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  Chapter One

Jinhua


“Is that a letter from His Royal Highness?” Fangyee dropped a piece of folded parchment onto Jinhua’s lap. 
Jinhua snatched it up and looked at the seal, surely Fangyee had already opened it. But no, the seal was intact. Jinhua broke it and scanned to the bottom of the letter. “No, it’s from Qiao.” 
“Oh.” Fangyee looked disappointed, but she sat on her bed opposite Jinhua, clearly waiting to hear the news from their sister.  
“Qiao said the accommodations are as expected, and she is enjoying the challenge of re-establishing her rank amongst the other guards. They train at least twice a day, but most of their time is spent patrolling the halls of the female royals and learning new fighting formations for every possible occasion,” Jinhua said. She had never been very close to her oldest sister, perhaps because of the age difference. But she’d been happy for Qiao—and secretly herself. If she moved to the palace, at least Jinhua would have family nearby.
“Does Qiao mention Prince Feng?” Fangyee asked. 
“No,” Jinhua replied as she scanned the letter again, "The Prince has not sent a single letter to me." 
“Maybe Prince Feng is not the writing type,” Fangyee said, patting Jinhua’s knee. 
Jinhua nodded. She didn’t want to argue with her sister, so she didn’t mention that this marriage wasn’t her choice or what she really wanted. A royal adviser had simply come to town one day and deemed her pretty enough to be considered a match for the royal prince. The adviser had commissioned a portrait, which he’d brought back to the palace, and the palace had sent a contract to Jinhua's family for her hand in marriage. It was a great honor for her family, but she didn’t even know what the prince looked like. He hadn’t sent her so much as a letter or a message. The palace had sent a sizable financial gift, but it was more to ensure she was appropriately adorned as a future princess than it was a gift.  
“Do my hair for dinner,” Fangyee said as she tapped Jinhua with her folded fan. 
While Jinhua had been lost in thought, her sister had changed into her evening outfit for dinner, though they weren’t technically required to change. Her brothers didn’t even bother bathing after training. But Jinhua was expected to behave as a princess, so Fangyee took it upon herself to dress for dinner too.  
Fangyee sat on her sister’s bed again and handed her a brush. Jinhua smiled and brushed her sister’s hair, then twisted strands together and pinned them in place. She took Fangyee’s cherished jewels she had worked so hard for and placed them in her sister's hair with pins as well. 
“Go get dressed, and then I’ll do your hair,” Fangyee said.  
Jinhua nodded and put on her yellow silk dress. She had five dresses now and rotated through them consistently, not really caring which she wore when. She’d dine in her training clothes if she could. Jinhua shrugged, then stood in front of the mirror and let her sister do whatever she wanted with her hair.  
“Jin, can I borrow this for tomorrow’s dinner?” Fangyee asked as she tapped the comb she was securing into Jin’s hair.  
“Yes,” Jin said. She knew Fangyee would take it as her own if it wasn’t part of her royal trousseau Jinhua was supposed to bring with her when she moved to the palace. 
“Are you excited to go to the palace? It will be so lovely to live with the other princesses and to have the prince dote on you all. Maybe you’ll even see Qiao as she patrols the halls.” 
Jinhua nodded. It was her duty to do her family proud and move to the palace in a few weeks. If she was honest with herself, she was indifferent. She would miss teaching training classes here, and she would miss her students—mostly her brother Renshu—but her family was happy to send her away for the better life that palace life promised and the honor it would be to boast that they had a direct connection to the royal family. 
“Come, come, our family will be seated by now. We can make our entrance,” Fangyee said as she ushered Jinhua out their bedroom door.  
Jinhua followed, letting Fangyee loop an arm around hers as they strode down the hallway to the dining room. 
Dinner was as it always was. Silent. Once they were all seated, their cooks brought out the dishes for the evening and then it was Jinhua’s duty to eat silently with her family. She slid a glance up to Renshu once, who grinned and winked at her before he looked down. Knowing he would look up again, she waited only a minute before peering up again and crossing her eyes at him. It was their custom to see how many looks they could get in before Amah noticed. 
“One more look and I’ll smack you both on the head,” Amah said as they attempted another glance. 
“I’m sorry, Amah,” Renshu said. He sat on Amah’s left as the favorite child. 
She patted his arm and then added more meat to his bowl of rice. “It’s all right, Renshu. Youth runs out eventually, so I’m glad to see you enjoying it.” 
Jinhua bit her tongue. Renshu got away with everything as the favorite. 
“I’m sorry, Amah,” Jinhua said quietly. 
“It’s not proper for a princess to disobey the rules. I will not have you shaming our family by being an outcast in the royal palace. Since you have so much youthful energy, you have patrol duty tonight,” Amah said.  
Jinhua nodded and swallowed whatever retort she might have uttered. She wouldn’t get any sleep tonight while on patrol. And then she’d probably get blamed for the circles under her eyes tomorrow morning too.






