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	CHAPTER ONE
AN UNEXPECTED FRIEND

	From afar, the hustle and bustle of West Port’s harbor hinted at a hot summer afternoon. The old road leading to the harbor exuded solitude, except for the rustling grass in the gentle breeze. The silence was pierced by the voices of children who appeared at the top of the hill. After nearly seventeen centuries of existence, the old road came alive once again.

	“I think pirates are bad,” said a rosy-cheeked girl whose long blonde hair fluttered in the wind.

	Behind her walked two boys in worn-out shoes, kicking pebbles in all directions. All three were wearing old rags, torn randomly in places. The taller of the two caught up with her, gazing into her blue eyes, and confidently declared, “When I grow up, I’ll become a good pirate.” With a hand gesture, he tossed back strands of his dark brown hair, falling to his shoulders.

	“James, don’t be silly,” the other boy chimed in, joining them on their walk. “There are no good pirates. No one sane has ever said a pirate did something commendable.”

	“Yeah, James, I’ve heard all sorts of stories about them and I wouldn’t mess with them for anything in this world,” she said softly, just in case one of them happened to be lurking nearby.

	James grabbed a few blades of grass as he walked, tore them off, and started chewing one. He felt his friends—on paper only a year younger than him—were still too immature for the adventures they could experience if they were not afraid. At that moment, his gaze subtly fell on his friend Anna. She was beautiful and fragile, but he knew that behind her timid exterior lay a strong spirit. He cared for her like an older brother, and he promised himself he would protect her until his last heartbeat.

	“Maybe one day we’ll find ourselves in a tough situation with them, so it’s better to be ready for them than not,” he said enthusiastically, hoping to stir them a little.

	His friend Al looked at him mockingly. He was shorter than the two but made up for it with his broad shoulders and stout build. His wide shoulders, thick neck, and stronger arms gave him an older appearance. Quick-witted, he retorted to James, “What would you be ready for? You can’t even wipe your behind properly.” He lightly jabbed him in his bony ribs.

	“Al! That’s not how you speak in the presence of a lady,” she said, frowning.

	“Oh, how sensitive we are, Your Majesty,” he replied and abruptly stopped, bowing deeply to her.

	Anna gently pushed him away, a faint smile appearing on her lips.

	“You’d see yourselves if you came face to face with them,” Al said and continued walking. “You’d run for three days and three nights, non-stop.”

	“And you wouldn’t run,” Anna retorted, hoping to extract at least a shred of fear from his chestnut-colored eyes.

	Al cleared his throat—adjusted his pants—cleared his throat again…

	“Ah, here we go, the show is starting,” said James, exchanging glances with Anna.

	…then he turned toward the harbor and, walking backward, began his story.

	“It was last year when pirates attacked West Port. It was a cold winter night. Snow was falling as fast as raindrops. The dock was freezing over.” For dramatic effect, he mimicked being cold with his hands. “I was starving and looking for something to eat.” He rubbed his stomach as his friends watched him with interest, eagerly awaiting the next part—just to see where it was going. “In the distance, screams pierced the heavy, cold air, like a mother’s cry during childbirth. I didn’t pay too much attention to them because my stomach was rumbling with hunger. I came to a ship I had never seen before and near the gangway, I saw some kind of box. I made my way through the snow, pausing every now and then to listen, as if I could hear something in the background.” He quickened his breathing and continued, “I suddenly turned around and, with wide eyes, scanned the surroundings to see who owned the footsteps following me. Not too far away, maybe the length of a ship, I saw someone sneaking behind the barrels.”

	Anna slowly got engrossed in the story, unconsciously holding her breath.

	“Behind one of the barrels, a wide black hat peeked out, black as coal before burning, and then one eye peeked out, the other hidden by a black patch. You could recognize a dirty pirate from a mile away. He drew a sword, and its blade blended with the white snow. He headed toward me, and in hopes of surprising him, I rushed at him. I hit him in the chest with my legs. He fell into a barrel from the strong blow, and I locked him inside.” He started performing moves with his hands and legs, swinging at the air.

	James and Anna exchanged glances, unsure whether to burst out laughing or tell him they believed him, even once. She couldn’t hold back and sarcastically asked, “Ha-ha, sure, and what happened when you woke up?”

	Al turned again in the direction they were walking, realizing they were nearing a large tree.

	“I believe him. Don’t you see how many stories fit in those wide pants?”

