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Chapter 1: My Nuong
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Long ago, there lived a very wealthy mandarin.  Despite all his riches and treasures, nothing was more precious and dearer to his heart than his beloved daughter, My Nuong.  His wife passed many years ago, and the lovely girl was his only remaining family.  While her mother was a great beauty, My Nuong's beauty was even greater.  Her lily face, as poets of old would describe, shamed the moon and made flowers blushed.  Her gracefulness was like gentle ripples across a still pond.  Her hair, long and dark, were no less than silk strands waving in the night.  Her smile rivaled the sun's dazzling gleam.  A treasure amongst treasures, My Nuong was therefore, treated as such.  

The mandarin placed My Nuong in a mansion atop a secluded hill overlooking the sea below.  There, she was kept safe from the world, and for the mandarin, the world would never again claim another piece of his heart.

From an early age, My Nuong was accustomed to wearing the finest silk, indulging in the finest cuisine, and receiving education from the finest scholars. Without a doubt, she lived a life no different from that of a royal princess.  To a young girl, life seemed perfect.  However, as time passed, the girl grew into a young lady, and her make-believe world slowly turned dull.  That feeling would grow tenfold in the months to come.  Her once beautiful mansion would seem cold and lonely.  My Nuong would finally see it for what it truly was: a painted prison.

"You're reading that book again, my lady?"  My Nuong's youngest maid snickered while attending to her.  Of all the poetry and treatises available, My Nuong's interest for the past months has been placed upon a single book.  It was a story of courage and true love.

"How can you laugh?"  My Nuong protested.  "The characters in the book are perfectly wonderful!  Who knew love could move mountains and be so... freeing?  Why have I never seen such books in my father's library?"

"That's because one of the other maids brought it in.  You'd best let me dispose of it before your father finds out."

"Why would my father be against love?  After all, did he not love my mother?"  The fretting lady opened to her favorite page in the book.  There, a picture of a dashing young man made her giddy.  "Tell me, have you ever been in love?"

"Who, me?"  The young handmaid laughed.  "Goodness!  When would I have time for such frivolous things?  I'm having too much fun attending to my lady."

My Nuong tapped her on the head gently with the book.  "No need for sarcasm.  Tell me, though, are there many handsome men outside?  Only elderly scholars ever visit and lecture me on boring subjects that I'll never use.  Father never lets me leave the mansion, let alone wander out the gates."

"Oh, well..." the young maid laughed.  "It's not exactly easy to find a dashing, brave, and handsome man from a novel.  The real world is a bit duller."

"Duller, but still less dull than this room."  My Nuong glanced at the decorated apartment and felt nothing but boredom. 

"What would my lady have me do?  I can't take you outside, that much is certain."

"Hmph!  Can't or won't?"  

The little maid smiled coyly.  The answer was blatantly clear.  Should the little maid disobey the mandarin's orders, she'd be lucky to spend the rest of her life in a real prison and not My Nuong's gilded cage.  

My Nuong, fretting, tucked the book under her outer layer and sighed.  "Don't follow me.  I'm going to watch the sunset."

"My lady," the maid protested.  "The sunlight will harm your skin.  Your perfect complexion will be ruined!"

"I don't care!  What's the point of being a marble statue with no admirers?  Why make a work of art just to hide it away?"

My Nuong stormed from the room to the balcony overlooking the water.  She'd only ever sat there at night when the moonlight was present, and even then, she wasn't allowed to stay very long.  A lady needed her beauty sleep.  The wind would dry her skin.  The chill of night would damage her perfect raven hair.  Every rule that governed her existence suddenly seemed very ridiculous.  Most ridiculous of all was having been barred from leaving the mansion.

Water in the sea below sparkled in the red sunset.  She's lived by the sea all of her life and has never known the touch of that glistening water.  How she wished to run her fingers through the currents and feel as free as the fish in the sea!  

Grass swayed in the wind.  She's never known the feeling of walking barefoot through the green blades.  The more she watched, the more her painted prison was becoming smaller.  My Nuong sighed.  "I wonder what else I've been missing from my life."