  
  Chapter Two

Ranulf


Ranulf’s ship pulled into the dock beside the largest merchant ship he’d seen to date. He stood on his own ship, awed, watching the bustling to and fro of the people at work on the enormous vessel. Over a dozen crew members were moving large crates back and forth on pulleys, carrying goods on and off the gangplank. His heart strings tugged, and he closed his eyes. “One day …” he promised himself. He tore his gaze away from the ship and turned instead to the town before him. They’d barely made it across the vast, unforgiving ocean to Cerisa on their tiny vessel, and Crab was, for the third time, checking the knots he was securing their ship to the dock with. 
Many curious eyes on the dock turned to him—until they shifted to the even larger man now appearing at his side. Ranulf’s auburn hair, barely-there beard, and thick stature were a novelty in this part of the world. Crab’s brown hair and dark eyes stood out a little less, but his sheer size attracted attention no matter where they went. 
“We just going to stand' ere?” Crab asked. 
“Just taking it all in, Crab. Can you believe we made it?” Ranulf asked. The excitement of a new place bubbled inside him.  
“We should get goin',” Crab said, narrowing his eyes and looking around them as if expecting a monster to jump out. 
“Let’s go meet people!” Ranulf said, clapping his friend on the shoulder and stepping onto the gangplank.  
If only his family could see him now. As one of their youngest children, his parents hadn’t cared about his career choice as long as he wasn’t dependent on them. They’d laughed when he’d told them he would become one of the greatest merchants in the world. 
As Ranulf and Crab left the dock, they found themselves in a dusty village with high stone walls. The buildings behind the walls were tall and topped with angled roofs that sloped to barbed edges. The village hummed with motion. Whatever merchant ship had just arrived had awoken the villagers, who were pouring out in droves. 
Crab and Ranulf continued down the main road, leaping aside when a cart came flying by. Suddenly, they heard shouts down a street to their right, and Ranulf ran to see what was going on. Crab followed closely behind. 
They stopped at a large property with unusually low stone walls, low enough for them to see over. A group of at least fifty people stood in a cobblestone square, all in the same awkward position, in neat rows, and still as statues. Four figures stood on raised platforms on each side of the square. Suddenly, they cried out, and the mass of people moved in synchronicity into another position. 
“It’s a school for the fightin' arts,” Crab said, the awe in his voice obvious. 
“A school?” Ranulf said. 
They continued watching from the edge of the stone wall. A figure on the closest platform glanced over at them, and Ranulf realized it was a woman. Apparently, men and women wore similar clothing here, and as Ranulf took in the others on the platforms, he realized that there were two men and two women teaching the crowd. Another man he hadn’t seen until now walked along the rows, correcting postures, stances, and grips. 
“It’s amazin',” Crab said, “I’d heard of such a place, but I never thought I’d see it. There’s so many people.” 
The woman who had first glanced at them now stared at them. Ranulf thought she looked beautiful as the light glinted off something metallic around her neck. He could watch her all day as she moved gracefully from one position to another, delicate and strong at the same time. 
“We should get goin',” Crab said, taking Ranulf’s shoulder and turning him away. They hurried back down the path to the main road. 
“I wonder how many there are—fightin' schools, that is,” Crab said. “Do you think they would take me?” 
“She could take me,” Ranulf said. 
“What did ya say?” Crab asked as he turned to Ranulf. 
“Nothing,” Ranulf said. He shook his head to clear it, “Let’s go find the market.” He clapped Crab on the back. 
They ended up following their noses to the market. This was supposed to be one of the biggest markets near this coast, and Ranulf was excited to research what was being sold, what was valuable, and what the market culture was like. 
Ranulf was gathering information about what was valuable in this region. They’d come a long way for this, and he planned on being here for a few weeks to determine what he could buy at a low price to bring back to the Kingdom of Adanek and sell at a higher one. 
So Crab and Ranulf observed. They walked up and down aisles, drawing gazes as they went, and watched deals being made. Ranulf noticed the haggling was fiercer here than it was back home, and there was more showmanship too. He also noticed he and Crab were at least a head taller than most of the people here. Plus, his hair and beard made him a bit of a spectacle. 
They would return tomorrow in the early morning with fish to trade for local coin. Then he could start testing the waters. He liked the look of some of their fabrics. They were much more colorful than those that were made back home. He wondered how much they could bring back with them.  
At that thought, he wondered how much time it might take for the villagers to manufacture more. He might as well bring back as much as he could afford or as much as his ship could carry. 
Ranulf was so lost in thought as he absentmindedly wandered the aisles that he didn’t notice the group lurking, slowly tightening the circle around him. When he finally did notice, he looked around for Crab and realized the true warrior of the two was off somewhere else.  
“Look, I don’t want any trouble. I don’t have anything on me.” Ranulf had long learned never to carry any valuables with him in the first few days in a new place. He was always tested. But as a fighter, he was the weaker one. Crab was the better warrior. Ranulf made a show of emptying his pockets as this group surrounded him and shouted something he didn’t understand. They started to close in, and Ranulf wondered whether it would be better to run or to try and grab at one of their sticks. No one had brought out a knife yet, so at least there was that.  
Ranulf made a mental note to come better armed next time and to really focus a little more when Crab was trying to teach him about fighting. 
The circle tightened, and Ranulf knew he was in trouble. Then a blur of light-purple fabric caught his eye from the roof above; it leaped and landed next to him. He was so surprised that he just turned and stared at the woman from earlier that afternoon. 
She said something menacingly. Then a blade shot out from each of her sleeves. This woman was magical. Ranulf stood off to the side as the group changed their focus to the woman in purple. She wore something like an embroidered tunic with large sleeves over long skirts. Before he even realized what was happening, she twirled and flew around the circle. The ruffians’ sticks flew away. Ranulf had never seen such an extraordinary person in his whole life.
The men fled down the alley, and the woman brushed herself off. She carefully inspected her knives before tucking them back in her sleeves. “Are you all right?” she asked slowly and carefully, as if testing the words. 
Ranulf stood, still stunned and frozen. “You’re incredible,” he said, not fully realizing that the woman had just spoken to him in his own language. He moved slowly to not startle her into stabbing him, gently took her hand, and brought it to his lips. “Thank you.” 
His eyes traveled up her sleeve to her face, and her dark-brown eyes sparkled. Ranulf felt something inside him snap into place as his heart started to race. He bowed low and said, “My name is Ranulf. I’m eternally grateful for your appearance.” 
“The pleasure is mine,” she said, dipping her head. 
Ranulf still had her hand in his, and she didn’t pull away, so he held it, gently tracing the delicate fingers with his own. “Your name?” he whispered. 
“My name is Xu Jinhua,” she said, smiling. 
“There ya are.” Crab appeared at the aisles’ intersection. Jinhua and Ranulf jumped apart. “I just saw a bunch of guys runnin' the other way, so I knew ya must have been in trouble.” Then he finally saw Ranulf wasn’t alone. “Oh. Wait, aren’t ya the woman from the fightin' school?” 
Jinhua nodded to Ranulf. “Good evening,” she said before hurrying away. After turning a couple of corners, she disappeared into the night. 
“You all right?” Crab came and put his hands on Ranulf’s shoulders as he looked him over for injury. “Ya look pale.” 
Ranulf finally blinked. “I just met my wife,” he said dreamily. His hand still tingled where it had held hers. 
“Ranulf.” Crab shook his friend as he shook his own head. He steered him back toward the docks. They would sleep on the ship for a few days until they could better establish themselves in the village. 