	Anna glanced at Al’s pants and burst out laughing with James. Al frowned slightly, waving his hand as if he didn’t care that they didn’t believe him. He knew it had really happened.

	When they stopped laughing at poor Al, wiping tears from their cheeks, James asked, “What about you? Have you ever encountered any of them?”

	“Thank God I haven’t, and I hope I never do,” she said, exhaling with relief. “My heart would give out.”

	“Trust me, you won’t say that when you grow up,” James said resolutely, so much so that Anna felt the strength and warmth of his words in her chest. “If all of us here stick together, no one will be able to do us any harm.” He stopped in the middle and wrapped his arms around his friends. He and his friends felt a deep connection after his words and knew that after this day, no evil force could destroy their friendship. Now he, too, saw the large tree they were approaching, and an idea struck him. Slowly he lowered his arms from their shoulders and, whistling as if it wasn’t his business, stepped away from them and walked ahead.

	“What’s going on in that crazy head of yours?” Anna asked him with interest.

	“If you catch me, maybe I’ll tell you,” he replied and ran toward the tree, shouting, “Whoever gets to the tree last will be the seeker!”

	Anna immediately joined the game and ran after him. Al—being the heaviest of them—barely got moving and began to jog after them.

	Laughter and sweet children’s cries echoed around, blending with the chirping of birds and drowning out the distant ship horns. The wind swayed the branches of the lone tree on the wide hill. The sun scorched the late afternoon, and the smell of dried grass evoked memories of days past.

	Anna ran after James, but his long strides left her little hope of overtaking him.

	“I’m not the seeker!” he shouted, touching the thick, large tree first.

	“I’m not the seeker,” she said, touching the trunk and breathing heavily.

	Al trudged up the hill as if dragging a trailer, not just his feet.

	“Come on, you can do it,” his friends cheered him in unison.

	Al reached the tree and, before touching it, bent his upper body toward the ground, letting his arms fall to the earth. Breathing heavily, like a steamboat after a long journey, he leaned against the tree and said, “I’m counting to a hundred. Ready or not, here I come!” He began counting, “One, two, three…”

	James and Anna scattered, each going a different direction, tirelessly looking for a hiding spot, hoping they hadn’t missed something on the way here. They distanced themselves from their seeker friend, each in their own way.

	“Fifty-six, fifty-seven…” The counting echoed in the background, and mild panic set in as the number hundred approached.

	On a gentle slope, she saw a large rock. It was twice her size. She dashed to it like lightning. Circling it and touching its rough surface, she hoped it could hide her from Al. At the base of the rock, she found a small hollow and crawled into it. Peeking out of the hollow, she grabbed a few dry branches and long blades of grass scattered on the ground. She covered the entrance to the rock’s base and thought if it took Al forever to find her, she might even take a nap.

	Meanwhile, James reached tall, thick grass that smelled of old spring green in some spots and new summer dry yellow in others. He plunged into it as if chased by evil dogs, and Al’s voice grew fainter in the background.

	“Ninety-two, ninety-three…”

	He struggled through the thick grass, almost twice his height. He looked for an exit and a suitable hiding spot. Mild panic overtook him, and he consoled himself by talking out loud, “Just no snakes, please, just no snakes.” He quickened his pace and widened the grass with his long, wiry arms. Suddenly, in the not-so-far distance, he heard a thudding sound. He stopped and perked up his ears. The thudding sounded again, like something or someone was striking wood at regular intervals. He turned and realized he couldn’t hear Al’s counting anymore. The thudding gave him an uneasy feeling, but he was also curious about its source. He pondered whether to return to Al or investigate the source of the thudding.

	Ultimately, he decided to return to his friends. It was safer, and he didn’t want them to worry. It was already late afternoon, and the sun would soon set, so it was better to go back—he reassured himself. He took a few steps back and heard the sound again at the same intervals. He froze mid-step, clenched his fists, and thought how he’d dreamed of adventure his whole life, yet now he was scared of a simple wooden sound. He turned toward where the sound was coming from and, with clenched fists, resolutely headed toward it.

	He came to someone’s property surrounded by high wooden planks. Now the sound was louder, and his heart started racing. From the grass, he peeked through one of the cracks in the planks and saw an older Chinese man, short in stature, wearing white robes, practicing martial arts. On his shoulder roamed a strange little animal resembling a monkey. The old man, with steady movements, struck targets in his yard with his wooden staff. He moved quickly and agilely for his age.

