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  Author's Note


Sinbad the Sailor and Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves are easily my favorite folk tales growing up. When I received an invitation to write a pirate fantasy novel with fairytale retelling, my mind immediately set on the two tales. Curiously, I also had the most difficult time writing this book. Perhaps it was due to my hyper focus on creating the most wondrous and epic adventures that would do the folk tales justice.
The Little Match Girl is one of the most memorable Western tale that has haunted me my whole life. Even more so when Disney released a short films collection (2015) in which it included The Little Matchgirl (2006); it gutted me. To my surprise, neither my husband nor his friend had ever read the story. They were flabbergasted when the little girl died at the end of the animation. I cried even harder at their ignorance. (I was VERY pregnant at the time, ha ha.)
From that moment on, I vowed to write more retellings. Great tales deserve to be retold over and over again.
I hope you'll enjoy this one.






  
  Before you set sail



Congratulations! The legendary treasure is as good as yours. There is no truer text than the one you hold in your hands now.
But before you dive in for the hints, there is one truth you must know…
I am not the hero of this tale.
Why is the story titled after my name, you ask? And what does this information have to do with finding the treasure?
You shall have your answer later, but only after you read this tale of a fearless girl.
A girl who lost everything. A girl who schemed and fought fate to get it all back. A girl who stole my heart—
And almost killed me.

