
    Chapter 1

    In the year 1700

    In the dark alleys of the small town of PortDanner on the island of Kanera, where pirates came and went, a woman known as Luna worked in a tavern called Sorka. On her way to work, the dark-haired beauty passed through many of the town’s gloomy alleys, where outcasts lived and begged for bread to ease the gnawing hunger in their stomachs. The sight of these poor people stirred up a whirlwind of emotions in the young woman every time. The urge to help, mixed with deep concern and fear, accompanied her from then on all the way to her workplace. Her fear surpassed every other terrible feeling in those moments, for the only thing that set her apart from these poor souls was that Luna had a roof over her head.

    Two years ago, she had given birth to a beautiful daughter, with whom she lived in a rather shabby house located on the outskirts of town, on what she considered one of the most beautiful beaches in the world. In this place, she felt at home and free, despite the fact that she was on her own outside the walls of PortDanner. Her cozy home and that of her small family of two did not belong to the city, which kept the tax collector off her back but placed a great deal of personal responsibility on the young woman. In the event of a robbery, an accident, or an attempted murder by unsavory characters, no one would come to this family’s aid. Yet these worries left Luna behind outside the stone walls that would otherwise have weighed heavily on her as a resident of the city.

    As an independent woman, she wanted to provide solely for her daughter and was therefore glad that she was able to scrape together enough money to feed her child and herself.

    Her companion was a buccaneer, a man with more to him than Luna could ever have imagined, and it was he alone who, even in his constant absence over the years, provided the protection his little family needed—without their knowledge.

    A few years earlier, when he had first crossed the threshold of the Sorka tavern, the young waitress’s fluttering heart had told her that she would love this man—and would continue to do so until the end of her days. She hadn’t known him back then, and yet it had been love at first sight for both of them.

    With these images in her mind, she forgot her fears. As she turned right, she recalled once again the smile on her beloved’s face when she had told him that the girl he was playing and laughing with was named Evolet and was his daughter.

    Luna strolled around another corner, spotted the sign for the Sorka tavern from there, and, as always, could already hear the men shouting from inside.

    “Is that what these drunken guys call singing? Good grief,” she thought, and reluctantly entered the bar.

    Just five seconds after she stood behind the bar and poured rum for two customers, she was hit on by drunk guys, as usual.

    “Hey, sweetie, h-how’s it going? Got five minutes to pamper an old fart like me?” one of the sailors said to her.

    By now she was used to this crude flirting and ignored it every time.

    That helped, at any rate, since the men usually fell silent when they realized their target wasn’t responding. Even so, they didn’t have the patience to devote more than three minutes to a woman who was too good to fall for their simple-minded lines.

    After half an hour and four more empty rum barrels, her lover stormed in.

    “Luna, I need to talk to you—alone and right now!” he said, looking around the room nervously.

    “What is it? Did something happen? Where’s Evolet?” she asked suddenly, worried that something had happened to her little darling, and glared at her companion with her doe-brown eyes.

    “Don’t worry, the little one’s fine! I took her to your friends, the Kimballs.” Her pirate nodded and ran his finger across her forehead.

    “But then what …,” Luna began, when her beloved grabbed her by the arm and dragged her into a corner.

    “Honey, I have to go,” he finally said, pulling his wife into his arms, “even though I don’t want to…”

    “What? You have to…? But what about your daughter? She needs a father, and in the last few days you’ve been with us, she’s grown to love you. She’s never trusted anyone as much as she trusts you! You’re her father! And what about me? I love you and need you by my side!” Luna protested, shocked, as all the color drained from her face.

    Tears welled up in her eyes as she saw the anguished look on his face, which told her that fate would separate them once again.

    A moment later, a boy came running in and shouted across the tavern, “The Navy!”

    Most of the men—mainly pirates—jumped to their feet in fright and rushed out the door.

    A sailor—Luna only noticed him now—was standing close to them, watching them. Her beloved turned to look at him, and the man nodded.

    “I have to go,” he said, turning back to her, “Take this—you’ll need it!”

    He handed her a pouch full of gold coins.

    “Tell my little angel I said hello and tell her how much I love her!” he said gently, tenderly touching her cheek. “Take this as a gift from me! With this, I’ll always be with you—with her!”

    He slipped a bracelet off his wrist—one with several small pendants dangling from it—and placed it around her wrist instead. Luna glanced at it only briefly but quickly noticed that the pendants were pirate symbols. One was made of pure silver and shaped like a saber; the other was a skull and crossbones made of pure gold. Other pendants were set with small diamonds.

    “I can’t accept this!”

    “You have to! It’s meant to be a token of our love,” he whispered, pulling Luna close and kissing her passionately.

    “Sirius…,” she pleaded as he turned away from her.

    As he stood in the doorway, he paused for a moment, turned around, and said sadly:

    “I love you, Luna.”

  
    Chapter 2

    The sky had taken on a soft pink hue as the morning sun tried to wake the residents of PortDanner with its rays.

    In the distance, a rooster began to crow loudly, and here and there, scattered windows in the town slowly opened, while the streets still seemed deserted.

    An hour later, the previously empty alleys were crowded with people.

    “FASTER, FASTER! Otherwise Mr. Miller will make you stay after school again,” a seventeen-year-old boy shouted at two sixteen-year-old boys running behind him.

    “Wait, Jared! We’re not as fast as you!” panted one of the boys behind him.

    “Yeah, because you’re so lazy,” Jared retorted, deftly dodging an elderly lady who was standing in his path, laden with baskets.

    The three boys ran toward the market square. When they got there, the baker, who had just sold a loaf of rye bread to a woman, called out to them, “Well, you three, overslept again? Guess you’ll have to come up with another excuse!”

    “Hello, Mr. Homick, goodbye, Mr. Homick,” Jared shouted back and kept running across the large market square, the other two still trailing behind him. Mr. Homick shook his head with a smile and said, “Same old, same old.”

    “Alan and Aidan Kimball are late again!”

    Mr. Miller ran past the two boys at least a hundred times while yelling at them.

    “NO DISCIPLINE, TOO LATE, NEVER LEARN ANYTHING, TOO LATE, NEVER PAY ATTENTION, TOO LATE! You’re going to be detained! DETENTION!” he ranted hysterically in front of the class, emphasizing the word “detention” so loudly that Aidan and Alan could have sworn that Mr. Munzel, the deaf fisherman, had heard it all the way at the far end of the village.

    When they were finally allowed to sit down after half an hour of lecturing, Aidan said with a grin, “I hope things go just as well for Jared.”

    “QUIET!” Mr. Miller yelled across the classroom and began scribbling something on the blackboard.

    When the bell rang to signal recess, the three young men met up with another friend named Dorian. Dorian was Jared’s best friend and considered himself the handsomest boy in PortDanner. He had dark brown eyes, brown hair, and a sister a year older than him named Melody, whom Jared really liked. Dorian was known for nothing but silly remarks, but he could also be nice when he wanted to. But really only when he felt like it or had just gotten what he wanted.

    “Oh man, my teacher gave me detention,” Jared whined.

    “Miller went on and on at us for half an hour,” Alan muttered, already thinking about how they were going to explain their tardiness to their parents this time.

    “I thought he’d never stop,” Aidan replied, annoyed.

    “It was no different with my teacher! I thought his head was going to explode, it was so red,” laughed Dorian, who was in the same class as Jared.

    “Stop laughing, Dorian! Caroline laughed at me, too. Man, was that embarrassing!” Jared said, full of shame.

    “Who’s Caroline?” a voice suddenly asked from behind the boys.

    Surprised, they turned around and saw two young women standing behind them.

    “Oh… Hi, Melody! Caroline? Caroline isn’t anyone,” Jared stammered, blushing.

    Melody and her friend started laughing.