	James watched his training, and the yard filled with various targets and obstacles with admiration. His eyes teared up from staring too long, so he blinked a few times, and at the same moment, the old man disappeared from his view. Startled, he stepped back. He tripped over a small stone protruding from the ground and fell on his backside. He got up and brushed the dirt off himself. The thudding was no longer heard. He turned his head right, then left. There was no one nearby, so he ran through the thick grass in the direction of his friends. He knew he would be safe there.

	Ten steps in, he hit something and fell to the ground. He looked up to see what he had collided with. Above him, four small brown eyes stared back. Two belonged to the old man with gray hair and a thin beard tied with rubber bands at two even points. The other two belonged to his strange little monkey wearing a thin, dark blue shirt. It stuck out its tongue and grinned from ear to ear.

	“Are you spying on me, you dirty little pirate?” the old man asked sharply. He thought James was the son of a pirate, judging by his ragged clothing.

	“I’m a good pirate,” he shot back, standing up. He surprised even himself with how confidently he said it.

	The old man looked him over from head to toe and thought there was something interesting about this tall, lanky boy—more than his appearance revealed.

	“How long have I been practicing if pirates have turned good?” he asked and headed toward his property, saying, “Let’s see how good you are.”

	“In what?” he asked, staring after him in astonishment.

	The old man disappeared into the tall grass, leaving him to wrestle with his courage. He struggled with the decision of whether to return to his friends—it was late, and Al was probably getting annoyed searching for him—or to show the old man that he wasn’t afraid of anything. He debated what to do while thousands of thoughts raced through his mind.

	Well, he didn’t look that dangerous… and he’s old. He probably couldn’t catch me if I ran away now. And that strange monkey doesn’t seem so bad. Or maybe they’re just pretending to be nice, and when they lure children onto their property, they cook them and eat them. Maybe that’s why there are big boards around the estate, to muffle the screams of the children while they’re being cooked, he thought, scaring himself, his heart racing in his chest.

	He gathered his courage, took a deep breath, and headed in the direction of the old man. He reached a small wooden gate, ajar. He ducked inside to avoid hitting his head on the wooden beam and closed the gate behind him. No one in sight. He walked carefully toward the targets the old man had been striking earlier.

	“Put this on your head and stay still,” said the old man, suddenly appearing behind him, handing him a jug full of water.

	He looked around to figure out where he had come from, then, amazed, did as he was told.

	The man’s pet continued to grin, pointing fingers at him and making sweet, chattering sounds.

	The old man bowed toward him, not taking his eyes off James’s wide-open eyes, which were tensely awaiting the next move. The air was thick with tension, even the birds stopped chirping. The old man leaped, grabbed the jug from James’s head with both feet, tossed it into the air, performed a flip, landed on his feet, and returned to his starting position.

	James didn’t even blink. It was already over. He looked at the sweet animal, suddenly serious and pointing upward. He raised his eyes and couldn’t believe what he saw. The jug and water—spilled in the air—were coming back toward him. With no time to react, the water soaked him as if rain had poured from a clear sky. The pet dashed toward him, pushed off the ground with a strong leap, and grabbed the jug mid-air to stop it from hitting James on the head.

	He used one hand to push his wet hair back and shook the other in the air, trying to rid the soaked sleeves of water. The pet rolled on the ground with laughter, making sweet, squealing sounds in short intervals.

	“A little water won’t hurt a pirate,” said the old man, holding his aching back. “Ah, my bones.” He stretched, and his joints cracked with every move. “I am Wu, and this little rascal is Lē (pronounced Lee),” he said, pointing at the animal with brownish-grey fur, big gentle black eyes, a small nose, and little ears that slightly stuck up.

	Lē bowed to him. He was so small that his head almost touched the ground. James returned the bow, and Lē immediately performed a series of quick moves with his tiny hands and feet, letting out martial grunts.

	“Haa—yaa—waa—caa!”

	James took a step back, wringing out his already half-dry sleeves, thanks to the summer heat.

	“Don’t worry, he’s just playing,” Wu said in a calming tone. “He’s a lemur, part of the dwarf lemur family, in case you were wondering why he looks a bit different.”

	A dull thud echoed through the yard as the playful lemur jumped from one equipment to another, knocking over a couple of wooden poles standing nearby. He turned to them and grinned, baring his teeth.

	“I see he’s quite playful,” he said. “I—I’m James, and I have to admit something. I’m not really a pirate.” He bowed his head, showing his regret for lying.