Yours truly,
Spark






  
  Lighthouse

Brynne


Brynne barreled into the captain’s quarters and slammed the door behind her, shutting out the storm and chaos. Wasting no time, she opened all the drawers in the desk and searched through them. It didn’t take her long to find the map. 
The door burst open. Drenched in water, a tall man with braids and an unruly beard stood at the frame. He took one look at the parchment in Brynne’s hand and charged at her.
Dodging his grasp, Brynne shoved the map into her shirt and ran out of the room into the storm. All the ship’s crew were too busy weathering the tempest to hear their captain barking at them to stop her, to catch her. The ship shook from side to side, causing Brynne to skid or slide in various directions. But still, she made it to the aft. Taking out a match, she lit it.
A slight tremor rippled through the air. It seemed like air itself was putting up a fight, but finally, with a low hum and a buzz, a light shone through the air and tore it open, revealing a dark room on the other side. Normally, Brynne would jump into the portal without hesitation, but this time, the portal revealed itself outside the ship, above the raging sea. With one misstep, she could miss the portal and fall into the treacherous water.
“Wretched witch!”
Brynne whirled around. The furious captain had arrived at the aft. Cursing beneath her breath, Brynne gritted her teeth, climbed over the rail, and leapt. She dared to glance back mid-jump, immediately regretting her choice. Blinded by his rage, the captain had followed and jumped after her. His claws reached closer and closer to Brynne’s head. She could already feel the pain if her hair ever got caught by his hand. Squeezing her eyes shut, Brynne pleaded to the gods above.
Her body slammed into the floor and rolled to the side. Unsheathing her dagger, Brynne immediately leapt to her feet. But the portal had disappeared, and there was no raging captain in sight.
She had escaped in the nick of time.
Though the room was dark and quiet, the roar of the captain still rang in her ears. She ran her fingers through her hair; she had chopped it short, barely reaching her earlobes, for convenience. For agility.
For safety.
He didn’t catch you. She breathed to calm her pounding heart. He didn’t get you.
The overwhelming sense of relief sent her into a coughing fit, and a few drops of blood appeared in her hands. Brynne thought nothing of it and wiped her hand on her drenched trousers. She still had plenty of time.
Shivering, Brynne trudged toward the sleeping fireplace. The firewood kept slipping out of her shaking hands. After a few freezing moments, she finally threw enough firewood into the fireplace and started the fire with the flint stones.
A blizzard rattled the windows. Cowering in front of the fireplace, Brynne brought her hands to her mouth, attempting to warm them up with her own breath. Still trembling, Brynne hovered over the burning wood, blowing air to raise the spark into bigger flames, her breath forming white puffs.
When the flames grew and caught on to all the wood in the fireplace, Brynne dragged a blanket from the nearby floor and wrapped it around herself, huddling as close to the fire as she could.
The sky was gray, making it difficult to tell the time of day. It didn’t matter to her, though. As soon as she was warm enough to move around, she would climb into her bed for a much-needed sleep.
Slowly, her hands warmed and her fingertips returned to their pink color. She searched through her bag and fished out some dried meat. She skewered it and staked it next to the fire. There was a kitchen in this lighthouse, directly below her room, but she was too lazy to use it. Besides, with resources being so scarce, she’d rather save up the wood and use it all in the fireplace.
Soft footsteps sounded at the base of the stairs.
“I’m sorry, Marcella,” a voice said.
With a tug in her chest, Brynne felt the barrier open at the recognition of the password. The person climbed up the stairs, and a middle-aged woman entered.
“You were gone much longer this time,” the woman said as she placed a basket on the table.
“Chief Galen,” Brynne greeted her, trying not to swallow as the woman revealed bread, jam, cheese, and smoked meat.
“Was there any trouble?”
Of course, there was. Every single ship she had hopped on was nothing but trouble. The one she had just returned from, the one she had just sunk, had been especially difficult to get to sail into the treacherous waters of the Weathermarked Isles. But none of that mattered.
Before she could answer, Brynne began coughing again.
Chief Galen ran down the stairs to the kitchen, returned with a kettle, and hung it above the fire. “You ought to take better care of yourself, or the waning will claim you soon.”
“It is none of your concern.” Brynne turned away to examine her lonesome skewer in the fireplace. “Resources should be washed ashore within the week.”
A prolonged silence filled the room before Chief Galen spoke. “Haven’t you had enough?”
Ignoring the woman, Brynne took a hearty bite of the skewer. Of all the smoked meats she had taken from the ship, this one had the best flavor. She should’ve stashed more into her bag before she sank the ship.
Chief Galen went downstairs and returned with a mop to clean up the seawater puddles that Brynne had created when she crossed the portal.
“The doctor said Lisa’s baby is healthy,” Chief Galen said as she mopped.
Brynne gobbled up the skewered meat and licked her fingers.
“The baby should be here in two months.”
Brynne rose to her feet and walked to her closet.
“Would you consider—”
Brynne whirled around, glaring at the chief. “Don’t push your luck.”
Chief Galen pleaded. “Lisa is your friend.”
“Was.” The word tumbled out of Brynne’s mouth faster than she breathed. “I stop the blizzard on my own terms. Whenever I please.”
Sighing in defeat, Chief Galen went downstairs with the mop.
“Forgive me, Marcella,” the chief said.
Just as when the chief came, the barrier opened again at the password. Brynne heard the chief close the door to the lighthouse behind her, and everything was quiet again.
They should be sorry. They should beg for forgiveness.
Brynne sliced a piece of bread and smoked meat. She warmed them up by the fire and ate them. By the time she finished her meal, the clothes she wore were already half dry. The fireplace had made her bedroom toasty. She took off her clothes, wiped herself clean with a wet cloth, and slipped into dry, clean clothes.
Exhausted, Brynne flopped onto the bed. Her muscles still screamed and protested the ordeal she had gone through on the ship. The raging captain had tried to stop her from entering the portal when he finally realized Brynne had lured them into a deadly trap. She barely escaped his grasp. If she had entered the portal a second later, she would have been dragged into the deep grave with the rest of the crew. Or perhaps, the captain would have slit her throat first before he met his watery grave.
The memory of his eyes red with blood and his face twisted in rage sent a shiver down her spine. Brynne pulled the heavy blanket to her chin. None of that mattered now; the ship had been doomed, and no one could have survived the monsters.
As if it was calling to her, Brynne’s eyes flitted to a white dagger mounted on the wall.
“It’s all your fault,” Brynne hissed as her eyelids grew heavier. “It was all your fault.”