As with every question, there was an answer.  As those who seek will find.  The moment those words fell from her lips, the wind picked up and a gentle sound reached her ears.

"Waves rise and fall in crests and troughs, I live by the sea with a lonely heart.  No one could understand but she, the sea is a part of me."

Following the song, the sound of flute fluttered over the waves.  My Nuong was taken aback by the lovely voice and lovelier flute music.  Her heart beat faster with every note that floated up from below.  The lady searched the water.  There, in a small boat out on the sea, a tall figure was playing a flute in the setting sun.

The ethereal music soothed her agitated heart.  My Nuong was filled with serene calmness.  Like a quiet breeze on a warm, sunny day, the music captivated the lady fully, and put her in a somnambular state.  Her eyes would not leave his figure, that is, until the door behind opened.

"My lady!  Come inside before you catch a cold!"  The little handmaid pleaded.  

Instead of contending, My Nuong called her outside.  "Look there.  Who do you think that is?"

"Er... just a fisherman, probably."  The maid responded.  "Maybe a ferryman.  Why?  Is his music bothering you?  I'll let your father know and he'll be sent away."

"Don't be ridiculous.  His songs are lovely.  It's just... doesn’t he seem familiar?"

No young men were allowed to lay eyes upon My Nuong.  It was impossible that he would seem familiar.  The little maid shook her head, but My Nuong insisted.  Finally, the fleeting thought came to her.  His figure was a reminder of the man from the novel hidden in her outer layer.  My Nuong took out the book and held it up.  From afar, the image could have matched any man, but her heart decided that he was the one.

"It's him!"

"My lady," the handmaid sighed.  "I could be out there and you would think that I'm the man from the book."

"Don't insult me.  I would know.  Besides, listen to that music.  No man could play such a lovely, robust tune without strong lungs.  And there, look how he skillfully maneuvers that boat!  He must be as strong as the hero from the novel."

Her counterpart snickered while My Nuong frowned.  Despite the handmaid's attempt at deterring the lady from her foolish daydream, convictions merely grew stronger.  

Her life had been neatly packed inside a box.  Everything she did was based on her father's allowance.  She had to live up to his expectations and followed his rules.  On the outside, others thought she had everything in an ideal life.  Yet, how many times had she heard the word, "No?"  How many times had she wandered, just to hit a barricade and was forced to turn back?  Up until recently, My Nuong had no idea how powerless she felt.  There was one place in which she still had dominion, and that was her heart.

"I know it's him.  He'll be the one to save me."  These words the lady muttered to herself.  There was no going back.
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Chapter 2: My Nuong's Resolve
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Never had a night felt so long.  My Nuong read the book again in hopes of filling her dreams with sweetness, but sleep would not come.  All night, the excited lady tossed and turned from unending thoughts of the stranger floating on the sea.  How handsome he must be!  How sweet and charming!  He must be strong, studious, and brave.  The warmth of his embrace could melt any mortal woman's heart. 

However, with desire came doubt, and when doubt surfaced, desire burned even brighter!  My Nuong was exhausted from feeling deprived.  She would not suffer anymore contradictions, not even from herself. 

At first, she wondered, "Since he is the perfect man, wouldn't he already have a love of his own?"  That thought was soon snuffed out because it must be impossible!  After all, if he had a lover, wouldn't he have gone home instead of playing his songs on the waves?  Besides, a perfect man—like the one from the novel—would choose to wait for true love. 

More and more, My Nuong grew adamant that the young man was, indeed, perfect!  Other women must have overlooked him due to his low status as a simple boatman.  Why!  She would never do such a thing!  Wealth didn't matter because she was a mandarin's daughter.  She was not shallow like some others.  Imagine how he'd react to a beautiful, educated, graceful, and affluent young lady who offered him everything!  How could he reject?

Everything that made her feel trapped suddenly made My Nuong proud.  All she needed now was for him to witness her beauty and fall madly in love.  For that, she concocted a plan to have his attention on the morrow.
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