    “Who’s blushing all of a sudden?” asked Melody’s friend, causing Jared to blush even more. “Don’t worry about it—we know Caroline and know that she has to clean the classrooms at all hours of the day.”

    “Hey, Evolet,” Dorian greeted his sister’s friend, flashing his macho smile.

    “How about I pick you up later tonight and we watch the romantic sunset together?” he suggested, stepping very close to the young woman as if he were about to pounce on her.

    “Sorry, I have to work today, and besides, you don’t need to pick me up because we live in the same building,” Evolet replied, waving him off and grinning.

    “You always have a different excuse! This is the ninth time I’ve asked you out! I won’t ask a tenth time.”

    “Okay! So if you don’t ask me anymore, that’s finally settled,” Evolet retorted, turning away from Dorian.

    Now it was he who turned bright red all the way to the tips of his hair and seemed to have lost his voice. Then Aiden spoke up: “Just out of curiosity, Evolet, why didn’t you girls wait for us this morning?”

    “I knocked on your door, didn’t I! I thought you were awake—or what were those strange noises coming from your room this morning? If you fall back asleep, that’s your fault, not ours. Not to mention that, as the principal says, we girls aren’t allowed to attend school,” Evolet explained to Aiden with a smile.

    “I completely agree with her! Why should we have to wait for you all the time? Especially since we wouldn’t have to wake you up on our daily way to our important obligations,” Melody agreed, crossing her arms and fixing her gaze on them.

    “What on earth could the two of you possibly have for important obligations?” snorted Dorian, who would have loved to skip school just like the girls, but he wasn’t allowed to.

    At his remark, his sister’s friend glared at him aggressively and handed Melody a bundle, whereupon she elbowed her brother in the ribs.

    “Bringing you your lunch during your break, for example!”

    Like her little brother, Melody had dark brown eyes, but unlike him, she had blonde, hip-length hair that, as always, was pinned up in a beautiful and simple hairstyle.

    “You could have waited, since you’re our friends, couldn’t you?” Jared interjected in a commanding tone, picking up on their previous topic of conversation.

    “Oh, really?” Evolet teased him, seemingly unimpressed by his tone.

    Jared was, by nature, a peace-loving soul, and aggression—in any form—was simply not his style.

    But luck was on his side, as the bell rang, signaling the end of the break.

    “What class do you have next?” Melody asked Alan.

    “Science,” he replied.

    “Oh, great! Maybe you’ll blow Mr. Swishkopp up!” Evolet said with a grin.

    With that, the girls left the courtyard and the boys headed to their respective classrooms.

    At the same time, a small ship was sailing out on the ocean. It was a full eight hours away from Kanera Island and was being driven and guided by the ocean current. From a distance, the little boat looked empty and abandoned. No sail hung from the mast, even though a strong wind was blowing from the north. No one was rowing, and no one was to be seen. But appearances were deceiving. Three young men were aboard the ship, which resembled a small nutshell on the water.

    “Do we have anything left to drink?” one of the three asked wearily.

    “No, Hayden,” replied one of his friends.

    “Is it really all gone, Morgan?”

    “Aye! If you want to check, here!” he said, tossing an empty bottle toward Hayden.

    Hayden caught it, turned it upside down, and peered inside.

    “You can stare into it all you want—it’s empty, and empty stays empty, unless you can do magic,” Calian grumbled.

    Calian was Hayden’s older brother. He was eighteen years old, had raven-black, shoulder-length hair, and two striking storm-gray eyes that sparkled in his face. His younger brother Hayden, on the other hand, had reddish-brown hair, brown eyes, and was seventeen years old. Morgan, the third member of the trio, had deep blue eyes, dark blond hair, and was the same age as his friend Calian.

    Hayden looked at the empty bottle with disappointment.

    “We’ve been on the road for three whole days already!” he announced to the others, letting his head droop.

    “Aye! We’re out of supplies and drinking water,” Morgan summed up, glancing out at the sea.

    At that, Calian stood up and pulled his binoculars out of his pants pocket, using them to scan the sea.

    “It’s no use anyway,” his best friend sighed, pulling a compass out of his coat pocket.

    “We should have reached Morenta long ago! The current probably carried us off course,” Hayden interjected.

    “Maybe,” replied Morgan, who continued to stare intently at the compass needle.

    After three days without food—except for a small pouch of salted meat—and not enough drinking water, the mere fact that the young buccaneers hadn’t lost their minds and were still among the living seemed like a miracle to them. Nevertheless, it seemed as though their minds were growing dull, like the blade of a dagger that had been used too often. Thus, the small numbers on a round, little nautical instrument appeared almost like unsolvable riddles.

    “A ship!” Calian suddenly cried out.

    “What?” Morgan and Hayden blurted out at the same time.

    Hayden tossed the bottle aside into the water and jumped to his feet. Morgan followed suit and stood right next to Calian so he could see better.

    Eight hundred meters ahead of them, a large ship was sailing under full sail.

    “A merchant ship,” remarked Calian, who was examining the vessel through his binoculars and recognized it by its flag.

    “I think it’s heading straight for us,” Hayden said.

    At that very moment, Calian spotted a man on the ship’s deck through his binoculars who, just like him, was looking through binoculars and had spotted them.

    “It looks that way—they’re coming toward us!” Calian confirmed, then handed the binoculars to his best friend, Morgan.

    While Morgan kept his eyes on the ship, the young pirate rummaged through his belongings.

    “What are you doing, Cal?” Hayden asked.

    “Here… put this on!” his brother ordered, shoving some clothes into his hand.

    “What? I’m not putting that on! Those are the clothes we took from those rich snobs from Lysana,” he replied in disgust.

    “Listen! There are usually navy guys on merchant ships. You know what those guys do to pirates like us,” Calian said grimly.

    “They’d hang us,” Hayden replied nonchalantly.

    Calian nodded and began looking for more suitable clothes for Morgan and himself.

    “They’ll be here any minute,” he said, ducking down.

    “Morgan!” Calian called out, tossing the clothes to him.

    “Thanks.”

    He slipped the remaining clothes on himself.

    “Commodore! We’ll reach the small boat any minute now,” a man in a blue uniform called out to a more portly man who was also wearing a blue uniform adorned with many medals.

    “Good, good! Let’s see who’s on board,” the latter grinned.

    “Commodore, I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. Mr. Breaker wants to get to Kanera with his family as soon as possible,” objected a man in a brown coat.

    “Captain Roberts, Mr. Breaker trusts me completely! I know what I’m doing. That’s why I’d like to ask you to simply do your job as captain and let me handle this,” the commodore said haughtily.

    “What do you think you’ll find on this nutshell?” asked Captain Roberts.

    “Pirates!”

    “Pirates, Commodore?” the captain sneered mockingly.

    “Yes! I can smell those vile scoundrels from five miles away,” replied the commodore, staring intently at the small boat, which was still 600 meters away from their ship.

    The ship’s actual captain shook his head meaningfully and disappeared.

    “Okay, let me do the talking,” Calian whispered to the other two as the massive ship lay before them in all its glory.

    A few letters revealed its name: Carpulet.

    The three were quite astonished and looked up at the people standing on the deck across from them, who in turn were looking down at them. Moments later, a burly man stepped forward. His medals glinted brightly in the sunlight. It was the commodore.

    “Now things are getting serious,” Morgan muttered to the others without moving.

    “Speak! Who are you, and what are you doing all alone on this boat, lads?” asked the commodore.

    Calian cleared his throat and said as haughtily and arrogantly as he could: “I won’t stand for that tone! Who do you actually think you’re dealing with here? I am Lord Albert William Brikestone of England, and this is my highly intelligent, delightful, and charming brother, Jacob James Brikestone.”

    Calian pointed to his little brother Hayden.

    “And who is that?” asked the Commodore.

    “That’s my loyal servant, Peejoe Abbot,” Calian replied, giving Morgan a brief, dismissive nod.