      [image: ]Brynne didn’t wake until the sun began to set. Sleep was restful despite the twisted faces of all the captains Brynne had lured to death morphing into a single wrathful monster with crimson eyes that haunted her dream. 
What was done was done.
After a simple supper, Brynne lit a match and left the lighthouse. The blizzard had died down, leaving only the soft drizzles of snow powder. The heavy cloud had a crack open like the sky had opened a crevice, letting the orange glow of the sunset peek through.
Brynne skirted around the village and the market square. Villagers took this chance to shovel the heavy snow away from their doors and their street. Children played as the adults caught up with each other through chitchats.
Among the commotion was a pregnant woman sitting on a bench. She seemed tired, yet still she smiled. The women came and chatted with her as she cradled her swollen belly.
Brynne tore her eyes away and continued into the forest. She hiked up into the clearing and came face-to-face with the Mother Tree.
Large and ancient, the Mother Tree’s branches spread out, hovering over the clearing like a protective shield. Though magnificent as she had always been, her roots had blackened, and the cursed shadow slowly crept up closer to the Mother Tree’s trunk year after year.
Brynne placed her forehead to the trunk. “I’m sorry. I still don’t have the dagger.”
She waited for a while and listened, but she heard nothing, felt nothing.
“Please, help me find the dagger. Give me a sign. Anything.”
Sitting by the tree trunk, Brynne closed her eyes and listened. She tried to clear her mind as her mother had taught. Marcella was the best and the last tree guardian; everything Brynne knew she had learned from Marcella.
As soon as she let her mind go, however, the angry faces of the men she had drowned sprang into her mind, ensnaring all her senses, dragging her back to the moments right before she abandoned the ships.
She kept refocusing her mind on the Mother Tree, on the dagger she must find. But no matter how many calming breaths she took, how many times she kept chanting “find the dagger, find the dagger” in her mind or even out loud, the memory of the raging sea still invaded her mind with ease. And all the raging faces morphed into a multi-headed monster lunging at her.
Gasping, Brynne’s eyes flew open. She propped herself up with one hand in the freezing snow to keep herself from collapsing. Her body trembled and was soaked in cold sweat as if she had just emerged from the deadly sea tempests.
With a loud grunt, Brynne leapt to her feet and kicked the trunk. “You need the dagger. You need me to find the dagger. Our island is dying. You are dying!”
A pain erupted in her head as if a hammer had struck her. A dim room filled her vision, and then she saw a wooden box. The box opened and revealed a map of the Weathermarked Isles. And next to the map was a jeweled dagger.
The dagger of the tree guardian. The dagger of the Mother Tree.
When the vision ended, Brynne’s knees dropped to the snowy ground. Panting and coughing, she replayed the visions over and over that she had just seen in her mind. The Mother Tree had never granted her visions like this. A scorching heat burned her chest as if confirming what she had seen was true.
Scrambling, Brynne sprinted down the hill like a blind beast, not even stopping when she tripped over a root or bumped into a tree. She ran and ran until she burst into the lighthouse and flew up two sets of stairs until she reached her room. She grabbed her bag and shoved some food and supplies roughly into it. Then she reached underneath her bed. There were only two boxes of matches left. One of them full, the other with only three left. She grabbed the full one, retrieving one match from the box. Heart still burning and pounding in her chest, she closed her eyes and pictured the dim room she had just seen in the vision.
With a swift strike, she lit the match, and a portal opened. Hoisting the strap of the bag on her shoulder, Brynne stepped into it without a second thought.