      [image: ]“Ranulf, I know you’re noble in all official capacities, but ya said that was Xu Jinhua? Do ya even know who she is? Her family is legendary in the fightin' arts,” Crab said. He sat in his hammock, hands moving quickly as he crocheted something. They were back on their ship settling in for the night. 
“I don’t care,” Ranulf said. All he could think of was her, the way she moved, the way she smelled, the way the corners of her eyes wrinkled when she smiled. 
“Ya don’t understand, Ranulf. The Xu family has three sons and three daughters. I can’t remember which one, but I’m pretty sure one daughter is engaged to the crown prince of Cerisa,” Crab said. 
“When did you become so knowledgeable?” Ranulf suddenly turned his attention to his friend and business partner. 
“When ya were off gallivantin', I met someone originally from Adanek. We went fer a drink, and he filled me in on all the gossip. He’s gonna meet us tomorrow,” Crab continued. 
Crab was quiet as he carefully examined his stitches, mouthing numbers to himself. Ranulf found himself drifting back to images of flying purple fabric and dark-brown eyes. He leaned back in the hammock he had hung in the corner. Even though he was technically captain, he’d worked on so many ships, he’d found it tough to sleep on a thin mattress instead of the hammock he was used to. 
“I’m on first watch, so ya better get some actual sleep,” Crab said. He jumped out of his hammock and pushed through the door. 
Ranulf could tell Crab was annoyed, but he didn’t care.