    Morgan looked down at the floor so he wouldn’t appear defiant. He wore a ponytail, which amused Hayden, who was standing next to him, quite a bit.

    “And what are you doing here, Lord Brikestone? All alone at sea, in such a small boat?” the Commodore demanded icily.

    Calian knew he couldn’t afford to make a mistake and continued in the same arrogant tone: “We have your extremely lazy men in the Navy to thank for that! Instead of sounding the alarm that disgusting, filthy, vile pirates were on the march, they robbed us and left us on one of these uncomfortable lifeboats. Those… those pirates! They stole my ship, which had belonged to my great-grandfather! I only took your men on board because they had been highly recommended to me. But you can see what’s happened to us! We were abandoned here by these wild beasts and have been adrift for a day without provisions.”

    A brief silence fell. It was interrupted shortly afterward by the voice of a man in a green silk vest.

    “Commodore Suares! What’s going on here? Why did the ship stop?” the man asked.

    “Mr. Breaker! We spotted a small ship in the distance and wanted to make sure no one on board was in distress. Well, we found these three young gentlemen on that boat, who claim to be lords from England. They say their ship was captured and…”

    “And what, Commodore?” Mr. Breaker interrupted, taken aback.

    “We wanted to make sure they weren’t thieves, criminals, or even pirates,” replied Commodore Suares.

    “I must say, Commodore! If these esteemed gentlemen say they’re lords, then they are! Just look at those three noble gentlemen! I know many of their rank and can spot one right away—and that’s exactly how English lords carry themselves!” said Mr. Breaker contemptuously.

    After hearing that remark, Hayden had to stifle a laugh.

    “If only he knew,” he thought to himself.

    Morgan, who still had his head bowed, smiled, and Calian felt like roaring.

    “He probably thinks he knows what he’s talking about,” he chuckled to himself.

    “But…”

    “No ‘buts,’ Commodore! You will leave these gentlemen alone!” Mr. Breaker raged.

    Then he turned to Calian and said, “Please excuse the commodore. He’s always so full of energy!”

    “How about I take you on my ship to Kanera as compensation?” Mr. Breaker suggested.

    Hayden looked at his brother, who returned his gaze.

    “Weren’t we supposed to go to Morenta?” Hayden whispered to him.

    “We’re out of supplies! Nothing to drink! So, we have no other choice,” his brother muttered back.

    “Well?” asked Mr. Breaker.

    “Oh yes, of course! Please forgive my daydreaming, Mr. Breaker—it’s just… we haven’t eaten anything since yesterday morning,” Calian said hurriedly.

    “That works out well, Mister… Mister…”

    “Lord Brikestone,” Calian finished.

    “Yes, thank you, Lord Brikestone! What I meant to say is that our meal is already ready, and we can certainly spare some,” Mr. Breaker offered.

    “Thank you,” said Calian, offering a small smile.

    “Well then, please come aboard.”

    Once aboard the Carpulet, Hayden asked Mr. Breaker, “How far are we from the island of Kanera?”

    “Seven and a half hours, Lord Brikestone,” replied Mr. Breaker, then led Hayden, Calian, and Morgan below deck, under the watchful eye of the commodore.

    “Land in sight!” shouted one of the Carpulet’s crew members hours later.

    Mr. Breaker, his family, Calian, Morgan, and Hayden immediately rushed to the ship’s deck to catch their first glimpse of solid ground. As predicted, they watched from afar as the sun disappeared behind Kanera Island, yielding its nightly throne to the moon.

    “How beautiful!” Mr. Breaker’s eight-year-old daughter Laura exclaimed excitedly, leaning far over the railing.

    “Be careful! You’ll fall in. Although, I wouldn’t miss a thing,” her brother, who was eleven years older, grinned.

    Laura scowled and glared at her brother’s scrawny figure.

    “You’re always such a killjoy, Stanley,” she complained, rolling her blue eyes.

    “Well, that’s probably because I’m big and you’re small. I’m right and you’re wrong! Always!” Stanley replied contemptuously to his little sister and turned away from her seconds later.

    Another hour later, the ship sailed into the harbor of Port Danner and dropped anchor.

    The crew began unloading the cargo as Calian, Morgan, and Hayden disembarked.

    “Wait, Lord Brikestone!” Mr. Breaker called after them and walked onto the pier, followed by his family.

    “Yes, Mr. Breaker?” Calian said, feigning nonchalance.

    “Do you have a place to stay for tonight?” Mr. Breaker asked.

    Calian could already guess what he was getting at. He surely wanted them to spend the night at his new house. Out at sea, he hadn’t talked about anything else.

    “We’ll find a place to stay at a restaurant. Please don’t go to any trouble on our behalf,” the young man replied.

    “But that’s not necessary! As you know, I’ve bought a house here. You could…,” Mr. Breaker began to suggest, but Calian was quicker.

    “No, thank you, Mr. Breaker! We’re very grateful for your help, but my brother and I left England— —to see the world. We were actually planning to go to Morenta… We just don’t want to impose on you any further,” he insisted.

    “But I insist! We have plenty of room, and I’ve heard we have an excellent cook,” Mr. Breaker tried to convince them in a serious tone.

    Hayden glanced at his brother, hoping he still had a trick up his sleeve.

    “Darling, the carriage is here,” Mr. Breaker’s wife suddenly called out, already waiting by the approaching carriage.

    “All right, my darling. We’re coming!” he called back, then turned to Calian again.

    “Come on, get a move on. My advisor, Mr. Paolo, has been on this island for two months now, and, as he told me in a letter, he’s hired two extremely young and attractive young women as maids.” Mr. Breaker grinned mischievously.

    “Young and attractive, you say?” asked the younger, impostor lord, his ears now pricking up.

    “Extremely pretty,” Mr. Breaker corrected him.

    “Well, if that’s the case, we’d of course be happy to stay with you,” said Hayden, unable to hide his broad grin.

    His companions would have loved to strangle Hayden right then and there.

    That was Hayden for you! He was constantly doing things that put them in even tighter spots. Even if some of his actions were more the sort one might expect from someone severely mentally deranged, they were just as typical of the young pirate. Whether he suffered from a mental illness or not, his brother and his brother’s friend preferred to describe his erratic behavior as crude, youthful carelessness. This did not mean, however, that such behavior could not be classified as a temporary illness. Be that as it may!

    Unfortunately, Mr. Breaker was with them in this situation, seemingly ecstatic to show them his house, which made it impossible for Morgan and Calian to wriggle their way out of the situation.

    On the way to the carriage, Morgan growled at his friend’s younger brother, “What were you thinking, sending us into the lion’s den?”

    “There are pretty ladies in this lion’s den,” Hayden interjected with a cheeky grin before they climbed into the carriage, at the mercy of the unknown.

    “And this is my modest little house,” Mr. Breaker said proudly as they stood in front of a huge mansion.

    “Modest? He calls that modest? Our home could easily fit a dozen times inside this,” Hayden grumbled under her breath.

    “Shut up. This was your idea!” Calian snapped at him.

    “Excuse me?” asked their host.

    “Oh, nothing. I was just about to tell my brother to keep his mouth shut. You see, everything he does or says has consequences for him…,” Calian corrected himself with a ‘we’ll settle this later’ look.

    Inside, they were greeted by Mr. Paolo, Mr. Breaker’s advisor. Behind him, Hayden noticed the two young ladies—as promised—who were exceptionally pretty. 

    “Mr. Breaker, I’m delighted to welcome you to your new, modest home. These are your new maids, Evolet and Melody.”

    “Good, good,” Mr. Breaker muttered, stopping in front of them and nodding.

    Evolet and Melody had spotted the job posting on a bulletin board and immediately introduced themselves to Mr. Paolo. This way, they could both work for Mr. Breaker during the day and, as soon as night fell, help out Evolet’s mother at her bar.