  
  Slave Trade

Spark


If you couldn’t free yourself, you didn’t deserve freedom. 
In another land, another kingdom, somewhere in the far and distant corner of the world, fate might be more lenient. But not here.
Not on these blasted islands, not in this saltwater town, and definitely not in Ironlocke’s slave cellar.
Though I saw nothing but darkness, the chill air and the lack of cries of the gulls signaled that night had fallen. The few footsteps from the ground above also indicated that the number of guards was low. The big boss must have retired to his mansion.
Without making a sound, I nudged and rubbed the side of my face on my shoulder. The blindfold slipped off soon enough. It was easy, also not that easy, for I had to move my facial muscles in bizarre ways to get the filthy cloth to shift loose on my nose bridge. Thankfully, the audience saw none of my funny faces, for all were blindfolded.
Six figures huddled along the wall across from me, with six more, me included, on my side. Twelve slaves; all of us had our hands tied and one leg chained to the wall. All sitting and cowering in Keith Ironlocke’s cellar. And like the one I remembered, Ironlocke’s cellar was just as filthy despite his fame for trading only the finest of the finest goods that were kept in careful storage.
With a few candles as the only light source, the weak dancing lights cast glinting reflections on the clammy and moldy walls. Four skinny wood planks scattered on the ground. Though I’ve been to Ironlocke’s other cellar, I’ve never figured out what these wood planks were for.
They couldn’t possibly be makeshift beds, could they? As if the slave trader had an ounce of sympathy in his heart and decided to offer his human cargo a place to sleep. Even if the planks were indeed makeshift beds… Four beds for twelve slaves? Of course, the math must have made perfect sense to the slave trader. But the sleeping arrangement was the least of anyone’s concern.
On the back of the room sat a few flights of wooden stairs that led to a trap door on the ceiling, where the cargo was delivered for inventory. On the opposite side of the room, a set of stairs led to an actual door, assuming that was where the slaves would be brought out in small groups onto the platform to be sold in the market during the day.
With both doors locked and secured, very little air circulated in the cellar. I scrunched up my nose as a wave of warm, rotten-egg smell filled my nostrils. I looked to my side and saw two young boys huddling together, and the trousers of the younger one had a new wet stain on his crotch; the darkened spot quickly expanded to his thighs and his bum.
The poor ventilation and the humidity from the sea only worsened the pungent odor that filled the cellar. The ground was covered in layers and layers of hay, covering the waste from the human cargo in the past. Judging from the strong and fermented nutty stench, one could only imagine how long Keith Ironlocke had been in the slave trade. I tried not to think about what could be underneath the hay where my bum sat upon right now.
“Great, just what we need. Fresh piss,” a man huddling closest to the platform door grumbled.
The young boy whimpered, huddling closer to his brother as a woman chained across from us cooed to offer her hopeless comfort.
“Quit it, will ya? None of us are getting out of here!” the same man barked again.
“At least we will get out alive,” I said in a low voice. “If you don’t keep your mouth shut, you will be dead before dawn.”
Grumbling, the man shut up.
One might say it was better to die in this situation. We were captured and would be sold the next morning, our freedom deprived forever. Nothing but a bleak future awaited slaves. But at least we would be alive.
I glanced at the two boys again. So young, so frightened. But their hair and clothes were not as dirty as the street rats. The healthy plumpness on their arms and legs indicated they had had a pretty good life up until now. Same with the woman. It was easy to conclude that the woman on the other side was their mother. I wondered how they had gotten captured.
Worry about yourself, a voice in my head said. If you can’t get yourself out, you don’t deserve freedom.
I snapped my eyes back to observe my surroundings. Some heavy footsteps approached from the floor above, which hushed all the slaves. Even the young boy stifled his sobbing. But instead of opening the trap door, the footsteps plodded right above us.
And then a loud thud pounded on the ceiling. The young boy flinched and yelped.
“Quiet!” a gruff voice shouted through the ceiling as he stumped.
“Easy there. Boss will kill ya if you set them off.” Another thud.
“Ain’t no fire here,” the first gruff voice said. “I hope he’ll pay us more. All these scums below and the fireworks he had us hoard.”
“Best keep our wishes to ourselves,” the second voice said in a much quieter tone. “Let’s hope he’ll be in a good mood for the festival tomorrow.”
The footsteps shuffled away. The young boy sniffled and buried his face in his brother’s shoulder. I glanced up at the ceiling and a smile crept on my face.
Tomorrow, I’d be out of here.