  
  Chapter Three

Jinhua


“How was patrol last night?” Fangyee helped pull the pins out of Jinhua’s hair as Jinhua sat on a wooden stool in front of the mirror. 
“Huh?” Jinhua said. 
“How was patrol last night?” her sister asked again. She shook her head. “You better hope the prince marries you before he notices how often your head is in the clouds.” 
“Maybe he’d love me more for it.” Jinhua stuck her chin out. 
“The only thing he’ll love is the many children you produce for him,” Fangyee said. 
Jinhua stuck her tongue out at her sister as Fangyee slowly let Jinhua’s hair fall and then started to brush it. Fangyee’s lips moved as she counted out a hundred brush strokes, but Jinhua let her mind wander to the strange traveler she’d met and heard nothing of her sister's counting. 
He’d been so kind and sweet. She hated ruffians who tried to take what wasn’t theirs, so she’d gladly jumped into the fight. Yet she’d never met anyone so incapable of fighting. He intrigued her. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the tall, wide man’s gray eyes. His odd, dark, reddish-brown hair also intrigued her; she’d never seen hair like that before. And she would have thought gray eyes would look stormy and cold, but his were only soft and warm. She had felt that same warmth bloom from their connected hands. She knew it wasn’t proper for a man to hold her hand, especially since she was betrothed to another man, but she hadn’t wanted to let go. 
“Little sister.” Fangyee smacked Jinhua on the head with the back of the wooden brush. 
Jinhua blinked. “Ow. What’d you do that for?” 
“In the clouds again, are we? I’m done. Now do mine.” Fangyee smacked Jinhua’s shoulder, then butt, with the same brush to get her off the stool. Usually, they had help dressing and undressing, but Fangyee’s temper made them lose maids more regularly than their monthly cycles arrived. 
Jinhua stood up and shifted her voluminous sleeves as Fangyee sat down.  
“Did you see how Renshu looked at Peng-li today?” Fangyee liked gossiping. 
“No, I didn’t. Was it lascivious?” Jinhua asked, playing along with her sister and using the new word she’d learned from their tutor the other day. She shoved the gray eyes from her mind for now, focusing on her sister’s hair. Jinhua removed the pins one by one, careful not to wiggle them so they didn’t poke Fangyee in the head, before loosening the twisted strands. Then she gently brushed Fangyee’s hair as her sister continued to prattle on about how this person looked at that person. 
“Did you see the travelers today? The smaller one is pretty handsome by foreigner standards. They stared at us like idiots.” Fangyee laughed. “It’s like they’d never seen a fighting school before.” 
A thought occurred to Jinhua and she spoke it before she could stop herself. “Maybe they hadn’t.” 
“Now you’re being an idiot. Fighting schools are everywhere, even in the rural areas,” Fangyee replied as she shook her finger at her sister.
Jinhua focused on brushing her sister’s hair. She’d lost track of her strokes a long time ago, but she knew she could just continue brushing for twenty minutes and she’d be done. It wasn’t like Fangyee was counting given how much she was talking. 
“They have such peculiar hair and eyes,” Fangyee said. “I even overheard Peng-li say how handsome the red-haired one is.” 
Jinhua felt a wave of jealousy course through her and struggled to keep it hidden. She barely knew Ranulf, yet she promised herself she’d hit Peng-li really, really hard the next time they practiced together. “Oh? I saw them standing there, but I didn’t notice anything extraordinary about them,” Jinhua said, trying to keep her voice indifferent and even. 
“I wonder if they’ll stay long enough to cause a scandal,” Fangyee said, practically salivating at the possibility. 
“Just because they’re foreigners doesn’t mean they’ll cause a scandal.” 
“They’re foreigners. They always cause a scandal. They don’t know anything about our ways,” Fangyee said. 
Jinhua had a few more minutes before she finished what must be over a hundred strokes; she couldn’t finish fast enough. “Maybe someone should teach them.” 
“Why?” Fangyee snorted. 
“So there’s no scandal. Don’t we aim for peace?” Jinhua asked. 
“If you’re so keen, maybe you should go and teach them.” Fangyee laughed. 
“Maybe I will,” Jinhua said, hoping the heat in her cheeks was masked by the room’s dimness. 
Jinhua put the brush down and both sisters climbed into bed. 
“You’ll have the best access to the gossip at the palace. You’ll have to tell me everything,” Fangyee said. 
“Of course,” Jinhua said, noticing Fangyee hadn’t offered to help tutor the foreigners. She wondered if Amah would even allow it. That prompted her to ponder the best way to present the idea to Amah. Maybe she should write to the prince. 
She still couldn’t believe she’d never met His Royal Highness. Though this was how it was done in her kingdom, and it was a great honor to marry the prince, she couldn’t get the image of Ranulf softly kissing her hand out of her head. As she lay in the darkened room, her fingertips gently brushed the top of her other hand as if she could still feel the kiss lingering on her skin. 