    “So, you didn’t overpromise,” Mr. Breaker remarked as he sized up Melody and Evolet.

    Both girls curtsied.

    Mrs. Breaker, on the other hand, looked at them with an icy stare and immediately ordered Melody, “Show my daughter to her new room, and if possible, don’t touch any of her things!”

    “Very well, ma’am,” the young woman replied, and disappeared up the stairs with little Laura.

    Mrs. Breaker strutted off, haughty and sulky.

    “Evolet, would you please show these gentlemen to our guest rooms? In half an hour, I plan to have tea with my wife,” Mr. Breaker instructed her with a smile.

    “Of course, sir,” she replied, curtsying slightly once more.

    As they walked up the stairs, the pirates following her, the girl shuddered briefly.

    “Are you all right, Miss?” Calian asked her.

    “Oh yes, sir! Everything’s fine,” she replied quickly and continued on her way.

    “I hope you like your new room, Miss,” Melody said kindly to Laura as they entered her spacious children’s room.

    The little girl flopped down on her huge, pink bed and stared boredly at the ceiling, her dark blond hair—elegantly braided—falling to her right: “Yeah, it’s okay.”

    “Okay, Miss? Evolet and I would have been thrilled if we’d ever had something like this.”

    “Well, you know, it’s just nothing special to me,” sighed the little girl, as she nearly disappeared into the bed of the same pink color because of her own pink dress.

    The blonde maid’s dark brown eyes slowly swept across the rich child’s room. The enormous four-poster bed with its oversized curtains formed the centerpiece of the room. Like the curtains in front of the window, these were embroidered with golden flowers made of the finest thread. On the right wall stood a high-quality wardrobe with elaborate carvings. Anyone could tell that this room didn’t belong to an ordinary child. The small table with a mirror next to it alone—which was as big as the little lady herself—could feed Melody and her family for two months.

    “When you have such a rich father, you have many things that others don’t,” Melody replied, eyeing Laura once more.

    Laura didn’t respond to her remark; she stood up and opened her new closet to see which overpriced dresses she was supposed to wear on this island for the next few years of her life.

    “Poor thing! I can sort of understand her. She may have everything she needs, but somehow she doesn’t have everything a child her age needs,” Melody thought to herself as she fluffed the bed pillows once more.

    Meanwhile, Evolet opened a door for Morgan, Hayden, and Calian and let them in.

    “That door over there leads to another guest room. Next to this room, on the other side, there’s also a guest room. Directly across the hall is a huge bathroom, and each of the rooms has its own balcony,” she explained clearly, opening the door to the large balcony that belonged to the room they were in.

    The brunette beauty stepped briefly onto the ledge and caught a glimpse of the breathtaking view. Below her lay the crowded main street of PortDanner, where many of the town’s residents were currently doing their shopping, though none of them knew of the tranquility found at this height. From this vantage point, her green-blue eyes took in all the rooftops of the town, while in the background the beautiful sea glistened between the houses.

    “Evolet!” a voice suddenly rang out from the main street.

    It was Dorian. She quickly closed the balcony door behind her.

    “What’s she doing now? Did someone call out to her?” Morgan asked, watching as Calian and Hayden shrugged at the same time.

    “Dorian, go away! I’m working!” Evolet called down to her best friend’s little brother, glancing hurriedly over her shoulder.

    “Here?” his words echoed up to her.

    “Yes, here! Do you have a problem with that?” she asked, annoyed.

    “In this palace?”

    “Yes, Dorian! Is there anything else you want?” Evolet replied, rolling her eyes in exasperation.

    “I want to go out with you,” he called up to her, causing a few people on the street to give him strange looks.

    Another crazy person sneaking through the city streets was nothing new, but it still drew curious glances time and again. On top of that, many people were familiar with Dorian’s desperate attempts to go out with his sister’s best friend.

    “Come on, Dorian! I don’t want to go out with you—how many times do I have to tell you? Do I have to write it down on a piece of paper for you?” the young woman suddenly yelled in an agitated voice.

    She’d completely forgotten that Hayden, Calian, and Morgan could hear her.

    “You know I’m so bad at reading,” he teased her, putting on his innocent look.

    “Give it up! It’s no use! I’m not going out with you!”

    “Just once, come on. I’ll even say it really nicely… please… please.”

    “Shut up already and get lost, Dorian! Otherwise I’ll beat you up like I did back when you were in third grade,” Evolet threatened, leaning menacingly over the balcony.

    “Oh yeah, that was bad,” Dorian heard an old man say as he sat in a rocking chair watching the scene unfold.

    Another elderly sailor next to him nodded in agreement.

    “Those beatings were something else back then, kid! I don’t even want to know what she’s capable of these days.”

    “Excuse me, Mike… Ron!” Dorian blurted out, staring indignantly at the two uninvolved onlookers.

    “Don’t let us bother you—just keep making a fool of yourself! Folks like us don’t often have the pleasure of admiring something like that in our old age,” scoffed old Mike from the rocking chair.

    At first, the young man didn’t know what to say in response, but then he let it go and looked up again at the object of his longing. “Please!”

    “Dorian, I…,” Evolet began, glaring down at him angrily, when suddenly the balcony door opened and Calian stepped into the light.

    “What are you doing here?” he asked her.

    Evolet startled, spun around in a flash, and looked into his storm-gray eyes. At first, she seemed speechless, but then she replied, “I’m sorry! One of my friends is down there and…”

    “And he’s got you pretty worked up,” Calian remarked, giving Evolet a charming, fleeting smile.

    She returned it and sparkled at him with her—as he noticed—expressive green eyes, which had a slight blue shimmer.

    “Evolet! Are you still there?” Dorian’s voice rang out again from the street up toward the balcony.

    At that, Calian leaned over the railing to see who was yelling.

    When Dorian noticed him, he seemed irritated.

    “Who are you?” the impostor lord called out to him.

    “I could ask you the same thing! Evolet, who’s that guy?” he demanded.

    Calian looked at Evolet again, then glanced down at the young man and asked, “Is that your boyfriend?”

    “Good heavens, no, sir! I’d rather jump off this balcony,” she said, horrified.

    The young man burst out laughing.

    “Well, then I’m glad he’s not your boyfriend.”

    Then he turned back to Dorian and called down, “I am Lord Brikestone! Who dares to behave so rudely in my presence?”

    After Calian had shouted this down, Hayden and Morgan also joined them. Dorian looked even more bewildered than before. He shot Evolet a questioning glance, hoping that this was all just a bad joke.

    “A lord in PortDanner? What’s he doing here?” Dorian wondered, eyeing Lord Brikestone once more.

    “My name is Dorian McKenzie!” he announced loudly.

    “Mr. McKenzie, would you please be so kind as to stop harassing my maid! Otherwise, I’ll have you put in chains and locked up,” Calian shouted back.

    “Your maid?” Dorian asked, utterly astonished.

    “Your maid?” Evolet also murmured under her breath, whereupon Calian winked at her and Morgan nodded.

    “His maid…!” Old Mike and his friend Ron jeered, still following the events with great interest.

    “Yes, my maid!” Calian replied, casting a possessive glance at Evolet.

    “And let’s not forget her gorgeous colleague,” Hayden chimed in.

    “Oh, really? Who would be stupid enough—except Evolet, apparently—to work for someone like you?” Dorian asked, wrinkling his nose.

    “Melody,” Hayden said casually.

    “What? My sister? Evolet, is that crazy stuff this guy’s just saying true?”

    “First of all, what Lord Brikestone is saying isn’t crazy. And second, and I want to make this absolutely clear once and for all: I’m not crazy enough to stand in the middle of a street full of people and make a fool of myself in front of all our friends…,” Evolet called down, holding onto the balcony railing and leaning forward again to see Dorian’s reaction.

    “She’s right again!” interjected the flower girl Esmeralda with a nod, having joined the old men with a basket of the island’s most beautiful flowers.

