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Book Description

Erika is transgender. She's known since she was young; being a woman just fit better. She loved to wear her mother's dresses and tight corsets, but that was before the disease took her mother away. Erika's father doesn't see a daughter, he sees a confused son that needs a new start in a new city across the ocean. Erika has no place to go, so with the last of her mother's dresses she packs for months on a sailing ship.

Halfway across the ocean, Erika's life is forever altered. She sneaks on deck in her mother's dress in the dead of night and a superstitious deckhand throws her overboard, dress and all. But drowning at sea isn't how Erika plans to die. She cuts a deal with a sea witch for more than her life--for the first time, she is transformed into the woman she's always known was inside. Her dress becomes a mermaid tail and all it took was her voice.

She should have known living her authentic life wouldn't be so easy, though. The witch wants more than Erika's voice, she's on the hunt for the undersea throne, the seat of power. Ariel, the last daughter of the king must marry in three days or the first place Erika has ever called home will be destroyed. The magic of true love is the only thing that can save them now.
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Chapter One

Erika caught her footing on the bare wood of the cabin as the Legacy rocked her way across the Atlantic. The wood was worn smooth by the boots and feet of a hundred sailors before her. She leaned on the shelves built into the wall, their small spaces further confined by elastic lines criss-crossed at the front to keep bottles, boxes, and baubles safely stowed while underway. The whole cabin managed to fit inside a mere five feet by seven, made smaller by the shelves and drawers lining the walls for storage. It smelled like salt, because everything on a ship smelled like salt, but this cabin also held the warm scent of wood oil, the smoky air of lantern oil, and it muffled the whistle of the wind and the flap of the canvas sails. It would have been charming in any other circumstance.

But Erika was only here because her mother had died two months ago. Tuberculosis, the doctor said. Nothing he could do. And Erika watched the only person she ever really trusted sink into herself and disappear. The only person who understood Erika wasn't Erik despite what the doctors called her at birth.

And now she was stuck on this boat, sailing to the new world with a father in little but name, an act meant to sever her from the world she'd made for herself and force her back into a shell she couldn't wear. Like a beetle shedding a carapace too small, she'd grown beyond the expectations for Erik and there was no going back. 

Her father would have to adapt.

The lantern behind her creaked as the boat tipped back the other way, throwing Erika's shadow across the shelves and lighting up her single battered travel chest. The only thing of her mother's she'd been allowed to keep. It stood up to her knees, the top rounded and banded in shining brass. The oversized lock only had one key, which Erika wore around her neck on a chain thin enough to hide under clothes.

The contents of a chest like this hadn't yet come under her father's scrutiny and Erika wanted to keep it that way, because the chest wasn't the only thing of her mother's she'd kept.

With one hip braced on the shelves against the rocking of the ship, Erika fished the key out of her undershirt and unlocked her vault of treasures. On top was a layer of men's clothes: trousers and button shirts fit for an heir of the house. Better than rough-hewn, but still stiff and abrasive with the expectations of her father. The real treasure lay buried beneath, like Erika herself hid away during the day. It wasn't safe to be a woman among these men, not when her father was her biggest enemy. 

But at dusk, when the wind had picked up, speckling her skin with salt and pushing the Legacy to a swift speed, Erika could struggle out of the cocoon she'd spun and let her wings grow in the light of the moon. A secret moth ready to glitter like a star. Unknowable but to those who prayed in the night for their own truth.

Her lips still tasted like salt, abraded by the sun and the wind after weeks on the water. That same scratch of salt itched her skin as she stripped out of a jacket and trousers meant for a man and reached for her wings. 

The dress she'd saved from her mother's closet wasn't the most glamorous—it didn't have four layers of tulle skirts or a crest of diamonds across the bust. Erika had to select something she could hide in the trunk and it laced up the front so she could tie the ribbons herself. But the satin gleamed in the lantern light, throwing jewel-tone green and pristine white reflections into Erika's eyes. A water lily bathed in the moonlight.

She adjusted the corset around her waist, throwing the ribbon ties out before her. The act of lacing was as much a ritual as the shedding of trousers. These ties bound to her all the grace of a woman and freed her to act accordingly. Ribbon in, ribbon out, crossed in front and then behind. The ties started at the top and bottom, meeting in the middle where Erika could cinch out the slack. Steel boning hugged her ribs, squeezing her waist in as if she could shift the mass of her body to her chest, forcing her to breathe high in her lungs instead of low in her belly. The steel kept her together when she couldn't hold herself, an unflinching reminder of who she was. 

White satin covered the bodice, dotted with tiny pearls, each one hand stitched. White fell down into the skirts, wrapped in folded green like leaves surrounding a lily. A bloom that opened for the light of the moon and glowed only in secret darkness. Erika kicked the edge of the skirts with her bare toes and spun once. The dress twisted, then flared around her knees, gleaming in the lamp light. A jewel wrapped from top to bottom.