	“I know, I was just teasing you,” he replied. “Sorry if we scared you—come, take a look around the yard. I’ve noticed you’ve been glancing at the equipment.”

	His face lit up, and he happily strolled around the yard. He walked past targets painted red and stopped at a wooden contraption bristling with smaller wooden extensions.

	“What’s this?”

	“This is called a wooden training dummy. It’s used for practicing and perfecting footwork, balance, and most importantly, hand speed and strike accuracy while changing attack positions.”

	“Wow, sounds powerful.”

	“You’re right, it’s a powerful tool even against stronger opponents,” Wu said, hands clasped behind his back like a true master. “Once you master its moves, what you learn can help you in situations where you think there’s no way out.” He stood before the wooden dummy and looked at James. “Do you want to try it?”

	Hiding his eagerness, he modestly replied, “I can try, but I can’t promise I’ll be any good.”

	“You’re as good as you believe you are,” Wu said, closing his eyes and squatting. “Let me show you how it’s done.” He began striking the wooden extensions with his hands and elbows, occasionally touching the dummy’s trunk. His light touches made the strikes echo. In one swift motion, he stood upright, then squatted again. He passed under one extension, continuing on the other side with rapid hand movements, alternating between extensions and the trunk.

	He slowed his rhythm, watching James and demonstrating the sequence of strikes and when to change positions. He began speeding up again, then slowed down, and James followed and absorbed every move until Wu stopped. James looked at him with admiration.

	“Your turn,” he said, stepping aside and giving him the spot. “Relax, take a deep breath, and let your mind guide your body.”

	James took a deep breath. He felt like he was about to do something important—something that might change everything. For a moment, it was as if the world had stopped spinning. His mind was no longer cluttered with a thousand thoughts. No doubts, no distractions. Just him, the steady rhythm of his breath, and the wooden dummy standing before him, waiting.

	“Exhale and begin,” said Wu softly.

	He exhaled and began alternating strikes with his hands at a steady pace. He didn’t seem like a beginner, like it came naturally to him. He sped up, adding elbow strikes. Wu watched him with interest, but his old, wrinkled face betrayed no emotion.

	He switched sides and continued striking quickly but not forcefully, trying to copy as many moves as he could. He struck the dummy’s trunk a little harder then stepped back, looking at Wu with a questioning gaze.

	Wu bowed to him respectfully, and he returned the bow. In the distance, from the direction of the harbor, a gunshot echoed. Darkness was falling.

	“My friends are probably already worried about me,” he said, glancing at the increasingly dark sky, and then asked him pleadingly, “Can I come back tomorrow?”

	“You can, if you promise me something,” Wu said enigmatically.

	“Anything,” he replied, as if he didn’t care what the old man would ask. It had been a long time since he’d felt this curious, and he wanted to keep practicing and improving. His imagination kicked in, and he saw himself and his friends in all sorts of adventures.

	“That this place will remain a secret.”

	“Deal, Master Wu,” he agreed instantly and ran off Wu’s property.

	“It’s been a long time since anyone called me that,” he said quietly, watching him leave, a faint smile forming on his lips.
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	CHAPTER TWO
A REBEL

	On a small hill stood a three-story mansion, its long stone walls rising like a small castle above the the town of Royal Bay—the kind only great lords could afford. A quiet, warm night, bathed in moonlight, hung over it. A window on the second floor opened. Out came old but comfortable black flat shoes, followed by slightly loose black cotton trousers and a long-sleeved dark purple shirt tucked into them. The shoes landed on the ivy-covered trellis on the wall.

	Lillien—the first with such a name in her father’s lineage—dressed in all these clothes, began climbing down the trellis. She stopped at the first-floor balcony. Her slightly messy brown hair was tied in a high bun with two bangs falling to her shoulders. She surveyed the surroundings with her cat-like, light green eyes. Two guards patrolled the wide stone walls surrounding the mansion. They stopped above the entrance, facing the town.

	Lillien leaped off the balcony edge, landing on a protruding wall ledge. The moonlight strongly illuminated that section. Facing away from the wall, she quickened her pace with shoes perfectly sized for the edge—as if tailored for it. She reached the end of the mansion and, using another creeping ivy, found herself in the courtyard.

	A lone guard started his patrol. Hidden in the shadow of a carriage, she listened to the faint footsteps. From their sound, she knew he was heading to patrol the back of the mansion. She darted across the yard as gracefully as a cat chasing prey and climbed the stone stairs to the walls. She moved quietly toward the guard overlooking the area in front of the entrance. An inner voice urged her to turn around.