    The men nodded again.

    “This is all your fault!” Dorian shouted up angrily.

    “My fault?” Evolet blurted out in surprise, her eyes flashing with indignation.

    “Yes, because you… you are! Damn it…!” stammered Dorian, who, noticing the glances of amused passersby, tried to change the subject, embarrassed. “Damn it all… do you have to work for those guys over there? For those rich snobs!”

    “Now listen here, you bum! If your brain—which seems to be the size of a pea—can’t grasp that you have no authority—which, by the way, we do—I can’t change that. It’s a shame that such a pretty creature is your sister, which also surprises me, because you’re abysmally ugly,” Hayden suddenly shouted, beside himself.

    Evolet, who was already looking slightly annoyed and at the same time guilty because of her best friend’s brother, seemed taken aback by Hayden’s tirade. Calian and Morgan noticed this immediately and wanted to rein in Hayden’s temper.

    “You’re just all talk up there. Come on down and face the challenge. I’m fighting for my sister’s honor, and you—because you’re after her, you conceited, cocky, pumpkin-soap-stinking wannabe lord,” Dorian’s words rang out to them.

    Hayden’s patience snapped instantly, and instinctively the pirate in him took over. At seventeen, you sometimes just have this irresistible urge to let your masculine aggression run wild.

    Before Hayden could even reach the door, Calian grabbed him by the collar and yanked him back. Evolet, who seemed to have regained her composure, lightning-fast grabbed a bucket full of water standing on the balcony and poured the ice-cold contents into the void below. Her target: Dorian’s head.

    At that very moment, his sister stuck her head out the window.

    “Why are you all yelling like this? What’s going on with you guys and… Oh my God… Dorian!”

    “As you can see, I just took a shower, and your dearest, best friend just helped me with it!” he remarked, offended, running his fingers through his wet hair.

    “Oh dear, then you must have provoked her again,” Melody retorted indignantly.

    “Come downstairs right now, Melody. That conceited jerk has his eye on you!”

    “What? Who?” Melody asked curiously.

    “Well, that Lord over there, Strikestone or something like that…”

    “Brikestone, you dimwit!” Hayden shouted indignantly, still trying to free himself from his older brother’s grip.

    Melody turned her head toward the neighboring balcony and took in the scene unfolding before her, while down on the street, old Mike and his friends were placing their first bets.

    On the balcony, Evolet was still holding the bucket of water; the older of the two lords was leaning casually against the railing, his hand on his brother’s collar, and looking over at Melody. Hayden still seemed ready to pounce on Dorian, and Morgan stood in the doorway, unsure of what to do.

    Inside, they heard a dull thudding.

    “Come in!” Calian called.

    “Please excuse me, Lord Brikestone, but Mr. Breaker is asking for Evolet and Melody.”

    “Oh, of course. Evolet showed us the wonderfully refreshing view from the balcony.”

    “We’ll talk later, Dorian,” Melody hissed at her brother and disappeared inside with the others.

    “Women!” he muttered, mingling with the crowd.

    “What a bummer,” old Mike cursed immediately.

    “Well, no fight! Looks like the first round tonight’s on you, you old sea dog,” Ron said triumphantly with a grin, watching Dorian’s wet hair disappear into the crowd.

  
    Chapter 3

    In the mansion’s large dining room, Evolet and Melody served tea to the guests. Hayden found it difficult—if not impossible—to take his eyes off the beautiful blonde maid. This, however, did not escape the young woman’s notice.

    “Hey,” Hayden exclaimed in surprise when Melody spilled tea on his legs.

    “Oh no, I’m so terribly sorry,” Melody said with feigned innocence.

    “Well, I guess you’ll have to wipe that up again, Melody!” Hayden purred with a grin, whereupon he received a kick from his brother.

    “I suggest you just go change, my dear brother. Peejoe will help you with that,” Calian said authoritatively.

    “Change clothes? Well, you seem to have forgotten that’s not possible, because otherwise we’d be in…”

    “What he’s trying to say,” his older brother quickly interrupted, “is that the clothes we’re wearing are the only things we have left since we were ambushed. And now he can’t change his clothes.”

    “So, Melody has to help me, then?” Hayden asked hopefully.

    “Lord Brikestone, I understand that you’ve taken a liking to my maid, but I think it would be more affordable if you borrowed some clothes from my son. You seem to be about the same build. Stanley, would you please be so kind as to escort Lord Brikestone to your room so he can change into some fresh clothes?” Mr. Breaker asked his heir.

    “All right.” Stanley rolled his eyes in boredom.

    Visibly disappointed, Hayden followed him upstairs.

    “If you’re always going to be so clumsy, we’ll have to find another maid, understand?” Mrs. Breaker scolded Melody.

    “I apologize, Mrs. Breaker; it certainly won’t happen again.”

    “But Gloria, sweetheart, keep in mind, it’s her first day,” Robert Breaker tried to appease his wife.

    “We shouldn’t have hired some country bumpkin. I made that clear to you right from the start, and my reasons were clear and unambiguous!”

    “Gloria, darling. Now you’re going too far! I’m sure nothing like that will happen to Melody again. Right, Melody?” Robert Breaker interjected smoothly.

    “Um, of course not, sir,” Melody replied uncertainly.

    It was her first day in a house as cold and posh as this one.

    The rhythm of her nightly work had clearly been wilder. Most of the people there were pirates hiding from the navy, loudly trying to drown their sorrows. If a glass of rum was spilled there, the men would bellow and laugh about it. In this stuffy place, things worked very differently. Politeness and perfection were the top priorities here. Besides, she wasn’t used to being reprimanded. What young woman had ever experienced that in a dive bar among a crowd of drunks who whispered all sorts of sweet nothings just to get into her pants?

    That’s why she was so startled by the elegant lady’s reaction. But from that moment on, she resolved to do everything right, no matter how insolent this Lord Brikestone might be.

    “I’m going to kill him!” Melody yelled a few minutes later, nonetheless, as she stomped into the kitchen and flung open the innocent wooden door with such force that it made a loud bang, followed by her grumbling.

    “Who?” asked Evolet, who had first flinched in fright but then looked at her friend in bewilderment.

    “That Lord Brikestone,” Melody explained, seething with rage.

    “Which one? There are two of them,” Evolet remarked, now looking at her best friend with a hint of amusement.

    “The younger one, with the reddish-brown hair,” the young woman raged as she paced back and forth in the kitchen.

    She must have fixated too much on this peculiarity of the lord’s during their short walk, so that her seething emotions were now on the verge of boiling over.

    Once again, this made Evolet smile: “Oh… he seems to like you a lot.”

    “I don’t care! He needs to stop staring at me so insistently!” Melody snapped.

    “Then tell him that,” her friend suggested, savoring one of the house cook’s baked cookies.

    She was clearly amused by her friend’s outburst; after all, she had rarely seen her so upset. A first in a long time!

    “That’s easy for you to say! Should I maybe go over to him and say in front of everyone, ‘Lord Brikestone, would you please stop staring at me’?” Melody fumed.

    “Why not? At least then he’ll stop,” Evolet remarked, nodding.

    “Maybe, but there’s also Madam Breaker, who wants to tear me apart,” the young woman explained excitedly.

    Finally, she sat down and took a deep breath.

    “Well, then I’ll have to come up with something for that nightmare,” Evolet announced with a sly grin.

    “No?!” blurted Melody, staring intently at her friend.

    But Evolet rubbed her hands together and predicted maliciously, “She’ll wish she’d never met us.”

    “Would you like to sample the lunch?” the cook asked suddenly, having overheard everything.

    “What’s for lunch?” they both asked at the same time.

    “Scary Screw Cutlets,” replied Mrs. Rover, the cook.