Erika found a small mirror in her trunk and angled it overhead to see her whole self. Her dark skin shined like the satin of her dress, but the lantern's light was yellow and it took all the life out of her. How unsatisfying.

Erika eyed the door of her cabin.

It was well past dusk now, and only three men crewed the Legacy overnight, a rotating watch every four hours. If she was careful, she could sneak on deck and be back with no one the wiser. Her door opened to the top deck…

Erika slipped the mirror into the strap of her bodice and eased the cabin door open. Salt spray tickled her face and the night breeze made her shiver, but the deck glowed with silver moonlight and Erika found herself transfixed. Yes. The cold blue glow of the moon was exactly what she needed.

She flicked her attention around the deck even as she inched herself out of the doorway, drawn to the moonlight despite the danger lurking in the dark. The sailors wouldn't appreciate the governor's son dancing around in a woman's dress. And she'd heard them discussing their superstitions in the week's she'd been here. Superstitions were like luck, intangible and fleeting. But they held power over men and they would act on them. Erika couldn't afford to be caught.

The doorway of her cabin was bordered on both sides by wide stairs leading up to the wheel, a platform that overlooked the rest of the ship. But she rarely saw anyone at the wheel lately. Ever since they'd cleared England's bay, the captain had set the course and tied the auto-steer—some device that flopped back and forth to correct their heading. It was a crude measure, totally useless in the tight channels of the bay, but out in the ocean expanse, it kept them on course and allowed the captain to handle other tasks in the meantime. 

Erika hoped it meant no one stood at the helm tonight.

Forward of her door, the top deck of the ship stretched, yawning into the dark distance like a boardwalk that never ended. The main mast stood just in front of her, illuminated by a single lantern at head height and looming overhead, only its edge caught by the moonlight at the top. Canvas sail creaked under the wind and lines that ran down their length slapped softly, the sound almost lost under the steady rush of the waves. 

A ship wasn't silent, but for its size, Erika was surprised at how little sound it made, floating in the big blue sea. A thing this large should make more noise, but it was the water and the wind that drove the pace, both of the boat and now of her heart.

There were three men on watch overnight. She spotted one high in the rigging of the main mast, his legs dangling, and his head drooped like he was asleep or getting there quickly. Erika didn't think she was afraid of heights, but she wouldn't trust falling asleep without being securely tied! Sailors were another breed altogether.

A man sneezed into the dark. Erika squinted through the tempting moonlight and found a sailor at the front of the ship, facing out to sea. He was lit from behind by a dim lantern and picked his fingernails with a knife. He wore trousers, and a belt loaded with pouches, but no shirt, and the lantern light on his skin made it look like leather. Perhaps after years in the sun it was more like leather now.

Erika inched further out of her doorway, catching her skirts in one hand so she could close the door silently. There should be one more man on duty tonight, but she couldn't find him. Maybe he was belowdecks. Or he ditched his shift. Erika wasn't familiar with the culture of sailors, but such a limited living space made her think men who ditched their work didn't last long.

Under the salt and spray, the ship smelled like pitch—a tar and cotton packing shoved into the gaps of the wood to seal out the ocean water. It was tangy and dark and settled on the back of her tongue like molasses that had turned months ago. She scrunched her nose and almost turned back to the warm wood oil scent of her cabin. There were no luxuries out here.

But the moment Erika reached her hand out and saw the silvery moonlight fall across her dark skin, she gasped with delight. She forgot all about the sour pitch taste and the rough scour of the salt air. Her skin glowed in the moonlight, its purple undertones shining like a polished jewel. There was no comparison to the lantern light of her cabin.

Erika pulled the small mirror out from the strap of her bodice that kept it secure against her breast and held it up as she stepped into the moonlight. Silver draped across her shoulders and glittered in the pearls sewn into her bodice. Erika spun, sending the light dancing through the satin and her dark skin. She caught her own eyes in the mirror and grinned at the light in them. There was no other place for her but here in the deep moonlight, fluttering like the luna moth.

She couldn't catch her breath. The dress and the light and her joy were wrapped so tight that tears squeezed at the corners of her eyes. Her breath caught in pants and she couldn't blame it on the tight lacing. If only her mother could see her now.

Erika hugged the mirror to her chest and closed her eyes. The tears fell, but they were happy tears, and Erika continued to rock her skirts as she smiled. There was no better feeling than expressing her true self. A euphoria of rising emotion, both blissful and driven. 

And it shattered when work-rough hands, muscle-bound arms, and the sour breath of beer wrapped around her from behind. Erika shrieked as she was lifted bodily off the deck. Her mirror dropped and she heard it shatter, then crunch as the grunting, hulking man who held her stomped toward the rail.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
>

S [YNN





OEBPS/image2.jpg
T
B
/
\/\/

a short story

#PIXIEPOCOLYPSE

Tami Veldura






OEBPS/image0.jpg





OEBPS/image1.jpg





