleaning up the messes I made…

      

      “They’re ready for us.” Dawson moved about the ship with ease, ordering his men to prepare their cannons. The royal family of Sunrise was on Dawson’s ship and every moment I spent with Heilani left me aching for more. She was truly growing and it was hard to think about who we were when this all started, compared to who we were now.

      Already, she and her siblings donned their weapons and prepared for battle. Though my wound wasn’t all healed, I was well enough to fight. I fully intended to join the fray.

      In the bay, several pirate ships already had their cannons out, ready to fire at us.

      “Filthy pirates,” Dawson muttered as I approached him at the helm. “Just when you think it’s all over, the Pirate Wars just keep going and going.”

      “This will be the last battle.” I gave my brother a look. “I promise.”

      “I just want peace.” He shook his head.

      “I do too.”

      The sound of a cannon went off, and before I knew it, we started firing back at the pirates. Dawson’s fleet of ships was stronger and faster when it came to warfare, so we were able to get close without receiving too much damage.

      The pirates surrendered as soon as we boarded, but the real problem came when we went to the palace…

      

      It was strange marching to the palace, admiring the waterfalls on either side of it. Not so long ago, Heilani rejected my hand in marriage here, telling me my beard was disgusting. Then I convinced Iosefa and his siblings to let me marry the princess as Captain Fox.

      I always got my way… I glanced at Heilani walking next to me. She caught me looking and took my hand, squeezing it.

      “Are you nervous?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I just hope nobody is hurt.”

      As we entered the palace, there were no guards. My heart ached as I surveyed the damage. Similar to my palace at Aquagleam, the place had been vandalized, with destruction everywhere.

      When we reached the throne room, Caxton waited inside with a slew of guards and pirates. They were outnumbered, but the man was determined to put up a fight.

      “It’s over,” I said, sword in hand. “Surrender now, Caxton.”

      The pirate eyed me. “I heard you’re not king.”

      “No. Not until I’ve taken care of the loose ends from the Pirate Wars.” I motioned to Caxton. “Come on. Surrender peacefully.”

      Caxton smiled and nodded to his men. It all happened so quickly, my body sprung into action. The pirates and guards immediately gained up on Dawson, the Crown Prince of Alpenglow. If Iosefa were there, they probably would’ve attacked him too, as he was the rightful king of Sunrise.

      I didn’t know all of Caxton’s motives for trying to kill my brother first, but Dawson would become king one day. I jumped into the fray, fighting alongside my brother. Heilani, Malosi, and Filia fought with the rest of our troops.

      Caxton slipped out the back, and Dawson and I followed in hot pursuit.

      When we turned the corner, Caxton pointed a gun at us.

      “Don’t move, young king of Alpenglow.” He laughed as Dawson froze. My heart pounded loudly while sweat and blood dripped down my face.

      Dawson’s eyes scanned the room for anything he could use. But we were trapped, with Caxton pointing his pistol straight at Dawson. There really wasn’t anywhere to go.

      Memories flashed before my eyes: the argument with my brothers, talking to Heilani about her sibling relationships, watching her take a chance, and Dawson standing by my bedside telling me I didn’t deserve my own kingdom due to my selfishness.

      This is it… I hadn’t realized it until now. I had given up so much to obtain my own kingdom when I didn’t learn that being a ruler wasn’t for a person’s own self.

      During the Pirate Wars, I loved the accolades from my undercover efforts. I did it to end the wars but… had I forgotten that I wanted to end the wars for others?

      Perhaps, somewhere along the way, I turned inward, wanting to end the wars for more recognition. It was selfish.

      I’m not playing games anymore. I had decided that long ago, but now I understood what it truly meant to be a king, what it truly meant to be a leader.

      I sprinted down the hall to Caxton and barely heard the gunshot as I knocked him over.

      “Jax!”

      As I put the sword through Caxton, he smiled. “Coward,” he said as he fell.

      A pain shot through my left shoulder and I clutched it as my knees hit the ground.

      “Jax!” Dawson helped me lean against the palace wall. “Jax…” His eyes watered as he checked my arm. Caxton must have missed and shot my shoulder. I didn’t dare look, as my arm grew warm from the blood.

      Dawson swallowed and let out a breath of relief. “I’m sorry, brother.”

      “Don’t be.”

      “I am.” He rubbed his face, then took a steadying breath. “I almost lost you… again.”

      “Don’t get so sentimental,” I teased, and Dawson managed to smile a little.

      “I was wrong, and I’m sorry.”

      “I said don’t get so sentimental.” I tried to sit up, but the pain throbbed in my shoulder.

      “I mean it. You deserve your kingdom.” He helped me up.

      Heilani, Filia, and Malosi came running into the hallway.

      “Jax, are you alright?” Heilani sprinted and nearly collided into me.