  
  Chapter Four

Jinhua


The next morning, Jinhua was down in the training ring before Fangyee. She and Renshu always trained first. Sleeping little and rising before the sun was habit for them. She breathed in the fresh morning air, free of sweat that early. She went around to light her side of the lamps as Rennie did the same on his side. Walls of woven mats framed by dark-red wood enclosed this training space; it was a family training area. There was no way Amah would have allowed the intricately carved wood and woven mats in a training space for students. New punctures and tears would mar it every day. 
“You have to keep a cap on your glances at Peng-li,” Jinhua said as her morning greeting. She slid out of her shoes and sighed as her feet met the cool floor as she grounded herself. 
“Fanny say something?” Renshu asked. 
Jinhua nodded. 
He handed her a staff as tall as she was, and they started their forms together, going through the movements like they had every morning since they were children. “I heard there was a disturbance in the alley last night. A foreigner was almost attacked, but a highly-skilled warrior came to his rescue.” Renshu, a whole head and shoulders taller than her, raised his eyebrows. 
“That group of boys is a nuisance,” Jinhua said, careful not to admit or deny anything. “How did you know anyway?”
“I was around the corner when the boys ran by. I tripped one for you,” he said. 
They were silent as they leaped and jumped in the sequence they always followed. 
“What are the foreigners like?” Renshu asked. 
“They seemed …” Jinhua thought about what she wanted to reveal. Of all her siblings, he was the one she was closest to; still, they all had their agendas. 
Renshu stopped and waited for her to finish her sentence. 
“They seemed nice enough,” she said. 
“Nice enough to kiss your hand?” Renshu asked, finishing the form with his staff. 
Jinhua felt her cheeks warm and stabbed her staff at Renshu.  
“It was nothing,” Jinhua said. She faced her brother, ready to start sparring. 
Renshu smiled. “If you say so.” His eyebrows rose as he grinned, but he was kind enough not to push the issue. 
Jinhua thought about her plan to teach the two foreigners. If Renshu helped her, it might be feasible. “What do you think of teaching the foreigners?” 
He pursed his lips, thinking on it a moment. “What do you want to teach them?” 
“Our culture, our language,” she said, hoping her voice sounded as even as she wanted it to. 
“Why?” 
“So they don’t cause a scandal. We strive for peace, no?” 
“You’d cause a scandal if you did it on your own,” Renshu remarked. 
“Maybe,” Jinhua said, not ready to ask him to help. 
A gong sounded, and Jinhua and Renshu quickly put their staffs away before heading for breakfast. Amah would skin them alive if they were late. 
They ate silently, quietly bringing their spoons of congee to their mouths. There was pork in this morning’s breakfast, and she hoped that meant they’d get fish tomorrow. Fish was Jinhua’s favorite. 
“I’d like to start a new project, Amah,” Renshu said after everyone had finished their breakfast. This was the only time the family could speak with each other before supper. Even then, they were usually joined by students, so breakfast was the only sacred time for family. 
“Rennie, of course. What has piqued your interest this time?” Amah asked. 
“Every time foreigners come here, they make mistakes, disturb the peace,” Renshu said, sounding bored. 
Their mother nodded at this, and Jinhua’s brothers looked questioningly at Renshu. 
“It’s not their fault they don’t know better. It’s like the monkeys who wander in and take things. I would like to teach them, so they know better,” Renshu said. 
“My brave boy!” Amah said. “So kind and community driven. Why can’t the rest of you useless children be more like Rennie?” 
The other siblings nodded and bowed their heads. Jinhua knew they would be extra hard on him today for that. 
“Amah, it is a big project. May I have help?” Renshu asked. 
“Yes, of course. Foreigners are stupid. You will need much patience,” Amah said. 
“I think Jinhua should practice her patience. She will have to deal with many stupid people when she is princess,” Renshu said. 
“Such a smart boy. Yes, Jinhua should help you. She will indeed need to learn more patience to deal with all the stupid city people when she is at the palace. A princess should have infinite patience, with her husband and her subjects,” Amah replied.  
Jinhua bit down on her tongue, schooling her face into a neutral expression. “Yes, Amah.” She bowed her head as her brother started talking about his expectations for the family at the upcoming sword competition. 
Jinhua didn’t hear much of the rest of the conversation. Her heart was fluttering at the thought of seeing Ranulf again. 