	Trusting her intuition, she turned to see the guard returning.

	For now, he hadn’t seen her because she was beneath a ledge the moonlight didn’t reach. Panic gripped her briefly. She didn’t have enough time to return to the stairs, so she crouched and moved toward the stationary guard. The moonlight illuminated the middle and outer parts of the walls, and the guard approached from behind. She moved closer to the stationary guard. She didn’t know what would happen if they found her. At the last moment, she noticed a hollow in the stone for rain drainage toward the courtyard and slipped into it.

	“Do you know who I saw?” the guard asked as he passed by her. Her heart pounded wildly. She thought she’d been discovered, but he answered himself, “Brunhilda.” He bounced lightly on his feet, and Lillien felt a weight lift from her chest.

	“That plump maid?”

	“How dare you speak about her like that,” he said, lightly hitting him on the shoulder. The other guard startled, and he continued dreamily, “She’s pleasantly full-figured to my eye.” Lillien covered her mouth to stifle her laughter.

	“Where did you see her? Weren’t you on patrol?”

	“I was, but her room is on this side of the mansion, so I take a peek at her while passing by.”

	“So that’s why you always patrol this side, and I take the other.”

	These two could go on until morning, but she had her mission. Gathering her courage, she made a small flip on the ground toward the outer side of the walls.

	“I think she noticed me this time,” he said, convincing himself. “I think she did.”

	Lillien slipped into a hollow in the stone for outdoor rain drainage as the two remained engrossed in their conversation. She peeked out, scanning for the large hay cart. The cart was always somewhere beneath the walls, near the main iron gate. This time, it was directly below her. She jumped down, landing on her back in the soft hay. As she stood, she pulled dry twigs from her mouth. Smiling, she ran toward the nearby forest, unaware of the pair of eyes that had been watching her.

	Walking through a not-so-dense forest, she jumped over a small stream and emerged into the open. She arrived at ancient ruins and stroked them as she walked around. She entered a small maze of thick walls, unaware of the old secrets they held. In places where much of the stone ceiling was missing, the moonlight eased her path. From beneath a broken section of the walls, she pulled out a long, thick staff. She emerged into a clearing, spinning the staff in her hands. It fell onto the well-trodden earthen ground, surrounded by short grass. She picked it up and continued spinning it from hand to hand. She barely caught it in time before it could hit the ground. A little frustrated, she blew air in front of her. She repeated the spinning and movements again and again for the next half hour.

	The staff kept slipping from her hands, but she didn’t give up. She repeated the exercise, determined to master each circular motion. Standing still, she closed her eyes and held the staff in front of her, gripping it with both hands. With a quick motion, she extended the staff, pretending someone was in front of her and that she had struck them. She repeated the same movement in the opposite direction. With each strike, she exhaled sharply, and during preparation, she took long breaths of fresh air.

	Hidden from the moonlight, the same pair of eyes watched her again. She didn’t notice anything, continuing her air strikes in other directions. The staff slipped from her hands. She pursed her lips and snatched it off the ground.

	As she prepared to resume her exercise, she heard distant voices coming from the forest. She looked toward where those mysterious eyes had been watching her moments ago. They were no longer there. The voices grew louder. Quickly, she returned the staff to its hiding place and ran into the forest.

	The two mansion guards were walking in her direction. They blocked her path back, so she hid in the nearest bush until they passed. In front of them appeared a huge man—broad-shouldered and towering. The owner of the eyes that had been watching her moments earlier. He looked to be near fifty.

	“Evening, boys, what are you doing here?” he asked in a gentle voice, uncharacteristic for such a large man. He was a head taller and wider than both guards.

	“Why do you jump out like that, Joe?” asked the first guard, slightly jumping in place. “Our shift just ended, so we’re going to relax by the ancient ruins.”

	Joe’s kindly gaze from his small brown eyes and his balding head didn’t quite match his height and width proportions. At first glance, he looked intimidating despite his kindness.

	“What brings you here?” asked the second guard, carrying a box of drinks. “Is everything alright?”

	“Oh, everything’s fine,” he said. “I just came out for some fresh air.” Hiding the true reason for his late-night wanderings in the forest.

	Listening to their dull conversation, Lillien exhaled impatiently. She moved carefully to avoid stepping on anything and slipped into another bush.

	“There’ll be no more gatherings at the ancient ruins,” he said, watching the guards’ expressions shift rapidly from happy to disappointed. “Arthur will be conducting some secret drills there. Something for the Navy—don’t ask too many questions.”