    At first, a small smile spread across Mrs. Rover’s face, while Evolet pursed her lips and Melody glanced over at her expectantly. Then, all at once, all three women began to laugh in unison. Their good mood didn’t last long, however, because a soft ringing sounded from the parlor.

    “Shh! Otherwise they’ll hear that we’re in a good mood!” Evolet giggled, brushing a brown strand of hair from her face.

    “I can’t go back in there! That lord is staring at me, and that nasty old hag is nagging at me the whole time,” Melody whined.

    “It’s okay, I’ll go,” her friend replied, rolling her eyes.

    The doorbell rang again, and she disappeared from the kitchen.

    “Did you ring the bell, ma’am?” Evolet asked Mrs. Breaker once she’d reached the dining room.

    “That’s the second time! Are you putting down roots in the kitchen, or what are you silly brats doing in there?” Mrs. Breaker asked the young woman indignantly.

    “Honey, please,” Robert Breaker admonished his wife, who was just getting into her stride.

    “No, Robert, if those two good-for-nothing girls want to keep working here, then they’d better start doing something,” Mrs. Breaker snapped at her husband.

    He fell silent and took a big sip of tea.

    “I’m sorry, ma’am! You simply rang the bell too softly the first time! I mistook it for a bird singing in your wonderful garden,” the young woman apologized politely, offering a deliberately silly excuse.

    If Gloria Breaker thought she was mentally deranged, then she should get a suitably idiotic answer to her preposterous, insulting question.

    “Pardon?” the noble lady blurted out in an icy tone that sent a brief shiver down Evolet’s spine.

    “I said that you rang the bell too quietly the first time,” she repeated more forcefully than before.

    Gloria Breaker thought she must be hearing things. There stood this simple-minded maid in front of her, claiming that she—the richest and most intelligent woman on the island—had rung the bell too softly.

    “She’s got some nerve,” Morgan thought to himself, but kept his eyes downcast to maintain his role as a servant.

    The noblewoman was still staring at her maid in disbelief, and only when she had regained her composure did she say indignantly, “How dare you, girl? To be so impertinent toward your superiors…”

    Evolet hated people who thought they were better than others and believed they were higher in society. It was usually the rich who strolled about their world with their wealth, without regard for others, and thought only of themselves. Anger welled up inside the freedom-loving woman, but she tried to keep her cool and put on an innocent expression.

    “As punishment, you’ll receive only half your wages this month,” Mrs. Breaker declared with a sly smile.

    “And now serve us our meal immediately!” she added with satisfaction, turning away from her maid.

    Evolet would have loved to smack this woman with the tray that was sitting on the table. But she kept her hands to herself so she wouldn’t be tempted to do so. She quickly turned around and walked away quietly—though with a fierce rage boiling inside her—just as Melody had done before.

    “The lower classes always think they can measure up to us, the higher and better society. They’re nothing but a bunch of filth! Don’t you agree, Lord Brikestone?” Mrs. Breaker said, turning to Calian.

    “Yes, of course, I completely agree with you,” he lied.

    Inside him, the same hatred toward Gloria Breaker was seething as the maid’s. Hayden found it harder to control himself, which is why he dug his fingers into the oak wood of his chair. He would have loved to jump up and hurl the worst insults he could think of at Mrs. Breaker. To stop himself from doing that— —he instead imagined Melody throwing her arms around his neck. At that thought, he couldn’t help but grin.

    Morgan, like Calian, was sitting on pins and needles, hoping this gathering would come to an end as soon as possible before anyone ended up dead.

    Half an hour later, Evolet returned with a tray bearing Mrs. Rovers’s “Horror Screw” cutlets and set it on the table. At that very moment, the doorbell rang.

    “Go answer the door, you useless thing!” Mrs. Breaker commanded imperiously.

    “One more word and I’ll kill her myself!” Calian thought to himself.

    The girl disappeared from the dining room to open the front door.

    “Hello, Evolet! So, I see you got the job. That was a good choice on their part. They’re lucky to have you!” a voice called out from the hallway.

    “Melody works here too, as you surely already know,” the maid replied with a smile.

    “Of course! The two of you are as thick as thieves. I would have been very surprised if you both hadn’t gotten the job.”

    “Please hand me your coat,” the young woman asked the guest.

    “Oh yes! Excellent service here, thank you, Evolet,” the person replied obediently.

    Then Evolet said to the man, “Please follow me! The guests are in the dining room.”

    A few seconds later, she walked through the door with a man who was built like Mr. Breaker.

    “May I introduce you? This is our head of PortDanner, Mr. Augustus Finnley,” said Evolet, her face beaming once again.

    “It’s a great pleasure, Mr. Finnley, to finally meet you in person! It’s thanks to you that we’re able to live in this enchanting house,” Robert Breaker greeted him.

    “I’m equally delighted to meet you, Mr. Breaker, and I’m glad you like this house,” replied the mayor of PortDanner.

    “This is my son Stanley, my daughter Laura, and this is my lovely wife, Mrs. Gloria Breaker,” Mr. Breaker introduced his family.

    “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Mrs. Breaker smiled coquettishly.

    “The pleasure is all mine,” said Mr. Finnley, bowing.

    “Evolet! Would you please set another place at the table? Mr. Finnley is joining us for dinner,” said Mr. Breaker, whereupon she disappeared into the kitchen.

    “That’s not necessary,” Mr. Finnley replied, looking embarrassed.

    “Oh, yes, yes! Please sit down! Oh, and these are Lord Brikestone and his brother. They were attacked by pirates on the high seas, and of course we took them in,” explained Robert Breaker, who didn’t even bother to mention Morgan as their servant.

    “Those pirates—they’re such a nuisance! Still, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” Mr. Finnley said, turning to Calian and Hayden and shaking both their hands before sitting down.

    Melody and Evolet then entered the dining room again. Melody carried a bowl of potatoes and another of gravy, and Evolet carried a plate and cutlery for Mr. Finnley.

    Hayden’s gaze immediately fell on Melody. He was probably imagining a different scenario with her, because he suddenly grinned even wider.

    “Hello, Melody,” Mr. Finnley greeted her as she set the food on the table.

    “Good afternoon, Mr. Finnley,” she replied.

    “I just ran into your brother! He was soaked from head to toe and was muttering random words to himself,” Mr. Finnley reported.

    “You know Dorian! He probably got on someone’s nerves again and had to go take a bath as punishment,” she replied with a grin, casting a fleeting glance at Evolet, who returned it while setting the table for Mr. Finnley.

    “That’s just the way he is,” her friend added.

    “Well, you two should know,” said the mayor, grinning at both young women.

    “You may withdraw now. I’ll ring for you when we need your services,” Mrs. Breaker interrupted sharply.

    “Certainly, ma’am!” Melody and Evolet replied in unison and disappeared.

    “Wonderful girls, Mr. Breaker. You made exactly the right choice with these two. Hardworking, self-assured, and quick-witted! They can be a bit sassy at times, but I think that’s a good thing! These are tough times, and even our young ladies have to adapt to the adversities of their environment—let alone survive!” Mr. Finnley remarked to Mr. Breaker.

    “I didn’t hire them, Mr. Finnley! That was my advisor, Mr. Paolo. Unfortunately, he’s already left; otherwise, I’d introduce him to you. But otherwise, you’re right—the girls are excellent,” replied Mr. Breaker, whereupon he earned a withering glare from his wife.

    While Melody and Evolet cleared the table, Mr. Finnley invited the family to take a short walk through their new home.

    “How about it, Lord Brikestone? Wouldn’t you also like to honor us with your presence?” Robert Breaker asked Calian enthusiastically, adjusting his vest as he spoke.

    “No, thank you, Mr. Breaker! I’d like to recover from the long and adventurous journey, if you don’t mind. You’ve already given us so much of your attention that I feel compelled—no, obligated—to allow you and your family at least a few hours to yourselves,” Calian declined, playfully winking at Gloria Breaker.