      [image: ]After breakfast, they taught their morning lessons and then Renshu and Jinhua headed into town to find the foreigners. It didn’t take long to learn they had returned to their docked ship for the night, so the siblings made their way to the dock. Even though Renshu and Jinhua had already been awake for hours, the sun was just rising above the horizon as they walked along the dock to the smaller foreign ship. 
“Whaddaya want?” a skinny foreign man asked. 
Renshu’s eyebrow rose questioningly. It was a rather rude way to greet someone. “You owe me big time for this,” he muttered to Jinhua before plastering a smile on his face. “We’d like to speak to the two men who came into town yesterday.” 
“Whaddya want wiv ’em?” the man demanded.  
Jinhua saw Renshu’s smile tighten, but before she could say anything, Ranulf came on deck and spotted them. 
“That’s no way to greet guests, Mouse.” He turned to his visitors. “My apologies. Many of my men are nervous in these lands because it’s our first time here.” Ranulf stepped up to the rail and smiled widely, opening his arms wide, allowing Jinhua to see he was unarmed. 
Jinhua’s heart was doing somersaults. 
Ranulf hesitated briefly as he looked at Jinhua standing next to Renshu. His gaze returned to Renshu a little more intensely than before, and he asked, “Would you like to board, or would you be more comfortable if I came to you?” 
“I’ve never seen the inner workings of a foreign ship before,” Renshu said. 
So Mouse hurried over to help Ranulf lower the gangplank, and Renshu took Jinhua’s arm in his before ascending to the deck. Once aboard, Ranulf moved some crates around to create some seating.  
Jinhua saw now that there were actually more men on deck than she’d seen before, most on their hands and knees rubbing linseed oil into the wood. 
“Never know when a storm might arrive. We waterproof when we can.” Ranulf watched her gaze move around the ship. 
Jinhua watched as Ranulf asked his guests to sit first before he did. The other large man arrived and joined them, preferring to straddle a chair he’d brought with him. 
“I’m Ranulf, and this is my partner, Crab.” Ranulf motioned to the man who straddled the chair. 
Crab was a strange name, and Jinhua realized it was also the name of a sea creature she very much enjoyed eating.  
“I am Renshu. And this is my sister, Jinhua,” Renshu said. 
Jinhua noticed Ranulf’s tension ease when Rennie said the word “sister.” 
“You must allow me to compliment your mastery of our language,” Ranulf said. 
“Our grandmother believes in learning many languages, so communication is never a barrier,” Renshu explained. 
Jinhua kept her gaze down as was appropriate, but she snuck peeks at Crab and Ranulf through her lowered lashes.  
“She sounds like a wise person,” Ranulf said, his brow creased as if he was trying to put pieces together.  
Mouse, the man who had greeted them so rudely before, brought out a few tankards of ale and placed them as delicately as he could on the crate between them. “My apologies fer my behavior before, m'lady,” he said, dipping his head and bowing to Jinhua.  
Renshu took the drink. As a lady, Jinhua couldn’t. To her, it stunk like the back end of an animal anyway. 
“In the past, when foreigners came, they've always caused problems. They disrespected our precious things or insulted our people because of their ignorance of our traditions. My family is a leader in this community, and we’ve decided to teach you some of our language and customs in hopes of preventing problems—if you are amenable,” Renshu stated, never breaking eye contact with Ranulf. 
“Oh?” Ranulf was busy looking from Renshu to Jinhua and back.
“Yes,” Renshu said. 
“We would be honored to learn anything you have to teach us,” Ranulf said. 
Jinhua glanced up to see Ranulf staring at her. 
“Good. Then first things first. You will move to the inn in town. Being part of the community is a good first step. We have already arranged for two rooms for you and Crab. Um, I must ask though, isn’t ‘crab’ an ocean creature?” Renshu asked. 
“Yeah. It’s a nickname,” Crab explained. 
“What is this word, ‘nickname’?” Renshu asked. 
“It’s a … name given to a friend that reminds both people of somethin' funny that happened in the past,” Crab said. 
Jinhua wanted to ask what had happened for a person to be named after such a lowly creature, but it would be rude, so she restrained herself. Her cheeks felt hot as Ranulf stared openly at her. So she decided to end the conversation. “We will train mid-morning every day. See you tomorrow morning.” She nodded. 
Renshu took her cue as she rose and held out an arm for her as they descended the gangplank and returned home to teach the afternoon lessons.