	At the mention of her father’s name, Lillien glanced toward them and stepped on a twig hidden beneath fallen leaves. The cracking sound drew unwanted attention toward her.

	“What was that noise?” the first guard asked curiously.

	“Oh, it must be a squirrel,” Joe said, moving to block their view of the bush where she was frozen. “You can head to the old mill. The sound of the stream will make the wine go down smoother.”

	The second guard had already forgotten the unknown sound, focusing on the drinks swaying in his arms. “Come with us. We’ve got only the good stuff tonight.”

	“Oh, you go ahead and enjoy,” he said, walking toward the mansion. “And if you’re late for your shift tomorrow, you’ll have me to answer to.”

	Understanding Joe’s joke, the guard replied in kind, the bottles in his arms clinking. “We might not even show up tomorrow.” Laughing loudly, the two guards disappeared among the trees, heading in the opposite direction of Lillien and the ancient ruins.

	Like a shot, she darted out of the bush, reaching the forest edge in no time. She cautiously surveyed the surroundings. There was no one in sight, not even the two guards on the walls. Running, she reached the hay cart and pulled out a long rope she had hidden there every evening since she started sneaking out at night. She swung it and threw it toward the top of the walls. On the first try, it caught onto a large protruding carved stone.

	She quickly climbed, using her feet against the wall for balance. Peeking over the edge, she took advantage of the moon hiding behind a passing cloud and hurried toward the mansion. The shortest—but fastest—among her peers, she climbed back to her window faster than she had descended. She entered and, closing the window, left the night sky in silent anticipation of a new dawn.

	* * *

	Someone drew the curtains apart, letting in a bright, dazzling light. The sun’s rays cheerfully reached the darkest corners of the large room. The large mirror in the center gleamed, and the armchair and sofa in the corner regained their natural red color. The tidy and modern room was spoiled by clothes and shoes scattered across the floor.

	“Come on, wake up, Miss Lillien,” said a plump, short woman. Her black hair and dark eyes matched her black-and-white uniform—meant only for servants. Despite the subtle lines at the corners of her eyes, her presence still carried a youthful energy. “Today is a big day.”

	From the large bed, with its sturdy, expensive wooden frame, a small head with pale cheeks and a gently flushed complexion peeked out. “Brunhilda, is that you?” she asked sleepily.

	“Who else would it be, my dear child?” she said, placing a hand on her head. “You feel a little warm. Nothing a bit of tea won’t fix.” She gestured toward the tray with tea and cookies.

	“I’m not hungry,” she said, pulling the blanket over her head.

	“What’s this mess on the floor?” she asked, picking up clothes. “Were you out wandering again last night?” she asked in a stern tone, eyeing the muddy shoes.

	Lillien removed the blanket, pursed her lips, and widened her eyes—caught red-handed. “I was careful. No one saw me.” She stepped out of bed in her long white nightgown, her bare feet touching the soft carpet.

	“Until the one time you’re not, and then we’ll have to endure two hours of your father’s lectures,” Brunhilda said, to which Lillien giggled, skipping playfully toward the tray. “You won’t find it so funny when Arthur orders me to serve you nothing but soup and broccoli for the next two weeks.”

	She dipped a cookie into the tea and took a bite, then sweetly said, “Mmm, your cookies are always so crispy.”

	“Flattery won’t work this time,” she said, hands resting on her hips as she gave her a determined look.

	“Oh, lighten up a bit,” she said cheerfully, stepping onto the balcony. “Look what a beautiful day it is.” She returned to the room with a question. “Where is my father, anyway?”

	“He’s in the study. I heard him shuffling papers at dawn. You know he’s the first—”

	“—mayor who is also the admiral of the fleet. The first in Royal Bay’s history,” Lillien said in one breath, cutting Brunhilda off. “I know, I know, you’ve told me a hundred times.” She pulled out a pair of slightly loose blue trousers—normally worn by men—and a white shirt from the wardrobe.

	Brunhilda tidied up the mess on the floor and began drawing the curtains on the other windows, asking, “Have you forgotten what day it is?”

	“I think it’s Saturday, why?” she said, dressing behind the screen near the bed.

	“Today is the ball.”

	“The ball? What ball?” came the surprised voice from behind the screen. “That ball?!” she exclaimed, knocking over a small table and almost toppling the screen.

	“The tailor is coming in an hour to fit his newest gowns on you.”