    Delighted by this gesture, she adjusted the hat she was wearing and smiled in a way that only the wealthy could.

    “But, Lord Brikestone, you would never disturb us—if that’s what you’re thinking! On the other hand, I imagine your journey here must have been quite turbulent. Please, just rest! What about you?” asked Mr. Breaker Hayden, who took a moment to compose himself.

    “Please let him come with us—he shouldn’t stay here, please!” Melody pleaded silently.

    “I agree with my brother, Mr. Breaker,” he replied, pretending he could barely suppress a yawn.

    Melody sighed inwardly and glanced over at her friend, who seemed to have read her mind, because she gave her a thumbs-up and winked at her.

    “All right then! If you say so! We won’t be gone long, and if you need anything, the girls will still be in the house until half past seven,” Mr. Breaker explained.

    Hayden, who had been grinning at Melody the whole time anyway, gave her a smile that seemed to say, “Well, tough luck! You’ll never get rid of me.”

    Without saying a word, she quickly disappeared into the kitchen with Evolet and the empty, dirty bowls. A short time later, the Breaker family was out of the house.

    “Now it’s time to party,” Hayden said, beaming, and looked around.

    “Hey, you daydreamer! Take it easy! First we need to figure out how to get out of here and what our next move is. After that, you can still party, you maid-dreamer,” Calian said with a grin, but in a firm tone.

    In the guest room where Hayden was staying, the three pirates discussed their next move and what they could do to escape the Breakers’ clutches. Not that it was a particularly dire situation. The three had been in worse situations before. Still, they didn’t want to leave anything to chance.

    “I guess we’ll have to play along for a few days, guys. There’s no other way,” Calian finally concluded, looking at his two comrades.

    “I can handle it here! Even for a long time,” Hayden said, sitting on his bed and grinning.

    “Yeah, but only if a certain Melody is in this house, right?!” Morgan retorted.

    “So what? I just like her. There’s nothing wrong with that,” the young pirate brushed it off casually.

    “We could get caught, you idiot! It’s because of you that we’re still here, and I’m still stuck in these lousy, itchy snob clothes,” Morgan snapped.

    He seemed furious, because he reared up in front of Hayden and grabbed him by the collar.

    “Morgan, calm down, man! What if Melody and Evolet hear you two arguing? Then we’ll really stand out,” Calian soothed his best friend, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Pull yourselves together, pirates! The situation isn’t great, but we have to figure out how to stay afloat without going under.”

    “Fine! Let’s play along for two days! But no longer. After those two days, you’ll tell Mr. Breaker that we’re taking another ship to sail to Morenta,” Morgan relented, in a foul mood.

    “Um… Morgan, would you please,” Hayden said, looking first into his eyes and then at his hand, which was still clutching his collar tightly.

    His older brother’s best friend reluctantly let go and sat down far away from him.

    “Hayden, you can have your party later! Tonight we’re going to walk around a bit and hit up a bar—if there’s even one around here. Then you’ll have your girls,” his older brother explained his plan.

    “But not the ones I want!” Hayden pouted.

    “Oh, just shut up already! No wonder she spilled tea all over your pants, you pain in the neck,” Morgan said loudly.

    Suddenly, they heard Melody call from downstairs, “Evolet, are you okay up there?”

    All three of them jumped, and Calian rushed to the door. He opened it and looked out. He noticed that the brunette beauty had come out of a room on the opposite side of the hallway, was leaning against the stair railing, and replied, “Yeah, yeah! Everything’s going like clockwork.”

    The pirate immediately realized that she had come from Mr. and Mrs. Breaker’s bedroom and, to his surprise, saw that the young woman was grinning from ear to ear. A few seconds later, he closed the door behind him and said to the others, “That was a close call! She wasn’t eavesdropping.”

    “Maybe the two of them think we’re really resting,” said Hayden.

    “I don’t think so! They’re not that stupid. Earlier on the balcony, Evolet was already giving me such a strange look,” Calian replied.

    “Who knows what she was thinking when she looked at you!” Hayden interjected with a cheeky grin.

    “If we really don’t want to draw attention to ourselves, we should go to our rooms and play dead,” Morgan suggested, and Calian and Hayden nodded in agreement.

    Calian’s room was right next to his brother’s and was even connected to it. Still, he wanted to make sure once again that their cover hadn’t been blown. Of course, as he crept down the side hallway, he felt a little paranoid and crazy, but in his experience, you couldn’t trust a single soul. Calian kept glancing around for Evolet, but she was nowhere to be seen. Just as he was about to turn his face forward again, he bumped into something. It was the young woman, who had ended up on the floor as a result of the collision. He stared at her in surprise.

    “Don’t you have eyes in your head?” the maid asked him sharply as he stood frozen in front of her.

    “Actually, I do,” Calian replied, holding out his hand to her.

    “What do you mean, ‘actually’?”

    “It means I usually pay attention, which wasn’t the case this time.” Calian grinned.

    The young woman shook her head, laughing, and took his hand, whereupon he pulled her up to his height.

    “Why are you laughing?” he asked.

    “Well, that certainly wasn’t the most refined way to do it,” she replied with a smile.

    Calian noticed the sharp look she gave him and said, “What do you mean by that?”

    “Nothing,” she said with a faint, if mysterious, smile on her lips, “If you’ll excuse me, Lord Brikestone! It’ll be half past seven in a quarter of an hour, and my work here will be done by then. But everything has to be finished by then.”

    She tried to walk past him, but he blocked her path.

    “Is there anything else, Lord Brikestone?” she asked.

    “No,” he replied with a broad grin on his face.

    “Would you please let me through, then? I still need to help Melody.”

    “Oh yes, Melody! My brother thinks she’s doing a particularly good job!” Calian remarked, amused.

    “Yes, Melody is hardworking! But I don’t think she’ll be able to handle all the tasks your brother expects of her,” she replied.

    “You speak in riddles,” said Calian, as if he were a clueless victim of his time.

    This amusing conversation with this young lady, without his brother or his friend present, stirred new thoughts in him, and he forgot what mission he was on.

    “Come on, don’t act like that! It’s obvious that he’s got his eye on her.”

    “Why?”

    Evolet walked past him, turned back to him, and said, “The way he’s staring at her. He shouldn’t be so obvious about it, and even if he is, he shouldn’t be gawking as if his eyes were about to pop out of his head! I’m surprised Mr. Breaker hasn’t noticed anything yet.”

    “I’ll let him know,” Calian said pompously and headed straight for his room.

    “Do you think it was such a good idea to leave Mr. Breaker a note? Maybe he’ll notice something now—because we didn’t go for a walk with him and his family, but on our own,” Morgan remarked as the three of them wandered through the streets of PortDanner.

    “I wrote him that we’d changed our minds, that we’re walking through town on our own, and that he doesn’t need to worry,” Calian replied to his friend, tugging at his collar, which seemed to be choking him.

    “And why are you so sure he won’t worry?”

    “I talked him into believing that Hayden and I used to go fencing every day in England and that you were a thug before you entered my service,” he explained, trying to nip any further objections in the bud.

    “A roughneck?” Morgan asked, furrowing his brow.

    Hayden couldn’t suppress a laugh. “Him, a brawler? That’s funny!”

    “That thug’s about to hit you right where you least expect it, Hayden,” Morgan said, and moments later the three of them burst into roaring laughter.

    “Come on, guys! Let’s find a place where we can change. These pants from that rich snob from Lysana are itchy. How can that guy—who I hope was a guy—run in these?” Morgan grumbled, grabbing his right leg.

    “And don’t even get me started on my pants and my…,” Hayden began.

    “We don’t even want to know!” his brother interrupted, laughing, as they strolled down the street.

    On the outskirts of town, Hayden, Calian, and Morgan changed in a secluded barn. As they took off the clothes of the rich people, they had an audience: five pigs, an ox, three cows, and two donkeys.