      “Tell your fiance he’s a fox, not a cat,” Dawson said, letting me lean on him. Heilani hugged me fiercely though. “You only have one life.” He winked at me. “Not nine.”

      “Can someone keep this man away from guns?” Filia asked, her face full of worry. But we laughed anyway. As she tended to mine and the other soldier’s wounds, Dawson gave me a look. I understood the look because I knew what he meant now about having my own kingdom.

      I was now ready and worthy to be king. Being king wasn’t about accolades, games, acting, or showing off. No. It was about others. It always was.

      When I looked around, I found Heilani doing just that. She walked about the palace giving water to the soldiers, asking if they needed anything, and assisting Filia in any way she could.

      At one point, she caught me looking at her. Her bright brown eyes lit up, and I knew that with her by my side, we would do our best as the king and queen of Aquagleam.

      We wouldn’t be perfect, but any and every effort to serve—whether each other, our families, or our people—would make us better people, better rulers. And the kingdom of Aquagleam would be better for it.
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      It would be my favorite sunrise of all time. Jax and I stepped onto the shores of my favorite beach, prepared to take a dip in the water. From the shore, one couldn’t see the sharks, but I knew they would be out there.

      Yet it wasn’t the swimming part I was giddy about. Not even seeing the sharks filled me with as much joy or excitement at what happened that morning.

      Jax and I were married. Iosefa performed the marriage at the first rays of the rising sun. I got to wear a traditional dress with beautiful flower garlands around our necks, and a flower crown on my head. It truly was the wedding of my dreams: small, intimate, special.

      I was surrounded by my siblings and Dawson, all people I’d come to love and admire. Jax and I got to be married in the gardens, with the waterfalls in the background. The island breeze smelled of flowers and sea. It was magical.

      But my happiest moment was staring into Jax’s eyes and saying “I do.” I meant it with all my heart.

      It seemed so long ago that I stood in the observatory, watching Iosefa and Fox sign papers. I’d been horrified that my brother would do such a thing. I hated my siblings and felt so betrayed by them.

      At the time, even Iosefa didn’t realize the marriage wasn’t legal. Jax—Captain Fox—had fooled us all.

      But I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      I’d come so far… with my family, confidence, but most of all, with Jax. And seeing him strengthen his own relationship with his brother made my heart happy.

      I once thought I couldn’t trust anyone, but Jax changed all that.

      He squeezed my hand as I stared at the ocean.

      “You have the most beautiful smile, Heilani.”

      I blushed. “You’re exaggerating—”

      “Am not.” He kissed my cheek, then removed his shirt, preparing to swim. My blush deepened as I realized we were married and things would change from here on. We’d spent so much time together, yet apart. And now we could always be together. The tattoos on his back and wrist were prominent on his tanned skin. The lashes on his back from being tortured after the mutiny were still a white color. But I focused on Jax. His sea blue eyes were so kind, so true.

      “After all I’ve done, you still married me,” he said and blinked like he still couldn’t believe it. “I don’t know how you can forgive me for the many times I put other things before you.”

      “Because you changed.” I nudged him. “Right?”

      He wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “I hope so. And I hope I keep changing for the better.”

      “You are.” I leaned against his chest. “We both are.” That was the thing… after all we’d been through together, we certainly changed.

      “Jax?”

      “Mmhm?” He planted a kiss on my temple.

      “Do you think we’ll ever go on any more adventures?” We were going to return to Aquagleam and rule as king and queen, which didn’t exactly sound… adventurous.

      “Do you want to?”

      “Sometimes. Then again… we have had enough adventures for one lifetime, I suppose.”

      “I think being your king is an adventure.” Jax smiled at me, and I was sure I’d melt under it. He was so handsome, everything I ever wanted and needed.

      “Why? Is it because I’m crazy?”

      “You’re not crazy.” He winked. “Although there was that one time you jumped out of the ship to rescue a shark—”

      “You always bring that one up.”

      He squeezed my shoulders. “Or that one time you attacked a bunch of pirates with a mop.”

      “Now you’re just teasing me.”

      “I love you, Heilani. And I love every memory I have of you.” He rested his forehead against mine. “I don’t ever want to take one day with you for granted.”

      I smiled, my eyes closed. “Me either.”

      Jax rubbed my back and took a slow breath. “I’m so grateful to have you. You are my sunrise in all the Incandescent Kingdoms.”

      I snuggled into his embrace, loving when his words sounded like beautiful poetry.

      “Take me to the moon, or the sun.” I recited Jax’s poem. “But never to the bottom of the sea. I am afraid. Though I be a seafaring man, I do not want my bones to lie alone in the darkness.” I looked up at him.

      “You won’t be alone, Jax.”

      His smile said it all and he pulled me closer. “Nor will you, Heilani.”

      We kissed as the morning rays shone on us. It was the beginning of a bright new day, the beginning of our happy marriage, and the beginning of more wonderful adventures together.
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