  
  Chapter Five

Ranulf


Ranulf leaned over the bow of his ship as he watched the beautiful Lady Jinhua walk away. She had acted so differently than the night before. Last night, she’d been bold and fearless. Today, she was shy and spoke barely a word. He wondered if it was a cultural difference or if he’d done something to offend her. He was glad she had come to see him today though. And he was excited at the prospect of seeing her every day. He could do without the brother, but he would gladly sit next to lions to spend another moment with her. 
“Ya have to keep yer wits,” Crab said. 
Ranulf turned to see Crab staring at him, eyebrows raised. 
Crab shook his head. “That was a warnin' as much as an offer. Why would one of the most powerful families in the area offer to teach little ol' us?” 
“Maybe they like us?” Ranulf suggested hopefully. A small part of him hoped it was because Jinhua had wanted to see him again. That made the butterflies in his stomach take flight. 

      [image: ]They were finishing maintenance on the ship later that afternoon when Crab declared, “If we wanna get to that inn before nightfall, we better get a move on.” He looked around at the ship’s crew and gave them all orders, and Ranulf went below to pack what he would need in town. 
Ranulf hoped they would be able to sell some goods in the next two weeks because he only had enough coin to stay at the inn for that long. Though he had already secured supplies for their return journey, he had really hoped to gather as much product as they could before departing. He’d hate to dip into his personal budget for product or have to leave the inn and reboard his ship. The last thing he wanted was to offend the locals. 
He shook his head and straightened before heading above deck to meet Crab. Together, they strode through town to the inn. After the owner had shown them to the rooms Renshu had reserved for them, Ranulf looked around. It was bare; nothing more than a hard bed, a small dresser and table, a desk, and a stool filled the space, but at least it was bigger than his room on his ship. 
A small window sat higher up than windows at home, but he peeked out and saw a few people milling about in the streets. 
Crab knocked and opened the door that connected the two rooms. He had taken the servant’s room saying he didn’t need much space, but Ranulf knew he was honoring Ranulf’s role as captain. 
They went downstairs and ate their supper as they pretended to ignore the hooded stares of the locals. But soon enough, rice wine replaced tea, and the room got louder as the patrons enjoyed themselves. 
“Taverns are the same around the world. Isn’t it amazing?” Ranulf asked Crab. He marveled at how similar things could be in such different parts of the world. 
“Uh huh,” Crab said, scanning the room. 
At Crab’s non-answer, Ranulf shooed them upstairs, knowing Crab wouldn’t relax until they were behind a closed door. He always worried trouble was brewing. 