  
  A Plan

Spark


Without a window in this cellar, there was no way to know the time of day. But as the temperature rose and the foul stench grew more fermented and unbearable, I knew Ironlocke would sell us soon. 
Though secluded, the muffled sounds of wheels, hoofbeats, and vendors shouting over each other to sell their goods still traveled through the thick brick walls. And when there were no breaks in between the noises, I knew it was time.
Wrinkling their noses, the goons entered the cellar, ready to sell the first batch of goods. When they saw my blindfold hanging loosely around my neck, they only shrugged. I would be sold within a few hours; there was nothing I could do to reverse my fate.
Or so they thought.
They unchained four slaves and dragged them up the stairs and through the front door, including the barking man and the mother of the boys.
“Mama!” the boys cried, even though they couldn’t see a thing while blindfolded. They had probably recognized their mother’s yelp when the goons yanked her up.
“Stay strong, my loves. Live,” she said through her sobs, limping on her feet.
“Out with ya!” The goon shoved and pushed the woman up the stairs and shut the door behind them.
The boys sobbed and sniffled. The rest of the captives sobbed as the sounds of people talking and shouting felt much closer and louder. Ironlocke must have had the onlookers’ attention, and the street must have been sardined with people who stopped to see the slaves and those who just wanted to make their way through or around the crowd.
This was my chance.
I spat out a broken arrowhead, which I had hidden under my tongue. I picked it up between my index and middle fingers and began to cut through the ropes on my wrists. This would take a long time, but with four slaves standing out there waiting to be sold, I had more than enough time.
“This one here may seem scrawny, but judging from his barks, he can do hard labor just fine,” Ironlocke’s voice boomed through the door. “And this one right here...”
The mother of the boys cried out in pain.
“Won’t run ’cause she can’t,” Ironlocke said.
The crowd laughed and snickered.
“If you want to make it out of here alive, keep your mouth shut and listen,” I said a little louder than a whisper, knowing the noises from the market would drown my voice. The ropes slipped from my wrists. I then reached into my mouth and removed a metal wire that had been wrapped around my gums. “I will untie you, but you must stay put until I set off a ruckus. Only then can you run.”
The towering man next to me scoffed. He had been the quietest and calmest of all the captives. Motionless, even. I had not felt him shift or fidget once throughout the night. And with his dark brown skin, he gave the impression of a sturdy tree. So, when quiet words came out of his mouth, I flinched in surprise.
“How would I know if you’re just gonna run off yourself?” His voice was just as deep as the roots of an ancient tree.
I unbent the wire and inserted it into the lock, which fell apart after some twisting and turning. “If I ran right now, I’d be captured again right away.”
I snatched the blindfold off the man’s face and nearly shrank before his sharp gaze.
“I need a big distraction. So big that Ironlocke and his goons won’t have time to come after us.” I took a quick scan at the scars on his dark skin and the chiseled lines of his arms and torso. “And you will help me.”
Though still unconvinced, the large man kept quiet as I unchained his hands and feet. Once freed, he moved stealthily to untie the others.
“Will you save my mama?” the younger boy asked as I unlocked the chains around his ankle.
I met his gaze. So bright and watery with hope and fear shining in his eyes. The older brother only stared at me; unlike his younger sibling, his eyes burned with defiance.
I averted my eyes and continued to unchain the older brother. “You’ll run faster without your ma.”
The younger boy let out a whimper as I moved away, but the older one cradled him and hushed him. The towering man had freed everyone else’s hands, waiting for me to unchain their ankles with my wire.
“What’s next?” he asked.
“Upstairs,” I said, knowing this man would do anything to get out of here. “Everyone else, stay put and not a sound.”
The crowd began to shout out their offer for whichever slave they desired. I crept up the back stairs and gingerly pushed the trap door open. It seemed like Ironlocke had all his men standing guard outside the establishment. There was hardly a sound in the house.
I crawled out of the cellar, my heart pounding in excitement as I glanced around the cramped storage.
Fireworks. Barrels and crates of fireworks filled up the entire space. On the other side of the storage was a door with a window. I kept my back against the wall and tiptoed to it. Another room with a set of stately couches, armchairs, a table, and impressive decor lay on the other side of the door. Through the expansive glass windows of the room, I saw Ironlocke’s back as he waved his hands animatedly at the crowd standing in front of his raised platform.
I waved the towering man over as I slowly laid a barrel down, pointing the fireworks toward the door. The man didn’t ask any questions. I lay another crate down, pointing at the door.
“Quiet,” the large man hissed and dragged me into a corner, hiding behind a few barrels.
Footsteps pounded toward the storage from down the hall. Louder and louder. We held our breath and waited.
“Fetch the parchment, fetch the water. Fetch this, fetch that...”
One of the goons grumbled as he entered the storage room. He looked around and rummaged through the crates and barrels, curses spilling from his mouth as he finally noticed the fallen barrel and crate.
“And now this!”
Grumbling, the goon stomped toward the barrel and squatted next to it, his broad back exposed to us.
“Guess who they’re gonna blame? The poor ol’ me! Ain’t nobody but—”
My muscular partner jumped onto the lackey and, before I could make sense of anything or panic at my partner’s sudden move, the lackey let out a gurgling noise and his body went limp without much resistance. Carefully and silently, the towering man lowered the goon’s body to the floor. That was when I realized a piece of broken wood was sticking out from the goon’s neck. Shock froze in his wide and lightless eyes as blood fountained from his throat.
The cut was clean. Too clean for a ragged wood piece. Too swift. The goon was gone in seconds without a sound. Only a serial killer, an assassin, or a runaway soldier could have such impressive precision. No matter who he was, it was clear that my dark-skinned partner possessed extraordinary combat skills.
And I had put myself within his reach.
“They will come soon.”
The dark man’s hissing words woke me from my daze. There was no time worrying about whether I had made the right choice of freeing this man. But I still stole glances at him as I searched for the goon’s pockets and found a box of matches.
“Point all the barrels at the door,” I said and tossed the matchbox to him. “Light ’em up when I give the signal.”