	She emerged from behind the screen, frowning, dressed in men’s clothes. “You know I don’t like wearing gowns.” She pulled the shirt out from the trousers on her left side, letting it hang down to her thigh.

	“This ball is a tradition, and every lady goes through it, so you’ll have to as well.”

	With her head lowered, Lillien walked to the sideboard. On a gilded stand rested her mother’s dagger. The gleam of the sharp blade revealed its edge. On the golden hilt, three small gemstones—red, blue, and green—were embedded, giving it a powerful appearance.

	“I know she would never make me wear gowns,” Lillien said sadly. She exhaled warm air, fogging up the blade. Brunhilda’s expression softened as she sat on the edge of the bed, patting the sheets. She sat beside her, and Brunhilda wrapped an arm around her. Feeling the warmth of the embrace, she felt a little better.

	“Your mother died giving birth to you, sacrificing her life for yours, and she would want you to know she loved you very much,” she said, wiping tears from Lillien’s cheeks. “Go to the stables for a while. You always feel better there.” She kissed her on the temple, and Lillien stood up, wiping the remaining tears.

	She opened the door to her room, turned with a gentle smile, and said, “Thank you.” Brunhilda returned the same expression. She closed the door and ran down the hallway. She descended the stairs and stepped into the courtyard.

	In front of the stables stood Joe, stacking large bales of hay. He carried one in each hand, easily placing them atop one another. She snuck up behind him and shouted, “Boo!” He jumped in place, then swiftly turned, grabbed her, and lifted her high off the ground. She giggled as he put her back down.

	“Good morning, Miss Lillien,” he said, then casually raised his eyebrows. “How did you sleep last night?”

	She immediately wondered if she hadn’t been as careful as she thought last night, so she switched to humor, waving her hand in a mockingly elegant manner, “Oh, I slept wonderfully, sir.”

	“I’ve filled the water buckets, and their food is ready,” he said, stacking the last piece of hay.

	“What would I do without you, Joe?” she said, more gratefully than rhetorically, picking up some hay and feeding a beautiful brown horse. “You’re the best caretaker I have.”

	“You better be, or he might eat you,” he said, opening his mouth wide and making scary noises as he advanced toward her. Laughing, she stepped back, while the horses began snorting as if wanting to protect her from the “monster.”

	“You’ve scared all the horses,” she said, stroking them, and he joined her. They calmed the animals with gentle hand movements before she picked up a bucket and gave water to one of them.

	“Are you ready for suitors tonight?” he asked, and she gave him a sweet scowl, making him chuckle under his breath.

	“Go ahead and tease, but when I tell all the widows tonight that you’re single, you won’t be able to fend off their claws.”

	Joe’s face grew serious. The hay he was holding, he dipped into a water bucket.

	“Don’t you dare,” she said, wagging her finger threateningly as she backed away.

	Joe turned toward her, raised the wet hay into the air, and ran at her.

	“Nooo!” she screamed, turning and running away as he chased her. Lillien’s playful laughter filled the air.
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	CHAPTER THREE
THE HIDEOUT

	Nestled beneath many hills was West Port. Seemingly a peaceful and ordinary town, it hid deep secrets and a curse—one of greed on one hand and poverty on the other. It held a beautiful harbor with three long piers where numerous wooden ships were docked. Seagulls flew around the ships, searching for food. The smell of fish mixed in the air with the scent of beer. Taverns along the shore were favorite relaxation spots for sailors, even pirates who used false flags to dock.

	Of course, docking under a pirate flag in any harbor along the eastern coast or on any island under the new colonies’ rule was strictly forbidden. Night was almost upon them, and the lamplighters diligently lit the street oil lamps. The well-trodden dirt streets—from the harbor all the way to the foothills—began to glow.

	James dashed down one of the hills and entered an as-yet unlit street. He still had at least half the town to cross. He needed to reach his friends before all the streets were lit. Otherwise, he risked the patrol officers under the local sheriff’s command discovering their hideout.

	He reached the town’s longest and most dangerous street. The lamplighters avoided this street altogether, fearing for their lives, and the sheriff only ventured there in the most critical situations. He debated whether to take the risk and go through Dark Street—as it was called—because it would save him a lot of time compared to going around the entire block of buildings stretching on both sides.