  
  Chapter Six

Jinhua


Jinhua tried to resist patting down her clothes for the hundredth time. She had been wide awake by the time the sun had greeted the sky and gone quietly to do her exercises before even Renshu was up. She’d left her staff out to let Renshu know she’d already been there and then returned to her rooms to get ready. First, Jinhua used the bathing chambers, borrowing some of her sister’s jasmine-scented oils. Afterward, she dressed, having chosen her outfit the night before. She’d tried three outfits before coming back to this one. She huffed and went to breakfast. 
So impatient to get through breakfast was she that she couldn’t help but bounce her knee under the table, trying to keep her expression neutral. Fangyee shot her a stern look when Jinhua's elbow bumped her, making her drop her egg into her rice, where the yolk promptly broke. After that, Jinhua wriggled her toes back and forth. Renshu ignored her, probably on purpose to not give her away. 
Unfortunately, she caught her mother’s attention in the end. “Jinhua, you can barely sit still. Calm yourself,” Amah chastised. 
Jinhua bowed her head, trying to make her body stay still.  
“Oh, she’s just nervous about how stupid the foreigners will be. Don’t be afraid to show them our strict ways, sister,” Fangyee said, tapping two fingertips on the table next to her teacup as their youngest brother refilled it. Jinhua followed suit.  
Jinhua paid attention to her breathing to calm her racing heart as she counted the seconds until breakfast was finished. She didn’t focus on the conversation at all; she couldn’t wait to get some of her energy out teaching the morning’s first class.  
In the training yard, she nodded to the students who had come early, and Renshu silently handed her her staff before joining his group. The students went through their forms, and Jinhua circled around to correct postures and stances, grips and foot angles. She enjoyed the work, and it absorbed her. 
Suddenly, she felt a flutter in her stomach and an impulse to look behind her. When she did, she saw Ranulf standing with Crab at the gate of their training yard, watching intently. Renshu had seen them too and invited them to come and watch from inside the yard. They sat on an out-of-the-way bench, the same bench potential students sat on to watch the class.  
When Jinhua glanced over, Ranulf waved enthusiastically. But Jinhua knew all her students were watching, and to show an enthusiastic reception of a foreigner would be a poor decision. She turned on her heel and continued instructing her students, refusing to look at him even though the butterflies were now jumping and leaping and swooping in her stomach like they were trying to wave back.  
“Sister, we didn’t get the opportunity to practice this morning. Would you like to help me demonstrate?” Renshu asked as she returned to supervising. 
“What are you up to, Renshu?” she murmured as she bowed to accept his offer. The students all stopped practicing and turned to face them, eager to watch.  
“Showing you off,” Renshu said. He held his own staff loosely in his hands and tapped it twice on the ground. 
“You mean scaring them off,” Jinhua replied. She narrowed her eyes, but suddenly she couldn’t continue talking as she defended against her brother’s offensive strikes.
He came at her harder than usual, and she let her training kick in. She was angry at her brother for putting her on the spot as he had. So she focused that anger into every hit, not letting it get in the way of reading his body as he moved. 
Her Amah had described it as that rare moment when all was in balance, as though time moved slowly and you moved faster than you ought to, thought faster than you ought to. It was a moment when everything was easy for a warrior. All the training, all the bruises, scars, and difficulties came together in this moment when you were in a zone of complete ease. While her brothers and sisters had awed about it and decided to work harder for the next several days after Amah’s explanation, Jinhua had recognized that feeling given how often she slipped into it. She excelled at the martial arts and often beat her brothers. After two of her brothers had ganged up on her, though, she had realized she had to let them win or be constantly exhausted. Only Renshu accepted her superior skills and ability. 
Only when she finally had the staff pushing firmly on Renshu’s throat as he lay sprawled on the ground did she blink herself out of that mental state. Panting, she took Renshu’s hand and helped him up.  
The students all cheered and clapped, and Jinhua didn’t dare turn to Ranulf and Crab to see their expressions. The students bowed as she walked by them, leaving Renshu to deal with the end of class. 
She was now smelly and sweaty and decided she could afford to bathe again. Though she was angry that Renshu had made her work so hard, it felt good. It also felt good knowing Renshu had given her the chance to really fight to her level. She and Renshu were the best warriors in their family after all, aside from maybe their father. 

      [image: ]Half an hour later, Jinhua sat in the tub, letting her tears fall as she thought of the horrible things Ranulf must think of her now. She didn’t know much about Adanekian culture, but she knew most foreigners were disgusted with a woman who could fight as well as she could, as well or better than a man. She’d never be able to face him again. Once again, she’d lost her temper and beat her brother, a man, in combat. It was the farthest thing from ladylike she could imagine. Any man would ask that she temper her warrior ways before they marry—and the prince had already done so.  
Oh my. The prince. How could she be thinking of another man and what he thought of her when she was betrothed to another man? She wanted so badly to serve her country, and the only way for her to do that was to marry the prince as promised. She had to be as honorable as her sisters. Fangyee had been to many fighting competitions and had a few warrior suitors from other warrior families courting her, and her oldest sister, Qiao, had joined the royal guard only last year. It was the greatest honor next to Jinhua’s contract with the prince. 
A soft knock interrupted her spiraling thoughts. “Jin-jin?” Renshu cracked the door open. 
“Get out of here, Renshu. I’m naked,” she said. Her voice cracked, giving her away. 
“Jin-jin. I’m sorry. I wanted to show off how beautiful a warrior you are, that you don’t need a man to protect you. In fact, you could protect him.” Renshu laughed. 
“It’s not ladylike,” was all Jinhua managed to say as she tried to hold herself together. 
“How do you know what he appreciates?” Renshu asked. “You left before you saw his face. That foreigner would jump to his death for you. He’s in love with you. I’ve seen it since that night I spied you in the
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