  
  The Search

Brynne


Brynne stepped out of the portal and into the dim room. With a low hum, the portal disappeared. 
She looked around, making sure she was completely alone. Tiptoeing to the window and glancing out, she sighed in relief as she realized the room was located on the second floor. A platform sprawled in front of this very building. A man on the platform hollered at the crowd while some battered humans lined up behind him, being showcased like cattle.
Tearing her eyes away from the window, Brynne scanned the room. Not many furnishings except for the bookshelves that lined the walls, a large desk in the center, and a wardrobe in the corner.
Brynne immediately went straight to the wardrobe and felt around. There was no wooden chest. She then went to the desk and opened all of the drawers. Nothing. She walked toward the bookshelves but stopped dead in her tracks.
Footsteps approached from outside. Someone was coming.
Brynne hurried and slipped into the wardrobe.
The door opened and closed. Very quietly. The footsteps were too light and too cautious to belong to the owner of the room.
Brynne nudged the panels slightly open and peeked through the crack. A young man had his back facing her and stood in front of the bookshelves. He examined the shelves and paced in front of them. Then he stopped in front of a carving of a sailing ship in a bottle. Brynne couldn’t see anything with the young man’s body in the way. All she could hear was a click. And then a thud.
The young man looked to his left and squatted down. Brynne cursed in her head now that the young man disappeared behind the large desk. But before her frustration could get the best of her, the young man rose from behind the desk and placed a wooden chest on it.
It was the same wooden chest in Brynne’s vision.
The young man removed a hairpin from his hair and began picking the lock. It didn’t take long for the lock to give. Putting the hairpin back in his dark hair, the young man opened the chest and grinned widely as he shoved some bags—no doubt filled with coins or gems—into his shirt and pockets. Then he took out a large parchment. He opened it, and Brynne could see his movements stilled.
Carefully, the young man laid the map on the desk. Brynne felt her patience fizzling out like seafoam. She mulled over her options: attacking the young man and taking what she wanted or killing him.
A soft rustling brought Brynne’s attention back to the man as he folded the map and stuffed it into his shirt. The young man then picked up—Brynne’s heart skipped a beat—a dagger.
Glinting even in the faint sunlight in this dim room, three gems beckoned at Brynne as they lay encrusted on the hilt in order: red, blue, red.
“I’ve missed ya, buddy.” The young man kissed the dagger and sheathed it onto his belt.
Brynne contemplated jumping out of the wardrobe to attack him when he spun around and tapped three times on the floor. Then he sprinted toward the wardrobe—toward her.
Panicked, Brynne pressed her back further into the panels. The wardrobe swung open, and she came face-to-face with the young man. His eyes widened in surprise. But he recovered quickly and squeezed himself in.
“Make room, will ya?” He grunted as he shoved her further into the back.
“Wha-what are you doing?” Brynne protested, feeling more and more uncomfortable as the space between them drastically decreased.
“Shh. You might want to cover your ears.”
The wardrobe had ample room for her but was definitely not big enough for the both of them. Pressing his hands on the board behind her to keep his body from pressing against hers, the young man ended up trapping Brynne in his…loose embrace.
Being so up close to him now, Brynne could see his dark hair was swept unkemptly to the left. Three hairpins secured the young man’s long bangs to prevent them from obscuring his brown eyes. His dark hair was pulled into a ponytail and draped over his shoulder, resting just above his protruding collarbones. Stubble stuck out all over his well-defined jawline. All in all, he was a good-looking lad, except for the dangling, lopsided mustache that was so obviously fake. It didn’t even match the color of his hair. Brynne pressed the back of her head further into the board, trying not to gag at the foul odor emitting from him.
“What on earth is going—”
The young man pulled her into a tight embrace, pressed his head against her shoulder, and whispered into her ear, “You might want to cover your ears.”
An explosion went off, and she yelped. More and more explosions went off, one after another and faster and faster into a frenzy.
“Whoo!” The young man cheered and leapt out of the wardrobe amidst the deafening blasts. He turned around and tossed a bag of gems at Brynne, who still sat dumbfounded in the wardrobe.
“You might want to get out of here.” He grinned as he opened a window and stepped onto the sill. “May the stars guide you.”