	He entered Dark Street at a brisk pace, knowing that running would only draw attention. Tipped-over bins littered the ground, and cats rummaged through the garbage, searching for food. The air smelled of tobacco, and the ground reeked of urine. He pinched his nose with two fingers and quickened his steps. A woman emerged from a building ahead, yelling. She was arguing with a man shouting after her from the window. A wax candle illuminated his torn undershirt. After a few steps, an old man’s wrinkled face emerged from the shadows.

	“Got any gold coins, boy?” he asked in a threatening tone.

	He was startled and stepped back without watching his step. He tripped over someone’s leg and fell to the ground.

	“Watch where you’re going, scoundrel,” said a drunkard, pushing off the cardboard that had been covering him.

	Not believing he would make it out alive, he kept moving, almost running. In the distance, he saw a small beam of light—the lamplighters were approaching. Just a bit more, he reassured himself. He saw the exit, but someone grabbed his upper arm.

	From behind the rare clouds in the calm sky, the moon appeared and illuminated the face of a middle-aged woman. She had two warts on her nose, one on top of the other. “Little one, are you lost?” she asked in a screechy voice. “Come, let me show you something.” She started pulling him along, and he resisted slightly.

	“No, thank you, I need to get home,” he replied politely, not wanting to accidentally provoke her. “My father is waiting for me by—”

	“Oh, come with me, I have a room just for you—a warm bed—everything your heart desires,” she continued in a convincing tone.

	“There he is—he’s waving at me—” he said, resisting in the opposite direction. The woman looked toward the exit of Dark Street to see if she could spot someone. He seized the moment, broke free from her grip, and ran. He didn’t stop running until he reached his seemingly abandoned building. At the start of the street, the lamplighter offered a faint glimmer of salvation. James glanced behind him to see if anyone was following or watching him. Satisfied the coast was clear, he waited for a carriage to pass, then crouched and crossed the road. The entrance was blocked by a few planks and some debris. He went to the wall to the left of the entrance, kneeled in the grass, lifted a large plank covered with dirt, and entered the building’s basement.

	He passed through a dark hallway smelling of stale air and climbed the stairs to the first floor. At last, he felt a sense of safety return. Only one door stood between him and his friends. He slowly pushed open the old, dilapidated door and slipped inside. The entire floor was one large room with no partition walls. The lower parts of the windows were boarded up to prevent unwanted views from surrounding buildings. The upper parts of the windows had many cracks, allowing fresh air to circulate. Fifteen wooden beds were arranged around the room, ten of which, judging by the sheets, were in use.

	The room’s center was dimly lit by two wax candles. Anna paced worriedly between two beds, where Al and the other children, all younger than James, were sitting. He had brought abandoned children from all corners of the town and looked after them. When he saw their worried faces, his heart ached. He cleared his throat softly, drawing everyone’s attention.

	The children cheered and leaped from the beds. The room filled with chatter and the soft sound of bare feet on the wooden floor. James grabbed his head with one hand and brought a finger to his lips with the other, unable to hide his wide smile. “Shhh, the sheriff’s men are outside.” 

	His warning went unheard as they rushed to hug him.

	“I’m glad you’re alive,” Anna said, pulling away from him. “We searched for you until night fell and were just making plans to look for you tomorrow.”

	“We thought the good pirates had taken you,” said Al, teasing him and lightly punching his shoulder. The joke eased the tension, bringing smiles of relief to everyone’s faces. They sat down by the candles.

	“Where have you been, James?” one of the little ones asked, their voice filled with curiosity.

	“Why did it take you so long?” another voice piped up.

	“We’ve been waiting forever!” a third voice chimed in, all eyes on him.

	So much had happened since he entered the tall grass on the hills, and he hadn’t even thought about needing an excuse when he returned. He had promised Master Wu he wouldn’t reveal his hideout. He couldn’t admit to surviving Dark Street, either.

	The first rule he taught all the new children was never, ever to enter Dark Street. He had never lied to them and was always an advocate of telling the truth. But these were special circumstances, and maybe it was better to keep the part about Master Wu to himself for now and share later if necessary. As for Dark Street, there was no chance he would ever tell them—it was for their own good. Yes, that’s what I’ll do.

	“I fell into some pit,” he said with a heavy heart. “I called out to you, but you must have been too far away. I barely got out.”

	“You’re lucky you got out before dark,” said Al. “I heard there are a lot of wolves there. My third cousin got bitten when he was little.”

	“Stop babbling,” said Anna, rolling her eyes, and everyone burst out laughing. She turned to James. “I saved you some cheese and bread in case you got hungry when you came back.”

	“You
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