    “Hey, Calian!”

    “What is it, Hayden?” his brother asked as he tried to take off the pants he’d stolen from Lysana, which turned out to be no easy task.

    His shirt was already half-unbuttoned, revealing his muscular torso.

    “That cow over there has been staring at me the whole time,” Hayden remarked, pointing to one of the ruminants that had fixed its gaze on him while chewing.

    “So what?”

    “It’s not ‘so what’! She’s totally staring!” he complained.

    “What?” Calian and Morgan asked in unison, looking at him in bewilderment.

    “Guys, seriously, this is making me uncomfortable,” the young pirate said sheepishly, turning his face away from them.

    “Oh yeah, Hayden! If you rip that fancy shirt off your sleek body, she’ll probably jump over the fence, pounce on you, and stuff ten gold coins into your pants,” Morgan roared with laughter.

    “Shut up—who asked you anyway?” Hayden retorted indignantly.

    Calian also laughed heartily at his brother, while Morgan leaned on him to keep from falling over from laughing so hard.

    Hayden’s face turned bright red, and he was about to yell when his older brother comforted him: “It was just a little joke! You know how much we love to tease you, little brother. Even if the cow is watching, who’s she going to tell?”

    Hayden stared at the two of them in bewilderment and couldn’t help but grin himself. “No one!”

    Meanwhile, at the finest restaurant in town:

    “It will bring us great prestige when the people in town find out that we’re hosting two young, noble lords from England,” said Mrs. Breaker happily.

    She had no idea whatsoever who she had actually brought into her home.

    “I completely agree with you, darling,” her husband concurred.

    “Well, that’s all well and good, but if Lord Brikestone were to report the raid to the leaders of PortDanner, the Navy would have to answer for it. There will be casualties!” remarked Mr. Finnley, the mayor of PortDanner.

    “Well, we can worry about that when the time comes, can’t we? Have you tried the turkey drumsticks yet? They taste absolutely wonderful.”

    About a kilometer away as the crow flies, Hayden, Calian, and Morgan stepped out of the stable in their everyday clothes. Calian wore a loose, slightly open white shirt, over which he wore a dark brown, ornate vest. Over that, he had thrown on his pirate coat, whose buttons were adorned with symbols. The same symbols also adorned a cord from which coins hung, his hat, and a hidden blade. His legs were clad in a pair of worn suede pants. The belt of these pants, from which hung binoculars, a small compass, a saber, and a firearm, completed his pirate look.

    His brother also wore a white shirt and a vest studded with cartridges for his gun. Dangling from his dark brown pants were a dagger, a firearm, a few hidden nautical charts, and a compass. A bandana rounded out Hayden’s look.

    Morgan was equipped with two pistols on his black, tight-fitting pants, a compass, and a gleaming saber that flashed from beneath his dark gray coat. Unlike the others, he didn’t need a vest. He wore a dark blue shirt, the top button of which he always left undone. The part from which his sailor’s gear hung—a belt—resembled a wide cloth glowing in every shade of blue, adorning his hips.

    The three young pirates looked like a gang of young men no one would want to run into on the street. In addition to shedding their fine clothes, they had shed their refined manners, which gave them more breathing room than anything else. No one could recognize Morgan and Calian as anything other than Peejoe or a lord. Their hair flew wildly about despite their scarves or hats and seemed to take on its natural form.

    “Much better,” Calian replied, looking himself over from head to toe.

    “At least these pants don’t itch,” said Morgan.

    “You feel so much freer right away,” Hayden remarked.

    “Okay, pirates, let’s find a bar,” Calian suggested, and the three of them set off.

    To their surprise, they found a tavern after just ten minutes.

    “Sorka!” Hayden read on the sign hanging above the entrance.

    “Well then, let’s go in,” said Morgan, his spirits lifted again.

    Followed by Calian and Morgan, Hayden was the first to enter the Sorka tavern.

    There were always more than five people sitting at each of the small, round wooden tables. At one table, people were playing poker; at another, ten pirates were holding a drinking contest; and at the next table, pirates and sailors were testing their strength in an arm-wrestling match. Amid all the commotion, women wearing provocative dresses were walking around, hitting on everyone. In the back section of the tavern, a stage had been set up, and tables were arranged around a large dance floor.

    “Come on! Let’s sit at the bar,” Hayden suggested a little louder so that Calian and Morgan could hear him, since the music playing was very loud.

    Once they got there, Morgan raised his hand, and a pretty bartender came over to them. He ordered three drinks from her.

    “Sure thing, sweetie, coming right up,” she replied, and in no time at all, the three of them had their drinks in front of them.

    All three took a big sip.

    “That feels good,” Calian sighed.

    “Yeah, man! We’ve had to go without this for so long,” Hayden complained.

    “Then let’s toast to that again,” Morgan urged the other two, and once more the three took a big gulp of their drinks.

    Suddenly, a strange voice rang out behind them: “Hey, you three cuties, do you happen to have a light for me?”

    It was a flashy, red-haired woman holding an unused cigar between her index and middle fingers.

    Calian pulled out a match, whereupon the woman held out the cigar to him and he lit it.

    “You guys aren’t from around here, are you?” she asked him, sitting down next to him.

    “No, we’re just stopping through here,” he replied.

    “And how long do you plan to stay here?” she asked the young pirate, running her red-painted fingernails through his hair.

    “Hey, Bill! Check out the bar!” said a scruffy, dirty guy to his buddy.

    “Isn’t that Cindy hanging out with those guys over there?” said another.

    Bill Daskins, a tall, muscular fisherman, turned toward the bar and saw the redheaded woman making a pass at a stranger.

    He jumped to his feet and stormed over to the bar.

    “You there! Hands off my sister,” he yelled at Calian, grabbing him by his coat.

    The smell of rum and fish immediately hit the pirate’s nose as Bill pulled him close to his face.

    “Let go of me, you fish-stinking drunk,” he yelled back.

    “What did you say?”

    “You already heard what my buddy said,” Morgan remarked, standing tall in front of Bill. Hayden followed his friend’s lead, clenching his fist in his cupped hand.

    “Guess you guys need a beating, huh?” Bill said.

    “Hey, guys!” Bill called out to his men, who immediately gathered around him.

    “Sort this out outside! Not in here,” a woman’s voice admonished them.

    “Man to man,” Bill said, dragging Calian outside.

    Followed by Morgan, Hayden, and his friends.

    Once outside, Bill angrily accused Calian: “You were trying to hit on my sister, you freak!”

    He grabbed him even tighter by the collar, while Hayden, Morgan, and Bill’s guys stood around them, shooting each other angry glances.

    “What? It was exactly the other way around!” protested the accused.

    “Don’t act so innocent! Cindy would never do something like that,” Bill shouted.

    “Oh yeah? If she hadn’t groped me, someone else would have fallen victim to her!” Calian roared back.

    The next moment, he had Bill’s fist in his face and landed hard in the shit-brown mud. He was quickly back on his feet and lunged at Bill.

    “Show him!” Hayden cheered him on.

    “Call us if you need help,” Morgan offered with a grin.

    “Hey, you two!” someone suddenly called out from behind them.

    They turned around and noticed two of Bill’s buddies standing in front of them.

    “What do you want, huh?” Morgan asked contemptuously.

    “Don’t get involved in this, got it?” one of the two—who looked pretty dirty and unshaven—warned her.

    “We weren’t planning to,” Hayden replied, looking at the two guys with disgust.

    “Anyone can say that,” said the other guy, whose nose was set slightly askew on his face.

    Morgan and Hayden exchanged a glance and turned their attention back to the fight, in which Calian and Bill were simultaneously punching each other in the face with their bare fists.

    “Hey, we weren’t done yet!” The unshaven one grabbed Morgan by the shoulder with one of his dirty hands—if
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