  
  Escape

Spark


Nothing could compare with the sound of a whole bunch of fireworks being set off at the same time, especially when one could admire the entire spectacle from high above. Alone. 
A real artist would know that a fireworks show was more than just flashing lights. With the high-pitched whistles and all the pows and kabooms, it was a symphony. Smoke and dust filled the entire building and engulfed the market as flashes of light blinded the crowd. The captives were screaming and shouting, and so were the people outside.
“RUN!” I heard my towering partner shout.
All the slaves burst through the front door at his signal, with the large man leading the way and slashing at the guards. Where he had gotten a dagger, I did not know. None of that was my concern now. The townsfolk scrambled away from the platform as they screamed and laughed at the chaos. Ironlocke bellowed at his lackeys to retrieve the escaping slaves. People cheered as some fireworks burst through Ironlocke’s windows instead of shooting out the door.
I couldn’t help but laugh. This performance I orchestrated had turned out to be the best of the best. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming to our spectacular show!” I peeled the fake mustache off my face and bowed like a true showman.
The townsfolk cheered when they recognized me.
“It’s Spark!”
“Lucky Spark!”
“Spark!” Ironlocke shouted, his face as red as a tomato.
“It is I, King of Thieves. The one and only dazzling Lucky Spark at your service. I’m surprised you didn’t recognize me.” I made a face to feign my disappointment but quickly recovered and grinned. “I hope you’ve been dazzled.”
Ironlocke shrieked. “Get him!”
Laughing, I jumped from roof to roof and made my way to the harbor while the townsfolk cheered me on. I would be back on my ship in no time. This was all too easy.
“Mama!”
My heart froze at the young voice. I glanced back and sure enough, the boys struggled to push through the crowd to get to their mother, who had been bought and loaded into a wagon like a tater sack.
“No, run. Run!” the mother cried.
“Mama, mama!”
Tears and snot smeared all over his face, the younger boy pushed his way through with his tiny body. Two of Ironlocke’s cronies rushed toward the children, gaining on them.
My legs skidded to a stop and pivoted. I hopped over a couple of rooftops, outran the boys, and leapt off the roof, landing in front of them. Their small bodies slammed right into my open arms, and I ran for the street leading out of the market.
“Get him, get him!” Ironlocke still shrieked with his now hoarse voice.
“Mama. I want mama!”
“Stop moving,” I barked as I hoisted the boys on my shoulders and couldn’t help but wish they were impoverished and scrawny. Their sturdiness prevented me from hopping back to the roof.
Once outside the market, there were few obstacles in the open field, which also meant the goons would have a much easier time catching up to me.
I ran for the hills. The ground grew softer and mushier, the grass taller as I climbed higher and higher. With the goons’ heavy footsteps and breathing growing louder behind me, I ignored my screaming shoulders and thighs as I pushed my legs harder toward the top, my grip on the boys tighter.
The harbor expanded before me when I reached the top of the hill and came to a stop by the cliff. The sun high in the sky beckoned to me, and the gust blowing up from the shore below, urging me to join the gulls to be free—an invitation I would have accepted without hesitation if there weren’t two wriggling boys on my shoulders.
“Got nowhere to run now, King of Wuss.” The goons paused to take a breath as they cornered me on the edge of the cliff.
“You don’t know me, do ya?” I smirked at them despite my legs trembling and screaming in excruciating pain. “Lucky Spark always has an exit as grand as his entrance.”
I turned and jumped off the cliff, where a ship lay hidden below.
A pirate ship. My ship. The Masquerade.
My body slammed into the main sail, and we slid down into a net my crew had already opened for us. I released the boys, my shoulders, arms, and legs rejoicing at the relief and freedom. But the relaxation was short-lived.
“Captain, we got company!” my first mate shouted.
“Spark!”
I dazed for a split second, then let out a chuckle. Being a famous pirate showman had its pros and cons. And sometimes, the cons outweighed the pros, for the audience just couldn’t get enough of me.
Rising to my aching feet, I looked out to the navy ship now cruising toward us.
“Lieutenant Christopher Wright,” I hollered and waved at my most loyal fan. “What an honor to have a noble fan chasing after me from port to port.”
Standing on the fore with his blond hair whipping in the wind, Lieutenant Wright unsheathed his sword. “Stop where you are.”
“Oh, but I’m afraid I must hurry to my next show, Chris.” I turned to my helmsman. “Straight toward him.”
Taken aback by The Masquerade’s change of course, Lieutenant Wright steadied himself and studied our course. “Finally got the heart to submit yourself to justice, eh?”
“You must be looking for Keith Ironlocke. The bloke’s got a lot of human cargo. Some, I believe, were kidnapped.”
“Mama, I want my mama!”
“Help. Help us!”
The boys yelled at the top of their lungs as our ship grew closer and closer to the navy. Their timing couldn’t have been better.
“Children?” The lieutenant’s face turned pale and then crimson with rage. “Have you finally stooped so low, Spark?”
“Fire,” I shouted.
With a thundering explosion, a cannonball flew and ripped through the navy’s main sail.
“Hard-a-port!”
The helmsman slammed his hands on the helm and spun it all the way to the left at my command. Our prow narrowly dodged the navy ship, which shook and swayed from the violent impact, throwing the sailors and officers off their feet, sprawling on the deck.
“Wanna save your ma?” I dragged the boys to the aft and lifted them by their collars. “Join the navy.”
I tossed them overboard before they could scream.
“What have you done?!” Lieutenant Wright scrambled to his feet. “Drop the ladder!”
As the sailors hurried to lower the ladder, another officer also threw a roped barrel into the sea. To Lieutenant Wright’s relief—and to my relief—the boys resurfaced shortly. The older boy dragged his little brother and clung to the floating barrel. A sailor climbed down the ladder and reached for the boys as the officers pulled on the rope to fish the boys in.
“Please accept two stolen slaves as my parting gift to you, Chris.” I ran up to the stern deck and bowed. “I hope to see you again soon.”
“After him!”
“Lieutenant, the sail.”
I laughed as Chris had no choice but to watch me make my grand exit into the sunny horizon with his clenched teeth. As much as I hated to part with my biggest fan, I turned to greet my trusted crew.






  
  Maps and a Stowaway

Spark


I hopped off the deck. Instead of sticking to a perfect landing, I skidded. But I quickly recovered with a theatrical wave of my arms like all great showmen did when they presented themselves. “Ah, my beloved men. How I’ve missed you!” 
But none of the crew were thrilled. The grudge and frustration thickened the air.
I scratched the side of my chin. “Come now. I know I’ve been gone longer this time. But I’m back.”
A snicker sounded from my men. I didn’t need to look over to recognize who it was. Crouching by a few barrels by the rails, a ginger-bearded man flicked a knife into the air and caught it with his hand with precision. He repeated the motion a few more times, each time the knife flew a bit higher, and one must admire the beauty in the circular movement as the knife spun. More so with the way the bearded man caught the hilt without slicing his own hand. But one must also acknowledge the numerous scars on his palm.
“Nice to see ya still kickin’, Carson.” I grinned at him.
With a grunt, the bearded man rose from the barrels, and the crew cleared a path. Carson’s ginger beard shone bright in the sunlight. Really, people would think him a friendly toy maker, sitting in his little shop stuffing teddy bears. When he stood at his full height and loomed above you, one would finally realize that he was the grizzly bear out for blood.
But that didn’t intimidate me. “I must have left for too long. Did you grow a few more inches? Sideways? Longways?”
Carson stared down at me. Without a warning, he hoisted me up by the shoulders and lifted me high above everyone else. “Our captain has returned!”
The crew erupted into a rowdy cheer. A welcome befitting a captain.
Carson put me down and slapped me on the back. “Careful, Captain. Lose more weight, and you’ll really become a shrimp.”
I laughed and then squinted at his face. “Is that a new scar? Right by your eye?”
“Just a scuffle in town. It was all taken care of. Right, lads?” Carson hollered, and the crew answered with a whoop.
“‘Taken care of’?” I repeated.
“Yes,” Carson said, his grin shifting into a cunning one and his voice low. “Nice and clean.”
“Captain!” someone else yelled.
A fair young man pushed through the crowd. I meant no offense, but “dainty” was the only word that popped in my head whenever I saw Trent, my first mate and ledger keeper. Fair-skinned, chestnut hair, bright eyes, slim, Trent might not look capable, but it was all thanks to him that I was able to keep my crew fed while going on my reckless voyages on The Masquerade.
Come to think of it, Lieutenant Wright could be considered dainty, too, with his appearance more put-together than other navies and all. Perhaps I should try giving him the compliment next time. A grin spread on my face once more as I could already imagine the look on the lieutenant’s face.
“Good to see you, Trent,” I said.
Trent’s worried eyes roamed all over me before he breathed a sigh of relief. “You are alive and well.”
“Of course, he is,” Carson interrupted before I could respond. “This is Lucky Spark, King of Thieves, and captain of The Masquerade we’re talking about. He always triumphs!”
The crew cheered again as I bowed with a wide grin.
“That being said, Captain.” A glint flitted across Carson’s beady eyes. “Your excursion was fruitful, yes?”
I laughed. “Who do you think you’re talking to? The goods are—”
Reaching into my pocket, my body froze when my hand touched nothing inside my shirt.
Absolutely nothing. Except for the map.
“Gone,” I breathed.
Carson arched an eyebrow. “Gone?”
I patted my trousers, relieved to find a bag of gems still nestling in one of the pockets, but the same couldn’t be said about the others in my boots. Just like the inside of my shirt, my boots were empty.
Five bags of coins and gems, now down to one.
“Captain?” Trent called out to me as he gulped, his eyes darting around the crew.
“It would seem I had lost most of them during the pursuit.” I tossed the only surviving bag in my hand, trying to act as casually as I could.
“So,” Carson said, his
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